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Dear Reader:

Out of all the topics that I get advice emails about, being reluctant about entering into another committed relationship due to lack of trust is one of the biggest. It is hard for a woman to take a chance on love, expose her vulnerability, and become emotionally attached once she has been through a lot of heartbreak and pain. Such is the case with Alex Carter, in Jaye Cheríe’s The Cost of Love and Sanity. Alex is concentrating on her career path, is recently single again, and is prepared to give up on love altogether. Then one day, at a crowded gas station, she runs into Nathan Chestnut, a man who betrayed her a decade earlier. He still looks good, he is still charming, but she remembers what he did. He professes to have changed, to have matured, and wants another chance.

This leads to another common topic from my email: second chances. Sometimes it is possible for people to be apart for years, even decades, and evolve into the soul mates that each desires. But Alex still has serious insecurity issues that she must overcome, along with suspicion, and overall trying to find something to disqualify Nathan yet again. The Cost of Love and Sanity is an interesting look at a dilemma that millions of women with tainted pasts face globally on any given day. Is love worth taking a chance on, or is it better to run from it? Will the next man be another example of disrespect, cheating, and being untrustworthy or will he be the example of what true love looks like?

    As always, thanks for supporting the authors of Strebor Books. We try our best to bring you the future in great literature today. We appreciate the love. You can find me on Facebook @AuthorZane and on Twitter @planetzane.

Blessings,
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To every woman who believes in true love—May you never give up on love and may God reward you for it;

To the real “Nathan,”—It always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres. Love never fails. —1 Corinthians 13: 7-8
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CHAPTER 1

“Uh um,” the VP of Operations, Mr. Eugene Sims, stood behind his executive chair and cleared his throat. The room acknowledged him with silent cooperation. “Surely, you all are wondering why I’ve called this meeting. Everyone is in a hurry to get out of here and enjoy their New Year’s. Nevertheless, we have a pressing issue to discuss before the first of next month.” He frowned.

“As you all know, our numbers are down twenty-eight percent this quarter after being down nineteen percent last quarter. We’ve lost contracts. We aren’t getting as many good people placed with our present clients and this is affecting our business.” He leaned on the chair. “Golden Burch has been looking for a sales professional for four months. We haven’t sent him anyone in four months!” the VP raised his voice, allowing his aggravation to erupt like a volcano.

For a second, you could hear a rat pee on cotton. Alexis Carter, one of three junior recruitment managers, blinked four times in rapid succession. Until Mr. Sims’ outburst she’d been fighting hard to stay awake. She should have made herself a cup of tea that morning or at least stopped somewhere and bought a tea. A tea and two sunrisers. She could smell the steaming hot, peppered sausage, melted cheese and buns burning up her fingers as she pushed one into her mouth. Her stomach growled in response to her food fantasy. She quickly placed her hand over her stomach and looked to her left and her right to see if anyone heard it. Nobody showed any signs they did.

Suddenly, Dan Reece, a coordinator, raised his hand, looking like a fifth-grader about to ask his teacher if he could go to the bathroom.

“What?” Mr. Sims zeroed in on Dan.

“We haven’t sent over any sales candidates because none of them fit their qualifications,” Dan said.

“And what did you do about that?”

Dan fell silent, searching his colleagues’ faces for ideas about what to say next. When no one offered him a lifeline, he answered on his own, sitting up straight in his chair. “Well, I…I called everyone I could in our database.”

“And?” the VP said, without blinking.

Dan swallowed. This meeting was going further downhill by the minute.

“And no one matched,” Dan said.

The VP pointed toward the embarrassed employee. “This is my point. As bad as the economy is, with all the people out there looking for jobs, all we’re doing is making excuses. We’re not doing everything we can to find the candidates. That’s not gonna cut it.”

Alex sat back in her chair. She knew this talk would come. The year started with a bang and ended with a whimper. She’d hoped their tongue lashing wouldn’t come today, especially since her stomach seemed intent on gearing up for a second growl.

“Last year, we launched the Referral Program. Whatever happened to that? I heard it a couple of times in the meetings but not one person has mentioned anything about it since.” Mr. Sims walked toward the right side of the room. “What about other ideas? Has anyone even attempted to find other ways to solve this problem?”

In an effort to look productive in this train wreck of a meeting, Alex answered. “I’ve had my people making triple the calls, to unemployed candidates as well as employed ones. I figured maybe some people are ready for a career upgrade.”

She saw Dan smirk out of the corner of her eye.

Mr. Sims nodded. “Well, Alex, we’ll have to continue finding ways to recruit. It’s the company’s goal to find people jobs, right?”

“Right,” the room said in unison.

“Good. I’m glad we agree on something. In the meantime, we’re going to have to make some changes.” Mr. Sims scanned the board room. “The company will have to let someone go in a few months.”

Everyone looked around at each other, except Alex. She couldn’t see herself on the chopping block and, most importantly, she wouldn’t see herself on the chopping block. She’d exceeded her recruitment numbers over the past two years. She became one of their top recruitment managers her first month there. This can’t apply to me. I’ll make sure of it.

“We’ll be observing you guys. We should be making a decision around March or April. Until then, come up with ways to help our clients. Immediately. I’ll be watching you.”

After a few minutes of uncomfortable silence and exchanged glances, Mr. Sims dismissed the executive staff from the boardroom. Alex sped away from the low chatters and panicked expressions and headed toward the elevator. Courtney Davis and Romero Martinez filed behind her.

“Wow!” Romero said. “I guess we’d really better get on the ball, huh? We need to work harder at protecting the image of the company.”

“Forget the image of the company! I need to keep my job,” said Courtney. As Alex watched her talk, she thought about Courtney’s uncle—the CEO Mark Davis. Somehow, Alex didn’t think the spunky redhead had anything to worry about.

Courtney bounced off the elevator onto the third floor.

Romero shook his head and said what they were both thinking. “Like she’s gonna get fired. I hope they don’t get carried away with the rest of us. I have a kid in private school.” Romero narrowed his eyes and wrinkled his forehead.

“This only means it’s really time to buckle down,” Alex said.

Romero’s eyes stared off into the empty space. “Yeah. I suppose you’re right.”

The bell rang and the elevator doors opened to Alex’s floor. She turned toward the door and raised her foot to step off.

“Hey!”

She turned back toward Romero.

“Thanks.”

Alex forced a smile and nodded.

“Say. Did you get my email?” Romero asked.

Her brain flashed back to the email she had received from him yesterday. Romero had asked her to attend an art exhibit with him. Refusing to allow recognition of the email to cross her face, Alex feigned ignorance. “What email?”

“Oh, I sent you an email about the art exhibit downtown tomorrow. I wanted to know if you would like to go check it out with me?” Romero asked, smiling.

Alex took a deep breath. She hated to tell him no. He really was a nice guy—but not the guy for her. Besides, she’d been seeing Phillip for about six months now. Even though she and Phillip were far from heading toward the wedding chapel, she couldn’t see making a run for Romero.

She snapped her fingers. “You know what? I already have plans with my friend.”

“Oh, yes. Yes, of course,” he said, lowering his head slightly.

“But thank you. Thank you for the invite.”

“Sure. Maybe some other time,” Romero said.

“Maybe.” Alex stepped forward and the elevator door closed behind her.

She shook her head. Not a chance. Romero wanted more than she could possibly give him and she did not believe in dating nice guys because they were, well nice. Besides, any romance between them would spark unwanted office gossip. Employees already had enough food for thought with the coming layoff. She had to concentrate on how to keep upper management off her back and what she wanted to do for New Year’s Eve.



CHAPTER 2

Alex steered East onto Camelot Drive determined to release all thoughts of the emergency meeting. The crisp air seeped through the small cracks between her car doors, while hot air swished through the air vents, blowing her dark brown, shoulder-length hair off her neck. Christmas lights still lined most of the houses in her subdivision. Each house Alex passed seemed to outshine the one before it. Her house, on the other hand, fit into the small group without holiday decorations. As she pulled her black Lexus up to the two-story home, Alex couldn’t help but notice the lack of holiday spirit there. She should have been embarrassed but she had an excuse; she’d been too busy at work to bother with decorations and she didn’t feel like asking Phillip to do anything these days.

The man initially represented himself as the perfect gentleman— patient, polite and thoughtful. But, over the last couple of months, Phillip had become impatient and a little selfish. Suddenly, his time and objectives took precedence over anything she had to do. Yet, he liked to present reasons for his requests as if they made more sense. He would have probably told her she didn’t need light decorations because she had no children around to appreciate them.

Phillip’s car was already parked in her driveway. Alex switched off her ignition and looked at his car, then, at the front door. She longed to go inside, eat, take a shower and curl up in bed with the TV remote instead of feigning interest in conversation with him. Maybe the night wouldn’t drag out too long. Maybe she could stop him before he harped on the problems with public education or government. She opened her car door and pushed herself out. Walking past Phillip’s silver Audi, she placed her hand on top of the car. The cool hood indicated he’d been there a while.

Upon opening the door, she smelled steak, rice, tomatoes and okra. I hate okra and he knows this. She sighed and placed her briefcase on the table in her foyer. Alex rounded the corner to see Phillip bent forward into the cabinet.

“Hey. What’s up?” Alex asked, forcing herself to sound chipper.

His face emerged, showing neatly framed facial hair. “Nothing,” Phillip said. He stood straight. “Did you bring some salt with you?”

“No,” Alex said, sitting down on a stool.

He frowned and closed the cabinet door. “I thought you said you would stop to get some on your way home.”

“No, I didn’t say that.”

“Yes, you did.”

“No, I didn’t.” Alex furrowed her brow.

“Is it that you didn’t say it or is it that you don’t remember saying it?”

“I didn’t say it, Phillip. I didn’t even know I needed any.”

“It’s your house! You don’t ever check to see what you need in your house.”

Alex’s blood boiled to 103 degrees. She pressed her fingertips to her temples and took a deep breath. “I don’t have a problem with missing salt. You do.”

He shrugged and tossed his hands up in the air. “Fine. I hope you don’t mind the tomatoes and okra being bland because there wasn’t enough seasoning.”

“Since you didn’t go to the store to get it, I’m sure it’s fine.” Alex rolled her eyes. She hated it when Phillip overdramatized things. It was salt. Not gold.

Phillip turned off the stove and they fixed their plates. They moved in silence with the tension of their argument still lingering in the air. Alex and Phillip sat down at opposite sides of the dining room table, allowing the sound of the TV to serve as a soundtrack.

She glanced up at Phillip and saw him focused on his steak. Pressing on his knife and fork, he cut his steak into bite-sized pieces before eating it. She cleared her throat. “So, how was work today?”

Phillip continued to study his steak. “Fine. They’re implementing new computer software.”

“Oh. Is it gonna be easier or better?”

He smirked. “Not really. Half of our staff barely knows how to use computers as it is. I can see them hitting my department up a million times a day.”

“Well, if it gets too strenuous, maybe you guys can ask for a raise.” Alex chewed on a piece of steak.

He snorted. “They are not gonna give anybody any more money. The employees didn’t even get cost-of-living raises this year.” He regained eye contact with Alex. “But I’ll bet the head honchos got their bonuses.”

What else could she say? He had a negative comeback for everything as usual. Alex nodded and sipped her water.

“What about you?” Phillip mumbled between bites.

“What?”

“What about you?” he repeated in a booming voice. “How was your day?”

She sighed. “I guess it could have been better. They called an emergency meeting and told us they are planning to let someone go.”

“Really?” Phillip asked, raising his eyebrows.

“Yeah.”

“That sounds bad but you don’t sound worried. You don’t think they’re gonna do it?”

She shook her head. “No. I’m not worried. I’ve always been a top employee at the company. So, I’m sure I’ll keep my job.”

Phillip picked up his napkin, wiped his mouth and placed it back on the table. He leaned forward in his chair. “You can’t count on that. Maybe it’s time you look for something else.”

“Like what?”

“I don’t know. Something with less hours. It can’t be healthy to work so much.”

Alex frowned. “You work just as much as I do.”

“Yeah, but I’m a man.”

“Excuse me. What does that have to do with anything?”

He rolled his eyes. “As a woman, you shouldn’t have to work so hard. You should be able to let your man do all the work.”

Alex couldn’t believe her ears. What an idiot? “And what should a woman be doing?”

“Enjoying her life. Shopping. Cooking. Whatever makes her happy.”

Alex dropped her fork on her plate. She didn’t go to college, work her way up the corporate ladder to sit at home and cook for him. She was a grownup—one fully capable of taking care of her own responsibilities, despite whatever he thought she should be doing.

“Phillip, if you have a problem, why don’t you say it?”

He crossed his arms. “I don’t have a problem. I only like a woman that can chill out and let her man lead sometimes. You know, be a woman.”

Alex anger rose even higher. She’d had enough of this. “So, what are you saying? I’m not a ‘woman’?” she yelled.

“Yes, you are but…I mean you’re the type of woman that’s super defensive and overambitious. You spend all this time on your little career. You can’t even remember to restock your kitchen.” He pointed toward the cabinet.

Alex scowled. “I’m fine in my little career. I like my life. But since you’re the one with the problem, maybe you should start looking elsewhere.”

“We’ll see how great your life is when you’re old and alone without anyone to care if you’re sick or alive. It’s gonna get real lonely staring at the four walls.”

Is he trying to scare me? Alex’s heart rate increased, as her chest swelled. She pointed her finger at him. “I think you need to go.”

Phillip huffed and stood up from the table. “That’s just as well. We should stop wasting our time anyway, right? We obviously don’t have much in common.” He walked over to the counter to pick up his keys. “You don’t have to worry about me anymore, Alex. Goodbye.”

With those words, Phillip stalked around the corner and stormed out the door.



CHAPTER 3

“Can you believe this? Can you believe Phillip?” Alex frowned in disbelief at her best friend, Izzy Parker, while the winter air escaped her mouth.

Groups of people stood throughout Mark’s Landing waiting for the fireworks to indicate the start of a new year. Some ate candy apples, hot dogs or funnel cakes. Others people watched. Alex chose to talk her sympathetic friend’s ear off. She must have told Izzy the breakup details twenty times but she could not resist lamenting on it once again. The spinning in her head began, as Alex replayed her and Phillip’s argument like a DVD. Each time, she heard his words, saw his movements and seethed in her own anger. Complaining to Izzy helped her deal.

“I know,” Izzy said, scanning the crowd.

“I mean, how could he do that? And he had the nerve to try and scare me into thinking his way of thinking is right. Like if I don’t ascribe to being Mary Poppins, I’m destined to be alone forever. Was he high?”

Izzy broke into laughter. “Okay. That was kinda weird.”

“I tell ya. You date someone for months only to find out that they’re crazy.”

Izzy chuckled. “Well, look at it this way. You said he was a little chauvinistic. From his argument, that’s obvious. This should be a relief.”

“It would have been if he hadn’t made me so angry.” Alex tugged the knot she tied on her coat, bracing herself for the extra wind picking up.

“Aww. I’m sorry it had to happen this way.” Izzy patted her on the shoulder.

Alex shrugged and frowned. “At least it’s over.”

“Exactly. And the best way to get over somebody is to find somebody else.” Izzy nodded at the man a few feet in front of them and nudged her.

Alex glanced over at the medium-height man with kind eyes. He looked her way and nodded. She smiled in response but remained unmoved. She couldn’t imagine anything worse than sitting through a dinner with someone she didn’t know and didn’t care to know.

Alex shook her head. “I don’t think so.”

“Oh, c’mon,” Izzy said.

Alex rolled her eyes.

A man’s booming voice burst through the nearby speakers. “All right, everybody. It’s time to count down!”

People bustled around, hunting for the best spot to see the fireworks.

“Five…four…three…two…one. Happy New Year!”

Alex watched the multi-colored fireworks light up the sky. The noise from party favors and cheers should have deafened her but she barely noticed. Images of her life flashed in between the blue, green and red bursts in the night. She closed her eyes and tried to think positive thoughts about the year ahead. Instead, she heard Phillip’s prediction of loneliness. She couldn’t help feeling a little disheartened.

She hated the way she and Phillip ended but, at the same time, their personalities clashed too hard. On top of that, he didn’t respect her accomplishments. That meant he didn’t respect her. And that would always be a problem.

Now she had another problem. She was 35, single with no children. She didn’t even have a man anymore. It hurt to be back at square one all over again. She still believed in real love. Where should she find it? It felt like with everything she’d accomplished professionally, she was still failing in life.

Alex finally opened her eyes and looked up at the lights in the sky. The anxiety of another uncertain year almost suffocated her but she stuffed it back down before it could fully take hold. She took a deep breath and exhaled, just as Izzy grabbed and shook her.

“Whooo! Can you believe it? Last year went so fast but we made it. Yay!” Her friend bubbled over with her usual infectious brand of energy. “I can’t wait to get started,” Izzy said, smiling so wide Alex thought she could see all her teeth.

Despite her somber mood, Alex laughed. She admired Izzy’s eternal optimism. No matter what life or relationships threw at her, she always looked forward to the next day.

After the fireworks ended, Alex and Izzy headed back to her car. Alex tightened her black trench coat around her fitted blouse and skirt. As soon as the two women jumped in, Izzy asked party questions.

“Where are we going next?” Her medium-brown curls bounced with excitement.

“I don’t know, girl. You know, I don’t do the party scene too much, unless it’s a company event. Have any ideas?” Alex asked.

“I hear Club Aqua is supposed to be lit up.”

“Aww. I’m not in the mood to dodge some guy with bad skin and stanky breath. Any other ideas?” she asked, with a pleading look in her eyes.

“Not really. I mean, a club is about the only route right now. What do you have against clubs?”

“They’re boring.” Alex shot her friend a frustrated look.

“No. What’s boring is going home, changing into your pajamas and climbing into bed with your laptop and work scattered all over your comforter.”

Alex raised her eyebrow. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she lied.

“Or maybe you’ll mope around the house, feeling lousy about the way things ended with Phillip.”

A wave of shame threatened to overtake Alex. Fifteen minutes into the New Year, and she already had plans to slide back into her old routine. She needed to move forward, not backward.

Suddenly remembering that her best friend sat right next to her, Alex snapped out of her thoughts with the shake of her head. “I’m tired of the same ole, same ole.”

“How do you know a club is the same ole, same ole? Doing what you’ve been doing is the same ole, same ole,” Izzy said.

Alex’s brow furrowed. “I don’t sit in bed and work all the time. Look, if I want to do something different, I can.” She straightened her posture. “And I will.”

Izzy smiled. “I know you will, Alex.”

She threw Izzy a weak smile back. “Thanks.” She sighed. “Okay, I guess you win. We’ll go to Club Aqua.”

“Yay!” Izzy shot her hands up. “I promise you won’t be sorry.”

“We’ll see.” Alex waited to pull into the sea of cars, hoping she would at least be able to avoid the stanky breath guy.



CHAPTER 4

Club Aqua had all the components of a New Year’s Eve party. Drinks. Party favors. Lights. A ton of people. There were so many people that it was difficult to walk from one end of the room to another. On top of that, Alex could barely see anything in the smoke-filled space. Slight pathways through the dance floor made it a little easier to maneuver. She concentrated on finding those pathways so she could find a place to sit down. It looked like the only place to sit was up on the second floor. Alex longed to make her way to a comfortable chair up there. Izzy, on the other hand, was ready to get on the dance floor. The only thing that kept her from joining the other dancers was the drink in her hand.

“Isn’t this great?” Izzy said.

Alex shook her head. “Not really.”

Izzy tooted her lips up. “You need a drink.” She proceeded to suck on the straw protruding from her glass.

Alex leaned closer to her ear. “I need a seat.”

“You can’t meet anyone sitting down,” Izzy said.

“I don’t care.”

As they continued to wade through the bodies on the floor, Alex turned to her right. She saw a girl dancing with two guys. One in the front of her, the other in the back of her. While they danced, the guy in the front attempted to move his hand up the woman’s shirt. He had almost accomplished his goal before the girl finally moved his hand. Alex rolled her eyes in disgust. Why did I let Izzy talk me into coming here?

Alex and Izzy made it to the stairs to go up to the second floor. The stairs were the clearest thing in the building. They quickly made their way up the stairs and found a high table with a couple of chairs. Alex plopped down in a seat. Izzy sat across from her still engrossed in her drink.

A scantily clad waitress with long brown hair and exposed cleavage approached their table.

“Can I get you anything to drink?”

Alex turned to her to respond but Izzy spoke first. “She’ll have a cosmopolitan and I’ll have an Apple Martini,” Izzy said.

The waitress wrote down the order. Alex interrupted her. “Do you have any Daiquiris?” Alex asked.

“Sure,” the waitress said.

“Which kind?” Alex asked.

“Whatever you want. Banana. Mango. Lime. Strawberry.”

“I’ll have a Mango Daiquiri,” Alex said.

The waitress nodded and wrote the order down. “All right. I’ll be back in a sec.”

After she left, Izzy leaned toward her. “You had to go the safe route, didn’t you?”

“You want me to get tore down. That’s all.”

Izzy chuckled.

Right then, the DJ started playing a familiar, popular tune. The people on the dance floor and on the second floor jumped up, Izzy included. “Oooh. I have to go downstairs. I’ll be right back. Get my drink for me,” she called over her shoulder.

Alex looked over the rail at the frenzied crowd. It was amazing what one song could do. She glimpsed movement out of the left corner of her eye. She turned her head and saw a couple wedged in the small space. At first glance, they seemed to be possibly moving to the music but, upon further gaze, it was apparent that the music had nothing to do with their movements; they were having sex in the club.

She rolled her eyes. Ridiculous. Her waitress returned with a smile and the drinks.

“Here you go. Mango Daiquiri for you and Apple Martini for your friend. Is there anything else I can get for you?” the waitress asked.

“No. Thank you.”

Alex sipped on her Daiquiri, savoring the fruity taste. She’d forgotten about the couple in the corner and started to relax enough to take in the scenery. If she were in to the club scene, perhaps this would be a decent club. They sure put a lot of energy into the New Year’s theme. Even the glittered ball on the ceiling said 2012 on it. Alex peered through the crowd on the dance floor, searching for Izzy. She thought she might be able to signal that her drink was there. No such luck. The mass of people on the dance floor had buried Izzy. What did Alex expect? Izzy was only about five-foot-two.

“Excuse me.”

Alex turned in the direction of the voice to see a husky man in a business suit. He smiled at her, revealing one silver tooth on the right side of his mouth.

“I couldn’t help but notice you sitting here alone but with two drinks. Are you here with someone?” he asked.

“Yes.” Alex actually hoped she didn’t have to clarify who she was there with. She hadn’t come to the club to meet anyone. She was passing time; that’s all.

“A boyfriend?”

“A friend,” Alex said.

“Well, he can’t be too good of a ‘friend’ if he left a woman as exquisite as you alone at a table. If I were with you, I wouldn’t leave your side,” he said.

Alex nodded. She was trying to be polite but she really had no interest in talking to him.

The man placed his hand on his chest. “I apologize. I failed to introduce myself. My name is Lenard. And your name is…?”

“Alexis.”

“That’s a beautiful name.” He smiled.

This is so corny. “Thank you.”

He started to sit down in Izzy’s chair but Alex stretched out her hand.

“Please don’t sit there. My friend will be back any minute,” Alex said.

He eased back up from the chair. “Oh, of course. I don’t want to take up your time or get in the way. Here.” Lenard reached into his breast pocket and pulled out a business card. “Let me leave my card with you. It has my office and my cell number on it.” He handed it to her.

She took it, fully intending to throw it in the nearest trash as soon as possible. “Okay.”

“It was good to meet you.” He leaned over to whisper in her ear. “Call me.”

At that moment, Alex frowned up. Lenard’s breath smelled like a dirty toilet. I told Izzy this would happen. She quickly looked the other way, trying to find relief for her nose. Anything would have smelled better than the air coming from his mouth. She blocked her nose with the back of her hand.

“Same here. Bye,” she said.

Lenard walked away. Alex breathed a sigh a relief. She couldn’t have pretended that she wasn’t affected by his breath much longer. She wiped her nose with her hand, trying to rid herself of the smell. It wasn’t working.

Izzy returned to the table in the midst of Alex clawing at her nose. “What’s wrong with you?” Izzy asked.

“Your friend needs to wash his mouth out with bleach,” Alex said, still rubbing her nose.

“Who?”

“This man who approached me.”

“What? Did he talk dirty to you or something?”

“No. His breath smelled like boo boo!” Alex raised her voice over the music.

Izzy cracked up laughing and Alex followed suit.

“Whoo! That’s awful to hear,” Izzy said.

“It’s even worse to smell. I didn’t know whether to offer him a mint or some toilet paper,” Alex said.

Izzy doubled over with laughter. In the distance, Alex heard the DJ playing the same song he had played earlier—the one that got everyone hype, including Izzy.

Alex frowned again. “Um. I’m ready to go. You’re not ready to leave yet?”

Izzy chugged her drink. “Not quite. Why don’t you get up and dance or talk to somebody cute?”

“I’m afraid Mr. Stanky Breath has ruined that for me.”

“Girl, everybody in here doesn’t have breath like that.”

It didn’t matter to Alex. She’d seen and experienced enough. She’d never been a club person and this experience hadn’t converted her. The club was for people who only wanted to have a “good” time or a good laugh. Nothing else. You didn’t go there to find a mate. You went there to party it up. Alex was in a stage of her life where she had more serious thoughts than what type of alcoholic beverage she wanted. She had no patience for games. She enjoyed hanging out with her friend but Alex had to find a way to get out of there.

“I hope not but I could really get out of here soon. When will you be ready to go?”

Izzy sighed. “I don’t know. Why don’t you try to relax and meet someone new?” she whined.

“There’s no one to meet here.”

“Look at all these men around here. Surely, there’s someone worth talking to.” Izzy took a sip of her Apple Martini. “It’s New Year’s. I didn’t say you had to marry him. Talk to him.”

Perhaps this little trip to the club was premature. It had barely been 48 hours since she broke up with Phillip. She wasn’t ready to get out there and actively look for someone else, particularly in this environment. This is what I get for trying to be a trooper.

“Izzy, I appreciate what you’re saying and I know you’re trying to help but this isn’t for me right now.”

Izzy looked at her sympathetically. “You’re right. This place is more for me than you. I’ll tell you what. Let’s have another drink and then, we’ll leave. We can go get something to eat.”

Alex smiled. “Okay.”

About thirty minutes later, the two women left the club and went to a breakfast spot. Alex didn’t walk into her house until 3:46 a.m. Even though the club was long behind her, she continued to wipe her nose, trying to rid herself of the stench from the stanky breath guy.

She trudged up the stairs and headed for the shower. As she ran the lavender-scented shower gel and water over her medium brown skin, the toilet breath odor disappeared. The events of the last few days, however, rushed to her mind as quickly as the water beat down on her body. The more she thought, the more Phillip leaving seemed best for her. He was a jerk. Therefore, she had no chance at happiness with him.

If she could stop herself from feeling lousy about their argument, she would be okay. She had to deal with the fact that she didn’t have anybody now and she didn’t know when she would find somebody else. Desperation crept up on her while she thought about her current prospect of having a family. If she kept losing relationships, she would have to have a child on her own. She sighed. She could do that but she really wanted a full family, complete with a husband.

Noticing that her hot water had turned ice cold, Alex switched the shower off and stepped onto her plush white rug. She changed into her T-shirt and pajama pants and walked into her room. She turned her comforter back, bent her knees to the floor and clasped her hands together.

“God, please keep me, my family and friends safe from harm. I also ask that you keep me focused and uplifted. I pray that you empower me to make the most of my life this year so that I might be a blessing to others. But God, there is one more pressing thing on my heart that I must address. A favor to ask.” Alex took a deep breath and released it slowly.

“I know that you have a man out there—somewhere out there—for me. I have no doubt about that but if Phillip isn’t it, could you show me who is? I mean, can I at least get a hint? I hope I’m not asking for too much. It’s just that this searching thing is getting old. Kinda like me.”

Tears welled in her eyes but she refused to let them fall. She felt silly asking for such a thing but the Bible said, “Ask and ye shall receive.” She opened her eyes aware and somewhat ashamed of her own request. She unclasped her hands and stood up. Dashing to the bedroom door, she flipped the lights.

Once Alex crawled under the covers, she took momentary comfort in the cool, clean fabric. She lay on her back and stared up at the ceiling as if she expected the answer to her probing question to magically appear between the creases. It didn’t. If anything, more questions followed with each passing minute. Squeezing her eyes closed, she turned on her right side. There was no use losing sleep over this.



CHAPTER 5

Alex’s night fell short of restfulness but she managed to get up in time to watch the football game. Or at least she tried to watch the game. By the time third quarter hit, she’d stretched across her chocolate brown leather couch, nodding in and out. She finally gave in, rolling into a ball and closing her eyes. They remained closed until the teams were walking off the field. The final score appeared at the bottom of the screen. 24-14. Sorry she missed the last two quarters, Alex smiled when she saw that her team won.

She glanced up at the clock. Alex needed to go to the store, get some gas for her car and then come home to cook dinner. She really wanted to stumble into her room and fall out over her bed but that would not be productive.

So, Alex propped herself up off the couch and staggered to her bathroom. As she washed her face, brushed her teeth and fixed her hair, she psyched herself up for the errands. Once she finished, Alex slid on her shoes and jogged back downstairs—picking up the pace before she could change her mind about stepping outside.

She pulled into the gas station three blocks away. Geesh, could they have made this parking lot any smaller? The station had always been small but it seemed smaller now that the cramped space crawled with cars. Alex eased into the station, hunting for an open pump. To her surprise, she didn’t have to search far; the second one stood vacant. She backed into the pump and hopped out of the car to slide her debit card in the machine. As she pumped her gas and music played in the background, her mind drifted to her prayer and her plans for the new year.

She didn’t know if she would ever get an answer to her prayer but she had come to one important conclusion: a new year required a new direction. Her life needed change. She had to go after what she really wanted, instead of settling for the readily available. From now on, she would concentrate on moving her life forward. No looking back.

The gas pump clicked. Startled from the noise, Alex pulled the tube from her car and placed it back in the hook. She screwed the cap back into her gas gauge, yawning. She shook the sleep away and jumped back into her car. While she vigorously rubbed her hands together with hand sanitizer, she could see someone in her rearview mirror tapping their fingers on the steering wheel, waiting for her to pull away from the pump. She hurriedly cranked up the car.

Alex crept out of her spot and soon regretted it. A diesel truck had blocked the entrance of the station. Cars had piled into the pumps. She strained her neck to see the far end and noticed one lone pump vacant, providing barely enough space for her to exit. Alex pushed her foot on the gas pedal and wormed her way toward the carless space between pumps. But after she drove a mere few feet, a gray Acura pulled through her only escape route.

“Argh! I can’t believe this,” Alex screamed.

She scanned the other pumps and saw that cars were still beside each one. She turned behind her and saw that the truck blocking the entrance seemed to have no plans of moving.

Alex faced forward again and sighed. Her eyes wandered over to the Acura and, for the first time, she saw the driver blocking her exit. It was Nathan Chestnut, the man she had dated ten years ago. She winced and ducked her head down. Aww, man. Not today. She anticipated awkwardness between them. A lot of time had passed since she had last seen him and their breakup had left some issues unresolved. How would they treat each other now? She didn’t know and she feared finding out. Yet, part of her wanted another glimpse of him. She peeked over the edge of the window and focused on his neat appearance. He hadn’t changed much. He still possessed the same slender frame she remembered—almost like time had stood still for him. Not wanting to stare too long, she quickly darted her eyes downward, hoping he hadn’t spotted her.

She had to do something; Alex couldn’t keep her head down forever. Maybe she could find a way to get out of the station parking lot before he noticed. She turned to her right to check the entrance. The diesel truck still showed no signs of moving and the driver that had taken her spot had walked toward the store.

She decided to back up a little and try to wait for the driver to return to his car or for someone else to move. Alex turned to the left to see how much space she had. In that moment, she wished she’d kept her head down.

“Alex! Alex!”

Hearing Nathan call her from across the parking lot, she cringed. Okay. I’m going to count to three and slowly face him. One…Two…Three. When Alex did face him, Nathan closed his car door and took long strides around his hood. She watched his lengthy arms swing back and forward, while he glided in her direction. He had the same springy step. I wonder if everything else is the way I remembered. The good and the bad. Watching him walk toward her filled her with anxiety and want. Suddenly, Alex wanted to hear what Nathan had to say, even though her nerves were about to jump out of her skin. A part of her felt vindicated that he saw her and chose to greet her with such kindness. The other part of her still didn’t know how to handle their interaction. She took in a large gulp of air and prepared for the inevitable.

“Hello, Nathan.” Alex straightened her posture and replaced her worried frown with a fixed smile.

“Hey. I haven’t seen you in a while. How’s it going?” Smiling, Nathan reached for her and ran his hand over her upper arm.

Her arm numbed at his touch. The sensation almost sidelined her response. “It’s going. How’s everything with you?”

“Oh, it’s…well, going.” Nathan laughed. “So, what have you been up to?”

Flashes of the last few days hit her like a frying pan over her head but she kept her composure. “You know. Life.”

He nodded, with his eyes piercing into hers. If she didn’t know any better, she’d think his eyes were searching for a more detailed answer. “I hear ya. What do you do now?” Nathan asked.

She looked away briefly. “I’m a recruitment manager at Priority One Recruitment Agency.”
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