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—National Best-Selling Romance Writer Gwynne Forster

“Six Days In January is an easy read—sure to dangle readers on the edge of literary ecstasy. Make room, Omar, Eric and Carl; William Fredrick Cooper is sure to be around for many years to come."

—T.C. Matthews, co-founder of Profilic Writers Network

“William Fredrick Cooper is a fresh new voice who gives voice to what the African-American male is thinking today. This is a book that I think will appeal to many whether you are male or female, black or white, as love is the same everywhere. He’s a dynamite writer.”

—Suzanne Coleburn, the Belles and Beaux of Romance

“Six Days In January is a beautifully written novel. I applaud Cooper for having the talent and the bravery to paint such a vivid story for public consumption.”

—RAWSISTAZ Review by Shonell Bacon

“Six Days is a story that screams reality. Buy this book. Read this book. Open up your hearts and listen to William Fredrick Cooper.”

—Cheryl Faye, author of A Time For Us, A Test Of Time & First Love

“William Fredrick Cooper definitely knows how to pull at the heartstrings. This is a must-read and when you finish, you’ll want to hug someone dear to you.”

—Darrien Lee, author of All That and a Bag of Chips and Been There Done That

"Six Days in January is an emotionally complex story with an unforgettable main character: a man whose unbridled romanticism leads him through many trials in his search for love."
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DEDICATED TO MARLIN REED


A good guy who left us too soon.

Rest in peace, buddy.






"If the world was created in seven days, then a brother can change his life in six.”
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Chapter One

SNOWY MOONLIT EVENINGS




Day One

He didn’t know which was worse, the bitter cold raking against his dark skin or Della’s icy words just moments ago. Echoing softly in his heart, and though wishing the wind would blow them away and the winter chill along with them, he couldn’t deny their truth.

Nothing’s worse than getting put out at one in the morning on the coldest night of the year, he decided while making his way to the subway station. Face stinging and ears burning from the extreme weather, William McCall wondered how he had gotten there in the first place. Della wasn’t supposed to forgive him this time. She’d been “through with his shit” over a month ago after calling his Brooklyn apartment one morning in early December and hearing the voice of another woman—a woman whom she insisted was his ex-wife, a woman he’d divorced two years prior.

“But it wasn’t her,” he’d persisted, “she’s just a friend.”

Although honest that time, the issue hardly mattered to her anymore. Fed up with all the crap she’d ingested at the hands of this man, she no longer had the strength to weed through his lies in hopes of finding the truth.

But this was a snowy, moonlit Thursday evening in mid-January, one of those blustery, sub-freezing days in New York City where a cold, empty bed is so hard to bear alone. Doing computer consultant work at a midtown Smith Barney office, nothing awaited Della Montgomery at her Bronx apartment except post-holiday bills. So when William called her office that morning sounding desperate—as though he’d learned his lesson—she’d accepted his invitation to have drinks after work.

Heading to an after-work watering hole in lower Manhattan where they’d first met a year ago and had frequented often since that fateful night, William found her sitting at a dark, red-bricked bar nursing a Heineken. Della was dressed provocatively in a blue dress, revealing a tight, aerobically carved frame. Her thin braids complemented an unblemished tan shade, making her appear younger than her thirty-nine years. She still feels as if she must impress me. That’s a good sign, he thought as he approached her with flowers in hand.

“I’m so glad you decided to meet me,” he said, handing her the bouquet while offering a kiss that she accepted with her cheek.

“It must be a new year,” Della replied, aggressively grabbing the arrangement as she crossed her sculpted stems. “You actually made it here at the time you said you were going to. I’m surprised you were able to find such beautiful flowers on such a cold day. Then again, you’re at your best when you’re being cold.”

Grimacing at her bluntness, he thought, maybe this wasn’t such a good idea. “Ouch, that hurt. You didn’t decide to meet me here just to read me my rights, did you?”

Della offered a sarcastic smile. “No, it’s because I missed you so much.”

“Well, I’m glad to see you, anyway.” William ogled her and her beauty filled him up. Her full, inviting lips were sensuous and her eyes, although serious, were warm, sparkling and dove-like, soaring with radiance. “You look extraordinarily beautiful. I’m really glad to see you. Did you get my package last month?”

“I did, but I didn’t open it.” Della wasn’t being truthful at this point. At first she’d thought of sending it back but after the holidays, she’d given in. Upon reading the card, she’d played the accompanying love tape every day for a week, but there was no way she was going to let him know that. Just last night, she’d held the teddy bear and cried, wondering why William couldn’t be so sweet and thoughtful all the time. Acknowledging his tender side, it seemed he only showed how much he cared when he’d hurt her, and was tender only when they made love.

Still, the thought of his December package softened her to the point of wanting to strip this slim, athletic thirty-four-year-old man from his blue double-breasted suit. As he looked away to get the bartender’s attention, she detected disappointment in his tone when he ordered a Long Island Iced Tea. Realizing that she was supposed to be annoyed with him, she guarded her own vulnerability once he returned to her. “I meant to; I’ve just been busy,” she explained. “I went away over the holidays, and…”

“Where’d you go?”

“To the Bahamas, with my girlfriend, Toni.”

“Where’d you stay?”

“At the Nassau Marriott Resort. You know, the hotel with the casino.”

The sparkle returned to William’s eyes.

“Did you meet Dexter?”

“Plenty of them, but I wasn’t looking for one. I was actually trying to figure out why men are so fucked up.”

Like a drop of water lingering on the tip of a melting icicle before falling to the ground, William paused ever so slightly, then, prepared for the confrontation he’d briefly sidestepped upon his arrival. “Della, I don’t know how else to say I’m sorry…”

“I don’t want your apologies, William. I just want to know how you can be so fucked up? Be totally honest with me. Do you enjoy playing games with people’s emotions? Do you find pleasure in hurting women?”

“I was honest with you. That wasn’t my ex-wife.”

Sipping from her beer and realizing that she was being drawn in, Della wanted to resist the temptation to question him. She couldn’t. “Well, who was it, then?” Before his lips formed an excuse, “No, forget it, don’t tell me. I don’t even want to know. It doesn’t matter if she was your ex-wife, or your friend. You lied to me, William. I thought I was the only one, and maybe I was a fool to think that. But you proved me wrong.”

During the ensuing silence, William tuned in to R. Kelly’s “Down Low” on the jukebox. Everyone’s talking about creepin’, having sex on the DL, fuckin’ on the sneak tip, he thought. Amused at the irony, he mumbled, “Maybe I shouldn’t listen to the radio so much.”

“What did you say?”

“Nothing.”

The bartender finally returned with his drink.

“You can’t think of anything to say?” Della’s tone jolted him.

“What else is there to say? I tried calling you. I sent you a package explaining everything and you ignored me. What am I supposed to do? I never said I didn’t have a past or a life outside of my life with you. I’m really sorry about what happened that day, I really, really am. But I can’t apologize for you not being the only one in my life.”

He turned away from her to take a swallow of his drink.

Della crinkled her forehead. Her emotions rising, she began regretting the agreement to see him, having heard his, “I got divorced recently, so I don’t want to be tied down” speech too many times before. “Look. I’m not asking you to marry me or anything. I just want to be loved and respected and that means honesty about who you’re dealing with. But it seems like that’s too much to ask from you, or any man, for that matter.”

“That’s not true. What do you expect me to do, make a mad dash to the phone just in case it’s you who’s calling? What was I supposed to do? You have a right to be upset, and while understanding you may not have liked what happened, there are some things that just go with the territory.”

“Is honesty part of your territory? Or am I just supposed to accept being disrespected by some heifer? What’s her name, anyway? The fuckin’ wench!”

“Now, why does she have to be all that?”



As he crossed the Grand Concourse and made his way down the icy streets, William thought of the hodgepodge of truths, half truths, untruths and deceptions that had painted a murky picture for Della hours earlier—an illustration that became more blurred with each question, each answer and each drink. As candid with her as he could be, but not at the risk of what he wanted, in short, he’d told her what she needed to know.

The woman he’d been with was “a friend,” but he was no longer seeing her. In fact, he hadn’t seen her since the day she’d spewed venom at Della over the phone. He liked her, he conceded, but she was too demanding and insecure. Reminding him of his ex-wife—in a bad way—he’d stopped seeing her because what he shared with her wasn’t worth the loss of Della’s companionship.

Having spent the holidays alone, he’d been really down about having hurt her. He was fairly certain that he’d really lost her this time, a point emphasized as the conversation continued. “And I just wanted to see you to let you know all of these things, for whatever it’s worth. I know I’m almost out of rope when it comes to my word, for it means almost nothing to you. But I still have to speak my peace, because no matter what happens, I still care about you.”

The words rang familiar to Della; they echoed the ones in his holiday card. Already knowing the details of his alibi, she wanted to hear it directly from him. Anyone could write a letter. But probing his eyes that night at the bar, she remembered the heartfelt words he’d expressed to her in his card. Della never questioned William’s ability to treat her right, only his willingness and commitment to doing so. Maybe staying away had been just what he’d needed to see what he was risking. Still, the fact that she feared what he’d say if she asked for a commitment from him created an uncomfortable silence as they sat together; William, not knowing anything else to say to mend fences, and Della, trying to resolve questions and issues that his presence provoked. William breached the quiet with a truce.

“Look, Della. I’m just glad to see you. Let’s not dwell on what happened anymore. I know it was wrong. I just wanted to see you, share some memories and have a good time. I missed you.”

They continued to talk things out, drink after drink and eventually, they tired of the back and forth waffling and began to enjoy themselves. Knowing he was glad to see her—he could hardly take his eyes off of her—Della felt soothed by his presence. After another drink, the night continued with a dinner filled with steamy flirtations at Jezebel’s, an old-fashioned Cajun restaurant in midtown. From there, they took a cab to her second-floor Bronx apartment on University Avenue. Then, after some wine and listening to Will Downing, she was ready to forgive him.



“Get off of me, you fucking bastard! Get your dick out of me!” Della pounded on William’s chest and shoulders until he backed off.

“Della, please, I’m so sorry. I don’t know what I was thinking. It must have been our conversation earlier,” he continued. “Please forgive me; I didn’t mean anything by it.”

“You are one fucked up individual, William!” Della screamed as she stormed around the bedroom in a fury. “How could you? Every single time I give in to you, I feel more and more like a fool for listening to your trifling, sorry ass. But, not anymore. Get the hell out and stay the fuck out of my life!”

William stood by the bed, naked, his erection subsiding. “Baby, please, don’t get hysterical. Calm down. You need time to think this over.”

“Hysterical? You’ve stepped over the line too many times before…but to call me another woman’s name! Is Barbara the bitch you told me all about? Your friend? Well, she can have you, because you can’t do shit for me!” Della made her way to the dresser, turned on the bedroom light and started emptying belongings he had left at her house on the floor.

Watching her in silence, he couldn’t stop his eyes from blinking as Della’s tirade moved from the dresser to her bedroom closet. A pile of clothes, underwear and toiletries from prior visits was accumulating on the floor. The sex with Barbara wasn’t even that good, he thought. When Della was finished, she slumped to the floor and started crying.

Up to this point, he hadn’t moved. But now, still naked, he staggered over to her with drunken tears of his own forming in his eyes. “Della, I’m sorry. I don’t know what else to say.” Now seated next to her, he tried to rest his head on her shoulder.

Della angrily moved away and began stuffing his belongings in a blue duffel bag. “That’s the problem with you, William. You never know what to say. Then again, you always seem to know exactly what to say. But you know what?” She paused to sniffle and wipe the tears from her face. “I just wish this had happened before, because I should have done this a long, long time ago. This past year has been such a waste of my time, trying to get your black ass to act right and treat me the way I deserve to be treated. All I wanted from you was honesty and respect, and you can’t even give me that. You never have. You’re a fuckin’ dog, like so many of you sorry ass black men.” She started sobbing again.

“Della, I care about you, you know that. I’m just going through a lot, right now. That conversation we had earlier had me thinking about her, that’s all. You have to believe me when I say she doesn’t mean anything to me.”

Blankly staring off and ignoring all pleas, Della recounted an incident she’d observed earlier that day while traveling to work. She saw a teenager outside the D-train station trying to get this young sister’s attention while attempting to be cool in front of his boys, communicating his attraction to her with all of this “Yo, baby” shit. The young girl had ignored him, so he called her a bitch and threw a snowball at her.

“Later on in life she’s going to run across guys like you; always full of shit,” she continued. “Always looking for that next piece of ass. Never knowing how to treat a woman, only trying when things go wrong.” She paused, shaking her head in disbelief. “I don’t believe some of you brothers today.” Lifting herself from the floor, Della sorted through the remains of the heap to find his suit. “Just looking at you is starting to repulse me, William. Please hurry up and leave.”

“But you can’t believe how sorry I am,” William implored, as his clothes were being thrown at him. “It will never happen again. I promise.”

“You’re right about that. You are sorry, and you’re damned straight, this shit will never happen again. Now, hurry up and leave.” Della left the bedroom, refusing to let him see her cry anymore.

William got dressed and picked up his briefcase, leaving the duffel bag she’d packed in the middle of the floor where she left it. Entering the living room, he found her on the couch, her knees pulled up to her chin with her arms wrapped around them.

“Della, please accept my apology.”

“Let me give you some advice, William. Stop apologizing so much and start acting like a real man. Now, get out.”

“Please, can’t we just start over? Nothing like this will ever happen again. Della, please. Look, I can start here.” Pulling a Tootsie Roll from his coat pocket, he remembered how she loved the small chocolate candy.

The peace offering would not work tonight.

Della rose and walked to the front door. “Start by learning how to love someone besides yourself.” She opened the door. “Good-bye.”

Drunk, defeated and dejected, William walked past her without turning around and made his way to the elevator.

Della stepped into the hallway.

“And you can continue by learning how to fuck!” The door slammed.



Now, walking through lazy snowflakes and swirling winds this Friday morning, William McCall wondered how he had gotten there; not back into Della’s life or even into her bed.

Still feeling the lingering aftershock of Della’s lambasting of the black man, William realized that he’d become the negative stereotype often stamped on his brothers, and was mortified. In the past, it had been he who’d cried from being left in pain; it had been his feelings that were always taken for granted. He recalled a time that seemed so long ago, when the thought of William McCall being a dog was so unfathomable, so farfetched, it would have made anyone who knew him scoff in amusement.

Stung by Della’s words, he’d never wanted to be considered in such a negative light. But after all his lies, all his broken promises and all of the mortgaged dreams they were supposed to share, he knew she was right.

In fact, from the moment they’d begun dating, Della had exuded tolerance to a fault. Exhibiting patience more durable than Egyptian pyramids, William felt she’d understood his patience, albeit, grudgingly. Unreturned phone calls were analyzed with prudence. His sabbaticals during their acquaintance were forgiven. Even the many times he’d told her “something came up” were accepted without much of a fight, for there was no official commitment, no concrete definition to the union. All these actions had been accepted as part and parcel of dating William. Restraining all objections to these unspoken rules and rarely articulating discontent, Della had been incredibly compliant.

However, tonight had been the final straw, for William’s selfishness now bordered on blatant disrespect and total disdain for her feelings. Della’s leniency now eroded, much like a river wearing down a sturdy mountainside, she refused to put up with his irrational behavior another second.

I can’t really blame her for throwing me out, William mused while reaching for his MetroCard at the train station. I wouldn’t put up with my recent actions, either. Feeling as though one woman would never be enough to satisfy his cravings, until tonight he had never confused his sex partners. Whichever woman he was with, he’d always wanted them to feel like the chosen one.

He reflected on that time when he’d been so different…but had he been a better man? Still considering himself a good black man, he knew he had a lot going for himself. A young, intelligent legal professional at Goetz, Gallagher and Green, one of New York’s prestigious firms, he had a secure income, as evidenced by a closet full of suits, shirts and footwear. He spent hours at a midtown Bally’s working to strengthen his lanky frame and an affinity for sports contributed to his fitness. Proud of his sinewy build, his narrow hips, lithe yet powerful legs and moderately built chest declared him, without words, an athletic sort. With smooth, clear mahogany skin, ivory teeth, a bald dome and a gold hoop earring in his left lobe, he could pass for Jordan, if he were a half-foot taller. Witty, articulate and polite—after years of being perceived as uninteresting, boring and not sexy, labels that are an albatross weighing on any halfway decent brotha—he was considered highly desirable. But he had reached a crossroad in his life where he was growing into a man he couldn’t possibly be proud of. He wasn’t strong, not in the ways he needed to be. He’d never been, not even in the past when his compassion and sensitivity were construed as weaknesses. The bitterness and pain of years past had hardened him, but he still was not strong.

Dwelling on a time where innocence and naivete were apparent, he remembered a cold night in February many winters ago, when he’d fallen in love. He thought he’d loved many times before—too many—but it had always been a fickle, pristine kind of energy. But years ago, on a snowy, moonlit evening just like this one, he’d stumbled and fallen upon a love that had changed everything, and felt the heartbreak that would make even the most hopeful romantic cynical.









Chapter Two

WATCHING AND HOPING




February 1987

“Yo, Will, they’re waiting on us, man. Come on!” Carlton Butler yelled in the reception area bathroom.

“I’m fixing my tie.”

“If we’re not at the bar by six-thirty they’re goin’ without us.”

“Carlton, you need to chill, man. It’s only a quarter to,” William replied, coming out. “You know, you guys don’t have to do this. It’s not like I’m disappearing off the face of the earth. I’m only gonna be eleven blocks away.”

“Yeah, but it won’t be the same without you here. The office will miss your enthusiasm, man. Besides, who am I going to brag to about my sex life? Who’s going to handle my work while I’m off bullshitting with secretaries?”

“Fuck you, Carlton,” William responded, retrieving their coats from a nearby closet.

This Friday evening marked his last day working as a messenger at Smith, Anderson & Friedman, a midtown law firm on Manhattan’s eastside, and some of his closest co-workers were sending him off in a fashion deemed appropriate to them—by partying. Carlton and William were to meet up with the others at an Irish pub, where they would guzzle drinks and rave about his new position as Litigation Court Clerk at Robinson, Burton & Luftkow, then proceed to the Copacabana between Madison and Fifth Avenues to continue the revelry. All of this for a twenty-year-old, he thought as he walked with Carlton to meet up with the rest of the crew.

“The man of the hour is here,” Carlton announced as they entered the bar.

“Shh, man. It’s not like that,” William retorted.

“Come on, Will. We love you, man,” Gil slurred, toasting his glass along with Kim, Sandra and Serafin. All of them had a head start on the occasion and were now eagerly awaiting the sounds of the Copa.

“Hurry up, get him a drink,” Kim said.

Serafin then ordered William a Long Island Iced Tea. “Ever try this, man? It’ll put some hair on your cojones.”

When the drink arrived, William chugged it down, to the amazement of everyone at the table. They were thinking of him as a novice because of his youth.

“Damn, Will!” Kim shouted. “I thought you were wet behind the ears, man.”

“Not when it comes to these,” he explained, blushing. “I had tons of these at Saturday dorm parties at college.”

His five hosts were equally amazed when he ordered and guzzled a beer before they departed to their next destination. Time passed at the bar with all of them wishing him success at his new place of employment. Feeling that he was wasting his intelligence as a messenger, Carlton Butler, a black law clerk working for a retired judge, saw William’s potential and acted immediately.

Taking him under his wing during the last six months at the firm, Carlton tutored him on the law process, nuances of court filing procedures from his legal assistant’s perspective, and offered tips on professional grooming and attire. Upon hearing of an opening at another firm, he got William an entry-level position there through inside contacts that paid thirteen-thousand dollars a year. “Anything’s better than the hundred fifty dollars a week you’re making now as a messenger,” Carlton had reasoned.

William was grateful for the opportunity.

Additionally, all were hoping this amiable young man would find success in his future relationships with women. They’d all heard about Tami, his ex-girlfriend, and the drama she’d subjected him to during a tumultuous off-and-on relationship. Sandra, thirty something and happily married, brought this to William’s attention en route to the nightclub.

“You know, you’re too sweet to be by yourself. How come no one’s snatched you up? I’m telling you, if I wasn’t married I’d act just like those silly girls your age. I’d bat my eyes and try to get the time of day from you.”

Trying to sound convincing, William stated, “Look, I’m really not lookin’ to get into anything now. Tami was a trip and a half. I need to lie low for a while.”



William’s heart, however, screamed otherwise, for he wanted someone in his life to share ardent feelings of passion he yearned to express. It had been almost two months since he and Tami McDaniels parted ways, the relationship ending once and for all when she and her girlfriends jolted his psyche by questioning his virility.

They’d reconciled for the last time back in September of 1986 after it was revealed to him that, not only had Tami lost her virginity to some guy she had gotten involved with after a prior breakup, but was impregnated by him as well. Informing Anthony of her expectancy, he’d left her to fend for herself.

William had taken her to get the abortion, then, comforted her afterward when she cried with guilt. Offering platonic support at this juncture, amorous feelings they used to share swiftly resurfaced in his heart. With reciprocal yearnings coming from Tami, they attempted a relationship one last time. However, that proved to be an exercise in futility.

Overly sensitive to the whole abortion ordeal, William never pressured her for sex. Tami and her girlfriends had other inferences for his lack of intimate advances.

Rose Wilson and Carla McDowell, two of Tami’s associates who’d attended Staten Island’s Curtis High School with William (Tami had been enrolled in nearby Port Richmond), had always wondered about him as they labeled her choice of suitors odd, for they’d never seen him with a girlfriend back in those days.

“All he ever did was sit with the white guys and talk about sports,” Rose had commented.

Unaccustomed to dealing with a person so accessible, kind and dependable, William was considered weird. He wasn’t the type of guy who would greet her and her friends with a “Yo, whassup?” salutation, like Anthony did, so his emotional display while viewing The Color Purple at Tami’s house heightened, then confirmed their collective suspicions.

Rose and Carla had never seen a man cry before, and in solidifying Carla’s words—“I hope I never see that happen again. He’s too weak, a little light in the ass for me”—they failed to recognize, respect and understand his sensitivity.

Reminiscing on these sparked another recollection. He’d spent Thanksgiving Day with Tami at her sister’s house in the Rosedale section of Queens. After dinner and a few drinks, the conclusion Tami and her friends had come to was revealed during a heated conversation in the kitchen.

“William, you don’t have to do the dishes for my sister.”

“She’ll be in here all night. It’s the least I could do for her hospitality. It won’t take me much longer.”

“I need to ask you something,” Tami said as she took a seat. “Do you find me attractive?”

William shot an incredulous look at her. Enamored with her smooth, cocoa-butter complexion, round face and light-brown eyes, he’d always complimented her on her beauty, not to mention the compact, curvaceous shape that accompanied a sassy, street-tough disposition he’d never had. “What are you asking me? I wouldn’t be with you if I didn’t.”

“Then why haven’t you…?” Tami paused. “Why haven’t we…?”

“What?”

“Had sex yet?”

William sighed. “Tami, it’s not that I don’t want to have sex with you. It’s just that with you having the abortion and all…”

“It’s been about five weeks.”

“Let me finish. I didn’t want to pressure you into doing something you’re not ready for.” He’d assumed he’d been reassuring.

“And what was the reason before the abortion?”

“You were a virgin, weren’t you?”

“So what!” Tami snapped. “That doesn’t stop you from kissing me all over my breasts and leaving hickeys all over the place, now does it?”

Feeling tension bubble under his skin and sensing the place for this discussion was elsewhere, William didn’t reveal his inner reservations about having intercourse with a virgin or, in this instance, someone very close to being one. His theory was that after a woman loses her virginity to a man, they unconsciously suffocate them. Besides, William wasn’t the teaching type. Instead of voicing this, he said another truth that entered his mind at that moment.

“I never wanted to pressure you. I always felt when our relationship reached that level, it would just happen.”

Tami wasn’t having it. “Yeah, right. I’ve been ready for a while. You can kiss me and caress me all over, yet you can’t make love to me? Don’t feed me this shit! Me and my girlfriends think either you’re scared of pussy, or…”

“Or, what?”

“Or, that you like men.”

William almost dropped a plate.

“What are you talkin’ about, Tami? I’m no faggot!” Seething now, he shook his head. “What are you coming to me with this for? I don’t believe this crap. I can’t believe that you and your girlfriends have sat around and…”

“Whenever we’re around them, you never act like you have me in check. I like my man to be aggressive. I want him to put me in my place once in a while.”

“I’m supposed to act like I have you in check? Nobody owns anyone in relationships.”

“Yeah, but you don’t even get jealous when I talk to other guys. While we’re on that subject, whenever I introduce you to my male friends, you act all soft and shit, saying hello like a little bitch!” She wasn’t done. “And ever since Rose and Carla saw you crying watching that video, they’ve been wondering what’s up with you. They were glad we broke up over the summer and I started dating Anthony.”

At this point the people outside the kitchen were wondering what was happening, for they heard voices rising with each statement. Astonishingly, no one came to see what the commotion was about. The discussion evolved into an embarrassing, no-holds-barred argument about William’s sexual orientation.

Furious by this point, he got up in Tami’s face and started yelling, “Do you see the shit you got yourself into with this Anthony? He knocked you up and jetted! And is Rose happy with her boyfriend Roy? Hell no! He treats her like shit! And from what I hear, the reason why Carla can’t find anyone worth anything is that she gives pussy away like it’s water. Fuckin’ slut!”

“Don’t talk about my friends like that,” Tami hollered back.

“Fuck your friends! How the hell are you gonna sit there and let them brainwash you like this? You know damn well I’m not gay! I can’t believe you actually agree with them.” William paused to collect himself. “I guess stupidity travels in threes.” As he sat down in a chair, Tami stormed through the kitchen door.

Although peace was made that evening, things were never the same between them. They continued to see each other for two weeks afterward, however, in William’s heart the relationship ended with that altercation. Feeling he’d handled the delicacy of Tami’s situation correctly, the reward for his effort had been three classless women’s emasculating beliefs about his carnal desires. Instead of being lauded for patience, he was unfairly labeled as effeminate.

Showing apprehension in meeting anyone else shortly thereafter, he concentrated on his studies. When finals were over at NYU, the college he attended at night, he exhibited signs of his readiness to return to the dating game. As a matter of fact, he completed some card and candy shopping for his annual Valentine’s Day send-off to friends and family on that last day of employment. Two weeks before that he’d gone solo to the Palladium, a popular nightclub in lower Manhattan, to hone his dance moves. Although withholding his intentions from his colleagues, he was ready to meet that special woman.



They arrived at the Copa around seven-thirty feeling better than when they’d left McAnn’s. Oblivious to the light snow flurries, the group stopped in Central Park to take pictures with William and to get high on the weed Gil had purchased for the occasion.

“You can’t have any,” Kim barked at William while Carlton, Sandra and Serafin sparked and smoked. “You’re too young.”

After the photo shoot, the celebration reached a zenith of sorts as the group presented William with a three hundred-dollar gift certificate to a local sporting goods outlet. “Get those Air Jordans I keep hearing about,” Sandra said. By the time they reached the Copa, William was fighting back tears. Maybe I should reconsider leaving, he pondered as he entered the nightclub, still choked up by his friends’ generosity.

“I got first dance with William,” Kim called as she checked her coat.

“Who do you want to dance with first, sugar?” Sandra interjected.

“I want to dance with another one of those Long Island Iced Teas,” William said. Gil, Serafin and Carlton laughed as they, too, checked their coats.

After sharing one last drink together at a long table slightly above the club’s extended, strobe-lit dance area, Sandra reminded everyone of the reason they were all at the Copa. Taking his cue, William grabbed her hand and led her to the dance floor.

During the week, the club normally catered to the predominantly Latin crowds by playing salsa and merengue grooves. Fridays were mixed so the DJ rocked his jams accordingly. Lisa Lisa’s “Can You Feel the Beat” was ripping through the club when they started dancing. Sandra did a good job of getting his attention when she started doing the Snake.

“I didn’t know you could do that dance,” he bellowed over the music.

“My daughter showed me that. I needed to learn something. You can dance your ass off.”

After playing a series of salsa records, the DJ then proceeded to put on Colonel Abrams’ “Trapped.” It had taken about thirty minutes, but now William was a slave to the rhythms of the Copa. Sandra danced to a few more songs, then asked him to venture back to the table where they’d been seated. He obliged, but grabbed Kim’s hand.

“Damn, William, you have so much energy,” Kim said excitedly. He smiled, took her to the dance floor and continued bouncing to a couple of house songs.

It was during the latter of these that he turned his vision to the left of his dance partner and was magnetically drawn to a caramel-colored beauty dancing nearby. About five feet seven, with beautiful almond-shaped eyes, the fitted black and white checkered dress she wore revealed well-placed curves, coordinating perfectly with her white boots. Hypnotically moving to the pulse of the music, she commanded William’s attention; he experienced difficulty taking his eyes off this woman. Spellbound with infatuation, he adored the way she danced with her partner, a chubby fellow with glasses, and felt compelled to share at least one dance with her. However, he wondered if she’d come alone, or was involved with the person she was dancing with.

The query his mind posed was immediately answered when the two left the dance floor in separate directions. Watching her every step as she walked toward her Hispanic girlfriend, William could see that every movement of this woman exuded a confidence that belied her youthful existence, every stride long and sure, graceful yet purposeful. When Kim eventually tired of dancing with him, he walked her back to the area where the party of six were seated and started thinking of a way he could dance with that fine young woman who had so captivated him. Beginning his walk over to the table where the two women were seated, he saw two other men nearing the ladies and stopped short. As William and the woman made eye contact for the first time, she looked disappointed that he didn’t continue his stroll.

Returning to his group, William came across Priscilla Anderson, a long-legged woman he’d met clubbing at a spot called the Area over the past summer. Remembering how she loved to dance, he immediately grabbed her hand.

With Phyllis Nelson’s “I Like You” now playing, William intentionally directed her to a spot on the dance floor where they could be viewed dancing by the woman whose interest he wanted to garner. He showed many sensuous moves from his repertoire during this song and the ones following—spins, shakes and hip grinds by the two, body waves and pelvic gyrations. It seemed that Priscilla and William became one as they danced provocatively to the musical selections.

Feeling this mystery woman looking at him, he next took his statuesque dance partner onto the stage above the club dance area so she could get a better look. Priscilla seemed caught up in the moment also, for she made a comment about “just sitting down and watching you, because you move so well.”

William just grinned and said, “I’m just feeling the grooves.”

Twenty minutes passed and Priscilla finally tired. William took her to the bar, walking past the table at which the object of his desire and her friend were seated. As he strolled by them, they were alone enjoying their drinks and talking. William overheard their conversation.

“He’s a good dancer,” the woman in the checkered dress said.

“So ask him to dance,” her friend responded.

Priscilla, hearing these comments as well, smiled and said to William, “I think you have a couple of admirers. The one in the black and white dress wants to dance with you.”

William looked at her as if he needed her approval. He needn’t have bothered.

“Don’t worry, sugar. I’m off to change after I finish this drink,” Priscilla declared at that moment. “Larry Levan is calling me.”

Sure enough, ten minutes later she kissed him on the cheek. “Take care, sweetie,” she said, scurrying to prepare for a rendezvous at the Paradise Garage, the ultimate all-night house music spot in the city.

By now, William’s co-workers had dispersed, each person choosing to go their separate ways. With Priscilla’s departure, he was flying solo, as well.

Back on stage once more, this time by himself, he noticed that his beauty had moved to a space near the dance floor. After a couple of songs, he sat down on the edge of the platform indecisively. An hour had passed since he’d first spotted this woman dancing, but time had come and gone and he still hadn’t conquered the internal demons that prevented him from taking the initiative for this much anticipated dance.

Reminiscing on that trip he’d made a couple of weeks prior to the Palladium, William remembered being watched by a strikingly beautiful woman for what seemed like an eternity while dancing on a stage above the dance floor. Thinking she too was interested, he’d finally mustered the courage to come off the platform, walk across the crowded dance floor to ask for a dance.

She’d turned him down.

Then about five minutes later, he saw her on the dance floor with “the guy of her dreams.” This individual, a muscular, copper-skinned brother, towered over her, and the look on her face let him know that he’d swept her off her feet.

There was eye contact between William and that woman once more before the evening ended. Standing to the left of the coat check area with a few of her friends as he approached to retrieve his coat, she suddenly turned to her friends and said, “I enjoyed turning that one down ’cause he looks like midnight and ain’t that good-looking.”

Then, they all laughed.

Replaying that bitter experience as he sat on the stage, William’s eyes darkened with the memory of that rejection. Will it happen again if I approach this woman? Will I have to face that kind of embarrassment again? These thoughts were coupled with intense self-doubt. Am I too dark? Not tall enough? Am I too skinny? Or, not fine enough to dance with? These fears assaulted his mind as he contemplated his next move.









Chapter Three

NO RINGS…FAIR GAME




The wee hours were a disaster for William. Not only was he unceremoniously kicked out of Della’s home and life and into the winter of a first-month Friday morning, he just missed the train that would take him to his Brooklyn apartment. “Talk about Murphy’s fuckin’ Law.”

Parking himself on a wooden bench in the middle of the deserted subway platform, he looked to his right and overheard a young sister telling a brother who was trying to talk to her that she was already involved with someone. The young brother’s response to her was, “No one owns you.” He added, “You don’t have any rings on your fingers.”

With a combination of irony and disgust, William shook his head. Looking intently at the couple involved in the verbal exchange and noticing their youth, he wished he could march up to that brother and tell him about the time in his life when he’d spoken those exact words to a woman and the results that followed his brashness—the good, the bad, and the ugliness—of it all. Instead, those words conjured up thoughts of that formative lesson that began one evening, years ago.



Fuck this! What’s the worst she could say? With a steady groove now thumping through the speakers, William jumped off the stage. He wanted to dance with this woman and, hook or crook, he would.

Like Tony when first mesmerized by Maria in West Side Story, fate introduced itself to him at that point, for a path directing him to her magically appeared on the congested dance floor. Nearing her, he almost tripped on his tongue as he reveled in her beauty. She had a small nose, yet its keenness was alluring. Her heart-shaped lips were properly highlighted with a minimal amount of red lipstick. Petite, heavenly structured breasts pressed against the front of her dress, and her sculpted legs were lean and appealing, much like the rest of her lovely appearance.

“Excuse me, but can I share one dance with you before your boyfriend steals you away?”

“Sure.”

William took her hand and together they glided onto the dance floor. It was beginning.

After only a few minutes of dancing, nothing else surrounding these two individuals mattered. Within the confines of the Copa, a shared dream world was under construction; the process jump-started with a simple compliment.

“You are so flexible,” the woman said.

William smiled. “No one’s ever told me that before. Do you come here often?”

“No. I was about to leave my girlfriend here all by herself. My head’s killing me.”

“I’m sorry to hear that, but it’s a good thing you didn’t. I’ve wanted to dance with you all night but I was scared you were going to say no.”

“Say no to a great dancer like you? I’d be crazy,” the woman responded.

“I also thought that the guy you were dancing with earlier was your boyfriend.”

As the comment drew a giggle from the woman, a song came on that neither of them cared for so they walked off the floor.

“You know, you look kind of young. How old are you?” he asked.

“Twenty.”

“The drinking age just went to twenty-one. Let me get security,” William said, playfully gesturing to a bodyguard that wasn’t there. “Excuse me. She doesn’t belong in here.”

“You’re a jokester, huh? How old are you?”

“I’m twenty as well.”

“Then you don’t belong in here either! Security! Security!” They both started laughing.

“Listen, can I at least buy you a drink before you leave?”

“Sure.”

So as the woman took a seat at a table near the dance floor, William walked to the bar. Hearing her encouragement, “Hurry back so we can get further acquainted,” had him thinking, this must be a dream, as he ordered two screwdrivers.

To his surprise, upon his return he found his ex-boss, Carlton, seated in his chair, attempting to keep his newfound interest company.

“Damn, Carlton. Can’t a brother get a woman a drink without you trying to step on his toes? Where did you come from?”

Quickly rising, Carlton mumbled something like, “My fault, Will,” then went on his way.

“He’s a creep,” the woman said to William, taking her drink from his hand. “Thanks, honey. That guy was talkin’ about how he would love to take me home with him. You know him?”

“Yeah. He was my supervisor before today. We’re cool, but around the office he has a reputation with the ladies.”

“Certainly it can’t be a good one.”

“From what I hear, it’s not.”

“I can tell. He’s a Superfly wannabe with his Afro and yellow shirt opened like it’s the 1970s. Who does he think he is, Huggy Bear from Starsky and Hutch?” William struggled to contain his laughter as she continued. “Is he like that all day?”

“Yeah, I’m afraid so. Every day, he would come in bragging about a different score and how he’d turned this one and that one out between the sheets. I found it funny because a secretary I know who dated him told me he has a case of SITS. I asked her what that meant and she said he sucked in the sack. Get it?” The woman’s laughter rang out loudly, sending an involuntary chill down his spine. Brushing it off quickly, he continued, “I’ll miss him, though. Today was my last day at that job.”

“Really? What type of work do you do?”

“Well, before today I was a personal escort.”

“Bullshit,” the woman said, giggling again.

“Seriously, I was a part-time messenger, part-time docket clerk at a law firm. I’m moving on to another firm so I can become a court clerk full-time.”

“I’m an administrative assistant at Met Life.”

“A secretary, huh? That’s cool.”

Once more she smiled.

William extended his hand. “You know, we’ve been talking a while now without introductions. I’m William McCall.”

“I’m Andrea Richmond. It’s spelled like Andrea but pronounced ‘ahn-DRAY-uh.’”

“That’s unique. What are you, from France or something?”

“Very funny. I guess my mom wanted me to be a little different.”

“So she should have named you Shauntifa, or one of those other pseudo African names everyone seems to name their children these days.”

They shared another chuckle as William lifted his glass.

“I’m just teasin’. Well, Andrea, here’s to meeting you.”

As they toasted, he noticed a diamond-chipped name ring on her left hand. “I see your boyfriend has good taste.” Getting no response, he asked himself, well does she or doesn’t she? Vocally, “Andrea, what sign are you?”

“Aries. My birthday is April fourth.”

“Really? I’m a Gemini. My birthday is May twenty-first. Actually, I’m on the cusp between Taurus and Gemini. So if you don’t like Geminis, then I’m a Taurus. I use them interchangeably.”

Again, Andrea giggled.

And for the next half-hour or so, the couple jumped from topic to topic like old friends. Their chat was filled with mirth and sincere animation, and both seemed to have a premonition that something unique was about to happen in their lives, something inextricably binding. William’s initial fears of rejection were washed away as they talked about life. He was eerily comfortable with her, as if he’d known her forever.

Apparently, Andrea shared the feeling, for she grabbed his hand whenever she got excited during their discussion. He noticed, however, that whenever he hinted about her availability, she’d quickly drop his hand and change the subject, as if she were attempting to delay bad news.

Eventually, she tired of his tap dance and with slight irritation, threw down the gauntlet. “You know, why don’t you just ask me if I have a boyfriend?”

“Well, do you?” William asked, anticipating the inevitable.

“Yes, I do.” She looked dejected, as if resigning herself to her unavailable status.

“Are you happy with him?”

She wouldn’t touch that one, but the sullen look on her face told him everything he needed to know.

“Are you engaged to him?”

“No.”

“Well, since you have no ring on that left hand, that means you’re fair game, especially if you’re not happy with him. You’re entitled to do whatever you want to do.”

In the years that followed, William would often look back on that uncharacteristic statement and wonder where it had come from. His answer? On that particular evening, he’d met a young woman he was enchanted by, and her beauty, charisma and attraction engulfed his presence, blinding him to future consequences. Having a wonderful feeling around this woman—an electric, explosive sensation he’d never known before—that energy made him a bolder, more confident person. Making statements he’d never been known to make and taking risks he’d never been known to take, he’d become a gambling man, a man who’d stepped beyond his normal, self-imposed boundaries. Sometimes, love does these things to a man.

Upon uttering those words to Andrea, he’d noticed an eager look in her gentle eyes that sent signals of curiosity, signals he interpreted as, “yes, I’m willing.” Seeing a certain mystique she wanted to become acquainted with; a certain something she yearned to get closer to, mutual perception told him them they would be spending considerable time together that evening.

Right at that point, Janet Jackson’s “Control” remix blew up the spot. Excitedly grabbing Andrea’s hand and rushing her to the dance floor, William had a ball simulating movements from the video. They looked crazy, yes, but they were looking crazy together. Sharing a good laugh, the two went on for about twenty minutes, then returned to their seats.

“Damn! Do you know the steps to all the videos?” Andrea asked.

“No, I don’t. I’m just a huge Jackson fan,” he said while pushing her chair in. “I love Michael and Janet. What type of music do you like?”

“R&B mostly. But lately I’ve been listening to a lot of house music. That sound is thumpin’!”

“Do you like love ballads?”

“Do I?” Andrea exclaimed. “I live for them. Especially Luther Vandross. That big man can sing to me anytime.”

“He’s not so big anymore. He’s lost stupid weight, about seventy pounds.”

Andrea’s beautiful eyes widened.

“Really?”

William nodded.

“I just picked up his Give Me the Reason LP. It’s real good.”

“I heard.”

“I’ll tape it for you, if you want me to.” William’s intuition screamed he would see this woman again after this evening. I have to see her again. Acting on this hunch, he gave her his address and phone number.

Waiting half an hour for her to reciprocate, though he detected apprehension during this time, he knew he was going to get the number. When you find true love, he thought, destiny takes over. Sure enough, fate intervened and she gave him her digits.

After taking her number, Andrea fully expected him to venture off. She began tossing out judgmental statements like, “Men are after one thing, and nothing else.” She even attempted to hasten his departure, stating, “You know, now that you have my number, you could go dance with the rest of your admirers.”

William ignored such nonsense. Yes, he’d obtained her number, but the feeling now permeating his soul transcended more than this one evening. The woman had him walking on air. Now he wanted her to join him among the clouds.

While they continued their discussion about life and other interesting subjects, Andrea’s friend finally came over. Andrea was about to apologize for being gone for so long when her friend—a leggy, Puerto Rican beauty—shook William’s hand and said, “Thanks for helping her get rid of her headache. I think she just wanted to dance with you. I’m Vikki.”

William smiled as he returned his attention to Andrea. “A headache, huh?”

“Well, I did have one,” she replied through her blush.

“I’m William. Would you like a drink, Vikki?”

“I know you’re not expecting me to say no,” was her response, so William sauntered over to the bar once more. Andrea was gone when he got back.

“She went to the ladies room and told me to tell you not to go anywhere,” Vikki announced.

“I like your friend, Vikki.”

“So, tell her.”

He wouldn’t have to, for at that instant the DJ slowed things down and artificial smoke floated across the dance floor as Gregory Abbott’s “Shake You Down” wafted through the low-lit nightclub.

Spotting Andrea coming from the bathroom and motioning her toward the dance floor, William shared a secret with her. “You’re going to have to guide me through this. I never shared a slow dance with anyone before.”

Grabbing his hand firmly, Andrea looked deep in his eyes and said, “Baby, you’re in good hands.”

Holding her close during this song and the ballads that followed, William couldn’t keep his hands still. Andrea felt so good in his arms. Soon this slow dance turned into a deep, passionate grind. Incapable of resisting her own carnal impulses, Andrea caressed the arches in his slender frame before blowing into his ear. Slowly, but surely, she was falling under the trance already gripping William.

Finally, as the set of melodies ended, both thought inwardly, not a moment too soon, while leaving the dance floor holding hands.

“You two looked like lovers out there,” Vikki said as they seated themselves. William blushed.

“Look at that, Andrea. He blushes.”

Andrea smiled upon hearing that. Unusually quiet for the minutes subsequent to the slow dance, she felt guilty about developing affection for him. Normally able to curb wayward desires for other men, the week before meeting William, Andrea had had a talk with her mother. Realizing that Andrea was having problems with her boyfriend, during the discourse, Mrs. Richmond told her, “You’re too young to be with one person. You need to start seeing other guys so you won’t get hurt.” She closed the conversation by telling her daughter to “protect yourself because I know firsthand how men can be.” Now, one week later, she’d met a guy who seemed to be smitten by her, and she found herself flowing with the moment. Snowy evenings can be strange, she thought.

By now, the two had had enough of all the fast music. Vikki hadn’t, so she went on her way, leaving Andrea and William at the table to enjoy their solitude, for they were cocooned in their tiny world of two.

Nearing their table was a man selling red roses by the half-dozen. Reaching into his pocket, William quickly and discreetly purchased a bouquet, then tapped her on the shoulder. Her attention in that brief moment had been directed elsewhere, so when Andrea saw the roses she was pleasantly surprised.

“My God, what did I do to deserve this?”

“Nothing. I’m just glad I met you this evening.” He paused. “Andrea, will I see you again after this evening?”

“Definitely. You’ll be seeing plenty of me.” If only they’d had a little foresight.

For the next hour or so the twosome sat at the table, fingers and palms threaded together, romantic minds synchronized in anticipation of the next set of slow musical selections. Sure enough, the DJ obliged them by playing Anita Baker’s “Sweet Love.” Andrea looked at William as the first chord played and nothing else was said as they walked toward the dance floor.

The building passion between the two ignited into flames of desire. From the beginning, their dance was a sensuous cuddle, the petting deeper than before. William could hear Andrea’s arousal through her panting. Instead of blowing, she now nibbled on his left earlobe. She had finally joined him on the cloud he’d been floating on since their meeting.

The collection of love songs culminated with Melissa Morgan’s “Do Me Baby.” Struggling to contain himself while dancing with this woman, William was on the verge of overheating. During this song, she whispered something to him about how good his warm body felt against hers.

Gazing into her eyes with passion, William attempted to kiss her.

“No, please don’t,” Andrea pleaded weakly. On this night, guilt and better judgment emerged victorious over emotional, passionate instincts—barely.

“I understand,” William responded. Arm in arm, they left the dance floor. At the table, the two waited for Vikki to finish taking a guy’s number, then they all went to get their belongings from the coat check. Andrea noticed all of William’s bags and inquired about the contents.

“Chocolate hearts. For Valentine’s Day.”

“You think you have enough girlfriends?”

“I don’t have one, if you want to know the truth. These are for friends and family.” Seeing a cynical look from both ladies, he continued. “Seriously, I’m not dating anyone. While we’re on that subject, Andrea, when are we going to see each other again?”

“When do you want to?”

“Let’s go out Sunday. I want to go to the Bronx to get some sneakers, the red and white Air Jordans everyone’s talking about. Wanna go?”

“Sure.”

So the first date was set. Once outside, they parted company with Vikki and went to the subway together. Andrea lived in Brooklyn, as well, in Sheepshead Bay, so they traveled part of the journey home together on the D train.

When the train was approaching the Union Square Station, William offered to ride to Andrea’s stop. “It’s not safe for a woman to be traveling on the trains alone this late at night,” he said.

“No, I’ll be okay,” Andrea responded.

“Are you sure? It’s really not a problem.”

“You’re just the perfect gentleman, aren’t you?”

“Well, if I had a car, I’d drive you home. Hey, I’ll ride with you to Canal Street.” The doors opened up at Fourteenth Street, William’s transfer point.

“Go home, baby. Call me tomorrow. Good night.”

Giving her a quick hug, William got off the train. Sunday, huh? he thought as her train pulled off. I wish it wasn’t so far away. The train hadn’t been gone thirty seconds, yet he missed Andrea already.



Ironically, it was the iron horse labeled D that William would take from Della’s house these years later to his Brooklyn apartment. He thought of the coincidence as the train entered the Fordham Road Station.

When seated, his mind drifted back to the initial ride to Sheepshead Bay to meet Andrea for their date. He remembered how he’d purchased a stuffed Garfield doll and a blue sweater right after he’d spoken to her the day before. The excitement he’d felt when the train approached the Sheepshead Bay Road station, the anticipation racing through his bones once he boarded the B36 bus that took him to her neighborhood, and, upon seeing her, the smile he’d never beamed for any woman, were all vivid in his memory. That first date, he now recalled, had been special.



That Sunday was overcast and unseasonably warm for early February. The 1987 NBA All-Star game was to be televised from Seattle, prompting William to appreciate the impression Andrea had made on him two nights earlier. Only something or someone special can pull a brother from his All-Star game.

Getting off the bus at the corner of Nostrand and Avenue W, he noticed Andrea walking toward him. Wearing fitted black jeans and a red wool coat, her beauty made him tingle all over.

“Hello, stranger,” Andrea said as she welcomed him with a warm hug. “I couldn’t wait to see you again.”

“I felt the same way.” He handed her the box with the stuffed animal. “Please forgive me for not wrapping him properly.”

Once she saw the animal was Garfield, she enthusiastically thanked him with another embrace. “I love Garfield! You’re so sweet.”

“You ready to go hang, sweetie?”

“Let’s do this,” she responded, posing in a mock b-boy stance. Sharing a hearty laugh, they crossed the street and got on the bus headed to the subway.

During the bus ride and the ensuing train trip, they picked up where they’d left off at the Copa. After chatting about their childhoods—Andrea had two older brothers and a younger sister, and William had come from a family of six, he had five brothers—next came their educational backgrounds. He’d told her about his studies at NYU and how he’d thought of majoring in political science but had settled for the liberal arts program after finding out that they only offered politics. Andrea had the plan of taking night classes in the fall at Hunter College in Manhattan.

Then came their past experiences with the opposite sex. Listening intently to Andrea when she told him how her father had left the Richmond home when she was three and never looked back, she also mentioned that her mother still harbored bitterness toward men and instructed her to protect her emotions at all times. “For the most part, I have,” she continued, but admitted to him that in spite of her age, she was one for long relationships because she wanted something enduring, something lasting.

“How long have you been dealin’ with the guy you’re dating now?” William asked.

“Two and a half years.”

William cringed. “Have you ever cheated on him?”

“No.”

“So why are you out here with me today?”

Andrea paused. “There’s something about you.” In future years, that statement would come to haunt him. But at this point, how could he know that?

As the D crossed the Manhattan Bridge, William changed the dating plan.

“Do you mind if we go to the Bronx some other time? I mean, how am I going to take a woman out on the first date to get sneakers?”

Andrea giggled. “You have a point there. What are we going to do, instead?”

“I’m in the mood for a record shop; how about you? I know you want Luther’s new album.”

“Are you a man after my heart, or what? You know I can’t say no to Luther. Or, to you, sweetie.”

She sure knows how to make a guy feel like a million bucks, William thought. So instead of traveling north, they took the train to the Canal Street Station. There, they leisurely walked hand-in-hand to the Tower Records store in the East Village.

Inside, the couple gleefully shopped, selecting vinyl albums and remixes while dancing down the aisles to the jams mixed by the store DJ. Andrea got Luther’s new album, as well as Janet Jackson’s LP once William found out she didn’t own a copy. For his own collection, he bought the “Shake You Down” single and the Melissa Morgan album containing the song “Do Me Baby.” Left with an indelible impression from the slow dances shared two nights earlier, by obtaining these records he told her, “I’ll always remember the impact of our first evening together.”

“Believe me, you’ll never forget about me,” Andrea announced while leaving the store. She could have been a seer.

Next for the couple was dinner at a trendy barbecue joint on Eighth Street.

“Baby, I wanna know why in the world no one’s scooped you up for themselves?” Andrea asked as they seated themselves in the crowded, checkered-floor establishment.

“Well, I was seeing someone off and on last year, but it didn’t work out. She thought I was too soft.” As William revealed Tami’s insinuation, Andrea shook her head in disbelief.

“Then let her continue to date those slugs that just want to fuck her. That girl’s a moron. Let me get this straight, she had an abortion, y’all got back together and she thought you were a faggot because you wouldn’t sleep with her right away? Are you serious?”

Nodding yes, William continued verbally, “I had my reasons. It wasn’t time for it to happen. Plus, I had this thing about not sleeping with virgins. She was one when we started dating.”

Without him having to go further, Andrea nodded her head with approval. “I know exactly what you’re going to say. Once the cherry is gone, sometimes the woman views the man who took it as larger than life. An eternal bond forms.”

“Exactly.”

“I can relate to that. I thought…” She paused. “Well, let’s just say I know the feeling.” Hearing the bulletin made William smile, for she’d answered a question that would’ve come up down the road. Besides, he mused, she’s been dating a guy for two years, so I know she had to put him on.

“You aren’t scared of having sex, are you?” Andrea teased.

William eyes widened as he almost choked on his turkey burger.

“No! I’m just not as forward as…What are you asking me?”

“Well, I had to ask. From the way you move those hips dancing, you don’t look like you’re scared of anything.”

“I’m not. It’s just that I have to really care about someone in order to give myself to them. My feelings get involved.”

“You know, I never heard a guy say that before. Admit it; most of y’all are dogs that do your thinking with the little head downstairs.”

“Andrea, my mother is a woman of principles and she taught me to respect women. I try to uphold her teachings. It’s not always easy because I want things, like everyone else, but I’d rather be a gentleman, get to know someone, grow to care about her, you know, the whole nine yards.” He paused. “Let me ask you something, do you devour a steak when it’s put in front of you?”

“Come again?”

“The anticipation of sex can be like a steak dinner, Andrea. Many men want to go right for the meat first, as opposed to savoring the entire meal.”

Andrea got it. “Tell me about it. Instead of slicing it correctly, putting sauce on the entrée to enhance the flavor, eating the vegetables and partaking of the wine, they’d rather eat the meat, like depraved lunatics.”

William smiled. “That’s my point. I want my woman to respect me. Then when it finally does happen, it’ll really mean something.”

“Wow! How many McCall men are there, again?” she playfully asked.

“Five of us. However, none are like me, sweetie.”

Continuing their dinner, they ribbed each other about their childhoods, how poor their families were and things of a trivial nature. When the check arrived, Andrea offered to put in her share of the bill. William wasn’t accustomed to that, so he paid in full.

“Didn’t I ask you out on this date?” he asked her.

“William, you’re just too much. The next time dinner’s on me, you got it?”

He nodded as he aided Andrea with her coat; he loved this woman’s style.

Outside again, he grabbed her hand and fixed her eyes with a heated stare. Wanting to kiss her right then and there, William couldn’t pull the trigger as fear became a roadblock once more. He was that afraid.

“Andrea, before the night is over, can I give you something to think about?”

“What do you have in mind?” she replied, knowing his intentions.

“I don’t know. Something.”

Andrea turned her face away from his, hiding her disappointment in his bashfulness. Continuing their walk toward the subway, Andrea began talking about her boyfriend.

“You know, Derrick called me this morning. He wanted to go out today.”

“His name is Derrick, huh? If you had to be with him I could have taken a rain check.” What are you saying, you idiot?

“No, William, I had to be with you. You’ve been on my mind ever since you got off that train Friday night. When you called me yesterday, I got goose bumps.”

“Couldn’t you hear how nervous I was over the phone?”

“Yeah, I could. There’s just something about you. You’re not like most guys. You seem to be more in tune to a woman’s feelings than most guys your age. Don’t ever change.”



Don’t ever change, she said.

As the D train roared through the Bronx and into Manhattan, William completed his recollection of that first date. No matter what thoughts sailed through his mind—their viewing of the movie Platoon at a Times Square theater, the shared sundae afterward, how Andrea, not William, had cemented the beginning of their surreptitious relationship by kissing him and the “mmm, not bad” response that followed—he kept returning to that statement. Recalling the innocence he’d felt after their long kiss good night when she’d said, “I’ll tear you apart when we make love,” and how he’d excitedly written his best friend, Steve Randall, in Delaware at two in the morning to tell him all about her and how special she made him feel, a smile creased his face. Yet, it quickly disappeared when he thought of how much he’d changed since that overcast Sunday. Thinking of that date, then of the events of this snowy, moonlit evening in January where he’d been branded and fitted for a dog collar like many of his fellow brothers wore, William could empathize with Della, but he now felt bad for himself, as well.

With the train nearing the Columbus Circle station, he silently made a pact. Before I get acquainted with any other women; before I attempt to satisfy any craving I may have; and before I get involved with anyone and hurt another one of my sistas, I have to check myself. I’ve gotta find out why shit keeps going wrong. A soul searching session began.
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