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CHAPTER ONE

SATURDAY EVENING

Natalie had been working all day and by evening the exhaustion hit her hard. She collapsed onto the leather chaise that once belonged to her Gigi and Pappi, her father’s deceased parents. The chair overlooked the garden she took such pride in. Natalie had to imagine the view from the window. Darkness had erased the beautiful landscape that was her backyard. It was a scene that she woke to each and every morning, the colorful hydrangeas, the graceful Jacqueline Kennedy roses and despite it being a common flower, Natalie loved the beauty and serenity of the rows and rows of black-eyed Susans. She smiled at the garden below, imagining what had started out as a means to calm her frazzled nerves and eliminate her twitching eye, but had evolved into a hobby and an art.

The master bedroom was dark except for the glow from the nightlight, an amenity courtesy of her son, Kendall. He didn’t want his mother and father to sleep in the total darkness that night brings. He assumed that because he was afraid of things that go bump in the night that they were, too. Little did he know that it was the darkness that comforted his mother. She could hide from her reality and never have to admit that there was a problem under the cover of pitch black.

Natalie hoped and prayed that her son didn’t lose that conscientiousness as he grew older. Lord knows most men haven’t a clue as to what it means to care about other’s feelings, especially the feelings of women. Natalie figured that if she couldn’t find that perfect man, in terms of one who would be cognizant of and responsive to her needs, she sure as hell would make certain that her son was as close to perfect as possible. He was a work in progress, her work in progress, and by the time he started dating, he would be ready if it killed her. She swore on her grandparents’ graves that her son would not be any other woman’s headache, the same type of headache his father was to her.

It had been several hours since she had put her two small children to bed. The feeling was strong to check in on them, but comfort held her down, its grip tight. She had to push herself to rise from her seated position. The chaise eased her aching bones. Sometimes it seemed as if her children were growing up way, way too fast. She thought back to the day she gave birth. Despite the pain that accompanied their delivery, she decided almost instantly that she wanted to have more. But it was Anderson’s insistence that they wait until their “lives were more stable” that caused her to have to put her maternal desire on hold. Something nagged at her that there were other reasons for his hesitance, but without concrete evidence she had to hold back her suspicions. Besides, she had two beautiful babies to occupy her time and that they did.

Natalie, moving slowly, rose from the comfort of her chair and made her way into the nursery. There they were–the two children she considered to be her life, her reason for living. And as far as she was concerned, they were her reason for waking in the morning. She could remember vividly having those same feelings for Anderson, and how the feelings for him were replaced the day she gave birth to her blessed twins.

She walked around the room, hanging clothes that had sat in a basket for days. The gentle snores of her children made her smile. She leaned down and kissed each one, brushing back the hair on Kayla’s head. They smelled of baby lotion and powder.

She hated that her feelings for Anderson had waned after their birth. However, as far as she was concerned, they naturally needed her much more than he did, and he would simply have to deal with it. She could tell there were times he missed having her undivided attention. He seemed at times to even be jealous of his own children. But attempting to be an adult, he’d try to push past his childlike behavior, most times falling short.

“I miss you, Nat,” he would whine while the twins cried for her in their room. She was torn about who needed her more.

Natalie found it difficult to juggle caring for her children and then having to cater to her husband. After they were born, for months she would fall into bed exhausted each night after having to care for two newborns and be attentive to Anderson at the same time. She cooked, cleaned, and washed clothes daily. She would cry at night when he would climb on top of her, have his way with her, and then fall off to sleep. He ignored her desire to rest. He ignored her request for help. And he ignored her pleas for a break. She hated him for it. She felt trapped, but didn’t know what to do or how to fix it.

The twins were sleeping peacefully in their cribs. Nat, girl, you are so crazy. Let those children be, she reprimanded herself silently and smiled contently.

The telephone rang and forgetting how sound her children slept, she attempted to hurry through the nursery door. As she hastened through the room, she stumbled over building blocks and banged her knee on the closet door that sat ajar. Biting her lip to muffle the sound of her pain, she closed the door behind her and moved quickly back to her bedroom. Natalie reached for the handset, almost knocking the receiver onto the floor, and out of breath, she blew her greeting into the telephone.

“Hello.”

Nothing.

“Hello?”

Still nothing.

“Hello!”

Dial tone.

That was the third time today the phone had rang and no one was on the receiving end. Or at least no one responded. Natalie placed the cordless phone back in its cradle and returned to the chaise, but her thoughts started to wander.

Who could have called the wrong number that many times in one day? Once, twice maybe if they were checking, but three times? What if it was another woman calling for Anderson? He’d say she was crazy, that she had an overactive imagination. Still, he had strayed from her once before. She might have forgiven, but she never forgot. Who could blame her for being a bit paranoid after that incident, after all?

The phone’s ring jarred her from her thoughts. She let it ring three times before picking it up. Her concern now wasn’t so much about waking the children. Instead, she worried about what she would or wouldn’t hear on the other end. If this is another hang up, I’ll scream! she thought to herself.

“Hello?” she questioned the person on the receiving end. Ah, a familiar voice. Her knee began to throb and she rubbed it to soothe the pain.

“Oh, what’s up, Les?”

“Hey, can’t talk long. I’m on my way out. Are you doing anything Monday?”

“Monday? No, I’m not doing anything.”

“Meet me at the gym.”

“Okay, I’ll meet you there, but why?”

“Look, I don’t have time to explain. Make sure that you meet me there.”

“Leslie, this had better be good. You know how I hate surprises.”

“Natalie, just be there.”

“Where are you…” Before she could finish her question, Leslie had hung up.

Who knew what plan Leslie was cooking up now. Probably some scam to meet a man, using Natalie, her married best friend, as bait. Oh well, she was free then so why not show up and go along for the ride.



CHAPTER TWO

Natalie met Leslie Ann West their freshman year in high school. She was bused into the district in the school board’s attempt to integrate the predominately white Sheridan Heights High School. Leslie’s coal black, board-straight hair extended well below her shoulder blades, providing evidence of her Native American heritage. She had flawless, mocha-colored skin and a short, curvy body that attracted boys and men alike. Suffice it to say, the boys loved her and the girls scowled when they saw her coming. She took their dislike as a compliment and used their energy to drive her to reach her goals, which most of the time were to rob them of their boyfriends.

While in high school, Leslie lived with her two brothers, her sister, her mother and her grandmother in a three-bedroom apartment in an area of town most people talked about but rarely ever visited. But now Leslie had moved up and out of the projects. She had worked her way through college as an exotic dancer in local gentlemen’s clubs. It was a fact she wasn’t shy about divulging. In fact, she bragged often times of the fact that she had the type of body that made men cry and even made married men want to leave their wives, or at least forget about them for the night. Her erotic endeavors allowed her to earn enough money to put herself through one of the most expensive private colleges in the city and upon graduation she received the distinguished honor of magna cum laude.

Yes, she worked hard in all she did, even dancing. She didn’t mind working hard and it paid off. She was now working hard as the Director of Marketing at a local wireless phone company. She brought home a six-figure paycheck and that, incorporated with the same curvaceous body, made her a magnet for every Taiquan, Devonte and Darshawn in town.

[image: image]

Since she was a little girl, Leslie had dreams of being a wife and a mother. She planned her wedding day down to the last detail and thought up names for the children she hadn’t yet bore. Ignoring her biological clock, she went through her twenties jumping from one relationship to another and terminating two unplanned pregnancies. She rationalized to herself that she would have plenty of time to bring a few pregnancies to completion before menopause. But now that she was able to see the end of her thirties quite clearly, she began to panic about whether or not she would accomplish the only reason she had been put on earth as a woman, to procreate. Leslie had tried practically everything to meet men of substance. And so, hesitantly, she tried speed dating. She spent about an hour and half jumping from one table to another and it seemed as if her choices were going from bad to worse. Those brothers who seemed to have potential were flawed by bad breath, out-of-date clothing or both. The night was quickly coming to an end and when it seemed as if she was going to have to go home empty-handed, again, she met Reginald Warrington. R.W. was the director of a grassroots organization. He didn’t have the cash necessary to make a woman like Leslie happy. Strike One. But he was more than handsome—he was something to write home about. And so the two cancelled each other out. R.W. had all the women breathing a little hot and heavy, and so he could pick and choose who he wanted to date this particular evening. And it was Leslie who came out the winner.

Leslie had agreed to meet R.W. on Saturday night at a new restaurant that had opened downtown. Leslie entered the restaurant and all eyes were on her. She could feel the energy from the men and it excited her. She knew that she had made the right choice when she wiggled into the black spaghetti strap dress and thong panties. She could feel it—tonight would be a good night.

“It’s good to see you again, Ms. West.” The voice came from behind her. Leslie had wished he would have entered through the front door. She wanted to see him before he saw her, in case she needed to make a mad dash for the exit.

She turned around and her face lit up. The view was as spectacular tonight as it had been a week ago.

“Mr. Warrington. It’s great seeing you again.”

R.W. leaned down and placed a kiss on her cheek. Leslie closed her eyes and envisioned the two of them walking together hand-in-hand toward their home with the white picket fence. She saw their dog, Sandy, frolicking in the yard and their son and daughter, Michael and Michelle, playing on the swings. It was all so vivid.

“Are you hungry? I’m starved. Today’s been rough. Although it’s the weekend, I’m always working.” R.W. motioned to the waiter that they were ready. As they walked to their table, Leslie noticed that R.W. received as much attention from the women in the place as she had from the men. Leslie didn’t know if she was secure enough to handle a man who was as pretty as she was.

“I’m starved, too,” she agreed with him. Leslie hadn’t eaten since she had grabbed a bagel and orange juice for breakfast. She felt his pain about having a rough day. There were no weekends for her either. It wasn’t unusual for her to be found at her desk toiling away Saturday and sometimes Sunday. Today the entire office had to work and so she had gone from one meeting to the next, skipping lunch in order to accomplish all that had been put on her calendar. Leslie had instructed her administrative assistant, Molly, to give her at least an hour a day to nourish herself. However, the woman seemed to have a burr up her butt when it came to her boss and she most times neglected to do as instructed. Leslie swore Molly hated her and she wanted her fired, but the union rules dictated something different and so she was stuck with her.

Leslie perused the menu, her stomach growling with each entrée description she read. Selecting the meal that fit her fancy for the evening, she placed her order with the waitress. While waiting for their food, they conversed about work, their likes, their dislikes and the future.

“Well, Ms. Leslie, you’re looking awfully beautiful this evening.” No matter how many times she heard the compliment, she blushed with embarrassment. R.W. reached across the table and grabbed her hand. He caressed her fingers with his and she recognized that he had a tattoo on the inside of his right wrist. A shiver raced up her spine. His body art excited her, allowing her to believe that she had found the gentle thug she so desperately craved.

“Thanks.” She lowered her eyes. “Well, Reginald, what type of work are you in?”

“Like I said the other night, I’m the director of a grassroots organization that works with homeless families, particularly the children. Children are my passion.”

Bingo! Leslie thought. He loves kids and she would be willing to bear his; dozens of them, if he wanted. She felt her face light up.

“I want to have tons of them.” He took a sip of his wine and smiled endearingly at Leslie.

Leslie felt her uterus perk up, her Fallopian tubes stand at attention, and her cervix expand, ready for the auspicious occasion. She smiled back at him.

Their food was served and they ate with little conversation. Leslie ate with thoughts of her night. She envisioned them in bed together preparing for the family that they would soon have. First they would have a boy. Leslie didn’t like the name Reginald and so that she wouldn’t offend her man, she would name him Reggie. Then her daughter. From the time she was a little girl, she loved the name Morgan. The next one she didn’t care if it was a boy or a girl. But she ultimately wanted to have a Rebecca and then an Oliver. Her thoughts wandered until the waitress set the check down in front of R.W.

Staring Leslie in the eyes, he asked hesitantly, “Uh, Leslie. I’m a little short this month. Would it be a problem if we went Dutch?” He tried to smile to ease his request.

Leslie’s whole demeanor changed. She couldn’t believe that this man had the audacity to ask her to dinner and then ask her to pay for her own meal. Never before had she been asked out and then been told that she needed to pay her own way. He was more than broke, he had no class.

“You know what? I’ve got it.” She grabbed her wallet out of her purse, picked up the bill to read the damage, and then threw $75 on the table. She pushed back her chair, picked up her goblet of wine and swallowed the last bit. She pushed her way through the crowded restaurant. For a moment she considered having her way with this man. Men did it all the time. They paid the bill and felt it was their right to bed the woman. Deciding that he wasn’t worth the time it would take, she decided against it. Again, she would go home alone, to cold sheets. The idea depressed her. It would be the last time she saw R.W. and it would be the last time she would try speed dating.





CHAPTER THREE

SATURDAY EVENING

Natalie treasured her fifteen-year friendship with Leslie. She felt blessed to have a friend as special as her. They were as close as sisters. But what Natalie felt the best part of their relationship was that Anderson liked Leslie as well. He considered her to be the little sister he never had despite the times he wanted to curse her for her stubborn behavior and brash personality. There were many times he would threaten to renounce their friendship while encouraging his wife to do the same. But ultimately, they were like family.

Natalie’s thoughts drifted back to her childhood. She ran her fingers across the smooth leather of the chair she sat in, thinking back to when she would watch each grandparent take a turn relaxing in it. She could vividly picture the pea-green velvet material that used to cover it. It most definitely was a statement of the times—the ’70s. Bellbottoms, big collars and afros. What were they thinking? Natalie thought with a laugh. The memories brought back warm feelings, distinctly different from how she felt now.

Natalie knew for sure that her grandparents’ spirits were still present in that old lounge. Her belief in that was as strong as her belief that her husband would be late getting home that night. Her grandmother taught her to always have faith, “If you believe, therefore it is.” That was the beginning of her religious education. From the very beginning, her beginning, it was instilled in her very core to believe, to have faith. “Just have faith, girl, and whatever you want, He will give it to you. He may not be there when you want Him, but He’ll be there right on time.”

Those were the good old days. Her thoughts floated from her past, which at times she so longed to go back to, to the present where she prayed that the wisdom and strength each grandparent possessed and attempted to pass down to their grandchildren would ooze from the porous leather material and permeate her body. She squeezed her eyes together as tight as she could and prayed that God would give her wisdom and strength.

Natalie thought about some of the deviant activities their other grandchildren (particularly her older sister, Andrea) took part in. She decided that most of them missed their share of the family wisdom and as a result had the mental capacity, drive and conviction of street rogues. She wondered how such non-ambitious people could come from a lineage so strong, so fine and so well respected as her own. Her grandfather was the first president of one of the South’s first Black colleges and her grandmother was envied and respected by all in the city for her community work, gracious giving and delicious Southern cooking. We’re all going to hell in a hand basket! Natalie thought, sounding like her Gigi. She tried to shake the images of her family. She could not, nor would she deal with or think about their problems right now. She had two distractions of her own. Three, if she counted the man who was responsible for impregnating her with the two angels sleeping in the nursery down the hall.

She often asked herself where all the charitable groups were who normally knocked down the doors of parents blessed with a multiple birth. “So what,” Natalie whispered to herself. “I only have two children to deal with at one time.” She didn’t want the money. Money was something they had. It was the help she needed. Sometimes she wanted to beg for help, if for nothing other than to have the companionship of another adult in the house with her. Especially at those times when her husband was missing in action.

Frustrated, Natalie looked around her bedroom. She let out a long sigh, releasing with it the tension from a long, hard day. Her room was never immaculately kept, but now that she had children, there always seemed to be more trucks, doll carriages and plastic toys in her bedroom than in the nursery. The disorganization that overwhelmed her room tonight was a sign that the twins were feeling better. Five days earlier, Doctor Schubert diagnosed Kayla with strep throat and Kendall with an ear infection. It took at least three days for the antibiotics to kick in and do their work. Those three days were shear hell! No rest for the weary! Except for Anderson Kelley, of course! She was up and down the stairs all day cleaning up vomit and diarrhea, dispensing medication and rocking children to sleep. It seemed as if more came out of the twins than went in. It truly was her reality. She knew for sure this qualified her for some type of sainthood.

It was like Anderson was taking sedatives. His ability to sleep through the insufferable shrills of two toddlers screaming, crying and complaining baffled her. His assistance during this trying time had been limited. Very limited! His excuse was that he had to maintain his strength so that he could go to work. Work—puh-lease! Natalie needed just as much strength to keep up with two active toddlers all day, every day. Still, his offers to help were futile; way too little; way too late. Natalie wondered to herself how she could love such a man.

She couldn’t think of the exact words to express her disbelief in his behavior. She could only shake her head and murmur. “That man, that man, that man,” were the words her Gigi would say when her grandfather got on her last nerve. And now Natalie could feel her pain. She couldn’t call Anderson lazy. He was far from that! He would work all day, every day, to put food on the table or to purchase Natalie or the kids the luxuries that many were deprived. The many designer clothes, purses and shoes in her walk-in closet were a testament to that. But then, what was it? What was wrong with him? She knew it wasn’t right. Something just wasn’t right.

Natalie loved Anderson, she adored him, but sometimes it bothered her that her life had to change so drastically upon the birth of their children while he was able to continue to live the same life as before. He came and went as he pleased. He slept with little disruption. He could even finish a meal without it getting cold. She found it difficult to believe that he made the progression from ego to id. Or that he was even trying to. She wanted him to sacrifice for parenthood as she had to.

Sometimes it pained her that he was out schmoozing with those spoiled, overpaid athletes or at his gym, Hoop Dreams. His life seemed, to Natalie, to be so uncomplicated and undemanding. He had Natalie to do all the hard stuff, the hands-on work. The kids, she loved them, but they were a lot of work. Anderson had a wife, two children, Jenn-Air appliances—the perfect life. What else could a person ask for? Natalie’s life was a struggle. Her mother caused her strife, her sister caused her trouble and her best friend… she was pure drama. Everything was a struggle!

“Where the hell is he?”

Natalie closed her eyes in an attempt to relieve the burning and itching from this summer’s allergy season. She sneezed and cursed the weatherman for his prediction that the pollen numbers would be off the charts this year. Time was her enemy. When she did have time to herself at home, she thought about these things. She worked herself up and unfortunately, it didn’t make for a happy reunion when Anderson finally returned home. She knew she needed to make sure her attitude was in check when he came in. After all, it wasn’t his fault the children were ill.

Again, Natalie pulled herself from the one place she had been the most comfortable all day, and again, she checked the time looking at the digital clock on her cherry oak wardrobe across the room. It was now a quarter to nine and she had to get herself, the house and, it seemed, a million other things ready for the next day.

As Natalie walked out of her bedroom and toward the staircase, she grabbed a pink pajama top from the floor with the toes of her bare right foot. Kayla had dropped the shirt as Natalie carried her sleepy daughter to her bedroom. Together they had sung a slow rendition of The Itsy Bitsy Spider as they made their way to the nursery. The song was still stuck in her head.

“The itsy, bitsy spider,” Natalie hummed to herself. A smile spread across her lips as she thought about the precious child she carried around.

“My child must be the most beautiful on earth.” Biased, Natalie was. She knew that that probably wasn’t true, but she could think her children were the most attractive and the brightest. She beamed as the proud parent. She thought about how the years had flown by since the day she brought them home and realized that it wouldn’t be long before her daughter wanted nothing to do with her. The smile began to fade. She thought about the pubescent years. Her brow furrowed at the thought of the fights, the arguments and the disagreements and how they were sure to come. Her head began to ache. Her father warned her that she better get in as much quality time now as she could. The years would come and go with the blink of an eye. The lovable children she had now would morph into the children of the corn, quick, fast and in a hurry. No matter how much Natalie wanted to believe that her children would be different, the probability was slim to none. She massaged her temple with her free hand.

Natalie missed the early months of her children’s lives she wished away, the times when she couldn’t decipher whether their cries were from hunger or from irritability. Despite what she thought then, those were the good old days. How soon we forget. The teenage years in her own house had been miserable. Two teenage daughters caused for unhappy days. The hormones created drama and the drama queen, her mother, was a modern day Mommie Dearest. Natalie moaned about what was to come, inevitably.

She placed the shirt in the white wicker clothesbasket she had retrieved from the hallway closet, and continued to fill it with all the other clothes and toys that were strewn in her path. She thought to herself, “I should leave it for Anderson to clean up!”

Natalie heard the deadbolt lock turn and the alarm sound at the bottom of the steps. Anderson Kelley was home. Speak of the devil and he will appear. He had worked over twelve hours today.

In her heart, Natalie felt sorry for him, but her compassion soon stopped as the ache in her back and the pain in her head became more prevalent. He owned the business. He had a staff of well-educated, capable people that he trusted. He didn’t have to be there for so many hours. He did it to himself.

Walking down the stairs, barely maintaining her footing while attempting to avoid the fire engine on the third step from the top, Natalie saw the light from the refrigerator illuminate the dark kitchen. A muffled voice from behind the refrigerator door asked. “What’s for dinner?”

She entered the kitchen, dropping the basket by the basement door and simultaneously flicking on the kitchen light. Anderson’s head popped out from behind the door of the stainless steel Sub-Zero refrigerator. Removing the chicken leg lodged between his teeth, he glided over to his wife. His smile was intoxicating. Natalie felt her knees weaken. He leaned in close and the smell of hard work and cologne filled her nostrils. He licked his full lips and tried to place a wet, greasy kiss on her cheek. Natalie’s round face appeared almost lifeless by this time of day. He noticed his wife’s sleepy eyes, eyes that were most times bright and cheery.

“You okay, baby?” Anderson asked, sincerity laced in and throughout the three word sentence.

She smile and then brushed him away with a flick of her hand, hitting the side of his head as he turned back toward the refrigerator.

“You know I’m next in line for strep throat or whatever other debilitating disease I’ll be plagued with. Right now, I am a human incubator for germs. They’re festering, waiting to be set free!” Her attempt at humor was a wasted effort. No matter how hard she tried, her jokes came out sounding rehearsed and downright un-funny. She couldn’t tell a joke or a story to save her life. She always prefaced her attempt with the disclaimer: Corny!

Anderson accused her of being the corniest person alive. Her attempt was always funnier than the actual joke.

“What do you mean? What’s for dinner? Hmmf!”

Natalie rolled her eyes at her husband. She tried to feign anger, but she found it hard to maintain her stance.

Anderson giggled at his wife’s stab at comedy. He had that boyish charm where his giggle seemed natural. When he would descend from the bedroom in the morning donning a suit and hard shoes, he looked as if he were a teenager playing grown-up. He looked natural in sweats. He was an athlete by nature; everything about him screamed athlete. He was sexiest in a pair of jogging pants, T-shirt and running shoes. He looked almost invincible—as if he could leap a building in a single bound. Natalie found herself salivating over her husband’s muscular body.

“Girl, Anderson got the kind of body make you want to smack your momma,” she remembered one of her girlfriends once commenting.

It was true. He was sexier than most. Natalie liked to tell him he was beautiful and then watch as he turned several shades of red with embarrassment.

“Don’t act like you’re embarrassed. You’ve been told that all your life,” she would admonish him.

“Maybe handsome, but not beautiful. Give me a break.” His milk chocolate-colored skin would get overcome by a bright shade of red. “Women are beautiful. You are beautiful,” he would tell her and then pull her close to him. Kissing her passionately and then delivering small quick kisses around her mouth and down to her neck.

“Keep your day job!” He teased her about her corny joke. “How the kids doin’? You look tired.” He looked up from his excursion through the overstuffed fridge, looked his wife deeply in the eyes, purred a sincere, “I love you!” and went back to his expedition.

It was at that moment, that very moment, that Natalie’s previous questions about her feelings for her husband were answered and she knew exactly why she loved him so much. It was in his eyes!





CHAPTER FOUR

“How was your day?” Natalie asked Anderson, as she pushed him from in front of the refrigerator. She barely paid attention to his response as she rumbled through the icebox, the cold air causing her to catch a chill. She shivered, the hair on her arms rising to attention. She grabbed a Tupperware dish that contained breaded veal chops and another that contained tomato and mozzarella sauce. She took a whiff to decipher their freshness. She was surprised any of the meal she prepared two days earlier had remained. Her husband of three years seemed to devour anything edible in the house that wasn’t tied down. The food was leftovers from a dinner party she organized to celebrate Leslie having met Mr. Right for the hundredth time.

Curtis Matthews, a vice president at the city’s largest black-owned bank, was her new man. Leslie was proud of him and she was ready to take their relationship to the next level. It was time for Curtis to met Leslie’s two best friends.

The evening began much better than it ended and Natalie hadn’t quite figured out who was to blame. Leslie was not one to hold her tongue. She didn’t do it when she had a gripe. And she especially didn’t do it when she had been drinking. It was apparent that this man was not able to deal with such a strong and very opinionated woman. Well, stubborn was more like it! Natalie loved Leslie and could overlook the fact that her friend was inflexible and obstinate. But because of her character flaws, Leslie had very few, if any, female friends. Most males were able to overlook her negative attributes by concentrating on her hot body. It did much of the talking for her. She usually got what she wanted by using it and she wasn’t ashamed of that detail.

“God gave it to me for a reason, I might as well use what I got to get what I want!” was her response when she was accused of exploiting herself. But once they got a load of the mouth that came along with the body, they were like dust in the wind. And she seriously questioned why they vanished so quickly after the tongue lashing she handed out, always querying their character, or lack there of.

Still, Natalie and Leslie complemented each other well. Natalie was the one with sense. “Girl, you’ll make someone a good wife someday,” was the comment she had heard often. And Leslie, well, she didn’t have any sense most times, most times hearing, “Leslie, what are we going to do with you?”

Although Natalie was very understanding of Leslie’s perceived shortcomings, there were times she felt that she was a much better friend to Leslie than Leslie was to her. But that was Leslie. “You have to love her in spite of herself,” her grandmother would say when Natalie and Leslie would fight. Natalie knew she meant well, even if she didn’t always show it.

THURSDAY EVENING

Leslie showed up for the dinner party at 25527 Windsor Gate Place with an overnight bag filled to capacity and a garment bag stuffed with at least five outfits—dresses, pants, jackets, blouses and at least four pairs of shoes. Leslie had decided to dress in Natalie’s presence. She knew Natalie had impeccable taste in clothes and she would make sure that she looked her very best, even if they had to make a last-minute run to the neighborhood discount designer clothing store to do it.

Natalie’s ability to coordinate not only clothing, but also furniture, food, flowers, everything, provided Leslie with the ammunition she needed to tease her good friend. And tease her she did often; however deep down she admired her talent. She often called her friend Martha Stewart’s bastard love child from a seedy affair with a Black man in the late ’60s. The joke was funny at times, but sometimes Natalie took offense to the chiding.

Natalie’s creative ability had gotten her accepted into one of the country’s most reputable design schools. However, her family insisted that that particular field would be so competitive and more than likely not allow her to earn the money necessary to repay the student loans she would acquire to attend that school. If she recalled correctly, her father’s exact words were, “There’s no way on God’s green earth I’m paying for you to go there!” Those words echoed in her head often.

Monica, her stepmother, tried to play the mediator, “Dale, if this is what she wants to do with her life, isn’t it up to you to support her?”

“Monica, this is my daughter,” he retorted. “I ask that you respect my decision. She is talented, but I believe I know what’s best. And if I’m paying for it, I’ll have my say.”

Dreama piped in, “Dale! She’s my daughter as well. Stop being such as ass! If she wants to go, let her go. You’re only going to have one daughter in college anyway.” Her comment was a slap to Andrea. Natalie was happy she wasn’t in the room.

“Then you pay for it,” he quipped back. And that was the end of it.

At times, she despised her father for making her go a different educational route. But, she figured, everything happened for a reason.

In her senior year in high school, following the big family blowout, she happened across a book in the public library. It was called Composing A Life by Catherine Bates. The book discussed how women made plans for their future. They designed a path, and many times that path had many smaller capillaries which led off of it. The book opened her eyes and allowed her to accept what hand had been dealt to her. And, despite all the fussing, cussing, screaming and yelling, Natalie graduated from the college of her parents’ choice with a degree in sociology.

Now she sat at home as a homemaker, her degree hanging on the wall and her dreams for a profession on hold until the children were ready for school. He liked having her at home, as his own mother had been while he was young. Dinner was on the table each night when his father came home from work. The house was clean and the clothes were washed. Anderson’s need for that life preceded all else.

The doorbell rang and Natalie opened it to see Leslie standing on one foot leaning against the white stone column on the porch. She looked up as the door swung open. “I got a rock in my shoe.” She took her left Nike running shoe off and shook it like she was trying to release the last bit of ketchup from the Heinz bottle. A cigarette dangled from her lips and her eyes were half shut in an attempt to shield them from the smoke. Leslie wasn’t addicted to the high of nicotine. She only smoked when she was nervous. Natalie felt sorry for her. No man had ever, to Natalie’s knowledge, made Leslie this insecure or self-conscious.

Once Leslie completed her task, she put on her shoe and made her way to the first-floor guest room, dumping her bags on the bed. She took the steps to the second floor two at a time, looking into the bedrooms and listening for the Kelly children’s squeals and giggles. The house was usually filled with the clamor of rambunctious children, but tonight it was quiet. Hollering back over her shoulder, Leslie asked, “Where are my godchildren?” She stopped in the hall bathroom and stared at her reflection in the mirror. She studied her normally flawless complexion and then began to poke at the pimple she had previously attempted to burst before she made her pilgrimage to the Kelley house. She tried to remember if she had packed the cover-up she would need to disguise the scar left by her excavation.

She yelled out the bathroom door, “Natalie, do you have any concealer?”

Startled by her mysterious appearance, Leslie jumped. She looked at Natalie, who had joined her in the bathroom, “I hate this time of the month,” said Leslie. “Can you believe this, me starting my period the day of my big date? Can’t be nothing but nerves. I thought about canceling, but Nat, I really like this guy.”

She was really stressed, which made Natalie even more concerned about the new man in Leslie’s life. Natalie wondered what it was about this man that was different than the rest. Men to Leslie were usually disposable commodities to be used and then discarded once their shelf life had expired. She could take them or leave them, most times using them up before they had a chance to use her first. But Leslie’s insistence that she “really liked this guy,” wasn’t her usual MO. Natalie was determined to get the scoop on Curtis and make sure he was the right person for her best friend.

Leslie leaned against the pedestal sink and twisted a lock of her hair around her finger. Natalie stood outside the bathroom door, inspecting the sink and toilet for their cleanliness.

“They’re over at my father’s,” she finally answered Leslie’s question about the children. “Tonight is as special for me and Andy as it is for you.” Natalie spoke with a grin on her face, more so to herself than to Leslie. Leslie noticed her studying the bathroom fixtures. She knew Natalie well enough to know that she cleaned to forget. It was like her drug of choice.

“What do you mean? It’s not your anniversary? Then what’s going on?” Leslie raised and lowered her eyebrows, smiling while jabbing Natalie in the ribs, indicating that there might be some serious activity going on in the master bedroom that evening.

Natalie cut her off. “No, not our anniversary. We need some time alone, some time together, and this was as good a night as any. It’s been so long since we’ve done anything without the kids. I can’t remember the last movie we’ve seen.” She tried to remember without success. “We need a date night. We used to go out to eat all the time.” She smiled, remembering eating out with her husband before the children. Less noise and less screaming. “Gosh, I miss those times.” She missed the courting that Anderson did to try to woo her. He even sent her love letters. No one would believe it today if she were to divulge his secret sensitive side.

“My dearest Natalie. It’s hard for me to speak to you the feelings in my heart. I have never loved anyone as much as I love you. Although you are beautiful, you are so much more than your beauty. I love your laugh. It’s so sincere. I love the light in your eyes when you are happy, the way your voice rises when you get excited. I look forward to spending the rest of my life with you. I will love you always, A.”

OEBPS/images/f0iii-01.jpg
PLAYING
WITH THE HAND
[ Was DFALT

NIKKI JENKINS






OEBPS/images/9781451640007.jpg
PLAYING

WITH THE HAND
[ Was DeaLt

NIKKI JENKINS

StrEBOR Books






OEBPS/images/common.jpg







OEBPS/images/copy.jpg





