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Dear Reader:


Julia Blues, a “storyteller on a mission,” embarks on her publishing journey with Parallel Pasts, a debut novel about two young lovers, Cory and Fatima, who struggle to develop a rewarding relationship despite their haunting pasts but slowly grow closer as they discover commonalities.


It is my pleasure to introduce such a talented newcomer to the literary scene. Sit back and observe how these characters with undesirable family backgrounds learn to fill the missing void in their lives—love.


Julia is a fantastic writer who takes her experiences from traveling throughout the world and translates them into the written word. Her captivating story, “Heated Waters,” appears in my anthology, Zane’s Z-Rated: Chocolate Flava 3.


As always, thanks for supporting Julia Blues and the authors whom I publish under Strebor Books. We appreciate the love and we strive to bring you the best, most prolific authors who write outside of the traditional publishing box.


    You can contact me directly at zane@eroticanoir.com and find me on Twitter @planetzane and on Facebook at www.facebook.com/AuthorZane.


Blessings,
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Zane


Publisher


Strebor Books 


www.simonandschuster.com
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This book is dedicated to Sugar Williams, LaShon “Butterfly” Campbell, Grandma Della Hudson, and Kayla Marie Williams. Your love forever remains in my heart





1 / FATIMA


Grandma is sitting in her rocking chair when I walk through the door. The television is showing an old episode of Perry Mason.


“You still up?”


She doesn’t answer. The chair is rocking; her eyes are closed. Can’t tell if she’s watching the TV or if it’s watching her.


The remote is in her lap. I try not to make too much noise as I walk through the dining room to where her chair is positioned in the living room. Grab the remote and hit the power off button.


“I was watching that.”


“Looked like the opposite to me.”


“What you see isn’t always how it looks,” she says with her eyes still closed.


I roll my eyes. Wish I would’ve gone straight home. Tonight is not the night for Grandma and her I-was-Confucius-in-my-past-life moments.


“What brings you by?”


I wonder the same thing myself. “Left a friend’s house not far from here. Wanted to stop by and see how you’re doing.”


She pulls her glasses down from the top of her head, checks the time. Looks up at me with questioning eyes. “It’s well after midnight. The only thing you’re going to see at this hour is me sleeping.” She yawns. “Now, tell me, what’s the real reason you’re here?”


I take a deep breath. Sit on the edge of the green sofa that’s been here for as long as I can remember. Try not to get too comfortable.


“I’m waiting,” she presses.


“It’s nothing. Really.”


“If it was nothing, you wouldn’t be here. Especially not at this hour.”


I exhale. “Guess I’m looking for answers.”


“Here we go again.” She straightens up in the rocking chair. “How many times do I have to tell you that I don’t have the answers, Fatima?”


My adrenaline pumps. “For some reason, I don’t believe you.”


“You saying I’m lying?”


I look at her with raised eyebrows. “You tell me.”


She gets up from her rocking chair. Stands in front of me with hands on her spreading hips. “Watch your mouth. I raised you with better manners than that. Didn’t let you talk to me like that as a child and I’ll be damned if I let you talk to me like you don’t have any sense now.”


I get up from my seat. Throw some gasoline on her growing fire. “Then quit treating me like a kid. I’m not far from thirty’s door and I have yet to know where my parents are. Don’t even know if they’re dead or alive. Do you even care? She’s your daughter, for goodness sake.”


My heart is beating so hard it feels like my chest is about to explode. Breathing is tight. An asthma attack is on the horizon. I grab my purse, search its contents for my inhaler. It’s not in there. It dawns on me . . . I don’t have asthma.


“You need to just let it go, Fatima. Look what it’s doing to you.”


I fume. “Why are you protecting her?”


My mother’s mother stares me down. Tries to understand my need to understand. “Why won’t you just leave well enough alone?”


I’ve tried to make it without my parents. Tried to live my life without thinking of them, wondering where they are. But every day, my struggle grows harder. Each day, I feel a piece of history drifting further away from me. Too many pieces of the puzzle are missing. If only Grandma would talk, give me some kind of clue. She’s stubborn as a mule; has always been that way.


“I can’t. As long as I have breath in my body, I’ll never leave it alone.”


“Sometimes the truth can kill you.”


With my keys in hand, I tell her, “Too late. I died a long time ago.”
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I turn on the shower as hot as I can stand it.


I watch as the steam fogs up the bathroom. Stand in front of the mirror, stare at my disheveled reflection until the fog restricts my view. Feel like I’m falling apart at the seams. My reflection tells me the same story.


David opened this can of worms. Then, going to see Grandma, I swear she opened my mouth and dropped them down my throat. This has got to stop.


I tie my locs up and put on a shower cap. Brush my teeth before getting in the shower. I grab my purple exfoliating gloves off the rack behind me. Lather up with a sea kelp and aloe body wash I made, try my best to scrub the scent of David off of me. Want to get rid of every trace of him from my skin. I knew I should not have gone over there.


Tears mixed with sweat from the steam run down my face. I taste the salt on my top lip. Pain from yesteryear consumes me. Pain from my parents’ departure. Pain from my own departure.


When my parents left me, I left me as well. Figured, if my own mother and father didn’t love me, how could I? What is love anyway? Nothing more than an overused four-letter word synonymous with pain.


The tears continue to fall. I quit trying to understand why I’m such an emotional wreck. Quit trying to understand the things I’m not meant to understand. I just let the tears flow. Allow them to cleanse my soul as the soap cleanses David from my pores.
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“Stay here with me tonight,” David had said.


“I can’t.”


“Fatima, look at me.” He turned my face to his. “I’m not asking you to move in. You’re in and out of here at your convenience. I just want a little more time with you. Stay awhile. That’s all I’m asking.”


I brushed his hand off me. “This never should have happened.”


My skirt was on the floor. I picked it up, grabbed the rest of my clothes. Needed to get out of his room, out of his space.


David didn’t let my silence stop him. He followed me to the bathroom. Pushed the door open, pushed his way back into my space. “Where are you going?”


“Shouldn’t ask questions when you know the answer.” I moved toward the door.


He put his hand up, blocked my departure. Showed me a side of him I didn’t like.


“David, please.” I pushed his hand away from the door. “Is that really necessary?”


“Talk to me,” he persisted.


“There’s nothing to talk about. You knew where I stood before we slept together, before we crossed that line. Tonight was no different. Don’t act like this is new to you.”


I stood at the front door. Purse and keys in hand, ready to close that chapter of my life.


“Don’t leave like this,” he demanded.


“Tell me, what difference will it make if I stay?”


David took the keys and purse from my hands, put them on the couch. Held my empty hands in his. “Look, Fatima.” He sighed. “I’m not going to sit up here and lie to you. I care about you. I want more than this. I want more than what you’ve been giving me.”


I shook my head defiantly, stopped him in his tracks and released my hands from his. “Well, I’m not going to lie either. I don’t want more with you.”


His eyes let me know I’d hurt his feelings; I’d let him down. “If you don’t want more, if having no balance in your life is fine with you, then by all means, don’t let me keep you.”


“Balance? What makes you think my life isn’t balanced?”


“Do you even have to ask?” He grabbed my stuff from the couch, put the purse and keys back in my hands. His tone dripped with frustration. He was getting desperate. Needed me to see the needy side of him so I wouldn’t walk out on him. “You are so afraid of being hurt that you’re in and out of my bed before your legs can stop shaking. That can’t be all you want, a good orgasm. You can do that on your own.”


“You’re right, I can. I’ll do that from now on.” A smirk crossed my face. Then I got serious. “Look, you and I go way back. We have a history. But just because two people share time doesn’t mean they should be together. All we have is that. Nothing more, nothing less.”


His voice changed. Softer, no longer attacking. “Nobody’s going to hurt you, Fatima. I’m not going to hurt you. Why can’t you understand that?”


I was annoyed more than anything. Somehow, someway, he always brought my past into my present. “This isn’t about me getting hurt.” My voice raised.


“Yes it is. You know it. You’re afraid to get close to me, to anyone for that matter, because you think we’ll leave you just like your parents did.”


“Don’t patronize me. I’m not one of your clients, David.”


He ignored me. “I am not your mom or dad. I’m not going anywhere.”


He moved closer to me, looked me in the face. Wanted me to know his plight went beyond his nine-to-five. He wanted me to know I was more than a j-o-b to him. He wanted me to see what he saw, but all I saw was pain. All I saw was resentment. David sensed my fury and moved back.


“How dare you go there? This has nothing to do with them and you know it.” I tried to convince myself more than him.


It did hurt me when my parents left. In many ways, I hadn’t recovered. My father left, then my mother disappeared three days later. Their leaving changed the way I looked at people, especially those who used the “L” word. Made that four-letter emotion null and void in my vocabulary. Made me not feel anything for anyone. If I did, they’d just end up leaving me, too. Just like my parents.


“Do you even care about me?” He pulled me out of my past, out of my angst. Brought me to the here and now.


I shook my head. “Not the way you want me to.”


He reached around me, closed the door I had opened when I’d planned to walk away from everything minutes ago. I was on my way out. Was about to finish the final chapter to our book; the one I never should’ve begun writing.


I was weak. Tired of fighting, tired of running.


David escorted me to the couch. He gave me space, sat on the opposite side.


“You’ve got to feel something, Fatima,” he said. “We’ve been sleeping with each other for months now and you’re telling me you don’t feel anything?”


I shook my head, sighed. “You don’t listen. I didn’t say I don’t feel ‘anything.’ I just don’t feel for you the way you feel for me.”


“Did I do something wrong? Is it something I’m not doing?” he wanted to know.


“David, this is not about you. It’s me.”


“Self-blame is the easy way out. I need a better answer than that.”


My head throbbed. Too much tension. I set my hair loose, hoped to relieve some of the pressure from my head. My locs fell with ease. The ends tapped me on my shoulders as a symbolic gesture that everything would be all right.


David came to where I was. Put his hands on my shoulders, brushed my hair to the side. Took my stress as his opportunity to get closer. Wanted to work out my kinks in more ways than one.


I felt my frustration mount. Questioned myself as to why I was allowing him to touch me like that, to torture me unapologetically.


I moved forward, let his hands slide off of me. “You don’t know when to quit, do you?”


“Just want you to know I’m here for you, Fatima. I’ve always been here. I’m not going anywhere.”


“Quit saying that.”


“It’s true. I want you to believe me.”


“Well, you can want all you want, but if you keep a pot boiling long enough, it runs out of water.”


A what-the-hell look crossed his face. “What is that supposed to mean?”


“You know what . . .” I threw my hands in the air. “Don’t worry about it.”


I grabbed my belongings off the couch. Told him not to call me anymore, told him to forget he ever knew me.


“It’s like that?” he asked on my way out.


The door slammed shut in his face.


Yeah, it’s like that.
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I pick up the phone on its third ring.


“We need to talk,” the voice on the other end tells me.


I move the cordless away from my ear. Look at the caller ID display, then over at the clock on my nightstand. “It’s two in the morning.”


She huffs. “I know what time it is. We need to talk,” she says again with no regard to what I have to do before the sun cracks the sky.


I wipe the sleep out of my eyes. “We need to talk right this minute?”


“I’m on the phone, you’re on the phone. What does that tell you?”


“It tells me you haven’t changed.”


She huffs again. Her patience runs thin. “Whatever. Look, I’m on my way over there.”


“As you said before, we’re both on the phone now, so talk.”


“Negative. Feels too impersonal. It’d be better to talk in person.”


“Look, Trish—”


“My name is Patricia. I hate it when you call me Trish,” she confesses.


“Never heard you complain before.”


“That’s beside the point. I’ll be there in ten minutes,” she tells me before pressing the end button to our conversation.


She’s still the same. Always wants things her way. No ifs, ands, or buts about it.
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“I love you,” she told me the night it all ended.


“Come on, Trish. Don’t ruin the moment.”


She lifted her head up from my chest. Stared me in the face. “Ruin the moment?” she scoffed. “What is that supposed to mean?”


I let out a deep sigh.


“Ohhhhkay.” She braced herself. “I’m listening.”


“I’m just saying. We had a good time as usual. No need to get all emotional.”


“But if it’s how I feel . . .” She rubbed my hairless chest. “ . . . why should I deny my feelings for you?”


I got up from the bed. Left her and her confessions of love tangled in the dank sheets.


In the kitchen, I grabbed a bottle of Johnnie Walker. The good stuff. Needed something to calm my nerves before Trish got me to the point of no return.


Not far behind me, she grabbed the bottle out of my hands and poured its contents down the sink.


I snatched it back from her before she could waste the whole bottle. “What the hell is wrong with you?” I could feel anger boiling in my veins.


“You drink too much,” she told me. “I need you to be honest with me without any coaxing from a bottle.”


“I don’t have time for this,” I said while walking back toward the bedroom. Wanted her out of sight, out of mind.


Trish grabbed my arm as I attempted to leave her presence once again. “Do not walk away from me while I’m talking.”


My pace came to a standstill. I became a statue with its fists balled up, frozen in a premature battle. Waited. Took five deep breaths. In through my nose, slow exhales out of my mouth. Then turned around to face her. Allowed her to get off her chest whatever was weighing her down before I did something I’d regret.


“Three questions.”


Confusion crossed my face. Made a home in my brows. “Three questions?”


“That’s what I said.” She demanded my full attention with her I’m-in-charge tone as she explained the rules to her game. “I’m going to ask you three questions. What I want from you is the truth, nothing but.”


Trish put her hand on her bare hip. Added, “And don’t try to spare my feelings either. I want your God’s honest truth.”


My tone dripped with sarcasm. “Anything else?”


She gave me the look of death.


I sighed again. Let her know my patience was running thin. “Just hurry up and get this over with.”


“Fine. Question number one: Where is this relationship headed?”


I took my time answering. Pondered if I should be honest like she ordered or just tell her what I thought she wanted to hear. “You said you want the truth, right?”


“Nothing but,” she reiterated.


I settled to give her what she had asked for. “Okay. I, umm . . .” I hesitated, felt all eyes on me. Even though she was the only other person in there, I felt like there was a throng of women standing in my living room watching, waiting. Women I had been with. Women I had treated with the same distance I treated the woman who stood before me. Women who had pressured me to make a commitment I didn’t want to make.


She interrupted my thoughts. “You’re stalling.”


I got my bearings, then said, “I don’t consider what we have as a relationship. Never have. We just happen to be friends who have great sex.”


“Friends. That’s all I am to you . . . your friend?” Her eyes hardened. Took on a look I had never seen in the eight months I had known her. “So basically you’re telling me that this is about nothing more than just sex?” She swallowed hard, hard enough for my own throat to hurt. Let me know I’d struck a nerve.


“You asked for the truth.”


“Don’t, Cory.”


I got us back on target. “Next question.”


She stalled just as I had moments ago, blinked. Didn’t know I was going to cut her Ace of Hearts. She needed to come stronger, but I wasn’t sweating it. I had a hand full of trumps. If I continued to play my cards right, I’d head straight to Boston. Frustration made her face tight. Mine loosened. The game was over.


“Question two.”


I looked at her. No feelings at all registered in my eyes. “Okay.”


“Are you sleeping with someone else?”


Her downcast eyes told me that she already knew the answer to that question. She wanted the truth. No matter how much it would hurt her. I gave her my truth. “No.”


Tears streamed down her face. “Why are you lying? It’s not gonna hurt me. Just tell me the truth.”


“I gave it to you.” She asked for the truth and couldn’t even handle it. That annoyed me. “Hurry up and ask your last question so we can get this over with,” I stressed.


“What if I told you I was pregnant?”


Bam. She slapped the Big Joker in my face, played her highest card. Didn’t see that one coming so early in the game.


I spread the rest of my cards on the table. She had nothing else to beat me with. Game over.


“Are you?” I wanted to know, needed to know.


Trish swiped my cards off the table. “I’m asking the questions here.” Said that with no loss of control. Dangled that Big Joker in my face like a piece of mistletoe tacked to her tailbone.


I got up from the table. Went back to the kitchen to finish what was left of the Black Label. Wasn’t much, but enough to help me keep things in perspective. This is just a game, I told myself. But it wasn’t. It was deeper than a deck of cards.


She was behind me. I could feel her.


“Are you pregnant?” I asked again.


Her tears resurfaced as she left the kitchen and headed back to the bedroom. I watched her put on the jeans I helped her shed not over an hour ago. The pink Victoria’s Secret bra I’d had no problems releasing her 36D’s from. Everything we took off in the heat of passion, she put back on. Grabbed her purse and waltzed straight to the front door.


I contemplated stopping her. Decided that maybe it was best to let her go. What was the point in letting her stay? But still, I didn’t want her to leave like that. Wanted her to say something. “I may not give you what you want, but I’m honest. Haven’t lied to you, haven’t slept around on you. You want me to be this bad guy, Trish, but I’m not. Just don’t want a commitment. Told you that from the beginning. Nothing’s changed.”


She couldn’t look at me. Couldn’t look truth in the eye.


With that, Trish walked out my front door and obviously out of my life. No goodbye. No nothing. Nada.
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Not even ten minutes after hanging up with Trish, I hear a loud knock at my door. No way she got here this quick. I look out the peephole knowing it can’t be anyone else. Sure enough, it’s her.


She barely gives me a chance to open the door before her foot grazes my threshold. She pushes me out the way and trots to the bathroom. No hello. No nothing. Nada.


I close the door, walk over and sit on the loveseat, leaving her all the room in the world on the couch. Wonder what the hell is going on.


A muffled voice comes from the back of the apartment. Sounds like she’s on her cell phone.


I walk up to the door. “Trish.”


The bathroom door jerks open. “Patricia. My. Name. Is. Patricia.”


“What can I say. Old habits are hard to break.” A smirk of victory splashes across my face.


For some reason, she smiles back. Her eyes try hard to fight the flame seeing me has rekindled. She tries to blink it away, but it’s too late. I saw it and she knows I saw it.


Trish turns her head, clears her throat. “I’ll be out in a second.”


She comes out of the bathroom a few seconds later. Her stride slow, labored. Sits on the opposite side of me on the loveseat. I want to move, but I don’t.


“Aren’t you going to offer your guest something to drink?” she asks.


I think about what I have to offer before getting up. Do that to force my thoughts elsewhere. Don’t want my weakness to show. I’m not ready for her to know her presence has turned my anger into arousal. Waking up parts of me I thought I had laid to rest for her.


Inside the kitchen, my thoughts remain on her thighs. Think about them wrapped around my waist as I bring her to ecstasy. Her breasts, I can feel them in my mouth.


She’s never been a heavy drinker, so I settle for a Smirnoff Ice. Something nice and light. Straight scotch for me.


She takes the bottle, looks at it with a hint of disgust, puts it down on the end table. “Swear you’re an alcoholic. Do you have anything virgin?”


Obviously I take too long to answer. She huffs, gets up to find her own non-alcoholic beverage. Comes back empty-handed.


I let her know her comment struck a nerve. Let her know she’s treading on thin ice. “That wasn’t cool what you said. I’m not by far qualified to attend any AA meetings.”


“Whatever.”


When she walked in minutes ago, thought we could’ve had a roll in the hay for old times’ sake. Thought that’s what the call was really all about. It is after three in the a.m. What could we really have to talk about at this hour? Doesn’t matter now. Rather go to one of those Alcoholics Anonymous meetings than get between her thighs again anyway. She’s always been good about ruining the moment.


It hits me for the umpteenth time why it has never been more than sex with her: her attitude. Always finds something to huff and puff about. Nothing’s changed.


I stand up, ready to escort her out of my apartment. Ms. Ruin the Moment comes to me, stands face to face, eye to eye. Pushes me back down on the loveseat.


My anger rises. “What the—”


Her lips greet mine, shush my anger. She straddles me. Calms me down, makes my nature rise.


I want to stop her. Want to stop what I’m feeling. But I can’t. No matter how hard I try, I can’t stop the inevitable.


I kiss her back. Take her pleading tongue into my accepting mouth.


She slides off my lap, grabs my hands. Pulls me toward my bedroom, facing me the whole way. Eyes begging me to feel what she feels. Love her the way she loves me. Wants her persistence to pay off.


I ignore what I see in her eyes. Focus on my own wants and needs for the night.


Clothes hit the floor. Hers, mine. Mix with the rest of my dirty laundry on the floor. I stop us to flick the lights on. Don’t want to trip over anything.


Trish pushes my hand down. “Keep the lights off.”


I do as instructed. Wonder if she might renege if light is shed on our sin. Wonder if I might.


Trish straddles me again. Gives me permission to enter her gates.


Her eyes close; she bites down on her bottom lip. Takes no mercy on me tonight. Wants me to know what I’ve been missing out on.


All of a sudden, her movements cease.


“Don’t stop,” I instruct, not wanting to lose this feeling.


She tries to regain her momentum, continue pleasing me. Desire fails her. She fails me.


Consciousness sets in for both of us. We shouldn’t be here, shouldn’t be doing this. No point in trying to make something happen that simply isn’t meant to be. We don’t care for each other. If she cared for me, she never would’ve left. If I cared about her, I never would have let her walk out. Whatever we shared is in the past. A place it should’ve stayed.


Trish shifts.


I slide out of her.


“Cory.” She says my name with too much emotion.


I don’t respond. Nothing left to say.


No more words are spoken. Just movement. She climbs out of the bed. Walks over to the light switch. I brace myself for the light, but temporary blindness still sets in. Not from the light, though. A secret has been revealed without any words being shared. She doesn’t need to say anything because my eyes let her know that I know.
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“How long have you known?”


“Not long.”


Trish sees her naked reflection in the mirror. Moves toward her clothes like Eve did in the Garden of Eden once she bit from the forbidden fruit.


“How long have you known?” I ask again.


“Let’s not talk in here,” she says, moving out into the hallway. “Put some clothes on. I’ll be out here.”


Before her call, she was out of my life for good. Now she might be in my life forever. This is not what I want. Not what I need.


Trish is sitting on the couch. Nervousness makes her bite at her fingernails. Nervousness makes me clench my fists.


“Sit down, Cory.”


I do, but not because she told me to. I sit because I’m afraid of what I might do if I remain standing.


“I’m twenty-two weeks pregnant, a little over five months.”


I look at her, realize she’s not looking at me. In her hand are pictures of a life growing inside of her. A life I do not want any part of.


I have to know. “Is it mine?”


“I can’t believe you just asked me that.” Trish throws the ultrasound pictures on the coffee table. They slide toward me.


I match her discord. “I can’t believe you’re almost five months pregnant and I’m just now finding out.” For the third time, I ask, “How long have you known?”


“Does it even matter? I’m pregnant and you’re the father.” She looks at the scattered pictures. A sign of the life to come. Scattered lives that created one.


“You knew I didn’t want kids, Trish.”


“Damn it, Cory. My name is Patricia. And I couldn’t care less if you wanted kids or not. It’s not going to change the fact that I’m pregnant.”


I feel my anger mounting. Feel my father’s blood running through my veins. Need to calm myself down. Can’t lose control like he did.


“Cory, look. This is not what I wanted. Not like this.”


“Then why continue with the pregnancy?”


She gets up, grabs the pictures. Stuffs them back in her purse. “You know what, I’ve been doing this on my own since I found out. Coming over here was a bad idea.”


“Next time, go with your first instincts.”


“Fuck you, Cory. Fuck. You.”


I see the tears forming in her eyes, see the bulge growing in her belly. See her tremble as she tries to put the pieces of her life back together. See all of that, but act like I don’t. I can’t. If I see, I have to care. If I care, I have to act. Every cause has an effect that will affect the lives of all involved.
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“Good morning, Lauren.” I walk from behind the front desk, reach out my hand. “Welcome to Conscious Kneads.”


Making the decision to become an entrepreneur was the best decision I’ve ever made. Well, that and making the transition from relaxed tresses to a beautiful head of cultured acceptance. Every time I look in the mirror at my locs, I can’t help but smile. That’s the same way I feel about my spa. Conscious Kneads brings me joy.


“Thank you.” The petite woman hesitates before shaking my hand. “I’m a little nervous.”


“What are you nervous about?”


She hesitates. Her voice becomes soft and innocent. “I’ve never been waxed before. Not even my eyebrows.”


“Oh, Lauren. It’s nothing to be nervous about. I promise.”


She gives me a skeptical look as if I don’t know what I’m talking about.


“I tell you what, I’ll go ahead and give you your massage first. That way you can get all relaxed before the wax.”


She shrugs. Hesitant, money-green eyes still displaying her timidness. “I guess.”


We walk toward the back to room number three. “Have you had a massage before?”


My question catches her thoughts elsewhere. It takes her a minute to respond. “I’m sorry, Fatima. What did you say?”


I repeat my question.


“Actually, this will be my first professional massage. My husband and I have rubbed each other down, but I’m sure it’s nothing like what you’re about to do.”


I open the door for Lauren. “When giving massages, a lot of non-professionals barely penetrate the surface because they aren’t aware of our many pressure points and such. As a massage therapist, I’m able to go beyond the surface. I hit those deep tissues you don’t even realize you have.”


I walk over to the cabinet, open the door. Pull out three vials of fragranced oils. Hold them out one by one for her to smell. “Now, don’t get me wrong. Not all massages have to be therapeutic.”


She takes each scent in. Makes her selection.


Bergamot. Perfect choice. Fresh. Light. Rejuvenating. Balancing, something David says I need in my life.


I pour a couple of drops of the oil into the aromatherapy diffuser. Burn the candle underneath to release the scent. “Undress to your comfort level.” I hand her a fresh robe. “The switch on the right will cut on a signal light outside the door. Flip it when you’re ready.”


Weariness shows in her eyes. I ask, “Are you still worried about the waxing?”


She throws her hand in the air. “I’m over that.”


“Good,” I say and walk out the door, leaving Lauren to her thoughts.


Adrian is walking out of room number two just as the light to my room lets me know my client is ready.


“Hey, Fatima.”


“Make it quick. My client is waiting.”


She leans against the wall, arms folded. “You look like you’ve been in a fight with death. What’s going on with you?” Her eyes are squinting in on me.


I brush her off. “Do I need to go pick your son up from school so you can mind his business and stay the heck out of mine?” I walk back toward my room before giving her time to answer.


“We’ll talk about it later,” she tells me.


“No, we won’t.”
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Lauren is sitting on the table twisting her wedding ring back and forth. She looks up at me, unanswered questions dangling in her eyes. I act like I don’t see them. Reach for the curtain in the corner. Put some space between us. “Go ahead and untie your robe.” I tell her. “I’m going to start on your back, so lay face down on the table. When you’re in position, simply say, ‘Okay,’ and I will place a sheet on you from the waist down.”


“Okay.”


I draw the curtain back. Lauren is on the table. I remove her arms from the robe and lay them at her side. As I lift the robe from her, I cover her with a sheet. Push play on the portable CD player on the counter. Sounds of tranquility pour through the speakers. No words, only melodic vibrations resound from the little device.


I flick the light switch to a soft blue. Walk back toward the massage table with a warmed bottle of unscented oil. I squeeze a few drops in my hand and position them on the timid woman’s back. Let my fingers act as her therapist and work out whatever issues plague her.
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An hour later, Lauren is fully massaged. All the stress written on her face sixty minutes ago, evaporated. Balance has been renewed.


I cover her up with the sheet, hand her the robe from the chair. “We have two showers available if you’d like to wash off the oil before redressing.”


She rubs her neck, arms. “I’m not that greasy. I’ll be okay.”


“Okay. You can redress from the waist down.” I hand her an armless robe to wrap around the top part of her body. “Flick the light when you’re done.”


Seconds pass. The light comes on.


I pop Bilal’s 1st Born Second in the CD player. Press the shuffle button. “Sometimes, I wish I wasn’t me . . . sometimes.” I sing as if the song is my own track while applying a small amount of wax to my wrist to make sure the temperature is not too hot. “I wish I was drug free, sometimes. Wish I saw the exit sign first . . .”


Lauren joins in, “Sometimes, wish I knew the truth without search.” Wow. I was not expecting that. I try not to let my shock from her knowing the words show on my face. We both hum the next couple of verses before our melodies fade out.


“Lay back.”


Bilal’s words are so true to my life right now, minus the wish for being drug free . . . unless you include hate as an emotional drug of choice. I wish I knew the truth without search. I wish I didn’t have to search for truth. Apparently, Lauren feels the same way.


I raise her right arm. Spray some skin preparation cleanser on a cosmetic pad. Lightly moisten her underarm. Allow it to air-dry, coat it lightly with lavender oil. Remove the applicator stick from the wax, smooth on a thick layer under her arm. Her eyes are tightly closed in anticipation of this new feeling. I test a small spot to make sure the hard wax is dry before I hold her skin taut and pull in the opposite direction of her hair growth. I quickly press my gloved fingers firmly on her hairless underarm.


“Oh. My. Goodness!” she exclaims through clenched teeth. Water leaks from her closed eyes. One leg is rocking back and forth on the table.


“You okay?”


“Yeah.” She closes her eyes and hums out some more “sometimes.”


That’s exactly why I choose to use music with words during waxing. It helps keep a client’s focus off of the waxing.


I apply another layer of wax to get the remaining hairs, then spread some aloe vera gel on her reddened skin before I repeat the procedure on her left arm.


“That wasn’t too bad, was it?”


“I survived,” she says. A look of relief that it’s over with is plastered on her face.


“Maybe next time I can talk you into getting a Brazilian wax. You’d be surprised how much of a difference it makes.”


She raises her eyebrows. “Umm, I think I’ll leave that one alone. My arms are my stopping point.”


“Just imagine if I had used wax strips. You would’ve begged me to stop after the first pull. They are torturous. The strips actually pull off the top layer of skin as well as the hairs. Double ouch.” I put my hand on the doorknob. “I’ll let you finish getting dressed and meet you right outside the door.”


A few moments later, Lauren comes out the room fully dressed. Her face full of satisfaction. “My arms are so smooth. I might have to keep this up.”


“You should. Your hair will grow in much softer and thinner since it isn’t being bluntly cut off. You won’t have to get waxed as often, but when you do, it won’t be anything like today.”


“I like the sound of that.”


“Make sure you don’t put on any deodorant or use fragranced body wash under your arm for twenty-four hours.” I hand her a pamphlet on waxing aftercare. “This should cover everything, but please, don’t hesitate to call if you have any questions or concerns.”


She reaches in her purse. Pulls out a silver Visa.


“We have some complimentary refreshments that you are more than welcome to.”


She declines. “Thanks, but I have a few things to get to. Hey, Fatima, can I ask you something?”


“Sure.”


“Well,” she hesitates. “I get a good vibe from you and I was wondering if maybe you want to check out this new poetry spot on the east side of town. Or maybe get some coffee or something one day.”


“Umm—”


“I don’t mean to put you on the spot or anything. It’s just that with kids and a husband, my friend list is pretty empty.” Lauren bites down on her bottom lip. Looks away for a minute. “My mom and I aren’t on speaking terms these days and I guess I just want some female company, you know.”


I think about my own lack of friends. Think about the few women in my life whom I can share with. A mom is not included in my list. No choice of mine, though. “What the heck,” I say. I write down my cell number on the back of my business card and hand it to her. “Call me later.”





6 / CORY HINES


I’m numb.


Been this way since the revelation that stood before me weeks ago.


With her eyes she told me, “I’m pregnant. I need you. We need you.”


Words I never wanted to hear. I’ve never wanted to be a father. Never wanted to reproduce or see someone carry a part of me, my seed. That’s the main reason why I’ve shied away from relationships. Because the possibility of becoming a father would exist.


Feels like ten years have passed me by without any consideration of time, any consideration of me. Time doesn’t consider circumstance. It has an obligation to keep ticking. Whether I want it to or not.


I’m driving.


Going to see my brother, Cole. He has a healthy habit of injecting me with doses of the bullshit reality we live in. Unfortunately, that’s the main reason why I rarely visit him now. The distance is simply a given.


Heavy traffic on the interstate gives me plenty of time to rehearse my words. It’s a shame that I have to watch what I say around my own flesh and blood, but Cole reminds me a lot of our father. And you had to be cautious around him or else . . .


It takes me over an hour to reach his home.


Cole opens the door and my reservations evaporate like the morning mist.


He reaches out, pulls me close. Gives me an it’s-been-too-long hug.


“Hey, brother.”


“Well, well, well. To what do I owe this honor?” my older brother asks.


“You going to let me in first?”


“I’ll think about it.”


He doesn’t laugh. Makes me think he’s not joking.


I second guess my decision on coming. Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea after all.


Cole notices my apprehension. Says, “Come on in, Meathead.”


I smile at his childhood nickname for me.


“You always did have a big behind head, and that afro makes it even bigger.” He gives me a light slap across my cushioned head. “What brings you all the way out to my side of the world?”


“It’s been a while. Wanted to see what my family was up to.”


He plops down on the tan leather sofa. I sit across from him on the love seat. Feel my burdens tense up in my shoulders as I try to relax.


“If you came around or called more often, you’d know how your fam is doing.”


“Spare me the guilt trip. Working a full-time job and running my own business has taken its toll on a brother. Plus, it ain’t like you live around the corner.” I rub some sweat from my forehead. “Who told y’all to move this far anyway?”


“Yeah, well, distance shouldn’t keep family miles apart.”


Feels like he’s putting the responsibility on me. “It’s not like you come out to my side of town to see me.”


“Either way you look at it, all of us could do better.”


On the coffee table, in the center of the living room, is a picture of Cole and Dawn at their wedding ceremony. They look happy. The kind of happiness that building a solid foundation gives you.


I change the subject. “How’s Dawn?”


“The wife is good. She’s in that career change mode again.”


“She’s at it again, huh? I thought she was happy with culinary school. Wasn’t she planning to open her own restaurant?”


“I digress.” He shakes his head in frustration. “Since the kids have started grade school, Dawn’s burning desire to make a difference in the educational system has taken precedence over all her other career moves.”


“That’s got to get old.”


“It’s been old, but as long as she’s happy, that’s all that matters. I’d hate for her to look at me or the kids with regret years down the line because we held her back in some way.”


“I hear you. How are my niece and nephew anyway?”


“A mess.” He sighs. “Samantha is eight going on twenty-eight. She thinks she knows everything. Wants to do things her own way, you know. Cole Jr. is starting to smell himself. And I see why . . . the boy refuses to take baths.”


We laugh at adolescence.


“You know he’ll be ten next week.”


“Man, already?”


“Yep. Time flies when you’re having fun.”


“That’s what they say.”


All the talk about kids makes me think about the seed growing in Trish’s stomach. A sour taste is on my tongue. A grimace covers my face.


“What’s that look about?” Cole asks, concern in his voice. “Looks like you just bit into a lemon.”


I lean forward on the couch. Elbows planted firmly on top of my knees, hands tucked under my chin.


“What’s on your mind, brother?”


I ask, “You got anything to drink in here?”


“No, sir. Kids in this house. Told you to leave the liquor alone anyway. You’re too old to be dependent on a bottle. Now speak up.”


“Why does everyone think I got a drinking problem? Ain’t nothing wrong with a drink here and there.”


“You’re right. There isn’t anything wrong with sipping on a drink here and there, but we both know you do more than sip. Don’t sit up in here and act like it’s okay.”


“I ain’t got a problem with it,” I declare, feeling the need to defend myself.


“Yeah, well maybe that is your problem. The fact that you don’t have a problem with it,” he reiterates. “Look at you, all that education and you’re using double negatives. ‘Ain’t got.’ ” He shakes his head in shame.


My temperature rises. Feels like my head is about to burst. I get up, pace the living room for a second. Decide it’s better to find the exit before I say some things I may never be able to retract. I pull my keys out of my pocket, head toward the front door.


“Cory, sit your always-running-from-your-problems behind down.”


As mad as I am, I sit as ordered.


“Now I know you didn’t drive all this way to get mad and walk back out of here. Get whatever it is off your chest, man. And look at me when I’m talking to you, damn it.”


He calls out my weakness. It’s too hard for me to look him in the face since he reminds me so much of our dad. Always has been. Something I’ve been trying to overcome for years, to no avail.


I find the strength. Look at my brother who has been more of a father than my own. Say the first thing that comes to my mind. “You ever hit ’em?”


“Hit who?”


“The kids.” My voice is faintly above a whisper.


He moves to the edge of his seat. “Where did that come from?”


“Just wondering.”


“I discipline my kids like any father would.” He looks at me sternly. “What is this about, Cory?”


Cole keeps his eyes on me. Penetrates my thoughts. I try to block his entry, but he’s stronger than I am.


“Cory, listen to me, man. That was almost thirty years ago. You have got to get on with your life and stop holding on to what used to be. Can’t change what has already happened.”


“She’s pregnant,” I blurt out.


“Who? Angela?”


I shake my head. “I haven’t dealt with her in over a year.”


“Tasha?”


I shake my head again.


“See, there’s another one of your problems. You can’t keep hopping from bed to bed. Too many diseases and baby mamas out there. You don’t need to be caught up in all of that.”


“Not trying to be.” I rub my temples. “See, you just don’t understand these women today, being all married and stuff. They are nothing like what they were ten years ago. These women out here are looking for someone to jump the broom with. When they find a man, they do their damnedest to make him The One. They forget about everything else. They forget about life. I’m not looking for that, Cole. I’m not looking for a commitment. A good time is all I want. I’m good with that.”


He’s not buying it. “That’s what you’re telling yourself these days, huh?” Cole shakes his head for the umpteenth time. “You’ll learn.”


“Maybe, maybe not.”


“See, that’s why you are in the situation you’re in now.” He looks at me with scolding eyes. “So who is she?”


“Trish,” I tell him.


“Damn, man.” Reality sets in. “Somebody new and already about to make me an uncle.”


“What should I do?”


The stress of carrying his younger brother for all these years shows on his face, makes him look older than thirty-four. “Are you sure it’s yours?”


I nod.


“Then why are you asking me what to do? Because of your irresponsibility, you’ve got to take care of a responsibility. For life. Next time, protect yourself or this type of thing will keep happening.”


“I’m no fool, man. I protect myself each and every time. You think I wanted this to happen? The condom broke.”


“Next time, put it on right. Ninety-five percent of the time, condoms break because they are put on improperly.”


I laugh out loud at his statistics. “I’m damn near thirty years old. I think I know how to wear a condom.”


“Well, Cory, you’ve got all the answers. I’m sure you will make the best decision. Just remember it’s not only you now.”


There’s nothing else to say.


I’ve heard enough.


Said too much.
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Trish agreed to meet me after her class adjourned at eight-thirty. I suggested the Starbucks half a mile down from the school.


I’m running late. I find a parking space in front of the overrated coffee shop at a quarter to nine.


Apparently, Trish is running late as well. Either that or she changed her mind about coming. There’s no sign of her inside and her car is nowhere outside.


People are in and out of this place left and right. They act like this is the last hour that Starbucks’ doors will be open. Surprisingly, I find an empty table not too far from the front door.


The caffeine heads keep my attention as I wait for Trish to arrive. Sometimes I swear coffee shops are nothing more than liquid crackhouses. To my left, by the front entrance, sits an average-looking guy with a bad haircut. His hair is skin close on the sides with a little patch of hair on the top. Reminds me of the buzz cut they give Marines. He wears a face with no emotion as he talks into his cell phone. He gets up, throws his coffee cup away before he jogs out the door.


At another table in front of him are two students. The only sounds coming from their direction are fingers pounding keys on portable computers. Both type as if they have a fifteen-page paper due in the morning and they’re only on the first half of page one.


Commotion from a table toward the back end of the shop grabs my attention. It’s two men. Looks like a little domestic altercation. Lovers. Can’t see what a man gets out of being with someone who carries the same thing he does. Different strokes for different folks. That’s one pool I never plan to swim in. I shake my head in disgust. My silent condemnation must be written all over my face because the softer looking dude glares at me, committing an act of homicide with his eyes. He sucks his teeth and bulges his eyes out as if delivering his own judgments on the skeletons in my closet. I turn my attention elsewhere.


If it weren’t for the loc-wearing brother working behind the counter, I’d be the only one of color in the place.


Trish sashays in about a half hour later than the time we set, the bulge in her stomach more noticeable than the last time we saw each other. She pauses, silently contemplates. Decides to greet me with a hug once she reaches my table in the corner.


I reciprocate her greeting. Might as well start things off in a positive direction. “Glad you could make it.”


She sits down in the chair I pull out for her. “Thanks.” She pushes her new rectangle-shaped frames closer to her eyes. “Sorry, I’m running a little behind. My professor had a few extra things on his mind tonight.”


“Not a problem. You want something to drink?”


From her purse, she pulls out a honey bun. She tears open the wrapping as if it’s her last meal. Her eyes roll back as she inhales two hefty bites. “This is so good.”


I leave her with the taste of heaven on her tongue, head to the order counter. Bring back an Iced Caramel Macchiato for me, ice water for her.


“How’s school going?”


“Six more classes and I’m done until the winter. Summer session is out of the question and I’m not registering for the fall semester either,” she tells me in between bites of her five-hundred calorie treat.


“Thought you wanted to hurry up and finish. It’s not like you to take breaks,” I say.


“Baby is due June twenty-second.”


She stares at me. Waits for a reaction.


The baby. The reason we’re here. I fidget in my seat. Lean forward, take a sip of chilled coffee. It doesn’t go down easily. Forms a lump in my throat before going down with one hard swallow.


“June is less than four months away, Trish.”


“Patricia. And don’t raise your voice at the mother of your child.”


I ignore her correction, ignore the smirk on her face. “I can’t believe you’ve been keeping this from me all of this time.”
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