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CHAPTER 1

Yani




My grandmother used to always say, “One man’s trash is another man’s treasure.”

“Well, maybe someone will find some treasure in all of this trash that I’m putting out,” I thought out loud as I taped closed the box that contained the last of Jarrin’s belongings.

Yesterday was the five-year mark of the unexplained disappearance of my husband. The man I had been happily married to for ten years, up until that point. I know I promised for better or worse, but it’s pretty hard to be in a relationship when your mate is MIA.

Being the devoted wife and mother that I am, or rather was, I just knew he was coming back. So I waited through the birthdays, the anniversaries, and every other holiday that came and went during the five-year time span. I turned a deaf ear to those who would comment amongst themselves how crazy I was for wasting my time beyond the second month. If it had been them, they would’ve declared him dead after six months and lived fat off the insurance money I stood to gain.

Jarrin had been a part of my life for so long that I didn’t know how to let him go; even though he’d obviously let go of me.

I guess the main thing that kept me going all these years are those nagging thoughts that were always in my mind. The ones that made me feel that he was in some type of danger. I kept having a recurring dream of him being tied up and held in a dark room. After the first year, I expected the police to knock on my door and tell me that they’d found his body in a desolate field, bound and gagged. No matter how gruesome the dreams, after the third year, I had to draw the line somewhere. How long was I willing to sit around waiting?

I pushed the box out of the walk-in closet into the hallway.

“That’s it?”

“That’s it,” I said to my best friend Carmen, as I straightened up from the stooping position I was in.

“I don’t know why you don’t have one of those yard sales like your girl did in Waiting to Exhale? You’d easily make enough to pay off your mortgage with all this stuff.”

Carmen and I bent down and lifted the box to carry it in the living room.

“You mean a Love Hangover sale? Remember, she sold his stuff in an attempt to hurt him. I, on the other hand, doubt if Jarrin would remember half of this shit if he were to come back.”

“If you’re not suffering from a love hangover, I don’t know who is.”

We dropped the box near the front door.

“I’m not hung over. I’m just over it.”

“You’d still be over it, but with a few more dollars in your bank account.”

“I’d rather give this stuff to the people at Camillus House and let needy people have it than deal with trying to sell it. Besides, throwing it in the boxes was much easier than going through each piece trying to figure out what it’s worth.”

“If you say so.”

“And I absolutely say so.”

I took my foot and pushed the box with the other fifteen that were stacked and waiting near the door.

“Bryce should be here any minute. He had to run to the airport to pick up a friend of his.” She stretched her back and looked down at her watch.

“You mean the frat brother you’ve been talking about non-stop? What’s his name? Umm…”

“Alex.”

“How could I forget? You’ve only said his name what? About a hundred times within the last hour?”

“All I can say is, when you see him, you’ll know why.”

“Know why what?”

“Well…”

“Carmen, don’t start. I just made the decision to put one man out of my life and you’ve already got me hooked up with another one. I don’t know if I’m ready…”

“Ready? Woman, please. Your ass should be in that oversized room you call a closet picking out something to wear tonight so you can make up for lost time. You don’t know if you’re ready to date?” She rolled her eyes and sucked her teeth for added emphasis. “Hell, my godchildren have been without a male figure in their lives long enough.”

“They have male figures in their lives. What do you call Bryce…”

“Not their daddy.”

“He’s their goddaddy.”

“But he’s not in an intimate relationship with their mother. Hopefully they won’t have a problem with intimacy when they get older.”

“What am I supposed to do, bring home the first man I meet?”

“Look, crazy girl, you need to get over your fears and get up running. If you’re going to be truly over Jarrin, you’ve got to get back into the dating game. You’ve had five years to prepare yourself.”

“What would I do on a date? Think about it, I haven’t dated anyone but Jarrin. I’ve been with him since I was fourteen and I’m damn near thirty-six now.”

“So what? The only way you’ll ever know is if you try it.”

“You have no idea what the dating scene is like today…”

“And neither do you. But if Bryce were to pull the shit Jarrin did, Girl, my ass would be hanging out Monday through Saturday.”

“What would Sunday be? Your day to repent for being a hoe all week?”

“Hell, no. It would be the day I would need to recuperate from the mind-blowing sex I’d had the night before with the fine ass man I’d met that week.” We both laughed.

“Let’s finish before your husband, who I might add is madly in love with you, gets here.”

“Mommy, what do you want me to do with these?” Jay stood in the doorway clutching three large photo albums.

“Bring them to Goddy, baby.” Carmen held out her hands to him.

“I was thumbing through them last night,” I said as I took a seat on the steps near the door.

“While you were waiting for that call that never came?”

“That would be correct.” A sudden sense of loneliness seemed to come over me as I looked at the books again.

Each book was a documented photo tribute to my life with Jarrin. From the first date, to the first kiss, to the first house we shared together. Everything that had ever happened was captured on a photo in those books.

“Oh, this is the apartment y’all lived in when you were in Atlanta.”

“Umm hmm.”

“Remember how your mama went ballistic when you told her y’all were moving in together?”

“Do I? I remember that conversation I had with Mama like it was yesterday.”

 

“Yaniece Fenton, I didn’t raise you to be shacking up with no man!” By the tone of her voice and the fact that she’d called me by my first and last name, I knew she was fuming. I could just picture my mother with her hand on her hip and her eyes slightly bulging out of her head. I even imagined a slight waft of smoke smoldering from the center of her auburn dye job.

“Ma, we’re not shacking up. We’re doing what you would call…” I paused, trying to find just the right words. Delivery was everything in this one-shot deal. “A trial-run marriage.” Hey, it sounded good to me. Too bad she didn’t agree.

“A trial-run marriage?!! What the hell kinda shit is that?” She was an octave away from shattering glass.

At that very moment, I was glad that I’d decided to have this talk with her by way of Ma Bell. A face-to-face would’ve had me enduring some type of bodily harm.

“Put it this way,” I said, still trying my best to sell her on the idea. “When you go to the shoe store to purchase a pair of shoes, don’t you at least try them on to make sure they fit?” Not giving her a chance to respond, I quickly added, “Well, I want to try on marriage before I buy it, get it home and find out that it just doesn’t fit.”

I’d overheard this chick on campus tell this to her friend as an explanation for why she slept with every guy she went out with. I smiled and made it a mental memory to put away for a rainy day, and this conversation was close to becoming a category five storm.

After a few minutes of terrifying silence, Mama sighed. “You know, it’s your choice, Yani, but I’m letting you know right now, I’ll never agree with it. I know you’ve got to make your own mistakes in life though. I just thought you were smarter than this.”

Smarter? Why this was better than smart—it was brilliant. At least, that’s what I thought then.

Mama’s voice resounded that of defeat, which made me feel bad, but not bad enough to change my mind. I was determined to be with Jarrin, and no one was going to prevent that. Not even Mama.

 

“I remember when you called me. You were so excited.” Carmen turned the page.

“It took some getting used to, but things worked out fine.”

“You basically turned the man into everything that you thought he was supposed to be, so of course they did.”

“I did not.”

“Girl, please. Did you not have to teach his ass how to make a bed?”

“Well, yeah.”

“And did you not have to teach him how to wash dishes?”

“Yes.”

“Did you not teach him how to cook?”

“Okay, okay. So I did have to do a lil’ retouching here and there.”

“Retouching? Huh, you built a new model.” Carmen flipped through a few more pages of the book. “Oh, look…this is when I came down to visit you.”

“Look at you, showing off your engagement ring.” I smiled as we stared at the picture of Carmen with her hands splayed out in front of her.

“Bryce really surprised me.”

“Surprised you? I knew you were going to marry Bryce from the first moment I met him. You talked about me with Jarrin, but you were just as stuck on Bryce. At least he’s still stuck on you though.”

“O-kay, then. I’ll just put these in the closet in the spare bedroom.” Carmen closed the books and walked off through the kitchen and down the short hall that led to the guest bedroom.

I grabbed the back of my neck and gently began to massage it.

“Can I interest you in a chocolate shake?” Carmen asked.

“Mmm, that sounds good, but Bryce is on his way? If he gets here and we’re not here…”

“I’ll call him from the car and tell him that you’re going to bring me home. He’d much rather play catch-up with Alex without me in the way.”

“Then just let me grab my purse.”

I made my way through the living room to the other side of the house. I peeked into the office where Natalia and Jay were tapping away on their computers.

“Hey, guys, Goddy and I are going to get shakes from Checkers. We’ll be back in a few.”

“Okay,” they both called out in unison, never taking their eyes from the screens.

“Mommy, am I still going over to Travis’ house?” Jay asked.

“Oh, yeah. I almost forgot. Go get your stuff now and we can drop you off while we’re out.”

“Woo hoo!” he shouted with his hand in the air. He sprang from the chair and ran down the hall to his room.

“So what are you going to do, Ms. Lady?” I asked Natalia.

“I guess I’ll be here. If something comes up, I’ll call you on your cell,” she nonchalantly said without moving her hands away from the keyboard.

“No, you call me to make sure it’s okay with me for you to do anything. If something comes up? I keep telling you that I’m the mother and you’re the child. Understand me?”

“Yes, Mommy,” she said with a hint of an attitude. Since she’d turned fourteen, I found myself having to remind her of our roles every now and then. I’d already warned her that it’s not in the plans for us to do the talk show circuit. I will not sit on stage crying that I can’t control a child that I have to clothe, feed, and give shelter to. Huh, she’ll find herself on the porch or in the backyard somewhere.

I left her and walked down the hall to my room. I grabbed my purse from the dresser and returned to the kitchen where Carmen sat at the bar patiently waiting.

“Ready?”

“As soon as Jay gets his things we can roll.”

I grabbed my keys from the rack on the wall.

“I still say you should sell some of this stuff.”

“Carmen, if you see something you want to sell, go right ahead and take it, but think about the good it will do somebody that’s in need.” I looked at her solemnly.

“Damn, you sure know how to make a sistah feel bad. Let’s go before I make you swing by my house and grab some of Bryce’s things.” We both laughed.

Bryce was known for being a pack rat. Carmen had been plotting for years on how to get rid of some of his “insignificant crap,” as she called it. He held on to stuff so long that he still had his uniform from Burger King; his part-time gig in high school. The burgundy sort of brown-colored ones that looked more like a clown suit than anything else. I couldn’t think of anyone who would want that.

“Girl, you should reconsider throwing that uniform away. Maybe one day it’ll be a collector’s item and be worth some good money,” I said to her one day as we did a Goodwill cleaning.

“You think so?” she said.

I knew that would get her off his back; for a little while at least.

Bryce is such a good guy. He’s everything most women claim they’re looking for. He’s kind and gentle, tall and extremely handsome, and to top it off, he worships Carmen and loves their three kids more than anything else in the world. Plus, he’s very supportive of his wife.

He’s not one of those men who’s hung up on things. He doesn’t see a problem with showing affection in public like some men. They’re always touching and feeling on each other—it’s enough to make a love-deprived person sick.

“Are you going to open the door?” Carmen asked as she stood behind me with her arms wrapped around a box. I shook off the daydream and looked at her.

“Yeah. Sorry about that.”

“Another visit to La-La Land?”

“Just thinking. Jay!” I yelled.









CHAPTER 2

Alex




I leaned back in the leather seat as the plane lifted into the air. I’d brought my laptop along so that I could get a little bit of work done, but after the flight attendant informed me that I’d have to shut if off until we were in the air, I decided that I was officially on vacation and put it away for the rest of the trip.

This would be the first time in ages that I would spend any part of the holidays away from home. There’s nothing like New York at Christmastime, but I was close to a meltdown and needed to get away. After the invitation came that arrived like clockwork yearly, I took it as a sign and called Bryce to let him know that I’d definitely be there.

Bryce and I have been boys since our college days and every year his wife throws him a birthday/New Year’s party. It’s been a long time since I’ve attended, but, for some reason, I got an unexplainable urge to make it my business to be there this year. Besides, it will be a well-deserved break, especially after the hectic week I’ve had.

My company just took on a huge project and I’d finally found the courage to break it off with Taylor—the woman I’ve been seeing for two years. She’s more like a barracuda though. The typical class-A gold digger. I think Taylor’s first words as a baby were “I want.” I know I’d heard it one time too many and couldn’t stand to hear it again.

I’d reached the point in my life where I wanted to settle down. All that party over here, party over there stuff had gotten tired. I realized that what I wanted most was to go home to a woman who’s at least bringing something to the table. While I’m not referring to food, it doesn’t necessarily have to be money.

Taylor does her little decorating thing, but she’s not serious about it. She blows off business and would rather try and spend up my money than make her own.

The scene a few days ago was the straw that broke the camel’s back.

 

“Mr. Chance?”

“Excuse me,” I said to the room as I picked up the phone to chastise my assistant. I’d given her strict instructions not to interrupt this meeting for anything.

“Constance,” I forcefully whispered into the receiver.

“I know, Mr. Chance, but she’s out here and she’s ready to perform.”

“She who?”

“Taylor.” Not today, I thought as I glanced around the room at the waiting faces.

“I told her…”

”Okay, okay.” I could hear the frustration in Constance’s tone. It was no secret that she had no love for Taylor.

“Tell her to wait in my office.”

“No problem.” Twenty minutes later, I emerged from the conference room to find Taylor sitting in my chair, feet up on the desk, gabbing away on the phone to one of her girls.

“Look, I’ll get back with you later. Umm hmm. You know I am. All right, Girl. Bye.” I took a deep breath as I walked into the room.

“You mind?” I asked as I spun the chair around.

“Well, hello to you, too.”

“Taylor, believe me, this is neither the time nor the place for this.”

“Seems to me that it is since it’s the only time I’ve been able to see you in the past few weeks. I feel like I’m having an affair with your voice mail and that bitchy middle-aged secretary of yours.” I rolled my eyes toward the ceiling and began the count. I’d started using this technique from the first time Taylor had me at the point of boiling over. I figured if it worked for parents with children it had to work for spoiled-ass adults, too.

“Taylor.” I said her name as if she was a five-year-old instead of twenty-eight. “I’m in the middle of closing a very big deal. I really don’t have time for this. Now, when I finish tying everything up, I’ll call you.”

“A big deal, huh? Can we finally take that trip to Jamaica then?” Her eyes lit up with excitement.

“I can’t promise that right now. Right now I need to call my team together for a meeting so we can put the finishing touches on…”

“Your team? Is that all you can think about? Look, if you can’t give me what I want, maybe I need to move on and find someone who will.”

“You know what, that sounds like a good idea to me.”

She stared at me with eyes stretched wide. “What do you mean that sounds like a good idea?”

I tried to think of a good way to handle this. I’ve never been one for airing my dirty laundry in public. If this thing got ugly, it would be talked about around the office for years.

“Look, I should be finished up here soon. Why don’t you meet me at the coffee shop across the street. Then we can talk.” I put my hand out to help her out of the chair.

“All right, one hour. If you’re not there by then, I will be back. And this time, everyone will know that I’m here.”

I opened the door for her and followed her out.

“Constance, can you tell everyone to meet me in the conference room in five minutes?”

She glared at Taylor disgustingly as she strutted by her desk. “Right away, Mr. Chance.”

I walked behind Taylor as she headed for the elevator.

“Remember, one hour. Don’t disappoint me, ‘cause I won’t disappoint you.”

I looked at her and shook my head. I kept walking to the conference room; not acknowledging her threat.

Twenty minutes later, I sat in an empty conference room with Ed. I’d informed everyone of what would be expected of them and Ed let us know what the projected figures would be.

“So, are you going across the street to meet her?”

“I don’t want to, but I can’t keep doing this. It’s like I’m dealing with a spoiled child.” I shook my head and massaged my temples.

“Damn, I can’t believe she had the nerve to come up in here acting ghettofied.”

“You?! Man, I’m tired of this whole situation. My image is too important for me to be dealing with this high school mess. You’d think a woman damn near in her thirties would be on a different level than that.”

“You knew she was a hood rat when you met her.”

“No I didn’t, man. When I met her, she was all business. I didn’t find out about the rat in her until after I’d been there a few times.”

“See, that’s what you get for thinking with the wrong head.”

“Man, don’t I know it. I should’ve just hired the gay dude to decorate and saved myself the misery.”

“And some cash.” Ed let out a hearty laugh. His slightly overgrown belly, from the beer he consumed on a daily basis, jiggled around.

“Man, this is one of those times that if I could have a ‘do over’ I’d throw her ass back so quick and keep moving.”

“Too bad you can’t. So, what’s your next move?”

“I’m going to go over there and tell her it’s over.”

“And then what?”

“Then tomorrow I’m jumping on a plane to Florida for at least two weeks. Hopefully by then, she’ll have grasped the concept.”

“Then leave your cell and pager. ‘Cause you and I both know that Taylor is not going to just let you dump her like that.”

“Maybe I’ll come back with a wife,” I jokingly stated.

“Now something like that might do it, but when did you become interested in marriage?”

“Things change. You just get to that point in your life I guess.”

“I feel you. I felt that way when I asked Jen to marry me. It was just time.”

“You’re right about it being time. Jen had put up with your ass for four or five years. She deserved a ring and more.”

“Yeah, keep talking shit. That’s exactly what Taylor’s girls are telling her. Matter fact, you need to get your ass cross that street before she comes up in here and does a song and dance number that you’ll never live down.”

As much as I was dreading it, I knew it had to be done. I ran my fingers through my hair and scratched my scalp as I stood up.

“I know.”

“You need me to come with you?”

“Damn, man. None of the letters in my name are in the word punk. Leave your cell on, just in case.”

“In case what?”

“I have to call the police on her ass. You know they’re quick to take the man away in those situations. Then I’ll need you to come and bail me out.”

“Okay, punk.” We both laughed.

“Check you later.” I gave him a brotherly hug and a dap and walked to my office. Constance was shutting down her computer and gathering her things to go home.

“So you’re on your way across the street to deal with that she-devil?”

“Yeah. Look, I’m sorry about what Taylor said earlier. You know…”

“You don’t have to apologize just because she doesn’t have any home training. You just remember to tell her that she’s not the only one that grew up in the hood. I’ll give her a BBD that she’ll never forget. Then we’ll see who’s middle-aged.”

“A BBD?”

“A Brooklyn Beat Down.”

I shook my head and smiled as I thought of Constance’s thicker frame against Taylor’s thin one.

“I’ll be sure to tell her. I’ll see you in two weeks.”

“Oh, that’s right, you leave tomorrow.”

“I most certainly do.”

“Well, happy holidays, boss.” She came around her desk and gave me a hug.

“Same to you, Constance. Hold down the fort for me. Oh, and check your top left drawer. Just a little something to express my appreciation for you and all that you do for me.” I winked and walked into my office. I slid some papers in my briefcase and closed my laptop. I slipped on my leather jacket and glanced around the office one last time to make sure everything was in place and I wasn’t forgetting anything.

“Okay, I’m out,” I said to Constance as she inspected the envelope I’d left for her.

“Good luck with dealing with your lil’ problem and if you need me, just holler. I catch the train from there and I’ll be in the vicinity.”

“I’ll remember that. A BBD, right?”

“A real good one.”

I laughed and headed toward the glass doors. As the elevator arrived I heard someone let out a yelp. I smiled, knowing it was Constance’s uncontrollable, joyous response to the five-thousand dollar bonus check she’d found stuffed in the card.

She deserved it and more. She’s the reason Chance Productions runs like a well-oiled machine. I don’t know what I would do without her some days.

I stepped off the elevator and made my way around the corner and through the lobby area. As soon as I looked up I saw Taylor spinning her way through the revolving doors.

“Damn.” I prayed she wasn’t going to show out. If she did, they’d really be calling the police after I yoked her ass out.

“I was beginning to think you weren’t coming.”

“I told you it was an important meeting.”

“Oh, well. I got tired of sitting there, people watching. I want something to eat. Run me uptown to…”

“Taylor, we need to talk.”

She folded her arms across her chest like the spoiled brat she was as she tapped her foot on the marble floor.

“I’ll be a better listener after I get some food in my system.” Her hand was now placed firmly on her hip as she stared at me.

I took a deep breath and without any words, I walked out the same way she had just come in. I stepped out on Park Avenue and walked a short ways up the block and crossed over in the direction of Grand Central Station as she followed close behind me. For exercise, I made it a habit to walk to work. That was one of the benefits of living in the city. Parking was definitely a bitch in New York, which is why most people who live outside the city limits opt to park their cars somewhere uptown where it was free and catch the bus or the train from there to work.

I pushed open the glass door and held it open for her. She strutted in like the diva she was, being careful not to let anyone bump into her. Something that’s almost an impossible feat this time of day due to all the commuters trying to catch the trains that took them back to suburbia or the other four boroughs that make up the metropolis of New York.

“Are we going up to Michael’s place?”

“I thought we’d just grab a quick pastry and a cup of coffee from the little bakery around the corner from here.” She shot me a nasty look. “It’s either that or a slice of pizza? Make a choice.”

“Pizza? I’m not eating any greasy ass pizza in this.” She gestured to her overpriced outfit: a red leather pantsuit, the matching red leather bag on her shoulder, and a pair of red leather boots with a good three-inch heel. All of it bearing the name of a designer; something that was a must with Taylor.

“Then the coffee shop it is.” I walked ahead of her; not giving her time to protest, as I knew she would.

“I thought you had something you wanted to talk to me about? How can we talk in here?”

I stood at the counter waiting to order. “Easy. There are only two other people in here besides us and they’re too busy working to be interested in what you and I are talking about.”

“Why can’t we go somewhere else? Somewhere we can sit down and have a decent meal at least.”

“Because, I don’t have that kind of time.”

“Where are you rushing off to?”

“That’s not for you to worry about.”

She screwed her face up and I knew she was about to show her ass so I cut her off before she could get a word in edgewise.

“Look, this thing between us isn’t working. You know it as well as I do. I say we cut our losses and walk away as friends.”

“Friends? What are you talking about, Alex? You’re definitely on a different page than me.”

“I don’t think so, Taylor. I think we’re both on the last page of the final chapter.”

A look of panic registered on her face. I was her lifeline to a life she felt she deserved. Exotic trips, shopping sprees, endless parties—I couldn’t understand, for the life of me, when my money became her money.

“Maybe we should talk about this, baby. This is something that you need to think about with your head…”

“That’s just it, Taylor, I have thought about it. Hell, I even made a list about it and I’m sorry to tell you that the cons clearly outweigh the pros. I couldn’t think of one good reason for us to stay together. You said so yourself that we barely see each other anymore. I’m going to be extremely busy with the projects we’ve just acquired and you…well, you should take this time and concentrate on getting your business really rolling. Stop pussyfooting around and go for it,” I said as encouraging as I could muster up.

She took a deep breath and then a long sip of the liquid contents in the cup the lady had handed to her.

“Look, I’m not trying to put you down or anything like that, I just know that you have much more potential than you’re putting out now. Ever since you and I got together, it’s like you stopped doing your own thing.”

“You know what? You’re absolutely right. I mean, I had a flourishing business when I first met you. Hey, that’s the reason we met.”

 

I thought back to the day she first walked into my office. She’d been recommended by a mutual friend. She walked in my office looking like she’d just stepped off a runway in Paris. Her butter-tan skin looked as if she’d sat in the sun a few hours to get that perfect glow. Donned in one of her signature designer business suits, her “I-workout-at-least-five-days-a-week” figure was enough to command the attention of any man. To think that I could have all her beauty to myself caused me to make an unwise choice. After a few minutes of talking to her about the ideas she had, I hired her on the spot. I also asked her out to dinner that night. A decision a year and a half later I’m desperately trying to undo.

She flung her hair over her shoulder in a seductive way. If only her inside was as beautiful as the outside, she’d be okay, but you know what they say about a person who’s ugly on the inside. It makes them ugly period.

“So I guess you’re telling me that you need space? Okay, no problem. Go and have your—space,” she spat. “But you remember that Taylor Vincent waits for no one.”

“I’m not asking you to wait.”

She pulled her compact out of her bag, making sure her makeup was fresh. After applying a fresh coat of lipstick she closed her bag and pulled it up tighter on her shoulder. She grabbed the bag of pastries that I’d just paid for and walked out as I followed behind her.

Her head held high, she swung around and looked at me. “Can you give me cab fare uptown?”

I laughed at the irony. It was like I had to pay her to be free.

“How much?” I asked, testing the depth of her greed.

“Fifty would be enough to cover the ride and the tip.” She smiled coyly.

“I’ll do you one better, here’s a buck fifty.”

“What am I supposed to do with that?”

“Catch the train. That way you don’t have to worry about tipping the driver.”

I placed the money in the palm of her hand and walked right past her. I knew she was fuming but I never looked back to find out how much.









CHAPTER 3

Asia




I stepped out the elevator into the lobby dragging my luggage.

“Looks like someone is going on a trip,” Carl at the main security desk said as I slid my hands into my black leather gloves.

“You got me. What gave it away?” I smiled and winked at him.

“Headed home?”

“Yeah, thought I’d spend the holidays with my family this year.” That was better than spending them alone like last year.

“It’s good to be with family. You just make sure to bring back some of that Florida sunshine. It’s going to be mighty cold here.”

“So I heard. That’s why I’m trying to get out of here on the next thing smoking.” I pulled the belt of my coat tight as I prepared to step out on the street.

“Let me help you with those.” Carl grabbed the largest piece of luggage and rolled it out the revolving door.

“You don’t have to do that,” I said as I jumped in the slot behind him.

“It’s not a problem.” He signaled for a taxi and opened the door after the driver stopped on the curb. The driver jumped out and loaded my bags in the trunk.

“Well, you have a Happy New Year, Ms. Fenton.”

“You too, Carl.” I slipped an envelope in his hand and closed the door.

“What’s this for?”

“Just my way of saying thank you for doing what you do.”

“You don’t have to give me anything. It’s my job.”

“Go buy Mary something with it then. Bye.” I waved as the driver pulled away from the curb, leaving Carl standing there with the envelope in his hand.

“Where to, lady?”

“Kennedy.” I sat back in the seat and thought about the conversation I’d had with Linda earlier.

I’d called her to make last-minute arrangements to fly out that same day. As usual she’d come through for me. First-class, no doubt. She’d said I’d been in luck; one of her clients had an extra ticket that he’d purchased for his colleague, but he wasn’t going to be able to go after coming down with the flu overnight.

 

“Is it a first-class seat?”

“I know you don’t like to fly any other way now.”

We laughed at the inside joke. Ever since she’d hooked me up with first class accommodations by accident, I’d ask for nothing else since.

“How much is it going to cost me?” Since it was a last-minute thing, I knew she was going to be talking a grip.

“Believe it or not, you don’t have to pay anything. Being that it’s a business trip they’re going to write it off and were willing to let you have it to keep it from going to waste.”

“Really?!” I couldn’t believe my luck.

“What company is this?”

“Don’t worry about it. You can ask him all about his company since you’ll be sitting next to him.”

“Girl, sitting next to him…For a free first-class ticket, I’ll think about sitting in his lap if that’s what he wanted.”

We both laughed.

“You do know that I’m joking though?”

I may be many a thing, but trifling isn’t one of them.

“Funny you should say that.”

“Why?”

“‘Cause you have sat in this man’s lap before.”

“What are you talking about? It’s someone I know?”

“Of course it is.”

“Who?”

Just then her phone beeped. “Hold on for a second.”

She clicked over. I tried to think of who I knew that was generous enough to give me an expensive plane ticket.

“Asia, it’s one of my clients. I’ll talk to you later. Call me when you get to Yani’s and tell her I said to keep her head up.”

“Okay, but…”

Before I could form the question, she had clicked over. I sat there and wondered who this mystery man was and when did I sit in his lap. Since I wasn’t a heavy drinker that got drunk enough to forget what I’d done, it had to be someone I knew well. And I know Linda wasn’t talking about Santa.

 

I walked into the American Airlines terminal to check-in. I gave the lady at the counter the information Linda had given me and waited as she changed the ticket over to my name and information. It was an open ticket, so I would need to call them and let them know a day in advance when I was returning.

After receiving the ticket in hand, I walked down to the gate area and found a seat. I found myself scanning the room for any familiar male faces, but found none.

“I wonder who it is,” I mumbled under my breath.

With twenty minutes left before departure, I was still scanning the faces of everyone who passed by me on the way to their seats. Maybe Linda was just messing with me. Or maybe the mystery man was somewhere caught in traffic and wouldn’t make the flight. An urge to release myself of all the water I’d taken in earlier began to overwhelm me. I slipped into the bathroom near the back of first-class. You know, the place where the curtain separates the supposedly haves from the have-nots? Whatever. Yes, I love the amenities of sitting in first-class over coach—bigger seats, more leg room, nice meals, but for the price difference some of these airlines charge, they should have a door that separates the two. Not some flimsy ass curtain.

A few minutes before takeoff, I returned to my seat. Just as I was about to sit down, I heard a familiar voice coming from the muscular body that stood in front of me blocking the entrance to my seat.

“I thought you were going to disappoint me and not show.”

I slowly raised my eyes from the chest area until I reached his face.

Oh, I’d definitely sat in this man’s lap before. Sat in it, bounced around on it, and a whole lot more.

“Hayden Miles? Oh, my God. How long has it been?”

“Too long. Much too long.” He placed his hand on my lower back and kissed me on the cheek. I was paralyzed for a moment. Being that close to him had all my senses on alert.

“I think we should sit down before the flight attendant comes over here.” He waved his hand toward our seats.

“Oh—yeah…we should.” I slid in and he followed.

I couldn’t get over it. Here I sat with the man I had almost married two years earlier. It had been just that long since we’d seen each other.

 

We’d met at an art gallery in SoHo. Jilley, a mutual friend, was having her first showing. Jilley had talked non-stop about this friend of hers she wanted me to meet.

“You will love him. He’s successful, extremely good-looking, and has his own place. The three things most women look for in a man.”

Aside from good credit and whether or not he had a decent ride.

“Am I that desperate that you need to set me up on a blind date?”

“Of course not, Girl. I just know that you two would be perfect for each other.”

She hooked her arm around mine and led me over to where a crowd of people had gathered around one of her favorite pieces. As she stopped to explain the particular work to everyone, I took the opportunity to slip off to the bar.

“A white wine, please.”

I looked down at the black jersey, matte dress I wore. The mesh-covered slingbacks were a perfect match with the sheer mesh material that covered the back of the dress.

After handing me the drink, I asked the bartender how much.

“Allow me,” I heard a sexy male voice say.

I turned around to address the owner of the outstretched hand that was paying for my drink to inform him that there was no need to put himself through the trouble. I wasn’t one of those women willing to put up with a man all night for a couple of free drinks. I’d rather pay for it myself and enjoy the rest of my evening without the stalker from hell.

“Excuse me,” I said to the Adonis of a man standing closely behind me.

He smiled. “I couldn’t think of any other way to get you to notice me, so I thought this would do the trick.”

As fine and good looking as he was, I would’ve definitely noticed him. “Thank you, but…”

“No buts about it. If you don’t want to talk to me any further than this, I’m fine with that, but I’m still buying you the drink.”

“You know, normally I wouldn’t do this, but okay. Thank you.”

The bartender handed him his change.

“And just to set the record straight, this isn’t something that I normally do either,” he said.

I smiled at his tact of evening the score. Honestly, if his ass wasn’t so damn good-looking, I would’ve flipped on him.

As I sipped on the drink, I scanned the room in hopes that Jilley and the faceless man wouldn’t appear and ruin my chance at getting to know this fine specimen of a man a little better. At least give us a chance to exchange numbers.

“So what brings you here tonight?” he asked as we began to stroll through the gallery at a gingerly pace.

“The artist is a good friend of mine.”

“Really? Now I know that we have something in common.”

“What’s that?”

“We’re both friends of Jilley’s.”

We stopped in front of a beautiful painting of a little black boy and girl hugging as they sat on a stoop smiling at each other.

“Isn’t her work wonderful?” I asked.

“Oh, she’s definitely on the right track. I own five of her originals. Earlier pieces back when she was selling them much cheaper.”

“I have three. Free of charge.”

“Oh, I guess I have to talk to Jilley about that.”

“Well, just think of what your small investment is worth now.”

“That’s true.”

We looked at the painting quietly for a moment.

“So, since Jilley is our friend, that sort of makes us friends,” he said.

“Well, friends should know each other’s names,” I said with my hand extended to him. “I’m Asia Fenton.”

“It’s a pleasure to finally meet you, Asia.”

I gave him a puzzled look. Then it dawned on me.

“Hayden?”

“Not bad for a blind date?”

“Not bad at all,” I said as he held my hand in his.

Thank you, Jilley, I thought as I stood there looking at his beaming smile.

For the next two and a half years, Hayden and I would date each other exclusively, six months of it being engaged. Sitting here with him for the first time in two years, I couldn’t for the life of me remember the exact reason for our breakup.

 

“We’re prepared for takeoff. Please make sure that all seatbelts are fastened and trays are in the upright and locked position,” the flight attendant informed us.

As the plane made its way down the runway, I grabbed Hayden’s hand tightly. There’s something about takeoff that doesn’t sit well with me.

“I see you’re still not that crazy about flying.” He squeezed my hand. I gave him a weak smile.

I’d already made plans to get reacquainted after the plane reached cruising altitude and leveled off. ’Cause if Hayden looked good that night all those years ago, he looked even better now.

Lord, please deliver us safely in Miami, and Lord, please make Hayden still be single, I asked with my eyes closed and my head leaned back into the headrest.









CHAPTER 4

Yani




After making the rounds, I dropped Carmen off at her home and promised to give her a call later. I had one hour before Asia would arrive.

This would be the first New Year’s in about five years that she would be spending at home with us.

She’d been in New York for about fifteen years now, which was long enough to classify her as a New Yorker. She was the full package. The attitude, the ambition, and the accent. I think she’d been working on that accent from the very first trip she’d ever taken there as a child.

We’d both been captivated by all the buildings and lights, but I never found the courage to tackle living in the big city. Miami was city enough for me.

I used to visit her on a regular basis, but Jarrin complained so about me going there as much as I did, until I stopped going altogether. Another regret that I harbored about my life with him. I finally realized that I was to blame for that, so I’ve moved on. Right now I’m just glad that she called and said she was coming home this year. It’s been a year since I’ve seen my sister.

I pulled into the parking garage at Fort Lauderdale International Airport. That’s the one thing that I request if I have to pick you up; you’ve got to fly into Fort Lauderdale as opposed to Miami. The traffic isn’t as congested, parking is much cheaper, and it isn’t as confusing as Miami.

I hit the button on my key to activate my car alarm and walked toward the terminal. I was decked out in a pair of khaki capris and a white cardigan twin set with a pair of mule platform sneakers from Victoria’s Secret.

I hurried across the walkway in front of the waiting cars. Once inside the terminal, I checked the monitor to see if her flight was on time. It informed me that it was landing. I ran upstairs so that I could meet her at the gate.

After being scanned and cleared through security, I stood at the American Airlines gate anxiously waiting for the passengers to disembark the plane.

Asia was the fourth person to walk up the jet way. In my excitement to see her, I didn’t notice the man that followed close behind her. I ran up to her and grabbed her in a tight embrace.

“Hey!” we sung as we spun around in our happy dance.

“I’m so glad to see you. Don’t you ever stay away this long again.”

“And what’s wrong with you making a trip up to see me?”

“I have children that are always doing something.”

“They’re old enough to stay home by themselves.”

“Whatever, Asia. You just got here so behave.” I hugged her tight again and stood back to give her a once-over.

“I love your hair.” She wore it in a short cut.

“Thanks, I wanted to wear my natural curls for a little while.”

“Yani, you remember him, right?” My attention went to the man who had been invisible up until that point.

“Hayden?! Oh my God!” I hugged him. “What are you doing here? I haven’t seen you in eons? Are you the reason why I haven’t seen my sister?”

“Unfortunately I can’t take the blame for that. I think you’ve seen her more recently than I have.”

Asia smiled when we focused our attention on her. “Yeah, yeah. Can we go get the bags? I’m in no mood to stand here while you two try and figure out who was the last to see me.”

I shook my head. “Nice to see that the absence hasn’t put a damper on that winning personality of yours.”

Asia had always been one to speak her mind. Even as a child. If there was something that she thought about you, you best believe she was going to tell you. So she was destined to live in New York.

Hayden grabbed her hand as I walked slightly ahead of them toward the escalator down to baggage claim.

“So, how long are you going to be here, Hayden?” I asked as we stood waiting for the carousel to spit out the luggage.

“Maybe a week or two. It depends on when I can wrap things up.”

“Oh, so you’re here on business?”

“Yeah.”

“If you say you haven’t seen her in a long time, how is it that you two ended up on the same flight?”

“I see you’re still your nosey self,” Asia responded.

“Curious is more of what I am.” I turned my attention back to Hayden.

“Umm…”

“It’s a long story. I’ll tell you later,” Asia said, coming to Hayden’s rescue.

“Are we going to drop you off somewhere?”

“No, no. I’ve got reservations for a rental car.”

“Where are you staying?”

“What’s with you and the fifty questions?” Asia looked at me with a questioning smile.

“I just told you that I’m curious, and besides, you know I’m a very hospitable person. If he wants, he can stay in the spare room…”

“That’s been taken care of, too. I’ve got reservations at a hotel on South Beach.”

“South Beach? Why so far?”

“Well, the business that I’ll be handling while I’m here will be in an office in the downtown area of Miami.”

“Oh, okay. You do know how busy South Beach is now?”

“Yani, sweetie, you really need to get out more. That’s one of the reasons he chose to stay there.” Asia shook her head and smiled.

“Contrary to what you may think, little sister, I do hang out down there.”

“Then you have to come down while I’m here so we can all hang out and go to dinner or something.”

“That sounds good.”

“We need to take her to a club,” Asia added.

I rolled my eyes at her. The buzzer sounded off letting us know that the bags were coming.

 

I sat in the car listening to Chico Debarge sing about love having no guarantees as Asia stood talking to Hayden. I’d taken him to the Budget lot, off Perimeter Road, to pick up his vehicle.

“Don’t I know it,” I said aloud, agreeing with Chico.

Asia walked over and tapped on my window. “I’m going to ride with Hayden to check into his hotel and then we’re going to grab something to eat. Wanna come?”

“Yeah right. I’ll relieve you of your guilt and I’ll see you when you get to the house. You will be coming there tonight or will Hayden be buying a lobster dinner as well?”

“I’m not going to make any promises. But I think I might see lobster in my future.” She winked.

Buying lobster meant she would be obliged to have sex with him since he’d allowed her to eat from that side of the menu.

“I guess I’ll see you when I see you then.”

“You’re not upset, are you?”

“Hell no! Girl, if I had a man that looked that good wanting to spend time with me, I’d ditch your ass, too.”

We both laughed.

She reached in and hugged me. “Maybe we’ll work on that while I’m here.”

“Bye, Asia.” I rolled the window up and then down again before she walked off. “Do you want to get your bags?”

“No, take them with you.”

“At least get your bag with personal stuff in it. Can’t have you being funky.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll pick something up if I need to.”

“Have a good time.” I stuck my hand out the window and waved at Hayden, then drove off the lot. Just then my cell phone rang. “Hello?”

“Where are you?” Carmen asked.

“Leaving the airport. Why?”

“Just wondering. What are you doing tomorrow?”

“I’m not sure. Why?”

“You and this why. I wanted you to go with me to pick out something to wear to the party.”

“You still don’t have anything to wear?”

“I know exactly what I want. All I have to do is run in the store and pick it up, but I wanted your opinion.”

“My opinion? Girl, you’re the one that used to be a model. Still could be if you really wanted to.”

“That’s in the past. I’m perfectly happy being a businesswoman, wife and mommy.”

“Where are we going and what time are we leaving?”

“Over to Aventura. We can go after you finish your running around.”

“Any time tomorrow afternoon is good for me.”

“So, about one then?”

“That’ll work.”

“Where’s Asia?”

“Check this, Chica gets off the plane holding hands with a man.”

“She brought a man with her?”

“Not exactly.”

“She met a man on the plane and left with him?”

“You remember Hayden?”

“The guy she was engaged to?”

“Yep.”

“They’re back together?!!”

“From what he said, they just happened to run into each other on the plane.”

“So, she’s gone to get some long time no see sex.”

“You are so bad.”

“Hey, I ain’t mad at her. Speaking of a long time and sex…”

“I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Yani…”

“Bye, Carmen.” I clicked off my phone before she could start. I knew exactly where that conversation was going and right now, I’m in no mood for it.

Opting to take the scenic route, I rode down US 1 to S.R. 84 and jumped on 595 heading west as Chico asked if the love was still good. My 328 sailed down the highway. The speedometer registered that I was doing seventy-five so I was on the lookout for the troopers that liked to sit off in the cut.

A little more than half an hour later I pulled into the semi-circular driveway of the beige and white rancher I’d called home for more than fourteen years. Not in the mood to look for the garage door opener that had fallen earlier, I parked and walked around to the front. I unlocked the frosted glass door and stepped into the foyer.

“Auntie!” Natalia yelled as she ran into the living room from the family room area. Her eyes questioned my lone stance.

“She’ll be here later. She went out with a friend.” I dropped my keys in the crystal bowl on the foyer table.

“A friend? Who?” Natalia asked.

“None of your business. Did you finish what I told you to do?”

She quickly turned and headed back to where she came from. “Yes, Mommy. Everything is washed and put away.”

“Good. I’m surprised you haven’t found anything to get into. You’ve only got a few more days of Christmas break left.”

“Dania and Kemisha called about going to the movies earlier, but I thought Auntie was going to be here, so I told them no.”

“Sorry ’bout that, sweetie. Auntie happened to run into an old friend and they decided to go get something to eat.” I looked at my watch. It was almost eight o’clock. She slumped down on the beige leather sofa, hugging a pillow to her chest. “Want to go grab something to eat?”

“From where?”

“It doesn’t matter. Shells, the Alehouse. Whatever you want.”

She closed one eye and looked toward the ceiling with the other one as she contemplated her answer. “Can we go to Chili’s and split a fajita?”

“That sounds good. Come on.” I grabbed my leather bag from the counter and walked over to the phone on the wall near the fridge. I picked it up and listened to the dial tone that indicated someone had left a message. I dialed up the service while I waited for Natalia to come back. My heart raced as the computer-generated voice told me that I had four new messages waiting for me. The first one was from my mom asking me what time Asia’s flight got in. I made a mental note to call her later and went on to the next one. Two were hang-ups and the last one was from Carmen asking if Asia was here yet.

Disappointed that the message I’d wanted wasn’t there, I hung up and called for Natalia to hurry. I could hear her shoes slapping against the marble tile as she walked into the living room.

“Ready, Mommy.”

I looked at my beautiful daughter who had turned into a young lady since her father had last seen her. Her sparkling hazel eyes, beautiful golden brown skin, and hair that fell a few inches past her shoulders down her back, made her a perfect candidate for a beauty queen. She had been a mini replica of Jarrin as a child.

“As ready as I’m ever going to be.”

I took a deep breath and clutched my purse tightly on my shoulder. I slowly exhaled and walked out the front door. That hopeless wish I’d carried for the past five years was over and done. There would be no call nor would he ever walk through the door proclaiming his love for us. As of this moment I’d made up my mind that Jarrin Thomas Miller was dead.
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