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For my single male friends, in the hope that you find a wife made for you—and that you are made for your wife.


ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

God has blessed me in so many ways over my entire life, and crafting this book was another. I love his grace and power.

I am inspired by the memory of my late father, Edward Earl Bunn, Sr. and grandmother, Nettie Royster. I miss them both emphatically. My mother, Julia Bunn, has been my rock all my life. I’m so grateful for my brothers, Billy and Eddie; and my sister, Tammy.

Curtis Jr. and Gwendolyn (Bunny) are my children, my lifeblood, my heartbeats. I cannot be more proud of them. And I’m proud of my wife, Felita, who is wonderful and dynamic to the tenth power.

My nephew, Gordon, has always been like a second son who has grown into a fine young man. And my niece, Tamayah (Bink Bink) and nephew, Eddie Jr. are blessings that I love so much. My cousins, Greg Agnew and Warren Eggleston, are like my brothers. And I am grateful for my Uncle Al and aunts Thelma and Barbara and Ms. Brenda Brown, who has been like an aunt/second mom much of my life, and cousin Carolyn Keener.

My extended family means the world to me: Blake Rascoe, Shirley and Larry Jordan, Ted and Cecilia Baker, Tony, Erika and Eric Sisco, Ashley Darius and Baker Billings, Avant Baker, Zoe, Channing, Rain and Bell Baker.

Again, Zane, Charmaine Roberts Parker and the entire Strebor Books/Atria/Simon & Schuster family have been great, and I am eternally grateful for you. I’m proud to be a part of the wonderful, talented Strebor family.

I enjoy listing by name the supporters because you all mean so much to me: My ace, Trevor Nigel Lawrence, Keith (Blind) and Delores Gibson, Kerry Muldrow, Randy and Flecia Brown, Sam and Maureen Myers, Ronnie and Tarita Bagley, Tony and Raye Starks, Darryl Washington, Leslie Neland, Darryl (DJ) Johnson, Wanda Newman-Johnson, Lyle Harris, Monya Battle, Karen Turner, Star Rice, Tony (Kilroy) Hall, Marc Davenport, Tami Rice-Mitchell, Brad Corbin, Daphne Grissom, William Mitchell, J.B. Hill and Ericka Newsome-Hill, Clint Crawford, Earle Burke, Robert Diggs, Tony Hodge, Bob and La Detra White, Kent Davis, Wayne Ferguson, Tony & Erika Sisco, Betty Roby, Morechell and Bonita Pryer, Robin and Derrick Nottingham, Kathy Brown, Venus Chapman, Andre Johnson, Nic Mitchell, Tara Ford, Kim Davis, Flecia Brown, Herman Atkins, Greg Willis, Al Whitney, Brian White, Ronnie Akers, Jacques Walden, Dennis Wade, Julian Jackson, Mark Webb, Kelvin Lloyd, Frank Nelson, Hayward Horton, Mark Bartlett, Marvin Burch, Derrick (Nick Lambert), Gerald Mason, Charles E. Johnson, Harry Sykes, Kim Mosley, Steve Nottingham, Joi Edwards, Monica Cooper, Tim and Melanie Lewis, Linda Vestal, Christine Beatty, Ed (Bat) Lewis, Shelia Harrison, David A. Brown, Leslie LeGrande, Rev. Hank Davis, Susan Davis-Wigenton, Donna Richardson, Sheila and Dwight Wilson, Curtis West, Bruce Lee, Val Guilford, Natalie Crawford, Denise Brown Henderson, Nikki Adams, Sherri Polite, Derek T. Dingle, Ramona Palmer, Melzetta Oliver, April Kidd, Warren Jones, Deberah (Sparkle) Williams, Leon H. Carter, Zack Withers, Kevin Davis, Sybil & Leroy Savage, Avis Easley, Demetress Graves, Anna Burch, Najah Aziz, George Hughes, Monica Harris Wade, Nikita Germaine, Yetta Gipson, Mary Knatt, Serena Knight, Denise Taylor, Diana Joseph, Derrick (Tinee) Muldrow, Rick Eley, Marty McNeal, D.L. Cummings, Rob Parker, Cliff Brown, D. Orlando Ledbetter, Garry Howard, Stephen A. Smith, Clifford Benton, Leonard Burnett, Lesley Hanesworth, Sherline Tavenier, Jeri Byrom, E. Franklin Dudley, Skip Grimes, Carla Griffin, Jeff Stevenson, Angela Davis, Ralph Howard, Paul Spencer, Jai Wilson, Garry Raines, Glen Robinson, Dwayne Gray, Jessica Ferguson, Carolyn Glover, David R. Squires, Kim Royster, Keela Starr, Mike Dean, Veda McNeal, Dexter Santos, John Hughes, Mark Lassiter, Tony Carter, Kimberly Frelow, Michele Ship, Michelle Lemon, Zain, Tammy Thompson, Karen Shepherd, Barbara Hopkins, Carmen Carter, Erin Sherrod, Carrie Sherrod, Tawana Turner-Green, Sheryl Williams-Jones, Danny Anderson, Keisha Hutchinson, Olivia Alston, John Hollis, Dorothy (Dot) Harrell, Aggie Nteta, Ursula Renee, Carrie Haley, Anita Wilson, Tim Lewis, Sandra Velazquez, Angelle Owens, Patricia Hale, Pam Cooper, Regina Troy, Denise Thomas, Andre Aldridge, Brenda O’Bryant, Pargeet Wright, Laurie Hunt, Mike Christian, Sid Tutani, Tammy Grier, Roland Louis, April Tarver, Penny Payne, Cynthia Fields, Patricia Hale, LaToya Tokley, Dr. Yvonne Sanders-Butler, Anna Coleman, Alicia Guice, Clara LeRoy, Denise Bethea, Hadjii Hand, Kaira Akita, Petey Franklin, Sibyl Johnson, Shauna Tisdale and The Osagyefuo Amoatia Ofori Panin, King of Akyem Abuakwa Eastern Region of Ghana, West Africa.

Special thanks and love to my great alma mater, Norfolk State University (Class of 1983); the brothers of Alpha Phi Alpha (especially the Notorious E Pi of Norfolk State); Ballou High School (especially the Class of ’79), ALL of Washington, D.C., especially Southeast.

I am also grateful to all the readers and book clubs that have supported my work over the years and to my many literary friends Nick Chiles, Denene Millner, Nathan McCall, Carol Mackey, Linda Duggins, Terrie Williams, Kimberla Lawson Roby, Walter Mosley, Eric Jerome Dickey and Caesar Mason.

I’m sure I left off some names; I ask your forgiveness. If you know me, you know it is an error of the head and perhaps aging, not the heart. J I appreciate and I am grateful for you.

Peace and blessings,

Curtis


“There are no good girls gone wrong. . . just bad girls found out.”

—Mae West



THE ONE MOST LIKELY



CHAPTER ONE

AN ENVIED LIFE

JUANITA

Juanita Chandler was embarrassed by all the attention. Supervisors lauded her for her thorough work in helping her firm retain a lucrative multimillion-dollar contract that appeared would go to a competitor.

She took a meeting with the client’s president, outlined the value of going with her company, assured that she would oversee the execution of the deal, and the day—and deal—were saved.

That’s how Juanita rolled. She got things done. And she did so with grace. She was almost angelic. When it was her time to speak at the company event announcing the new deal after work, Juanita was typically gracious.

“I appreciate the nice words, but they could be said about anyone on this team,” she said. “We have a lot of smart and talented people and we love each other. That is what allows us to be successful. So this thanks goes to everyone, including my husband, Maurice, who gives me amazing support.”

Maurice stood near the back of the room and smiled. He’d never expected to win Juanita when they met; she’d seemed too good to be real and as such, too good for him. But she saw the wonder in him, and their two-year courtship had ended in marriage.

“Mommy just got off the stage,” he said into his cell phone to one of their two young boys as he stood in the back of the room. “We’ll be home soon.”

They drove in to work together some mornings, Maurice dropping off Juanita at her marketing firm on K Street before heading to Capitol Hill, where he worked for the city of Washington, D.C.

When they left the office after the celebration and got to the car, Juanita offered to drive. “You’ve had a long day, honey. Sit back and relax.”

Maurice smiled, realizing that he was a lucky man.

At home, Juanita hugged the sitter, who told her, “Your church called. The assistant pastor thanked you for the pies you baked and for stepping in and teaching Sunday School to the kids.”

Juanita thanked her and made a beeline to her sons’ room. They were five and seven, Mo and Juan, and had waited up for their mom before going to sleep. She hugged and kissed them.

“When you wake up, I’ll be the first face you see.” She turned off the light and left the room. “I love you.”

She found her husband in the kitchen, opening a beer. “Here you go.” She handed him a frosted glass. “I put these in here so your beer can be exactly as you like it.”

“You’re wonderful,” he said. “Thank you.”

Juanita smiled. “I’m going to take a shower.”

Maurice nodded his head as he flopped in his chair in the family room and searched for ESPN with the remote control.

Juanita retreated to the bedroom, where she dug into her lush leather bag and pulled out her cell phone. A wave of excitement came over her body. Heat. She searched her contacts for “Wendy,” although she knew no one by that name. It was code. Just in case.

Hey, mister, she started in the text message. Did you think of me today?

Within minutes, “Wendy,” who actually was Brandon, responded. “I thought about you in bed. Thought about it all day.”

Juanita smiled and looked down the hall to make sure her husband was not approaching. Then she responded. I thought about being with you all day, too. I can still feel you all over me.

Before Brandon could respond, she texted him again. What are we doing? What am I doing?

Whatever you’re doing feels great, he answered.

Juanita did not have a response. Goodnight, B. I have to go.

She again checked for Maurice before deleting the string of text messages. Juanita lay back on her bed in her clothes and pondered her life. She had a cherished existence, one that her friends and family admired and envied. She was the woman Jill Scott sang about: living her life like it was golden.

But there was some tarnish. She was unhappy. Not deal-breaker unhappy, but heartbroken unhappy. Unfulfilled. Bored. She’d never expected this for herself, for her marriage. It was the opposite of what she had anticipated. It ate her up.

And no one knew that but her. No one. Not Sandra, her childhood friend and sorority sister. Not her younger biological sister who looked up to her; not her mother, with whom she shared most everything; and certainly not her husband, Maurice, of nine years. It was a take-to-your-grave secret that she trusted only with herself. The mere thought of someone knowing she was less than golden petrified her.

And yet, there she was, embroiled in a secret life that, if revealed, would crush people’s impressions of her and ruin her marriage. But she engaged in it anyway because it gave her thrills in more ways than one, thrills that she did not get at home. Thrills she needed. It also gave her chills, knowing she had fallen short of her purpose. Still, she could not stop herself.

And so, Juanita was riddled with guilt. . . and conflicted. She was so adored and respected, liked and admired, that it bred constant pressure to be the perfect friend, daughter, mother, wife, sister and marketer. It was not an act, either. By all accounts, Juanita was wonderful. And she loved that people loved and admired her.

But she hated that she believed she could not be less than perfect, that she could not misstep, especially to those who loved her the most. She was so magnanimous and giving, so caring and loving, so thoughtful and delightful that any misstep would be viewed as a disaster, a strike against her character. At least that’s how she felt about it.

In the beginning, she had found it liberating to sneak around and communicate with Brandon, her old boyfriend. It was exciting, a break from the norm. They were acts outside of what people expected of her. Deep down, she wanted to be a rebel, to go against the “perceived Juanita.” She had crafted a genuine image and was unable to free herself of it. That’s why she admired Sandra, even as she disagreed with a lot of her actions. Sandra did not show concern about what someone thought of her. Juanita found that audacious. She wished she had some of that in her.

“Girl, please,” Sandra said to Juanita when it was common knowledge among some of their friends that Sandra dated two men at the same time. “If I worried about what people said about me, I wouldn’t leave the house. They probably wish they had something going on in their lives someone would want to talk about.”

Juanita had something going on that would have been the talk for sure. She hadn’t planned for it to go as far as it had. It was not her intention to sleep with Brandon. Not at first. But the more bored she had grown with her perfect life and the perception that she was perfect, the more daring she had become and desperate for adventure. She had tried to convince herself that her flirtations over the phone were innocent since she had no intentions of having sex with him.

In her honest moments, she had admitted to herself that her attraction to Brandon had never diminished. They had been lovers years before she’d met Maurice. Indeed, it was years before she blossomed into a woman beyond reproach.

Brandon treated her without concern of offending her. Where Maurice would refrain from using profanity or handle her delicately and sex her irregularly without imagination, Brandon cursed when he felt like it, handled her firmly and was adventurous in bed.

His persona was more like the Juanita her husband never knew. One day, almost twelve years after last hearing from Brandon, she had run in to one of his close friends at the Farragut Square Metro station in downtown D.C. They’d chatted for a moment and she’d reluctantly taken Brandon’s phone number.

A week passed before she contacted him. But after a trip to Disney World with the family and resistance from her husband when she was feeling particularly amorous, she had gone into her spacious bathroom and cried. She’d admitted to herself that, despite how it looked to everyone else, she was unfulfilled.

She’d texted Brandon the next day. He’d responded the way she needed him to: How the fuck are you? Where the hell you been?

She needed someone to be so indelicate with her. Their weekly flirtations became every-other-day chats on the phone and then every day and then several times a day. Juanita looked forward to hearing from him. And she enjoyed sneaking away to contact him. She enjoyed the adventure, the daring. It provided an edge to her life that was not there. But she vowed not to see him. . . until he challenged her.

“You still can’t control yourself around me? That’s why we can’t meet for a drink?”

That was all it took. She wanted to see Brandon. But she could not be the one who initiated it. And she had to resist when he asked. It had to be work. . . or appear to be work for him to get her to agree. She could not allow him to think she was easy. So she’d resisted, knowing Brandon would persist. And when he did, she’d finally given in.

When she saw him, she melted. Her heart fluttered. She was excited. She tried to pass it off as normal since she had not been in the private company of a man other than her husband in a decade.

It wasn’t so much that he looked even better than he had when they were together in their early-twenties. It was that his presence was commanding. He owned the room, from the hostess at the restaurant to the waiter to the bartender when they sat at the bar after dinner. He drew people into him. He showed a different personality from her husband, a lively personality. She felt totally comfortable with him that first night. She was ultra-attracted to him.

He did not try to get her into bed, which made her like him more. He looked at photos of her family—but she did not include pictures of Maurice—and talked about old times, caught up on each other’s lives. . . everything other than sex. She was a little disappointed at first; she thought his lack of interest in sex indicated he was not attracted to her. But she quickly dismissed that notion; she kept herself together by being mindful of what she ate and consistently working out. No, Brandon was being respectful—and that turned her on more.

By the end of the month, she was inviting sex. Not with words, but in how she dressed when they met: always in dresses or short skirts with tops that accentuated her body. It became a challenge to make him want her.

Finally, Brandon’s discipline collapsed and he kissed her when he walked her to her car after their fifth time together. It was following lunch at the St. Regis in downtown Washington, D.C., near the White House. Juanita did not resist. She closed her eyes and her senses were heightened. She could smell his Viktor and Rolf Spice Bomb cologne. She felt his heart beat up against her chest. He was intoxicating. She was drunk.

“I shouldn’t be doing this,” she said. “But I want to.”

Brandon could have taken advantage of her. Instead, he said, “I’m sorry. But I gotta tell you, my attraction for you is stronger than ever. Can I ask you something? Why are you here with me?”

Juanita did not have an answer. At least not an answer she wanted to share. Brandon had a hold over her, and she told him the truth.

“I should not be here and every time after I leave you, I say it’s the last time,” she started. “Even though we haven’t done anything—”

“Yet,” Brandon interjected.

“Even though we haven’t done anything,” Juanita continued, “I feel bad, like I’ve betrayed my husband, my vows. The problem is that it’s exciting. Seeing you makes me feel alive. I love my life, my family, my husband. I do. But. . .”

“But what?” Brandon asked.

“I need something more,” she said. “I can’t believe I’m saying this or that I’m even here with you. But it’s where I want to be. My husband is a good man. He’s a good man.”

“When can I see you again?” Brandon asked.

“When do you want to?” That wasn’t the answer her head told her to give.

“Tonight. Right here. I’ll get us a room and have room service for dinner after you get off work.”

Her heart raced from anticipation, and that scared her. She did not consider not coming. And knowing she’d have to lie to make herself available excited her. Even though she had never lied to Maurice and did not have an idea of what excuse she’d give her husband, she said, “What time?”

“Six-thirty. I will text you the room number.”

The hours leading up to meeting Brandon were long for Juanita. Her anticipation mounted by the minute. She couldn’t concentrate on work. The feeling in her stomach was a confluence of fear and excitement. It was similar to the feeling she’d had when she saved the big deal at work. When she realized that, she felt confident. When she had that feeling, she did her best work.

As the time to meet Brandon approached, she exited the office without the requisite small talk with colleagues. She just left. She felt guilty and believed she looked guilty and did not want anyone to detect it.

She could not remember the ten-minute taxi ride to the hotel. But when she got there, she sat at the bar in the lobby and ordered a Dirty Martini. That was the drink she used to have when she was younger and more freewheeling. She sipped only wine with her husband, whom she called from the bar.

“Honey, I tried to get out of it, but I’ve got to do this dinner with the partners. We’re at Mastro’s now. I’ll take an Uber home,” she said. She was shocked that she did not feel guilty about lying.

“Okay, do what you have to do,” he said with no trace of suspicion. “I’m taking the boys to Nando’s for some wings.”

“Yeah, right. I know you’re taking them there because that’s what you like,” she said.

Maurice laughed.

“Can’t put anything past you,” he said. “But they like it, too.”

“Okay, have fun. And get me an order of wings for later, just in case.”

She watched the high-rollers come and go at the bar and pondered their lives. She wondered if a couple on the couch was married or if they were having an affair. She wondered how far it would go with Brandon. But she knew if she went to that room what would happen.

When she finished the drink, she paid for it and made her way to the sixth floor. At Room 606, where Brandon texted her to come, she stood there several seconds. She teased her hair and made sure her dress laid neatly up against her body. Finally, she knocked.

Brandon answered with a smile. He had darkened the room by pulling the drapes; it was dimly lit by scented candles. A bottle of Grey Goose vodka was in an ice bucket. Rare Essence, a D.C. “go-go” band that originated in the 1970s, played on his iPhone.

“I hope you’re hungry,” he said. “I ordered dinner. Got you something light, a shrimp dish. Be up in a few minutes.”

That impressed Juanita. She was too nervous to eat, but she liked his initiative. Maurice would not make a decision without asking Juanita’s approval.

Before the meal came, Brandon poured her a glass of vodka. Straight. She had wine with her husband because, in her mind, it was more ladylike. He sat on the bed and she sat in a single chair. The drink downstairs got her a little tipsy, so she sipped the vodka slowly.

“So, what did you tell your husband?”

“I’m working on a big client, so I told him I had to do a dinner thing. The truth is that they were in the office this afternoon. I believe that I got it done. They will announce tomorrow night.”

“Good luck,” Brandon said. “If they are as impressed by you as I am, then you closed the deal.”

“How am I impressive?” She took another sip.

“Wow, you’re drinking a little too fast,” he said. “I don’t want you drunk. I want you to make conscious decisions and to remember all this—whatever happens.”

“Whatever happens?”

“Yes. Nothing should happen unless you really want it to happen,” Brandon said. “I’m single. I mean, I date, but I don’t have a wife. And I really don’t want to pressure you into anything.”

The vodka loosened her inhibitions. She had Brandon pour her more. She kicked off her shoes and loosened a button on her dress, revealing her cleavage. She moved from the chair to the bed.

“This is nice. Thank you for doing this,” she said. “I can’t believe I’m here. I don’t think I’ve been in a hotel room without my kids in seven years. I’m glad I’m here. I’m glad we reconnected.”

Brandon nodded. “Kiss me,” she said. “Take me away from my life, at least for a little while.”

He was taken aback, but only for a second. She did not have to repeat her request. As he kissed her deeply, he unbuttoned her dress. Juanita did not resist. In fact, she freed her hands and sped up the process—and then began unbuttoning Brandon’s shirt. It was like out of a movie, two lovers attacking each other with abandon.

In a minute, they were naked, and Brandon tossed aside the myriad pillows that adorned the bed, almost knocking over a bedside lamp. She pulled back the covers. He intended to reach for the drawer where he had placed condoms, but she was all over him. And then he was all over her.

“You want this dick, don’t you?” he said with arrogance. Such talk made her wet. Her husband was a nice man, a kind man who did not possess the aggression she needed. She believed that he respected her too much. It was a strange position, she knew. But that’s what she felt. Worse, she feared that telling him what she wanted, what she needed, would make him look at her as some kind of “freak.” So she kept her mouth shut, and as a result, suffered through mundane sex for years.

“Please do. Please gimme that dick,” she said. She had not used that word aloud in that context since she’d dated Brandon. With her husband, she thought he would think it was unladylike. In reality, for her it was liberating to express her raw feelings without filter.

For the next ten minutes, Brandon and Juanita made love so passionately that Juanita felt dizzy and delirious. It was a level of intensity and passion she did not get at home, that she thought had escaped her for the rest of her life. Brandon tossed her from one position to the next, and even demanded “get on your knees so I can get deep,” and she obliged without hesitation. His thrusts made her body feel reinvigorated. Alive.

“You missed this dick, didn’t you?” he said, and Juanita would not lie.

“I did. I did. Brandon, I did,” she said with her eyes closed. “I did. . . ”

Brandon smiled—but kept stroking. Her words encouraged him to thrust harder, to please her more.

“Oh, my God. What are you doing to me?” she said. “But keep doing it.”

There was a knock—dinner had arrived. Brandon yelled toward the door: “We’re busy. Please leave it there. I’ll get it and sign the check later.”

Juanita smiled. And then Brandon continued to make love to her, to reawaken the sensuality in her she thought was dead.

When the deed was done, she lay on his chest in silence. Her body awakened by the passion and physicality. But her heart was saddened.

She had broken her vows, something she never would have expected. It was something no one who knew her would have expected, either. The perfect mother, friend, daughter, sister, cousin was no longer perfect.

But at that moment, her body felt too good to worry too much about it.
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CHAPTER TWO

THE WEIGHT OF IT ALL

RHONDA

When Rhonda first saw Lorenzo, she was home for several weeks after foot surgery, bored beyond description. She did not like television and was not much of a reader. She liked running, Zumba and line dancing, all of which were off-limits as she recovered.

She happened to walk to the front of the house to check the mail and there he was, taking a walk in her cul-de-sac. It wasn’t that he was so handsome. But he was walking, which meant he was considerate of his body, which was something her husband, Eric, was not.

It bothered her that her husband took how he looked for granted. She equated it to him taking her for granted. He was lean and together when they first met, six years earlier. It was a personal affront when he told her before they got married that he was concerned she would stop going to the gym after the wedding.

And Eric ended up being the one who got comfortable, who cut back on physical activity and increased his food intake. In two years, he was ten pounds heavier than on their wedding day. Two more years, he added ten more pounds. And, despite Rhonda’s semi-regular pleas to stop eating and go to the gym, he added another twenty pounds in the last two years.

Those additional forty pounds looked awful on him. Eric was a handsome man, with beautiful white teeth and a pure heart. But his stomach stuck out as if he had swallowed a beach ball—not a good look.

Rhonda told him as delicately as she could: “Honey, I’m your wife. I’m on your team. I’m the captain of your team, so don’t think I’m against you. But you have to either cut back on eating or start working out. Most likely, both. You’ve gained so much weight, and it’s not good.”

“I’m still me, the same guy you married.”

That alarmed her. So she was direct.

“But all that weight doesn’t look good on you, Eric. You’ve gained more than about forty pounds.”

“Oh, so that’s it? You worried about how I look? You’re that vain?”

“I guess I am. And it’s not about being vain. It’s about being attracted. It’s not attractive with all that extra weight.”

She knew that was harsh and hurtful, so she cushioned it a little—or tried to, anyway. “But the biggest reason is your health. Eric, I lost my brother to a heart attack. He was overweight and did not exercise. I want you to be around. I’d be devastated if something happened to you.”

Still, Rhonda saw no change in Eric’s habits. So, when she saw Lorenzo walking, he resonated with her as a man who cared about how he looked and his health.

She watched him that first day and wondered who he was. He smiled and nodded as he kept moving. The next few days, Rhonda watched from the window as he passed by during lunchtime. After four days, she wanted to get a closer look, so she acted as if she had to go to the mailbox as he approached the house. And she liked what she saw.

First, he was fit. Not muscle-bound—she didn’t like the overly muscular type. But he looked to be in his mid-forties and well-kept. She smiled at him and he waved and smiled back. She stood there at the mailbox and watched him walk down the street.

That night, when she lay in bed next to Eric, she was annoyed. He snored like some kind of drunken caveman, so loudly that she couldn’t sleep. Frustrated, she got up and went into the guest bedroom down the hall. As she rested on her back, she could still hear Eric’s snoring. But the noise coming from his clogged nasal passage was not what kept her awake.

What kept her from sleeping was Lorenzo. She didn’t know his name at that point, but she wanted to find out. Needed to find out. The next day, Friday, she decided she would wait for him when he came walking by that afternoon.

She still had a cast on her foot, and she came up with a plan: She’d be at the mailbox when he approached and as he circled the cul-de-sac toward her home, she would trip and fall to the ground. He’d see her and come to her rescue. And a conversation would start from there.

It was the cliché damsel-in-distress scenario, but she did not care what scheme she devised. She decided while lying on her back in the dark in their guest bedroom that she needed to meet that man.

Rhonda had grown tired of Eric’s complacency and often fantasized about having a man who physically did it for her. She did not consider it vanity. It was merely a fantasy, the way many women fantasized about Denzel or Idris.

Her fantasy was different in that the man was attainable—or at least touchable. She noted that he did not wear a wedding ring. That didn’t mean he did not already have a woman, though. In fact, in Atlanta, it was almost assured that he had several women.

But, as women were prone to do, she had already played out in her head the kind of relationship they could have—even though she had not met the man.

“What you gonna do after you actually meet him?” her coworker, Olivia, said after Rhonda called and shared that she would fake a fall to get his attention. “You worship the ground Eric walks on.”

“I know. I’m curious, I guess. And that ground Eric walks on shakes a little more with every step. But, anyway, this guy has come by the house every day this week at the same time. He apparently lives in the subdivision. Can’t no harm come from meeting a neighbor.”

“You can tell yourself that if you like,” Olivia said.

Rhonda dismissed that notion and let Olivia go back to work. Then she put on a skirt to make it obvious she wore a cast and a sexy top that clung to her body. She had a body that could still turn heads.

At five minutes to noon, she ambled to the mailbox, glancing down the street to catch Lorenzo approaching. She didn’t see him. She hung around that mailbox until ten after twelve. He never came. She was disappointed—in herself.

She was a married woman looking to meet a stranger who could have been walking in the neighborhood staking out houses to vandalize. Or he could have been a rapist seeking his next prey. She could have met him and made it easy for him to rob her. It was the middle of the day and all her neighbors were at work. When she looked at it that way, she felt silly about her fantasy.

And she felt guilty when Eric came home, and prepared a nice meal for him as a way of silently apologizing for her behavior: baked trout, steamed green beans and sliced tomatoes. He appreciated the effort but a half-hour after eating, he ordered a pizza. Rhonda was disgusted.

Her friend Olivia came over, which was a welcome reprieve. “I need to get out of this house,” she said loud enough for Eric to hear.

“You wanna be one of those people out with a cast on at the club like it’s all good?” she asked.

“It is all good,” Rhonda responded. “It’s not like I have some disease. And it’s not like I want to go to the club and get on the dance floor. I need to be around some people who are living, not sitting around rotting.”

“Oh, I ain’t people?” Eric chimed in. “I’m rotting?”

“You don’t care if I’m here or not.”

“What’s wrong, Rhonda? You know I want you around.”

“Well, I don’t want you around. I’d rather you be out taking a walk, getting some exercise.”

“Oh, that again?” he said. “Yeah, you’re right. You do need to get out of the house.”

“Let’s go, Olivia.”

In the car, they headed from Rhonda’s Southwest Atlanta home into downtown.

“You okay, girl?”

“I don’t know. Eric knows my grandparents have been married for fifty-nine years and my parents were married for thirty-three years before my dad died,” Rhonda explained to Olivia. “We believe in marriage. My grandmother told me about wanting to leave my grandfather on many occasions. But she said she stayed because of the vow, the covenant and the tradition of marriage on her side of the family.

“Can you believe her parents never divorced? Her aunts and uncles stayed married. None of her four sisters or three brothers ever divorced. And none of her three children ever divorced. I’ve never heard of a family with that commitment to marriage.”

“That’s pretty deep, Rhonda,” Olivia said. “But I bet all of them weren’t happy. Some people stay for different reasons. I couldn’t do it. When I saw there was no hope for my marriage, no trust, I had to move on.”

“I understand. I told my grandmother about how frustrated I am with Eric and his weight, and she told me, ‘Work with him, baby. Marriage is sacred. You’re gonna want to take a lamp and crush his head while he sleeps. But you won’t. That feeling you have will go away just like the urge to kill him will.’

“She didn’t mean literally kill him, but I got her point. But my frustrations with Eric haven’t gone away. They’ve escalated.”

“Give it time,” Olivia said. “Be patient. Keep talking to him. Better yet, ask him to walk with you. Make it a couple thing.”

“I like that; maybe I will.”

Olivia pulled up at Suite Food Lounge in downtown Atlanta. It was a hot spot where Rhonda had a good time in the winter when a group of black doctors had a vibrant Super Bowl party. She left that night feeling sick when Seattle lost in the last seconds, but she enjoyed the event.

They went in and were lucky—two people left their seats at the bar just as they were about to grow frustrated about standing around.

“See,” Rhonda said, “it was meant for us to be here.”

“Or maybe it was only meant for us to get a seat. What happens next will determine if it’s meant for us to be here.”

They ordered Moscow Mules, and after the second one, the music either sounded better or got better—Rhonda was too tipsy to distinguish. All around were younger people in high spirits.

And then, like out of a cheesy hard-to-believe movie, there he was. Lorenzo. They had been puffing on a hookah. And when Rhonda saw Lorenzo about ten feet away, she considered that the combination of the drinks, hookah and her imagination produced the illusion of Lorenzo. She could not trust her somewhat glazed-over eyes . . . at first. She’d had Lasik surgery, and, while she was ecstatic with the results, there were times things seemed a little out of focus for a few seconds.

Whatever the case, after literally wiping her eyes, it was clear: it was Lorenzo, and he was walking right toward Rhonda.

She was so stunned, she couldn’t even tell Olivia. She sat on that stool, like an overwhelmed schoolgirl, transfixed. She heard Olivia say something, but it was mere sound, not words. Lorenzo glanced at Rhonda as he got closer and then his eyes shifted to the left, where a server carried above her head a bottle of champagne with sparkles shooting out of it, as if it were the Fourth of July.

Rhonda wanted to turn to Olivia, but couldn’t. Her heart pounded like Ricky Ricardo on the congas. In fact, that’s all she could hear. All the chatter from hundreds of people in the place and the thumping music went silent, as if someone pushed a mute button on her ears from the outside noise. All she could hear was her heartbeat.

Finally, Lorenzo walked up to Rhonda, who stared into his eyes. His hand came forward and as she began to lift hers, she noticed he was not looking at her anymore. In fact, he reached across Rhonda and . . . tapped Olivia on the shoulder.

“And what’s happening with you?” he said to her as she turned around.

“Oh, my God, Lorenzo,” Olivia said, extending her arms and nearly knocking Rhonda over to receive his embrace.

Suddenly, Rhonda’s hearing came back. She could hear all the noise again, but only really wanted to hear Olivia and Lorenzo.

“Rhonda, this is my friend, Lorenzo—the gentleman I told you about.”

“Huh? Who? When?”

“From the bowling party at the Painted Pen. About three months ago.”

“Oh. I remember that.”

“Nice to meet you,” he said, extending his hand.

“Yes. Nice to meet you.”

Olivia then took over, flirting with Lorenzo like Rhonda had never seen her. She crossed her legs, revealing more thigh. She touched him on his arm every time she laughed. Lorenzo, meanwhile, was more than Rhonda realized. He was taller than she thought and nicely filled out his clothes.

But he clearly was attracted to Olivia—he never said another word to Rhonda after the introduction. She was disappointed that he did not recognize her from his walks.

Again, she became angry with herself for her momentary lapse. This time, she was mad because she was jealous that this man she did not know was interested in her girlfriend. She thought: I am married. Get a grip.

It wasn’t easy, but she gathered herself, recalibrated her thinking and turned her back to Olivia and Lorenzo. Rhonda ordered another cocktail and took her time sipping on it while she people-watched and enjoyed the music.

Finally, Lorenz left.

“Girl, I like him,” Olivia said. “We’ve had a few dates. But we made a date for tomorrow and next Friday. What did you think of him?”

“He’s taller than I thought,” Rhonda said.

“What do you mean? Why would you think about how tall he is?”

Uh-oh. She had said too much. So she went into straight clean-up mode.

“I should have said that he’s a taller man than I have seen you with.”

“I don’t care about his height—unless he was some Andre the Giant type. It’s kinda nice to have a man you have to crane your neck up to look into his eyes.”

“So, where do you think it’s going?” Rhonda asked. She remained curious.

“It’ll go wherever I want it to go.”

“Where’s that?”

“I will see how much I like him before I decide. But so far I like him.”

Rhonda was conflicted. She was mad at herself for having an interest in Lorenzo and mad at Olivia for having one, too. Letting on she felt that way was not an option.

“You’re divorced, single. . . you can do whatever you like. Women control men anyway,” Rhonda said.

“And you know this,” Olivia said, slapping high-five with Rhonda.

The rest of the night was a blur for Rhonda, though. She ordered another drink—her fourth—and tugged on the hookah so hard she almost choked. “Slow down, girl. I don’t want to have to drag you outta here.”

“That wouldn’t be dignified. I’m already in here with this ugly-ass cast on. To be drunk too would be too extra.”

They laughed and watched people for a while before leaving. “You don’t want to say bye to—what’s his name, Lorenzo?”

“I’ll talk to him later.”

Rhonda passed out on the way home. When she woke up, they were in her driveway.

“Girl, those drinks hit me hard. Damn.”

“Get your drunk ass in the house. Wake up your husband and give him some.”

“Some what? Food? Girl, bye.”

She made her way into the house and grew more disgusted by the step. There was a plate with remnants of food on it on the kitchen counter. The television was on in the family room, but Eric was in bed. And lights were on in the hallway, guest bedroom and second bathroom.

Worse, when she got into the bedroom, Eric was on his back snoring, with the covers to the side, revealing his ample stomach that protruded under his tank top. A bag of potato chips was strewn on the floor.

Rhonda shook her head and for the first time wondered what her future was with her husband. It was not a good place to be.
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CHAPTER THREE

YOU’VE GOT MAIL

STEPHANIE

But is it really cheating if we haven’t done anything?” Stephanie wanted to know. Her sister, Toya, challenged her.

“What do you think? What would you think if you saw text messages and e-mails back and forth between Willie and some woman? Sometimes it can be worse because you’re expressing feelings to each other. When men cheat, most time they can’t control themselves and it’s no emotion involved. No excuses for that dumb shit. But you and this guy are sharing feelings.”

“But I would prefer Willie communicating with someone over having sex with her,” Stephanie reasoned.

“You’re pissing me off,” Toya snapped. “You’ll say anything to make yourself feel good about this. I wish Mom were alive. I’d tell her and she’d smack the hell out of you. Then again, she shouldn’t see you like this. The only reason I’m not slapping you is because Mom told me not to hit you like when we were kids. But I have to be honest, Steph: I love you, but I’m really disappointed in you. And I want to smack the lipstick off you.”

Stephanie looked away from her older sister by two years and pondered what she had been doing. She understood Toya, but she held on to the notion that “cheating” meant intercourse. Electronic flirting was harmless, she reasoned. She was too intrigued by Charles Richardson to see otherwise.

“I’m disappointed you’re not supporting me on something that is important to me,” Stephanie said. “I haven’t told anyone about this. I told you because I thought you’d understand. But you haven’t had a man other than Terry in a while, so—”

“So what? So I should be a married slut fantasizing about some guy who is only setting you up for sex? Girl, you’d better get a grip.”

“See a slut, slap a slut,” Stephanie dared her sister.
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