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Chapter 1
A Bumpy Night
Moonlight dimly illuminated the room as Chris stumbled into his bathroom. He admired his silhouette as he walked past the mirror. Even his muscular frame was sexy in the darkness. Chris’ self-admiration was interrupted when he noticed a small figure reflecting in the corner of the mirror. His mind had always played tricks on him and, lately, the occurrence had been more consistent. As always, when he looked over his shoulder, nothing was there. This time would be no different.  
When he returned to his bed, he found himself alone. His lady friend had dressed and left without making a sound although she left a note on his nightstand.
We should stop this.
Chris chuckled. “Lauren, that’s what you said the last time and the time before that.” Chris spoke as if talking to her. He crumpled the note and lay back on his poster bed. Deep down, he knew she was right. It was just a matter of time before Ellis found out.
As Chris stared into space, he hoped he would sleep peacefully this night. Just one night without the dream. Please, just one night. 
Christian James Goodman was the epitome of a beautiful African-American man. Standing at six feet-two inches and 220 pounds, Chris defined sexy. His chiseled body and broad physique got him a lot of attention from the ladies. His warm smile and mocha color added to his style. His light hazel-green eyes simply perpetuated his swagger while his strong baritone voice made the women yearn with desire. Yes, Chris had several physical attributes that men would pay money for and the confidence to use them. 
Chris was a scholar and an athlete. Having won two state championships in high school and a national championship at University of Tennessee, he looked destined for the NBA. Yet, a shattering knee injury in his senior year ended this dreams.  
“God had other plans, baby.” His grandmother reminded him whenever he got down about his knee injury. After two years of playing overseas, he came back to his high school alma mater, Bradford High, as an assistant basketball coach. Christian patiently awaited his turn, now it was his first year as the head coach. The job couldn’t have come at a better time in his life.
Chris Goodman had everything he could possibly want. He had his new two-thousand square foot home in Dunwoody, an affluent suburb of Atlanta, his SUV to be practical and his motorcycle to be relaxed. He had more than his fair share of women and settling down was nowhere in his sight, that was until Mama Van brought it into his peripheral.
As she peered into the darkness, Angela wondered how she had gotten to this point. “Why me?” She asked aloud. “What did I do to deserve this?”
She had not been at work in a week. She had not eaten in days. She lacked personal hygiene. Despite the numerous phone calls and messages from family and friends, Angela never felt so alone. Her whole world was in her one-bedroom apartment. That was where she wanted to keep it.
She pulled out her journal and wrote to the one person who understood what she was going through.
Dear God,
I have got to get over him but before I do, I will make him feel the same pain I do everyday. My plan is to use his devices to destroy him. It will be flawless. I know I am supposed to wait on You, but vengeance in all mine, Lord.
Love Angie
Angela slammed her journal shut and slid it off her desk. It landed with a loud thud. Then another thud, Angela collapsed on the floor next to the book and sobbed quietly. Her body quivered with cold. Her muscles rocked with pain. She eventually cried herself to sleep.







Chapter 2
Different Beginnings
Christian woke to soaking wet sheets. His plea for a peaceful night fell on deaf ears as the same dream interrupted his night’s rest. He routinely woke with cold sweats, a hot body, and a rigid muscle. Nothing was different this morning.
His cell phone sang Tupac’s “Dear Mama”. 
“Yes, ma’am?” Chris answered the phone just as the lyric, ‘Don’t you know we love you, sweet lady’ ended.
“Morning, baby. I just wanted to make sure you was up.” Mama Van’s chirpy voice made him smile.
“Yes, ma’am, I’m woke.” He muttered.
“Well, ‘sho don’t sound like it but you grown now. Mama hopes you have a good day. Love ya.”
She hung up her phone before he could respond.
Mama Van was the one woman he respected unconditionally. It was the least he owed her considering all she had done. Chris loved her with all he was.
“Making love between the sheets.” The ring tone startled him. Since it sang the Isley Brothers, he knew it meant one of the three women he was “admiring” at this time. He told himself she would have to wait—whichever one it was. He did not even check to see which one it was. He simply rubbed his fingers over his well-groomed goatee and delighted in knowing he would have sex sometime tonight.
Angela stumbled into her bathroom. She slept most of the day. She walked past a mirror and despised what she saw. Her 5’6” and 150 pound voluptuous frame had lost its attractiveness. ‘Life is over’ is what the mirror taunted. After releasing a hollowing scream, she shattered the image with her fists. Her life was in as many pieces.
After a cleansing cry, Angela decided to pity train had run long enough. She showered for the first time in four days. Her need for revenge drove her to make herself presentable. She found the sexiest dress in her wardrobe and draped it over her body. She wanted something that would definitely get his attention. She washed and curled her daintily-cut crop. Once she examined her work, she felt ready for exact her scandalous scheme. Once upon a time she knew his number by heart. Now she needed to thumbed through her phone to make the call.







Chapter 3 
On-The-Job Training
Dr. Devin Rainey slowly walked in her office’s waiting area. She had forgotten it was Friday until her friend and business partner reminded her.
“You look drained. That Mr. Phelps takes a lot out of you.” Rachel stated. “But at least it’s the weekend.”
With her fingers massaging the bridge of her nose, Devin quietly replied, “It’s always something with him. He never gets better.”
Rachel walked over to her young protégé and reassured her. “Cheer up baby girl. We all have that one client that demands more than we care to give. It’s a part of the job.  Besides, if they got better, who would pay for my house in the Hamptons?”
“I guess.” Devin sounded defeated.
“C’mon now. We have the bomb-ass office with a view overlooking mid-town Hotlanta. 
Devin smiled as she admired her view. 
“And where else can you get to sit and listen to people tell you all they business?” Devin giggled as she thought about the things she’d heard. 
“And where else can you say you work side-by-side with the sexiest, smartest, most competent psychiatrist in the state of Georgia?”
Devin laughed. “Just the state of Georgia?”
“Hey. Forget what you’ve heard. Humility,” striking her runway pose, “is sexy as hell.” Rachel laughed as she considered herself a one woman show.
Devin gathered her things, and they walked out into the hallway and onto the elevator. 
“So...what are your plans for this Saturday and Sunday?” Rachel asked.
“Nothing. My best friend’s birthday is today. She has been bugging me about that new dance club in Buckhead. Probably going there tonight.”
“Are you talking about Spencer’s? I hear that is the hottest adult spot out there.”
“Yeah, well, whatever.” Devin scoffed as she rolled her eyes. “I’m only going because it’s Jeanna’s 30th.”
“Well grasshopper, take advantage of this opportunity. Get drunk or laid or both.  Let it all hang out.” Rachel gave her ample breasts a boost.
“Rachel, would you advise your clients like that?”
“Devin, you aren’t my client.Get over yourself.”
“Over myself?” Devin was indeed puzzled.
“Yes, honey. Your success and career damn sure can’t keep you warm at night. Even the finest cars need tune-ups, Devin.”
“Oh, Rachel.” Devin frowned in disgust. 
“Devin, there is a big old world out there and you are missing it.”
Devin rolled her eyes. “Now you sound like my mother.”
“Well, Lord knows I don’t want that, but mothers are hardly ever wrong.”
“I have worked very hard to get to this station in my life. So thank you for your unwarranted concern.” Devin always felt she had to defend her life to someone.
“If you like it, I love it. I’m just saying, if I were single...”
Devin interrupted her. “What are YOU doing this weekend?” 
“Me? Probably gonna work in my yard. Reline some shelves. Might even rearrange my living room. That is if I have enough energy after freaking my husband all night.”
“Rachel.”
“Rachel, what? You can pretend to be ‘satisfied’. But I am a young, vivacious woman and I need my shelves dusted on the regular.”
“Rachel, the things you say.”
“The things I say.” Rachel walked over to Devin and placed a hand on each shoulder. “Baby girl, you sound like an 80-year-old woman who has already lived life. You’re barely thirty. You need to work it because when it’s over, it’s over.”
“I hear you.” Devin snapped cynically.
“I am sure you do, grasshopper. I’m sure you do.” Rachel sighed in frustration as she knew her many ‘Devin’ pep talks were to no avail.
Without exchanging words, the two women thought of the other. Rachel looked at Devin and saw herself twenty years ago. Devin looked at Rachel and wished she could have half the confidence Rachel exuded. Once they reached the underground garage, they headed to their cars.
Rachel patted Devin on her shoulder. “You’ll be just fine, grasshopper. Just remember—whatever happens up there in those offices.” 
“Stays up there in those offices.” Devin finished like a recording.
“Good, grasshopper,” Rachel stated. Then she mumbled under her breath, “Now go out there and get yourself laid.” 
“Excuse me?” Devin wanted to be sure she heard Rachel.
“I said, Ooo, look at how late we’ve stayed.”
Chris watched the last few minutes of game film and recorded some notes. His thoughts were interrupted when his highly-recruited point guard walked up.
“Hey Coach. No one is answering at da house. Can you drop your boy off?” TJ asked.
“This is not driving Miss Daisy,” said Chris.
“There you go. Always telling your boy you there and whatnot but when I need cha, you be shooting me down.”
Shaking his head and refusing to look up from his desk, Chris said, “BE should not be used there.”
TJ looked clueless. “Huh?”
“Never mind. Aight, Brutha No Ride, that’ll be two dollars.”
“Two dollars? You always be charging fees. Word on the yard is you be charging kids to use calculators and pencils. Kids call you, Hustle Man.”
“I kinda like that—Hustle Man. But don’t divert the attention from your two dollars.”
“Whateva, man. We rolling or what?”
“Give me fifteen.”
“What I’m gon’ do for fifteen minutes?”
“Shoot free throws or study an English book. Do something that will keep you away from me.”
“Crack-a-lackin on the skills again. First it was racism. Now haterism.”
“Get out of my office, Thomas Jenkins. I’ll be out when I be out.”
“Always quoting your boy’s whole name. My mama don’t even....” TJ’s voice trailed off as he walked out of the office and into the dressing room.
Chris continued his scouting report until his cell phone rang its default tone. He didn’t recognize the number but when he heard the voice, his body instantly reacted.
“Angie, of course, I remember you. No one forgets their best. Dinner? Hmm, I can’t make it tonight but tomorrow, I could be all yours. Sure I know the spot. And 8:30 sounds perfect to me. Until then.”
Chris relaxed his bulge as he thought of the past becoming his present. Angie, indeed, was one of the best he ever had. He remembered how she could spin around.
“Coach, I’m ready.” TJ yelled from the dressing room snapping Chris out of his sexual daydream.
“TJ, so what.” Chris yelled back while rubbing across his groin. He definitely couldn’t move at this very moment.
“Just disrespectful.” TJ muttered as he walked into the office. “I know your grandmother raised you better than that.”
Chris slowly slid his chair under his desk. “Now why you want to do that? What have I said about your mama?”
“Coach, whatever, man. I’m just trying to get home to this little honey. She is waiting on me.”
Chris chuckled, “Waiting on you to what?”
TJ looked offended. “You know how I do. You ain’t gotta sweat the technique.”
Chris laughed even harder. “Now you’re biting one of my lines. But it’s cool. Be a copycat-just so you are copying the right cat.” Chris nodded as if he was admiring a piece of his sculpted art. “Let’s get you home to your little honey. Just remember, if you are going to participate...”
“I know, Coach, I always take the necessary precautions.” 
Chris and TJ walked to his SUV. TJ admired Chris’ black Infiniti QX-56.
“Man, you keep this ride clean. I wanna be like you when I grow up.”
Chris stopped and looked sternly at TJ. “Never strive for what you see, son. Always look to be something greater.”
“But, Coach, you’re the man. This ride, your spot, the ladies.”
Chris stopped him. “Don’t wanna be me.” A moment of humility rushed through Chris. “Be better than me.”
TJ looked confused as they rode without exchanging anymore words.







Chapter 4
A Day in Her Life

AS DEVIN DROVE HOME, she checked her cell phone for any missed calls. When she saw the numbers flash, she nearly bit her lip. She didn’t want to return either one of the calls but there was no sense in avoiding the inevitable. She pressed the speed dial on her cell phone.
The music from Jeanna’s car was deafening even through the cell phone. “Hey hoe. We are on for the club tonight and your siddity ass had better not try to renege on your girl.”  
Devin sighed. “Well, hello to you, too. It’s so nice to hear from you again.” She switched to her Bluetooth. “And your choice of names spawns inaccuracy because I do not recall ever being a garden tool. I would appreciate it if you would not address me as such.”
“Spawns? Who uses that word?” Jeanna poked more fun. “Sounds like someone’s been reading Webster’s again.” There was a short pause as Jeanna clicked her tongue. “Oh, but wait, my high-fluting BFF uses words like that.” Then Jeanna loudly laughed. “You know, I wonder how you live with yourself? Your smugness should even piss you off.”
Devin sighed. “Anyway, a deal is a deal. I will go out with you tonight...on one condition.”
“Condition? What condition?”
“It’s simple. I merely want to suggest we drive separate cars. I know how you can get at these little soirées. I don’t feel like hailing a cab from Buckhead tonight.”
Jeanna gave her proposition some thought. All Devin could hear was Bruno Mars.
“Alright, then. Separate cars but don’t you try and stand me up. If you do, I will be forced to bring strippers to your house and wake up your whole neighborhood with the sounds of loud music and even louder sex.”
Devin cringed at the thought. “There is no need to get nasty. I will be at your little club.”
“You’d better because the consequences would be, as you would say, detrimental.” Jeanna’s words moved with mockery. 
“Indeed.” Devin quietly wondered how she and Jeanna became friends. Perhaps opposites do attract. “Do the sound barrier a favor and turn that music down.”
“Right. Right. Got cha.” Jeanna chuckled.
Before disconnecting the line, Devin could tell the music had gotten louder.
Devin hoped the next phone call would be more bearable but she knew the odds would be slim.  
“Hello. Rainey residence.” The think Southern drawl sang through the phone.
Devin sucked in a gulp of air. Her voice nearly trembled. “Hello, Mother.”
As if a smile could travel through the phone, her mother responded, “Well, if it isn’t my Devin Michelle. My day just got brighter.” Her voice was filled with emotion.
Devin sucked in more air. “I saw that you called.”
“Why, yes, I did. And I thank you for returning my call. I have someone on the other line. Could you hold?”
Click. Devin didn’t even have a chance to respond. She thought about hanging up but dreaded having to explain why she so. She could plead a dropped call but didn’t want to hear her mother say, “No one pays a thousand dollars for a cell phone that drops calls. Contact the company.” Some battles just shouldn’t be fought.
“Thank you for holding, darling.” Mrs. Rainey returned to the line as if she worked at a department and Devin was a disgruntled customer and not her child. 
There was a long pause. Devin seriously considered hanging up. Instead she tried to press toward the purpose of this conversation, or lack thereof.  
“So...was there something you wanted?” Devin sighed. “Perhaps a reason for your call?”
“Oh dear. Does a mother ever need a reason?”
Devin muttered, “Not mine.”
“Excuse me, dear?” Mrs. Rainey asked as if Devin was a defiant five-year-old.
“I said I don’t have much time.” Devin responded and swallowed hard. She knew some of her pride went down with it. “How have you been?”
“Just marvelous.” Her mother bantered. “I have been busy this week. I had a charity auction on Wednesday. Then there was a benefit...” Devin allowed her mother to go on and on although she wasn’t listening. What she waited for was her mother to take a breath so she could slip in a question.
“How’s Daddy?” Devin asked when she got her opportunity.
Mrs. Rainey’s voice tapered off. Then it reappeared with no emotion. “If you want to check on your father, you should do it on HIS time, not mine.” 
Suddenly, the emotion was back. “This weekend, I may attend the Richmond Gala. I wish you were here—”
Devin interrupted, “Mother? Don’t take this personally, but I need to get home. This traffic is madness and I need to concentrate on my driving. So if there is no reason for this phone call...” Devin’ voice tapered off. She knew her mother got the point.
Her mother’s voice quickly turned condescending. “And what pressing engagement do you have? Not a date with a man, I’m sure.”
Devin nearly ran off the road. “It’s nothing like that, Mother. I need to get home. Jeanna and I are going—”
“Did you say ‘Jeanna’?” Her mother’s voice intensified with authority. “I can’t believe you STILL consort with that bed-hopping jezebel. I certainly raised you to be better.”
Devin sighed. She didn’t feel like dealing with her mother’s pompousness or her disapproval of her best friend. “Jeanna does not bed-hop and she certainly isn’t a jezebel.  She is an educated and successful businesswoman.”
“Depends on what business you think she’s in.”  
“Mother, Jeanna is MY friend and that alone should bar her from your snide commentary.” Devin snapped, “We are going out for some drinks and dancing whether you approve or not.”
Mrs. Rainey pleaded, “Oh my word. I certainly did not mean to agitate you. I extend my apology.”
Devin continued her rant. “Mother, I  must go. Maybe we can continue this later.” Devin tried to calm down.
“Of course, dear.” Mrs. Rainey stated calmly. “Consider it paused.” 
Although Devin could hear the ostentation in her mother’s voice, she knew the conversation would not be on pause for long. In fact, Devin didn’t just want it paused but she wanted it stopped, ejected, and erased from her memory.  
Her mother added, “Why don’t you call me later?”
“Yes, Mother.” Devin responded dryly.
Finally, her mother stated a reason for her call. “You know, you  should come home more.”
Devin sighed. “I will, Mother, as soon as I find the time.” Devin knew that finding the time would be as close to never as possible. “Enjoy your evening.”
“Indeed, I will.” Her mother replied, almost sounding defeated. “I pray you will do the same.”
Devin sighed as she hung up her phone. She had gotten through another phone conversation with her mother and didn’t lose her religion. She thought, ‘Only by the grace.’







Chapter 5
A Night On The Town
Chris checked his mirror and it told him what he always loved to hear, ‘He was flawless.’ A sly smile came across his face as he thought about which lover would be pleasing him tonight. But that would have to wait because tonight was ‘Club Night’ with his boys.
Chris rolled along the GA 400 towards Alpharetta to get his friend, Ellis. Then they would head to Roswell to pick up Dane. In high school, they were known as the three amigos. They were always together. Although they went their separate ways after high school, they reunited to take on the world.  
“You’re late.” Ellis stated as he hopped into Chris’s SUV.
“Your clock must be broken.” Chris mocked as he headed down the street. “You need to get it fixed. Lauren won’t hear any of your excuses for being late.”
“Let me worry about my woman.”
“I’m just saying. Aren’t you the one jumping through hoops now because of that Chicago trip? We all know who is whipped and who does the whipping.”  
“Hardy har har. You wish you had a real woman to control your wayward dick. Instead you deal with chicken heads—girls you can control. So afraid of letting yourself go.” Ellis began bobbing his head to the hip-hop playing.
“Enough of your psycho-babble. I don’t need you head-shrinking me tonight.”
“Alright but you should call a spade a spade. It’s written all over your face.” Ellis leaned into his friend’s face as if reading a book. “The meaningless sex is getting old.  Different ring tones for different chicks. Never addressing them by name in case you call the wrong one. You’re tired. Even the best players have to retire and leave the game. Every man wants that one woman they come home to. They know she is gonna be there later than just breakfast.” Ellis stared out of the window introspectively. “You and Dane call it “whipped”. I call it “growing up”. 
“Damn, El, you could take the buzz out of a bumblebee. Just let me do me.”
“You need to do the right thing and become a man. Settle down, find a wife, have some kids.”
“Me? Settle down? Be with ONE woman? I ain’t met a woman who could convince me to do that yet.”
After picking up Dane, the guys made it to the club.
“Hey man, that is a long line. You sure you can get us in?” Dane asked from the backseat.
“Have I ever let you boys down,” Chris asked his two friends.
Dane and Ellis looked at each other, then at Chris, and in unison said, “Hell yeah.”
“Have I ever led you boys astray?”
In unison, “Hell yeah.”
“Have I ever said I could get us in a club and we didn’t?”
In unison, “Hell yeah.”
“Forget you, ya punks. Get out da truck and get your game tight. Because the woman I steal might be yours.” Chris stated as he confidently looked over his features in the mirror.
Completely passing the line, Chris walked up to the door and whispered something in the bouncer’s ear. Without any hesitation, he removed the ropes, opened the door, and allowed Chris and his friends in.
“What was that? You know him?” Ellis asked.
“My frat brother owns this spot. I called him and he had us in a VIP booth.”
Ellis scoffed without hiding his disapproval. Pledging was one of the few things he didn’t share with Chris. Ellis frowned at the social clubs and clicks. He felt it was just another way to separate an already separated people. To Dane, it  didn’t matter. He couldn’t have pledged if he wanted to. He just wanted to graduate and sex as many women as possible. He barely succeeded at either.
While panting at the mouth, Dane stated “Let’s find a table with the best view of the honeys.”
“If I didn’t know your momma, I’d swear you were raised by a pack of wild dogs.” Ellis retorted.
__________
“Jeanna, will you stop blowing up my cell phone. I am parking right now,” Devin spoke into her phone. She was beginning to think tonight was a mistake.
“Well hurry up. The line is getting thick and you know how your people are about people cutting lines.”
Devin and Jeanna had been friends since undergrad when they were line sisters. Devin was always the sensible one while Jeanna was everything but. Much to Devin’s amazement, Jeanna was always on top of her game, whichever game it was. Devin never understood how Jeanna could be so footloose and carefree but meticulous and detailed when it came to her interior decorating business. Deep down, Devin envied the life Jeanna led. Jeanna was everything Devin wanted to be but was afraid to try.
“Bout damn time. Sometimes I hate your late ass,” Jeanna barked as Devin walked up.
“Me and my late ass could go home and let you celebrate your birthday alone,” Devin reminded Jeanna.
“Just get your ass in the line.” Jeanna pulled her by the arm.
“See, girl, I  told you this is where it’s happening.” Jeanna said with excitement as they entered the club. “Not a lot of hip hop. No one under twenty-five. Strictly for the grown and sexy people.”
“Yeah, it’s all that.” Sarcasm dripped from each word.  Clubs weren’t her thing.
“Let’s grab a table so we can be found.” Jeanna searched the dimly-lit room. The music pumped through the room so loudly that a yell sounded more like a whisper.
“I don’t think the men in here are looking for me.” Devin frowned.
“Show them your bank statement and they will find your ass.” Jeanna laughed as she swayed with the music.
“Men don’t come to clubs looking for wives.” Devin looked around as if she feared contamination. 
“I hope not because I ain’t looking for a husband. I am looking for a fat wallet, long tongue and stiff dick.”
Devin looked concerned. “Is that all you look for in a man?”
Jeanna quipped, “Tonight, that is all that matters.”
As the ladies walked to their table, they couldn’t help but notice the table with three gentlemen, as did every other woman in the room. These three men represented the different flavors of the African American male.
One had the juicy lips which he licked all the time. His mature smile accentuated his perfectly white teeth with blended well with his chocolate color. The cream shirt he wore thinly veiled his chiseled biceps and thick chest.
With a quick glance, one could pass for Derek Jeter. His Spanish descent was evident in his smooth black hair and dark olive skin. Yet his African descent shined through in his high cheekbones and thick lips. He straddled a chair as he hungrily glared at every woman who walked by. His jeans stopped slightly above the divide in his cheeks and his Polo boxers smiled whenever a light flashed on them.  
The last man was what people called “pretty”. With his boyish looks, hazel-green eyes and gorgeous smile, he turned heads. His well-groomed goatee kept him from looking like a teenager. His time in the gym never went unnoticed. Of the three men, he appeared to be the most confident, smiling at every woman who looked his way. He constantly checked his cell phone and even added numbers as women freely shared their information with him.  
“Damn, the sexy ones do travel in packs.” Jeanna whispered in Devin’s ear.  
Devin tried to appear uninterested but she felt the intensity of someone staring at her. When she glanced back at the table, she found herself staring into the most beautiful eyes she had ever seen. And his smile almost took her breath away. She smiled inside and was flattered by his attention. Yet, she walked away without showing any signs of interest.
__________
“Down boy. She is way outta your league.” Ellis snapped Chris out of his daze.
“She is beautiful.” Chris stated while still staring at Devin.  
“And not your style, remember? Too high maintenance. It’s in your constitution.” Ellis tried to remind him.
Chris retorted, “I think I just made an amendment.”
Dane took a napkin and attempted to wipe Chris’ mouth.
Chris slapped his hand away. “Fool, what are you doing?”
Dane smiled. “You got....um...a lil...um...got drool on your chin.”
Chris flipped him off while Ellis laughed aloud.
__________
Devin had a lot of the men in the club wishing. Although Jeanna got the attention first, it was Devin who kept it.  
Jeanna’s ebony skin reflected in the strobe lights. Her red cocktail dress fit every one of her curves. She tossed her shoulder-length dark black hair as she walked through the club. She left nothing to the imagination.
Devin, on the other hand, dressed more conservatively. In her black pantsuit, she didn’t reveal much. Yet, even with clothes on, you could tell she spent time taking care of her body. She didn’t smile often but her warm features told you that she wasn’t as tough as she looked. Her butter pecan skin matched her light sandy-colored locks. But it was her eyes—her piercing gray eyes that garnered her more interest than she wanted. Tonight would be no different.
“Ooh, girl. He is so feeling you.” Jeanna exclaimed while looking toward Chris.
“He is probably just undressing me with his eyes.”
“And he likes what he sees.”
“You know this is not my crowd. I deplore these settings.”
“’Deplore these settings?’ Now you sound like your bourgeois ass mama.” Devin frowned. She did not like being compared to her mother. “Damnit, Dee. This is my birthday and you are spoiling it. What you need to do is let that fine brother over there rock you until the cows come home. Order a drink and loosen the fuck up.” 
Devin was appalled. But Jeanna did not let up. 
“You just need one good orgasm, I mean, one good nut where you are trembling and quivering and sputtering and you don’t know why. You can’t even control your bodily functions. And brother man looks like he could work that out for you. Now, I should be scratching your eyes out because you got the sexiest mofo in here jocking you. But if you don’t want him, I’ll ride him all the way home tonight.” Jeanna stormed off and pulled the first available guy onto the dance floor.
Devin carefully considered Jeanna’s words. Maybe she was too stuck-up. Maybe she should let herself go. Devin ordered a screwdriver.  While sipping her drink, she rocked to the music. Devin began to relax—enjoying the flow.
Dane danced with every woman that came his way. Ellis just sat back and watched the club. Chris never took his eyes off Devin. He was planning his perfect approach.
“Look at her. She is sitting over there with that I-don’t-need-a-man attitude. She has probably turned down twenty guys tonight.”
“And your dumb ass is gonna go over there and make it twenty-one.” Ellis stated matter of factly.
Chris flashed his confident smile. “Ever wonder why I always beat you on the golf course?”  
Ellis rolled his eyes, afraid of where this was going. “Never gave it any thought.” Ellis lied because he dwelled on it all the time.
“It’s because you spend all of your energy on those first 12-15 holes while I sit back and let the game come to me. As long as I stay within a stroke, I stay in the game.  Towards the end of the course, you begin to make costly mistakes. I have studied the course, noticed little glitches in the green, and then I make the perfect approach. Just like life, it’s all in the approach.”
“Well, Mr. Approach, how is that strategy going to help with Ms. Fine over there?”
“She’s been sitting there for the last two hours, turning down man after man, watching her friend dance the night away. As usual, you never take the time to notice the little things. If you would just take the time and notice. With the ladies, it’s all in the details. She’s been sipping on the same drink all night.”
Ellis interrupted him. “So?” Ellis did not even realize she had a drink.
Chris laughed. “See, it’s brothers like you, who make this game easy for a playa like me.” Chris winked at Ellis and then calmly stated, “I don’t care how hard she thinks she is. She is ready to do something different—even if it’s just sipping on something different. Watch and learn from the sensei.” 
The music had slowed considerably—-playing strictly slow R&B. Chris ordered a bottled water and glass of ice from the bar. He winked over at Ellis and walked confidently over to her. Once he caught her attention, he offered her the bottled water which he had wrapped in a napkin. Then he produced the glass from behind his back and sat at the table. In one smooth gesture, he poured the water in to the glass. Without exchanging any words, he set the bottle on the table, mouthed the word “ENJOY”, and walked back to his table. He never looked back. He gave Ellis a hi-five when he got back to the table. He knew he had left THE impression.
“So now what?” Ellis asked, dying to know the next move.
Chris answered very unconcerned. “I wait.”
Ellis looked dumbfounded. “What if she leaves?”
Chris flashed that sexy smile he had perfected. “She won’t.”
After thirty minutes, Chris waited for the perfect song while Devin continued to turn down offers. Yet she continued to sip on her bottled water. The DJ played the Fat Joe’s “Another Round.” Chris figured it was now or never. He walked over to her table and offered his hand. She accepted and allowed him to lead her to the dance floor.
They embraced. Chris locked his hands in the arch of her back, resisting the temptation to feel on her booty. Devin relaxed her arms on his shoulders creating space between their bodies. She stared purposefully into his eyes. She was trying to make him out and wanted to make sure he wasn’t staring at her breasts. He stared back. It was the only thing that prevented him from staring at her breasts.
Then John Legend began to sing, Tonight—The Best You’ve Ever Had.” Devin whispered, “That’s my song.” Devin lost herself in the song because she drew her body closely into his, wrapping her arms around his neck. When she did that, Chris’ hands slid down her back and rested on the curve of her bottom. Chris took in her fragrance and listened as she seductively sang the words in his ear. Devin closed her eyes and began swaying her pelvis against Chris’ crotch. He simply followed her lead.  
Not sure if it was Chris’ arousal or hers that brought her back to reality, Devin quickly let go of the embrace and the fantasy. Without saying a word, she stormed out of the club. She proceeded to her BMW 750. She couldn’t close the door because a strong hand prevented it. It was Chris. He looked like a lost puppy.
“Excuse me, what’s your name?” Chris pleaded.
It was at that moment she realized that they had not exchanged one bit of conversation—not one word. They were still strangers. Devin gave him an apologetic smile and drove away. She never even looked back. 
__________
Chris walked back in to the club like he had lost his best friend. He motioned to Ellis he was ready to go.
“So, did Cinderella leave behind a slipper?” Ellis mocked as Chris drove him home. 
Chris didn’t respond. 
Ellis continued, “I must admit, the game was tight. I wouldn’t be surprised if she contacts you in nine months with a paternity suit the way you two were bumping and grinding on the dance floor. Since she left you standing, I guess you gotta reach into your bag for some extra tricks to seal the deal. So, what’s her name?”
“I don’t know.” Chris sounded defeated.
Ellis looked dumbfounded. “You don’t know? What did she say it was?”
“She didn’t. We were so caught up in the mood, man, there was no need for words. Her body said it all.”
“A body with no name. Sound like a murder scene.”
“I don’t know what happened. I could tell she was sprung from the introduction. Like you said, my game was tight. She was blushing like she wanted something. And just like that—poof—she was gone without saying a thing.”
“How crazy is that? You didn’t get her name or where she works or her shoe size. Or nothing?”
Ellis just went on and on but Chris was thinking about his mystery lady. He liked a good challenge but how was he going to find her without a name.
“Where’s Dane?” Chris asked suddenly realizing he wasn’t in the car.
“Went home with some chicken head.”
“He is gonna spread himself too thin.”
“Well, listen Pot. You have no business discussing the Kettle. Ya’ll both black.”
Chris defended himself. “At least I date mine. Dane will dip and dodge in a heartbeat.”
“Dane doesn’t operate under false pretenses. He doesn’t give them this false world only to crush them with it later.”
“That is not how I roll.” Chris smirked as he justified his treatment of women. “I just get it while the getting’s good. Before the good times have a chance to go bad, that’s all. No matter how it ends, they’ll always remember they had a good time with Christian James Goodman.”
“A good time, huh? I doubt that’s what they’d say.”
“Seriously, man. When I spend time with a woman, I don’t want her sad when it ends. I want her happy that it ever happened.”
“How about Angela? Was she glad that it happened or sad that it ended?”
Chris stared into his rear-view window as if looking into his past. “Angela, man, why you bringing up old shit? That situation got outta hand.”
“Is that what you’d call it?”
Chris sighed. “Yeah, that’s what I’d call it. A woman who’s with me got to know her place.”
Ellis smirked. “Angela was your equal. She had enough gumption to stand up to you but was passionate enough to calm you down.”
Chris blurted, “I have boundaries. Angela stepped over my boundaries.”
“She worked her way into your heart. Those feelings scared you so much that you to get out anyway you could. So, she stepped out of your funky little box. All she had for you was love. So afraid of losing control”
“It just got complicated.”
“No—what got complicated was how you sexed her sister in her bed. Then you tried to justify it all by blaming Angie. ‘She didn’t sex me enough. She wasn’t experimental enough.’ Bullshit. That was the only way you knew how to get rid of her.”
Defensively, Chris stated, “Her sister came at me, man. I just took what she wanted me to have.”
“Gave her what she wanted? You and your BS philosophy. You know it’s gonna cost you. You gotta pay for the dirt you do. Pure and simple. That’s karma. And it’s coming for dat ass.”
“Yeah, well. I’ll be here—waiting.”
By this time, Chris had driven to Ellis’ house. Once Ellis got out, Chris thought long and hard about what his friend had said. Maybe that’s why he didn’t mention that Angela had called him earlier that evening to arrange a dinner date. Chris did believe in karma. He knew it was coming. He didn’t know how and he didn’t know when. But he knew. As much as it scared him, it never altered his actions.







Chapter 6
The Lady in His Life

CHRIS JUMPED OUT OF his sleep when his phone rang. He glanced at his alarm clock. 7:47am.
Don’t you know we love you sweet lady.
Without even looking at his caller ID, Chris knew who would call at the hour, especially on a Saturday. The one true love in his life.
The reality of what day it was hit him. He rolled his eyes and picked up the phone before it hit voicemail. Somewhat groggy, he lets out a slight, “Hi there, sweets.”
“Don’t you be sweet-talking me boy. No time for sentiments.” She quipped.
“Awww, Lovebug. Don’t be like that.” Chris sat up in his bed.
“Child, what day is this?”
“Saturday, Mama Van.”
“And what are you supposed to be doing on this Saturday?”
“Spending time with my Mama Van.”
Mama Van said, “Now here I am sitting at my kitchen table, saying to myself, ‘Self, why are you sitting here talking to you and no one else?’ Myself answered back, ‘Cause that grand boy of yours ain’t here.’ Now I have to ask myself, ‘Why is that?’”
“Well...see...Mama Van...I...”
Mama Van interrupted, “Save it. Excuses only satisfy those who make them. Now, you get over here directly.”
She hung up the phone before Chris had a chance to rebut. Chris laughed aloud as he hung up the phone. He got out of bed and headed to the shower. He didn’t want to keep his Saturday date waiting any longer than he had to.
Mrs. Savannah Goodman was Chris’ no-nonsense, witty, grandmother. She practically raised him while his mother did other things and the situation became permanent after a while.
Mama Van shuffled around the kitchen waiting for Chris. She washed her breakfast dishes. She made sure the breakfast stayed warm until Chris got there. She heard his motorcycle coming down the street. ‘I hate when that child rides that thing,’ she thought. Chris came through the garage and noticed the yard. He dreaded cranking up that lawnmower.
“Hey, sweets.” He pecked Mama Van on her forehead; then poured a glass of orange juice.
“Hey, baby. How many eggs you want?”
“No need. Ma. This OJ will be enough.”
“You  should drink apple juice. That OJ will kill you.” Mama Van chuckled aloud as she made a stabbing motion. She always thought OJ Simpson was guilty. “Besides, you need food. Now get you some of those pancakes and bacon. Your eggs will be ready in a minute.”
Chris laughed at her joke and sat down against his will. He dare not argue with Mama Van. Although she’s packaged small, standing at five-feet-four and weighing in at one hundred thirty pounds, she packed a mean punch—literally. Mama Van commanded respect. Besides, who would want to miss one of her home-cooked meals? While he ate his breakfast, Mama Van bombarded him with her plans for the day.
“First, we need to get my car serviced. I’ll make groceries while they change the oil and flip-flop those tires.”
Chris thought, Oh no, that means Wal-Mart.
“Then we need to go to that great big ole mall. What ya’ll kids call it?”
“Lenox, Ma?”
“I think so. I want to get some capris. I need a few tops, too.”
“Mama Van, where you call yourself going?” Chris asked as a father chastising a daughter.
“To see a man about a dog. What I told you ‘bout asking grown folks’ business? If I want you to know, I’ll make sure you know.”
“I was just saying...”
“Absolutely nothing. Now hurry up eating so we can go and come on back. That yard needs you.”
“I knew that was coming.” Chris mumbled under his breath.
“I’m sure you did.” Mama Van stated while pointing to her ear. She was getting older but her hearing wasn’t.
__________
Devin’s ringtone for her mother caused her to grind her teeth.
“Hello.” Devin answered without even looking.
“Good morning, dear.” Her mother’s voice chimed through the phone.
Devin cringed. There was a long silence.
“So...how was your little clubbing outing?” Mrs. Rainey’s tone oozed with disapproval.  
“It was a lovely evening.” Devin sighed. She refused to give her mother the satisfaction of knowing she  did not have a good time. 
Again a long silence.
“Did you meet any eligible bachelors last night?” Her mother scoffed. “Oh, wait, that’s right. You went to a sleazy club and not a respectable establishment. What was I thinking?”
Devin bit her bottom lip. She  didn’t have the energy to rebut. So she just let her mother speak her peace.  
“You know, Devin, it  baffles me when an attractive and educated woman is still single after her thirtieth birthday. Your biological clock is ticking, dear. I know you hear it. You  need to consider settling down and preparing for a family. You are the cream-of-the-crop. So I know all you see are the other creams-of-the-crop. Pick one, dear and make me a grandmother. A woman of my caliber should be a grandmother at this point in her life. All of my friends show off their pictures of their grandchildren. I feel so left out. You know, Devin, you  shouldn’t deprive me of that joy. I should be a grandmother now.”
Devin simply shook her head. Once again a conversation that started out about someone else ended up being about her mother’s favorite person—herself. Devin massaged the bridge of her nose and hoped there was an end to this farce of a mother-daughter relationship.
Again, there was silence.
“Sometimes I think you are not married just to spite me.”
Devin sighed. “Mother, Public Service Announcement: Everything is all about you. There are valid reasons as to why I am not married and it has nothing to do with you.”
Mrs. Rainey sounded worried. “What is it then? You are certainly a great catch. Sometimes I worry that you may not be interested.”
“Interested in what?”
“Men.” The seriousness in her mother’s voice made Devin chuckled.
“Mother, please, I am not a lesbian.”
“Oh, thank God. My heart could not take that kind of news.”
“Don’t you mean... your image?”
“Mmph. This is not about my image. I just don’t want to see you alone in this world. You need...”
“Mother, what I need is you to stop telling me what I need. I am a big girl now. And I do well taking care of my needs.” Devin stopped to gather her thoughts. She didn’t want to give her mother more ammunition to attack her with later. “I will get married if that is God’s will for me. But for now, I am very content in my space and my skin.”
More silence.
“I guess I will never understand you.” Mrs. Rainey’s voice saddened. “Like any mother, I just want what’s best for her child. You are my legacy, Devin. I don’t want to see that squandered.”
There it was again. Somehow Devin’s singleness was all about her mother. Just like everything else in her life was all about her mother. When Devin didn’t get Homecoming queen, somehow it was a reflection on her mother. When Devin wasn’t valedictorian of her high school class, it was somehow her mother’s personal failure. Whenever Devin’s successes or her so-called failures did not surpass her mother’s ridiculous standards, it was a personal affliction on her mother’s character. Devin was sick of it. She knew she would fight this battle one day, just not today. She wanted to end this call-even if that meant appeasing her mother but not without getting in a blow below the belt.
“Mother I will keep all of this in mind the very next time I go out on a date. Good-bye, Mother.” Devin tried to resist but the need to tick her mother off was too tempting. “Tell Daddy I said hello.” 
Devin smirked as she heard her mother suck her teeth through the telephone.
“Tell him yourself on his time.” 
The next thing Devin heard was a dial tone.







Chapter 7
The Shopping Spree

DEVIN DRIFTED TO SLEEP until her phone startled her. The alarm clock read noon.
“Girl, get your butt up. The day is almost over,” Rachel yelled through the phone.
“So? I am doing nothing today except staying in bed. Enjoy some Lifetime TV.” Devin responded.
“That damn television for women. It’s ruining our social lives. Well, missy, there’s a change of plans. Today, we are going shopping. I’ll be there in an hour.”
“Rach, I  don’t feel like...” Click. “Hello? Hello?”
It was no use. Rachel had hung up her phone. Knowing her, she was on her cell and already driving into the city. Rachel lived up the GA 400 in Alpharetta. Devin chose a home nestled in the quiet area of Vinings. She knew Rachel was probably already on the 285.
Devin showered and put on a cute sundress. Her locks fell into place as she ran her fingers through them. She was walking towards her kitchen when she heard the lock turn.  Rachel popped through the door. Beep-beep-beep-beep. Rachel keyed in the security code to avoid an alarm. 
“Let’s go spend some money, grasshopper.”
“I thought you said an hour?”
“Ten minutes, thirty minutes, sixty minutes—time is so relative. Besides we are getting a late start.”
“Well, I haven’t eaten.”
“Me either. We’ll grab a quick bite while out and about.”
The ladies drove toward downtown to shop at the Lenox Mall.
“We should go to IKEA. I need some shelving in my home office.”
Rachel stated but Devin was in such deep thought she didn’t even hear her. She couldn’t stop thinking about last night and the man with whom she had danced. Rachel noticed and began psycho-analyzing.
“So...The grazed-over look implies the thought process of a past event.”
Devin grinned. “Yes, I was thinking.”
“About?”
Devin thought about not sharing and leaving well enough alone. He was just some guy at some club. But her constant thoughts of him indicated otherwise. How much damage could incur by telling Rachel? Devin didn’t even know the guy’s name.
Begrudgingly she said,” Last night....I...uh...met this guy. I was thinking about him and what we did last night.”
With sheer excitement, “You garden tool. No wonder you were planning to stay in bed. Too tired for anything else. I want details. Blow-by-blow and leave nothing to the imagination.”
Devin laughed. “It was nothing like that. All we did was dance off a couple of songs.”
“Dance? And that has you in deep thought. Damn, how long has it been, Devin? What did he say to you?”
“That’s just it. He said nothing. We were dancing and I began to feel something. I got nervous and ran out on him.”
“Felt something alright. Like the head of his—”
“Rachel, please.”
“Parting the lips of your—”
“Oh my goodness, Rachel.”
“Felt something indeed. It’s called horniness. You didn’t even get his name.”
“I met him at a club. I wasn’t interested in what he had to offer.”
“Look, how do you know? You didn’t give him chance. Not all men are about sexing you up and down. Now something about him got you all hot and bothered.”
“I am not all hot and bothered.”
Rachel sprinkled water on Devin and made a sizzling sound. “You’re lying. That man got your attention. Give him that much. So we are going to have to go down to that club. Interview witnesses. Question people. See if anyone noticed him leave, his car, maybe a license plate number.” Rachel just went on and on.
“Rachel? Ra..chel? Ra......Chel?” Devin said while snapping her fingers at Rachel. “He was just some guy—not a murder suspect. It was just a coincidence, a chance encounter. If it was meant to be something more, God will fix it. We’ll cross paths again.” She looked dreamingly toward the sky.
Rachel scoffed, “If I know God like I think I know God, He don’t deal with chances.”
__________
Chris reluctantly walked around the mall with Mama Van leading the way. He already had three bags in his hands. He did not think he could carry much more.
“Mama, did you hit the lottery or something? Where all this shopping money coming from?”
“What did I tell you about asking grown folks they business?” She peered at him. “Now, if I want to spend a little money, I can. I mean that should be all right with you. I don’t say nothing to you when you be spending $60 on a shirt or $400 on one of them suits. And you still don’t wanna go to church. Just breaks your mama’s heart that you won’t even come and dust off a pew every now and again.”
“All right. All right. Shop til you drop, my lady.” He definitely did not want to get her on her soapbox about him not attending church. “I’ll be right here when you get back.”
Chris relaxed on one of the benches. Down from him was a slightly older African American man with a young son in tow. The child could not have been over three years old. Chris watched as the toddler climbed on top of the bench and jumped down. The child did this several times before the man said, “Stop that or I’m taking you in the store with your mother.” The little boy stopped climbing and jumping, only to start running around the bench as quickly as he could. Again the father allowed the boy to run until he fell and split his lip. The boy cried out and the mother raced out of the store. She chastised the father, “This is the last time I bring you to go shopping. You cannot even watch our son.” She snatched the boy and walked away. The father collected all the bags and winked at Chris. Staying home was all the man wanted to do anyway. If getting that accomplished cost his son a sore lip, it was a small price to pay. Chris laughed as the family walked away. He could not see himself in that situation. Some men were meant to be family men. Chris was not one of those men. How could he be something he had never seen?
__________
Devin and Rachel walked through the mall. Devin saw nothing worth buying, but Rachel found several things she could add to her closest. They walked past a store when Devin noticed a very attractive man sitting on a bench. She tried not to stare but could not help it. Then she realized he was the guy from the club last night. Her heart skipped a beat and she nearly lost her breath.
“So what about going to IKEA? You want or not?” Rachel noticed the blank stare on her friend’s face. “What’s wrong with you?” Rachel scanned the area and saw what had her attention. “Damn, brother is fine. If I wasn’t married... Oh well, we’re going over there.”
Devin frowned. “I’m not going over there.”
“Why the hell not? The man is sitting all alone and is fine as hell. Take a chance for once in your life.”
“Rachel, I can’t. He may be sitting alone but look at those bags. Express. Victoria’s Secret. He isn’t in this mall alone.”
“Well, he’s alone right now.”
“Let’s just move on.”
“Oh, we are moving on. Right over there beside him. We are going to go over there and hit on him-RIGHT NOW.” Rachel pulled Devin by the arm. To avoid making a scene, Devin did not resist.
As they approached him, another young lady sat beside him and started flirting. “Damn, see what happens when you drag you about these things. The early bird gets the worm and you definitely need some worm.”
“Oh, Rachel.” Devin shook her head to emphasize her disapproval.
“I swear, Devin, you are going to miss the best things in life because you are so scared. Living life is for the fearless. The rest just get swallowed by it.”
Devin scoffed as they walked by the man and the woman who was shamelessly flirting with him. Devin figured it was better left unsaid that he was the man was last night. She looked back to catch one last glimpse of the man who has captured her attention. Much to her surprise, he was staring back. He smiled when their eyes met.
__________
Chris pretended to listen to the beautiful young lady who had sat beside him. He vaguely heard about Clark Atlanta, hometown in Ohio, and part-time at GAP. He wanted to approach the lady who walked by but this girl was demanding his attention.
“So you from ATL?” She almost had to force him to look at her.
“Listen, I don’t mean any hurt, harm, or danger but my wife is going to walk out of that store at any moment. If I were you, I wouldn’t be here when that happens.”
The girl sighed. “Well, I guess I should be going on my way.”
“Yeah. Don’t want no trouble, do ya?”
Just as the girl left, Mama van emerged with another bag. “I guess I’m ready to go now, son.”
Chris smirked at the young girl. She promptly flipped him off.







Chapter 8
A Night to Remember

ANGELA FORCED HERSELF out of bed. Tonight was her big night. She went to her desk and wrote in her journal.
Dear God,
I have worked out a master plan. It will be flawless. He won’t even know what hit him. Tonight will be like none other. Tonight I say good-bye to the love I never had. 
Love Angie
She forced herself to eat something. She watched TV but all she saw was her revenge. She had never hated someone as much as she hated him. He was responsible for this—all of it. And he would pay. There was no doubt about that. She was desperate to see his demise. It was what she lived for.
__________
Chris anxiously waited for Angela’s arrival. He had hoped in the two years since their break-up she hadn’t changed. 
As she stepped up to the reservation table, Chris couldn’t believe his eyes. She was more beautiful than he had remembered. Her red, strapless dress hugged some of the curves he had forgotten. Her fresh haircut complimented her round, petite face. Her milk chocolate skin was still smooth and creamy. Her breasts almost toppled out of her dress as she walked. And she wore stilettos. Red stilettos. How he loved a woman in red stilettos. He was already beginning to feel his bulge. 
Regaining his composure, Chris reminded himself to stand in the presence of a lady.
“Don’t get up on my account.”
“When being graced by a lady, a gentleman treats her as such.”
Gentleman, my ass, she thought. He is still running game. Well, it all ends tonight.
“Wow, you look stunning.” Chris could not believe his eyes.
“Why, thank you.”
His compliments echoed his insincerity. She wondered how she didn’t notice it two years before. “You’ve taken good care of yourself. The cut looks nice. It fits you.”
“You don’t look too bad yourself. But I guess you gotta keep those women happy.”
Chris blushed at her remark. He didn’t know what to make of this evening and was growing very anxious.
After they ordered drinks, there was an awkward silence.
“So to what do I owe this privilege?” Chris finally asked.
“Just wanted to play catch up. So how have you been?”
“I’m good but what is this about? I’m not into small talk.” Chris became impatient.
“Well I am. And you will sit there and you will talk to me. Or at least, you will listen.”
Chris bit his bottom lip. He stroked his goatee a few times with his hand. He was trying to remain composed.
Angela continued. “I read in the paper where you got the head coaching job at Bradford. Congratulations. I am happy for you. I know that was a part of your DHA”
Chris shot Angela a stern look. DHA was a term he used when he ran his game. He’d ask a woman what were her Dreams, her Hopes, and her Aspirations. It was his way of getting inside her head so he could use it to get inside her body. He’d use her responses to get closer to her. He coined it her DHA. 
“What’s wrong, Chris? I don’t get a thank you. I complimented on your endeavor.”
“Sorry, love.” He was desperately trying to recover. “Thank you. I am very happy about the position.” Chris mumbled. “So, what’s new with you, sweetie?”
“What’s new is you can stop calling me by your little pet names. I am not one of the three or four women you are probably juggling at this time. So don’t worry about calling me another woman’s name. I think you know mine. Just in case, it’s Angela.”
Losing what little patience he had, Chris vented. “What the hell is this all about? I don’t have time...”
“Maybe it ain’t about you this time.” Angela loudly interjected. “But I guess a jackass wouldn’t know that.” Chris jumped. Her tone baffled him. Angela sighed to calm herself. “Now relax. I didn’t come here to argue. I came here to talk.”
Chris tried to relax in his chair. He realized they had gotten loud and people were staring. He didn’t know how much longer he would entertain Angela’s reunion.
With his head still bowed, he looked up with his eyes. “So...what are we talking about?”
“Just let it flow, Chris.” Angela smiled. “You were always so anxious. With everything—even in bed, you couldn’t wait. But you’d make up for it in those second and third rounds.”
Chris frowned. “I hardly think this evening is about my sexual prowess.”
Smiling slyly, “Or lack there of.” Angela retorted just to piss him off.
She succeeded because Chris shot her a non-responsive look.
“Calm down, big boy. You still da man. Besides your licking was always better than you sticking.” 
Chris sat back in amazement. ‘What was this girl’s angle?’ he thought. Every ounce of his being beckoned him to leave, but he was intrigued and always liked a good challenge. They ordered dinner and enjoyed their meal in complete silence. They only stole glances at one another; both wondering what the other thought. There was no plan for the evening in Chris’s mind. In Angela’s, everything was going according to the one in hers.
“Angela, this has been real fun—your little reunion and all, but I gotta go. I’m not  feeling this.”
Angela was completely unmoved. “SO?”
Chris twisted his face. “So? Did you hear me, woman? I am not feeling this. And what I don’t feel, I walk away from.”
“What makes you think this is all about you? But then again, you wouldn’t have come without the presumption that it was.”
Rubbing his goatee again, he got up from the table, laid a $100 bill on it and started walking away.
“That’s right. Do what you do. Walk away when you can’t control the outcome. Just like the last time, you couldn’t control me, so you walked away. No, wait. You forced me to walk away by screwing my sister.” Devin yelled from the table not caring that all the other guests were involved in their conversation.
Chris stopped dead in his tracks. He realized he needed closure. They needed closure. He walked back to the table and stood directly over Angela.
“What do you want from me?” He uttered through his teeth.
Angela stated matter-of-factly, “I want you to admit I was your everything.”
“Giving yourself way too much credit, sweetie.”
“All I want is my just due.” Angela gently rubbed his hand. “You were afraid to let me in. I don’t blame you . You saw how love treated your mom. At least that was your dysfunctional observation of love. I guess it can be scary—opening up to someone for the first time. It can be intimidating to learn that one person is  all you need.” Chris snatched his hand away. “It makes you vulnerable.” Chris backed away. ”You never needed anyone but me.”
With tears in her eyes, “You hurt me when you said good-bye. And the way you said it—fucking my sister in my house—that was just low down.”
Chris opened his mouth to speak but Angela motioned him to be quiet with her hand.
“No excuses. No lie you can concoct, no game you can run and no pipe you can lay would ever justify what you did. You need to admit that. You were wrong. Not to me but to yourself. I already know how emotionally inept you are. It’s time you knew it too.” Angela paused to wipe some of her tears away. “All I ever did was love you. I guess I can’t fault you for not knowing how to love me back.”
Chris was so ashamed he couldn’t even look at her. “Angela, I am...”
“Please don’t. Apologies are so overrated. Besides, after you’ve heard it for the 100th time, it starts to lose its value.”
Chris sat in silence. Angela got up to leave. She stroked his face with her hand as she walked by. He grabbed her hand.  
“Listen, the night is still young. Apparently, we  need to talk. I could show you my new house in Dunwoody. That’s if I am not keeping you from anything or...anyone.”
She stood there thinking that this man had not heard a word she just said. It must be sad to think that sex is the answer to all your problems. But she didn’t need him to change right now. She needed his predictability. Her plan was in full-swing. She smiled because she loved it when a plan came together.
She leaned down and lustfully whispered in his ear. “Lead the way.” 







Chapter 9
About Last Night
Chris escorted Angela into his new home. It definitely had a woman’s touch. And that woman was no doubt Mama Van. As she walked through, she noticed a large portrait of Mama Van above the fireplace. In no way did Angela want to hurt Mama Van. ‘But sometimes, the good had to suffer with the bad’ she thought.
Chris walked up behind her and gently put his arms around her waist. She resisted but quickly thought of her plan.
“Chris, I don’t think this is appropriate.” She turned around to face him. He was looked so innocent and harmless. She wondered how so much insecurity lived inside a man who exemplified so much confidence.
“I never realized how much I hurt you until tonight. I am guilty of the charges brought against me. I don’t want to be acquitted—just forgiven.”
Before she could answer, he kissed her gently on her lips, then her chin, her nose, her left cheek, and her right cheek. ‘Damn, this man is good’ she thought. He checked for signs of resistance or displeasure. Without any, he proceeded to kiss her neck. His hand cupped her soft bottom while his other hand massaged the small of her back. She pulled away. He nibbled on her ear and whispered, “Don’t leave. This night was meant to be.”
She allowed herself to be led to his bedroom. He sat down on the bed. Standing between his legs, she removed his shirt and allowed him to remove her dress. He relished the body before him—-taking his time to explore all her parts. He covered her body with sensual kisses. Straddling his lap, she allowed him to suckle on her breasts. He teased her nipples with his tongue and massaged her back with his hands.
She whispered, “WE shouldn’t do this. I’m here to talk.”
He teased her left nipple, which was at full attention. “Your body is saying all I need to hear.”
She playfully pushed him away. “Seriously, Chris, this is not why I came here.”
He looked into her eyes and pleaded, “Just this one night.”
Acting as if she was succumbing to her passion, “One night is all we need.”
In one fluid motion, he lifted her up and laid her onto the bed. He began sucking her toes and massaging her legs. He moved up inch by inch until he found her true pleasure. Once there, he spent what seemed like an eternity in her middle. His warm tongue massaged her lips and her spot. She arched her back in pure pleasure. He finally penetrated her lips with his long tongue. She always loved it when he did that. She groaned with anticipation of what was to come. He continued stroking her with his tongue until she screamed out in orgasmic pleasure.
Then he stood up and removed his pants. She had forgotten how beautiful his body was and how bountiful his penis was. Considering her inactivity, she was doubtful she would accommodate him. He must have seen the apprehension on her face because he flashed a smile of comfort.
“Don’t worry. I am not as impatient as I used to be. You can handle it. I promise.”
He continued his simulation with his fingers while he kissed, licked, and sucked all over her upper body. He motioned to see if he was still welcome. She replied by spreading her legs. He positioned himself on top of her. He showered her with kisses to her tummy and chest. He kissed her neck and whispered, “Whenever you’re ready.” It was Chris’s custom to let the woman decide when he invade her territory.
“I’m waiting.” Angela nervously stated.
Chris glided himself inside her. He felt her tightness and slowly rocked back and forth until he could completely insert himself. Angela moaned in sexual gratification almost forgetting why she was there. This wasn’t personal. It was business.
Chris supported himself on his elbows and lifted Angela’s pelvis with his thighs. She wrapped her legs around the small of his back and crossed her ankles. She grabbed the headboard to hang on for dear life. His thrusts became deeper and more frequent. She moaned with each thrust. She eventually lifted both legs until they rested upon his shoulders. Forget business. This was personal.
He slowed his motion when he felt her insides tremble. She begged him not to stop. He continued his penetration. A tear fell down her cheek with each thrust. They were tears mixed with pleasure and pain, guilt and shame, and most of all—revenge. Now he was losing his control. Chris grunted with his thrusts. Angela scratched his back in ecstasy. Simultaneously, Angela screamed with pleasure and Chris exploded inside her. Angela felt his warmth spray inside her and wished she felt warm outside.
Chris relaxed and rested his head in Angela’s breasts. She squeezed him tightly. She secretly desired he could have been more of a man two years ago. Yet, she knew he still wasn’t a man today. Her tears clouded her view of the ceiling. He kissed her tears away. For the first time, she felt his compassion. She saw his capacity to love.  
She rolled him over and began to kiss his chest and stomach. As she worked to peak his arousal, her emotions turned to anger. She thought how her life had changed since their break-up; how she allowed this man to fault her for his insecurities.
She mounted him. “I hope you enjoy the ride.”
She slid onto his penis. He let out a loud, sensual sigh. She moved up and down and squeezed her pelvis with each motion. Chris moaned with each squeeze. With each squeeze, Angela smiled with revenge.
Deep down, she didn’t think Chris deserved such a fate, but neither did she. She closed her eyes and thought about how different their lives would be had Chris been man enough to love her. She rested her hands on his chest and was tempted to strangle him. Suddenly, he grabbed her shoulders and began to match her stroke-for-stroke. She tilted her body forward and curved her back. Each stroke hit that one spot.  She felt her body tingle with ecstasy. He gripped her ass in an attempt to slow things down but it was too late.  Chris felt his ejaculation flow inside her. He was totally exhausted. Angela collapsed across his chest. Each of them had their reason for tonight. His was reconciliation. Hers was retaliation. Only one of them would get their wish. 
Chris awoke to an empty bed. Angela had left in the wee hours of the night. He noticed his computer was on. He got up to read the screen.
It’s time you stop making truth out of a lie. But that is your problem. Trust that I have my own. Feel me when I say I will never be the same. Now, neither will you. Isn’t it poetic justice that a bastard should be treated like one; especially when he doesn’t even know it. I have Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome. Now, exactly, where were those condoms last night? They damn sure weren’t being used in me.
Chris stared at his computer for what seemed like hours. His heart raced. His insides burned. He stumbled into the table and fell onto the floor. A litany of messages sang from his machine.
“Hi Chris. This is Wanda. I hadn’t heard from you and.....”
“Lover, this is Stacey. I need my fix...”
“I called you yesterday. Where you been? I was hoping...”
“I miss you boy. Call me when...”
“I texted you. Why didn’t you text...”
The different voices blended together. It was all a big blur. He was short of breath and his head was throbbing. Then he heard the last message. Angela’s voice was distinct.  
“Welcome to my world. A world where you can’t right the wrongs. A world where your fate will be worse than your death.”
The tear that streamed down Chris’ face blended with the raindrops that rolled down his window.







Chapter 10
The Re-match
There was a knock at Chris’ door.
He didn’t move.
The knocking went off again. This time a tad louder.
Still no movement. Chris had been sitting in the same spot all day. His dried tears left residue on his face.
Again, but this time, it was like the police had arrived to question him for all of his misdeeds.
Finally he heard a key turn. It was Ellis.
“Dude, what is your problem? You missed a slamming Sunday dinner. You got Mama Van all worried.”
Ellis finally stopped his tirade and looked at his friend. What he saw was a mess. Chris was sitting on the floor against a wall in his boxers. His eyes were puffy and blood-shot red.
He knelt down beside his friend. “Christian, what happened?”
Chris stared blankly into space.
“Tell me what’s wrong.”
“She gave me AIDS.” Chris mumbled.
“What did you say?” Ellis asked in total amazement.
“That bitch gave me AIDS,” Chris yelled out.
Still shocked, “What? Whoa. Wait a minute. What are you talking about?”
“She called. Let’s have dinner. She comes over here, and fucks me into oblivion. Leaves some note saying she has AIDS. Bitch gave me AIDS.”
“Now wait a minute. She who?”
Chris rubbed his temples. “Angela.”
Ellis looked up in search of a face to match that name. “Angela who?”
Chris looked into Ellis’s eyes and he immediately knew.
“Oh shit. When did ya’ll hook back up?”
“You don’t listen. I just told you she called me wanting to hook up for dinner. We came back here and nature took its course.”
“Whoa. So you sexed her. What is this AIDS stuff?”
“Go check my computer.”
Ellis walked over to the computer, read the screen and almost stumbled on his feet.
“Damn, man. Karma came back THAT strong?”
Chris lunged at Ellis and they fell over the desk.
“Chris? Chris. I didn’t do it, man. It wasn’t me. I’m not her.”
Chris stopped realizing his anger was misplaced. This ass-whipping had Angela’s name on it. He jumped up, threw on some clothes, and grabbed Ellis by the back of the neck. “Let’s ride.”
Chris drove frantically while Ellis tried to reason with him.
“Chris, you  need to calm down. What is driving over to this girl’s house gonna solve? Chris, please. What are you doing?”
Chris had thirty minutes to imagine what he’s do to her as he parked right next to Angela’s car. He started walking towards her apartment. He turned back to Ellis. “You coming?”
__________
Angela heard a knock at her door.
“Who is it?” Angela said from the other side of the door.
“Pizza Hut,” Chris announced.
“I didn’t order any...” Angela inadvertently opened her door. Chris fought his way in. Chris hit Angela across her lip and knocked her to the floor. She hopped up and threw a lamp at him. She missed but it calmed him down.
“What is your problem? Why would you sleep with me...when you knew?” Chris pleaded.
“Why were you with me last night?” Angela answered back.
Confusion settled on his face. “Because...I saw you. I wanted you back. I realized I still loved you.”
“Don’t you dare act for me.” She accentuated each word. “Why were you with me?”
“My God, Angela. What have you done to me?”
She just stared at him.
“Woman, why won’t you answer me?”
“Because...I am not....one of your WOMEN. You don’t control me.”
Rage spewed from his mouth as he yelled and charged at Angela. He grabbed her neck and began choking her. She gasped for air. Ellis jumped on Chris’ back and tried to pull him off of her. Angela’s life was draining from her.
“Stop it, man. You’re killing her,” Ellis snapped at Chris. 
Angela’s and Chris’s eyes locked. He didn’t see fear. He saw joy. She was happy about what was happening. His disdain for her covered his face.
She started, “Isn’t this rather apropos? The creator hates his creation. Look at me, Chris.” She got right in his face, almost daring him not to look at her. “I am what you gave me—selfishness and anger. I’ve learned to have total disregard for another’s well-being. I now understand how to put my selfish motives ahead of everyone else’s. All this coldness, I learned from the best.” With tears rolling down her face, “I learned from you.”
Chris reached out for Angela. She jerked away. “Don’t you touch me. Just go.”
“Angela, I—”
“Get out.” 
Ellis prompted Chris, “Let’s just go.”
Angela repeated, “Get the hell out of my house.”
Ellis pulled Chris through the door. Angela slammed it behind him and slid to the floor. Chris and Ellis heard her sobs on the other side.
On the ride back home, Chris and Ellis sat in silence. They  didn’t know what to say to each other. Chris finally broke the silence.
“Why would she do that?”
“Maybe she was kidding, man. Pulling a not-so-funny practical joke. She LOOKS fine. She is still sexy. Maybe she doesn’t have AIDS at all. She just wanted to scare me.”
“Well her little scare tactic is working. Did you hear what she had to say? She acted like this was all my fault—like I gave it to her.”
Chris and Ellis drew blank stares. Then they turned to look at each other. Could Chris have given Angela HIV?  
“Do  think I gave her HIV?”
Ellis tried to calm Chris down. “Let’s think about this. You get tested every year, right? You hadn’t seen or heard from Angela in two years before last night, right? You have been tested twice in that time. You’ve been clean twice. You didn’t give it to her. You couldn’t have. The virus would have shown up in your tests by now. But what about last night, were you strapped?”
Chris sighed. “Come on, man. It was Angela—my Angela.”
Ellis shook his head with disappointment. “You need to see a doctor quick.”
“Why would she do this?”
“It’s ka...”
“I don’t want to hear shit about no fucking karma.” Chris yelled at Ellis. “This ain’t got shit to do with karma. This is all about one evil and vindictive bitch with an axe to grind. Now I am not the man who gave her that shit and she had no fucking right to fuck me last night. This shit is beyond crazy. I should have killed that bitch when I had my hands around her throat.”
Ellis watched as his friend’s anger consumed him. Ellis didn’t want to upset him much more. When they arrived at Chris’ house, Ellis quietly got out and walked over to his car. He didn’t have any words of comfort for Chris. He just hoped Chris would see a doctor.  
Chris just sat in his SUV. He didn’t even notice that Ellis had left. He silently wondered if he had given her HIV or if this was karma’s way of getting back at him. He tried to picture all the different women he had been with. Most of them he couldn’t even remember. Not their names—not even their faces. His endless nights of ecstasy had come back to haunt him. Chris trembled with fear. Then he looked in the rear-view mirror. As always, the image glared back at him. At first, the image was one big blur, but over the years, the image had become clearer. It didn’t matter where he was or what mirror he looked in. The image always appeared whenever Chris was with one of these faceless and nameless women. Although it wasn’t completely clear, Chris had an idea about what it was.







Chapter 11
Doctor Visits
Christian sat in the chilly office, waiting for his results. He quietly prayed, ‘Yo, Lord, I know we don’t talk like we should. I know I’m one of your wild childs but I need You to fix this. I mean, , Lord, I can’t deal with having this—this disease. This wasn’t supposed to happen to me. If You get me out of this one here, I guess I would have to do something different. Please, Lord, don’t let this be the end. Amen.’
Chris woefully hung his head when the doctor quietly knocked on the door.
“Well, I hope you thank God for angels. Someone is definitely watching over you.” Dr. Willis remarked. “You have been tested twice in three months since your encounter. Still no antibodies.”
Chris breathed a sigh of relief to hear another negative result. “So I don’t have it, right?”
Dr. Willis answered. “According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, most people will develop detectable antibodies within three months after infection. In some cases, maybe six months. In theory, your “window period” is over unless there was another possible exposure.”
“Hell, naw, Doc. I haven’t had sex once since that night.” Chris asked, “So when will I be free and clear?”
Dr. Willis chuckled. “For all practical purposes, you are not infected. I recommend another test in three months and then once every year; maybe even twice a year, considering your activity. Especially if you are going to be with multiple partners. And please use condoms.”
“Doc. That is normally my practice. But this young lady, I trusted her. Maybe she wasn’t even infected. You know, Love has no fury...”
“I doubt someone would lie about that. Have you talked with her?”
“That chick is ghost. If I ever see her again, it’ll be too soon.”
“I see.” Dr. Willis settled on his stool and rolled closer to Chris to speak earnestly. “I know you trust me as a physician. How about as a friend?”
“Sure, Doc. We cool like that.”
“I’d like to make a recommendation concerning your emotional well-being.”
“Emotional well-being? My emotions are fine. I’m fine. You said I am in the clear.”
“Physically, you are in top shape. But you’ve dealt with the HIV and AIDS scare alone. You kept those feelings bottled up inside. That is not healthy. Those feelings and emotions must go somewhere.”
“I told my boy, Ellis. And you knew. That was enough sharing.”
“I know but Ellis and I only see what Chris wants us to see. Wouldn’t you like to be transparent with someone and not worry about being judged? Besides, it’s time you tackled your self-love issues?”
“Self-love issues? I love me some me. Can’t nobody love me the way I do. I have no issues.” Chris responded as if he were trying to convince himself and not Dr. Willis.
“Most people who say they have no issues have issues. Seriously—have you ever asked yourself why so many women? Why do you endanger your life by having sex with so many different women? If you truly loved you and the body God gave you, you wouldn’t disrespect it the way you do. All the promiscuity is just a symptom of a bigger problem.”
“Maybe I just like sex.”
“A sexual addiction?”
“Naw, not like that. I don’t have to have it. I enjoy the chase and the finish line is sex.”
“Why can’t the finish line be a relationship?”
“Relationships are labeled facades. The real issue is all about control. A man and a woman aren’t in a relationship. They are in a war, and the prize is control. Some battles he wins and some battles she wins. In the end, it’s all one big war. I personally try to make sure in my ‘wars’ that I don’t have any Pyrrhic victories. Relationships are draining.”
“Have you ever been in one? Do you even know how it feels when sex has meaning? How it feels to love the woman you are with and not just love what you are doing to her?”
Chris thought about it. “Sex with Angela had meaning. I had feelings for her. Then she flipped the script on your boy. I had to dismiss her with the quicks.”
Dr. Willis sat back to listen. “How did she flip the script?”
“She got too damn close. She started coming by unannounced. She was spending time with Mama Van and I didn’t know it. She just got too comfortable for me.” Chris got lost in his memories about Angela. Then he came back to reality. “Good thing I did get rid of her. The bitch is crazy. Couldn’t I have her arrested for what she did?” Chris became angry.
“Slow your roll, playa. In theory, you could press charges. Some states are doing that. Not sure if Georgia is. Yet, that is not the point. This girl developed an intense relationship with you and that scared you, didn’t it?”
“Yeah, it scared me. Honestly, I had never been in a serious relationship before her.”
“That is not healthy. Talking with someone will help you work through all of that. Give yourself three sessions. If it doesn’t work, at least you tried.”
Chris rubbed over his goatee several times carefully considering Dr. Willis’ words.
“Chris, I can refer you to a great psychiatrist. Very private. No one has to know unless you tell them.”
“I don’t know, Doc. It seems like a waste of time.”
“Just try it. Three sessions. Don’t BS around with it either. It will be a waste of time if you waste it. Be honest with yourself and the doctor. You need this. Don’t you think you are worth it?”
Chris grinned. “And you can set this thing up?”
“I can and I will. I have the perfect doctor for you—specializes in this sort of thing. I’ll have my assistant call you with all the details. You won’t regret it.”
Chris shrugged his shoulders. “Already am.”
“You must lose that attitude. If you won’t go with an open mind, don’t go at all.”
“Aight Doc. Open mind, open heart, open spirit. Just call me a 7-11 because I am so open.”
__________
Angela came home from what she wished was her last doctor visit. She never liked doctors. She always felt the body would heal itself. With her low T-cell count and low white blood cells, she knew it was a matter of time before she contracted something her body could not fight. She refused the medications and all of the treatments. She had a living will that specified she did not want resuscitation, no operations, and no machines. She also did not want her family to know the true cause of her illness. Above all, absolutely no autopsies.
Angela gave up when she first received her diagnosis. Once upon a time she was dying to love. The entire world was her stage. Now, she was living to die. For a while, she was living for her revenge. She did not even know if that was coming to fruition. She thought about calling him or going by to see him. Deep down, she knew it would not assuage her guilt. In fact, she’d probably hurt more because beneath her tough veneer she wore, she still loved him. Despite all that had happened, she still cared. Although she went through with her plan, she still wanted to save him. She was riddled with regret.
She coughed. Her chest ached with pain. There were traces of blood in her saliva. It was the beginning of the end. Fortunately, her humanity was returning just in the nick of time. She could not save Christian. Maybe she had time to save herself.







Chapter 12
Revelations
Devin sat in her quiet and spacious office. She always hated Mondays. Her appointments got behind because her nine o’clock was late. She spent the whole day playing catch up. She worked through her lunch. She had been in her office all day. If not for her panoramic view, she would have missed the autumn shower that washed through the city. She lied across her leather chaise with her arm draped over her forehead. She mumbled,” Woe is me.” She looked back at the chair where she normally sat when patients were discussing their problems of the day. Unlike her patients, there was no one there with a legal pad waiting to jot down notes to help her understand what had gotten her this point. She walked over the window and looked out over the 75/85. Cars sped by and she figured they were all going home to someone. In her mind, everyone had someone but her.
On the outside, Dr. Devin Rainey had everything—a successful career, a big house, nice cars, and an income that afforded her the finer things in life. Still, there was something missing. All she knew was that she did not want to become like her mother—a bitter, self-righteous old woman with no one to love and no one to love her back. Devin cringed at the thought. In that instant, all the years of loneliness smothered her. She was tired of having to be strong. All she wanted was someone who needed her for her. She had always been afraid of taking the risk. She became accustomed to being without someone. Since her heart had survived all the failures and the losses, she made herself believe that she never needed anyone. She became a victim of her foolish thinking. Although her faith had sustained her through all of her doubts, she was forced to admit the sincere reason she tossed and turned at night. She fell to her knees and threw her arms above her head. Then, as if she didn’t want others to know, she whispered, “I need the comfort of a man.”
__________
Chris was relieved his results were still negative. He needed to talk to someone. So he hit the speed-dial for Ellis. He got his voicemail. “Yo, El. This is Chris. Just left the doctor. So far, so good. Still no antibodies. Guess Angie couldn’t give me her AIDS but got three more months to be sure. Check this though. He wants me to see a shrink. Thinks I have issues with females and commitments. Anyway, call me so we can talk. Holla.”
After Chris hung up the phone, he wondered how he had gotten to this point. There was no one to comfort him through this trial in his life. His normal rock of calmness was oblivious to this situation. There was no way he was going to worry Mama Van with this one. This problem was different from all the others.
Chris thought of the time a scorned lover  accused his of rape. That time a girl stalked him. Then there was the girl that threatened to kill herself. Yet, none of that felt as bad as this Angela situation. 
Mama Van was always in his corner even when he didn’t deserve her there. But this was one corner he’d have to fight his way out of without her.
__________
Mama Van had spent all day preparing for her class. Monday nights was women’s bible study at her church. She never missed it and she was never late although she might leave early; especially during football season. The lesson for the last two months has been about the prodigal son. She often thought of her “prodigal son.” She raised Chris in the church. He knew right from wrong. For the most part, he was a good boy. Yet, she knew that everybody had a demon to fight, a cross to bear. His was whore mongering.  Mama Van did not like the way he went through different women. She had prayed to God to change his behavior because she knew she alone could not change him. Maybe he had seen too much of his mother’s promiscuity to change. Still, she would not give up on her grandson when she knew that God could change him. Chris had accepted Christ as his Savior many years ago. She knew he believed but she also knew that Chris was too in love with the world. He could not serve two masters. Right now, his master was the world. She asked God to beckon him back home. And God did—with the false paternity suits, acts of vandalism, and the string of broken hearts Chris always left scorned women with. He wouldn’t listen. He wasn’t ready to listen. Now all that Mama Van prayed was that Chris had enough time to repent and come back home to the Lord. She also prayed that the Lord would have mercy on Chris when He was ready to  get Chris’s attention. “Don’t hurt my baby; just open his eyes” is what she would always say. She didn’t want Chris thinking he had time to repent at 11:00 and the Lord called him home at 10:30. That was silent prayer.  
Mama Van was gathering her things when her telephone rang. She didn’t want to be late for bible study so she let the machine answer. She always thought those things were a waste of money until Chris bought her one for Christmas. Now she screened all of her calls. She was walking out of the door when the message stopped her in her tracks. She turned as if she was looking for the person leaving the message. Tears welled up in her eyes until they flowed down her cheek as she listened to Chris talk of his ordeal with Angela. She placed both hands over her heart. She felt faint and staggered over to her recliner in the den. She didn’t want to believe what she heard. Yet she knew it was true. No one can wallow with dogs without getting some fleas -not even her beloved Christian. This Monday would be the first bible study she had missed in years.







Chapter 13
Man Talk
Chris and Dane were sitting at the table when Ellis walked in. Chris looked at his watch while Dane said what he felt.
“Yo, negro, you’re late.”
“Well, not everyone has a job that allows them to leave at anytime or gives them fall breaks. Some of us do have to work for a living.”
“Don’t hate me ‘cause I’m an educator.” Chris defended.
“Don’t hate me ‘cause I’m cool like that and fresh like that.” Dane chimed.
“Whatever. Did ya’ll order?” Ellis asked.
“Naw. We’ve been waiting on the hardest-working man in no business.” Dane smirked. Ellis politely flipped him off. “Not to mention that fat expense account.”
“Sorry but not today fellas. This isn’t a business lunch.”
“The hell. We can talk investments and mutual funds. Go ahead, Mr. Hutton. You talk. We’ll listen.” Dane remarked. 
Chris sat quietly looking over his menu. He had a lot on his mind. He finally broke his silence. “Yo, El. Why didn’t you call me back last night?”
“Was I supposed to?”
“Yeah, I called you and left a message.”
“You didn’t call me last night. I was at home watching Monday Night Football.”
“Sure I did. I left you a message.”  
“I’m telling you, man, I didn’t get your message.”
Chris sat back. Now he was paranoid. He knew he had made the call and he spoke to someone’s answering machine. If the message wasn’t on Ellis’ voicemail, on whose was it?
Their server came to take their order. She was a relatively attractive young woman. She was in her mid-twenties and had a huge smile and big lips. She had thick legs and a round bottom. Her breasts stretched her shirt and her short skirt didn’t cover all that it should.
“My name is Casey and I’ll be your server. What can I get you guys?” Although she asked them as a group, she never took her eyes off Chris.
“I’ll have the grilled chicken quesadillas with extra sour cream.” Ellis said.
“I’ll take the steak fajitas—-if you ever get outta my boy’s grill.” Dane’s snide remark broke her concentration. She flashed Dane a weak smile.
“And you sir. What would you like?” She asked returning her attention back to Chris. “Sorry but everything you see is not on the menu.”
Chris looked up from his menu and flashed a sexy smile. “In that case, I’ll have whatever you suggest is worth eating.” He answered while licking his lips.
She blushed and walked away.
Dane remarked,” Sometimes I wish I was your ass. Women just throw their drawers at you. You pretty mother—“
“Don’t you say that.” Ellis chimed in just like the song.
They shared a laugh.
“Be careful what you ask for. It’s less of a blessing and more like a curse.” Chris mentioned.
“Explain yourself. Explain how free ass is a curse.” Dane inquired.
“People say men only want one thing. Well, women do too. Some women are just as scandalous as we are. They’re animalistic, too. For instance, that chick doesn’t want me. She wants what I could give her. Be it something sexual or maybe some financial gain. She’s no more interested in me than you are.” Chris pointed at Dane. He sports a pouty look. “That hurts sometimes. Men have feelings, too. I might want a relationship with that girl but all she wants is my body. A lot of the women I’ve been with didn’t want me. I was just their flavor of the week. They use me for what they could get.”
Dane looked under his napkin, under the table, and in his glass. He even checked Ellis’ jacket pocket. Then he pulled out his cell phone.
“Fool, what are you doing?” Ellis asked.
“Listen, I won’t call the police if you just tell me what you did with my boy, Chris. If nobody moves, nobody gets hurt.”
“See, you’re ignorant.” Ellis responded.
“Ya’ll just ain’t had any good sex in a while. We all know aint nothing better than some new ass. Chris, you need to get back in the game. And Ellis, you need to just get back. That shit these women have in between their legs is the best thing God created.” Dane said.
“I cannot believe I associate myself with your dumb-ass mentality.” Ellis said while shaking his head.
“Then disassociate yourself, man. I don’t need you on my bandwagon.”
“Guys,” Chris yelled. He always hated being referee between Dane and Ellis.
By now, their food had arrived, and Casey made no effort to hide her shameless flirting. She positioned herself to make sure Chris got a bird’s eye view of what she had to offer. She leaned in so far that Chris could see her birthmark on the inside of her left breast. She stood between Chris’ legs. She was leaning on his left thigh when she said,” Is there anything else I could get you?”
Chris chuckled and shook his head no. But Dane had a comment. “Yeah, we need to know if you do private parties, bar mitzvahs, and debutante balls.”
She rolled her eyes and didn’t even dignify his remark with a response. “If you need anything, let me know.” She said with her hand on Chris’ shoulder.
“That’s what I’m talking bout—-Nawalata Booty.” Dane stated.  
“Nawalata what?” Ellis hated to ask.
“You could hit that now or hit it later. She is down for whateva.”
Chris rubbed his face. He laughed inside; mostly because she was so shameless with her proposition. He massaged his temples. “Maybe it’s time to do something different.” Chris said while thinking out loud.
“Something different? Then hit it from behind. That hoe is begging for it.”
“Hey, Dane. No need for name calling.” Ellis interjected.
“Look at how she presented it. The only difference is we ain’t cruising in a car and she ain’t walking on the street. I call it how I see it.”
“Damn, Dane. You can be so ignorant sometimes. You’re not a man until you can tell a woman no.”
“I tell them no. I’m like, No, woman. Not with your teeth. Or sometimes I say, ‘No going downtown until the streets are clean.’ I can say no.” Dane laughed aloud.
“You reek of stupidity.” Ellis said very matter-of-factly.
Dane looked at Ellis with anger. “You know what. I’m sick of your high and mighty ass. You ain’t no better than me and Chris. All the grass ain’t green in your yard, man.”
Ellis looked totally shocked. “What are you talking about?  Just because I think there is more to life than just having sex with as many women as possible, I have some problem? Is it my fault I have elevated myself above your low self-image?”
“Elevated yourself? You always thought you were better than us—with your two parents—a house and a yard. I’m tired of how you try to throw shit up in our faces like you ain’t turned some of the same corners we have. Besides that, you ain’t the guru on relationships. You can’t even maintain your own. You think you got the Virgin Mary on your arm.  Maybe she ain’t as pure as you think. Somebody’s giving her the attention you forget to pay.”
“What did you say?”  Ellis’ voice cracked.
“I said you ain’t shit, nigga. And that woman of yours...” Dane stated while twirling his finger in the air.
Chris pounded his fist on the table because he knew exactly where Dane was going with this. “That’s enough, Dane. You’ve said your peace. And now that you’ve got everybody’s attention in this restaurant.” Chris motioned that all eyes were on them.
Dane peered at Chris. “You know what, Ellis. Imma leave you with your boy; your main man. You two share everything. Ain’t that right, Chris?” Dane sucked his teeth and got up to leave.  
Chris stared at Dane from the top of his eyes. Then he glanced at Ellis before looking down again.
“I’m out so you boys can bond. After all you two been going through a lot of the same things lately.” Dane dropped a twenty dollar bill on the table and walked out of the restaurant.
“What da hell is he talking about?” Ellis quizzed.
“You know Dane. Just like a jagged-legged preacher. Always talking loud and ain’t saying nothing.”
“Naw, he’s trying to get something off his chest.”
“Look, it’s Dane, alright. We both know he can be a bitch. He is always talking shit ‘cause he’s got shit to say.”
Ellis wrinkled his brow as he wondered Chris’ reason for berating Dane. “Yeah but that’s my boy. He is worth his weight in gold when it comes to honesty. No matter how brutal it is.”
“Yeah, well, sometimes honesty is tainted. Everything ain’t always what it seems.” Chris looked away and rubbed his goatee. “Look, Dane is just talking out the side of his neck. My bet, we should just drop it.”
Ellis shook his head in agreement. They paid for their meals and Ellis looked at Chris up and down as they walked out. Chris had used profanity and he never did so unless extremely angry or extremely nervous. Now, Chris had no reason to be angry. So why was he nervous?
Chris drove to Decatur to visit Mama Van, but he needed to make a quick stop. He pulled into the Drive Time parking lot. Dane was the manager of the car buyers. Chris walked onto the showroom floor. Dane spotted him across the floor and beckoned Chris into his office.
“What can I do for you?” Dane asked as if they hadn’t just had an argument.
Chris stood there trying to remain calm. “Listen, Dane, I know what you are trying to do. The shit won’t work. Just leave the past where it is—in the past.”
“But why? If you don’t look into the past, you might not see your future.” Dane casually stated, clearly unconcerned.
“You say some of the dumbest shit sometimes. But I’m warning you” Now pointing his finger at Dane. “You don’t want to do this.”
“Oh, but I do. So now you are...warning...me. Who...the fuck...are you? I’m not Ellis, boy. I don’t see your ass through rose-colored glasses. I see the scared little bitch you are.” Dane walked within an inch of Chris’ frame. “You don’t control me. So if you wanna step with the big dogs,” marching in place, “Let’s get to stepping. Otherwise, I suggest you sit your $5 ass down before I make my change. I don’t know who you think you talking to. But I know you know I am not that nigga you fuck with.”
Chris backed down and looked at Dane with concern. “Why you wanna hurt that man like that?”
Dane looked confused. “If I’m hurting him, what you’re doing is despicable. He comes to you for advice and you have the nerve to give it to him. You are the root of his problem. Always smiling in his face while all the time wanting to take his place. The O’Jays called them backstabbers.”
Chris sighed and looked away.
Dane pounded his chest. “When you look at me, you get what you see. I’m like TI I am a thoroughbred playa. I don’t fake and I don’t hate. Now as for you, you need to tell that man. Show him your true colors. Because if you don’t, I will.
Chris rubbed his goatee and pleaded, “Why? What will that prove?”
“It’ll prove you ain’t shit.” Dane glared with satisfaction. “It’ll prove you ain’t the god he praises and worships. It’ll prove you are the narcissistic bastard I’ve known all along. I’m your real friend. I accept you just as you are, but Ellis, he ain’t even got a clue. He deserves to know the bitch he calls a best friend. It’s way past time he saw you for the selfish mofo you are.” Dane sniffed and walked away. “Maybe Ellis can take you as is but at least let him choice. And he can’t make that decision with out knowing the real deal.”
“So this confession—this compulsion to share—is about hurting me, right?” Chris asked desperately trying to find the logic in all of this.
Dane shook his head in disgust. Chris still didn’t get his point. “You are nothing if not consistent.” He left Chris standing there in his office. 
Chris sat in his truck trying to decide a way out of this mess. He looked up as if the answer was written in the sky. His heart was pounding and his hands were shaking. There had to be a simple way out of this complicated situation. Dane had said some pretty strong words. Dane did a lot of things, but he didn’t bluff. Chris knew that if he didn’t tell Ellis, Dane would, and he’d find pleasure in doing so. Chris lowered his head on the steering wheel. He thought “Why didn’t I just walk away?” Things would be a lot simpler had he just walked away from Lauren.







Chapter 14
In Mama’s Footsteps
Chris drove to Mama Van’s. She hadn’t called all day which was unusual for her. He dismissed it all to busyness. She was probably just caught up in her court shows.
He walked into the house and saw Mama Van sitting at the table. Her body was slumped in her chair. He could hear her sniffling. She obviously had been crying. She held her Bible. Her notebook was open next to her; filled with scriptures. She lifted her head to acknowledge Chris’ presence but did not turn to face him.
“Mama, everything OK? Aunt Selma sick?”
“My sister, Selma, ain’t the soul that is lost.” Chris’ eyebrows met. “My sister, Selma, ain’t the whoremonger.”
“What?” Chris looked hopelessly confused.
“Child, your whorish ways are gonna flat-out get you killed. Just like your whorish mama.” 
Chris grasped. Mama Van never spoke ill of the daughter. 
“I’m sorry, child. I should not have said that about your mother. What I said wasn’t wrong but the way I said it was. Mama apologizes.”
Almost on the verge of tears, Chris cleared his throat. “Mama Van, what are you talking about?”
“‘A piece of man is better than no man at all’ was what your mother would always say. She had a bad habit of falling for other women’s men. A fatal case of the ‘gotta-have-its’” Mama Van stammered through her words as she reflected on her daughter’s behavior.
Chris questioned, “What does she have to do with me?”
Mama Van yelled, “Everything,” Mama Van choked on the words. “What you said on the machine, son.”
“What machine, Mama?”
Mama Van quietly stated, “The one that answered my phone.”
Chris closed his eyes. Closed his eyes because now he knew. Now he knew where his message went. His message went to Mama Van’s answering machine. Mama Van’s answering machine was the one he never found time to record a personal outgoing message. A personal outgoing message that would have warned him. Warned him that he was speaking to Mama Van and not Ellis. Speaking to Mama Van, and not Ellis, about his exposure to HIV.
Chris held his head in his hands. He desperately looked for a way to explain the message. Deep down, Mama Van hoped Chris could provide a brilliant excuse but when he couldn’t, she vented her frustration.
“I was faithful to your Pa-Pa for twenty-four years before the Father called him home. He was the only man I knew. I trust he stayed true to me. I raised your mother in the church. I raised you in the church. I’ve prayed and prayed. Still, Satan got one of his demons in this house. I’ve asked God to remove it, but He says I can’t intercede anymore. I can’t go to Him for you anymore, Christian. You have to go to Him for yourself.”
Chris stood in silence. His hands cupped behind his back. Tears freely cascading down his face.
“There is a whore-mongering, sexual spirit in your heart—just like it was in your mama. She’d let men do whatever they wanted to her. She was such a pretty girl. Everyone knew that but her. I’ll always believe my husband died of a broken heart. Seeing his baby girl abuse her body like that just destroyed him. Her whoring killed him just like it killed her. So, are you going to let your whoring kill you?  Why would you fall prey to the same deceptive trap?”
“That bitch killed my mama.” Chris muttered through his teeth, trying to avoid an angry outburst.
“That bitch, son, was a scorned wife. Your mama was screwing her husband.”
Chris looked away in disgust. “I’ve heard all of this before, Mama.”
Mama Van snatched his face in anger. “Well, hear this. That woman was the vehicle God used to put Joyce out of her misery. Your mama was trying to fill a void that no man could fill. You wanna know why? Because the hole in her heart was meant for Someone eternal and nothing temporal was ever gonna fill it. God did your mama a favor. She was never gonna find what she was looking for. She never looked in the right place. Are you gonna make the same mistakes?” 
Chris hung his head and Mama Van words dripped with compassion. “I believe the whole reason God allowed her to make those mistakes was so you wouldn’t have to. Learn from her and not have to repeat her process.” She walked away.
Nearly choking on every word, “Mama....Mama Van...I cannot...can’t do this. Not with...out...you.” Chris ran to her. He lowered his head onto her shoulder.
“This is as far as I go, child. God’s voice is clear.” She walked away from him again.
“I can’t do this alone. Mama Van, please. I need you. I don’t know what to do. I need you here with me. Please don’t leave me. I need you to hold my hand; keep me from falling. Mama, please.”
Mama Van grabbed at her heart. “Maybe that was the mistake I made. I have held your hand too long. You have all you will ever need. God is there and will always be there; especially in times such as this. I can’t go any further with you, Christian. This is not the time for you to lose your faith. This is not the place where a mama holds her boy’s hand. You’re a man now. It’s between you and God.”
Chris sighed. “Mama, God and I haven’t talked in years.”
“What better time than now?” Mama Van asked. 
“What if He won’t hear me? What if I need you to talk to Him for me?”
“He always hears, son. Besides, I ain’t the one He wants to talk to. He’s been patiently waiting.” She disappeared into her bedroom where she fell onto her knees and began to pray feverently for her grandson. She put all of her faith in believing that God would change him. She honestly believed that if God couldn’t change him, he wouldn’t be changed.
Chris stood outside her bedroom door. He knocked on the door but Mama Van ignored him. She had made her mind up and there was no changing it. She was convinced that he had to do this alone. So for the first time in Chris’ thirty-two years, his grandmother left him.







Chapter 15
Another First Impression
Chris looked out of his bay window into his backyard. He probably needed to mow his lawn once more before the fall. He didn’t sleep well because he was very worried about Mama Van and his situation concerning Ellis. He went through his morning routine. He did 100 sit-ups, 100 push-ups and 100 pull-ups. He fixed a small breakfast and decided to call Mama Van. When she didn’t get an answer, he thought she  was leaving him. He tried Ellis but he was in a business meeting. He even tried Dane but he was away at a car auction in Tennessee. There was no one else to talk to so he broke down and finally tried God.
“God, are You there? Can You hear me?” Chris said aloud while looking upwards. “Do You remember me? I know we were tight once upon a time. Are You even listening to me?”
Complete silence.
“Hey, God. I’m talking to You. Holla back at your boy.” Chris yelled at the ceiling.
Suddenly his cell phone chimed. He stood stiff. Could God have the hook-up with AT&T? He nervously laughed and walked over to his phone. His shaky hand picked up the phone. He laughed aloud when he saw it was just a reminder he had set for himself. His appointment with the psychiatrist was today. He looked at the ceiling one last time and said aloud “Guess You’re busy. I don’t blame You. I wouldn’t want to talk to me either.” Just as he walked out the door, he noticed a beautiful bluebird nestled in his shrubs. He walked closer. Instead of flying away, the bird serenaded him with its song. He smiled inside and walked on to his SUV.
__________
Devin walked into her office and glanced over the appointment book. She was thrilled to see she didn’t have a client until eleven o’clock. She smiled and popped a John Coltrane CD in her surround sound CD/DVD system. She walked over to her view of downtown Atlanta. She looked out over the city buildings and admired how far she had come. ‘See what hard work can get you.’ She thought. She almost lost herself in the music when...
“Girl, you don’t need Coltrane. You need some Cardi B. It’s time to get hyped; not mellow out.” Rachel burst through the door and sashayed over to the player. “Turn this lovemaking music off...unless...was I interrupting something?” Rachel gave Devin the “shame-on-you” look.
“No, nasty. I wouldn’t do that in here.” Devin blushed.
“At least not with the door unlocked, right?” Rachel winked.
“What are you doing in here? Your space is on the other side.”
“So, you’ve outgrown me now, grasshopper? I’ve lost my visitation rights?”
“Of course not, but it’s 9:20. Shouldn’t you be giving hope to the hopeless?”
“Well, Hopeless was a no-show. With any luck, Pitiful won’t show at ten and Pathetic will miss her eleven.”
“I just love the pet names you give your clients. Who didn’t show?”
“Mr. Oehms. He probably just forgot. He might be laid up somewhere.”
“That’s right. He’s your sex addict.” Devin remembered.
“Why, Dr. Rainey, if I didn’t know any better, I’d say you had been in my files.”
“That could be an option if you didn’t tell all of your clients’ business, Chief Running Mouth.”
That was a crack on Rachel’s heritage. Her father was African American and her mother was a full Seminole. Rachel considered herself to be Natican American—a cross between African and Native American. She always says her ethnicity doesn’t matter because she’d always be a minority times three—female, African American, and Native American—which meant she worked three times as hard as the next one. And that she did. After she completed her doctorate and passed state boards, she worked in a clinic where she saw too much of an imperfect world. Her breaking point was when she counseled a five-year-old boy who had contracted gonorrhea from his older brother. She learned that the older brother had been abused by their father. The father had been abused by his father. The cycle would never end.  
So she went into private practice. That way she could pick and choose her clients. All went well until one of the partners wanted more of her than Rachel could give. After being sexually harassed and nearly sexually assaulted, she opened her practice and hasn’t looked back. She and Devin met at Emory University at a conference. The two ladies formed a bond. Rachel promised Devin a job whenever she finished school. The rest—as they say—is history.
“So we on for lunch?” Rachel asked.
“Well, I have an eleven and twelve. Then a new client at three.”
“I asked about lunch; not your agenda.”
“OK. Lunch is fine. Your treat?”
“It’s always my treat. I treat you with my presence every time.”
“Oh my. I’ll just pay for my meal.”
Both ladies giggled as Rachel walked out the door. “Make sure you bring your MasterCard. It’s everywhere you should want to be.” Rachel laughed as she walked down the hall.
After a festive lunch with Rachel, Devin settled into her office. She reviewed the file she had on her new client. He was a referral from Dr. Willis. Thirty-two years old.  African American. Master’s Degree. Employed. Devin began to grin inside. Maybe God had answered her prayers. Then she lightly slapped her face. This guy had an appointment with a psychiatrist. He must have issues. Even worse, she was the psychiatrist he was seeing. He was definitely off-limits. ‘You never mix patients with prospects.’ She could just hear Rachel reminding her that the two don’t mix. She continued to read his file. “Exposed to HIV.” She sighed. Either he’s on the DL or a whore. Both options made him unattractive instantly, she thought.
__________
Chris stepped into the office. He came in with no expectations and was convinced this was a waste of time. He walked up to the counter and attempted to slide the glass back. The secretary snapped her fingers and waved her index finger side-to-side. Chris jumped and threw his hands up as if to say—‘It wasn’t me.’ She was a middle-aged black lady with salt-n-pepper curly hair. Judging from the pictures on her desk, she was a proud grandmother. Chris sucked his teeth and constantly looked at his watch. She never even looked up at him. He finally walked toward the sitting area, grabbed a magazine and sat down. Just as his butt touched the leather, he heard the window slid back.    
“How may I help you?”
Chris froze in the squatting position and looked up at the woman. He frowned. She stood with a don’t-start-none-won’t-be-none look.
“I have an appointment.”
“With whom?”
He thought,’ You’re the secretary. Don’t you know?’ Instead he fished the appointment card out of his wallet. “A Dr. Rainey.”
“First time?”
“Yeah.”
She cut him a motherly look. He cleared his throat. “Yes, ma’am.”
She gathered some papers and placed them on a clipboard. “Fill these out and bring them back when you finish.” She said as she handed him the clipboard.
While Chris filled out the forms, he couldn’t help but notice a very attractive woman who appeared behind the counter. She wore a red dress suit and red pumps. She was a mixture but Chris didn’t know with what. When he walked up to the counter, she was talking to Ms. Secretary.
“Alright, Ms. Betty. I’m gone for the day. Thanks for confirming all of my appointments for tomorrow.”
“No problem. I am here to help.” Ms. Secretary responded. “Well enjoy the rest of your day, Ms. Rachel. You deserve it.”
“Thank you, ma’am. See you tomorrow.” She walked past Chris and headed toward the door. Her round bottom bounced as she walked by. Chris followed her with eyes and sported a devilish grin. She looked back and winked to acknowledge his attention. He blushed. 
Disgusted by the whole thing, Ms. Secretary rapped on the glass. “Are you done with your paperwork?” Chris handed it to her. “Just have a seat.”
Chris thought about how a beautiful woman like that could help settle down and raise a family. He could definitely come home every night to a woman looking like that. His thoughts were interrupted when he heard,” The doctor will see you now.”
Chris stepped into the office. The first thing he saw was the large cherry desk and the leather chair that matched it. He heard CNN coming from the eight-speaker system.  Three different TV monitors was flipped down from the ceiling, one above the cherry desk, one above the small sitting area and the other above the chaise. ‘This is a doctor’s office?’ Chris thought. He saw some of the most beautiful tropical fish in the aquarium that over looked the large window. He could see out over the 75-85. He noticed a small putting green in the corner and resisted the temptation to play. There was a leather chaise with two matching leather chairs placed at each end of the chaise. On the walls were numerous certificates and accolades with African American paintings sprinkled in between. He looked around and swore the gentleman he was about to meet was a man after his heart. Just then, a body emerged from the bathroom. She stood at least be five-feet-ten with her navy pumps and well-defined, thick legs. Her navy pleated skirt covered her ample bottom with moved as she walked. Her cream satin blouse covered her perky bosom as she extended her arms to slide on her navy jacket. Chris’ mouth dropped.  
Dr. Rainey asked, “Is there a problem?”
Chris blushed because he realized his face showed every bit of his shock. “Does the secretary have a secretary up in here? I am here to see Dr. Devin Rainey.”
“Mission accomplished.” She walked over to him to offer him a seat.
Chris’ eyebrows danced. “You’re Devin Rainey?”  He asked while looking her up and down.
“Yes, and you must be Christian Goodman.” She responded while glancing over his file.
Chris’ amazement covered his face. His mouth was still wide open. He couldn’t believe the beautiful woman that was standing before him, and this was her office. Yet, her office and her authority weren’t the things that was piquing his interest. It was her eyes. Her eyes told him a story that he had heard before. It was her rich and deep gray eyes that had his attention.
“Something wrong?” Devin asked him.
“Huh? Naw. You know how it is. You think one thing and it’s something else.”
“Indeed. Does my femininity intimidate you?”
“Hell naw. Your femininity is turning me on.” Devin scoffed, and Chris tried to recover. “It’s just...I get the feeling we’ve met before.”
“I hardly think we travel in the same social circles.” Devin responded in a very condescending way.
Chris walked up to her and flirtatiously rubbed her arm. “Maybe it wasn’t a circle where we met.”
His implication of a sexual encounter irked her. She decided to remain professional about the whole thing. 
“Look, Mr. Brown, I am here to help you; not...” She searched for the words to bring it down to his level. “...hump you.” She flashed a weak grin. “Maybe you’d be more comfortable with a male psychiatrist.”
Still flirting, “I think I’ve found all the comfort I need.”
Devin got right in his face so there would be no confusion.
“What we have here is a failure to communicate. I am your doctor. You are my client. What we have is a business agreement; a working relationship if you will. Contrary to popular belief, it could never get personal. Can you handle that?”
Chris didn’t say a word. He just stared at her as if he were studying a canvas. He was looking for a weakness.
She snapped her fingers at him. “Are we clear, Mr. Goodman?”
He nodded his head. “Crystal.”
Devin escorted Chris to one of the leather chairs. Then she walked over to her desk. Chris noticed there were no family pictures amongst all of the awards and degrees. There were no pictures on her desk; just plagues to remind her of how successful she was.  
She began,” So tell me about yourself.”
“Not good at that. How bout you ask and I answer.”
“What brought you up here?”
“Dr. Willis thought I needed to discuss my ways. 
“What ways would those be?”
“My smack-it-up-flip-it-and-rub-it-down ways.” Chris smiled confidently.
“Don’t you mean your almost-caught-the-AIDS ways?” Devin had to break it down to the level he was taking it.
Chris licked the top of his fingertip and drew an invisible number one in the air. “One point for the doc. Playa? Zero.”
“We aren’t playing a game, Mr. Goodman. We’re talking about your life.”
Chris relented, “Dr. Willis thinks I have a problem with promiscuity. I think I just like women—a lot of women. He finds dysfunction in that.”
“What do you find?”
“I find pleasure and a lot of orgasms.”
Devin swallowed hard. She looked uncomfortable. She quizzed, “Is that all you find?”
“Should I be looking for something more?”
Devin decided to quickly move on to the next subject. Sex was not an issue she was able to discuss at this time.
“Tell me about your mother. What is she like?”’
“Well, she was a strikingly beautiful woman. Reminded folks of a young Lena Horne or so I’ve heard.”
“Was?”
“Yeah. Some jealous wife couldn’t keep her husband in check.  So my mama had to pay for that.”
“I’m sorry to hear that.”
“No problem. It was over twenty years ago. I’ve had time to get over it.”
She jots down on her pad: ‘But did he use that time?”
“What you writing?”
“Just notes, Mr. Goodman.” 
“What kind of notes?”
“Notes I believe to be pertinent to our discussions. What about your father?”
”What about him?”
“Did you know him? Was he in your life?”
“Not . Rumor had it he was my mom’s biology teacher. She failed the class. So I guess he gave her some extra credit. Anyway, quiet as it was kept, he recently retired with thirty-five years of teaching service.”
“So you knew him?”
“Knew him? He taught me biology in the ninth grade. Lucky for me I got an A in the class.” A weak grin came across his face.
“You went to his school?”
“Graduating class of 2004. Came back and taught with him until he retired.”
“Did he ever acknowledge you?”
There was a long pause. The pain emerged all over his face.
“In his way. His eyes would, especially when I was in school. Star athlete and star student. What dad wouldn’t be proud? He and his wife never had kids. So I guess I was the only true validation of his manhood. His stock—His legacy.  Whatever the hell that means.”
“Did you ever approach him?”
“No need to when the proof of your illicit love affair with your student always stares you in the face. Why add insult to injury? I figured he suffered enough. He knew better than I did what I was to him.”
“So who raised you?”
“My grandmother. My Pa-Pa died a year after my mama was killed. So it was just me and my Mama Van.”
“Tell me about her.”
“She’s my grandmother. She does grandmotherly things. What is the point of all this?”
“To help you open up to me.”
“Why should I? You won’t open...” He spread his legs. “...up for me.”
“Mr. Goodman, this is not a club. This is a psychiatrist’s office. Now is not the time for you to run your game. You have issues you need to work through.”
“The only issue I’m having right now is wondering how you expect me to sit here, admire your legs and not think how they’d feel up on my shoulders.”
Devin stood up. “That’s it. Get out. You don’t need me. You need Jesus. He’s probably the only one equipped to handle your crisis.”
“And you need a man who likes a good challenge.” Chris popped his collar. “You are in luck because I’m the brother you’re thinking about.”
She walked away from him. “I’ve never...”
Chris interrupted her. “Believe me, sweetie, it shows.”
She picked up her phone and told the secretary to not charge Chris for his visit.
“You, sir, are beyond reproach. You are sexist and egregious and I refuse to continue this session. Your time is up and I suggest you find yourself another woman to harass.” She picked up her phone again. No doubt to call security.
Chris innocently spoke. “Fix me, then.”
Devin looked over at him. “Excuse me?”
“If I’m so bad, fix me. That’s your job, right? So fix me.” He looked so innocent, sincere and vulnerable.
Devin held her contempt. “Some things are beyond repair.”
“Not if the repairman—make that repairperson takes the time to fix it.”
“And why would I do that, Mr. Goodman?”  
“Because you want to. You don’t want me to get the best of you. You can’t be outdone; especially by me.”
__________
Devin looked Chris up and down. She wondered if beneath the brass veneer, there was a real man. The only problem was it wasn’t the psychiatrist in her that wanted to know. It was the lady in her; the woman that was looking for a soul mate.  If she was going to continue with Chris as a client, she would have to separate the two. Either she was going to be his psychiatrist or she was going to be his lady. At this point, she honestly didn’t know which.
“I’m not what you need, Mr. Goodman.”
“I think you are. Something tells me you are exactly what I need. Look, I’m reaching out to you. I don’t do that very often. Don’t leave me—-not right now. Please.”
Devin instantly knew she was making a huge mistake. She should just walk away. She could just walk away untouched and unscathed. Walking away was the safe bet. Safety was always her top priority. Yet, her female desires consumed her.  
“Mr. Goodman...” Devin massaged the bridge of her nose.
“Yes, Dr. Rainey?” 
“We will...schedule you an appointment for next week.”
Chris grinned from ear to ear. He felt like he had just won the lottery. Yet he wondered why he was so excited about seeing a psychiatrist.
“Thank you for not giving up on me. Please call me Chris. You say Mr. Goodman and I look for my Papa.”
“Well, to maintain a level of professionalism, you will be Mr. Goodman. I will be Dr. Rainey. Can you handle that?”
Chris stood at attention and saluted her. “Whoo-rah, Master Chief.”
Devin tried hard but a smile forced its way out.
Chris laughed. “I knew there was one in there. It just needed help getting out.”
Devin blushed and walked away. Chris looked apologetic and began to express remorse. “Look, maybe I came off a lil brash. Forgive me for that. It’s not the real me. I am an OK guy. It’s just that...”  Chris dismissed his thought as not to appear vulnerable. 
“It’s just what, Mr. Goodman.” Devin grabbed her notepad. Maybe this meeting wouldn’t be a total waste.
“I don’t know. Some women get off on my being forward and direct. Guess I just read you wrong.”  
“So, if that was all an act, who is the real Chris?”
Chris smiled devilishly. “It wasn’t all an act. I’d love to see your hips...”
“Mr. Goodman, let’s not go around this mountain again.”  Devin smiled weakly at him.
“I guess the real me would not have come at you so brazenly.” Chris looked up in deep thought as if he was thinking aloud. Devin sighed and hoped she could get her point across to him.
“For the last time and I hope we get this straight. I am not the woman you come at. I am not some woman you’ve met at a club or your local supermarket. I am your psychiatrist who happens to be a woman. I’d greatly appreciate it if you didn’t come at me at all.” Devin raised her eyebrows; seeking his understanding. 
Chris nods. 
“Also, when you walk through that door, I need the real you. Anything else would be useless to me. No pretend, no acting, no make-believe. Either you come in with realness and sincerity or don’t come at all. Can you handle that?” 
Chris looked intently at Devin. She couldn’t figure out if he was  listening or just imagining her naked. 
“Lastly, in my professional opinion, you validate your worth using other people’s approval. Keep in mind, this is a very basic diagnosis. I have barely spent an hour with you. But on the outside looking in, you desperately seek other people’s approval and you use sex as a way to get it.”
“I don’t need anyone’s approval,” Chris snapped.
“Really? These women you are with—don’t you want them to glorify you as “da man” that made them moan and groan and climax like never before?
Chris smiled slyly. “If the shoe fits.”
“Exactly. As long as these women deem you as the world’s greatest lover, you are confident about yourself. You’re willing to risk everything, including your body, to get that approval.” 
Chris just shook his head in denial. 
“What is it about yourself that you don’t like, Mr. Goodman? Why do you defile your body the way you do? What’s so horrible about you that you can’t, or should I say won’t, forgive yourself?”
Chris began grinding his teeth. He was becoming angry and Devin saw it. “You are way off base, lady.”
She tried to lighten the mood. She went with another approach although she had planted a seed for thought.
“I want you to do something for me. Over the next week, write down twenty positive qualities about Chris. No surface stuff. We can all see you are handsome and...”
She gave him the once-over. “well-put-together. I am talking about the intimate details of Christian. What is the intrinsic aura that gives us Christian Goodman? Can you handle that?”
Chris stared into space and talked as if he was reminiscing. “When I was a kid, every day before school, my grandmother would tell me, ‘Nothing is gonna happen today that you and God can’t handle.’ Your question makes me think of that.”
“Smart lady. I think this is a great spot to end today’s session. We definitely have something to work with; especially if you bring that list.”
“Do you give all of your clients homework?”
“We’re not going to worry about ‘all of my clients.’ Just this one.” She nodded at Chris.
They both smiled at each other; both dying to know what the other was thinking.
Devin broke the silence. “Until next time, Mr. Goodman, God bless.”
Chris stared at the floor. Would God  bless him? Was that possible?







Chapter 16
What Would You Do
He nodded at Devin and she watched him leave. Since he was her last client of the day, she began gathering her things. Her cell phone stopped the process. When she recognized the number, she sat down and prepped herself for the inevitable.
“Hello, Mother.”
“Good afternoon, dear. How are you today?”
“Doing well. Is there something you need?”
Mrs. Rainey scoffed. She didn’t even try to mask her disgust. “You know, Devin,
I am beginning to wonder if you even like your mother. Seriously, do I  need a reason to call you? Maybe I just want to talk.”
“Why?” Devin was very dry and straightforward.
Mrs. Rainey sighed. “Because you are my child. Because we don’t talk like we used to.”
“Maybe that’s because we’ve never talked, Mother. Why would we start now?” Devin inhaled. She knew she should not have said that. She hoped she would not pay for it later.
Mrs. Rainey sighed as the manipulation began. “I truly don’t understand how you could treat the person who gave you life so coldly. All I ask for is a little conversation and a hint of respect. You act like I am keeping you from some pressing issue when we both know you don’t have much of a life outside of that office. Are you rushing off to a date? I don’t think so. The only people you socialize with are that man-hungry Jeanna and that power-hungry Rachel. I call you and it’s a crisis because I did? I deserve better treatment than that which I am given. You should think about who I am. I am far more worthy than you acknowledge.” 
Devin held the phone away from her ear. The sound of her mother’s voice was nauseating and had been for many years now. 
“I expect more than you give me, Devin. Being your mother affords me the luxury of your reverence.”
Devin swallowed hard. Her first instinct was to lash out. Instead she relented. “Mother, I regret that my disposition has offended you.” She sucked her teeth. She could visualize her mother smiling through the phone. “My intentions were not meant to transcend my limits.” Devin exhaled quietly. She hoped her mock appeasement was enough to end this absurd pretense.  
“Very well. I just don’t understand. Every mother wants her daughter to grow up and find that one man that will take care of her and treat her like a queen. All I want is what is best for my child and I am ridiculed for caring. Explain that to me, Devin. Help me to understand how I am the bad person in this situation.”
“Mother, there are no bad people in this situation. I am well aware that you care. Honestly, I just don’t think we understand each other well enough to truly appreciate the other.”
“What does that mean, Devin? Or should I say Dr. Rainey?” Mrs. Rainey’s contempt spilled through the phone.  
“It simply means...” The tears welled up as she felt she was once again giving away a piece of her dignity. “You’re my mother and I shouldn’t expect you to be anything more.”
“Oh Devin, I pray that one day you realize I only want the best because I expect the best. Anything else would be unacceptable.”  
Mrs. Rainey’s regal attitude disgusted Devin. She always wondered how her mother could demand perfection when her mother was far from it. Nonetheless, her mother has spent years trying to create a pristine life, a pristine husband, and a pristine child. Over her professional career, Devin had counseled many people like her mother; yet she still didn’t know how to reach her. Devin simply tried to accommodate her mother and her grandiose expectations. Sadly, she had never exceeded one of those expectations—at least not in her mother’s eyes. Even when Devin did reach the bar, her mother would only raise it higher. Eventually Devin stopped reaching for it, but her mother never stopping raising it.
“I understand you only accept the best, Mother. But I just have one question for you. What happens when your best isn’t good enough?”
Mrs. Rainey chuckled. “Apparently, it’s not your best.”
Devin choked. “So my best is based on your standards? Does that even make sense to you?”
“Not only does it make sense, dear, I can’t see things being any other way.”
Devin knew she had let this phone call go on too long. The control and manipulation she ran from years ago were resurfacing again today.  
“Well, if there isn’t anything else I can do for you, I am going home now.” Devin rolled her eyes and waited for her mother to dismiss her.
“You  should consider visiting, Devin. Richmond is still your home.”
“You know, that’s strange. I’ve always considered home to be where your heart is. My heart is definitely not in Richmond, Mother. Tell Daddy hello.” Click.
Devin gathered her thoughts. She had not felt this incompetent in months. She needed something to take her mind off of her mother. Suddenly, thoughts of Chris danced in her head. First, she thought about how great it would be to see him make his break-through and find his self-worth. Professionally his problem was easy to fix.  She needed to convince him that his sexual skills didn’t validate his manhood. Then she laughed aloud. She thought he probably wasn’t even that good in bed.
As she walked through the parking garage, her soul demanded she be honest with herself. The good doctor wasn’t the person interested in this man. Once she got in her car, her mind wandered. She closed her eyes and imagined Chris kissing her face and neck. She moaned as she envisioned him stroking her breasts. She rubbed his tight chest when...
She jumped as her cell phone woke her from her daydream.
“Hello.”
“Hey. How did your day end?” Devin was relieved to hear Rachel’s voice, yet embarrassment caused her to panic.
“Rach, we need to talk.” Devin clicked the phone off before Rachel had a chance to respond.







Chapter 17
Friends and Lovers
Chris barely heard his cell phone because the music was so loud. He didn’t hear it until the call had rolled over to his voicemail. So he phoned right back.
“Somebody call me from this number?”
“So now you don’t know my number?”
“Lauren? Hey boo. Wassup. Nothing like that. I just never programmed your number. I’ve been thinking about coming by to talk to you.” He could hear her crying through the phone.  
“Well, that’s good because there’re some things we need to discuss, Christian.”
“What things?” Chris was getting nervous. Few people called him Christian.
“Just stop by here ASAP.”
“For what? Just tell me wassup.”
There was a long silence.
“Lauren, what’s wrong?”
“We got to tell him, Chris.”
“Tell who what? Look, if you can keep a secret, so can I.”
“He’s already suspicious.”
“So? Suspicion never hurt nobody.”
“If you don’t tell him, I will.”
“Why?” Chris yelled. “What is this? Confessions week. Usher comes out with one song and now everyone wants to confess. Well, fuck it. I ain’t telling him shit.”
Now, Lauren was angry. “Fine. I’ll just let the paternity test tell him.”
Complete silence. “Chris, are you still there? Chris? Hello?”
__________
Devin stormed through Rachel’s door like somebody was after her. She sat at the counter; twisting two of her locks.
“Girl, what is wrong? You’re acting like a virgin on her wedding night.” Rachel joked. Devin glared at her. “So that’s it. Somebody waxed that ass? Was he that good?”
Devin sighed. She wished everything wasn’t about sex with Rachel. “No, Rach. No one waxed my ass—whatever that means. Before we get started, is Alvin here?”
“Hey. Hey. Hey. Me and my hubby ain’t down with that ménage stuff. At least not today.” Rachel stared into space. She smiled at what she saw.
“Hello Rachel?” Devin snapped her fingers at her. “Would you get your mind out of your memories?”
“Devin, girl, I almost forget where I was.” Rachel fans herself to moderate her body temperature.
“Rachel, this is a serious matter. I need all of you.”
“I’m sorry, girl.” Rachel sat next to Devin. She stared intently. “What happened?”
“My mom is unbelievable.”
“Your mom? Have you been talking to the Bourgeois Bit...”
“Rachel, don’t. Despite everything, she is still my mother.”
“This is true. But we both know you don’t deal with her narcissism very well. How long did you allow her to emasculate you?”
Devin shook her head. “You make my mother seem like a psychopath.”  
“Well, sweetie, if the straightjacket fits.”
Devin sighed. “You know what? I can deal with my mother later. That is not the pressing issue at hand.”
“There’s an issue more pressing than your manipulative mother? Please share.” Rachel sat on the edge of her seat giggling with excitement. Devin rolled her eyes.  
“Before you left the office today, did you notice my new client in the waiting area?”
“Notice him? It was hard not to. Hell, I even flirted with him. Why?”
“Well, he wasn’t just a new client. He’s the guy-the one from the club.”
Rachel searched her memory for recognition and when she found it, her mouth dropped. “You mean Mr. Bump-n-Grind? From three months ago? You can’t be serious?” Devin just stared at Rachel. “You are serious?”
“As sickle cell.” Rachel chuckled at Devin’s attempt at humor.
“Are you sure it’s the same guy? I mean, we all have our look-a-likes.”
“Well, at first, I didn’t recognize him. Then when he mentioned meeting me before, it all rushed back to memory. I think I convinced him we hadn’t met. But I knew that we had.”
“Now wait a minute. That was months ago. You were in a dimly-lit club. How could you possibly remember this guy?”
“Some first impressions leave a lasting mark.” Devin flashed a weak smile.
“I didn’t know he gave you a hickey.” Rachel laughed at her humor.
Devin just massaged her temples. “What I meant was that I never stopped thinking about him.”
Both women stared into space. Both were wondering how could the man Devin
had been secretly lusting over showed up in her office. The irony in it all made Rachel laugh. “I need a drink.” Rachel offered Devin a glass of wine but she declined. “So to whom did you refer him?”
Devin looked puzzled.
“Devin, you did refer him someone else. I know you did not schedule him for another appointment. Tell me you sent him to another doctor. Tell me that right now, Devin.”
“Rachel, he reached out to me.”
“Hell, they all reach out to us. That’s why they are in our offices. You cannot see this man professionally and expect to do the same personally.”
“Maybe seeing him personally isn’t a goal of mine.”
“Bullshit. You’ve been thinking about this man for months. I think it’s time for a reality check. I hardly believe those thoughts you have been having were about building his self-esteem. Were you  thinking about helping him resolve his childhood issues all this time?” Rachel stared at Devin begging for an answer. “Can a sista get a check?”
“Alright, you’ve made some valid points.” Devin snapped. “But, I can handle this.”
“Oh, I’m sure. That’s why you rushed over here. Hoping I could assuage you guilt. You already know you’ve made a mistake.”
“You couldn’t be further from the truth. I can handle this. I am a professional.”
“I have never doubted your professionalism; at least not until today. Being a professional doesn’t negate the fact that you are a woman. One is going to take precedence over the other. Since you’ve been a woman a lot longer than you have been a professional, which do you think is going to win? There is no way you can do your job to the best of your ability without the ‘distractions’ getting in the way.” Rachel walked over the Devin and rubbed her shoulder. “Do yourself a favor, grasshopper. Send him to someone else.  Don’t set yourself up for failure.”
Devin thought about Rachel’s advice. “All my life I’ve done what people told me. When I look back on my life, I’ve ventured nothing. I guess that’s why I’ve gained nothing.”
“Now is not the time to go against the grain, Devin. There’s nothing to venture because there is nothing to gain. No one will win in this situation.”
“Maybe it’s not about win or lose. I...can handle this.”
“Did you speak to your mother before or after this decision?”
“This decision has absolutely nothing to do with my mother.” Devin’s rage jumped from her lips. She sat with her arms folded across her chest.  
“Mm hmm. Well, I’ve spoken my peace. Grown folks do what grown folks do.” Rachel walked towards the door. “I hope you know that this is completely unethical. We build our livelihoods on objectivity and you holding that with total disregard. So pardon me if I’m a little pissed off right now, but you have got to go. I take my profession very seriously and once upon a time, you did too.”
Devin gathered her things and walked over to Rachel. “Don’t you ever question my integrity. That’s immortal. So, you can save your judgment for someone who needs it.  I came over here because I thought you had my back. I thought I could count on you—regardless.”
“Oh, you can count on me. But I cannot support you in your dysfunction. You know that.” The two stood in a stand-off. Rachel threw the first punch. “And I’ll be there when this all blows up in your face. Trust me.”
“You just want to be there to gloat. What kind of friend is that? You’re anticipating my failure and that’s so unlike you. Just because you couldn’t handle your situation doesn’t mean I can’t.
“This isn’t even about me. I’ve been where you’re going, grasshopper. It’s a dead-end street.”
“I doubt that. I don’t sleep with my clients.” Checkmate. As soon as Devin said that she reached to take it back. Rachel sighed and nodded her head as if there were fencing and Devin had made a point. Devin became overwhelmed with regret. “Rachel, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have...”
“Yet.” Rachel stated very dryly. “You haven’t slept with one of your clients—yet. Some things are inevitable in this business. Guess I can’t save you from it all.”
“You could very well be right, Rachel. This could end ugly. But—I need this. I need his attention right now. Please trust me. I can handle this. Let me have this one.”
Devin walked out the door and towards her car. Rachel watched her leave and saw herself twelve years ago. Devin was about to make the biggest mistake of her professional career and Rachel was helpless to stop it. “Do what you do, grasshopper. Do what you do.”
__________
An hour later, Lauren opened her door and wondered how Chris had gotten there so fast. “That was quick. What—are you stalking me now?”
“Hardly. I was on my way over here when you called. Dane’s been pressuring me about telling Ellis. So I needed to talk.”
“Dane? How in the hell does he know about this?” Chris hung his head in shame. “I guess niggas just got to run their mouths about their shit. What does he know?”
“Not a whole lot. He thinks it was just the one time.” Chris ginned confidently.  “
“Well, everyone is about to know...” mocking Chris’ voice, “...that you’ve been hitting it ever since. Now I  feel like a piece of meat.”
“It wasn’t like that. I just...”
“Save it. It is so not relevant right now.” Lauren walked away in disgust. She sat on the edge of the sofa. “For once in my life, I wanted to be impetuous. Do what the nasty girls do. And this is how Mother Nature rewards me?” She rubbed her stomach.
Chris knelt beside her. He was surprised by her remarks. “Bump all this mother nature talk. What is this talk about paternity? Are you telling me you’re...” Lauren just looked at Chris with her lips twisted and hoped he wasn’t that stupid.
“Three months.”
Chris sighed and shook his head. He didn’t need this news right now. Then he questioned what her pregnancy had to do with him. “Why makes you think it’s me?”
“Let’s just say Ellis and I have always been more careful than that. Like I said, I wanted to do something different—something I had never done before. Plus, it’s been a while for me and Ellis. Why do you think you got upgraded?”
“Still, that was the last time we were together. All the other times, we were protected.” He sat behind her. She looked at him over her shoulder. She frowned at his disbelief.
“Let’s not pretend we are still in high school, Chris. We both know one time is all it takes. Besides, you’re not a one round kind of brother. You keep ‘cuming’ back for more.”
Chris shook his head in disbelief. “Still, Lauren, the odds...”
“Odds? You think this is about odds? There are millions of women dying to get pregnant. Women are taking hormones pills and shit. I take one chance. Allow one man to cum inside me and I’ll be doggone if he doesn’t hit the bull’s eye. I don’t think this has anything to do with odds.”
“I’m just saying...”
“Nothing, Chris. You’re saying nothing. Avoiding the issue isn’t going to make it go away. We’ve got to deal with this and we should start right now.”
Chris shifted in his seat. “Now wait one damn minute. I am trying to look at this thing from every angle.”
“You are looking at it from your angle and trying to find the best way you can duck this responsibility.”
“All I’m trying to say is Ellis has had more of an opportunity to make this happen than I have. This could be a set-up for all I know.”
She stood up and faced him. “Set-up? Why would I want to set-up your bed-hopping ass?” She snapped her fingers in his face. “I’ve never wanted a baby’s daddy, especially not a whoring one.” She walked away from him. Her words took his breath away. His blank look expressed the damage her words had caused and she realized she should apologize. “Oh God, Chris, that didn’t come out right. I mean, your promiscuity precedes you. You go through women like a hound dog going through rabbits. And you seem to be proud of it. Otherwise, how else would Dane know about us? So don’t act all hurt when someone calls it like it is.” Chris sighed loudly. The truth in her words almost made him gag.
She stroked his face. “We need to look at this thing for what it is, Chris. We need to be adults about this. And the first adult thing to do in this situation is to tell Ellis.  Ready or not, Chris, we’re having a baby.”
She began staring into space. Chris walked over and massaged her shoulders. She relaxed and sighed. “Do you  want to go there. Your back rubs and body massages are what got us here.” They shared a laugh. Reality hit him and he quivered. He and Lauren were having a baby—together. He kept thinking if I don’t acknowledge it, maybe it won’t be so. He wrapped his arms around her waist.  
“Is there any possibility this could be Ellis?”
She turned to face him. “I guess anything is possible but Ellis always wore a condom and usually pulled out. The truth is it’s not likely. Ellis and I...things haven’t been the same for a while.”  She buried her head in his chest.
“So...what if we...um...see a doctor...”
“I’m keeping my baby, Chris. That is not an option.” She pulled away from him.
“OK, so what’s your plan, Mother Goose?” His comment made her laugh.
“We accept OUR responsibility. What else? People have babies everyday. We become parents.”
“I still think it’s Ellis.”
“You keep believing that and denial isn’t just a river in Egypt.” She stormed away. “Call me when you are ready to accept this. Meanwhile, back at the ranch, one of us needs to tell Ellis. Guess it’s going to be me.”
She slammed her bedroom door in his face. Chris just stood there; wondering what was happening with his life. One woman tried to give him HIV. Another is trying to give him KID. Everything seemed to be falling apart around him.







Chapter 18
Blame It On The Game
Chris stared into space as he wondered how things had gotten to this point. His head was throbbing. He could not believe the domino effort going on in his life right now. His cell phone brought him back to reality.
“Yo, buddy, we waiting.”
He was still a bit dazed. “Who is this?”
“It’s Ellis, fool. Me and Dane at da courts waiting on you. Where you at? In some girl’s house?”
Chris whispered, “If you only knew.”
“Huh? Look, you coming or what?”
“Actually, I forgot it was hoop day. Can you boys spot me thirty?”
“Thirty whole minutes, dawg? Tell dat chick you’ll be back tonight.”
“Naw, nothing like that. I just need to run home and change.”
“Cool. Make sure you bring your game. Oh my bad. The garbage man already ran today. So do the best you can.”
__________
Chris finally made it to the courts. He walked past five courts before he saw Ellis and Dane. A ball hit him in the chest as he walked through the gate and onto the court. He looked up to find the thrower. Dane stretched out his arms and taunted Chris.
“Yeah, punk. It was me. Now what?”
“I don’t have time for other people’s children.” Chris quipped.
“Apparently, not to play ball, either.” Ellis stated while glaring at his watch. “We won’t have time for any pick-up games.”
“I’m sorry, guys. Had some business to handle.” Chris defended himself. “We could shot for dollars.”
“Bet. Ten dollars for every basket,” Dane yelled as he sunk a fifteen-footer. “I haven’t taken y’alls money in a minute.”
Ellis walked over to Chris. “So who is she?”
“Who is who?” Chris asked as he dribbled to a spot on the court.
“The girl you almost stood us up for.” Ellis answered.
“Wasn’t that kind of business.” Chris missed his shot on the front rim.
“That’ll be $10 from the whack cat in black.” Dane joked. Ellis grabbed the rebound and dribbled over to Chris.
“So what kind of business was it?” Ellis was almost accusatory.
Chris stared him down. “The discreet kind.” 
“Hey, it’s your shot.” Dane yelled at Ellis who paid him no mind. He just focused on Chris. Chris became concerned. What did Ellis know? Had Lauren already said something? Chris worried but did not back down. He thought—if it’s going down, let’s get this over with. Ellis threw the ball over to Dane. Then he grabbed Chris’ shoulder and began to speak.
“I’m  worried about you, man. You need to slow down. This thing with Angie has probably scared me more than it has you.” Chris sighed as he realized that Ellis’ stares were that of a concerned friend and not that of a pissed-off boyfriend. “On ever’y thang, son, I need you around. You are the anchor that keeps me from floating away.”
They gave each other a handshake and manly hug. Dane walked over and appeared disgusted by their friendly gestures.
“What is this? Oprah? We’re playing ball, right? Not having lifetime moments.” He dribbled the ball  hard four times. “Playing ball; not being balls.” They both looked at Dane and rolled their eyes.
“Thanks for the concern, El.”
“Always. You da bestest friend I got.”
Guilt nearly consumed Chris. His jaws hurt as he grinned his teeth. He walked towards to fence and slumped over. Chris looked across at Ellis and he knew Dane and Lauren were right. Ellis needed to know. He wanted to confess but instead he started a game of 21. “Hey, every man for himself. Every shot worth one point. Loser buys dinner tomorrow.”  
While they played their game, they discussed their sexual conquests.
“I was wit this girl and she wanted me to hit her.” Dane laughed as he said it.
“Like beat her up?” Ellis asked.
“Hell, yeah. I was like—I’m already beating it up. You know what I’m saying?” Dane bragged.
Chris shot a fade-away jumper in Dane’s face. “What about anal sex?” Chris asked.
“If the girl is wit it, I say get in where you fit in.” Dane answered.
Ellis just looked at his two friends and shook his head. “What are you boys saving for marriage? I mean, Lauren and I are waiting until we get married before I feel the true essence of her soul.”  
“True essence of her soul?” Dane interrupts. “Two years and you ain’t never hit that raw?”
“That’s beside the point. If you do it all now, what are you going to do with the missus?”  Ellis asked.
“I’ll be there for breakfast. That’s what I’ll do with my wife.” Dane responded.
“Naw, D. El might have a point. If you give away all of your tricks to the ones in the streets, you won’t have anything left for the one at home.” Ellis nodded in agreement.  Ellis slammed on Dane.
“That’s bullshit. Every hole is different. That’s why it feels different every time.  Besides, I wouldn’t want my wife to do all the freaky stuff I do now. That’s why I do it now. I couldn’t look at my wife if she let me do some of the things these broads let me do. My wife is going to be a good girl.” Dane dribbled around Ellis to shot a bank shot.
Chris added his two cents. “Say what you want. I want my wife to be an all-out freak—serving it up however I want her to. The difference is I want to bring that freak out of her. That way I know she wasn’t out there like that before we met.” 
“How you gonna know she wasn’t an undercover freak?” Dane asked. Chris stripped the ball from Dane and drove to the basket.
“Trust. I’ll know.” Chris passed the ball to Ellis.
“Ya’ll can do whatever ya’ll want. I ain’t waiting on my wife to get freaky. There are plenty of freaks out here right now ready and willing to ride me out. And believe me when I say—I am gonna ride that thing till the wheels fall off.” Dane stole the ball from Ellis and drained a twenty-one—footer.
“Or your balls do? Whichever comes first, huh, cuz?” Chris snapped.
Dane laughed. “I ain’t the one trusting women with my dick.” Dane grabbed himself and looked at Chris. “I think that’s you running to the free clinic. You know the rules. No wrapping, no tapping. No babies and no rabies.”
Ellis agreed with Dane. “Yeah, man. You got to be strapped these days. As long as Lauren and I have been together, I still make sure no kids getting in there. I am not ready for a baby right now.”  
Chris froze. The reality that Lauren’s baby was his finally registered for him. “So, El, you saying that you and Lauren have never been careless? Maybe that second or third round you forgot to strap up?”  
Ellis nodded. “Naw, man. Lauren has always been adamant about condoms. She always says she only wants to receive her husband’s seeds and nobody else’s. Don’t think I haven’t tried. I would love to feel all of her.”
Chris sighed. He wondered why Lauren took that chance with him and she would never do it with Ellis. Chris stared into space. He was going to be a father.
“Now, that is something I think I could only share with my wife.” Dane injected.
“I don’t think a husband should have to use a condom with his wife. Hell, you have paid the cost to be the boss.”
“True that, but the point I have been trying to make is that both of you need to settle down and find that one woman.”  Ellis said.
Dane laughed. “Just because Lauren got your dick on lock don’t mean the rest of us should be. But let’s stop and look at this thing. Before Lauren, you were out there tossing ‘em to and fro better than Chris was.”
“Well I wouldn’t say all that, Dane. Me turning them out better than Chris?  That cat will have them cooking his breakfast and complaining the whole time they doing it. My skills were never that mackful. I always had to work for the quality booty. Chris always got the quality and the quantity. Whatever he says makes the legs open.”
Chris just laughed as he listened at his friends discuss his sexual prowess. 
Dane started bragging on himself. “I will give credit where credit is due. Chris does pull his share of women. But I do all right myself. I’m a playa in my own right.”
Ellis just laughed. “Dude, we are talking quality and not just quantity. And we definitely not talking about those tired hoes you be banging.” Chris enjoyed a boisterous laugh. Dane shot him a damaging look and Chris knew it was on.
“Yeah, OK. Laugh. Chris is da man. I mean—he does get all the women.”  
That’s when the mood changed. 
Chris tried to thin the air. “That is a bit much. I don’t get all of them.” 
Chris, Dane, and Ellis share looks. Ellis focused on Dane while Chris kept glancing at Ellis and then the ground. Dane darted his eyes between Chris and Ellis.
Chris felt the tightness in his chest again. He coughed several times. 
“That’s right, Dane. Chris don’t get them all.” Ellis added.  
Dane stood with his arms folded across his chest. He stared back and forth between Chris and Ellis. The silence ended the game.
“So, you got a woman in mind you think Chris hadn’t hit?” He questioned Ellis and literally begged him to answer.
“Hell yeah. My boo, Lauren. On his best day, he couldn’t hit that. Besides, once you’ve had the best, there’s no need to try the rest.” Ellis shined a confident grin.
Dane covered his mouth with his hand. “How do you know this?”
“Lauren is far too intelligent to fall for his weak game. Talking to women to discover their weakness and then using it to get what he wants.” Chris blushed like a five-year-old caught with his hand in the cookie jar. “I’ve peeped your game. You ain’t slick.”
“Yeah, Chris, you ain’t slick.” Dane grinned while staring at him.
“Chris wouldn’t even want Lauren to go there with him. He wouldn’t know what to do with that much woman.”
Chris looked at Dane and then Ellis. He  didn’t appreciate Ellis’ comment but he kept that to himself. “Honestly, I  don’t have any game. Women give me what they want me to have. That’s all.”
Dane added. “That’s right. It ain’t his fault if he runs up on women when they are in a giving mood.” Chris sighed at Dane and hoped this was the end of it.
“Anyway, cats, my baby would not fall prey to any of Chris’ little games.” Ellis began shooting ball again.
Dane stared into space and came back to Ellis. Dane rebounded one of Ellis’ shots and walked over to him. They were so close that the basketball was the only thing that separated them. “What if she didn’t fall? I mean what if she walked right into it with her eyes wide open?” Dane shoved Ellis in the chest with the ball. “What if she just wanted him?”
Ellis gritted his teeth. “That wouldn’t happen. Not now. Not ever.”
Still instigating, “Really? So you saying, lil Miss All That wouldn’t be entertained by Mr. Turn You Out over here?” Dane said while staring at Chris over Ellis’ shoulder.
“That’s exactly what I’m saying.”
Dane turned to look at Ellis. “Hmmm. Better woman than I thought. What you think on it, Chris?” Dane now stood face-to-face with Chris. “Is she...that good?”
Chris looked at Dane and tried to avoid Ellis. He tried hard to swallow the lump that had formed in his throat. “To be honest, umm...I never gave it much thought.”
“Hmmm. Perhaps you should.” Dane began shooting baskets again. 
Ellis never took his eyes off Chris until he charged at Dane. He grabbed his T-shirt at the collar. “If you got something to say, you need to say it. You owe me that much.”
Dane slapped his hands away and pushed him back. “I don’t owe you shit but an ass-whipping the next time you put your hands on me. Besides I ain’t the cat you got beef with.”
Ellis’ expression softened and he looked at Chris. Shame prevented Chris from looking back. Ellis disappeared into the park. Chris bit his bottom lip and stared into space. Dane dribbled around Chris as if they were playing a game. He sunk an eighteen-footer.
“You two cats owe me $10 a piece.”







Chapter 19
Let’s Do It Again
Chris waited patiently for Dr. Rainey in her office. As he looked around, he began to get a mental picture of who Devin was. Her office was immaculate. He figured she was anal. Nothing seemed to be out of place and everything seemed to have a place. Her view of 75-85 probably served as a reminder of professional success; as did her awards that lined her walls. The putting green meant she played golf, probably because that’s what other professionals did. Her competitive nature made her practice. Her tropical fish aquarium proved she had maternal instincts because tropical fish were hard to care for and required a lot of attention. Missing were pictures. There were no pictures on her walls or her desk. No family photos. No impromptu snapshots. No framed memories.  Just degrees, certifications, and accolades. What a mundane existence he thought. Just as he was about to probe her desk, the door opened.  
Dr. Devin Rainey was indeed beautiful. She had her locks pulled in a ponytail which revealed the attributes of her face. The greatest of these were her eyes. Eyes he had seen somewhere before. She had the most beautiful gray eyes he’d ever seen and he was mesmerized. When she noticed him staring, she blushed.
“Mr. Goodman, forgive my tardiness. Some things cannot be avoided.” She walked past him and he followed her the whole way. Her black pin-striped business suit fit her perfectly. Her skirt was just long enough to hold his interest. When she removed her jacket, the red silk blouse hugged her breasts but didn’t reveal much skin. Chris was definitely physically attracted and when she licked her lips, he had to look away to control his bulge.
“That’s no problem—the waiting.” Chris tried to take his mind off her. “Some things I don’t mind waiting for.”
“Very well. Are we ready to get started?”
“Yeah. My time, your dime. You should cut a brother a discount as much as you charge.”
“Indeed. Tell me what has happened since our last meeting.”
“Well, let’s see. My best friend’s girlfriend called me to say she was pregnant.”
Devin looked puzzled. 
Chris stared at her until the reason sank in. Her mouth dropped. “Well—that is interesting. How does that make you feel?”  
“Trapped.”
“Well, did you do anything to prevent this from happening? I mean, why would you even go there with her? Why would she? I mean, you did say your best friend’s girlfriend, right?”
Chris tilted his head. “Well not that I need your judgment or think it’s any of your business but I was trying to be a friend. I was being what she needed at the time.”
“I am not judging anyone but I am wondering what kind of friend you were possibly being. And what made you think you were being what she needed?”
“Maybe we should talk about something else.”
Devin agreed. “Do you have your list?”
“Something else.”
“What do you have in mind, Mr. Goodman?”
“Our first meeting.”
Devin’s heart raced. Did he know?
“Last week didn’t go as planned but it was still productive.”
“I know you, Ms. 750. You’ve been thinking about me ever since that night at Spencer’s, haven’t you?”
Devin’s hand shook. “You must have me confused with someone else.”
“Then tell me I’m lying. Tell me how we’ve never met and I will apologize and never bring this issue up again. But I think we  need to get past this so we can move on with our sessions.” 
Devin just looked around the office. She didn’t know how to respond. 
“You thought I wouldn’t remember but I did. Funny how fate works.” 
Devin blushed. She massaged her temples. “Exactly when were you certain I was the woman you met at the club?”
Today I took the time to look into your eyes. And they told me our story.”
“We don’t...have a story.”
Devin got up and walked over to her door. Maybe she wasn’t able to save this one. Maybe he wasn’t able to save her. There  was too much at stake. “I think you should leave.”
Chris walked over to her. He smiled a very cocky smile and rubbed her lower back. “Why? When it’s all out in the open.” 
__________
Devin’s jaws tightened. She didn’t like Chris invading her space. She couldn’t even look at him. Finally, he leaned in and seductively whispered in her ear. “If I was hitting it right, I bet you’d scream your whole name out.”
She slapped his face as hard as she could and stormed out of the office. She didn’t even turn around when she said, “You’d better not be here when I get back.”
After ten minutes, Devin returned to her empty office. How had this man gotten into her most intimate thoughts and feelings? She knew she was not that transparent. She refused to believe he had that kind of handle on women and their feelings.  
As she walked over to her desk, she noticed a note on her desk. ‘Twenty good qualities about Chris.’ She had forgotten she had given him that assignment. She cried when she saw he could only come up with three.
1. Loves his grandmother. 2. Loves basketball. 3. Hard-worker. 
“Ms. Betty?” Devin spoke into her intercom phone. “Could you get me Christian Goodman’s contact information? And clear my schedule for Friday.”







Chapter 20
God Has a Word
Chris laughed at the debacle of a counseling session. He thought about calling Ellis but didn’t know what to say. He thought about calling Lauren but figured time would allow them room for discussions. Then he thought of the one person who was always there even when she shouldn’t be. She was the glue that held him together and without her, he was slowly unraveling. He drove the hour it takes to get there in the Atlanta traffic. When he got there, Chris rang the doorbell as if he were a guest.
“Come on in, baby.” That was Mama Van’s best friend, Ms. Gladys. She lived two houses down. “It’s so good to see ya.”  She pecked him on the cheek as he hugged her. He made his way into the kitchen where Mama Van was buzzing about and frying chicken.
“Van, look what the stork brought us.” Ms. Gladys joked from the door.
Mama Van didn’t have to turn around, but she did anyway. There was a sparkle in her eyes when she saw Chris. She wanted to hug him but figured he  needed a slap across his face. “Hey Christian.”
Chris hung his head. She never called him Christian unless she was  disappointed in him. “Hey mama. Been missing you.”
“Is that right? Do tell.” Mama Van dryly stated as she turned to fry her chicken.
Ms. Gladys noticed the awkwardness and figured she should leave. “Van, I’m gonna run home and change. Be back in a jiffy.”
“Alright, Gladys. Don’t forget your tater salad.”
Ms. Gladys chuckled. “I won’t. Not after we peeled all them taters.” Both ladies shared a laugh. “We havin revival this week. You oughta come on and go with us, Chris. E’vrybody need some Word in they life.”
Chris grinned. “Thanks, Ms. G., but I’m not dressed for church.”
Ms. Gladys looked stunned. “How come you ain’t? Tell him, Van. Dem young folks come dressed in blue jeans and T-shirts. Really be coming as they are. Dem slacks is nice enough and at least your shirt got a collar.”
“Yeah and your pants is up on your butt.” Mama Van added.
Chris laughed. “People are snagging in the church?”  
Mama Van waved at him. “That ain’t the point, son. God don’t care how you look. He just wants you in His house.”
Chris stood silently as both ladies waited on his answer. His eyes darted between the two until all three of them laughed.
“I don’t know ladies. I hadn’t planned...”
“Well, maybe this is God’s plan.” Mama Van interrupted emphatically. “God ain’t gon keep knockin, boy. Eventually you gots to let Him in.”
“Amen, sista. Plus, this young man they got is real good and not much older than you. He preaches on your level. And... you’d make your grandmama very happy.”
Mama Van flashed a smile of affirmation. Chris threw up his hands in surrender.
“Alright. Alright. How can I resist two of the prettiest ladies in the land?”
“Van, you finish up that bird. I’ll be back in a jiffy.” Ms. Gladys darted out the house.
Mama Van walked over to Chris. She placed her hands on his face. As she looked up into his eyes, she could see the sorrow and emptiness they held. “He can make it all better, baby. You just gotta let Him.” Tears formed and were about to fall when Mama Van said, “Flip dem last few pieces so Mama can get dressed.” Chris chuckled as Mama Van wiped his one tear away. “You gon be just fine. God promised.”
__________
Forty-five minutes later,  Chris walked through the church doors. He felt a twinge of relief—almost like he was doing something he’s been trying to for years. He watched the congregation fellowship. He tried his best to keep a low profile but someone noticed him.
“Look at Van’s baby boy.” Chris didn’t even have to turn around to know who it was. Ms. Maggie was Mama Van’s nemesis although she fronted like she was her best friend. “Come give Auntie Maggie a hug.”
Chris forced a smile. He was at church. “Hey, Ms. Maggie.  How you been?” He gave her a half-hug.
“Just fine baby. Question is how have you been? Actually more like where you been. These doors have opened and closed a many times since you been here.” Her hypocrisy was sickening.
“Yeah, well, I’ve been...”
“Get your hands off my boy.” Mama Van came to his rescue.  “He’s already battling enough demons.”
Chris chuckled.
“Well, Van, if I didn’t know any better, I’d think you just called me a demon.” Ms. Maggie barked.
“Take it how you wish. My baby is here to enjoy the services—that was all I meant.”
“And enjoy them he will. Be blessed.” Ms. Maggie sashayed off.
“Mama, I cannot believe you just called that woman a demon.”  
“Well, that is the first stop to her recovery—recognizing the evil in her life. The sooner she learns that, the quicker God can work with her.”
They sat down as the services started. As always, the choir inspired the church. Chris looked around and saw all of the beautiful women. He thought maybe the club wasn’t the hot spot but the church was. Then he regained his focus as the choir sang. The song spoke to his heart. ‘Deliverance is available to you.’ That was what he needed—to be delivered from Lauren and this baby situation. To be delivered from Angela and her evil ways. To be delivered from Dr. Rainey and his desire to get to know her. To be delivered from everything. He  wanted to start all over again. He closed his eyes and imagined such deliverance.
“Thank you, choir.”  
Chris stared at this new preacher and felt an instant connection to him.  
“Church, let’s bow our heads in a word of prayer.”  
Chris couldn’t stop looking at the young man. Preachers were supposed to be old men with gray hair—not young dudes who look like they were going to the club. Preacher man was an attractive guy with a bald head and chocolate skin. He had a stocky build like he played football once upon a time. His six-foot-four frame welcomed his tailored suit and his look was humble yet charming. Chris thought no wonder so many women are in the first three rows.
“I don’t wanna keep you long, church. We got all week to be together. I have a short message tonight.”
Preacher man tossed his notes aside and thumbed through his bible. There was a plethora of “amens” and hand claps. The church was in tune with this young preacher. 
“Now we have all heard of the prophets of the Old Testament. There was Samuel who the Lord called three times before Samuel answered his call. Elijah was taken up in a chariot of fire. Isaiah gave us the message that Our God was a sovereign God. Jeremiah gave us the news that God would judge justly and must punish sin. Ezekiel told us that God is in everything and makes plans for us to know Him. The list could go on and on.  There have been many sermons preached from the books of the prophets. Many versions of the same story. 
Chris’ chest tightened. He felt something move over him. This preacher had his full attention.
“Now, I know you folks like a text. I started off mentioning the prophets. Well, most people don’t talk about this prophet much. I like to call him the lost prophet. Turn in your bibles to Hosea, Chapter 1and Verse 2. When you have it, say ‘amen.’”
Chris heard people flipping through their bibles. He was almost in a trance.
“Amen.”
Then the church read in concert. 
“So I like to read the New Living Translation for those of us that didn’t get what we should have got.”  
The congregation laughed. “
In my bible, Hosea 1 and 2 reads: ‘When the Lord first began speaking to Israel through Hosea, he said to him, Go and marry a prostitute so some of your children will be born to you from other men. This will illustrate the way my people have been untrue to me, openly committing adultery against the Lord by worshipping other gods.’ May the Lord add a blessing to the reading and hearing of His Word. Amen.  Now God told Hosea to go and marry a hooker—a promiscuous woman—a woman whom he knew had been with and would continue to be with other men. It says that Hosea’s wife, Gomer would have children that weren’t Hosea’s. So although Gomer married Hosea, she was still going to be ‘out there.’ Since I know you all like titles, I am going to call this sermon tonight: He still wants you.”  
There were more hand claps and the church folks murmured.  
“See, church, tonight’s word is for the Gomers we may have in the house tonight. I know some preachers would use this text as a way to drive home the wrong doings of sexual promiscuity. And there is a message in there about that. But God wants me to use it to tell all His Gomers that He still wants you. God is still looking for you. You can always come home. God knows you have been ‘out there’ with others. By others, I mean other gods. Don’t give me that blank look. Don’t look at your neighbor and say, ‘I only worship God.  I don’t deal with Budda or Mohammed.’ See, that is where we lose some folks.  Other gods aren’t always other religions. Anything you put before Our Heavenly Father is your god. Hear me say this now. I don’t want you to miss it.”
The congregation moaned and hummed with the preacher’s message.
There was a silence in the church. Chris’ jaws tightened and his heart felt heavy.
“Talk, preacher.”
“Amen. Amen.”
“Use him Lord to speak your word.”
Chris jumped when he heard his grandmother’s voice. She rocked back and forth in her seat. Her eyes were closed and her bottom lip trembled as Ms. Gladys fanned her to keep her calm.
The young preacher continued.
The church roared with amen and praises.
“As I come to the end, church, understand that God is waiting. He didn’t mean for you to be gone this long. It’s time to come home to Him. God is looking for you. Don’t say I tried this God thing and it didn’t work for me. It works if you work it. Just come to Him and allow him to change you. It doesn’t matter what you’ve done or who you’ve done. He’s only interested in you coming to Him. He still loves you. That is the gospel truth.”
People were in the aisles. Some were on their knees. Everyone was praising God.  Chris sat there as the people around him were lost in the spirit. He felt tears rolling down his cheeks but he didn’t know where they came from or why they were there. He felt his insides tremble and he felt sick. He rushed to the bathroom. When he looked in the mirror, he suddenly saw the tears he felt. He cried harder and louder as he faced the torment that was buried inside him. He saw himself as Gomer. God was talking to him tonight. He fell to his knees and asked God to forgive him. Then he felt a small, still voice in his heart.  That voice told him to forgive himself. What he felt scared him. He ran to his car where he tried to ignore the feelings. All he heard—all he felt was something tugging at his heart; asking him to forgive yourself.
Chris noticed a figure coming towards his car. He  didn’t want to be bothered. The figure rapped on the window. 
“Baby, you in there?” Mama Van couldn’t see through the tint.
Chris wiped his face and cleared his throat. He turned the ignition and let down the window. “Yes, ma’am. I’m here.”
Mama Van noticed he had been crying but didn’t mention it. “I been looking for you for ten minutes. Come get you some food.”
Chris shook himself. Had he  been in that car crying for 30 minutes? “Naw, mama. I’m not hungry.”
“At least come meet the reverend?” She pleaded.
“I  don’t feel like being personable.”
“Baby, help is here but you got to reach out for it.”
“I just don’t feel like being around people right now. Can you understand that?”
“I do. But sitting in this car ain’t gon make you feel any better.”
Chris didn’t say anything or even look at her. Mama Van lowered her head to hide her tears. When Chris let the window back up, she walked away.
Chris heard knocking on his window again. He just assumed it was Mama Van. 
“Mama, I just want to be left alone.” He stopped when he saw that it wasn’t her.
It wasn’t her because it was the young man from the pulpit. The young man from the pulpit who had put his pain on display. His pain on display for all the world to see. The world to see as he preached Chris’ life with his words. With his words, he killed Chris softly. 
“What do you want?” Chris snarled. He barely cracked the window.
“Whoa, clearly, I have upset you,” the young preacher responded. His calm demeanor helped Chris relax.
“I don’t mean to be snappy. I kinda wanna be left alone right now.”
“I understand. Your grandmother asked me to come and introduce myself. See if we could talk?”
“Look. I told her and now I’m telling you. All I want is to be alone. You feel me?”
“Yeah. I’m feeling ya, dawg.” Chris looked at him. For the first time he realized this guy  was as young as he looked. “How bout I just leave you my card? You call when—make that if you want to?”
Chris let up the window without a response. The young preacher left his card underneath the windshield wiper and walked away.







Chapter 21
Conversations
Chris stared at his ceiling. Slowly he began to see all of the women with which he had been. Some faces he barely recognized. Some names he didn’t even remember. He faced his alarm clock. The red numbers peered back at him.  
4:52
He hadn’t slept a wink. He hadn’t moved since he lay down at midnight. Thoughts just raced through his head. Thoughts of the women he had wronged. Thoughts of the sermon he had heard. Thoughts of the God he felt had abandoned him. Thoughts of the God he felt he had abandoned.  
He sat up in his bed. He needed to talk to someone. He grabbed the cordless phone and dialed the one person he knew would talk to him at this time—the one person who would talk to him at any time.
“I’m sorry I’m calling so early. I can’t sleep.”
“That’s OK, baby. Time for me to get up anyways.”
Chris started to cry. “I don’t know what to do. I am so scared.”
“Scared of what, baby? You have nothing to fear. God keeps watch over you.”
“Mama, this is so much bigger than God.”
“Oh, child, that is where you are wrong. Nothing is bigger than the God we serve. Tell mama why you so scared.”
“I am afraid I have gotten it all wrong. I am a failure. I’ve done nothing with what God gave me but manipulate people and use it to my advantage. I’m afraid God has stopped loving me. I don’t deserve it. So why would He?”
“Because that’s the kind of God we serve.” Mama Van burst into tears. “Oh, Lord. My child has reached his turning place. Work on him, Lord. He is ready to come to you.” Mama Van prayed so hard through the telephone that Chris almost hung up. Then she addressed Chris again.
“First of all, you are not a failure. You are God’s creation and God don’t make no mess. Second, God will never stop loving His children. That is what He does. That is His very existence. To love. Third, you are right. You don’t deserve His love. But praise God, you don’t have to deserve it. God made the choice to love you years ago. And He is so in love with you that He gives you His grace which allows you to have the things you don’t deserve and He provides the mercy you need to keep you from getting the things you do. His mercy endures forever and His grace is all you need. Chris, God loves you and will always love you. He knew you would sin and turn away from Him. So He provided a way out. That way is Jesus. You already have Jesus. Now you just have to get to know Him. What you heard tonight wasn’t an accident, Chris. It was no surprise to God that you would go to church tonight. You need to stop condemning yourself because the One that matters stopped condemning you years ago. Try Him and see. Get to know Him.”
“I can’t, Mama. There have been too many women and too many lies. I can’t come to Him like this.”
“Ohh, baby. That is just the way God wants you. When He says come to me just like you are, he means that thing. Now you are right about one thing. You—alone—can’t do it but you can do all things with Christ. Call out to him. Tell Him you want to get to know Him.”
Chris just held his phone. “Lord, I want to know you. Is that it?”
“Sweetie, as long as you are sincere and you have confessed a desire to know Him.”
“So now what, Mama?  I sit and wait?”
“Oh no. You have to be proactive in this faith fight. He has given you everything you need.”
“What? What has He given me?”
“For starters, He’s given you someone to talk to. Rev. Wells is waiting on your call.” Mama Van hung up the telephone before Chris could respond.
Chris carefully considered Mama Van’s words. God’s mercy. God’s grace. God’s love. He thought about those things until he fell asleep.
__________
Chris turned over and tried to ignore the sound of his singing ringtone. 
“Hello.”
“Were you still asleep? I am sorry for waking you.”
“That’s no problem. I needed to wake up anyway. To what do I owe this pleasure, Dr. Rainey?”
“I’m not going to beat around the bush. I think we need to talk about the future of our business relationship.” 
“OK. What about it?”
“Not on the phone. A face-to-face. In a neutral spot where we can both be comfortable. Can you handle that?”
Chris smiled. “You got a time and place?”
“Eleven am. Friday. D’Orleans.”
“Hmmm. Classy. It’s a date.”
“No sir. It’s a meeting. A business meeting.”
Chris chuckled. “I’ll be there with my bells on.”
“I’m sure you will. Have a good day, Mr. Goodman.”
Click. 
Chris couldn’t believe how pompous she was. He  hadn’t noticed that before. He figured this little meeting wasn’t about business. They could have met in the office if it was “just business.” He assumed they would have a quiet lunch and go back to her place and enjoy the rest of the afternoon. Whatever her plans were, he was down for whatever. But those plans were days away. He had more pressing issues to address.  
God’s love. God’s grace. God’s mercy. It was time he made a phone call.
__________
Later that evening, Chris faced his counterpart.
“Thank you for meeting me, Rev. I hope this little meeting can make up for my behavior last night.”
“There is nothing to make up. We all have our moments.”
Chris was surprised at how comfortable he felt with this guy. The young preacher was dressed in Phat Farm jeans and shirt. He wore Oakley sunglasses and smelled like Hugo Boss. Preachers had definitely come up in this day and age.
“So, where do we start?” Chris asked while sipping on his Dasani.
“How bout with some introductions? We were never formally introduced.”
“Oh my bad. Christian Goodman.” He extended a handshake.  
“Nice to meet you. I’m Trevor Wells.”
They shook hands. Chris looked at him and saw familiarity but didn’t know where it began. What could he possibly have in common with a preacher?  
“Is it alright if I call you Trevor?”
“Actually, I prefer Tee. Friends call me Tee.”
“Tee? Every time you open your mouth I question your godliness.”
“Being a man of God doesn’t make me less of a man. I get down just like the next one. I’m still human.”
“I didn’t mean it like that. I just thought you’d be....more formal.”
“I understand. People think I am holier than thou, but I am just a man. Always have been. Always will be.”
There was an awkward silence.
Chris finally probed, “So how long you been preaching?”
Trevor answered proudly. “I answered His call about fours years ago.”
“What did you do before that?”
“Management. I owed a chain of check-cashing places on the south side.”
“Word? That’s different.” Chris desperately sought their connection. 
“Your grandmother tells me you teach and coach. How is that going?”
“It’s cool. Waiting on school to start. This is my first year as a head coach. So I got some apprehension about it.”
“Your grandmother told me about that. She is  proud of you.”
They exchanged more small talk. Learning more about the surface they shared with the world.
“So, Chris, what is  on your mind today? I don’t think you called me to chit-chat.”
Chris sat up in his seat. “You right about it. I got issues going on. Mostly, it starts with that sermon you did last night.”
“What about it?”
“It got under my skin a bit. The whole Gomer thing. God still wanting me, I mean, you know whoever thing. Is that true?”
“I wouldn’t have said it if it wasn’t. God is waiting on all His lost sheep to come home.”
“Why did you come home? To God, I mean.”
Trevor chose his words carefully. “I got a wake-up call. My lifestyle was destroying me. I wasn’t happy with myself or the life I led but I couldn’t walk away from it. So God made me walk.”
Chris wrinkled his brow. “I don’t get it.”
Trevor sighed. “Some people need to be warned and they straighten right up. Others need a smack upside the head to get the message. So God smacked me and believe me, I got the message. Hate it took a gambling problem to do it.” 
Chris nearly faded out. He stared blankly at Trevor and then, the bomb dropped. “I lost everything due to my gambling, Chris. My wife. Kids. My businesses.”
Chris’ mouth dropped.
Trevor continued, “I nearly lost my life behind a bad debt.  They roughed me up pretty bad. My left arm never did set right. After that, I found the strength to do something different. Some would say it was too late to change then but I say God was right on time.”
Chris looked puzzled. “You’re thanking God for losing it all?”
“I thank God for giving me a chance to get it right. I even get a chance to save some souls in the process. Don’t get it twisted. It took me a long time to get to this point. I have cursed God and been angry at Him. I’ve had bouts of depression and thoughts of suicide. But through all of that came my testimony. And it’s what I share when I’m led to.” Trevor paused to check Chris’ reception.
Chris just stared and tried to absorb what he just heard. “Saved you from what? Chris searched for the logic in Trevor’s statement.
“A life of eternal damnation. I was doomed before this. I had not accepted Christ. I didn’t even acknowledge God. But when you hit rock-bottom, there is no where to look but up.”
Chris mockingly asked, “So now you go around and preach the good word. Seems a bit hypocritical, doesn’t it?”
Trevor defended his position. “Not at all. I’ve asked God to forgive me and I’ve forgiven myself. If man can’t forgive me that is his problem.”
“So you think God has forgiven you?”
Trevor spoke confidently. “I know He has. That is the Good News I preach. If you come to Him with your whole heart, He’ll accept you. That’s how the program works.”
“So you go around sharing your news with the saints?”
“Of course not. Being saved doesn’t exclude people from being ignorant. I ask God to reveal to me the people who need to know and exactly what they need to know.”
“So I guess God told you I needed to know?”
“When you called me and asked me to meet you, it was then that I figured I was going to share this with you. I figured if you knew my story, it would make you more palatable to where God is trying to take you. You seem to be facing a lot of the challenges I have.”
Trevor condescendingly asked, “So losing everything doesn’t just mean your life?”
Chris sat back in his chair. “How would you know that?”
“Your grandmother is  concerned about you.”
“That doesn’t give her the right...”
“It wasn’t with malice that she shared that with me. She only told me because she thought I could reach out to you.”
Chris stared into space. He didn’t even notice that Trevor was leaving.
“God told me to tell you don’t make Him wait too long, Christian. Most people aren’t afforded as many chances as He’s given you.”
Trevor walked away, leaving Chris engulfed with his thoughts.







Chapter 22
Closures
After a thirty minute drive, Chris found himself in Roswell. He figured he needed to start where this all began. He needed closure with Angela. If he could fix that, everything else would fall into place. Chris thought of how Trevor mentioned losing everything. Angela tried to take everything from him, including his life.
Angela answered her door. Disdain hovered over her face. “What in hell do you want?”
Chris walked in. He barely recognized her. She had lost over twenty pounds. Her clothes just hung off her. Her hair was unkempt. Her apartment was dark and silent. Dishes overflowed the sink. The place was filthy.  
“Angela, what is wrong with you?” Chris asked earnestly.
“I’m dying, Chris. Didn’t you get the memo? I have AIDS. Full-blown, going to kill me in a matter of months AIDS.”
Chris’ eyes dropped with sorrow. “That doesn’t give you license to act like this. You don’t have to die this way. They’re making a lot of medical advancements. There are treatments.”
She stormed at him. “Save your concern for da bitch you plan on fucking tonight. Love don’t live here anymore.” She walked away and climbed into her bed.
Chris was overwhelmed with guilt. Was he  responsible for all of this? “Angela, I hate seeing you like this.”
“Why? Because you can’t flip me over and hit it from behind no more.” She rolled over and tooted her butt in the air. “If that ain’t good enough, I can still ride it.”
Chris expressed his frustration. “It’s not always about that.”
“Ain’t it tho? That’s all I was to you. A piece of ass. I just lasted longer than most. What was it that kept you interested for so long?” Angela appeared  curious.
“Believe it or not, I had feelings for you. I cared.” Chris’ eyes jumped from the wall to her bed. His guilt would allow him to look at her.
“What fucking feelings? Huh?” Angela threw a towel at him. “Other than the hard-on you got whenever you’d see me?” She gestured at him by grabbing her crotch.
“What happened to the girl I fell in love with?” Chris grimaced at the look of a beautiful woman turned bitter.
Angela broke into tears. She screamed. “We lost her in the shuffle” A puzzled look surfaced on his face. “That’s right, Chris—WE. I was so busy trying to be who Chris wanted that I stopped being Angie along the way. Much to my chagrin, I was changing for a man who didn’t deserve me or the woman I was becoming. And you—you loved me because I was loving you. Then you stopped because I had too much love to give.” Chris allowed her words to sink in as tears welled up in his eyes. “I did things for you—with you—to you I never even thought were possible. I would have never made you cry. I would have walked out of your life before I’d hurt you. I did all that and more because I thought that’s what true love did.” 
Tears streamed down her face. Chris sat on the side of the bed. He wrapped his arms around her. She let go and collapsed in his arms. She cried until she had no more tears.
“I am so sorry, Angela.” Chris finally stated. He was trying to find a way to comfort her.
“Your apology is meaningless. You think your apology solves everything.”
Chris became frustrated and pushed her away. “Look, what do you want from me? I said I was sorry. I didn’t make you love me. That was your choice. I never asked for that.” He made a bee-line for the door. “I was the same old Chris. I didn’t change. I don’t recall ever asking you to either.”
“That’s right. Run, little nigga, run. That’s what you do best.” Angela’s voice sounded more like a whisper in the room.
“You hurt me but I’ve learned a lot along the way. Trying to find you in the others, only to find one with AIDS.” She laughed again. “You haven’t learned shit.”
Chris wanted to shout, “I’ve learned that women are crazy.”  But cynicism wasn’t what she needed. Honesty was. So he revealed what he knew she wanted. He confronted and confessed his feelings at that very moment. 
“I could have been a better man to you. I should have loved you.” 
Angela’s posture softened. Maybe this tragedy wasn’t all in vain.  
Chris continued, “I’ll admit I wasn’t ready for you. I wasn’t ready for the way you made me feel. I manipulated you to get what I wanted.” 
He kneeled beside her and held her hands. “I apologize for the games and the lies. I didn’t deserve you or the love you gave me. I am sorry for the changes I have taken you through.”
Angela’s mission had been accomplished. Maybe he was capable of changing. Then Chris expressed to her more than she could possibly hope for.  
“I want to thank you for taking a chance on me. You loved me and I messed things up. You were the one, Angela. I know that now. I can only pray I will get a second chance to get it right.”
Angela cupped his face with her hands. “You’ll get your chance. Just not with me. Our love was only for a season and seasons change.”
“Don’t you wonder why God gave you this?”
“God isn’t to be questioned. Although He may allow things to happen, He doesn’t give His children bad things. There’s a plan for me and this affliction. There’s always a purpose.”
“How can you say that? You’re dying.” Confusion settled upon his face.
“And so are you. We all are—in theory. This world is just temporary. We are only here to get a job done. When the job is done, we’re done.” Angela lightly pecked his forehead. “Despite everything, I have to admit,” Angela reveals tearfully, “you’re still in my heart. I love you with everything I am, Chris, even if you can’t love me back. I still pray that the angels are watching over you and keeping you out of harm’s way.”
Chris stood in amazement. “You pray for me? I thought you hated me. You slept...”
“Anger is a powerful thing. So, yes, I wanted to hurt you. I’m human. I was mad.” Angela hung her head in shame. So I asked God to forgive me. Then I forgave myself for even going there.  Hopefully, one day, you will forgive me too.” Angela stared passionately into his eyes. “Chris, I’ve always loved. I guess I always will because you never  get over your first true love.”  
Chris looked around not knowing what to say. “You asking me to forgive you?”
“Yes, Chris. Forgiveness is where it all starts. Once you forgive, you start healing.”
“You shouldn’t give up.” Chris pleaded.
“Believe me, I haven’t given up. God and I have talked about this. I’m OK with the way things are. So is He.” Angela walked Chris to the door. “He’s made you want to be a better man. If I was the pawn He used, I accept that role humbly and with grace.” Angela stroked his face with hers. “Trust me, I can rest knowing my job is done.” She pecked him on the lips and then walked away as he slowly let her go. “Somehow I think we’ll always be.” She said tearfully as she disappeared into her bedroom. She didn’t even look back.
Chris stood in her living room and watched as the only woman he had ever  cared for walked out of his life. She was dying and he would never have another chance to make things right with her. She had told him that she forgave him but Chris was skeptical. He thought about the other women he cheated on her with, the lies he told her, and the pain he caused. He hit his head several times with his palms. He began quietly condemning his behavior. He began hating the man he had become. He wanted to scream his frustrations.  Instead, he fell to his knees and prayed.
“Dear God, what have I become? I’m an egotistical, manipulative bastard. I have convinced myself that I am doing my best to make people happy. All I’m  doing is making me happy. And my happiness seems to be mission impossible. It should be me in that room suffering. I should be the one facing death. She was nothing but sweet, Lord. She was love. Why are you punishing her and not me?  I am the one who has made mockery of life. I am the one who deserves to be condemned. Lord, I am sorry for wasting your most precious gift—life. Give Angela another chance. Take away my chance and give it to her. She deserves it so much more than me. I don’t deserve Your love. I don’t deserve You. You love me regardless and I’ll probably never understand why. Amen.”
Chris gathered himself and walked towards Angela’s bedroom door. When he lifted his hand to knock, he heard her retching. He walked in to find her slumped over her toilet bowl.
“Please allow me to get you some help.” He turned away because he couldn’t stand to see her that way.
Through her sobs, “I...think you...should.”







Chapter 23
In the Wide Open
After he checked Angela into a hospital and made sure she was cared for, he thought of other issues in his life. He needed to talk to Ellis. As he drove, he thought about being a better man. To his friends. To his family. Most importantly, to himself. Maybe Dr. Rainey could walk him through the process. He pulled into Ellis’ driveway. He hoped Ellis hadn’t given much credence to Dane’s outburst on the basketball court. He needed to tell Ellis in his way. When he walked in, Ellis and Lauren were fighting.
“We’ve both made some mistakes, Ellis.” Lauren shouted. “We let each other down.”
“Don’t turn this on me. I didn’t fuck him.” Ellis’ tone escalated with each word.
“I never said I did either.” Lauren calmed herself. “As far as I am concerned, it’s all over with.”
Ellis relented too. “So say you didn’t fuck him and we can squash all this.” He wanted his thoughts to be wrong.
“Look, whatever happened, happened. Nothing you do will ever change that. So the way I see it, it’s already squashed.”
At that moment, they both noticed Chris standing in the doorway. Lauren rushed past him. Ellis stepped to Chris and poked a finger in his chest. “You’re just the man I wanted to see.”
Chris backed away from Ellis. He wondered what Ellis knew and what he didn’t know. Ellis just stared at him.  
“Tell me you’ve been fucking my lady.” Chris stood there frozen. “Tell me what you did.” 
Chris sucked in his bottom lip. “You don’t want to hear that.”
“Damn if I don’t want to hear it, Chris. I want to see the words roll off your lips. I want to hear you say that you are the back-stabbing lowlife destroying my relationship.”
Chris sighed loudly. He didn’t like being backed into a corner. “I’m not destroying anything, aight. I told you. I said to you she wanted more than what you were giving her. But you didn’t listen. I told you this was coming but you wouldn’t listen. I tried to warn you, man, she was shopping her options.” Chris desperately tried to prove his self-perceived innocence in all this.
Ellis looked at Chris with disgust with a hint of bewilderment. “Are you saying this is my fault? Is that what you’re saying? Hell, you make it sound like you were doing me a favor.” Ellis lowered his head in pain. “I came to you as a friend and expressed that we were having problems. The whole time I was talking to my problem. How twisted is that?”
“Ellis, she wasn’t  being with me. She was being with you through me.”
Ellis was astounded. “What kind of bullshit is that? You must  believe your own hype? You can’t word-fuck me today. So try again.”
Chris knew what he did was wrong, but he didn’t want to accept the blame alone. “Look, you know the game. Your lady, she chose me. She was as willing as I was.”
Ellis clinched his teeth. “That’s the fucked-up part. Your ass shouldn’t have been so willing.” Then he smiled and stepped in Chris’ face. “Don’t you think for once that she stepped to you because your game was so tight. I pushed her into you because my game was slipping. And then I trusted you too much.” 
Ellis looked lost, almost like he searched for answers. “My daddy always said never put too much faith in a man. He’ll fuck you every time. I never knew what that meant.” Ellis stared angrily into Chris’ eyes. “Until right fucking now.”
Chris backed away. He searched for a way out and decided to use Ellis’ words as an avenue. 
“You’re right, man. I’m only human. I make mistakes. Hell, I made a mistake. This is one of the biggest ones. I’ve regretted it ever since.”
“Bullshit. What you regret is getting caught.” Ellis grinned. “All this time you had me fooled. I was too blinded by your charisma to see you for the bullshit artist you  are. There were even times I wished I could be you. I idolized you and for what. To get caught up in the same role as everyone else in your life. Someone to be used.”
Chris looks away in confusion. “How did I use you?”
“To make yourself feel good. Don’t deny that twinge of self-gratification you felt when you hit your mark. That’s all people all to you—marks. All you look for is the opportunity to exploit them.”
Chris shook his head. “As usual, you are reading way too much into this situation. As complicated as it may be, it isn’t all of that. It was simply a mistake I made—we made.  There was no malice. There was no premeditation. Just poor decision-making.”  
“That is one thing we agree on. You definitely made a choice. Just like I’m making one right now. You’ve already fucked me one way. I won’t allow you to fuck me another.  Maybe now I can sleep at night—now that I can remove your knife out of my back.”
Chris stood with his arms folded. “Can we just sit down and discuss this thing? Let’s talk to each other and not at each other.”
Ellis looked blown away. “Are you running game on me, Christian Goodman? Your charisma is so played right now. I am not one of your women. I will not be manipulated today. You cannot convince me that what I know to be true is anything but that.”
“Ellis, listen...”
“No, you listen. Don’t piss on me and then tell me it’s raining. You would even have the nerve to give me an umbrella, you bitch. Be real about your shit.”
Chris’ jaws flexed in and out. Then he blurted, “A’ight. Reality is you had a good woman. You just took her granted.”
“What?”  Ellis’ nostrils flared.
“I said you had a good woman but you didn’t know how to treat her. You were so busy trying to give her the world when you were her world. All she  wanted was you.” 
“I took her for granted? And what did you take from her?”
Chris didn’t hide his shame. “I took...exactly what she wanted me to have.”
Chris felt a stringing sharp pain in his left eye. He found himself on the floor. “Take that, bitch. I wanted you to have that.”
Chris nursed his eye and resisted the urge to fight back. He knew he had it coming. “There. You hit me. Are we even now? Look, man, I’m sorry. I never meant to hurt you.”
“What did you mean, then?  What honorable intentions could you have possibly had?”
“It just...”
“Please don’t insult me and say ‘it just happened.’ You can do better than that.  I’ve personally watched you convince women that the thongs they’ve found belonged to a sister you don’t have or a cousin they will never meet. I’ve seen you plot and plan on women all our lives. So convince me that this wasn’t your plan all along.”
Chris lifted himself off the ground. “Honestly, Ellis, I didn’t PLAN this. Are you asking me if I ever thought about it? Yeah, I entertained thoughts. But I never set out to make this happen. OK, look, I’m an asshole. I’m a jerk. But I’m also your friend. I have been for a long time. I know you can see that.”
Ellis tightened his eyes. “All I see—all I’ll ever see—is you pushing inside her.” Ellis looked up as if he could see the love scene taking place. “Betraying me with each thrust.” Ellis looked straight into Chris’ eyes. “That’s all I see.”
Chris searched for the right words. This was one of the few times he is left speechless. He didn’t want Ellis to walk away but he didn’t have anything to offer that would keep him there. 
“Our friendship cannot be worth this one mishap.”
“Chris, you didn’t break my toy or steal my pencil, man. You had sex with my woman.”
“It was a mistake. I’m sorry.”
“Mistakes are things people do when they don’t necessarily know it’s the wrong thing. During the course of action, they somehow learn the negative consequences. Those are mistakes, Chris. You didn’t make a mistake. You made a choice. You can’t plead ignorance in this case. You made a calculated decision to take that course of action. Now be a man and deal with its consequences.”
“You just need some time. In a couple of months –“
“In a couple of months, you will still have fucked Lauren. So don’t flatter yourself. Nothing will have changed.”
“What about Lauren, man? I wasn’t there by myself.”
“That is so true. But somehow I feel like I forced her into you. All I did was work. I never made time for her. Because of that, I’ll let her have this one. If I could erase this one thing, I’d still be with her.”
“A’ight then. Erase this thang and be my boy.”
“I can’t. In fact, I won’t. Us being friends just don’t feel right. I’d rather lose you than lose my mind.”
“Why would you forgive her and not me? I’ve been your friend for twenty years and you’re going to throw that away over a piece of ass.” 
“That’s the whole point. Maybe—just maybe I expected a bit more restraint on your part.” Ellis expressed his disappointment. Then he looked at Chris with contention.  “For the record, she wasn’t a ‘piece of ass.’ She is the woman I am in love with.” Ellis walked over to a chair, sat down and buried his head in his hands. “But see, that’s your problem. Your perception of women is going to cost you everything.” 
Ellis walked over to Chris and stares intently. “Now you made your choice when you laid down with her. So, now, I am making mine. And I am choosing to say fuck you with a capital FUCK. Now get da hell outta my house.”
“Ellis—”
“I said get the hell on.” Ellis couldn’t even look at Chris.
Realizing he had nothing left to lose, Chris put it all on the table. “You know what? It’s time to get it all out there.”
“Now what? Lauren’s not the only girlfriend of mine you’ve fucked behind my back. What other dirty little deeds you keeping from me? Actually, it probably won’t even matter. Nothing you could say would hurt me more than I’m hurting right now.”
Chris bit his bottom lip. He knew Ellis was about to eat his words. “All of this is about the baby, right?”
There was a long silence. Chris couldn’t breathe because of the tension. “Baby?” Ellis looked completely lost. “Lauren’s pregnant?”
Chris tried to walk away as he realized he has said too much but Ellis stopped him. “Hey, I’m talking to you. Lauren’s pregnant?”  Ellis shoved Chris in his chest. “Did you get her pregnant?”
Chris stepped away from Ellis. He feared another left jab or right hook. “Lauren seems to think so.”
“Oh, she seems to thinks so?” Ellis questioned mockingly. “How does something like that happen? Your condom break?”
Chris nervously looked away. “I  think this is something you should discuss...”
“Did it break?” Ellis stared blankly. “Or you hit it raw?”
Chris looked away; knowing his answer would get him the ass-whipping he so rightfully deserved. Ellis demanded answers and Chris was fed up with the hiding. So he finally spoke his mind. “First of all, you have always bashed me and Dane for sleeping around when the fact is you’ve done some of the same dirt we have. When you met Lauren, you chose to stop—which was all well and good. But that didn’t take away from the holes you’ve hit.”
“Are you judging me?” Confusion funneled through Ellis’ words.
“No, judgment is the last thing I’m capable of. You want truth, right? So here it is.” Chris swallowed hard. “Maybe you’re reaping from all the women you’ve screwed over. If memory serves me correct, that would be quite a few. Lauren always flirted with me. You just never noticed. Apparently there was always a subtle attraction there. You just never noticed. Well, one day, I did what you wouldn’t—I noticed.  I listened to her bitch and complain about you. I gave her compliments when she needed them and listened to her talk about her days at work. I was there whenever you weren’t. I guess, at some point, she wanted me to do more than listen.  Now I know I am no saint, but I don’t pretend to be either.”  Chris looked Ellis straight into his eyes. “You preach about karma, but I think you forgot that karma don’t skip nobody, man. Everybody’s got a price they gotta pay. And I know eventually I got a check to write. But so do you.”
Ellis stood motionless. Maybe he didn’t want all of that honesty. But now that Chris had given it him to him, He wanted to get it all out in the open. He grabbed his keys and Chris’ arm. “Let’s go. It’s time to talk this all the way out.”
Chris snatched away from his grasp. “This is between you and Lauren. I don’t think it’s my place—”
“Not your place? That is funny. Was it your place to knock her up? All three of us need to work this out. And no better time than the present.”
Ellis pulled Chris to the car. He didn’t even resist. Deep down, he figured it was going to come to this.







Chapter 24
End of the Road
Ellis didn’t say a word as he drove down the I-75. Chris figured he should do the same. When they arrived at Lauren’s, Chris secretly hoped she wasn’t there. When he saw her car, he knew he wouldn’t get his wish. They walked up to her door and Ellis used his key to get in. Lauren smiled when she saw Ellis but that smile quietly disappeared when she realized Chris was with him. She figured the shit had hit the fan. Since they were at her place, it was time for that shit to spin.
Lauren closed the door after Ellis and Chris walked in. There was a long silence. Ellis just stood, glaring between Chris and Lauren.
Lauren sighed. “Well, well, well. I assume there’s a reason for this... impromptu visit.”
Ellis walked over to her and pulled her into him. Lauren saw the pain in his eyes. Chris slid over by the kitchen; trying desperately to deter attention.  
“Are you pregnant?” Ellis’ pain lived in each word.
Lauren looked over Ellis’ shoulder and stared at Chris. He hung his head in guilt. She looked at Ellis and noticed the tears in his eyes. With that, she figured why lie.
“Yes,” she whispered. 
“By him?”
Lauren stepped away from Ellis. She covered her mouth with her hands. There was no sense in lying now. “Yes.”
Ellis wiped tears away as he looked at Lauren and then at Chris. He looked back and forth until he finally exploded at Chris. He slammed Chris into the wall and punched him in the stomach. 
“Get off me, man.”  Chris lunged at Ellis which forced them to tussle through the living room and over the sofa.  
“You son-of-a bitch.  She was my lady.” Ellis landed several punches while Chris attempted to block them. “All these women in the world and you had to have her.”  
“Wait a minute.” Lauren screamed at the top of her lungs.  Ellis’ tirade stopped while Chris caught his breath. Lauren pulled Ellis off Chris and threw him on the sofa.
“I am not your property. Just because we’re in a relationship doesn’t mean you own me. Ellis, I’m grown.”
Chris picked himself up and stood quietly. 
Ellis regained his composure. “Aight, Lauren. Maybe I should be punching you.”
“Trust that is not what you want to do right now. And pounding on Chris won’t make the situation any better. So, relax. Calm down and we can discuss this like human beings.”
Lauren sighed loudly and sat gently beside Ellis. “Honestly, Ellis, I think what has happened to us happens to a lot of couples. One day, you’re so in love. The next, you’re growing apart. Then they go looking—trying to find what they need in another. I think that’s what I did.” She took ownership for her decision. “I know it is. I just didn’t have to look very far.” She glanced at Chris and smiled. “He was a friend at first, nothing more. He listened. He allowed me to express myself. Let me be me. For that, I will always be grateful.” Then she looked at Ellis. “He never tried to take your place. He never forced himself on me. He was never more than I wanted him to be. What we shared, I wanted. See, this whole thing is not about him. I put him in the game whenever I needed a replacement. He knew his role. He was never going to be the starter. Sleeping with him was about me and my needs.”
Chris rubbed his goatee and listened as Lauren described him as her steady standby. He was insulted.
Ellis jumped up. He didn’t want to hear anymore. But Lauren continued. She needed her clarification for the situation at hand. 
“There were nights I’d lay awake crying. I’d wonder what all the tears were for. I mean, did we  have something worth crying about? I realized I was only crying because I thought I should be. I was crying out of habit. I wasn’t crying because it was hurting that bad.” She started rubbing his face as her tears fall. “We gave this thing a valiant effort, but somehow, we missed. And no one wants to admit how they have failed but we just didn’t make it. I remember one of the last times we were together. We were making love and I knew you were just going through the motions. Suddenly, I realized I was too. I wanted more and that’s what Christian gave me. That’s when I decided that you and were a loss—maybe I should say an experience. That’s when I moved on.”  She struggled through her tears. “I just didn’t know how to tell you.”
Ellis sniffled. “And fucking my best friend was the best way to get that done? Was that  your only way out?” Ellis was angry now. “I mean, if you wanted to leave me, I would have been strong enough to watch you go. You didn’t have to walk out the back door like some whore.”
Lauren threw her hand up. “You’re right. I could have been more of a lady about this. But I wanted something he could give. Now I am not the only whore is this scenario. You haven’t always done right by me. I do believe you have cut a few corners too. So let’s not start name-calling. You are no less sinful than I am.” Lauren confirmed her stance. “Sleeping with him was more than just my way of trying to let you go. Sleeping with Chris was all about me. It was about what I wanted, and I didn’t feel bad about it. I mean, in my heart, I knew what we were doing was wrong. I should’ve walked away but I didn’t want to. Then I thought about how men have been doing this for years. Men sleep with women everyday to satisfy their sexual desires. I saw an opportunity to enjoy myself and I took it. What’s good to the goose has got to be good to the gander. Don’t get me wrong. Getting pregnant wasn’t on my to-do list. But now that it’s a reality, I can’t pretend it isn’t.”
Lauren got up and walked into the kitchen. She checked on Chris making sure he wasn’t too hurt and poured a glass of water.
“So, that’s it?” Ellis looked dumbfounded. “Two years gone over this motherfucker?” Then he looks at Chris and realizes he has subjected him to the same sense of finality.
Lauren shook her head. “Gosh, why won’t you listen? Ellis, this is just the culmination of what we had. We ended six months ago. Look, whatever we had, we had.” Lauren quietly strolled over to Ellis and wrapped her arms around his neck. She gently pecked his lips. “Had I still been with you emotionally, I never would have gotten with him. We had our run. When we loved, we loved and when we didn’t anymore, we just didn’t.” She turned away.
Ellis wrapped his arms around her waist. “You keep saying ‘WE’. You’re speaking for me. I’ve never stopped loving you.”
Lauren explained, “I know. Somewhere along the way, we stopped being lovers and became more like than friends.” She pulled his arms from around her. “Chris became more of my boyfriend that you were. He was always there when you weren’t. Seriously, Ellis, what did you think would happen?” 
She gave him time to replay the whole scene. All of the missed dinners that he sent Chris to replace him. The little gifts Chris delivered on his behalf. 
Lauren reminded him. “You knew I wasn’t happy. And you knew someone was giving me to attention I craved. Right now, you are just pissed to learn that that someone was your best friend. I am not going to pretend this is a happy ending but it’s an ending all the same.” She searched his face for accordance. “Admit it. When you spent all of your time at work, were you  providing for me or simply avoiding me?”  Ellis looked away. “Sweetie, don’t think I’m not hurting because I am. No woman wants to watch her man walk away from her. I loved you and I loved you hard, but when you started pulling away, I knew there was nothing I could do. I wouldn’t ask you to condone what I did but you shouldn’t condemn me because I did it. You pulled away on your terms. I walked away on mine.”
“Lauren, we never talked about this. You sure are assuming a lot without a whole lot of conversation.” Ellis defended his position.
“Talk for what, Ellis. Your actions said all I needed to hear.”
“So I started working a lot and that meant I didn’t love you?” Ellis asked sarcastically.
“You started working a lot and that meant you committed to something else.” Lauren sighed. “I’ve never questioned your love, Ellis, just your actions. Honestly, I don’t even think you realized what you were doing.” She walked over to Chris. “You bash Chris and Dane for being commitment-phobes when you’re the same way. You pulled away because I got too close. Your fear of commitment is just as genuine as his. The only difference between you two was that he doesn’t pretend.”  
Ellis shook his head although he knew she was right. He knew that Lauren’s words were a bittersweet truth he had been avoiding for months. His pain wasn’t about what Lauren did. It’s what Chris did. His best friend of twenty years betrayed him in the most menacing way possible. Now there was a baby to remind of that fact.
“Tell me something, Lauren. All the men in this world, why him? Why did you sleep with Chris?”
Lauren looked up at the ceiling.“I slept with Chris simply because I wanted to.”
Lauren’s boldness nearly caused Ellis to collapse. Chris coughed because he couldn’t believe she was being so blunt.
Ellis maintained his composure. “What is it about this nigga? Is he bigger? Does he do something better?”
Lauren scoffed. “This isn’t about bigger or better. Look, we were over long before he came into my bedroom.”
Ellis spent several minutes choosing his next words. “Well, I still love you. As long as you say that this thing is over with you and Chris, I can move on.”
Chris glared at Ellis. He thought, ‘How is going to forgive her? We’re twenty years deep and he won’t even look at me.’ 
Lauren stood in front of Ellis. “I know what I feel when we touch and it isn’t love, Ellis. Not man-and-wife love.” She hugged him. “You are definitely a good man. You’re just not my good man. After some time, maybe we can be friends, but right now, I  need to focus on me and my pregnancy.” She shot Chris a pensive look. “I don’t know if I’m going to be a single parent or not.” Ellis finally wrapped his arms around her and accepted the fact that it would be the last time. Chris watched as their relationship reaches its end. Ellis kissed Lauren on her cheek, placed her key on the counter, and walked out of her life. 
Before he left, Ellis had one more question. “Do you love him?”
Lauren stated coldly, “Do you  think my answer will ease your pain?”
With that response, Ellis left Chris and Lauren.
Chris knew he couldn’t just walk away. They were having this baby. She was going to need him. Maybe now, it was time to sacrifice—especially if it was for his child.
“Lauren.” Chris walked over to her and held her hand. “I’m ready. I’m ready to be in a relationship. To be the man you need.”
She caressed his face while she hid her laughter. “No offense, but I demand a lot and I hardly think you’re the man to give it to me.”  
Chris frowned. What the hell does that mean? He wants to do the right thing.
“You were the one who said you didn’t want to be a single parent. To me, that implies marriage. Although I may not be ready for that much of a commitment, I can offer you what I have. I can be there for you and the baby. I will be financially responsible. I don’t want my child going through what I did.” Chris smiled at his personal sacrifice. He had done the bigger thing.  
Lauren scoffed. “You’ve already given me exactly what you have to offer.” 
Chris looked confused. He  doesn’t know what she meant. 
She noticed the confusion on his face and made it plain. “It was good. It was mind-blowing. There were multiple orgasms. It will probably never be like that again. You were indeed the best I’d ever had. I call you my once-in-a-lifetime sex because most women only come across a dick like yours once in her lifetime.” Lauren rubbed her hands across her perky breasts and grinned at her memories. “But knowing that you do want to assume your responsibility in all of this does give me some comfort.”
“You used me?” Chris looked genuinely hurt.
“Please. We used each other.” Lauren answered very sharply. “That’s all you know how to do is use people. I didn’t ask you for more than you could give me and you didn’t disappoint me by giving me anything less. So let’s not stand here and try to force love out of nothing at all. It was sex. Nothing more—nothing less.”
Chris looked around the room as he absorbed Lauren’s declaration of lust. “So I was nothing more to you than a dick in a glass?”
Lauren smiled, “I’ll always be glad...” She winks at him. “I cracked that mug open.”  She flashed a smile that oozed with satisfaction.
Chris cringed at her smile. For the first time in his life, he didn’t like that smile. That smile he had spent his whole life trying to get from different women. From different women who meant nothing to him. Nothing to him at all except that smile. That smile was what he never got from one woman. From one woman he’s been trying to love ever since he was ten.
Normally, he would be proud to see a satisfied lover, but today, right now, he was disgusted with the role he has played with this one. “I thought I meant more to you than just that.”
“What you do best...” She flashed that smile again.  “...doesn’t require much thinking.”
Chris sucked his teeth. For the first time, he felt like the piece of meat he has reduced women to. “I’m more than just that.”
“Really? That’s all I’ve ever seen.”
Chris was disturbed by her tone and her opinion of him. He turned his back and she came up behind him. 
She rested her head on his back and hugged his neck. “Chris, right now, all I need is for you to be a father to your child.”
“I can do that.”
“As far as anything else is concerned, we can still be friends. We need to be for the baby anyway. If you ever decide you want to be something more.” She grabbed his crotch. “I doubt I’d say no.”
Chris stared at her and licked his lips. He couldn’t deny that she was a happy customer. But the exhilaration that he normally felt menaced him. Ellis was his best friend and Lauren was his lady. Exactly what had he done? 
“Let me know what I need to do for you.”
Lauren smiled and rubbed her belly. “I think you’ve already done it.”
Chris sighed. “Well, what can I do for the baby?”  
Lauren caressed his face with hers. She whispered. “I’m sure your daddy instincts will tell you.”







Chapter 25
House Call
Chris’ phone jarred him from his sleep. He wondered who would call him this early. He focused on the clock and it revealed 12:49.  
“Hello?” Chris mumbled.
“Was there a discrepancy about our meeting today, Mr. Goodman?”
Chris wiped his eyes. His senses were slowly coming to him as he quickly recognized the voice. “Is today Friday?”
“All day long.”
“Aww, man. Dr. Rainey, I’m sorry.” Chris sat up in his bed. “How late am I?”  
“Very.” She responded dryly.
“Listen, I am so sorry. I haven’t been sleeping well. Check this. I could be in the city in about an hour and some change.”
“I hate to waste my time. I have already given you over an hour of it.” Chris sensed she was upset.
“I know and I apologize. I  would like to meet with you.”
“We could always re-schedule.” 
“No, we don’t have to do that. You could come to my house.” Chris was confident that is what she wanted anyway.
Devin flinched. “Get to your house? Are you inviting me to your home? That is...not...I couldn’t...not an option.” Devin stammered on her words.
“Listen, I  need to see you. So much has gone on since I last saw you. I can’t wait until next week and I need more time than your next open appointment. Now, you’ve already taken this out of the office. I’m not trying to do anything but find the best way to utilize your time. If you wait on me to come into the city, that will take at least an hour, if not more. But, if you come my way, you could be here in thirty to forty-five minutes tops. You’d be saving time and covering one of your appointments all at the same time. Now the efficiency of that option has just exposed itself. What say you?”
Devin slightly chuckled at his mockery of her competency. “I don’t think coming to your home would be the professional way to handle this.”
“You are the epitome of professionalism. You wouldn’t know what else to do but be professional. For you to be anything less would be uncouth.”
Chris urged, “You’re wasting time, Dr. Rainey. Don’t you hate to do that?”  He heard her laugh through the phone. “So what’s it going to be?” He headed to the shower. He already knew her response.
“Directions, please.” She prayed she didn’t sound too eager.
__________
It only took thirty minutes to get to Chris’ home. When Devin pulled into the drive-way, she was surprisingly at ease. She rang the doorbell. When Chris answered the door, she lost all of her solace and most of her breath. She instantly felt she had made a huge mistake.
Chris flashed a gratuitous smile. “Thanks for coming.” He looked handsome in his well-pressed khakis and button-down shirt. His pants weren’t tight but they showed enough of his thighs to make her wonder how it would feel to be between them. His shirt slightly revealed the chest muscles she rubbed a few months ago. “I see I did well with the directions.”
Devin swallowed hard. She tried not to stare. “Yes, you did.”
Chris gestured for her to come in. Her hesitation warned Chris of her discomfort. He walked towards the living room. If she followed, she followed. If she didn’t, some things just weren’t meant to be. When he turned back around, she was standing in the foyer, shifting her weight from her right leg to her left.
“Come on in and have a seat. Everything’s clean.” Chris joked. She blushed when she realized her discomfort is painfully obvious.  
“Can I get you anything? Water? Tea?” Chris sighed at the uncomfortable look on Devin’s face. “An enema?” 
Devin blurted out with laughter. “Do I look that uncomfortable?”
“Yeah, you do. Why don’t you just relax? Nothing is going to happen here today that you don’t want to happen.” Chris nodded to confirm his statement. 
Actually, that was what frightened her. She wanted so much to happen. Yet there was something in his eyes she has never seen before. It made her feel comfortable—like she should believe everything he said. His smile was different. It wasn’t arrogant and smug but vulnerable and insecure.
Chris escorted her into his living room. “Promise me you’ll relax.”
“Mr. Goodman...” Devin’s insecurity made it impossible to look at Chris.
“Promise?” Chris did all he could to make her comfortable.
She couldn’t resist the boyish look in his eyes. “I will... do my best.”
Chris went into the kitchen. Devin wondered if she was underdressed for this meeting. Wearing a pleated skirt and low-cut blouse, this was a far cry from her usual professional attire. This meeting was planned for a public setting and not the confines of Chris’ home. She hoped she wasn’t giving him the wrong impression. Chris reappeared with two glasses of sweet tea.
“Hope you like it? I assume you’re a southern girl.”
Devin chuckled. “I am, by way of Virginia.”
“V to the A. How did you get to Georgia?” Chris inquired, sipping his tea.
“School. I went to Emory.”
“Really? Schools not good enough along the east coast?”
Devin smiled. “The schools there are just fine. I just needed to get away from—”
Devin paused. This was not a social call. Yet, she could not believe how easy he was to talk to. It was about business and she had to remember that. “The reason I’m here...”
Chris interrupted. “Georgia born and raised, boo.” Chris added a twinge of his southern drawl. “I wouldn’t know what else to do.”
There was an awkward silence. Devin noticed the well-kept living area. She focused on the portrait that hangs above his fireplace. His grandmother she figured—the most influential woman in his life. Underneath are two pictures of a woman and a little boy. When time presented itself, she would examine them closer. 
Devin finally spoke. “The reason I arranged this meeting...um...I wanted to meet with you to say...well...” 
Chris stared intently as she stumbled over her words. 
She gathered her thoughts. “I came here to recommend some psychiatrists who may be able to handle your situation.”
“Why can’t you handle it?” Chris frowned.
Devin stuttered, “Maybe I should say ‘better equipped.’”
Chris’ face dropped. “Better equipped? I like your equipment.” 
Devin raised her left eyebrow. “Excuse me?”
“I didn’t mean it like that.” Chris recovered with a sheepish grin. “I just mean, why can’t you handle this? I want you.”
Devin’s tone bordered indignation. “I’m just not what you need right now.”
Chris looked puzzled. “How do you know what I need?”
“I know that it’s not me. Listen, the doctors I have on this list are very reputable.”  
Chris sat down on the sofa next to her. “I don’t want reputable doctors. I want you.” Devin frowned. “You know what I mean? Why can’t you help me?” His innocence is so sensual to her.
“I have my reasons.” Her eyes darted back and forth to avoid his.  
“I was told you were the best in the business.”
“This has nothing to do with my level of competency. Chris, I don’t have to explain...”
“The hell you don’t. I trust you. Can’t explain it but I do. You don’t know how much I need you. I’ve lost my grandmother. I’ve lost my best friend. I’ve lost the first woman I’ve ever  had real feelings for. I need a doctor.” Chris gathered his thoughts. “I need you, Doctor.”  
As much as his pleadings touched her, she knew she was not the strong one right now. In fact, she wanted him to have his way...with her. “There’s no doubt in my mind that you do need someone. You need someone who will be strong. That’s why I’m saying I’m not the doctor you need right now. Believe me, it bothers me to say this but I am not what you need.”  
Chris’ tirade continued. “I can honestly say you are the first woman to ever turn me down—-cold. If you want me, you hide it well. That’s how I know you can get me through this.”  
Devin stared at the floor. Her professional pride was hurt. She hadn’t honest with herself. At least she could she be honest with him.
“But there is something about you. I just can’t stop thinking about you. For that reason alone, I cannot continue seeing you...not as your doctor.”
“Ain’t this a bitch? The one thing I’m good at is costing me everything.” Chris rambled on as if she wasn’t even there. “I wasn’t a bad kid. I wasn’t hard-headed or nothing. All I ever wanted was for my mama to be happy.” He knelt in front of her and rested his head on her stomach. His hands slowly slid up and down her thighs. “Until that day. She was happy that day.” Chris lifted Devin and positioned her across his lap. “Sometimes, when I close my eyes...” Chris teased her left breast with his mouth and closed his eyes. “...I can still see the pain in hers. That image is forever etched in my soul.” Chris stared passionately at Devin. “I wish I didn’t have to see that look. Let me make you happy. That’s what you want, right?” Chris scoped Devin up and laid her gently underneath him. “This is what’s keeping you from counseling me, right? It’s what you need?” He kissed her neck and suddenly she noticed the pictures on the mantle.
“Chris, stop. This is not what I want.” Devin managed to say. “Not like this.”
Chris pointed at her breasts. “Your body says different.”
She slide from underneath him. “Is that your mother—in the picture? You and your mom?”
Chris sat up. He placed a pillow over his erection. “What?”
Devin expressed genuine interest. “Tell me about your mother.”
Chris cleared his throat. “Not much to tell. She was a beautiful woman but she was a whore.” 
Devin rubs his back. “Why would you say that?”
Chris gathered his thoughts. “Because it’s true. Having sex was the only time I saw her happy.”
“But why does that make her a whore?”
Chris reminisced, “Because there was a lot of sex—with a lot of different men.”
Devin questioned, “So what does that make you?”
Chris chuckled, “Look, I know my role. I know what I am.”
“So you have no idea what real love is. Devin threw out all of the inappropriateness. “When I met you, I knew, instantly, there was something about you. I don’t get that feeling often. But I met you in a club. Not the most appropriate place to begin something. So when you walked into my office, I realized it was fate but you were coming as a client, not as a suitor. I had a decision to make.” Devin searched for the words to make him understand. “Chris, I’m a lover. That’s what I do. And when I do, I love hard. That is how I choose to live everyday of my life. It doesn’t matter what happens. I’m living to love.”
Chris shook his head. “Well, that’s good for you. You haven’t seen what I’ve seen. I know firsthand what love can do. Love gets you hurt—even killed. My mother loved that man, and it got her killed.”
“What happened to your mother doesn’t have to happen to you.”  She kissed his cheek. “It can be different for you. But you have to do something differently than what she did. At some point, you have to make some changes. Having sex with all the women in the world will never get you what you want. You can’t expect to do the same things she did and get a different result.”
Chris looked away in anguish. “Naw. You see, I’ve been thinking, I’ve got to pay for the things I’ve done. Karma comes around to everybody. So, I know it’s going to visit me, too.” Chris rubbed his goatee. “I’ve been dreaming a lot lately. The same recurring dream I’ve always had over the years but now it’s more vivid and feels more real. In the dream, I die and go to hell. In my hell, there are all these magazines. On every page, there’s a picture of some girl—some girl I’ve had sex with. Some girl I wanted to have sex with. Some girl who wanted to have sex with me. In each picture, she is straddling a chair and sitting in front of a mirror. Her reflection glares at me. Sometimes, the reflection in the mirror—it’s not the girl sitting in the chair. Sometimes, the woman in that mirror—she’s my mother. Under that mirror, the caption read: You did good but it’s still not me.”  Chris cleared his throat. “That’s my hell, Devin. That’s my hell right here on earth. All this time, I’ve been trying to satisfy a ghost. I never got her approval in life. So I looked for it by sexually satisfying every woman I could. My way of making her happy.” Chris sobbed. 
Chris slowly let her go and walked into his room. The professional in her told her to leave. She gathered her things. On her way out, she noticed the two pictures in a double frame sitting on his mantle. In one picture, there was a strikingly beautiful woman modestly dressed in a black suit. As beautiful as she was, her eyes told a story of sorrow and heartache. Everything about her was unhappy—even her smile. Standing on a prop is a little boy, dressed in a navy suit. He couldn’t have been more than ten. The prop he stood on made him seem taller than the woman. His hands rested on her shoulder. He wasn’t even looking at the camera. He was looking at the woman; making sure she was smiling. 
Then Devin studied the other picture. Not much changed about the woman. The boy was younger, maybe six or seven. This picture was happier although the woman still showed sadness. The background was colorful and the woman and boy were dressed in spring clothes to match the background. The woman sat Indian style while the little boy reclined in her lap. When the picture was taken, the little boy glanced up to make sure the woman was smiling. 
Devin quietly opened his bedroom door. She looked around and wondered how many women had fallen victim to Chris’ charms in this room and walked away with complete satisfaction. She thought of his hazel eyes and their vulnerability. She walked over to him. She placed her hand on his chest. She felt his heart beat. She moved her hand up to his face. It was still damp with tears. She stared into his eyes and she finally saw the pain he hid so well. It was the same pain she saw in the woman’s eyes in the picture.
“Your mother was indeed beautiful.” She wanted to comfort him.  
“My mother was a whore.” Chris stated matter-of-factly.  
“No. No, Chris.” She covered his mouth with her hands. “Your mother was depressed. Sex was her way out. I can imagine that was the only time she thought she was happy. She probably thought ‘If I give him what he needs, he’ll give me what I need.’” 
“Why didn’t she come to me? I could have given her what she needed. I would have made her happy.” Chris pleaded as if he is talking to his mother. “I’ve spent years giving women what they need.” Chris’ voice tampered off.
Devin went into psychiatrist mode. “You were her child—not her man. You were never meant to be her lover. There’s a certain amount of love you have to have for yourself that you can’t get from anyone else.”
“You can’t ease her pain. You couldn’t have saved her then.” Devin turned towards him. “Just like you can’t save her now.” 
She felt the warmth from his body, confirming what she had known all along. “Chris, being your doctor is not an option. It never will be.” 
Devin planted a passionate kiss on his lips. He wasn’t prepared for the kiss or his body’s reaction to it. He had kissed a lot of women but he has never felt the comfort, the passion, or the warmth of a kiss like that. Confused by what he felt, Chris responded the only way he knew how.  
He kissed her neck. He massaged her lower back while she relished his attention. Devin doesn’t have the energy to resist him. The fact is she doesn’t want to. She lay atop her as the kissing and fondling continued. He removed her shirt and bra. Her plump breasts stood at attention and Chris gave them the tender care they craved. Devin moaned her approval. Then he removed his shirt. Devin kissed his chest and shoulders. She admired his physique, his washboard abs, and his broad shoulders. His erotic stimulation created at awakening in an area she had long forgotten. She closed her eyes flashed that smile. That smile of satisfaction. 
Chris stopped. He thought of his mother—reminding him that no matter how many women there were she will never be satisfied. He realized that neither she nor any other woman could ever be his mother. Slowly he let go of his embrace.  
He caressed her face. “I can’t do this anymore. You will never be her.”  
Devin hid her chagrin. Not only has she crossed a line she vowed she never would, she faced his rejection. 
Chris noticed the awkwardness. “I am so sorry, but I don’t want to hurt you. I  can’t do this anymore.”  
Chris grabbed his shirt and ran out of the house.







Chapter 26
Insult or Injury
Devin was mortified by what happened. Sitting on his bed, half-dressed and embarrassed, the deer-got-in-the headlights look captured her emotions. The roaring of a motorcycle echoed through the room. She gathered her things and silently cried. She took a risk and it blew up in her face. Rachel’s warnings resonated in her mind. Amid the embarrassment and frustration, defeat topped the list of emotions channeling through her body.
Her cell phone jarred her in back into reality.
“Why weren’t you at your office?” The voice sternly asked.
“What? Who wants to know?” Who has to nerve to ask?
“Your mother.”
“Mother? Why are you calling me in the middle of the day? It’s a bit unconventional for you.” She masked her apprehension by clearing her throat.
“I’ve been calling you for twenty minutes. Besides I didn’t know I had a timeline to speak with my flesh and blood. Then again maybe I do.”
“Twenty minutes?”
“Indeed. Never mind all of that. I guess calling you to say I am in Atlanta is out of character for me, too?”
Devin’s mouth dropped. The last thing she needed was an impromptu visit from her mother. If she says she is in Atlanta, consider it done.  
“Mother, now isn’t a good time. I have some things...”
“I came in on Delta flight #1209. I called and called but you never answered.” Her mother started without even noticing that Devin has spoken. “I had to call an Uber to get to your home. Do you even know how expensive that was? Now hurry up. You know how I hate to waste time.”
“You don’t understand, Mother. I can’t... Did you just say ‘my home?’ ”
“And when you get here, maybe then you can explain to me how a very prestigious and competent psychiatrist can afford to take a day off.”
“Mother? Mother?” Click. It was no use. “When it rains, it pours” was all Devin could think about. The one person who possesses the ability to make Devin feel like a complete dolt was waiting for her at her home and there was nothing Devin Michelle Rainey could do about it.
After a couple of hours to herself, Devin pulled into her garage. Maybe her mother was just testing her. Perhaps she  wasn’t at her house.
When she walked through the door, evidence proved the odds aren’t in her favor. Dishes she had left in the drainer were put away in their space. A new trash bag lined the can. She walked through the formal living room and items had been moved and rearranged. Her mother was definitely in her house and had been there for a while. Devin sat at her cedar desk and waited for the inevitable.
“Well, it’s about time you came home. Honestly, only streetwalkers stay out this late.” Her mother’s voice made her chest tighten. Devin whirled the chair around to face her.
“Hello, mother.”
Mrs. Rainey stood with her arms folded across her chest. She had colored her once-gray hair which made her look twenty years younger. Her dark chocolate skin blended well with the new color. She had gained about fifteen pounds which gave her a fuller, healthier look. Devin’s nose was the only thing she physically inherited from her mother. Devin was a replica of her father and she always wondered if that was why her mother created such a hostile environment for her.  
“It’s good to see you, mother.”
Mrs. Rainey smirked. “Let’s not be pretentious, child. You’re not happy that I’m here. I’m an inconvenience to you.”
‘If you know that, why the hell are you here?’ Devin thought. She turned her head to mask her annoyance. “That’s nonsense. I’m always happy to see you.”
Mrs. Rainey chuckled. “You’ve never known how to lie.”
Devin blew a raspberry. “What is the point of this...visit?” Devin’s voice was dry and unaffectionate.
“Now, that’s the daughter I’ve grown to know and love.”
Devin spun her chair back around to face her desk. She silently clicked her heels and mouthed, “I wish she’d go home. I wish she’d go home.”
“So are you going to tell me where you’ve been all afternoon and what gives you the right to take a day off?” The proximity of her voice told Devin that her mother’s closeness was more than she’d like.
Devin twirled one of her locks. “Mother, I decided I needed a day of rest. So I took one. I have earned the right. As far as where I’ve been, that is my concern. And it is not that late. It’s barely eight o’clock.”
“Well, when someone is trying to contact you, you need to be available. I could have been a client in dire straits. And you are gallivanting off into the wild blue yonder.”
Devin pounded her fists on her desk. She stood and faced the reason she never goes to Richmond. “Listen, I don’t  need your criticism right now. I’ve had a daunting afternoon which is going to carry over into my evening if I allow you to keep me there.” She stormed past her mother. “You can stay as long as you think you need to. I am going upstairs to draw myself a bubble bath. Then I am going to curl up with a good book and rest. Good night, mother.”  
Mrs. Rainey stood motionless. Devin had never been so authoritative. Her mother almost appreciated her for it.  
“Devin?”
She stopped in her tracks but didn’t turn around. “Yes ma’am?”
“Be better than...the father you worship.” 
While relaxing, Devin wondered why her mother was there and what her comment meant. Then her thoughts shifted to Chris and the afternoon they experienced. She cringed when she thought of how she compromised her professional integrity. She tapped the bottom that makes the jets start up in her jacuzzi tub when her silence is interrupted by knocks on the door. 
__________
“Come in.” Devin spoke so softly she hoped the other side didn’t hear.
Her mother walked in. Her bags rested at the door. She sat on the corner of Devin’s tub. The residue from her tears still noticeable. Devin had never seen her mother cry. In fact, she didn’t even think she was capable. Yet her stoic posture reminded Devin to not let her guard down.
“I flew to Atlanta to tell you, personally, that I am leaving your father. I am going to stay with your Aunt Millie for a while.”
“Mother, I...”
“For years, I struggled with the fact that you father never loved me. He got me pregnant at 16 and felt that marrying me was the honorable thing to do. I stayed because he rescued me from a mundane existence. I’ve spent the last thirty years trying to make a man love me. What I didn’t know is that I was alienating my daughter in the process. Angry at your father. Jealous of the relationship you two shared. Disappointed in myself because I wasn’t the only woman he needed.” Her voice trembled as the tears fell. “I want you to be more of a woman than I was. I want you to never feel you need a man. I want you to be strong, independent, decisive—all of the things I’m not.”
Devin asked, “So you couldn’t be my mother because you were too busy being my competition?” She stared desperately at her mother, trying to comprehend.
“No, I was always your mother. I will always be your mother. I just never knew who I was before I was your mother. So I tried to find me in you and was angry when he still didn’t love me. Does that make things excusable? No. But I do think it makes things forgivable. I gave you the best I had, Devin.”
Devin knew the words “I’m sorry’ would never cross her lips mostly because her mother would never feel she had anything to apologize for. She gave her best. So Devin quietly nodded in agreement. 
“Devin, you look so much like him. Promise me, you won’t be him.” Mrs. Rainey gathered her things. She stopped at the door and demanded, “Love someone because you want to and not because you think you should. Be better than he is. Be better than I am.”
As abruptly as she came, she went.
Devin thought about crying but why. How would she miss what she never had?







Chapter 27
Almost Getting There
Chris rode nowhere for hours. He drove by Mama Van’s house four times but never stopped. He figured that was not where his problems began. Chris drove to Rev. Wells. Pride refused to let him stop there. He figured Dane won’t be much help and Ellis was still pissed over the Lauren situation. 
Finally, he drove to Shiloh Missionary Baptist church. He sat in the parking lot for hours. He reminisced about being his baptism, his Sunday dinners, and his church recitals. He thought about all of the choir rehearsals and church plays. He even remembered the first girl he ever felt up when they sneaked away during a Sunday service. He told her that he wanted to make sure she wasn’t a boy. So he had to feel under her dress. The little girl allowed him to do so. His hand “accidentally” slipped between her legs. She allowed him to finger her while they could still hear the echoes of the choir behind the church. He remembered whispering to her, “Tell me you like it?” Her moans confirmed what he already knew.  
He also remembered those sad moments in his life he had experienced at Shiloh. The summer day Mama Van and he said good-bye to his Pa-Pa. And the cold and rainy day he watched his mother laid to rest. The day he got out of school for Christmas break. Chris was ten when he came home and saw two women fighting. The wife pulled out a gun and charged at his mom. The husband struggled to separate the women. During the scuffle, the gun went off. The bullet ruptured his mom’s liver. She bled out before the ambulance got to the scene. 
Chris often thought of the day he buried his mom. It was a cold and bitter winter day in Atlanta. The only warmth he found was underneath Mama Van’s arms. Today, he didn’t even have that to comfort him.  
Chris walked down the narrow, winding road to the Shiloh cemetery. Clouds hid the moon’s shimmer and moisture from the air implied rain. He walked through patches of grass, careful not disrespect someone’s resting place. Crickets provided music in between the rustling of leaves and snapping of twigs. When he reached his destination, he focused on the space that was still dirt and grass. On either side were cement slabs, both holding remnants of people Chris holds dearly. 
James C. Goodman. Son. Husband. Father. Grandfather. Friend. Genesis 3:19 Chris spoke with a certainty that his words will be heard. “Sorry I don’t come out here much. Guess I wouldn’t have much to say if I did.” Tears found life in his eyes. “I always wondered what kind of man I’d be if you had not left me so soon. Mama Van did the best she could but how can a woman teach a man how to be a man? I often wanted to ask why you had to leave but she always says, ‘Don’t ask God no questions?’ So I kept it to myself.” Chris looked around as if someone would be listening. Darkness met his scope.  
“I miss you. I miss who you were and who you were going to teach me to be. I am so sorry if I have disappointed you. My intentions have always been good, regardless of how twisted.”
Chris dried his tears and slowly moved to the next headstone. 
Joyce Christine Goodman. Beloved Daughter and Mother. Chris noticed a fresh flower that was resting on the stone; remnants of a recent visit from Mama Van. He spoke from his heart.
“All I ever wanted was to see you happy. You are in my life ten years. I don’t think I ever saw you happy. Why, Mama? Why were you so sad?”
Slowly, one drop, then the next, until there was a soft rainfall. Chris scurried to the church’s backdoor. He twisted the knob and surprisingly, found the door ajar. He walked to the sanctuary and rested on a pew.
“Fancy meeting you here.” 
Chris jumped as Rev. Wells sat beside him.
Chris defensively asked, “What are you doing here?”
Rev. Wells laughed. “Hello. I’m the preacher. I work here.”
Chris relaxed a bit. “I’m sorry. I’m just... I don’t even know how I ended up in here.”
“Well, sometimes, the lost will find their way back home.”
“I’m nowhere near home, Rev.”
“You’re a lot closer than you think, Christian.”
__________
Rev. Wells walked to the office space the church had given him. Notebooks, study guides, and a bible were sprawled out over the floor. He sat on the floor and began studying.
Chris quietly asked, “Why did God make me this way?”
“Rev. Wells responded. “God has nothing to do with the choices you’ve made? Just how many were there?”
Chris was appalled. Then he thought about some arbitrary number. “I never stopped to count.”
Rev. Wells shared, “God made us to love. Sometimes, that gets twisted along the way.” He stared into space, as if recollecting a hurtful memory. “Your first sexual encounter has a lot to do with that. Outside of the sanctuary of marriage, sex can be devastating, and sometimes, deadly. ”
Chris mentioned, “My first was a girl names Patrice. She was 14. I was 12. I didn’t even get in it good before I got mine. In college was where I  tweaked my game. Met this girl named Jennifer Wilson and her specialty was basketball players. Fine as hell. Made me her personal assignment. Taught me things I still use to this day.” Chris smiled. “Wonder who ole girl is doing these days. Anyway, after that, girls started coming on to me. ‘Hey Chris, I hear you can do this.’ And ‘I want you to do what you did to Jennifer.’ The supply was plentiful. It was almost like a drug. And then just like that, she was gone. I mean she just stopped sexing me. She said my reputation preceded me and the foundation had been laid. Women were coming at me left and right. With each conquest, I was getting better at the game and better at the love-making. It just became my way of life—the way I did things.”
“But why so many, Chris? Why not find that one woman and hone your skills to make her happy?”
Chris sucked his teeth. Trevor was working his nerves. “I just told you—because I’m good at it.”
“So, it’s not because you want to or it makes you feel good. Do you even like it?”
Chris’ face wrinkled. “Of course, I like it. What man doesn’t like sex?”
“But that is not what you said. ‘I do it because I am good it.’”
“What’s your point? Look, Sex is good. Sex is necessary. Sex is right. You’re making it out to be a bad thing.”
Trevor shook his head. “Sex-a caring connection God created; a powerful perversion Satan perfected. Chris, do you even know what happens when you share that most intimate part of yourself with a woman? I’m not just talking about the 15-second sensation either.”
Rev. Wells preached, “When God created Adam, he breathed the spirit of life into him. God also gave him a helpmate so he wouldn’t be alone. When Adam would give Eve that spirit of life, a new life was formed. That is the way God wanted it to be. One man giving his spirit to one woman. Every time you sleep with a different woman you are giving away your spirit. That spirit was meant for the one woman God purposed for you who would give you that spirit back in your children, in your marriage, and in your lives together. You’re giving your spirit away to women that could never give it back. It doesn’t matter how you look at it or how the devil perverts it. That is the way it was meant to be.  You’ve lost so much of yourself and you can never have that back. Your promiscuity is the symptom to a bigger problem. God is giving you a chance. He fixes all problems.”
Chris sat with his arms folded. He didn’t know what to do or say. He knew if he would take the time to be honest with himself he’d agree with Rev. Wells. But Chris didn’t know how. He didn’t know how to be honest with himself. Just like he didn’t know how to be honest with those women. He covered his face with his hand in an attempt to mask his pain.
“Chris, let God help you. He wants to change you. He didn’t give you all these physical attributes and all this charm and charisma to be a whore. That was the devil’s plan. God’s got a better plan-a perfect plan in store for you. Everything you got, God gave it to you and He gave it to you to fulfill His purpose—not yours.”
The tears streamed down Chris’ cheeks. The more he wiped away, the more fell. He stormed out and rode off into the morning fog.
As he rode, he thought about the first time he saw sex. He was seven, maybe eight. He heard these sounds coming from his mom’s room. The door was slightly open so he peeked in. And he watched as this man threw himself into his mama. She had this look of pure elation on her face. This guy made her happy but all Chris wanted was to make her happy. She smiled but she never smiled at Chris. She laughed but she never laughed with Chris. Why couldn’t she be happy with him?







Chapter 28
Time to Come Home
Mama Van scurried around the house as she prepared for Sunday Service. When she took some trash out, she noticed Chris’ motorcycle on the side of her house. He was asleep on her patio sofa.
“Oh, my baby.” She ushered him into the house.
Mama Van spent the next hour cooking on hearty breakfast. Chris showered, dressed and nibbled on bacon and toast. He completed his third cup of coffee.
“Mama, I am so sorry.” Chris massaged his goatee. “How do I fix this?”
Mama Van finished the last of her dishes. “Baby, you know what you have to do.” Without exchanging another word, she gathered her things and headed out the door.
__________
Thirty minutes into the service, the choir’s harmony filled the church. Mama Van rocked from side-to-side to the melody. People walked around giving their tithes and offerings. Mama Van turned one last time to stare at the back of the church. She knew he wouldn’t be back there. She sighed and wondered what it will take.
Rev. Wells ended his time in the pulpit with a quiet call to discipleship. “The doors of the church are open.” There were several mums and hums around the church. 
Rev. Wells reminded them, “God’s mercy endures forever. As long as you have breath in your body, you still have time. Don’t let him catch you with your work undone.”
Suddenly, a lady with tattered clothes moved toward the aisle. She slowly walked to the alter and one of the ministers ushered her to a seat.
“Will there be another?” The church applauded as the clerk recorded her information. “There is still time, friends. I feel in my spirit there is another. God is in this Holy place. He is seeking another.”
Just then a little boy in a tan suit walked down the aisle. His mother followed closely behind him as tears streamed down her face.
“God is pleased, friends. Another has taken that step. Maybe you need a church home, a place to worship. Why don’t you come?”
A couple with a baby in the mother’s arms walked down the aisle. 
“Maybe you need to recommit yourself to the Lord. The doors of the church are open.” 
The church applauded and there was a plethora of amens and bless the Lords. The choir quietly hummed “His mercy endures forever.”
Chris stood in the foyer the entire service. Chris barely slid through the doors leading from the foyer. He locked eyes with Rev. Wells. At that time, Rev. Wells extended his hands and spoke directly to Chris. “This invitation is His to extend and yours to accept.”
Members of the church turned to see who is getting a very personalized call to the alter. There were mumblings throughout the sanctuary and Chris’ eyes darted back and forth. He glared at Rev. Wells for the unwanted attention but the preacher did not back down. “Will you come?”
Chris massaged his goatee and cleared his throat. Suddenly he moved his left foot and then his right. He stuffed his hands in his pockets. He took two more steps.
“Come on, young brother.” A middle-aged man wearing wire-rimmed glasses grabbed his hand. Chris took another step.
A pudgy older lady wearing a crimson dress grabbed his other hand. “You don’t have to make this walk alone. We are all here with you.” 
The church applauded and other members stood to support him. Chris stumbled a bit. He didn’t want to cry in front of all these people but he completely lost it when he saw Mama Van knelt down, praying in the seat meant for him. He walked to the altar and knelt beside his praying grandmother.
Rev. Wells exclaimed, “Look at what God can do. Won’t He show up and show out? What about a hand praise?” Claps resonated throughout the church. 
Rev. Wells walked from behind the podium and placed a hand on Chris’ shoulder. “The glory of God is in this place. Can you feel Him touching each and every one of us? His spirit is all through this place. Let there be a holy Ghost party up in here, up in here.” People stood in the aisles. Others stomped and clapped.
Chris faced Rev. Wells. They embraced and Chris whispered, “I can’t do this alone.” 
Rev. Wells responded,” God doesn’t expect you to.”
The musicians played an upbeat tune and people clapped, danced, and worshipped God. Mama Van stood proudly and tightly held her grandson’s waist and other members came up and offered words of encouragement and faith. 
Once things settled down, the clerk addressed the congregation about the people who have answered the alter call. When the information about Chris was presented, Rev. Wells quickly put him on the spot.  
“Do you have any words, my brother?” 
Chris massaged his goatee and reluctantly took the microphone. “Good afternoon, church. It seems like a lifetime that I took this same walk as a boy. Guess it was a lifetime. A lot can happen in a lifetime. But thanks for accepting me like I am and continue to pray for me and my grandmother. God Bless and see you next Sunday.”
Mama Van clapped and began her holy dance, alerting the musicians to catch her beat as she shimmied out of the church. Chris smiled as other members followed her lead.







Chapter 29
Make-Ups
When Chris walked into Ellis’ office building, his throat tightened. He stepped back into the hall to say a short prayer.  
“Lord, I am trying to do the right thing here so help me out if you can. Make Ellis receptive. Make me humble.”
Chris approached Ellis’ assistant and her ample breasts get his attention way before anything else did. He shook himself back to reality. He’s changed man now. But change didn’t mean he couldn’t look, did it?  
She noticed his presence. “Welcome to Hollomon and...Oh, it’s you.” The scowl on her face suddenly reminded him that she was a prize in his trophy case.  
Chris cleared his throat. “Good morning...ummm...Tanya.” He silently thanked God for nameplates.
After a long and awkward silence, Chris finally spoke. “Is Mr. Hartfield available?”
She gave him the once-over. Her frown slowly softened. As angry as she should have been, salacious memories caused her to smile and it was that smile that Chris was learning to hate. “He’s in a meeting. You could always sit down and wait. You could also leave and come back by. But wait, you don’t ever come back. You don’t even call.”
Chris rolled his eyes and released a loud sigh. “Do you know how long he’s going to be?”
“About as long as it takes for you to get that first one.”
Chris confidently asked, “That long, huh?”
She stared at him with disapproval. “Actually, he should be back at any moment.” She rolled her neck for emphasis.
Chris bit his bottom lip. “Maybe I should just wait in the lobby.”
“Yeah, maybe you should.”
As Chris turned, Ellis walked in.
“What the hell are you doing here?” Chris’ mouth dropped as he froze with fear. “Tiffany, call security.” Ellis brushed past Chris.
“Hold up, El. I just came up here to talk to you. You aren’t answering your phones. You won’t open your door. You change the locks.” Chris did everything he could except get on his knees. If he thought it would help, he would have gladly done it. “All I need is five minutes. Can’t you talk to me for five minutes? Our brotherhood must be worth five minutes.”
“Our brotherhood? Were you thinking about our ‘brotherhood’ when you were fucking Lauren?” Chris turned his head while Tanya sat up in her seat and stared nosily at the men.
“Ellis, this is not the time or place.” Chris whispered.
Ellis pushed his left shoulder. “You just don’t get it, do you? There is no time. There’ll never be a place.”
Chris’ eyes pleaded for privacy. 
Ellis did not budge. “Whatever you think you got to say, you can say in front of Tanya. She’s been fucked by you too. So she knows how I feel.”
“Ellis, I  think we should...” Chris turned and Tanya stared directly into his mouth. “...talk about this in your office.”
Ellis walked into his office. Chris followed and attempted to sit down. “Nuh huh.” Ellis waved his finger at him. “You won’t be here that long.”
Chris sighed. “Before I begin, are you  going to listen to me?”
Ellis lacked concern. “You have five minutes and four of them are already gone.”
Ellis sat behind his mahogany desk. Pictures of Lauren were still there. Chris realizes his friend was struggling with their break-up.
“I’m sorry for the way things went down between you and Lauren.”
Ellis chuckled. “You’re sorry Lauren got pregnant and now your dirty little secret is out.”
Chris nervously replied, “Yeah, but...”
“No buts. You aren’t sorry you fucked her. You’re sorry you got caught.”
Chris stumbled over his words. So Ellis talked for me. “You know, I knew there was someone else. I knew. But you couldn’t have paid me a million dollars to say that the someone else was you.” Tears formed in Ellis’ eyes. “You were my best friend. We’ve done everything together. Drank my first beer. Smoked my first blunt. Went out with my first girlfriend with you. Went into my first girlfriend with you. Got into my first fight with you throwing blows at guys and you didn’t even know what you were fighting about. Proms. Graduations. Sexual escapades. We’ve lost loved ones. We’ve lost careers. All of that living can’t be in vain.”
Ellis composed himself. “Don’t get me wrong. I am hurting over what Lauren did. But I’m devastated that she was able to do it with you.” 
Guilt consumed Chris from the inside out.” Ellis, I’m sorry. I never meant for...”
“Don’t finish that statement. It’s pointless because you don’t even know what you’re sorry for.” 
Chris rubbed his goatee. “What can I do to right this?”
Ellis sat back in his leather chair. “Can you give me my years of friendship back that I fucking wasted on you?”
Ellis’ words crushed Christian. Ellis had never been so hurtful. Chris surrendered. “I just want my friend back.”
Ellis mocked, “I’m sure you do. Problem is you don’t have one.” He whisked his chair around and stared out of the window.
All of his life, Chris had been sticking and moving—avoiding hurt by not being around when the hurt came. Now it was staring him in his face.
“Ellis, listen.” Chris hoped he would turn around to face him. But Ellis doesn’t move. “Man, all of these years, I’ve been taking what I wanted from people. Never in a million lifetimes, did I intend to take from you. I am sorry. I never once thought about the repercussions of my decisions. I lived for the moment and now I have to deal with the life after that moment. Since I was wrong, I’m willing to back down and allow you the time and space you need to let all of this register. Despite everything, you will always be my best man although I have not always been yours. I hope you can forgive soon and we can get past all of this.”
Ellis slid his chair closer to the window. Chris accepted his cue and silently walked out of the door. 
As he passed by Tanya, she whispered, “Scandalous but at least she was satisfied.” She flirtatiously winked at Chris.
__________
Devin prepared for another long week at the office. She and Rachel had been purposefully avoiding each other. Devin switched her briefcase from one hand to the other when an umbrella prevented the elevator from closing. The door opened to present Dr. Rachel Moran. Rachel slid unto the elevator without making eye contact. 
Rachel mumbled, “Twenty-one, please, “as if Devin was not going to the same floor.
Devin shook her head. “Is this what we’ve become?”
Rachel scoffed. “This is what you’ve made us.”
Devin rolled her eyes. “We were both wrong.”
Rachel twisted her mouth. “I was wrong? Advising you on the biggest mistake of your professional life?”
Ding. The elevator door opened.
Devin explained, “But wasn’t it my mistake to make, Rachel? Mine alone?”
Rachel left Devin standing in the elevator.
A few hours past and Devin decided to work through her lunch. There was a knock at her door.
“Yes?” 
The door opened and a tray carrying a pastries and lattes surfaced.
Devin chuckled. “What is this?” She approached the door.
Rachel appeared and gave a half-hearted smile. “Peace offering?”
Devin accepted the gesture and the ladies sat to enjoy the pastries. 
Devin began. “I have to admit...you were right about my situation with Chris.”
Rachel added, “I know I was right. But you had a very valid point this morning. You are grown and allowed to make your mistakes—your mistakes. I got angry because there was no need to repeat my process.”
“How was I repeating your process? My life is my life and you have yours. I know the situations had similarities but in a bigger instance, they weren’t the same.” Devin rationalized.
“How do you figure they weren’t the same? You wanted to sleep with your patient. And the difference is...” Rachel’s voice rose in inflection.
Devin waved her hands. “Wait a minute, are we making-up or ensuing a new battle? We had been perambulating about this situation for weeks. Can we please get rid of the elephant in this room?”
Rachel smiled. “You’re right. I was wrong for my anger. You have to live your life—as you see fit.”
“And I was wrong for not giving credence to your suggestion.”
The ladies stared at each other and without exchanging another word, their mutual respect and admiration were completely understood. And just like that, things were back to normal.
Rachel exclaimed, “Let’s do lunch. There is this new spot on Ponce you should try.”
Devin blew her off. “I was planning on working through my lunch, as usual.”
Rachel grabbed Devin’s arm. “Chile, please, you need to get out there and get your piece of the pie.”
Devin laughed. “And, you want to know what happened between Chris and me.”
“You damn skippy. And spare no details.” Rachel sashayed out of Devin’s office. “And bring your purse. This place is expensive.”
Devin situated her desk. For the first time in a while, she smiled because maybe now she could go back to where she was before all of this happened. The rest of the afternoon could not have gone any better for Devin. She had her mentor and best friend back. Her appointments were prompt and her sessions went well. 
She cleared her desk of its clutter and proceeded to end her day. Again, she and Rachel met at the elevator.
“This must be the meeting place?” Rachel grinned.
Devin gave her a half-hug. “Just so we speak when me meet.” 
The ladies exchanged small talk as they walk to their cars. Rachel and Devin discovered Chris standing nervously by Devin’s car. He fanned imaginary wrinkles out of his red sweater vest and tugged aimlessly at his black slacks. He even rubbed his goatee several times.
“What is he doing here?” While Devin’s words lacked compassion, her expression revealed her true sentiment.
Rachel smirked. “Go easy on him, honey. The warmness in your eyes just might melt his heart away.”
Devin looked away in disgust. “There is no such thing in my eyes. He was simply a poor choice that I made.”
Rachel scoffed. She was completely unconvinced of Devin’s rant. “To me, it looks like you get to make that choice again. Devin faced Rachel and stared curiously. “That fine specimen is here on his recourse. Maybe you get an opportunity to do this right?”
Devin turned to look at Chris. Even yards away, Chris demanded attention with his arms snugly folded across his chest.
“How long you gonna make the man wait?” Rachel smiled. “I know you’re supposed to be pissed at him but you did say he could kiss and had this long...”
“Rachel?”
Rachel placed her hand on Devin’s shoulder. “All I’m saying is this guy has been in your life for months now. You owe it to yourself to at least hear what he has to say. Maybe even see where this can go.” Devin looked puzzled. “Just let it flow.”
Devin questioned, “Let what flow?”
Rachel flounced her arms from Chris to Devin. “Whatever this is.”
Devin stated sternly, “This...” she paused to glance passionately towards Chris. “...is nothing. I will dismiss him to avoid any further complications.”
“Dismiss him? Avoid further complications?” Rachel sighed. “Always the consummate professional, eh, Devin?”
“From this moment on, yes. Unequivocally.” Devin smiled confidently.
“Just remember, grasshopper, that degree can’t keep you warm at night or make you breakfast in bed or feed you chocolate-covered strawberries while he explores...”
Devin snapped, “Point made.”
Rachel sashayed away. “Just some fat for you to chew on.”
Devin’s breathing labored as she nervously walked over to her Range Rover. Chris straightened the cuff of his black button-down shirt and flashed that arrogant smile he should patent. He removed his Oakleys. Devin’s legs lost some of their strength when he uttered, “Good evening, Dr. Rainey.”
Devin stood speechless before him as his smooth voice resonated through her body. His six foot two inch frame captured control of her eyes. The fresh scent of Cool Water filled her nose. Her imagination took her back to the last time she felt his touch and tasted his kiss.
“Dr. Rainey?” Chris’ voice reminded her of his presence.
“Yes, Mr. Goodman.” Devin struggled to remain composed. “Why are you here?”
“I figured an explanation was in order.”
“None needed.” She avoided any eye contact. “If you will excuse me...” Her look prompted him to move from blocking her car door.
Chris threw his hands up in surrender. “What’s up with all this harshness?”
Devin looked surprised and quickly reminded him, “You leave me, half-naked, in your bedroom and I’m harsh?”
“That’s why I’m here...” Chris’ eyes pled. “...to explain.”
Devin’s face softened. “What do you want from me?”
“At this very moment, a chance to explain my plight. Anything after that is gravy.” Devin sighed, then pursed her lips, and stared blankly at him. 
Chris cleared his throat. “I don’t know what this is but I don’t want it to end like this. There is definitely something about you.”
Devin rolled her eyes. “I’ve told you before. I can’t be your doctor.”
“I’m not talking about that. I’ve been seeing one of the doctors you recommended for a few weeks now. Look, if I wanted a doctor, I would have gone to your office today.”
Devin closed her eyes and breathed heavily. “DO you even know what you want?”
“No,” Chris stated innocently. “But I don’t think you do either.”
Devin shot him a disapproving look. Chris threw his hands up. “Can we talk about this in a coffee shop or something instead of this crisp Atlanta air?”
Devin relaxed her posture. “I’m afraid I can’t do that.”
“You can’t?” Chris hung his head in defeat. “I understand.” He walked away with his hands stuffed in his pockets.
Rachel’s words echoed throughout her head. She even remembered how she tells her patients that some opportunities come once in a lifetime. If you don’t take them, someone else will.
“Hey.” Devin’s voice floated through the air. Chris turned to face her direction. “I can’t meet with you...tonight.” She showed her briefcase. “I have files to complete.”
Chris garnered a weak smile and slowly approached her. “So what you saying?”
Devin stood confidently. “I’m saying I could call you. Maybe we could discuss this matter further.”
“I certainly would desire an opportunity to confabulate with you on this pertinent issue—at your earliest convenience, of course.” Chris mocked.
“I guess I deserve that.” They shared a genuine laugh. Devin opened her car door. Chris assisted her in and placed her things in her car.
Chris flaunted his cell phone. “Just don’t make me wait too long, Harpo.”
Devin laughed. “I promise,” She winked at him, “You’ll be glad you did.”







Chapter 30
To Be Satisfied
Basketball fans fill the Bradford High Sports Arena as the Tip-Off Tournament gets underway. Four games a night and three nights this week, Chris has his hands full with last-minute details. Nonetheless, he takes the time to visit with his family and friends.
“That’s my baby.” Chris heard as he walked towards her. Mama Van is louder than the cheerleaders.
“I’m glad you’re here,” He hugged Mama Van. “But must you be the loudest one?”
“Shoot yeah. This here is my baby’s coaching debut.” She got louder with each word. She shakes her purple and gold pom pom in her face. Ms. Gladys sits by her side, munching on popcorn.
“Chris, this sho is some good poppin corn,” She said with a mouth full. “They using that canola oil, ain’t they?”
Chris smiles as he feels a tug on his leg. Two rows below the ladies is Rev. Wells.
“Hey, Rev. I didn’t know you were coming.” Chris sits next to him.
“I didn’t either until your grandmother called. Who do you think brought her and Ms. Gladys?”
“Well, thanks, but you didn’t have to do that. I could have gotten one of my friends to bring them.”
Rev. Wells assures him, “One of your friends did bring them.” Chris nods in agreement. 
Rev. Wells hangs his head. “I am a little hurt though. I never got my personal invite.”
Chris shakes his head. “I’m sorry about that. Charge that one to my head. Let me go get you a schedule right now.”
Chris and Rev. Wells fist-pound. “It’s all good. You can give me the schedule Wednesday night—at Bible Study.”
Chris bites his bottom lip. “I know you will hold me to that.”
Suddenly, a masculine arm wraps around Chris’ neck. “My nigga—doing his damn thang,” Dane popped off right in Chris’ ear.
“What it do, dude?” Chris asks as they fist-pound.
“It’s doing you, nigga. This is your night.” Dane looked around the arena. “Where the hoes at?”
“This is a high school basketball game, Dane. Kids are here.”
“Yeah, kids, but kids with single mamas. Women in their mid-thirties looking for some action.”
Chris tunes Dane out as he looks around him. Dane appears to be alone. 
“You looking for Ellis? You know better than that.”
Chris sighs. “I just thought...it’s been weeks now.”
Dane laughs. “You still arrogant as hell. Time may never heal that wound, dawg. For what it’s worth, he told me to tell you good luck.”
Chris’ face lightens up. “For real?’
“Naw, man, I just thought that was some shit you needed to hear.”
Chris looks around and to his surprise, he sees Lauren at the very top of the bleachers. She is wrapped in a Bradford High blanket.
“Looks like your girl is in full effect and showing her support. Or is she hiding her belly bump?”
Chris looks at Dane with disgust. “You can be such an asshole, sometimes.” Chris and Lauren glaze lovingly at each other. “I didn’t know she was going to be here tonight.”
“Was it worth it?” Dane’s question breaks Chris’ stare.
“What?”
Dane asks again earnestly, “Was the sex worth it? I mean you throw away a twenty-year friendship for a roll in the hay? Well, a few rolls. As long as it was worth it.”
“That’s not a fair assessment at this time, Dane.”
Dane chuckles. “Fair assessment? You slither into bed with you best friend’s lady and you got the nerve to talk about being fair. Lucky you was dealing with a gentleman like Ellis. Nigga like me would have cut your shits off.” Chris looks away and sighs.
“Just so that ass was worth it, dawg.” Dane pats Chris on his back and walks away.
Chris begins his ascension to Lauren. His cell phone rings. 
It reads: ‘Don’t come up here. No unwanted attention. Just turn the heat up in this mug.’
He texts back: ‘Why are you here?’
She responds: Came 2 support my baby’s daddy. Crime?’
He sends: ‘Thanks...for your support.’
Lauren stares down at Chris. Her eyes express care but her words denote aloofness: ‘Wed. Dr. Appt. 3:30 Don’t be late.’
Chris turns to walk towards his office so he can change.
“Chris? Christian?” The familiarity of the voice makes Chris smile broadly. He turns around.
“Am I late? Did I miss your game?” Devin badgers.
“Naw, boo. You are right on time.” He pecked her gently on the cheek. “My game is right after this girls game. So you haven’t missed a thing.”
Devin is relieved. “Good, I didn’t want to miss my m...friend’s first big game.” She blushes.
“Well, your friend is elated that you didn’t miss it.”
Chris and Devin steal glances until Jeanna clears each throat.
“Oh, I’m sorry. Chris, this is my friend Jeanna. Jeanna, this is Chris.”
Chris extends his hands. Jeanna states, “It is so nice to finally put a name with a face, and a body, and a—”
“Yes, Jeanna, you have finally met Chris.” Devin interrupts her before she embarrasses her any further.
Chris blushes. “Well, I hope you ladies enjoy the game. If you will excuse me, I have to change for the game.”
“Good luck tonight.” Devin smiles seductively.
Chris glances over the arena one last night. Despite everything, he  thought Ellis would be in attendance tonight. With his head bowed, he walks away when a text comes on his phone: ‘Ur new piece?’
He thinks it’s Dane until he notices that Dane is caught up with some random chick in the stands. He looks up to the top and Lauren is glaring at him with her arms folded across her chest.
Another text: ‘Who is she?’
Chris smiles and texts back: ‘Why do you care?”
Lauren reads the message, sends another, and diverts her attention back to the game. It reads: ‘I don’t but she should know she got a playa for life.’
Chris’ team fights a rugged battle, trading baskets with cross-town rival, Langley High. In the end, the Bradford Bulldogs come away with their first victory under the leadership of Christian James Goodman. In a television interview, Chris states, “Our diamond-and-one press made the difference tonight.”
Friends and family congratulate him. Despite the joyous moment, Chris still feels like something is missing. Devin walks up and hands him an envelope.
“A gentleman asked me to give this to you. Said he was a fan.”
Chris opens the letter and it reads: ‘Consider a half-court trap because your diamond-and-one needs work.’ 
Chris looks around for the letter’s author. He then continues to read: You’re forgiven—just not forgotten.
Chris glances at one of the side doors as Ellis walks out. 
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