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    This girl was out of her damned mind. It was the only explanation for how she thought I was going to be okay with the bomb she’d just dropped on me. We’d been in the car for a few minutes, riding in silence before I finally spoke up.


    “This isn't a good idea,” I said


    “The best adventures never are,” Cadence replied with a sly grin.


    “So what is the set up, exactly?”


    “The name is self explanatory, my G. Speed dating. Undetermined number of eligible bachelors. Limited amount of time. Endless amounts of shiggles.”


    I sighed.


    “You promised…”


    “Did I? Was I high?”


    She reached up to the visor, pulling down a sheet of paper. “Read this.”


    “What is?”


    “Unfold and read it.”


    “I, Celena Marie Payne, do solemnly swear that as of the drafting of this contract I am of sober mind.”


    “See. Not high. Of sober mind. Keep reading.”


    “You sure you didn't forge my signature?”


    She rolled her eyes, turning off of the road into a parking structure in the center of town.


    “Keep reading.”


    “I vow to allow either Cadence Melody McPherson or Devorah Nicole Lee choose an adventure on which I have to embark, no questions asked. I had to have been high when I agreed to this. Or I thought you heffas meant a legit adventure and not whatever the hell this speed dating malarkey would turn out to be.”


    Cadence rolled her eyes again and said, “What's the worst that can happen, Cel? Unclench and try to enjoy yourself. Jeez.”


    “I’m am not cle—“


    “Let's not even continue that lie, sis.”


    I wasn’t clenched. I didn’t clench. Or at least I didn’t used to clench. I was always known as the easygoing, friendly, trust a stranger to use my cell phone and not run off with it member of our gang. Until everything I knew to be true came crashing down around me and I was left to make sense of the wreckage. Ok, so...I might have been leaning a bit into my hyperbolic side right now, just slightly, because I was heartbroken. Or at least I should be heartbroken? I'm not quite certain. I just knew that the man I had been dating for the past nineteen months up and decided that not only would he fuck me over personally, but that he'd let it bleed over into our professional relationship as well.


    Everyone told me not to shit where I ate and I resisted for as long as I could until Jacob Parker finally wore me down. Handsome, intelligent, from money, but most of all ridiculously funny with a razor sharp tongue—my kryptonite. Lord knows I cannot resist a man with a slick mouth. That's what drew me to Jacob initially. We met due to our companies doing business together. I became the lead account executive for Parker and Associates, so that meant a lot of one on one time spent in meetings strategizing, developing plans of attack and so on and so forth. One of those strategy sessions led to us grabbing dinner. Then dinner became a regular occurrence. Next thing I knew I was becoming increasingly charmed by Jacob. I had no designs on actually making a move, but one night he made it for me. We were finishing up a meeting and I was getting ready to leave. He held my coat for me, as was our usual custom. He claimed his mama – God rest her soul – had raised a gentleman. One minute he was helping me into my trench coat and the next we were wrapped in a passionate embrace sharing one of the hottest kisses I'd ever been a part of in my life.


    Jacob excelled at kissing. Where most men I'd been involved with treated it like something to prime the pump, he took his time, savoring me as if I were a rare wine or expensive chocolate. His lips against mine were firm and insistent, nibbling softly as he cradled my chin in his hand. I opened my mouth to ask what exactly he thought he was doing and he took that as an opportunity to slide his tongue between my lips, daring mine to come out and play. His hands moved from cupping my face; down to my hips where he pulled me flush against his body. Resistance was futile as I gave myself over to the swirling sensation that'd begun in my belly and traveled south with each nibble, swipe and suck of the kiss.


    That night...that kiss...everything changed then. The demands of being the CEO’s kid combined with the nature of their business led him to working long hours, so our time was limited, but we managed to build a solid relationship. Or at least I thought we had. We were on a good path, as far as I could see on our way to something permanent when I was blindsided with a breakup. It came shortly after I’d learned that his company was thinking of parting ways with mine for their business needs. I had been calling and texting with no returned calls or messages, so I decided to go over to Parker and Associates to see what was up. I was barely in the lobby before being approached by security.


    “I’m gonna have to ask you to leave, Cel,” Pete said, just as I made it through the revolving door.


    “Quit playin’, P,” I responded, trying to push past him.


    He refused to let me by, moving offensively as I tried ducking and dodging to get around him.


    “Sorry, boss’ orders. You’re on the do not fly list.”


    A list we’d – Pete and I – joked about several times before as I waited on Jacob while sitting in the lobby of his family’s business. It was typically a list chock full of women wronged by his older brother, Rob, that he was trying to avoid.


    “Pete. Quit playin. I need to speak to Jacob, it’s important.”


    “Celena.”


    Pete’s usage of my full first name caught my attention. I looked up to see the slight shame in his eyes as he faintly shook his head. He wasn’t joking. I’d been put on the “do not fly” list for real. I reached in my bag to pull out my cell phone and called Jacob to see what in the hell was going on.


    I’m sorry. The number you are trying to reach is currently not in service.


    “Sorry, Cel. I’m going to have to ask you to make your phone call outside.”


    “You’re putting me out, Pete. C’mon, man. I thought we were better than that.”


    “It’s not pers…”


    “It is personal. I’m a person, so that makes it personal.”


    “Don’t make a scene, Cel. You’re better than…”


    I looked around to see a nearly empty lobby and wondered who in the hell Pete was talking about making a scene for until it hit me. Security footage. They knew I was on my way. I’d called Jacob on my drive, with no answer, but chalked that up to a fluke. His receptionist’s line sometimes didn’t receive all of his calls, leaving them to languish in a ringing purgatory.


    In the aftermath of everything imploding with Jacob, I took inventory of my life. Here I was thirty-one with a past of incompatible boyfriends behind me, still on the search to find Mr. VSOP. Yep, I’m referencing a K. Michelle song and you will deal. I liked to refer to myself as bougavian. Slightly bougie, but I was not one to easily forget my bird roots. I grew up in the burbs, but spent summers with my sister and cousins at our grandmother’s in the hood. Those summers taught me a world of lessons, with the most important being never let ‘em catch you slipping. That’s exactly what happened with Jacob. I slipped and fell.


    I got so used to he and I being a thing and everything being all good, that I got comfortable. And being comfortable led to getting got. I low-key felt all of the pain Mary J. Blige was singing about on the My Life album on a regular basis for those first few weeks. I was mostly over the betrayal, hurt, lies and bruised ego, but those feelings of foolishness and regret were constant friends of mine—lurking about, rearing their ugly ass heads at the most inconvenient of times.


    Like right now. I thought I was going to be heading to the bar with my friends Cadence and Geoff to watch my boys whoop up on this town’s rinky dinky, alleged NBA team, but when I got in the car, there was no Geoff and I was informed that there had been a change in plans. Instead we were heading to speed dating at a local wine bar slash lounge called Imbibe.


    “Ok, so you didn’t find it prudent to tell me to change my clothes before we headed to this thing though? You do want me to meet someone, right? Cut offs, chucks, and a homemade tee aren’t exactly…”


    “Oh, but this speed dating event is themed. Tonight’s is ‘Rep Yo Set’ and everyone is supposed to wear something from their favorite sports teams.”


    “Wait...you have on a jersey...are you...” I started; giggling so hard I couldn’t finish my question.


    “Yep. I’m not gonna leave you hanging. I, too, will be dating tonight.”


    My low giggles turned to shrieking laughter.


    “With that belly? The twins gon hear their mama outchea thottin’? Don’t let me be an accessory to you cheating on G.”


    “For the last motherf–...for the last time, I told you. There is one baby in here,” Cadence gritted out.


    Cadence was six months pregnant, but looked closer to nine. It had been a running joke within our friend group that she was pregnant with multiples. Cadence, obviously, didn’t find much humor in the joke.


    “So let me get this straight. You’ve signed me up for speed dating, but let me come out here lookin' like who shot John? How am I supposed to flourish like this?”


    “Oh, so now you tryna flourish?”


    “I mean...might as well take advantage of the situation.”


    “Mmmhmmm. Well, luck is on your side. Freddie and Marni are running this event, so we have early access. And if you’ll take a look in the back seat, you’ll see a bag with a much more appropriate sports themed outfit for you to...as you say...flourish tonight. Though it hurt my heart to buy something in those dreadful ass colors.”


    “You planned this set up down to the T, eh?”


    “You say set up, I say...gentle nudge in the right direction. It’s time, Celly. You’ve been mourning over that JP shit for more than three months. I gave you your space, but now you gotta dust yourself off and try again. RIP Babygirl,” Cadence said, motioning the sign of the cross, ending with her head bowed and hand over her heart.


    “Really, Cade?”


    “You know I loved Aaliyah. Get off my back.”


    I rolled my eyes, while laughing at her antics.


    “So did I waste my money or are you going to give this a fair shake?”


    I twisted around in the back seat to grab the bag Cadence indicated earlier. In it I found a pair of dark rinse, cuffed boyfriend jeans and a bright yellow tee with some writing on the front that didn’t look like a team logo for any of the squads I supported.


    “What the fuck is this?” I asked, holding the tee between two fingers. “This doesn’t look like wine and gold to me.”


    “Read the shirt,” Cadence replied.


    There, on the goldenrod colored shirt, were the words A 3-1 LEAD in royal blue. I immediately broke into high pitched giggles as I realized my friend had managed to pull off the biggest troll on apparel that I’d yet seen. I could hardly breathe for how hard I was laughing.


    “You can thank your homeboy Geoff for the shirt idea. I told you it hurt my heart to buy something in those dreadful colors, but I couldn’t resist my husband’s brilliance,” Cade laughed.


    “You spent a lot of money on this, friend. What if it’s a bust?”


    “I got a hook up, I didn’t spent a dime. And what if you meet the love of your life? You never know. But what I do know is that we’re here and your ambivalence gotta hit the bricks, my G.”


    We walked from the parking structure to Imbibe. Our friend Marni owned the place with her husband Freddie. We had become quite friendly with her due to our frequent trips there on girls night out with the third side of our friendship Dorito, Devorah. To be honest, I was a bit nervous about this whole speed-dating thing. I wasn’t expecting to find the love of my life, but I also didn’t want to be the dud who got no play at the end of the night. Cadence ushered me through the employee entrance of Imbibe and into Marni’s office with an attached private bathroom. I quickly changed into the new outfit and took my hair out of the haphazard bun it’d been confined to. As I stood in front of the mirror, trying to tousle my hair into shape, Jacob crossed my mind.


    I hadn’t thought about him in a while. Because fuck him. Except not really because every now and again I found myself checking out his Facebook page to see what he was up to. Apparently, the whole time we were dating, I was the sidepiece. Here I was thinking that he was just busy with work, but he’d had an actual girlfriend with whom he was spending his time when he wasn’t with me. They had been dating for quite some time, set up by their parents who were longtime friends. As I scrolled Jacob’s page I saw photo after smiling photo of him and Rebekah with their parents, at the country club, at fraternity and sorority events, having date nights around the town...just looking as happy as a pig in shit. Meanwhile, I scrolled through rivulets of tears streaming down my face, lamenting where I’d missed the signs that I was the sideline ho.


    I shook off all thoughts of Jacob, Becky with the sparse edges, how I’d gotten played and continued getting ready. Cade really thought of everything, as I saw my makeup bag stuffed in there along with a sample size of my signature fragrance. I did a quick application of makeup, and then walked back out to the main office where Cadence and Marni were huddled, speaking in hushed tones.


    “What are y’all heffas whispering about?”


    “You look cute,” Marni said, reading my shirt. “I don’t get the shirt though.”


    “Doesn’t she? Those jeans look good, friend!”


    “So y’all gonna just ignore my question?”


    They shared a quick look and said, “yep!” in unison.
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    Imbibe typically had very limited seating, so I was surprised to walk into the main area and see about twenty two seater tables scattered around the large space. The lights were normally dimmed, creating a relaxed vibe and ambiance, but tonight everything seemed to be turned up to the highest capacity. None of other participants had even shown up yet and I began to have second thoughts about this whole thing. Maybe it wouldn’t be an easy breezy way to work my way back into the dating scene. The obvious set up of tables of two made me feel as if the interactions would have an air of forced coupling instead of the easy flow of meeting someone on a night out. I had just opened my mouth to express my misgivings when Cade cut me off by holding up a hand.


    “Nope.”


    “I didn’t even–”


    “You’ve got that squinty Renee Zellweger look in your eye that you get when you’re overthinking a thing and I’m not about to let you think yourself out of this. This will be fun. And if it isn’t fun, at least Bee and I will have something to laugh about the next time we get together and you tell us the stories from tonight. You aren’t backing out though. You’re doing this.”


    “But–”


    “No. Nup. Nein. Nyet. Nawl. We’re here. Doors open in,” she looked down at her Fit Bit for the time, “sixteen minutes. I spent my hard earned doubloons and took food out the mouth of my child for you to do this. So you’re doing it.”


    “But you said you didn’t–”


    “Never mind what I said. My back is killing me, let’s sit.”


    I followed her over to a table and we sat there quietly. Cadence stared at me expectantly, and I opened my mouth to speak, but quickly closed it. I felt silly verbalizing my insecurities about an event that was not even to be taken seriously. Who in the hell finds The One at a speed-dating event? I’m sure probably no one, ever.


    “Aight, so what’s the real deal?”


    “I just...I don’t know if I’m ready yet.”


    “Bullshit.”


    “I mean it’s only been like three months and Jacob and I were…”I trailed off.


    “Bullshit. You and JP were bullshit. Truth is, he laid the pipe really well and kept a smile on your face, but let’s keep it a buck...you guys weren’t compatible. He was the uptight, spoiled little rich boy, Jack and Jill, Alpha man...bougie black people who brunch prototype. And you’re…”


    “The poor hoodrat who bootstrapped her way through college and landed a good job? Damn, Cade.”


    “Ok, so first of all, don’t assume you know how I was going to finish that. I was going to say that you’re laid back, free spirited, carefree black girl personified...and you know I hate that carefree shit...but it’s just your aura. Y’alls vibes never matched to me. The levels were off. Besides Geoff never liked the nigga and he likes everybody.”


    “He liked Jacob!”


    “No, he tolerated him. We all did. Because you liked him. Honestly, I think you liked his dick and the idea of being coupled up, but you two were never a good match. And I hated to see you hurt the way you were, but I was so relieved that we wouldn’t have to sit through him telling us about how J. Cole went platinum with no features any damn more.”


    “Cade. Now you know he never said that.”


    “Semantics. The point is, you were just too dickmatized to see through his bullshit. But now you’re free. And we’re here to have a good time, talk some shit, and maybe...at the very least...leave with the number of a cutie in your contacts. Nothing ventured nothing gained, sis. So let’s get it.”


    “I feel like you’re about to tell me to get my head in the game in a minute.”


    “You need to.”


    I sighed and looked over to where Marni and Fred were instructing their bartenders and servers before the doors opened. Cade was right, not about my feelings about Jacob because those were...complicated. But about taking this night for what it was, a stress-free night out that could end up with me making a new friend at the very least.


    “Aight, coach. Put me in. I’m ready to play.”


    “That’s my girl!” Cadence yelled, “Marni! Send in the clowns!”
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    “So you’re a Warriors fan?”


    “God no.”


    “But you’re wearing a Curry shirsey.”


    *ding*


    The buzzer for us to switch partners sounded just in time. This was the sixth dude in a row to whom I’d had to explain my shirt. So much for it being a conversation starter. Note to self: never let Geoff have a hand in picking out an outfit for me ever again. Eight up, eight down. This whole speed-dating thing was becoming more of an exercise in patience and less of the fun, flirty time I’d initially thought it would be. I hadn’t anticipated it being some amazing love connection, but couldn’t there be at least one dude here who didn’t make watching paint dry sound more appealing than this night had been so far?


    I pulled out my phone and texted Cadence. Initially she and I were seated at tables close to one another, but somehow I lost track of her.


    Where are you? Found anyone to become a brother husband to G, yet?


    Bathroom. And no, but I found your future husband. -C. Melody


    In here? Biiiiiiiiiih you a lie.


    Bet. Just make sure Junior is off the teat before you set the wedding date. It could be real awkward for your Matron of Honor to be nursing while you say I do. -C. Melody


    I laughed and looked up as I felt someone approaching the table. My gaze met the kindest eyes I’d seen in quite some time. Those warm brown eyes were shielded by stylish frames and embedded on a handsome dark brown face with cheekbones that looked like they were sculpted by one of those old white dudes from the Renaissance. Homie was fine as every available fuck. Sheesh. He sat down and extended a hand toward my unencumbered hand. As soon as our fingers connected, a frisson of energy traveled through me.


    “Hi, Celena. I’m Karim, nice to meet you.”


    “Me too. I...um, I mean, nice to meet you, too. Wait...how did you know my name?”
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    I’d peeped Celena long before her homegirl hemmed me up, stopping me from approaching my next “date”. I’d been meaning to check out my homeboy Fred’s spot for a few months since I moved back to town, but had been too busy getting my business off the ground to indulge. I decided to be spontaneous and just drop by which ended up with me being roped into this speed-dating circus. Fred’s girl was freaking out because a few of the men who signed up never actually showed to the event, so I got drafted. My first “date” didn’t stop speaking to let me get a word in edgewise, so while she ran her mouth I took the time to check out the rest of the chicks in the room.


    Most of them were dolled up, painted on jeans, stilettos and pink bedazzled sports gear. I hadn’t seen this many rhinestones since my little cousin convinced me to let her decorate my letter jacket when I was back in high school. I had no idea she’d tackle it with a bedazzler and have my shit looking like I was an extra in a Liberace video. The only two women in the room who didn’t look like they were looking for their future ex-husbands were who I now knew to be Cadence and Celena. Even dressed casually, Celena had something about her that made me want to get to know her. She was bad as fuck – smooth sable colored skin, petite and proportionate. But something else about her kept drawing my attention her way.


    After a few more women whose eyes lit up when I said I owned my business, but dimmed when I went into the specifics of what I did, I was ready to call it quits. I ended up at Cadence’s table and was pretty taken aback that a woman that far along in her pregnancy would be at a singles event. Deciding to be polite, I sat at the table and before I could even get my name out in introduction Cadence cut me off.


    “I’m not really here for dating so any thoughts you had of bagging some pregnant pussy tonight? Cancel them.”


    The shock I felt from her statement must have showed on my face because she immediately doubled over in laughter. Soon I joined her in laughter and from there the ice was broken. We spent the time shooting the shit about a little bit of everything, her eyes lighting up when I mentioned my business. She said I should talk to her homegirl who was there tonight and worked in marketing about getting some advertising campaigns brewing. She pointed her out, told me her name and suggested – in a way that sounded more like a demand – that I make my way over to Celena’s table when it was time for the next switch.


    I realized that I hadn’t answered her question and Celena was looking at me expectantly.


    “Oh, your homegirl told me. We were talking about my business and she said that you and I should link since you work on local business ad campaigns at your agency.”


    “Oh. Yeah. I don’t have any business cards with me, but if you have one to spare we can set up some time to talk next week...”


    Was that a hint of disappointment I heard in her voice?


    “We can talk about that at another time, I’d rather discuss your shirt. How many times have you had to explain that tonight?”


    She rolled her eyes, while chuckling briefly. “My friend’s husband thought it’d be a good joke, but…wait, you get it though? You don’t think it’s a Steph Curry...ah, ummm...shit, I mean shoot. I’m tryna remember what this guy called it earlier.”


    “A shirsey?”


    “That’s it! He said he was glad to see a fellow fan in a shirsey and I had to stop him in his tracks.”


    “So are you a Steph Curry hater or LeBron fan?”


    “Neither, I am a Cleveland Cavaliers fan, been that way since birth, gonna be that way till I die. I’m loyal like that. Wardell is a talented player and all but...” she trailed off, gesturing to the shirt.


    “They blew a three to one lead.”


    “Seventy-three and nine, being hailed as the greatest basketball squad in modern history, and still managed to blow a three to one lead. I’ll never get over it. And it helped that my team was the one that managed to unseat them. Victory was never sweeter.”


    While she was talking, her hands moved animatedly and a look of supreme joy graced her face. She managed to become even badder just talkin’ shit about sports. Her passion was evident and if I let her, she would probably go on and on.


    “So you from Cleveland?”


    “Nope, from this area. Born and raised about thirty minutes west of the city.”


    “So how’d you become a lifelong Cavs fan?”


    “My daddy is from Cleveland. I grew up watching a lotta sports with him and adopted his teams as my teams. Despite the...unique track records of said teams.”


    “Unique is one way to put it.”


    Her eyes danced over the NBA snapback I was wearing and she laughed.


    “Simmer down Mr. my team hasn’t reigned since the nineties. I think you know a little something about unique records as well.”


    “Touché.”


    The bell sounded signaling that it was time for us to switch tables and Celena let out a noise of disgust.


    “Over it?” I asked, still remaining seated at her table as folks shuffled onto the next date around us.


    “Yeah. The minute I’m having a decent convo the time flies right by, but when Mr. Shirsey was at my table time moved slower than a sloth smoking a blunt. I just...ugh!”


    I wasn’t necessarily ready to end our conversation and knew that since Marni was a stickler for the rules it’d be nearly impossible for us to keep talking and ignoring everyone else at the event.


    “You wanna get outta here and continue our conversation?”


    “I...um. Okay, so yes, but I can’t?”


    “Are you asking or telling me?”


    “Telling?”


    I laughed at her unsure tone. I rose from the table, retrieving my wallet to pass her a business card.


    “I just thought I caught a vibe. Thought we could get to know each other a little more over a latte at Perk. No harm, no foul. Give me a call when you wanna talk shop, I can definitely use your services. Enjoy the rest of your night.”


    “You, too.”


    I walked over to where Fred and Marni were standing, observing the event and let them know I was leaving.


    “You can’t leave yet. The event still has...” Marni said, while looking at her watch, “oh there’s only fifteen minutes left, I guess you can go.”


    “Thanks for your permission, Mar,” I said, embracing her in quick hug. I dapped Fred up and was on my way out of the door when I felt a soft hand at my elbow.


    “Is it too late to cash in that coffee rain check?”
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    “There is no way in hell you can prefer Fresh Prince over Martin, Karim! Come on...”


    We had been in Perk for nearly ninety minutes, talking about everything from sports to the greatest black TV shows of the 90s. Conversation flowed easily and as we drifted from topic to topic. I found myself becoming more attracted to Celena with each word that fell out of her mouth.


    “Name an episode of Martin that was more iconic than the ‘why don’t he want me man?!’ episode of Fresh Prince? I’ll wait…”


    “Chilligan’s Island. The New Jack City parody. The Biggie episode. FOREVER SHENENEH! Come on, man. I can go on and on…”


    “So we’ll agree to disagree.”


    “Or you can agree that I’m right,” Celena said, sticking her tongue between her teeth.


    That childish action spurred some thoughts in my mind that were the furthest from childish. I’d been trying to not come on too strong because she seemed a little skittish, but she made it hard for me not to want to go there with her. I looked around the coffee shop to see employees wiping down tables and upending chairs. We were the last customers in the joint and despite them not being officially closed for about half an hour, I didn’t wanna be the reason their end of night routine was held up.


    “So I guess we should call it one.”


    Celena quickly glanced around the cafe and noticed we were the only ones left in the coffee shop who weren’t workers.


    “Yeah, I guess so,” she said pulling out her phone, “Let me get a Lyft.”


    “No need for that, I can drive you home.”


    “I don’t want you to go out of your way. I’m all the way on the East side.”


    “It’s not out of my way at all. I am on the East side, seventy-seventh and Warren, to be exact. If you’re feeling a way about accepting a ride from a stranger, Fred and Marni can vouch for me. I’ve known Fred since we were in first grade. They can tell you I’m not gonna drive you to a secluded area and use your bones for a bonfire.”


    “No seriously, I don’t want to put you out,” she said, peering at her phone, “There’s like twenty cars less than a minute away.”


    “It’s not putting me out if I offer. Come on, my car is in the lot behind Imbibe. We can stop in there on the way. Both Fred and Marni will tell you that I’m not gonna be a bugaboo. Just want to make sure you get home safely. My mother raised a gentleman and she’d kill me if I didn’t see you to your door after a date.”


    Celena bristled slightly at those words, mumbling under her breath.


    “Beg pardon?”


    “Date?”


    “An unconventional start, but you woman me man, I paid for your latte, so yep. A date. One that was going fairly well until you refused to let me ensure your safety at night’s end. Now come on, woman!”


    She laughed as I grabbed her phone, tucking it into her pocket and linking our hands together, escorting her out of Perk. She had drifted to the side of the sidewalk closer to traffic so I was purposeful in shifting her to the right; placing myself closest to the street as we walked.


    “Is your thing for cars something we need to get checked out, Karim?” Celena asked, a hint of humor in her tone.


    “Beg pardon?”


    “On our way here you maneuvered so you were closest to the street and you just did so now. I know you said cars were your livelihood, but should I also be looking into getting you on My Strange Addiction?”


    “I have no idea what that is, but no. My mother always told me to make sure the lady is never in danger of traffic. It’s a protection thing.”


    “You sure do bring up your mama a lot. Are you a mama’s boy?” Celena teased.


    “Growing up, she and my grandparents were all I had, so…”


    We walked a few blocks in silence, hands still linked. Despite her skittish behavior earlier, Celena had yet to disengage from me. A fact that, if I was being completely honest, kinda had me gassed. It had been quite some time since a woman had my full attention this soon, off of nothing more than conversation. It helped that she was also bad as hell, so we had an underlying spark of chemistry that was undeniable.


    “Well what about now?” she asked, as we approached the crosswalk at a red light, “There’s traffic all around. How are you supposed to protect me?”


    I quickly moved from her left side, to stand directly in front of her, arms wrapping around her shoulders. I heard her quick intake of breath as I pulled her flush against me.


    Looking down, I saw that Celena’s lips were slightly parted as if she was going to say something, but thought better of it. Instead of pulling out of my embrace as I expected, she stiffened momentarily before relaxing into it, leaning forward to rest her head on my chest. After a few moments, she looked up—our eyes connecting and exchanging an energy more meaningful than any dialogue we’d had all night.


    Slowly, I brought my hand up to cup her chin, tilting her face toward me. I wanted to give her a chance to deny what I thought I was seeing in her eyes. Instead she leaned slightly upward, eyes fluttering closed. I leaned down to meet her halfway and whispered, “Feel protected now?”


    Adams Rd. Walk sign is on the cross.


    The robotic voice telling us it was safe to cross saved her from having to respond. I unwrapped my arm from her shoulder, grabbing her hand once again. We continued walking and arrived back at Imbibe where, to our surprise, Cadence was still sitting at the bar. She had been joined by a brotha who looked like a lineman for the Bears. Cadence made eye contact with Celena, darting a glance down to our intertwined hands and blinked a few times in rapid succession. Celena quickly dropped my hand, offering a strained smile.


    “I had fun tonight, Karim.”


    “Me too, hope we can do this again soon.”


    “Yeah...I have your number, so…”


    “I can’t get yours?”


    “I’ll be in touch,” she said, reaching up to press a quick kiss to my cheek.
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    Three weeks passed without a word from Celena. I was a little surprised because I knew that the attraction I felt at Perk wasn’t one sided. I also, however, sensed that she was trying to not give in to the attraction on her side. Either way I wasn’t sweating it. I didn’t have any business tryna get into a new situation when my time should have been focused on getting my business off the ground. I’d moved back home and bought a family friend’s car repair business and expanded our services to include custom car restoration.


    When I took over the repair shop the guys who worked there previously greeted me with a less than enthusiastic response. The exact opposite of the response I had expected since I knew they were an efficient and dependable group of guys. Apparently, they thought I was coming in to change everything in order to suit my needs, hence their reticence to work with me collaboratively. After a few weeks of struggle, we’d finally come to an understanding. One of them in particular, Prentiss Shepherd who everyone called Shep, had been my biggest adversary who was resistant to any changes I tried implementing.


    After having a frank discussion about my plans for the shop and expansions, we didn’t have any more problems and he’s become somewhat of an apprentice of mine with the restorations. Since we’ve rolled out the service, we’ve only had three jobs come in so far that I was handling mostly on my own until Shep showed some interest. I started letting him handle a lot of the prep work, which helped free up some time for me to not live at the shop seven days a week. I didn’t want to fall back into the habits that I’d been trying to get away from that made me move back here.


    I’d been living and working out West in software engineering, making excellent money. The job was, however, mentally taxing. So much of my life was consumed with, building, debugging, and attempting to break what had been built, that I found little to no time for dating or any socialization beyond the walls of my workplace. After a disastrous attempt at a fling with one of the few women I worked with, I decided to focus solely on my career. I’d find time every now and again for a little swipe right action on the dating apps, but never any serious romantic entanglements.


    I’d also moved back home to be closer to my mother and grandmother. We’d lived with Granny Addie and Granddad Jimmy for most of my childhood. Granddad had instilled a love of cars in me from when I could barely see under the hood and after he passed recently, I felt a strong need to reconnect with cars. So it seemed like a no brainer to quit my job and move back to my hometown to help my family. My mother had also been urging me home for other reasons, but I chose to ignore those.
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    "Ok Peej, twenty minutes of iPad time, then your mama should be here for dinner," I called out from the kitchen.


    "How about thirty?" PJ said, running into the room, beaming his gap-toothed smile my way.


    “Or we could just do fifteen?”


    “Twenty sounds great, Te-te!” PJ said, running back to the living room area.


    “And stop running with my iPad, boy! We don’t want it to end up like your iPod, shattered beyond recognition,” I laughed.


    Slowing, PJ sulked, “Not funny, Tee. Not funny at all.”


    Actually, it was hilarious to me...now. When I saw the cracked iPod initially I wanted to throttle the kid...and his mama. My sister Patricia should have, in my opinion anyway, been making sure that PJ put some respeck on that damn device that I spent my hard earned coins on. Pat said I should have taken into consideration the fact that he’s a ten-year-old boy and they don’t know the meaning of delicacy nor gentleness when it comes to their property.


    I finished plating the tortilla shells for the tacos I’d made for dinner and pulled out a few Meyer lemons to squeeze for lemonade. I could hear PJ in the living room just chattering away, but I figured he had either Face Timed one of his cousins or a schoolmate. When I finally heard a voice respond that sounded too close to be coming through the tinny iPad speakers, I wiped the excess lemon juice from my hands and headed to the living room to see who he was talking to. I walked into the living room to see PJ entertaining Devorah with tales of his most recent indoor football league game.


    “Patrick Michael Payne, have you lost your ever-loving mind? What did I tell you about answering my door?”


    “Calm down, Young Celly...I used my key,” Devorah said, winking at PJ, “Give my guy a break. Everyone knows about your paranoid password antics.”


    “That key is for emergencies only.”


    “And I urgently had to piss, so it was necessary,” Cadence piped up as she walked into the room.


    I rolled my eyes, “Must you be so crass?”


    “Since when are you the queen of decorum? Also, what’s for dinner because this place smells fantastic,” Cadence said, drifting back toward the kitchen.


    “We’re having a fiesta!” PJ yelled.


    I walked back into the kitchen to catch Cade stuffing a piece of a tortilla in her mouth. Her eyes went wide as I appeared.


    “Just wanted to make sure you got the flavor right,” she quipped, pulling out a chair to sit down.


    “Sis, it’s a corn tortilla. The only thing I did was warm it, ain’t no flavor.”


    I wound up inviting Dev and Cade to stay and have dinner with PJ, Pat and I. As usual I’d made way too much food, so there was plenty to spare. By the time I’d finished with the rice and beans, Pat showed up and we chowed down. PJ was in rare form tonight, keeping a running chatter of commentary going about everything from his favorite cartoon, Steven Universe, to the girl at his school that he definitely did not like like that, but still managed to be a topic of conversation for more than fifteen minutes. After we finished eating, PJ and my iPad made their way back to my spare room, while the ladies and I – minus Cadence – indulged in a little wine.


    What was supposed to be a quick dinner with my sister and nephew after her long day at work quickly turned into the Spanish Inquisition after Cade brought up Karim. It’d been about three weeks since speed dating and our coffee...transaction, I hesitated on calling it a date, and I’d decided not to call him. He seemed like a nice enough guy, but I still wasn’t sure if I wanted to even be bothered with anyone.


    “Y’all I’m telling you, he was fine. Like...Kofi Siriboe fine,” Cadence crowed.


    “Who?” asked Pat.


    “Ralph Angel,” I supplied, briefly pondering their resemblance, which, was kind of uncanny now that I thought about it. Both he and Karim had the same sculpted cheekbones, powerful jawline and definite negro nose. Two striking differences between the two were Kofi’s burnished skin was slightly darker than Karim’s and his eyes were definitely not as warm as Karim’s. Before my mind recognized exactly how fine he was, those eyes had made a lasting impression.


    “So wait...he’s as fine as Ralph Angel…” Devorah started.


    “Finer. He’s Ralph Angel with that grown man weight on him. And smart. And an entrepreneur. But super available so, you know how that goes…” Cadence trailed off.


    “Cade!” Dev said, “Cel, she didn’t mean anything by that. You know how she gets to running her mouth.


    “She does have a point though,” Pat chimed in, “We were all thinking it.”


    “Who the fuck asked you?” I said, a little irritated at this point, “It’s too soon for me to be rushing into something with someone.”


    “Too soon? Give me a break.”


    “Okay!”


    Cadence and Pat slapped five as Devorah looked slightly uncomfortable. Despite being brash, Dev had actually been the most understanding about my reaction to this Jacob shit. She had held the phone many a night as I sobbed in her ear asking how I could miss the signs yet again that I was dealing with a fuck boy.


    “You need to stop chasing these men who are just like Daddy, little sister.”


    “Oh, you’re a fine one to talk, Miss I’m a strong black woman who don’t need no man and to prove it I’ll make my son my junior.”


    Yep, my big sister decided that she didn’t have time to wait on the universe to send her The One, so she went and got artificially inseminated. PJ’s daddy was some fine specimen of man whose predetermined age, ethnic background, and educational pedigree fit my sister’s exacting standards for the man who would never be present in the life of their son. This was a fact she proudly touted, thought a part of me always wondered if she was really happy with her decision. The life of a single mother with a demanding career who relied heavily on her village to help her raise her child was no crystal stair. And when your village consisted of me, one childhood best friend who lived fifteen hundred miles away, and an aftercare program in conjunction with the boy’s school? The heft of your decisions weighed even heavier on your mind.


    “On that note...let’s go, Mama Bear,” Devorah said, pulling Cadence up and nudging her to the front door.


    “But it was just finna get good!”


    “Actually I need to get outta here as well. Patrick’s got an early football game tomorrow. You coming, sis?” Pat Sr. asked me.


    “Yep. I'll be there.”


    “Good. So we can continue this convo then.”


    “Or you could continue to mind your business…”


    “You are my business. CMB. We all we got.” Pat said, pulling me into my brief hug, “Patrick Michael, let's go!”


    PJ came running to the living room, stopping briefly to give me a hug before pulling on his shoes and hoodie.


    With everyone gone, I took a second to unwind in my favorite way. Though the ladies didn't press me hard core, I felt myself tensing and in need of relaxation. Using my phone, I connected to my Sonos sound system, allowing my Spotify Daily Mix 3, which contained music from the likes of KING, Anderson.Paak, and BJ the Chicago Kid to set the mood. Then I pulled the small brass box that contained my “let it go kit” from beneath the coffee table in my living room. I unlocked the box, retrieving a lighter, a small porcelain bowl and a stick of Palo Santo. I lit the Palo Santo, allowing it to catch a spark briefly before blowing out the flame, letting the smoke move throughout the space, shifting the energy in my house. Reaching back into the box, I grabbed a pre-rolled j and sparked it. With the first inhale, I felt all of the tension leave my body.


    After a few more puffs, I was completely relaxed. As the music shuffled to a song talking about letting down your guard down to let someone in, my mind drifted back to Karim. Fact of the matter was, I was really drawn to him and we did vibe really well in Perk. If the shop hadn't been closing, I'm certain that we could have talked for endless hours about everything and nothing at all. That kind of instant connection was rare and if I was being completely honest? It scared the shit outta me.


    The last time I trusted my instincts and let my guard down, well...nope. I didn’t even want to go down that road and fuck up my high. Instead, I decided to grab my iPad that was discarded by PJ and see what was going on in wonderful world of social media. I decided to start with Instagram because it’s my favorite. It’s honestly people at their best – photos of them doing fun shit, eating delicious looking food or being vain and serving looks. The shiny veneer of happiness that permeated my IG feed was carefully curated as I followed a combination of real life friends, strangers with high vibrations, and badgalriri aka Robyn Fenty bka Rihanna.


    Most of my friends would give me so much shit if they knew just how enthralled with her Instagram feed I was. It was a carefully crafted hodgepodge of candid family memories, selfies, promotional posts and the occasional pop culture moment. Robyn Fenty’s Instagram just made me incredibly happy and I didn’t care to know why. The first photo I saw was actually one of hers, a throwback photo from when she first came on the scene as a fresh faced, long weaved Bajan beauty. I kept scrolling and got to a photo of Pete and his wife Chanté looking hella fancy with the caption “Out here celebrating the boss man’s wedding with wifey #meettheparkers”. Curiosity got the best of me, so I decided to click that hashtag to see what unfortunate young lady Robert Parker, Jacob’s older brother, had fooled into marrying him. Most of the photos in the hashtag were of guests or the decor, none of the bride and groom, so I decided to hop on over to Facebook to see if they were using the same hashtag there so I could be nosey.


    Logging onto Facebook, the first post I saw was the picture of Pete and Chanté from Insta, with a few more added in an album that Pete was tagged in. I didn’t recognize the name of the person that tagged Pete, but luckily their profile was open so I was able to see the entire album of photos. I clicked through picture after picture of pegroes in various shades of white until I finally came upon a photo of the bride and my stomach dropped. There in — as much as I hated to admit it — an absolutely gorgeous wedding gown was Becky with the Sparse Edges. The gown was stunning, a princess silhouette, with a deep vee neckline that managed to look sophisticated as it cinched at the waist and flared into a full skirt. She ruined that beautiful gown with makeup that looked like it was the last call for alcohol and her weave looked as dry and uneven as usual.


    Sham-fucking-wow. A mere three months after ghosting me, Jacob was married. I kept clicking, obsessively now, searching for photos of them together. I needed to see tangible proof that he was happy and she was The One. I needed proof that the connection we had shared was a lie and I was just a piece of ass. I needed to know that everything I felt was one-sided and shame on me for giving my heart to a careless man. I needed to see him looking at her like she was the last rib on the plate and he was a man starved. I clicked through about thirty pictures before I saw one of the newlyweds together. They must have just cut the cake because there was Jacob with frosting on his nose and an annoyed scowl. Becky’s face held a wan smile, a hint of a crack in their shiny veneer of happiness. I kept clicking until I reached the end of the album.


    From there I hopped over to Jacob’s page to see the both of them tagged in a shit ton of photos. The wedding actually took place at the Parker estate, mere hours ago. While I sat around eating tacos and drinking wine, my most recent ex was marrying the love of his…wait a minute. One of the photos that they were tagged in was captioned “Congrats on baggin’ a baddie, cuz. Next time remember, first comes marriage…” In the photo, Jacob was standing next to Becky in front of the crowd, a microphone in one hand and the other gently resting on her stomach as she leaned into him. The smile on her face this time was genuine.


    I exited Facebook, navigating to the Face Time app. Dev hated unannounced Face Time requests, but she was going to have to make an exception today because holy shit. As I waited for the call to connect, I felt myself tensing up again. The calm that previously emanated through me thanks to a little herbal remedy had completely left the building. I felt my breathing get shallow and started feeling a little lightheaded. As soon as the Face Time call connected, Devorah opened her mouth to say something smart, but pulled up immediately. I tried speaking, but no sounds would come out. My throat felt like it was completely sealed shut, breathing becoming increasingly harder. On the other end of the video chat, Devorah was freaking out.


    “Cel…what’s wrong?”


    I tried to speak, but instead hiccupped on air. Every time I tried to get words out, I felt as if my esophagus was being squeezed tighter and tighter. My breaths were coming in short puffs now.


    “Celena! Hey…focus. Come on. You got this. In through the nose; out through the mouth, babe. Relax, take your time…” Devorah said in a soothing voice.


    I closed my eyes, concentrating on the dulcet tones of Dev’s voice as she talked me through a deep breathing exercise. It took about five minutes before I felt as if my throat was free of the blockage and I tried to speak. I opened my eyes and realized that Devorah had gotten in her car and was driving.


    “I’m coming back. I feel like you need me. Do you need me?”


    I simply nodded.


    “Okay, sis. I’m on my way. You want me to stay on with you til I get there?”


    My breathing was under control now and the elephant that was sitting on my chest had moved, so I felt like I could answer her verbally now. Before I was able to get a single word out, I bursting into tears.


    “He…it’s a…pregnant…wedding and a baby,” I said, between sobs.
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    “Well well well, if it isn’t the prodigal son?” my mother sighed, as I walked through the back door of her house.


    “Here you go,” I said, walking over to quickly embrace her, dropping a kiss on her temple.


    “I suppose I should be glad you finally remembered your old mama. Although I suspect it was more about you getting a good, home cooked meal than actually wanting to come over here and spend some time with me.”


    “Ma. Don’t start. You see me at least once a week for church. Where’s Granny?”


    “She’s napping. She had quite the eventful morning with Rosie while I ran my errands. Decided to wander off and ended up missing for more than three hours. Luckily Mr. Edwards from down the way saw her and brought her back here safely.”


    “Ma! Why didn’t anyone call me?”


    “For what, boy? You ain’t inside that crazy ass brain of hers. What would you have done? Besides you’re busy enough without having to take on our drama.”


    “Lady, if you don’t hush up. The entire reason I came back here was to help you with Granny. If this happens again…”


    “It won’t happen again, Reem. I’ll be looking after her a lil better this time,” Rose said, walking into the room.


    She looked stressed, her normal upbeat personality nowhere to be found as she gathered her items to leave. I’d known Rose since we were kids. Our grandmothers attended the same church and she was now my grandmother’s home health aide. She came by for a few hours daily while my mother invented errands that needed to be run when she really was off doing God knows what.


    “Again, I’m so sorry Miss Holt. I had just went to grab her water and left her alone on the porch for no more than a couple of minutes and…” Rose trailed off, lowering her head; shoulders slumping.


    My mother wiped her hand on the towel to the left of her and walked over to Rose, lifting her chin.


    “Hey, this isn’t your fault. That old woman is stubborn and a trickster. Wouldn’t be surprised if she didn’t do this on purpose. Don’t get down on yourself too much, Rosie. Now we’ll see you next week, okay?”


    Rose nodded and made her way to the front of the house.


    “Ay Rose, hold up,” I said, trailing her to the front door.


    “I’m tired, Reem. Emotional day. What’s up?”


    “I wanted to make sure you were okay, for real. I know my mom just told you, but I wanted to reassure you that you did nothing wrong. Granny be tripping sometimes. You know how it is…”


    “What I know is that I shouldn’t have left her alone. She caught me slippin’, but never again. See ya later, Reem,” Rose said, crossing the threshold of the door to leave.


    I walked back into the kitchen, but my mom wasn’t there anymore. Moving quickly, I made my way to the stove where she’d been previously stirring a few pots. My nose didn’t deceive me; she had made my favorite meal—pot roast, candied yams, greens, and cornbread. I’d just swiped a fork to snag a taste of the greens when I felt a shift in the air behind me. I looked back to see my mother’s hand coming to connect with the back of my head, but I ducked out of the way just in time.


    “Boy, how many times have I told you about eating directly out of my pots? I know I raised you better than that.”


    “Ma, chill.”


    “Did you bring the milk I asked you to pick up for your pie?”


    “It’s on the table. Carnation milk, right?”


    “Mmmhmmm,” my mother replied absentmindedly as she went over to the table to grab the milk.


    “My god Karim, evaporated milk is for the macaroni and cheese, I need sweetened condensed milk for the ice box pie.”


    “That’s what I got, ma!”


    “Are you saying I can’t read?”


    “No ma’am. But you told me—”


    “Check your texts, son, before you even continue to tell that lie. I said sweetened condensed and I even sent you a picture!”


    Scrolling through my text messages I see that she was absolutely correct. There in black and white were the words “Carnation sweetened condensed milk”. I went into the store trusting my memory to recall the can that was a staple of my childhood and I just picked up the first one that looked familiar without reading word the first.


    “Guess I’ll have to go back to the store…”


    “Or not have a pie,” my mother countered.


    That wasn’t an option. I’d had my mouth all set for this damn pie all week. I damn sure wasn’t going home without it.
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    Since I had to go to the store anyway, my mother sent me with a list of items she and my grandmother needed to get through next week. Just a couple few things, Reem, she said, handing me a list of easily thirty or so items that were allegedly desperately needed. I grabbed a cart near the entrance of the store and began my journey through the aisles. When I walked into the aisle with all of the baking supplies, I came upon a familiar face. She stood in the middle of the aisle, intently examining a package of something that looked like flour, but I wasn’t totally sure.


    I took a second to just stare at her before she noticed I was there. Still bad as ever, her hair pulled up on top of her head in a haphazard bun, dressed down in yoga pants, some type of pink, funnel necked hoodie, and gym shoes. Those yoga pants were doing her ass all kinda of favors that had me sending up a quick prayer to whomever had a hand in crafting those curves.


    “You know it’s mad creepy to just stare at someone,” she said, startling me out of my gawking.


    I pushed my cart further down the aisle and sidled up beside her.


    “You looked super concentrated on whatever uh…” I looked at the package now dangling from her left hand, on its way to the hand basket in her right, “flour that is. Never knew flour was so intriguing.”


    Celena let out a quick giggle, “Hush, I’m trying out a new recipe for a friend and wanted to make sure I got the gluten free flour that I needed.”


    “Oh your friend is one of those?”


    “One of what?”


    “Gluten-free, taste-free crazy people.”


    “Do you even know what gluten-free means?”


    “Of course I do. It means ain’t no gluten, bih.”


    Celena immediately let out a sharp bark of laughter.


    “Something is wrong with you.”


    “Actually, there is something wrong with me. You wanna hear about it?”


    Shifting her weight, Celena reared back on her heels a little and said, “Okay. I’ll bite…what’s up?”


    I looked around the aisle before moving in closer, grabbing her by the elbow, leaning in as if I didn’t want anyone else to hear what I was about to say.


    “See, I met this fly ass chick, at some crazy speed dating event I got roped into doing because it was at my friend’s bar and they were short on guys. We vibed, I thought she felt it too…hoped she felt it too, but I wasn’t too sure. Before the end of the night I gave her my number…she refused to give her hers…”


    At those words Celena bristled.


    “But it was cool. I was letting her come around to Big Daddy…”


    “Big Daddy?” Celena repeated, one delicate brow lifting in askance.


    “I said what I said. Anyway…you gonna let me finish my story or what?”


    She motioned with her hands for me to continue.


    “So…she played me and my heart was broken. Sat in my place playing Carl Thomas’ ‘Emotional’, feeling it deeply when that brotha sang ‘look at me, I can’t stop crying’…still holding out hope that she’d call. But days turned to weeks and weeks to months…”


    “Oh my gosh, it has not been months,” Celena interrupted, laughing.


    “Are you telling the story or me? So…imagine my surprise when she showed up in a random grocery store that I wasn’t even supposed to be in today. Must be fate.”


    “Or you’re a stalker…”


    “Nah, I’dve found your pretty ass way before now if I was a stalker. Trust me,” I said, looking her directly in the eye.


    Our gazes fused for a moment before Celena’s eyes lowered as she exhaled slowly. She was quiet for a few moments more, before squaring her shoulders and raising her eyes back to mine.


    “So fate?”


    “Kismet, divine order, something brought us together again. Only this time I’m not letting you get away without giving me your number.”


    “And you’re confident that I will?”


    “Hopeful that you will, there’s a difference. But be clear, I won’t sweat you, sweetheart. If this…” I motioned between us with my hands to indicate a transference of energy, “is one sided, you gotta gon ahead and let me know now. But let me down gently, baby. I don’t know how much more Carl my neighbors can take.”


    Celena giggled, “You are so silly.”


    “So…?”


    She pulled away from me slightly, retrieved her phone out of the kangaroo pouch of her hoodie, scrolled briefly, and then pressed a button. Shortly thereafter, my phone began buzzing in my pocket.


    “Aw shit, you already had the number saved? See I knew you’d come around to Big Daddy.”


    “Don’t make me regret this, Karim,” she warned, a hint of mischief in her tone, “And for the love of all that’s holy, please stop calling yourself Big Daddy before I block your number right here, right now.


    “You’ll never regret getting to know me, sweetheart. Trust me. Didn’t I tell you my mama raised a gentleman?”


    “Mmmmmmmhmmmmm and the last guy that told me that? The lie detector determined that was a lie.”


    “That’s one.”


    “One what?”


    “I’m giving you a pass. That was your one and only time to compare me to some other dude. Let’s not let this happen again.”


    Celena’s head reared back, as a look of utter disgust spread across her face.


    “You know what?” she began, before I cut her off.


    “I don’t know, but from that change in your demeanor I can just about guess, so I’ma just say this. Whatever dude did a number on you? I ain’t him and he damn sure ain’t me. I don’t want this to turn ugly before we even get a chance to build, so I’ma bounce…give you some time to breathe, but just know…I’m coming for you. And I’m bout to court the hell out of you so hard that you’ll forget whatever nigga you dared compare to me.”


    With those words, I pushed the cart past Celena, grabbed my sweetened condensed milk and kept it moving out of that aisle. As I rounded the corner to the next aisle, I chanced a glance back. Celena still stood in the place I left her, with her agape mouth slowly curving into a smile. Yep, I was definitely going to enjoy getting to know her.
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    Despite fate working in my favor and making our paths cross again, I hadn’t been able to connect with Celena in the week that passed since our random grocery store meeting. Suddenly every car in Mayview was ailing, causing me to have to jump in on the front lines to help my guys out. I left the shop exhausted, but grateful nightly. The physical strain was worth the lessened mental toil my previous job had taken on me.


    It seemed impersonal to just shoot her a text after bragging about how I’m unlike any man she’s ever dealt with before, but I hadn’t had more than a few free moments to myself the last few days. I also hadn’t wanted to call her too late after I’d left the shop and have her getting any unsavory ideas about me. I could tell that whatever her last situation was must have been some bull and I was treading lightly. Today was the first day that I’d had some breathing room, so I tried calling her. The line eventually rang into voicemail and against my normal behavior; I decided to leave a voicemail.


    About fifteen minutes after I left the message, my phone buzzed in my pocket when I was back under the hood of a beautiful vintage Jaguar. Glancing at the display, I noticed it was Celena and immediately answered.


    “Hey, beautiful.”


    “Hi, I saw you called earlier.”


    I motioned to Shep that I was walking back to the office to take this call.


    Walking the short distance to my office, I asked, “You didn’t listen to my voicemail, did you?”


    “God, no. I hate voicemail. If I could figure out not to have it at all, I’d be in business.”


    “When we disconnect you should listen to the voicemail.”


    “I probably won’t.”


    “I insist that you do.”


    “Okay. Did you plan on me not answering so you could leave this epic message or did you actually want to talk to me?”


    “I was actually calling to ask you out. You got plans Saturday night?”


    “Yep, a hot date with a super cute guy, actually.”


    I grinned; sure she was accepting my invitation and talking about me.


    “You don’t even know what I’ve got planned, how do you know it’s gonna be hot?”


    “Uh…I wasn’t um…” she giggled, “I‘m actually babysitting the entire weekend. My sister has to travel for business, so it’ll be me and the little man.”


    “Ahhhh, well…we can still get together. Bring the lil dude, hit up Main Event or something on Saturday afternoon. I want to see you…and soon.”


    I knew I was coming on strong, but I couldn’t help it. It was the truth. After a grueling week of more physical labor than I’d had to take care of in quite some time I was looking forward to relaxing this weekend. I’d also hoped to be able to spend some time getting to hang out with Celena.


    “I don’t know…PJ isn’t usually big on strangers. He never liked being around Jac…any of my previous male friends before. Rain check?”


    “Here you go comparing me to other niggas again,” I said, with a laugh so she would know I wasn’t seriously annoyed. Though honestly I was a bit put off. I understood that she was operating from a place of hurt, but I didn’t give a good goddamn about how her nephew acted around whatever wack dudes she brought around before. Besides, kids fucking loved me. I’d have him eating out the palm of my hand in minutes.


    Celena giggled and replied, “Let’s play it by ear. Peej has football that morning, so depending on whether they win or lose, I’ll decide if we can link. He’s a bit of a brat when they lose.”


    “Fair enough. So let’s say this then…if they win? You, me, and the kid have lunch and shenanigans plans at Main Event on Saturday. If they lose? I’ll come by and take y’all out for commiseration ice cream. Either way, I’ll see you on Saturday.”


    “You’re persistent,” she said, a smile evident in her voice.


    “Hell yes I am. So we got a deal?”


    A sharp knock sounded on my door a moment before Shep poked his head through the door. “Some rich asshole is here for a reno job, but only wants to talk to you. Told him you were unavailable, but he insisted.”


    I pulled the phone away from my face to reply to Shep. “Give me a couple minutes and then bring him back here.”


    Bringing the phone back to my ear I apologized to Celena for the interruption.


    “It’s all good. I’ll let you handle your business and…we’ll see you on Saturday. I’ll shoot you a text with my address.”


    “Bet. See you then,” I replied, a grin on my face.


    “Until then,” Celena said softly, then hung up.


    Another one of Shep’s signature knocks sounded before he walked in with the customer trailing him. I stood up to shake his hand and froze once I recognized the face. I quickly retracted my hand and asked, “What the fuck are you doing here?”


    Shep looked at me sideways, having never seen me get out of pocket with a customer. But this wasn’t your average customer, this was the bum who strung my mother along with the promises of leaving his wife, then left her out in the cold—and impregnated with me—once his wife found out about his extracurricular activities.


    “Is that any way to greet your old man, son?”


    “Don’t call me son. I barely know your ass.”


    I looked over to where Shep had been standing to ask him to escort this motherfucker back out to where he found him, but he’d managed to squeak outta my office soundlessly.


    “Didn’t your mother tell you I wanted to speak with you?”


    I walked past my sperm donor and opened my office door.


    “Sure did. And I’m also certain she told you that I had no desire to talk to you, which is why you decided on this little pop up visit. Still not interested in having that talk. I’m sure you can find your way back.”


    He looked at me for a moment, then sighed deeply. Then he reached into his pocket, retrieving a leather billfold and pulled out a business card.


    “If you change your mind,” he said, sitting the card on my desk.


    I stood at the door not looking in his direction until he cleared the doorjamb. Once he was out of my office, I sat back at my desk, resting my hands behind my head as I breathed deeply. That was the last person I’d ever expected to show up here. Ever since I’d moved back, my mother had been dropping hints about him that I dutifully ignored. I had no idea that they still kept in touch nor did I care to know if they were still close after all of these years. I reached for the card he left, chuckling humorlessly. There in raised letters on the bottom of the card was his name Robert Parker, Senior–CEO Parker and Associates, with his business contact number. I flipped the card over to see if he’d included personal information, but of course the coward hadn’t.


    “If I change my mind…” I scoffed, “Fuck outta here, Rob.”
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    “What are you guys getting into after this?” Devorah asked me as we sat in the sports complex watching PJ zoom down the turf for what seemed like the millionth time as he left the rest of those kids to catch his dust.


    “Nothing major, might go to Main Event a little later to celebrate the win,” I said.


    “Ooh, mind if I tag along? I can use an excuse to act like a big ass kid after this hellish week at work. Girl, I don’t know how you haven’t cussed out at least six and a possible folks this week.”


    Dev and I worked together at Urban Current—a boutique marketing agency that felt like it was in the throes of anarchy every other day. As an account manager I often felt more like a babysitter or mediator between our sales force and our creative team, of which Dev was a part. Sales people loved to overstep their bounds and Dev loved putting them in their place. I tended to operate under the kill ‘em with kindness preamble, while she just preferred to kill them.


    “Girl, you know I leave work at work. But um…we’ve got company joining us for Main Event already.”


    “Company like who?”


    “Just a friend.”


    “Well I know all of your friends…I’m right here and Cade is on the verge of bringing the twins into the world, so…again I ask, company like who?”


    I hadn’t told my friends about running into Karim again. Or about me finally giving him my number. Or the crazy ass voicemail he left me singing Carl Thomas. He actually had a decent singing voice too, a low, rumbly tenor that sent a shiver through my body every time I listened to that voicemail. The number of times I’d listened to that message would never be disclosed to another soul.


    “So remember that guy? From the speed dating thing at Imbibe?”


    “The one you said looked like Ralph Angel with that grown man weight…mmmmhmmm, thought you weren’t gonna call him.”


    “I wasn’t. I didn’t. I actually ran into him at the Luciano’s on Route 53.”


    “Why were you all the way over there? There’s a Luciano’s literally around the corner from you?”


    “That’s also their local Luciano’s.”


    Devorah sighed heavily and rolled her eyes.


    “You can’t let them run you out of your neighborhood, Celly.”


    “It’s fine. The Luciano’s on Route 53 is more dope anyway. Did you know they had a wine bar in there?”


    “You’re not slick. You’re trying to throw me off track. So how did you go from not contacting dude to having a family day out with PJ?”


    I gave her the rundown about how our plans came to be and Dev looked at me through narrowed eyes.


    “What?”


    “PJ can come by my house after we go to lunch after this game. I’ll make El come entertain him. You’re gonna text that man right now and tell him to pick you up a little later, so it’s a real damn date. Then you’re gonna go home, get fine, and go on your first date with this man dolo!”


    “But he was fine with…”


    “You gave him no other option! Of course he would pretend to be fine with his date being hijacked and having to play daddy day care to get on your good side.”


    I laughed because she did have a point. I tried using PJ as an excuse but Karim wasn’t having it. To be perfectly honest, I was using the kid as a buffer so it would be less pressure of this outing being a date date. I didn’t want to have to be on. First dates were always so awkward…the small talk, getting to know you of it all always gave me so much anxiety. Though, technically this would be our second date. I smiled as I remembered that night at Perk, which was pretty much perfect.


    “Are you sure you don’t mind keeping PJ?”


    “Where’s your phone?”


    I held up my hand and Devorah snatched it from my grasp before I had a chance to think. She’d unlocked it and was already texting Karim for me.


    “Seriously?”


    “Yes, seriously. You woulda sat here coming up with more excuses as to why you needed to keep the cock block with y’all, instead of allowing yourself to have some fun in the company of a fine ass dude in a grown up setting.”


    “Don’t call my sweet baby nephew a cock block, sis.”


    “Then don’t use him as one then, beloved.”


    My phone chimed.


    Sounds like a plan. – Karim


    I scrolled up to see what message Dev sent and burst out laughing.


    “Really?”


    She’d sent, “How about that hot date instead? Ditching the kid. Pick me up at 7.”


    “Yes really. Don’t worry about the boy. He’ll be fine. El has a PlayBoxOne or whateva. They’ll sit around playing that shit, scratching their balls, and having a testosterone filled time while I catch up with Chip and Joanna on HGTV.”


    “Tee, you got the snacks?” PJ said, still breathing heavy from all of the running he did up and down the field.


    We’d been so caught up in our conversation that I didn’t realize the game had ended. Pat was snack mom for this week and of course, she provided me with a cooler filled to the brim with cold beverages and fresh fruits. Dev and I made quick work of passing out the snacks to the kids on the team and the coaches.


    “Snack day is always the best when it’s Pat’s turn,” one of the coaches, a handsome Henry Simmons lookalike remarked, “Sorry she couldn’t join us today.”


    “I’ll let her know she was missed.”


    “You be sure to do that,” he said, before walking away to chat with one of the other parents.


    I looked over at Dev and she was trying, like me, to hold back her laughter.


    “Girl what was that? You be sure to let her know,” Dev said, lowering her voice comically.


    “I gotta ask Pat about ol coachy coach. Lemme find out my sis outchea with the coach on the low…”


    “Te-te…can I go to MakeAPie for lunch with the rest of the team? Coach D said he’s gonna drive everybody and bring us home.”


    “Sure, babe. Tell your coach to come over here so I can give him Dev’s address to drop you off. You’re gonna hang out with her while I go out to run some errands later, okay?”


    “Ok, sure,” PJ said, running back over to where his coach and teammates were standing.


    After giving the coach Dev’s address, she and I stopped off to grab a quick lunch at Sweet Tomatoes before I headed home. Dev and I parted ways quickly after lunch, but I still had quite a bit of time to kill before I had to start getting ready. I decided to watch a couple of the episodes of The Six that I’d missed this week due to working twelve and fourteen hour days trying to appease my clients and their every whim. I missed His and Hers on ESPN, but was excited to see what Michael and Jemele would be doing with the hour of Sportscenter that they’d now taken over.


    As I sat there watching TV, my phone chimed. It was another text from Karim.


    Dress casually and wear comfortable shoes. – Karim


    We had been texting while Dev and I were at lunch. She and I were discussing what I should wear tonight and she suggested I text Karim to see what the plans were so I’d be dressed appropriately. He was cagey with details, barely wanting to tell me what were getting into. This text must’ve been the hint he promised me was forthcoming as I bugged him earlier.


    So a six inch platform heel?


    As long as you don’t mind being in them on your feet for hours, sure. –Karim


    This would be easier if you just told me where we were going.


    Where’s the fun in that? Besides, you gotta learn to trust me. – Karim


    I rolled my eyes at this response.


    So you keep saying…


    We exchanged a few more messages back and forth before I gave up trying to figure out what Karim had planned for us tonight. I had wasted enough time trying to figure him out and catching up on my DVRed television shows that it was time for me to start getting ready for our date. Since all of his clues hinted at casual dress, I decided to go with a pair of black jeggings and an oversized black sweater, with gold accents at the collar and cuffs. I paired the outfit with my Royalty retro Jordans, going for the cute, yet comfortable look. While I was pulling my hair up into a puff, the doorbell sounded. I looked over at the clock on my vanity, it was almost seven, and so I expected to see Karim on the other side of the door when I opened it.


    “You’re early.”


    “I…didn’t know you’d be expecting me.”


    It wasn’t Karim at my door. It was the last person I’d ever expected to be there. Jacob. I just stared blankly at him as he attempted to move past me to come inside. I moved defensively, blocking him from crossing the threshold of my front door.


    “Where do you…what…why are you here?”


    “We need to talk.”


    My head reared back, as I looked at him with a look that surely said “are you ill?!”


    “We don’t…you…you need to go.”


    Jacob tried grabbing my hand, but I quickly pulled away, recoiling at the thought of being touched by him. Briefly, I noticed a pained expression cross his face before his schooled his features into an unreadable expression.


    “I just wanted to explain…”


    “You don’t owe me any explanations, Jacob. Not now, anyhow. I don’t care.”


    “But…Celbaby…”


    “Don’t call me that.”


    He reached for me again, successfully grabbing my hand between the two of his. I tried snatching away, but he held firm. For a few moments we stood in silence, me looking down at our joined hands, him using the pad of the thumb of his left hand to stroke mine in soothing circles. I’d tensed up immediately at the contact, breathing quickly—trying to keep myself composed as I began to talk again.


    “I need you to go. Please. Just leave me alone.”


    “Baby, I just need you to hear me out. I miss you. I miss us…”


    “There’s the word again…baby. Like the one that is currently in your wife’s uterus. The wife who was your girlfriend while I thought we were…” I trailed off.


    I could feel the sensation brewing in my stomach letting me know that tears were eminent. I snatched my hand out of his grasp and stepped back from him. My head was lowered as I powered through a few short, shallow breaths. By the time I raised my eyes to his again, I knew the hurt was evident on my face. For a second, a flash of pain crossed his face before he reached out and embraced me. I was weak to do anything but fall into it. Letting the tears flow freely at this point, I sobbed softly into his shoulder.


    “I wanted it to be you,” he whispered into my ear, just barely loud enough for me to hear it.


    That small whispered statement was enough to snap me out of whatever sentimental space I was in and redirected me right into anger. I pushed out of his arms, seething.


    “You wanted it to be me? What kind of sh…are you out of your mind?”


    “Celbaby, calm down.”


    “One—I told you not to call me that already. Two—how in the fuck am I supposed to be calm when the man who shredded my heart shows up on my doorstep months later without any prior notice trying to run some weak game and work his way back into my life. Because that’s what you thought would happen hear right? Soft-hearted, weak, so lonely and desperate for companionship Celena would be swayed by your weak ass attempt at an apology and open her doors…and eventually legs to you once again right? You wanted it to be me? You wanted me to be the woman sitting at home with a gut full of human who probably thinks her husband ran out to grab ice cream and pickles or whatever strange foods are being craved right now? But instead he’s at his old work’s house trying to worm his way back in. You wished that was me? You wanted me to be oblivious and blind to your snake ass ways? Is that what you wanted?”


    Jacob just stood there staring with a stupefied look on his face. I would have bet anything that rant wasn’t what he expected. I’d been soft with him—slow to anger and never raised my voice beyond an occasional high-pitched scream during more intimate moments. He opened his mouth to say something, but before a single word could cross his lips, I held up my hand.


    “I need you to go. Please, just…”


    I could hear the desperate tremor in my voice and apparently so did Jacob. That was enough to finally get him to give up and walk away. Before he was completely clear of my stoop he turned back again to say something, but seemed to think better of it. I closed the door sharply, resting my forehead against it as I took a few cleansing breaths. I thought that if I ever got the chance to tell him how I really felt after he went ghost it would be such a gratifying, soul cleansing moment. Instead I felt like I’d been through the spin cycle—dizzy, slightly disoriented, and completely drained. I pulled myself away from the door and collapsed on my couch into a heap of tears.


    I didn’t even know why I was crying, but I did. I hadn’t been sitting around pining away for him, but a small piece of me still hoped that I was on Jacob’s mind. Did I want him back? Not at all, but I needed him to be longing for me in some way. I needed to know that what we shared wasn’t one-sided and…hell, I don’t know. I just needed to know that him being away from me hurt him in the same way him going ghost on me hurt me. Just admitting it sounded silly as hell.


    After what seemed like just a couple minutes after I’d sat down on my couch trying to process that visit, my doorbell rang again. I quickly dashed to the half bath to wipe the tracks of my tears and rushed back to the door. This time I looked through the peephole, like I should have done the first time and saw it was Karim. I pasted a smile on my face and opened the door.


    “Hey!” I said, sounding fake to my own ears.


    Karim stared, seemingly searching for something in my face before responding with a more subdued greeting.


    I turned away to walk back toward my room to grab my things, speaking over my shoulder, “I’m ready, I just need my bag and we can roll.”


    Karim followed me inside, closing the door behind him. As I walked back to my room I could hear him calling out.


    “Hey!”


    I quickly grabbed my bag and hustled back out to the front room.


    “What’s up?” I asked as I walked back into the room where he had made himself comfortable on my couch.
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    When I pulled up Celena’s place she was outside talking to some dude. Whoever buddy was she wasn’t interested in whatever he was saying. I was just about ready to step in when he finally gave up and walked away. After she closed the door, old dude sat there for a while at the end of her walkway looking like somebody stole his puppy. I was guessing that this was the ex. For some reason he looked vaguely familiar, but I couldn’t place him. He was probably somebody that came in for a repair at one time or another. At any rate I gave him a few minutes to clear out and to give her a few minutes to gather herself before I left my truck to ring the doorbell.


    Celena answered the door with a plastic smile that barely reached her eyes. She hustled off to grab her stuff before I could get to the bottom of whatever the hell had just transpired, so I made the executive decision to change the location of our date. She looked in need of distraction and I knew just the place in which we could find plenty.


    “Change of plans,” I called out as she was coming back into her living room, “Put on something you wouldn’t mind getting dirty.”


    She opened her mouth to say something in protest, but I cut her off.


    “Trust…”


    “I know, I know…trust you. All right, I’m trying. Give me a couple minutes. Make yourself comfortable,” she said, going back into her room once again.


    While she changed her clothes, I turned on the television to catch a bit of the NBA game that was on. My squad was playing like trash as usual, so I was glad that Celena only took a few minutes to change. She came out wearing all black, a fitted tee, yoga pants and chucks. Walking up to where I sat she eyed me warily.


    “What?”


    “You’re gonna get dirty in that?” she said, gesturing toward the light rinse jeans, heather grey polo, and white and grey Air Max 90s on my feet.


    “I have a change of clothing where we’re going,” I said, standing up and turning the television off.


    We walked out of the door, Celena locked it behind us, and I grabbed her hand for the short walk to my truck. When we reached my truck, I opened the door, helped her settle in, and then closed it behind her before rounding the vehicle to drive off. I’d decided that instead of the night filled with dinner and activities that I had planned, I was going to take Celena to my garage. I wanted to take her mind off whatever caused the pain behind the fake smile that she answered her door with.


    “So…why the change of plans?”


    I scratched the back of my head, stalling for an answer. I didn’t want to come out and say I saw whatever was going on between her and old dude, but I didn’t want to lie to her either.


    “You look like you could use some distraction. So I decided I wanted to take care of that for you.”


    We’d stopped at a red light, so I looked over to see Celena looking at me with a skeptical look.


    “And your initial idea?”


    “Too date-y.”


    “Too date-y? What does that even mean, Karim?”


    “Awkward small talk over dinner, forced activity to make us bond, awkward do I or don’t I kiss her dance at the end of the night.”


    “There’s a dance?”


    “Huh?”


    “You said a do or don’t you kiss me dance? You got an eight count for me at the end of the night? Because I could be down for that,” she laughed.


    “Cute. Like I was saying, I’m using home court advantage…and hopefully, providing a space in which you are comfortable as well.”


    Soon we were at my garage and as we turned in Celena turned to look at me with a curious look in her eye.


    “We’re coming…here? To your garage?” she said, sounding completely perplexed as to what kind of activity we would get into in this place.


    “I asked you to trust me, right? I know it’s going to take a lil minute, but I’m hoping this’ll be a step in the right direction. Let’s go.”


    


    We exited my truck, heading into the building through the side door. We walked through the customer waiting area instead the main area of the garage with the work bays. The shop wasn’t extremely large, only about six bays—with a few cars left overnight that the guys were expected to fix up over the remainder of the weekend. I grabbed Celena’s hand leading her to the final bay where my other car, a 1966 cherry red Chevy Impala, was halfway jacked up. I’d planned on doing some routine maintenance on it tomorrow, but decided to use it as an instrument of teaching tonight.


    Celena let out a low whistle as we approached the car. She let go of my hand, moving closer to my pride and joy, slowing running her hands along the curve of the car from hood to bumper. She made a slow circle around the car, peering into the windows, and then looking back at me.


    “Excuse my French, but this car is fucking gorgeous, Karim. Your guys did this?”


    “This is all me sweetheart. Rehabbed from a rusting piece of junk on its last legs to the glorious looking vehicle you see in front of you today?”


    “Word?”


    “Word.”


    She looked slightly impressed.


    “I thought you just ran the place. I didn’t think a pretty boy like you actually got your hands dirty.”


    “Pretty boy? You wound me,” I said, clutching my chest.


    Celena laughed, shaking her head at my dramatic antics. Just the response I’d hoped to get. I reached into my pocket, grabbing the Impala’s key. “Heads up,” I called out while I tossed the keys in Celena’s direction, impressed when she caught them with one hand.


    I gave her a brief round of applause to which she rolled her eyes.


    “Start her up and let her run for a few minutes. I’ll be right back,” I said, walking across the garage to the storage room where we kept the extra coveralls. I put on my backup pair and grabbed the smallest set I could find for Celena to use. When I walked back over to the car, Celena had started it up and was bent over checking out the interior. I took full advantage of the view.


    “You’re doing that weird staring thing again,” she called over her shoulder, having sensed my approach.


    “How do you do that?”


    “You have a heavy walk, Karim. You’d be a terrible ninja,” she said, leaning further into the backseat to check out the custom stitching on the rear leather seats. “Stop gawking at my ass!”


    “You make it kinda hard not to in that position…”


    She straightened up and turned to face me with a mock scowl on her face. I handed her the coveralls, “Put these on. Let’s get to work.”


    “Work?”


    “Yeah, I’m gonna teach you how to change oil.”


    “So you weren’t playing when you said we were gonna get dirty, huh?”


    “Nope. Suit up.”


    While Celena was putting on the coveralls, I went and grabbed the necessary supplies we would need to complete the task at hand. Once I had everything assembled, I turned off the car and engaged the parking break. Then I began to jack the car up with the handheld trolley jack. I decided to go with this and not the automatic one for superficial reasons. Not gonna lie, I wanted to seem like the man, so I wasn’t above a lil manual labor to work up a sweat and show off my guns while she watched from the sidelines. After jacking the car up to the proper height and securing it on the jack stands, I motioned for Celena to come around the back of the car with me. The rear tires were still in the restraints from some work

    I was doing earlier in the week, but I double-checked them to ensure that they were properly secured. Satisfied that the car was completely secured, I began the lesson.


    “So are you ready?”


    “Ok, so not to sound like a total princess, but…” Celena started off, “Am I going to have to get down there?” She pointed gingerly at the floor, which was covered in all manner of dirt and grease.


    “Yes, but that’s what this creeper,” I said, gesturing toward one of the six wheeled, metal framed contraptions I’d pulled over to our area, “is for. But let’s not get ahead of ourselves. First we start with opening the hood.”


    “Oh! That’s easy, I can do that,” Celena said with a grin.


    She walked to the driver side to disengage the latch that would unlock the hood. I hadn’t expected her to jump right in, with the hands-on approach, but I wasn’t mad about it at all. After disengaging the hood lock, she moved to the front of the car, searching for the latch that would completely raise the hood. I stood back, letting her do her thing. It took her a little while to find the latch, but eventually she got it, propping the hood open.


    “All right, now what?” she said, turning back to me—eyes shining bright.


    She seemed very pleased with herself so far, which, if I was being completely honest was a helluva turn on. She operated with an air of confidence despite, as far as I knew, having zero experience working on cars.


    “Do you think you can find the oil cap? Or you want me to step in,” I said, teasing her slightly.


    “I…think I got this. You can be my…what’s the mechanic’s version of a sous chef?”


    “Assistant,” I deadpanned.


    “That works,” Celena smirked, “go grab a rag so you can mop my brow when the work is too strenuous.”


    “All right now, Ms. Fix It. Once you find the oil cap, remove it and place it on the tray.”


    Peering under the hood, she located the oil cap quickly, following my instructions.


    “Boom! Nailed it. Now what?”


    “Now you get down and dirty,” I said, wriggling my eyebrows lecherously.


    That comment earned me another eye roll, followed up by a wary glance.


    “Ok, so I know you said that little creep creep thingy was supposed to keep me from getting too gross, but…do you have like a shower cap or something I can put over my hair? I’m not tryna look like a for real grease ball. I commend your attempt to clean it off a little, but…that’s still mad dirty, Karim.”


    I certainly did not even think about anything to protect her head. Had this been preplanned and not an off the cuff last minute decision I may have been better prepared, but now I had to find something already in the building to compensate. After thinking about it for a few minutes, I finally remembered we had protective boot coverings in the supply room. We rarely used them; most of us hardly ever wore shoes we actually cared about on the garage floor, so there were sure to be plenty. Now whether or not they would actually work as head coverings would be a different story.


    “Not exactly a shower cap, but give me a second,” I said, jogging over to the supply room to grab the boot coverings.


    When I presented Celena with the package of boot covers, she laughed and asked where the nearest bathroom was so she could try to make ‘em work. She emerged from the bathroom and I immediately broke down. She looked crazy as hell with about four of those boot covers cobbled together on her head, jutting forward at odd angles, but covering the entirety of her hair.


    “You good?”


    “Leggo.”


    Celena got situated on the creeper and I grabbed an oil filter, the drain pan and wrench from our stockpile of supplies.


    “Aight, so first we’re gonna drain the oil. You’re gonna get on the creeper and look for an object that looks very similar to the one I’m holding in my hand,” I said, holding up the filter, “It’s an oil filter. Let me know when you see it.”


    “Wait…you’re not gonna be under here with me?”


    “Nah, head mechanic that’s all you. Sous mechanics take a step back and only speak when spoken to,” I replied, laughing, “Nah, for real…space is limited so I’ma just talk you through it from up here. You got this. I’m right here every step of the way. And if at any point you’re over it, just let me know and we can move on, okay?”


    Celena nodded tightly and repositioned herself on the creeper. Sliding under the car she called out, “Okay, I think I found the filter. Do I need a tool to unhook it?”


    “You should be able to do it with your hand, but you’re getting ahead of yourself a little bit. We gotta drain the engine of oil before you remove it.”


    I crouched down and handed her the oil pan and three-quarter inch socket wrench.


    “Put this pan directly beneath where the bolt is, so the oil can leak into here instead of all over you or the floor when it comes out. Now here’s where you gotta listen to me very carefully. The trick is righty tighty, lefty loosey. So you’re gonna want to start by turning the wrench to the left to loosen it, but be careful about how quickly you turn it.”


    “I got this, Sous Mechanic!” she said before cranking the wrench.


    “Slow down killa, it doesn’t take much before…”


    “Shit!” Celena exclaimed, sliding from underneath the car quickly, oil dripping from the tip of her nose. She looked utterly disgusted and it took everything in me not to break down into hysterical laughter. I grabbed a shop rag and dabbed the oil off of her face.


    “You still got it?”


    “It didn’t get in my hair did it? I don’t want to have to wash this mess tonight…”


    “Nah, your boot shield fortress is still in tact.”


    “Oh thank God,” she said, “now what?”


    “Now we wait. It’s gonna take a few minutes for all of the oil to drain from the engine.”


    We sat there for a few minutes in silence before Celena asked how I got into cars.


    “I guess it was a family thing, really. I didn’t grow up with my dad, but my grandpa was present a lot when I was younger. Cars were his thing and as I grew older they became our thing. We would spend hours out in the garage on a Saturday, just tinkering around.”


    “That’s awesome that you guys were able to bond like that. He must be pretty proud that you own this place now, huh?”


    “He…” I paused briefly, clearing my throat, which was suddenly choked up with emotion. I scratched the back of my head and continued, “He passed before I moved back and bought this place. He and old man Thompson were running buddies though, so that’s how I was able to buy this place from up under him.”


    “It looks like doing well for yourself, Karim. So he’s looking down on you, pleased,” Celena said, placing a hand on my jaw.


    “Thank you,” I replied looking her directly in the eye. The heaviness of the moment made me a little uncomfortable, so I quickly shook it off.


    “Whew! All right. Enough of Feelings Hour with Karim, let’s finish this up. You ready to get back down there?” I asked, peering under the car where the stream of oil coming from the engine had slowed to a drip.


    “Let’s do this,” Celena said, getting back onto the creeper.


    “Aight, now we secure the oil plug again and change out the filter.”


    She secured the oil plug and set about removing the old oil filter. This time she managed to get through the process without spilling a drop.


    “Keep the old oil filter nearby,” I said while passing her the new oil filter, “You’re gonna need to put a little of the old oil in this new one to help lubricate the filter before installing.”


    Once she’d satisfactorily secured the new oil filter, Celena emerged from beneath the car, hopped up from the creeper looking like she was on top of the world.


    “Now what?”


    “Now comes to easy part. We fill her up with new oil.”


    Forming a two-man assembly line, we passed full and empty containers of oil back and forth until the engine was full again. Celena then replaced the oil cap and lowered the hood.


    “That’s it?” she asked, beaming, “I did it? All by myself?”


    “That’s pretty much it,” I replied back, unable to hold back a grin at how pleased she looked with herself for completing what I looked at as a simple task. I had accomplished exactly what I set out to do, provide a bit of distraction while simultaneously making her feel in control of the whole situation. And it was worth it to see the look on her face now. She looked positively radiant.


    “We’ve gotta do two last things though,” I said, talking her through the final steps of checking the oil levels and letting the car run for a bit to ensure there were no leaks. After we finished that up, Celena hinted at all of the manual labor making her work up an appetite. Instead of the fancy Italian restaurant I’d gotten reservations at for our real date, we wound up at a diner not far from the garage. Over a dinner of burgers, fries, and a milkshake for her, we talked for hours about everything and nothing.


    As we sat talking, Celena’s phone began ringing, playing Beyoncé’s “Baby Boy”.


    “Sorry Karim, I gotta get this.”


    I quickly deduced it was her nephew from her side of the conversation. It sounded like whatever babysitter Celena had lined up for him informed him that he was staying the night and he was not pleased. I listened while she calmed him down and promised to come and pick him up as soon as possible. As she wrapped up her phone call, I paid the bill at the diner’s front counter. By the time I was back at our table, Celena was opening her bag to place a few bills for the tip onto the table. I quickly blocked that action by throwing the bills I’d received as change back from paying the bill on the table.


    “Everything all right?”


    “That was PJ. He normally loves hanging out with Dev, but tonight was adamant about coming back to my place now.”


    “Is her house on the way? If it’s not overstepping, we can just scoop him on our way. Make one less trip for you?”


    “I don’t wanna put you out.”


    “It’s not putting me out if I offer. Come on.”


    Celena gave me directions for the short drive to her friend Devorah’s house and I waited in the truck while she grabbed the kid. It didn’t take long for them to emerge, Celena gesturing toward my idling truck when the kid looked around confused when he didn’t see her car. As they climbed into the car, PJ asked why she was riding up front with the Uber driver. I had to stifle a bit of laughter at that comment.


    “This isn’t an Uber baby, Mr. Karim is my friend. I was having dinner with him when you called. Stop being rude and say hello.”


    I turned in my seat, extending a hand for a high five. “Sup, lil man.”


    He just looked at my hand and mumbled under his breath.


    “Patrick Michael Payne! Stop being a brat and speak properly.”


    “Hi, Mr. Karim,” he said begrudgingly.


    “Tough crowd,” I said, turning back around to Celena.


    “I’m so sorry,” Celena said.


    I grabbed her hand, linked our fingers and pressed a quick kiss to her hand.


    “It’s cool,” I said to her, then called out to him, “There’s a remote and headphones for the TV in the center console, PJ. Feel free to turn it on.”


    Our drive across town was easily going to be about thirty minutes with traffic and I figured the kid needed some entertainment that wasn’t adult conversation. By the time I’d pulled off, he was fully concentrated on the TV, loud music blaring from the wireless headset. I was glad to see that cable set up finally getting some usage. I’d installed the TVs and satellite receiver myself, but typically had no use for them, as I was always the one driving my truck.


    “He’s so moody tonight. This usually only happens when his feelings are hurt. I’m going to have to ask Dev what happened when his mood shifted. Like I said, he normally loves hanging out with her. He was excited to be spending the night when we parted ways earlier.”


    “How old is he again?”


    “Ten.”


    “Oh hell it could be anything at that age. She probably told him he couldn’t have another cookie and instantly became the meanest woman in the world. I remember not talking to my mother for three days once when I was ten. Her offense? Telling me I’d had enough pie after just one slice.”


    Celena laughed, “Oh my god I can’t believe you remember that.”


    “I don’t play when it comes to my mama’s icebox pie. Not even she had the privilege of tryna curb my intake. I waited ‘til she was asleep and housed the rest of that pie that night. She got the last laugh though because I was up all night on the toilet, hurting baaaaad after being that foolish. Didn’t talk to her because my pride was hurt. PJ will get over whatever offense he believes was committed against him sooner than you think.”


    Soon we were pulling up to Celena’s. On the ride over, PJ had fallen asleep. I offered to carry him inside, so she didn’t have to deal with even more attitude from him if she woke him up to walk inside. Celena readily agreed and grabbed his bag. The kid was so thin, weighing next to nothing that carrying him was light work. Once we were inside, she directed me to the guest room where he was sleeping. The kid slept like a log, not once awakening as I removed his shoes – Celena said it’d be easier to just let him sleep in his street clothes – and tucked him in under the covers. As I walked out of the room, Celena pressed a quick kiss to his forehead and followed behind me.


    “I had a really great time tonight, Karim. Who knew changing oil was actually kinda fun?”


    “You think that’s fun? Wait til I teach you how to change spark plugs. Now that’s lit!” I responded, laughing.


    “You are soooo corny,” she said, while trying not to laugh herself and failing.


    “For real though, I had a good time tonight, too. Can’t wait to do it again. For now, I’ma get outta here, let you get some rest.”


    Celena walked me to the living room where we lingered for a bit. I leaned over to give her a hug and when I pulled back, she grabbed my face.


    “Do the dance.”


    I looked at her puzzled for a second before realizing what she was talking about. I tilted her chin up, angling her lips upward as I lowered my head. As my head drifted closer, her eyelids lowered. I quickly closed the distance between us, our mouths fusing with a light touch that gave way to a slow savoring of each other’s mouths. I drew her lower lip into my mouth before she opened for me completely, allowing our tongues to parry for dominance. She sighed into the kiss, snuggling a bit deeper into the loose embrace of my arms. As the kiss deepened, my hands moved down to her ass, squeezing and molding the shapely globes I’d been admiring since we first met.


    


    Abruptly, Celena pulled away, stepping outside of arms reach. I tried drawing her closer again, but she placed her arms out in front of her.


    “You…” she started and then stopped, biting her lower lip, “you’re dangerous. You gotta get up outta my house, man.”


    I chuckled, shaking my head. “That’s all you.”


    She strolled past me and opened the front door.


    “Bye, Karim.”


    “All right, all right, I can take a hint,” I said, slowly walking toward the door. Just before passing through the frame, I reached out quickly and grabbed Celena, hauling her in for another quick kiss. As quickly as I had snatched her up, I released her and walked out of the door.


    “Good night, Celena.”
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    “You’re different. Something’s different about you,” my sister said while staring at me with a concentrated expression on her face.


    It was yet another Sunday that we were at Indoor Sports watching my nephew murder the rest of these kids with his athleticism. Flag football season was over; giving way to the indoor soccer league. PJ had only started playing last year, but he impressed the coaching staff so much he was given permission to play with an older age bracket this session. Even playing kids who were two to three years older than him hadn’t slowed his stride. He was giving them a run for their money; those hours of watching Euro footballers do their thing on YouTube having played off.


    “There’s nothing different. I’m still the same old me. Same hair, same athleisure wear, same raggedy nails in need of a fill, sister dear.”


    “Nope, I’m not talking physically. There’s been a change in your demeanor. You’re practically glow…wait, you lil slattern…you got some didn’t you?”


    “I did not and…I’m not discussing this with you right here.”


    “Bull. Shit,” Pat gritted out, “You holding out on your big sister?”


    “No more than you were holding out about ol’ coachy coach. You wanna talk about that now, too?”


    “Stay outta grown folks business, little one,” Pat snapped.


    “Aw naw…we talkin’ bout mister ‘make sure you let that be known’,” I joked, delighting in seeing my normally unflappable big sister growing increasingly red in the face as I teased her.


    “Stop deflecting. This isn’t about me and Damon right now.”


    “But there is a you and Damon? First name basis and everything. Whoaaaaa.”


    “I never liked you, you know. I tried to get mama to take you back to the hospital day one.”


    I cackled as I managed to successfully derail her interrogation and get under her skin. Pat was always so damned cool and it bothered the hell outta me. She knew it all and didn’t hesitate to lord it over my head whenever she could. I rarely got one in on her, so I was definitely relishing this moment. Mainly because she was right…kinda. I was glowing, but it wasn’t from getting any—despite all of my deepest desires of wanting to get some.


    But we were taking it slow. Getting to know one another. Over the past few weeks Karim and I had been together a lot. Lunch dates, dinner dates, hours long phone conversations that reminded me of being in high school. The only thing missing were the arguments where we went back and forth about which of us would hang up first. We had, shamefully, fallen asleep on the phone together more than a few times. We were still in the fun, fresh new stage and I was one hundred percent smitten with him.


    Karim felt like home. Which, if I was being completely honest, scared the shit out of me because how many other men had I made a home in, thinking they were a safe place to land, but they were more like a bando—shot out shells of nothingness. I saw the potential though. I always saw the potential. The “what could be”. With Karim however, there was no could be…he just was. Always sure of himself, kept promises made, and was proving to be a really dependable guy.


    He was guilelessly honest, very transparent…and, much like he kept insisting, very different from any man with whom I’d had any romantic dealings. Which was refreshing, but also maddening because he insisted upon moving at his own pace. He wasn’t moved by any of my overtures, direct or subliminal. Beyond a few heated make out sessions and heavy petting, he refused to give into me. Yet he still had me out here shining bright like those diamonds Rihanna warbled about. Beaming off of possibility.


    PJ’s game was over and he finagled his way into a play date post-game, so that left Pat and I with nothing to do that afternoon. I would normally be hanging out with Karim, but he was busy with his mother and grandmother. It has been a while since Pat and I had a true sister day, so we decided to grab some Chinese takeout and wine and hang out at her place.


    Over beef and broccoli, Pat broached the topic of my glow again. She was like a dog with a bone, so I knew she wouldn’t give up or be distracted this time. So I started running down the last few weeks with Karim to her, gushing like a schoolgirl with her first crush. Pat was oddly quiet and reserved as I talked. She was usually full of quips and digs, so I had to ask.


    “Okay…what’s going on?”


    “What do you mean?”


    I sighed and rolled my eyes.


    “Spit it out, I know you got some smart commentary.”


    “I…can we have a for real conversation? No bullshit, no anger, no assumptions. Just an honest conversation.”


    I tensed up immediately but replied, “Aight, let’s go.”


    “Do you ever think of how Mother and Daddy’s relationship really fucked us up?”


    Whoa. I definitely wasn’t expecting that to be the first thing that came out of her mouth. We never really talked about our parents’ relationship…or more accurately these days, lack thereof. Growing up, I thought my father worshipped the ground my mother walked on. They presented like the perfect couple—doting husband, loving wife. But all that glittered wasn’t gold and for a very long time my sister shielded me from the cracks in the veneer of their relationship. Until she couldn’t.


    When I was about ten years old, a woman showed up on our doorstep—holding a little boy who was the spitting image of my father. It was like that Mary J. Blige song come to life. And my mother, bless her heart, remained cooler than a polar bear’s toenails as this woman detailed a relationship with my father that had spanned more years than my life on Earth at that time.


    “I…what?”


    “Think about it. All those years you thought Daddy worshipped Ma, right? He became the proto type of how you thought a man should treat a woman. That hero worship translated into how you navigate through your relationships now. And time after time you’ve dated the same man…all just like Daddy. Charismatic pretty boys who were emotionally or, in some cases, physically unavailable to you most of the time.”


    She did have a point…all of the men I’d dated in the past were cut from the same cloth.


    “So, I have a type…there’s nothing wrong with that, right?”


    “Nothing wrong per se, but it isn’t right either? Are we both chasing the ghost of daddy? Trying to find the best parts of him in these men we meet? Or constantly looking for the worst parts in him to emerge in them as an ‘I told you so’. I just…”


    “Whoa. Where is this all coming from, Patty Whack? What’s going on?”


    “We’re having a conversation. That’s all.”


    “Nah, you’re never without an agenda. This is a purposeful conversation, so what’s shaking? Is this about Darren?”


    “Damon and no this isn’t about him. There isn’t even anything going on between he and I…anymore.”


    “So there was something?”


    “There could have been something, but I fucked it up, Cel. I really stepped in it.”


    “So fix it.”


    “It’s unfixable. And honestly, it was stupid of me to even…just forget it. I done let this wine get to my head. Enough about me…you ready to tell me more about this dude that drove you and my baby all around the town yet or nah?”


    “Oh my god, I don’t know what’s worse…this deflection or your exaggeration. I’ma let you off the hook for now though, but we’ll get back to you.”


    “Mmmhmmm, so what’s to this dude, sis?”


    “He’s a…he’s a really nice guy. And we’re having fun. It’s cool so far. Really cool,” I said, unable to hold back a grin.


    “He done turned my baby sister out. Look at you!” She changed the timbre of her voice to a higher pitch imitating me. “He’s a nice guy. We’re cool.”


    “Oh shut up. He is!”


    “So if he’s so nice, why are you hiding him?”


    “I’m not hiding him!”


    “So invite him to the game next week. Give me a chance to check him out.”


    “I don’t…”


    “Aw come on, at least let me vet him before you get in too deep. We could have avoided that pompous asshole JP if you’d let me in on the vetting process early.”


    “I make no promises, but we’ll see…”
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    “I told my sister about you today,” I said to Karim as we sat in his living room, relaxing on his sofa.


    On my way leaving Pat’s he had called and asked me to stop by for dessert. I eagerly accepted the invitation, not thinking that he meant literal dessert. Despite repeated dropped hints and pretty heavy make out sessions that I was sure left him in need of a cold shower, we hadn’t moved onto the real deal physically. He’d brought home another of his mom’s famous icebox pies, so we ate a couple slices and now sat cuddled up watching a SVU marathon.


    “Oh yeah?” Karim replied.


    “Yeah…she wants to meet you. Asked me to invite you to PJ’s soccer game next Sunday.”


    “Well what a coinkydink, I was going to extend an invitation to you for friends and family day at church in two Sundays. Mama and Granny hemmed me up today. Which, I told you that as soon as old nosy ass Mrs. Barker saw us out it would get back to my folks.”


    Recently, we’d stepped out to pick up some takeout from a local barbeque joint and literally ran into Karim’s childhood neighbor on our way out. As usual our fingers were intertwined, which the older woman commented on. Karim stammered through an explanation that left me quite amused as he used every manner of word except girlfriend to define our relationship. I wasn’t pressed, honestly. We were just coolin’ and had no need for labels quite yet. I didn’t think we were quite at the place of meeting each other’s families yet either. I mean, okay, yeah Karim had met PJ already, but that was a circumstance that couldn’t be helped, honestly.


    “Are we…um…at the meeting the family stage?” I asked, trying to play nonchalant.


    Despite my cool tone, something alerted Karim to the fact that I was a little on edge because he muted the TV and turned his entire body toward me. He raised a hand to rest at the back of my neck, tangling his fingers in my curls as he stared. As his fingers gently massaged my scalp, I began speaking again.


    “I mean…not that we’re not there, but like…are we though? It’s just been a few weeks and we’re taking it slow, right? You’re giving me time to adjust and not giving me any dick, so like I don’t even know how long you’ll truly be around once you actually do; so it’s crazy for us to even be thinking about bringing families into this and bonding and–”


    “Celena,” Karim interrupted me, laughing.


    I kept right on talking, “Let’s say I introduce you to Patty and PJ and he takes a liking to you because he’s in desperate need for a male influence in his life and then you finally give me the dick and it’s barely adequate and I have to find a way to let you down gently and explain to my nephew that his new friend won’t ever be around again because auntie needs somebody who’s compatible with her in every way and then he hates me for banishing you from our lives and–”


    Karim interrupted my stream of crazy babbling by pulling me in closer and drawing me into a slow, lingering kiss. Instantly I melted into him, sliding closer until he pulled me into his lap, straddling him. Despite my frantic, insistent grinding into his ever-hardening dick, Karim continued to ply my mouth with slow, sweeping passes of his tongue against mine. When we finally parted to catch a breath, I groaned in frustration and lowered my head to his shoulder.


    After a few minutes of silence, Karim finally spoke.


    “You’re something else you know that, right?”


    “Is that a good or bad thing?”


    “Neither…just an observation. Not sure where I stand with it yet.”


    “Damn.”


    “What?”


    “That doesn’t sound good. It sounds like you’re trying to decide if I’m worth the trouble of dealing with.”


    “Don’t put words in my mouth. That wasn’t what I was getting at. You just…it’s never a dull moment with you, girl,” he said, biting his lip and shaking his head, “But to answer your question…from before the rant…we don’t have a choice but to be at the meeting the family stage. My mother’s invitation was less a request and more a demand. And you don’t just say no to Brenda Holt.”


    “So we’re going to church?”


    “We’re going to church.”


    “You know I don’t really do church…”


    “I understand and respect that, but…”


    “You don’t say no to Brenda Holt.”


    Which is how I ended up at Sweet Honey in the Rock by the Side of the Road Missionary Baptist Tabernacle Church of God in Christ. Okay…that wasn’t the real name of the church. It was actually named Rock of Ages Baptist Church. Since we decided to get meeting both families out of the way on the same day we were doing early service and brunch with Karim’s mama and grandma, then heading over to Indoor Sports to meet up with Pat and PJ.


    I was so nervous the week leading up to us actually going to church. The last time I’d set foot in a sanctuary was under somber circumstances and I was in no rush to return to one any time soon. Besides, I felt a deeper connection with God slash The Universe slash Whatever Name People Chose to Call the Higher Being in Their Lives by simply speaking aloud when the spirit hit me. Patty called me a hippie when I tried expressing this after she started trying to get me to attend church with her and PJ. My sister wasn’t super religious, but began attending church once PJ came along because she wanted her kid to have a strong spiritual foundation. They attended a small Unitarian church on the outskirts of town whose service lasted barely forty-five minutes.


    I worried Karim about every little detail regarding my appearance because I wanted to make a good impression. Every day I called him asking his mother’s opinion on natural hair, whether or not women could wear pants in her sanctuary, if I should go with a heel or flat shoe and after a while, I could tell he was getting annoyed, but he let me go full on Neurotic Nancy while assuaging my crazy fears of fire and brimstone greeting me as soon as I crossed the threshold of the church’s doors.


    We barely made it to church on time this morning because I was freaking out about the length of my dress changing once I sat down. What appeared to be a modest, but flattering shift dress turned into “Peaches’ Night on the Town” ensemble as soon as made a motion to sit. I tried on several pairs of shoes, heels and flats, hoping that they would change where the dress fell when I was sitting, but it was no hope. The only way Karim got me out of the house finally was by providing his handkerchief as a modesty shawl for my unruly thighs.


    We arrived at church about fifteen minutes before service started. As soon as we walked into the sanctuary the nosey little old lady we’d run into at Oink accosted us. Before she could pull us too deep into conversation, I heard a strong contralto behind me say, “Well this must be the famous Celena.”


    I immediately stiffened, which Karim felt because he squeezed my hand reassuringly as we turned to greet his mother and grandmother. The Holt genes were strong as hell because I was suddenly surrounded by three generations of the same face. All three of them – Karim, his mother and grandmother – were the same shade of burnished brown, with striking cheekbones and deep set, warm brown eyes. His mother reached out and pulled me into a hug immediately. I was a bit startled, but quickly recovered to give her a squeeze back.


    “It’s so nice to finally meet you, sweetheart! Reem talks about you so much, I feel like I already know you. I told this boy he should have been brought you on over for Sunday dinner,” she said, squeezing my upper arms.


    “It’s nice to meet you too, Mrs. Holt.”


    “Oh girl…you don’t have to be so formal…call me Brenda. And this here is my mama, Adelaide everybody calls her Addie though.”


    “Nice to meet you, Miss Addie,” I said, stooping to give her a quick hug.


    “Come on y’all, I see Niecy Barker tryna ease her way into my favorite pew. We gotta get over there and spread out before she tries sitting there and doing all that hoopin’ and hollerin’ after the first amen falls outta Pastor’s mouth,” Karim’s mother said before quickly walking off on us.


    Karim extended one elbow to his grandmother, then one to me and escorted us to Miss Brenda’s favorite pew. Once we were settled, Karim leaned over and whispered in my ear, “See, you were worried about nothing.”


    I just smiled and retrieved the bible that I had found at the very top of my closet from my bag as service began. As I settled myself with Karim’s handkerchief draped over my thighs and the bible resting atop that, Miss Brenda leaned over toward Karim and I.


    “See Reem…it ain’t just what young folks do. She has a real bible. This boy comes in here every week with that cellphone, sayin there’s a bible app on there, but for all I know he could be playing cookie crunch while he’s saying he’s flipping to The Word.”


    I bit my lip to stifle a giggle as Karim let out a heavy sigh.


    “Aw come on, ma!”


    “I’m just saying. Maybe today you ought to share her bible. That way I know you’re truly receiving and meditating on The Gospel.”


    “Here we go…” Karim muttered, “Lady hasn’t ever met you for more than fifteen minutes and you’ve already replaced me as her favorite.”


    I quickly winked at him, and then turned to give my full attention to the front of the church as service began. The pastor’s sermon was quick and very easy to follow. The ease with which I flipped through the bible to find scriptures was kinda shocking to me, as I hadn’t opened one of these in quite some time.


    After church we headed to Cluck for brunch. The girls and I usually hit up the restaurant for brunch around this time on Sundays to avoid the churchy crowd that inundated the place after noon. We were able to be seated and get through our meal fairly quickly since the restaurant’s crowd hadn’t picked up steam. Over brunch and coffee, we laughed, got to know each other a little better and genuinely enjoyed each other’s company. Miss Brenda fussed over Miss Addie all during brunch, much to the older woman’s chagrin. Karim had to jump in a couple times and redirect the attention when tensions rose slightly after Miss Brenda tried ordering for Miss Addie. Miss Addie was having no parts of that and her feisty spirit emerged before we knew it. Karim, with his effervescent charm, quickly deescalated the situation, making all of us laugh at some corny joke he heard from one of the guys at the shop’s kid.


    We parted ways with Miss Brenda and Miss Addie, with a promise from me to come by for dinner one of these days. My fear about them hating me was unfounded and partly rooted in not exactly impressing the mothers of previous suitors. I was always just left of what they considered to be the perfect girl for their imperfect ass sons. This experience was, just like many of my experiences with Karim, very refreshing.


    As soon as we got into Karim’s truck to head over to Indoor Sports he suddenly began laughing.


    “What’s so funny?” I asked.


    “You. How did we get from ‘your mama is gonna think I’m a ho coz my thigh meats are out’ to y’all setting up a date have dinner soon?”


    “Oh please, I wasn’t supposed to be nervous meeting your mama and grandmama? Boy bye.”


    “I told you your fears were unfounded.”


    “Okay…fine, you were right. Happy now?”


    “Thrilled,” he replied smirking.


    “You ready for Pat and PJ?”


    “I don’t know. That PJ…”


    I laughed, “Oh so who’s nervous now?”


    “I’m not nervous…per se.”


    “Admit it, a ten year old has you shook.”
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    I’d never admit that to her, but I was a lil shook. I knew that Patricia and PJ were the only real family she had living, so my impression on them meant a lot. Hell, it would probably be a very defining moment in our…situation. I hesitated on calling it a relationship just yet. We’d been spending all of our free time together, wrapped up in the newness of finding someone you gel with and wanting to be around them all the time. We were in the happy bubble, running the risk of the slightest hint of any potentially disruptive event bursting it and ruining the good. Not winning over her sister and nephew was definitely a threat to the safety of us remaining in the bubble.


    We arrived at the sports complex about ten minutes before PJ’s soccer match was scheduled to begin. As soon as we walked in, he ran over to Celena from where he was doing drills. As they embraced and did a semi-complicated handshake in greeting, a woman I was certain had to be Patricia slowly approached. If I didn’t know they were four years apart, I would have sworn that they were twins. Both women were the same height, with the same sable toned skin. Celena wore her natural hair, large and curly where Patricia rolled with a closely cropped relaxed pixie cut that was reminiscent of Nia Long in nearly every film she was in at the beginning of this millennium.


    When she got closer and caught the eye of Celena, she did that same fast blinking thing that Cadence did that first night we met. Celena blushed and muttered, “C’mon, Patty, please don’t.” Her sister just smirked and remained silent.


    “PJ, you remember my friend Mr. Karim, right?”


    “Tee…you can say boyfriend. I’m not a baby. I know things,” PJ quipped.


    Caught off guard by his candor I bust up laughing. Celena looked scandalized.


    “I said what I said, nephew…Karim is my friend.”


    “Yeah, sure.” he said, running back over to where a man I assumed to be the coach was signaling him to return.


    “Friend?” I asked.


    “Don’t start.”


    “Since my sister wants to be rude and petty, hi Karim, I’m Pat. Nice to meet you,” Patricia said, extending a hand for a shake. As I shook her hand, she looked over at Celena, winking. “He’s got a good grip, sis. You would know all about that though, right?”


    Celena looked absolutely mortified; whipping her head around to make sure no one overheard that comment. Before I could control it, another bark of laughter left my mouth. Celena just shook her head as we headed over to the seats to watch the game. Surprisingly, the game was pretty entertaining. I had to admit I didn’t have much faith in actually being into the game despite Celena’s bragging about her nephew’s athletic abilities. The kid was insane though, splitting through defenders that towered over him and dribbling the ball down the pitch so fluidly to eventually score a goal.


    The game ended up being a blowout. PJ’s team, led by him and this other hella skilled kid, trounced their opponents scoring five goals to the other team’s zero. Once a month their post-game tradition was lunch and games at Main Event; so we headed out of the sports complex to make our way out there when this tall brother who looked straight out of a Tyler Perry movie stopped Celena’s sister.


    “Ooooh shit,” Celena muttered under her breath.


    “Hey Coach D,” PJ yelled, running up to the man, interrupting the conversation with his mother.


    Pat took PJ’s approach and subsequent dragging of the man into a conversation about the All Star game from a few weeks ago as a way to escape whatever awkward situation was brewing there. I’d have to ask Celena about it later I thought, as I watched Pat stride through the front door of the sporting complex really quickly with Celena on her heels. I called out to PJ so he could end his conversation and we could continue on with our day. I gave the coach the brother man head nod as we walked out.


    “Coach D is so cool. I wish he was my mom’s boyfriend like you’re Te-te Cel’s,” PJ said, wistfully, as we walked out to meet the ladies outside.


    We parted ways briefly for the drive over to Main Event. On the way I told Celena about PJ’s comment as we were leaving the sports complex and she just murmured incoherently.


    “What’s the deal there?” I asked.


    “I have no idea. Patty is always super-secret squirrel with her shit. There’s something there. I’ma get the scoop at Main Event. I need you to run interference with the kid though,” Celena replied.


    “You got it. So uh…what was that friend stuff earlier?” I asked, trying to sound casual.


    The truth was, the emphasis on us just being friends annoyed me a little bit. Yeah it was pretty early, but I’d hoped at the very least I had earned a better title than friend. On the one hand, I wasn’t just some random dude she was introducing to her family; but on the other we hadn’t defined what we were to one another or what we expected from this dating situation. And I’m pretty certain that refusing to take things beyond kissing–much to her frustration –wasn’t helping.


    Sex…it tended to complicate things. Was I attracted to her? Absolutely. Did I want to move things to the next level? Shiiiiit, yeah. It was getting increasingly difficult for me to hold off on stripping her down completely and losing myself inside of her until we were both spent. But what I didn’t want this to be was her physical need being met without any semblance of us moving beyond that. I’d been there before and wasn’t trying to go back.


    I was tired of the bullshit and ready to settle down. I knew that she was out of a bad situation recently, the depth of which we hadn’t fully explored still, but I wanted to make sure I wasn’t the rebound man. I liked Celena a lot. Possibly too much, if I was being honest with myself. But I still didn’t know where I stood with her. I wanted her to be sure that I was what she wanted. So I was giving her the space to get used to me being here in her life…and not planning to move for a while, if ever.


    “I mean that’s what we are, right?” she asked, faux innocence in her eyes as she moved a bit closer to my side of the truck. She reached over, putting her hand on my knee and trailing her hand over my thigh, moving dangerously closer to the erection that started at her first touch. After church we had changed into what Celena called, athleisure wear—me in grey sweats, a white tee and Space Jam Js; her in yoga pants, a black zip up hoodie and white tank top and the retro Js of hers I’d admired on our first outing. The thinness of the sweatpants that I was wearing made me hypersensitive to her touch. The minute she touched me I felt Lil Karim start to rise to the occasion.


    “And since you’re refusing to give me this…” she trailed off, now completely palming me.


    I groaned as she moved her hand back and forth.


    “Come on, chill…” I said, trying to grasp her wrist to stop the fluidity of her movements.


    We were pulling into the Main Event and didn’t need to be starting anything we couldn’t finish. And I was damn sure at the point where I was ready to finish. I pulled into the first open spot I saw and shut off the car.


    “See? Friends!” she said, pulling her hand back and settling back in her seat to look out of the window.


    “We’ll talk about this later,” I said, grabbing her hand and placing a kiss in her palm, “For now…know this if your fault if I have to explain to your nephew why I’m sporting wood.”


    And with that I exited the car with Celena trailing behind me. Somehow we’d beaten her sister and nephew here, so I was able to calm down before they showed up. We made quick work of lunch, Pat and PJ doing most of the eating since Celena and I both were pretty full from brunch with my folks earlier. After eating, the ladies stayed at the table talking while PJ challenged me to a games competition.


    “Come on, man. I bet I’ll beat you at everything. I’m the best,” he boasted.


    “Aight lil man, let’s go…” I said, giving Celena’s shoulder a quick squeeze as I passed her.


    “Don’t call me that, my name is Patrick or PJ. Never little man.”


    Okay then.


    “My bad, PJ. Aight where you wanna get washed first?”


    “Ah you got jokes, huh? Ok, let’s go. Basketball.”


    I headed toward the pop up shot games geared toward children that were half the size of the adult regulation games. A surefire easy victory.


    “Nah uhn Mr. Karim,” PJ said, tugging me in the opposite direction, “Those are the baby ones. I hoop like a man.”


    He looked so confident with his chest poked out as he strutted to the game. All of the ones that were side by side were taken, so we waited for a couple of teens to finish up their games before stepping up. As we swiped our cards to begin game play I teased PJ.


    “Last chance, man. You want a handicap? I’ll shoot with one hand.”


    “Maaaaaan just shoot the ball.”


    After the game started, it was clear that I was the one who should have been asking for the handicap. The kid quickly found his rhythm knocking down shot after shot, each one in succession living up to the name of the game, “Nothing But Net”. I was beginning to break out into a sweat trying to keep up while he effortlessly posted point after point. At the end of the sixty seconds, he was victorious; he scored forty-eight to my paltry twenty-two.


    “Let’s go again, I was just warming up.”


    “Uh huh, sure. Aight, let’s go.”


    We played four more games and he handed me my ass for two of those. I was finally able to claim victory in our last two. Though I’m not quite sure how victorious I could really claim to be after I basically had to tire the kid out to beat him by two damn shots. After basketball we made the rounds—getting into skeeball, table hockey, car racing and random arcade games.


    While we were waiting in line for laser tag, PJ turned to me with a serious look on his face.


    “Mr. Karim…if I ask you something will you promise not to tell Tee? Or my mom?”


    “Well that depends. Is it about something bad that happened?”


    “Kinda…but…” he trailed off, “Forget it.”


    I grabbed him by the shoulder, pulling him out of the laser tag line. We took a seat on a couple stools in front of some arcade games.


    “What’s going on, man?”


    He sighed like the weight of the world was on his shoulders before replying, “How do you know if you’re in love?”


    Well that’s certainly not what I expected I thought as I tried to come up with an answer that would make sense to a kid. After a few minutes of silence, I said, “That’s some pretty heavy stuff for a ten year old, man. What you know about love?”


    “I know I’m in pretty deep,” he said, resting his chin in his hand.


    It took everything in me not to burst out laughing. My man had it bad for whatever little girl was giving him the blues on the playground.


    “Have you told her how you feel?” I asked, trying to keep the laughter out of my voice.


    “I was all set to,” he started before launching into a story about how he had finally worked up the courage to tell her his feelings after holding them in for years. I couldn’t resist a grin as he poured his heart out. I remember being here before; my first crush was on Rosie. Broke my heart when she told me she was into our pastor’s son, a smooth talking kid who was a solid ten years older than us and paid her no attention. I shook my head to clear that memory and focus my attention back on the kid.


    “So that’s why I kinda played you that night you and Tee came to pick me up, Mr. Karim. Sorry about that. I was a man with a broken heart.”


    “I know it’s tough, PJ. That first heartbreak, but you’ll get over this girl soon. And you’ll find one who likes you back and it’ll be all good.”


    “Another girl?” he damn near screamed, “Weren’t you listening, man? I’ve been in love with this woman for years. No little girl at school will ever compare to Beebee! She has my whole heart forever. I just gotta wait for that punk to mess up. Y’all always do. That Jake dude did and that’s why my Tee is your girl now. I just gotta wait it out.”


    This kid was a trip. But it suddenly clicked for me after I processed what he was saying. He had a little crush on Celena’s friend whose house we picked him up from that night. That’s why he had the little attitude. I chuckled briefly before circling back to the last piece of info he dropped.


    “Who’s Jake?” I asked. Yep, not one of my finer moments, pumping the kid for info, but Celena had been super reticent to share details about her last situation.


    “Te-te Cel’s old dude. He was super lame. Always tryna suck up to me, calling me little man and stuff. He tried to be my friend so Tee would love him, I think. But I didn’t like him because as soon as she turned her back he ignored me. Even when we came here, he was too busy tryna push up on Te-te to pay me any attention.”


    “Aight, so you want me to keep it real with you?”


    He nodded, eyes serious.


    “You don’t have a shot with Beebee, kid. She’s like twenty years older than you.”


    “But she is so fine, Mr. Karim.”


    “You’d do better to find a girl around your age, man. Or wait for her to be a cougar in twenty more years.”


    “What’s a cougar?”


    Ah shit, for a minute I’d forgotten I was talking to a kid.


    “Forget I said that, PJ.”


    Before I could ask any more questions, Celena and Patricia appeared, with the latter telling PJ it was time for them to go.


    “Aw man, mama. We didn’t even get to play laser tag!”


    “I got you next time, my dude,” I said, holding out my fist for a pound, “Gotta listen to moms though. When she says it’s time to go, it’s time to go.”


    PJ heaved another sigh and gave me pound. “Aight. Bye Mr. Karim,” he said and moved a little closer, “Remember our man talk stays between us.”


    “Fo sho,” I said, with a quick nod.


    As Celena and I walked out she asked, “What was that all about?”


    “Just bonding with my new homie is all. I got a question for you though.”


    “What’s up?”


    “What is that little fast blinking thing y’all be doing? Cadence did it that night at Imbibe and Patricia did it before the game.”


    “I have no idea what you’re talking about.,” Celena said smoothly.


    “Bull. Both times after you blushed. What’s it some little code y’all got worked out?”


    “You see too much, mind your business,” she replied, laughing.


    “So you’re really not going to tell me?”


    “Nope, a girl’s gotta have some secrets out here.”


    “Aight, bet.”


    After leaving Main Event, I wasn’t quite ready to be out of Celena’s company despite us having been together for the majority of the day, so I invited myself over to her place as I was dropping her off.


    “Nope. You can’t come in.”


    “What do you mean I can’t come in? You tired of me already?”


    “Nope, I’m actually not, but I know what’s going to happen. You’re going to come in here and we’ll sit on the couch. Pretending that all we are gonna do is watch some TV and we’ll be sitting, watching some shit neither of us truly cares about and then your hand will slip a little too low in an accidental caress. I’ll move into the caress, which will lead to a kiss, then a make out session, then you once again being a cock tease and truncating my damn orgasm. Then after you leave I’ll run to my bedroom, retrieve my bullet and finish what you had started once again. Tonight, however, I’m gonna skip the foreplay and just go right inside and fuck myself since you won’t.”


    I sat back, jaw dropped in shock before busting up into laughter.


    “Well damn, tell me how you really feel?”


    “I’m serious, Karim. I’m starting to get a complex. I know you want it. You know I want it, why do you keep playing?” she whined.


    “So you don’t want me to come inside?”


    “I’ve been trying to get you to come inside, but you won’t damn do it,” Celena replied, biting her lower lip.


    I groaned at the double entendre. She had a point. I knew why I was holding out, but she was clueless. And from the way she was looking at me, I knew I wouldn’t be able to hold out for much longer so I threw caution to the wind.


    “Okay,” I said, killing the ignition and putting my keys in my pocket.


    “Okay what?” Celena replied, warily.


    “You’re giving me full permission to come inside and ruin your life, so I hope you’re ready for what you’re asking for.”


    “Boy please, you prolly been holding back because you wanted me to fall in love with your dazzling personality before I was disappointed by your mediocre stroke game.”


    “You talk a lotta smack for somebody who’s so desperate to find out.”


    “And you’re talking a lotta smack like somebody who is procrastinating,” she quipped while opening the car door.


    We both exited the car and made our way up her steps in record time. While she rooted around her bag for her key, I crowded behind her, my hands at her waist; lips on the curve between her neck and shoulders. I kissed a path up to her ear, nipping the lobe before soothing the bite with a swipe of my tongue.


    “Hurry up,” I whispered, pressing closer so she could feel exactly how desperate I was to get inside.


    She fumbled with the key, having a bit of trouble getting it into the lock before I grabbed it out of her hand and unlocked the door in one smooth action. I pushed her inside, quickly shutting the door behind us with her pressed up against it. She let out a slow, shuddering breath as I boxed her in with my body, pressing a series of open-mouthed kisses over her collarbone up her neck to her mouth where I hovered, centimeters from connecting our mouths.


    Celena quickly grabbed my face, fusing our mouths. She took the lead immediately, with soft nibbling kisses around my mouth before sucking my lower lip between hers, slowly releasing it with a pop. We stayed pressed against her front door, trading soft teasing kisses for what seemed like an eternity before she pressed forward, urging me backward. Once she was unpinned from the front door, Celena turned to walk toward her bedroom. Within the first few steps she shed the jacket she was wearing, leaving her clad in a tank and those damn yoga pants. She reached for the hem of her shirt and I was immediately on her heels, halting her progress and urging her in the direction of her bedroom.


    We barely took a few steps before I swept her up in my arms, moving quickly to get her on the bed so I could continue stripping her.


    “Last chance to back out,” I rumbled, as I placed her on the bed, a smirk spreading across my lips.
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    I caught Karim off guard as I wrapped my thighs around his and used the momentum to flip us over so that I was now on top.


    “Shit…I don’t know whether to be more scared or turned on right now,” he said, a hint of surprised humor in his tone.


    “Both,” I said, lowering my lips to his, drawing him into a kiss, “You should definitely be both.


    I was sick of him playing whatever game he had going with himself and ready for us to get down to it. This teasing back and forth had been run its course. It had been a lil minute since I had a taste and his teasing had worked me up to a fever pitch. I worked quickly, grabbing the hem of his tee shirt to raise it over his head and remove it. I knew he worked out, but I had no idea just how magnificent his body was—perfectly sculpted pecs and an abdomen made up of what had to be a damn eight pack. I kissed my way down his chest, lingering over his abs. I trailed my tongue over each ridge, earning a low moan from Karim. I kept moving lower, following the faint trail of hair on his lower abdomen until I had reached what I was seeking. Shifting further down on the bed, I grabbed at the waistband of his sweats, nudging him to raise his hips so that I could remove them…and his boxers in one fell swoop. I rose up on my knees, taking a moment to bask in the glory of Karim’s nude body—dark chocolate skin pulled taut over a muscular frame.


    Just as I was about to undress myself, Karim halted my progress.


    “Let me,” he said, taking the position of dominance once again as he rolled us over. He pulled the hem of my tank up slowly, peppering each bit of skin he exposed with soft, lingering kisses. After removing my shirt completely, he hesitated briefly before removing my bra. Instead he chose to use the rasp of the material to tease my nipples into hard peaks as he laved the through the bra’s lace.


    “Mmmmmm, Karim, please,” I said, moving my hips up slightly to collide with his erection that was perfectly nestled at the juncture of my thighs.


    Her urged my thighs around his waist and ground into me in a teasing circular motion, which had me arching my back and bucking into him. He removed my bra completely, occupying his mouth by going back and forth between my breasts, licking, sucking and biting—driving me insane. Soon his mouth blazed a trail from my breasts to my belly, lingering slightly near my belly button as his busy hands removed my yoga pants. He gripped my ass with both hands, kneading it gently then removing my panties completely as his mouth moved further south.


    He parted my thighs and I sucked in a breath in anticipation of feeling his mouth on me. He remained still for a few moments, causing me to shift so I could look at him to see what the hold up was. As our eyes connected, a devious smile curled his lips and I knew I was in for trouble. He lifted my left leg to rest upon his shoulder, while stretching the right perpendicular to the bed. All spread out and at his mercy, I trembled slightly. Mainly because I recalled his warning about being able to ruin my life. I didn’t know if I was ready for all of that. But it was too late now, as he lowered his face, took a deep inhale and exhale which sent a frisson of excitement straight through my core.


    At the first touch of his tongue on my clit, I melted into a symphony of moans. Alternating between quick flicks of his tongue and slow, slurping open-mouthed kisses against my lips, Karim had me clawing at the sheets asking him to stop and keep going simultaneously. He feasted upon me like a starving man, savoring as if I were the best dessert he’d ever tasted. The stirrings of an orgasm built low in my belly as I squirmed to move away from his marauding tongue that was driving me insane.


    He locked an arm around my right leg, keeping me in place as he buried his face in me, lapping up my wetness and making the sexiest sounds of contentment. I came in waves, body arching away from the bed as Karim kissed his way back up my body to my mouth. I kissed him greedily, savoring my own flavor on his lips as our hips fused together in a deep grind.


    Karim pulled back slightly, reaching for his pants that I had discarded on the floor next to the bed. He quickly retrieved a condom from his wallet, rolling it onto his dick in one fluid motion. I licked my lips in anticipation of him sliding into me, ruling my body with stroke after stroke. Much to my surprise, however, after putting on the condom, Karim settled onto my bed, back against the headboard, beckoning me to climb into his lap.


    I moved quickly, draping my thighs on either side of his, guiding him into me. I sank down slowly, giving my body a chance to adjust to inch after glorious inch of thickness.


    As I took him into me, Karim groaned, “How are you this fucking wet?”


    I replied, “That’s all your doing” before starting a slow grind, winding my hips back and forth as his hands dug into my waist. Soon that gradual back and forth gave way to a more frantic pace, Karim’s hips bucking upward as I slammed down into him.


    “Mmmmmm, you feel so fucking gooooooood,” I cried out as his dick reached a place inside me that had me on the brink of release once again.


    Karim’s hands moved from my waist to my ass, which he squeezed and kneaded as he switched our motion from a frantic up and down to a slower circular wine that made my thighs tremble. I collapsed onto his chest, sinking completely onto him and grinding my clit against the base of his shaft. The shift in movement drew a ragged groan from Karim that let me know he was as close to release as I was. A few more movements of our hips had us crying out in synchronicity—my cry a loud pitched wail and Karim’s a rumbling curse. As we lay there trying to catch our breaths, Karim rubbed my back in slow, soothing circles, making me purr like a satisfied lioness. He tilted my chin up for a bruising kiss before shifting our bodies so we lay side by side.


    As we lay there catching our breaths, Karim cursed beneath his breath.


    “You all right over there,” I said, finding a bit of energy to turn over to my side so I could see his face.


    “Never better,” he said, snaking an arm around my waist to pull me closer. He pressed a quick kiss to my temple and my eyes closed of their own volition as I melted into his embrace.


    “What’s with all the cussing?”


    “Oh, I was just having a talk with myself wondering what in the hell took me so long to give in. That was…” he trailed off.


    “Deliciously and amazingly satisfying?” I supplied.


    “I was gonna say bomb as fuck, but that works too,” Karim replied, chuckling before sitting up and moving off the bed. “Let me go take care of this condom, then you better be ready for some hard core cuddling, woman.”


    I watched him saunter across my room to the bathroom, biting my lip as I watched his ass flex with each stride. Sheesh, his fineness didn’t make any sense.


    After a minute or so, I heard the sound of the shower starting.


    “Babe,” Karim said, walking out of the bathroom, “Get your ass up and into this shower.”


    “You promised me hard core cuddling,” I said, in mock protest.


    “First we shower, then we cuddle.”


    “You don’t wanna bask in the afterglow,” I joked, rising from the bed and taking a quick detour to my bedside drawer to press a new, unopened condom into his outstretched hand. “Just in case.”
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    After showering, then sexing each other crazy, and showering again, Karim and I were cuddled up on the couch watching Law and Order like every other Sunday. At the commercial break, he wandered into the kitchen in search of something sweet. I had baked cookies for PJ’s teammates, but was so distracted by the whole “meeting each others families” thing that I’d forgotten to grab them to take to the game earlier. I had also baked some special cookies for myself since I was trying to cut back on smoking. I told Karim to grab the red container from the counter near the stove, which held the cookies I’d made for the kids. The others were in a custom cookie jar that Devorah had made for me. It was in the shape of a tree house, with the words Celena’s Treets etched on the trunk of the tree.


    Karim walked back into the room, wolfing down a cookie with two more in his hand. He had a worried expression on his face as he chewed.


    “What’s with the face?”


    “You said you have your Master’s right?”


    “Uhhhh…yeah,” I replied, puzzled at where this line of questioning was going.


    “You know treats is spelled wrong on your cookie jar?” he asked.


    “Are those cookies from the cookie jar?”


    “Yeah…”


    “How many did you have?” I asked, trying to keep the panic out of my voice.


    “Just this one…”


    I jumped up grabbing the other two out of his hand and walking back toward the kitchen to put them back.


    “Hey! I was gonna eat those!” he exclaimed, right on my heels as I walked back into the kitchen.


    I placed the cookies I’d swiped from him back in my jar, and then walked over to the counter on the opposite side of the kitchen, where the red container sat clear as day.


    “Where did I tell you the cookies were, Karim?”


    “In the cookie jar.”


    “No I didn’t. You weren’t listening, were you?” I asked, grabbing the container I’d initially told him to get the cookies from. “This,” I said, holding it up, “has the cookies I told you to get.”


    “What’s the difference? A cookie is a cookie is a cookie.”


    “You really think I don’t know how to spell the word treats?”


    “Well obviously you don’t if…oh my God. These are weed cookies, aren’t they?”


    I nodded once, biting back a smile as Karim groaned loudly.


    “Seriously?”


    “I told you to look in this container, Karim. It’s not my fault you went full on Cookie Monster on me and tuned out everything I said after cookies in the kitchen.”


    “You can’t just have weed cookies out on the counter, babe. What if PJ had opened the cookie jar?”


    “PJ wouldn’t have opened the cookie jar because he knows that those cookies are only for Te-te Cel. Te-te’s hardheaded boyfriend would know that too if he listened to her when she spoke.”


    “I do listen when you…wait…boyfriend?” Karim smirked.


    “I mean you finally gave up the dick or whatever, so I guess you earned a title,” I replied, rolling my eyes.


    I hadn’t planned on it, but Karim had wormed his way inside. I honestly thought that he could be someone that I would be cool with, the occasional fuck buddy. But somewhere along the way, I grew to enjoy his company and how I felt when he was around. It probably had to do with the fact that he withheld sex from me for so long, so I had no choice but to get used to his presence. But my gut was telling me that Karim was a good guy, so I rolled with it. I certainly didn’t think I’d be calling anyone else my boyfriend this soon after a breakup, but stranger things have happened.


    Karim strolled across the kitchen, pulled me into his arms and drew me into a slow, sweet kiss. My eyes closed as soon as our lips met and I savored the faint hint of chocolate still left on his lips. He pulled back from the kiss after a few minutes and asked, “Exactly how high will this damn cookie get me?”


    “Does the name Neil Armstrong mean anything to you?” I asked, giggling.
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    “Ok babe, we out,” Karim said, walking over to where I sat at the dining room table with the ladies.


    In the few weeks since we each met each other’s families, we’d smoothly integrated spending time with both sides when it fit into our schedules. PJ had been bugging Karim to take him to play laser tag, so I planned a girls day with Pat, Cade & Dev since the boy would be occupied. I had been so wrapped in the newness of being in a relationship that it’d been a minute since I kicked it with the girls. We planned to just hang out at my place, with food and beverages while we caught up on everything that was going on. It was also a little celebratory get together for Devorah who’d recently gotten engaged.


    I leaned in a little closer and whispered, “Pat gave him money for lunch. Don’t let that lil joker hustle you into spending your money on him so he can use hers to go buy more of those weird, bigheaded figurines he loves so much.


    “Worry bout yourself, woman,” Karim said, before lowering his head, “And give me my sugar.”


    “Aw man, here y’all go. I’ll be in your truck, Reem,” PJ said.


    I appeased Karim’s request, pulling his face closer to mine for a quick kiss. I pulled back a little too slowly, which caused him to pull me back in and linger just a little bit longer.


    “I mean, damn y’all think they know we still here,” Devorah mock-whispered.


    “The man is thorough, that’s for damn sure. Can’t hate on the technique,” Cadence replied.


    At that, Karim chuckled and pulled back from the kiss. With a quick salute to the ladies, he walked out of the door. I watched every stride, sitting there with a silly grin on my face.


    “We like him for you,” Pat said, which sort of surprised me.


    Of all people, I thought my sister would be the toughest nut for Karim to crack for sure. She was usually relentlessly harsh on men I dated; none of them were good enough for her little sis. Jacob got the side eye from the moment they met. In the end it was warranted, but sometimes Pat’s guard dog persona could be a bit overwhelming. So far with Karim though, she’d been super laid back. Hell, I was surprised she was the first person on board when he brought up he and PJ’s idea for a Bros Day Out. I just knew she was gonna read him the riot act and saying he “didn’t need some temporary nigga tryna step in and be a daddy” like she did when one of my previous boyfriends tried giving PJ tips on shooting a basketball.


    “Seriously, he’s good for you, Cel. He has you lit up like fireworks on the fourth of July, sis,” Devorah chimed in, laughing.


    “Did y’all get together like a tribunal council and vote whether or not to snuff his tiki torch or nah?” I responded. Though I snarked, I was secretly pleased. I knew that my friends were not the biggest fans of Jacob, so I was hesitant to bring Karim around. Not because they exhibited the same energy—because they damn sure didn’t, in any way—but because I wanted them to like him as much as I did. Call it corny or childish, but these were the people I was around a great majority of the time. Didn’t want to end up in isolation like I was for much of my relationship with Jacob.


    “And let’s face it, anybody who willingly handles PJ is a keeper. Hell when would Jake ever?” Pat said, while topping off her glass with the last bit of prosecco that was left in the bottle.


    I watched Cadence gaze longingly as the bubbles rose to the top of Pat’s glass before she picked it up and gulped it down.


    “Damn, Patty Whack. We got plenty more where that came from. Savor the flavor,” I said.


    “Yeah, yeah,” she replied, holding her glass toward the new bottle of wine that Dev was uncorking. Before pouring any into Pat’s glass, I noticed Dev exchange a look with Cadence that spoke volumes—mainly with how uncomfortable she was with Pat’s beyond normal over the top behavior.


    “Sister dear…what’s going on? You’re being super aggressive and bout to scare my damn friends outta here.”


    “Just the normal stresses of life,” Pat sighed, “Can’t a girl unwind? Hell, mama’s gotta have a life too, Jody.”


    “All right now, Juanita,” I replied, laughing, “When you’re done drinking it away, we’ll chat. This isn’t about Da—”


    Pat quickly cut me off by turning to Devorah and asking to see her ring. Dev easily had the dopest engagement ring I’d seen in some time. Her man Ellis really took careful consideration, working with a jeweler to personally design the gorgeous rose gold and morganite ring. As she held up her hand, the sunlight caught the stone, just a-twinklin’ and glistening. Dev and Ellis’ story was an interesting one for sure, but I was glad my girl finally gave into that man. Lord knows she was deserving of someone to love her in the magnificent way that Ellis did. Now if only we could get my sister together…then for once we’d all be happily coupled. Not that having a man makes any difference, but Pat was the most irritable when she wasn’t getting consistent good good. And if today’s low key tantrum was any indication, we were going to be in for a long spring and summer.


    I tuned back into the conversation to hear Devorah saying, “Your sister is next. We might as well plan a double wedding. Hell, if we didn’t work together I’d barely see her.”


    “Oh yeah, they’re in the pink fluffy everything is awesome phase. Ah young love,” Cadence sighed.


    I laughed as I got up from the table to check on the breakfast casserole in the oven. I could smell the spiciness of the chorizo all the way in my dining room so I guessed it was about ready to take out. As I peeked in the oven, I saw that the cheese I’d sprinkled across the top had turned a nice golden brown color. I grabbed a fork to pierce the dish to check the doneness of the eggs. The firmness that the tines of the fork were met with immediately let me know that the casserole was ready to be taken out of the oven. I removed it and set it on the cooling rack while I grabbed another bottle of San Pellegrino for Cadence since I’d noticed the one she had out already running a bit low.


    I walked the sparkling water and four plates back into the dining area where the ladies sat, still gabbing about men. I walked in on Cadence telling a story about Geoff freaking out a few nights ago because she was having Braxton-Hicks contractions. As she retold the story we were all cracking up at his antics—from running around the house like a madman to hopping in the car and heading to the hospital with everything in tow but his pregnant wife.


    “I swear the slightest wince from me sends the man into a tailspin. I cannot wait until this damn kid is on its way out,” she said, rubbing her belly, “You hear that kid, mama wants her womb back!”


    “You are so rude,” Dev said, coming around to table to speak directly to Cade’s belly, “You guys better not let her talk to you like that. Show her who’s the boss.”


    Just as the last word left Devorah’s mouth, Cadence winced in pain.


    “Ugh, more damn Braxton-Hicks,” she said, rolling her eyes.


    I headed back to the kitchen to grab the now cooled enough breakfast casserole. As soon as I sat the dish on the table, the ladies dug in and commenced to seriously grubbing. Karim had asked me to save him any leftovers, but from the way we were moving through this darn thing he might be out of luck. As we ate, I noticed Cade growing increasingly restless…wincing more often than not.


    “You okay over there, chica,” I asked around a mouth full of food.


    “Chew, then speak,” she replied calmly, “And no…I think my water just broke.”


    Cade’s words immediately sent the other ladies into a tailspin. Dev had whipped out her phone to call G, Pat was coaching her through breathing exercises while I just stood there looking like a fool. I didn’t have the slightest idea of what I should or could be doing to be helpful. Pat was so anal during her pregnancy that PJ’s due date was scheduled. I had no idea how to react to a pregnant woman’s amniotic fluid on my dining room floor beyond rushing to clean it up. So that’s what I did, I turned toward the kitchen to grab the mop when Devorah said, “Cel, what are you doing? Let’s go!” While I’d been frozen, Pat had helped Cade into the car and they were waiting for Devorah and I. I snapped out of my haze, slid my feet into a pair of sneakers and followed Dev out the door.
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    When PJ and I got to the hospital, Celena was sitting by herself in the waiting room.


    “Tee, where’s my mom?” PJ asked as we walked up.


    “Hello to you too, rudeness.”


    “Sorry, Tee. Hi,” PJ said, plopping down in the chair next to her, “She’s here though, right?”


    “Yes, nephew. She went to get a cup of coffee. Calm down, she’ll be back in a sec. Did you have fun with Mr. Karim?”


    We were at Main Event again—it was the kid’s favorite spot—when he spotted his basketball coach in the arcade. I was forgotten as PJ quickly made his way over to the man to speak. As I strolled up Coach D had just finished introducing PJ to his nephews and was asking after his mother.


    “She’s with Te-te Cel. They’re having a girls day in while Uncle Karim and I are having a bros day out,” PJ replied, easily.


    My brow furrowed at the usage of the word Uncle, but I quickly schooled my features into a more neutral expression when the Coach extended his hand for a shake. He and I wound up teaming up against PJ and his nephews for laser tag; then spending most of the afternoon trailing behind the boys as they ran all over the event space. He was a cool cat, clearly passionate about sports and children and Celena’s sister Pat. Bruh talked my ear off damn near the whole time about her. I’m guessing that “Uncle” PJ dropped had him thinking I was further on the inside than I was. Hell, I’d just barely gotten her sister to open up; I had no idea about helping him get closer to Patricia.


    “I just gotta tell my mom what Coach D said and I don’t wanna forget,” PJ replied.


    “And what exactly did Coach D say?” Patricia asked as she sat down a few seats from where we were.


    PJ got up to relay the message and I took the seat he vacated beside Celena.


    “Where did y’all see Damon?”


    “Main Event. What’s…the deal there?” I asked before giving Celena a run down of the afternoon’s events.


    “I wish I knew, baby. I tried asking Patty about it, but she just shuts down. Homie was more than the coach though, had to be.”


    “Babe, I’m telling you, he talked my damn ear off about your sister all afternoon. I guess PJ calling me Uncle made him think…”


    “PJ called you what now?”


    “Uncle Karim, I thought it had a nice ring to it,” I said with a laugh, trying to temper what I already felt as rising hysteria coming from Celena.


    “Absolutely not. You’re Mr. Karim. That’s it; that’s all.”


    “I wasn’t put out by it or anything…”


    “Peej, come here baby,” Celena called out.


    Oh shit, here we go.


    “Stay where you’re at, PJ,” I called out as he rose from the chair.


    He looked back at Celena who was now looking at me with barely concealed annoyance. I stood up, grabbed her hand and led her further down the hall until I found an empty room. I ushered Celena in before me, turning to close the door behind us. As I turned around to face her, I could tell she was set to let me have it, so I preempted whatever rant was brewing.


    “Before you start—like I said I wasn’t put out by the kid calling me uncle, it just caught me off guard. So it didn’t need to be addressed. You know he’s sensitive and would have lost his shit if you reprimanded him in front of me, so just relax. It wasn’t a big deal.”


    “I didn’t want you to think we were in the habit of insisting PJ call any old dude who’s been around more than a couple weeks ‘Uncle’. That’s not how we roll,” Celena huffed as she paced back and forth in front of me.


    “Babe, you think I don’t know that? Even though your sister did agree to let me take PJ out without y’all, I damn near had to sign over a vial of blood and naming rights of our firstborn to pull it off,” I said, stopping her stride and pulling her against me, “It takes a helluva lot to get close to the Payne sisters and even more for them to let you get close to their Baby Boy.”


    Celena rolled her eyes and laughed.


    “I just…” she started.


    “Save it,” I said, “We’re good. Now where are them babies? Y’all been here for how many hours and neither one has made their appearance yet?”


    Celena and her friends were convinced that Cadence was carrying more than one baby because of the size of her belly. For weeks I’d had to hear about the twins and witness Cadence flipping shit every time they teased her. Guess all of their teasing had rubbed off on me as I referred to the kid as multiple now, too.


    “Last update we got she was at eight centimeters, so the baby should be making an appearance very soon. I still can’t believe she put us out though,” Celena said, laughing.


    “Wait…what? I thought that there was a limit on the number of people in the room and that’s why you and Patricia were waiting out here.”


    “Nope, we got put out by Cade. Pat had to go because she was a bigger pain in her ass than the contractions and I had to go because every time she had a contraction I was wincing in pain as if it was me who was in labor. In my defense, it’s not like I’ve ever witnessed a woman in labor and she looked like she was on the verge of death a few times there.”


    I laughed and asked, “You weren’t in the delivery room with your sister for PJ’s birth?”


    “Oh that’s cute,” Celena replied, giggling.


    “What?”


    “You’ve seen her in action. Do you think Pat lets anything happen by chance? She had a scheduled cesarean, told me not to take off work, and had a nurse calling me hourly with updates.”


    “Damn.”


    “Yeah…that’s Patty for you, though. Come on; let’s get back out there. Hopefully Dev or Geoff has been back out with another update.”


    We walked back into the waiting area where Patricia and PJ had been sitting, only to find it empty. As we were walking back into the area, so was Devorah.


    “You’ll never believe it…we were right, Cel. We were fucking right,” Devorah whisper-yelled, “There’s two babies!”


    “You’re lying!” Celena responded.


    “Come on,” Devorah said, pulling Celena by the arm toward the elevator.


    We took the elevator up a few floors to the maternity ward, where we were met with a shell shocked Geoff. Celena took one look at his face and commenced to freak out with Devorah.


    “How were there…?”


    “I know.”


    “But wouldn’t the doctor…”


    “I know.”


    “We didn’t prep for…”


    “I KNOW!”


    The ladies rushed off, presumably to Cadence’s room so that Celena could meet the babies.


    I walked over to where Geoff had sunk into a chair, hands in head, to give him the cigars I’d gotten for us to smoke.


    “Congratulations, man. Looks like you’re gonna need both of these,” I said, handing them over and clapping him on the shoulder.


    I wasn’t sure if it was the shock or what, but he hadn’t spoken a word since we arrived on the ward; just intermittent mumbles that sounded like “two babies?” in varying degrees of alarm.


    “We didn’t prepare for two babies,” Geoff said at an intelligible level, “There’s only one crib. Hell one of everything…”


    “Double the blessing?” I said, affably, trying to wrack my brain for something to say that didn’t sound completely foolish.


    Honestly I was at a loss for words I couldn’t imagine preparing your life for one kid and—surprise, two pop out. To my surprise, the trite ass phrase actually seemed to work. Geoff’s grimace relaxed and he sat back in his chair, a smile creeping over his features.


    “Two beautiful, blessed baby girls. You wanna see them?” he asked, fishing his phone out of his pocket and unlocking it.


    He handed the phone to me, gallery app open. In the mere minutes that the girls had been on earth their proud papa had taken a least hundred photos in varying stages of their arrival. I discreetly scrolled past the pictures of Cadence’s…pocketbook as my mother called it, landing on a shot of Geoff, Cadence and the babies that looked too damn good to be taken on an iPhone. She had a twin nestled in each arm, as she gazed down upon them lovingly. Geoff was right by her side, pressing a kiss to her forehead and caressing the cradle of her arms in which the girls were ensconced. The entire photo looked like a Rockwell moment.


    “Y’all are a beautiful family, man. And you need to hire whichever nurse took this photo with a damn phone! Sheesh,” I laughed.


    Geoff chuckled, “Nah, Cady’s mom is a photographer. She beamed the shots she took to me via Bluetooth from her camera.”


    “Two girls, huh? Man…you better get the shotgun ready,” I joked.


    “Man, who you tellin’? I was just tryna get used to the idea of keeping these knuckleheads away from one babygirl.”
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    “Well would you look here, mama, he does remember he has a family?” my mother yelled dramatically as I entered her house through the kitchen.


    She and my grandmother sat at the table, enjoying a couple mugs of tea and scones. Celena wanted to stay at the hospital with Devorah, Cadence and the babies, so I decided to stop off at my mom’s since I missed the last couple Sundays of church with them. Celena and I had come to dinner over here a few times, but far less frequently than I used to stop by pre-relationship. I ignored my mother’s dramatics and went over to greet my grandmother with a kiss to the cheek.


    “Boy walk in here and act like I don’t even exist,” my mother huffed, crossing her arms, trying to bite back a smile.


    “Hush up, lady,” I said, walking over and stooping down to embrace and kiss her as well.


    “I’m glad you stopped by today, son. There’s something I’ve been wanting to talk to you about,” my mother started, but abruptly pivoted the conversation, “Mama, you wanna watch some television while Reem and I talk?”


    “Nope, gonna watch this here show,” my grandmother quipped.


    “What show is that, Granny?” I asked, knowing full well my mother was likely about to ask a ridiculous favor.


    Granny, in moments of lucidity, delighted in my mother’s hazing of me. Most grandmothers had their grandchildren’s back, but not mine. She’d talk my mother into these grand home renovation schemes, which usually involved an insane amount of my time to undertake. Because why pay a professional to do what Reem can find a YouTube tutorial to do was the Holt women motto.


    “Mama, please,” my mother began.


    “Fine, fine. I’ll let you talk to the boy alone. But I’m telling you, nothing good will come of this,” she said, shuffling out of the kitchen toward the sitting room where the newly mounted—by me—sixty inch, four k, ultra thin television awaited her.


    Whatever my granny was talking about had to be more than a random home improvement project. Her tone was foreboding and I didn’t like the sound of it one bit. I had an inkling that my mother was going to bring up that useless nigga who contributed to half of my DNA and I wasn’t in the mood, honestly. I never told her how he popped up on me at the garage. I figured since he said it was her idea, they were talking enough for him to tell her the outcome. I was fine with pretending that he had died in some heroic, tragic way en route to my birth; thus preventing him from being in my life when I was a kid. It was better than the too little, too late reality that I was facing now. I felt my brow furrowing at the thought of discussing ol boy with my mother and it must have shown on my face.


    “You don’t even know what I’m gonna say while you’re all frowned up like you smell something,” my mother began, “You know I really miss your grandfather around here some days. He was the only one of y’all that had some sense, I swear.”


    “I miss, granddad too, ma, but I know a stall tactic when I see it. What’s going on?”


    “I want to ask you a question and I want you to answer me honestly okay, Reem? Even if it hurts your old mama’s feelings.”


    I nodded my assent, wondering what she was going to ask me.


    “Have I failed you? As a parent? Were you lacking growing up?”


    “Ma, where is this coming from?”


    “Don’t answer my question with a question, boy. It’s a yes or no question. Do you feel like I failed you in any way?”


    I looked at my mother as she awaited my response. Her normally cheerful, relaxed expression wrought with tension. She was tightly wound as if she expected my answer to be in the affirmative.


    “Absolutely not,” I responded and meant it.


    “Now, I told you to be honest. You don’t have to spare my feelings. Speak your truth,” she pressed.


    “No. Non. Nein. Nah. Naw. No in Spanish,” I replied, with a chuckle.


    “Don’t get cute.”


    “Ma, I promise. You never failed me. You…and granny and granddad were always there for me. I never wanted for anything—mentally, physically, spiritually or monetarily. You guys worked as a unit to make sure that I was never lacking. And I appreciate the hell out of you for it. But where is this coming from, ma? What’s going on?”


    She dropped her gaze to some speck of nothing on the table. She worried a worn groove that had been in its surface since I could remember. She seemed to be gathering her thoughts as she opened and closed her mouth a few times before sighing loudly. My mother was prone to dramatics, so this sort of behavior wasn’t super unusual, but something about the tension in her body today made me think it was deeper than her normal drama queen antics.


    “You ever wonder why I never gave you his name?”


    “Whose name?”


    “Don’t play dumb, boy. You know who I am talking about. Your father. You ever wonder why you were a Holt and not a Parker?”


    I shrugged, “Not really.”


    “It was my decision. Robert…he was…” she stopped, heaving a breath, “Robert wasn’t thrilled that I got pregnant, but he wasn’t unhappy either. I was though. I was furious. The man had been telling me for months that his marriage was on the brink of death and that we could finally be together.”


    “Ma, you don’t have to…”


    “No, it’s time you’ve heard this. We never really talked about him or my situation with him as you were growing up, but you’re more than old enough to hear this now. And I…I think it’s important for you to know the truth.”


    “I know the truth, ma. You told ol boy you were knocked up, he stayed with his real family. You raised me with granny and granddad. The end. That’s my truth.”


    “Fair enough, son…but…it’s not the whole truth. So…before you buck up and get in your feelings, just let me get this all out.”


    I sat back in my chair, extending my arms forward, signaling for her to continue. I really didn’t want to hear whatever truth she was convinced I needed to hear, but if it would make her feel better I’d endure it. Instead of immediately launching into her story, my mother and I sat in silence for what seemed like a long stretch of time—but in actuality was maybe a minute or so. Her eyes shone with glossy, unshed tears and her voice trembled slightly as she began her speech again. I felt my chest getting tight and instinctively wanted to tell her she didn’t have to say whatever it was she thought I needed to hear right now to get me to talk to that guy. As far as I was concerned, the only man I had known as a father was six feet under.


    “The reason you are a Holt and not a Parker is because I wanted to hurt your father. Like I said, we were engaged in…a rather…delicate situation when I found out you had been conceived. When I told Robert he was thrilled. He came to my first obstetrics appointment, wanted to be front and center when we first heard your heartbeat. Your conception was like a switch to finally legitimize our relationship. Robert told me he was making plans to separate from Paula and we could finally be together. I accompanied him to his divorce lawyer’s office to file the papers and everything. About a week after he told Paula he was filing for divorce, she revealed that she too was pregnant…about six weeks further along than me.”


    She paused and I moved to the chair that was closer to her, so she was in arm’s reach. Just running down this story seemed to be draining her of energy with each word expelled.


    “I’ll never forget when he told me that Paula was expecting, too. I thought it was an excuse. That all of his grandstanding about getting a divorce and us being a family was a lie. He never wanted any of that; he was just stringing me along because I was young and foolish. I put him out immediately, calling him everything but a child of God. I told him neither one of us would have nothing to do with him so long as we walked this Earth. But your father, he was persistent. He kept coming around, stayed in the loop—calling your grandparents about my prenatal care and just checking up on me in general. My stubborn nature wouldn’t allow me to recognize that he was genuinely making an effort. And when I was about seven months pregnant with you, your granddad let me have it. He knew about the unconventional way in which Robert and I got together—and was not pleased—but wanted me to recognize his efforts in trying to do right by us in some way. I was not to be moved. He broke me, so I wanted to break him. So I used you as leverage. I refused to give you his last name, let him near you, or acknowledge his necessary place in your life. I was hell bent on making sure he felt the loss of a son that I neglected to think of how it would affect you before it was too late.”


    “He didn’t try hard enough, okay? That’s not your fault though,” I interrupted, “And we got along just fine without him.”


    “Boy, shut up and let me finish. He did try. Stayed in shadows of everything you did, whether I wanted him there or not. He kept up with you in school, attended all of your graduations, worked tirelessly to get me to try to connect y’all, but…by the time I’d come around to the idea of maybe letting you all connect—to introduce you to your brothers and father and remedy those severed ties—you were wholly disinterested. And I just…” she trailed off, sighing heavily as a solitary tear rolled down her left cheek.


    “I failed you, son. And it’s a regret I’ll take with me to the grave, which is why I want you to just hear him out. Give him a chance. He told me you told him where to go and how to get there when he showed up at the garage…”


    “Sure did. I’m good, ma. I know you feel this guilt and that’s why you’re pushing the issue. But…I just don’t see the point.”


    “Fair enough, but can you at least grant me this one exception? All I’m asking is that you sit down for a conversation. If you want no further contact beyond that, I’ll have to accept it, but I want to at least feel like…I know I can’t make up for thirty years of lost time, but losing my father really put things into perspective for me, Reem. Robert…he isn’t all bad. And in a misguided effort, I managed to not only deprive you of a father, but deprive him of the distinct pleasure it is to have you as a son. I don’t want you to make a decision now, but promise me you’ll seriously consider it.”


    She looked drained, but hopeful. I really didn’t want to talk to him at all, but I decided to tell her that I would consider it.


    “Fine. I’ll think about it,” I said.


    Just hearing those simple words changed her entire countenance. The tension that was evident in her shoulders melted away and she sat back in her chair. As quickly as she relaxed, she tensed again, narrowing her gaze at me.


    “Consider it for real, Karim.”


    “Ma, I said I would. Relax.”


    “I’m just trying to make sure you ain’t paying lip service. I meant it when I said this is a regret I’ve long carried with me. And…life is too short for…just, don’t take this lightly, Reem. Give him a chance.”
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    I sat in my office playing with the previously discarded business card Robert Parker, Senior left the day he came by my garage unexpectedly. I was waiting for Celena to get off work and meet me for another mechanic lesson. Since I’d taught her how to change the oil in a car, she’d been bugging me to teach her something else. She’d come by the garage after normal business hours and I’d instruct her on simple tasks. It was fun watching her get really into my passion.


    In the days after that revelatory conversation with my mother I spent a lot of time mulling over the idea of sitting down with Robert Parker. I had no idea what we would talk about. I wasn’t interested in rehashing the past. My mother did enough of that. The last thing I wanted to talk about was my mother being a jump off and my bastard birth as a result. As I twirled the heavy cardstock between my fingers, I weighed the pros and cons of having a sit down. Each time I thought I’d come to a decision either way, I could never commit.


    “Boss man,” Shep said, stepping through the threshold of my office door, “Some suits here for you. Want me to escort ‘em back here? They wouldn’t say what they wanted. Said it was a personal matter.”


    I was really going to have to hire a receptionist soon. Poor Shep had been my reluctant greeter as I worked with a temp agency to get someone in here. He was my first choice because unlike the other men, he actually knew how to talk to people about more than their cars. His demeanor was a bit gruff, but he was typically polite.


    “You can send ‘em on back,” I replied, “Thanks, man.”


    A few minutes after Shep went back up front, two guys who looked to be around my age dressed in very expensive suits stepped into my office. The shorter of the two looked vaguely familiar to me, but I chalked that up to possibly seeing him around town. I stood from behind the desk, extending a hand.


    “Karim Holt, how can I help you gentlemen today?”
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    I was a little early to meet Karim at his garage. I was excited for tonight’s lesson because the customized coveralls I had ordered had finally arrived. The borrowed coveralls from the garage always made me feel like I was drowning in material, so I finally did some research and found a cute little Etsy shop, La Femme Mécanique, that made the most adorable, custom fitted coveralls for women. I sent over my measurements and after six weeks I was now the proud owner of a set of midnight blue coveralls that fit me like a glove…and I couldn’t wait to see Karim’s reaction to how I looked in them.


    I greeted some of the guys that were leaving as I walked in and heading straight to Karim’s office. On the way, I ran into Karim’s right hand man, Prentiss Shepherd. Shep hemmed me up for a few minutes, talking about his wife’s hair salon and their need for an advertising consultant. I gave him one of my business cards and told him to have her contact me. Even if we weren’t able to help her at Urban Current, I had some friends in the industry at a couple of smaller firms that may be a better fit for her needs. Shep also warned me that I’d probably be in for a bit of a wait as Karim had some potential customers in his office. So I detoured to the restroom to change from my work clothes into the coveralls and then headed to the small waiting area outside of Karim’s office to hang out until he was done with his customers.


    After a few seconds of waiting, my ears perked up as I heard a very familiar voice say, “Like Rob said, Dad doesn’t even know we are here and would probably lose his shit, but the man can’t drop a long lost brother in our lap and not think we weren’t going to check you out.”


    “Man, let’s get one thing straight. We ain’t brothers. I don’t know y’all. We just happen to allegedly share DNA. I don’t want nothing from him or y’all…so rest assured your trust funds are safe and sound.”


    I felt bad eavesdropping, but after I heard Jacob’s voice I couldn’t help myself…brothers? Of all of the men I could have fallen for, I find the one dude that’s possibly my ex’s estranged brother? I didn’t want to stick around to hear any more or run into Jacob. I quickly made my way out of the garage, back into my car, and headed to Devorah’s. I needed…actually, I didn’t know what I needed, but I knew my homegirl could help me sort through this mess.


    When I pulled up to Dev’s house, so was she. It looked like she was coming from the grocery store as she exited her car with a few bags in tow.


    “Hey chick…what’s with the outfit?” she laughed.


    I looked down, completely having forgotten that I was wearing my custom coveralls.


    “Girl, I’ll explain inside. Please tell me there’s wine in one of those bags.”


    “Now, beloved. You know there is always wine in this house,” she said, unlocking the door, “Come on in.”


    I followed her inside and dramatically flopped across the love seat in her living room. After putting her purchases away, she returned with an opened bottle of Shiraz and two glasses. I grabbed a glass as soon as she sat everything on the table, pouring myself a very generous glass of wine. I handed her the bottle and then raised my glass for a long gulp of wine.


    “You will never believe what I just found out about Karim?”


    “He once killed a man in Reno just to watch him die?”


    “What? No!”


    “He’s got a secret family on the West Side?”


    “I don’t like you right now. I’m being serious.”


    “Okay…sorry. What did you find out?”


    “Jacob and Karim are related.”


    “What are they like cousins or something?”


    “Or something…” I started and just as I was about to tell her about everything I overheard before I hightailed it out of Karim’s garage, my phone rang.


    It was Karim. I looked at the phone dumbly, not sure if I wanted to answer it or not.


    “Are you gonna get that?”


    “It’s him…”


    “Okay…so answer it. I mean you should probably be having this conversation with him and not me anyway.”


    “I just…I need some time to process this,” I said, before filling her in on everything I had overheard.


    The phone stopped ringing and immediately chimed with a text.


    Everything all good, beautiful? Waiting for you at the garage. – Karim


    “I’m gonna ask a question that might seem a bit dumb, but I want an honest answer. Granted I’m the girl who’s engaged to her ex’s big brother so my POV may be a bit skewed, but what is there to process? From what it sounds like, there’s no danger of awkward family dinners with the Parkers on the horizon? Shouldn’t you be less worried about how you feel right now and more worried about how your man must feel after being ambushed by the Parker brothers?”


    Devorah had a point. It wasn’t the one I wanted to hear right now, but it was the one I needed to hear. I needed to get out of my own head about a potential disaster and talk to Karim about the situation.


    “I mean…I guess you have a point or whateva.”


    “You know I’m right. Now text that man back and make a plan to meet up so this doesn’t turn into some stupid bullshit to derail ya lil budding relationship…or whateva,” she said before dissolving into giggles.


    I rolled my eyes at her before sighing. I didn’t even know where to begin to broach this conversation with Karim. I couldn’t lead with, “Oh hey one of your estranged brothers is the man who decimated my heart and made it super hard for me to let you get close to me”. Not to mention it would be hella awkward to reveal that I’d sat outside his office ear hustling on what was clearly a personal matter. I mean, sure we were boyfriend/girlfriend, but beyond using those words, our roles in each other’s lives weren’t well defined in my opinion. I wasn’t sure what would be overstepping boundaries because while we did talk about some personal things, we’d never discussed anything this deeply personal. I knew his father wasn’t around when he was a kid, but I didn’t know the particulars. Maybe this situation cropping up was the universe’s way of adding a layer of depth to our relationship, taking it to the next level.


    “Fine,” I said, texting Karim that something had come up and I’d meet him at his place instead of the garage, “I’m gonna go talk to him. But you’re gonna have to come up off of one of those extra bottles of wine I know you have in the kitchen coz I’ma need it.”
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    I stood outside Karim’s door clutching the neck of the bottle of wine Dev gave me tightly. I’d been here for about five minutes, trying to work up the nerve to ring the doorbell. I wasn’t quite sure what would await me on the other side of that door, but I knew I needed to woman up and face it head on. As soon as I pressed the doorbell, Karim opened the door with a huge grin on his face.


    “There’s my girl,” he said, pulling me into a hug and closing the door behind me, “God, I needed to see this face today.” He tilted my chin up and lowered his head for a kiss. I sank further into his embrace as he deepened the kiss, finally pulling away slowly after he’d had his fill.


    We walked into the living room and settled into our usual spot on his couch. I was still clutching the bottle of wine for dear life in one hand. Karim noticed and laughed.


    “Rough day, babe?” he asked and placed the bottle of wine I’d pilfered from Dev on the table and went to grab glasses and a wine opener.


    “You don’t know the half,” I muttered to his retreating back.


    As soon as he opened the bottle, I made quick work of pouring and handing him a glass before filling one for myself. I quickly took a sip and sighed. We sat sipping a few minutes in silence before I placed my half full glass on the table and snuggled up to Karim. I settled in, one arm around his waist; the other resting on his abdomen.


    “How was your day, baby?”


    “It was…interesting to say the least. Mostly good, but it took a weird turn late this afternoon. Remember how I told you my mom has been trying to pressure me to meet up with my sperm donor?”


    “Mmmhmmm,” I murmured.


    “I stopped by the house the other day and she was laying it on super thick. She really wants me to connect with dude, but I…I just don’t see the point, babe. I don’t think I’m lacking anything without him in my life. Especially if his other offspring are any indication. These niggas…his two legitimate sons…their words; not mine…they just showed up at my place of business on some bullshit earlier. I don’t know what kinda game ol’ boy is running, but…I don’t want any parts of it.”


    “A part of you isn’t curious though? To get to know your dad and brothers? I mean technically they are your family.”


    “Nah, I’m good, man. I know I told my mother I’d think about it, but after today? Not ever. Hell, Shep had to pull me off of one of the niggas.”


    “Wait…what? What happened?”


    “Mmmhmmm. Saw this pic of you on my phone’s screensaver, said something slick and before I knew it, I had the nigga hemmed up against a wall in my office. His weak ass brother was off to the side, yelling like a lil punk for me to unhand his brother,” Karim held up his phone to show me his screensaver—a picture of me I’d never seen. We were at Cadence’s and I was holding one of the twins. I had a look of complete bliss on my face as I snuggled the baby, likely breathing in that new baby smell.


    “That’s a good picture,” I said slowly.


    “It’s a gorgeous picture. You looked fine as hell with that baby in your arms. It’s why I took it. So are you gonna ignore everything else I said or are we gonna talk about the elephant in the room?”


    I looked up and Karim had an earnest look on his face.


    “Oh. That wasn’t rhetorical…”


    “Nah, babe—you’re not weaseling out the story this time. This guy…he’s the one that was at your house the day we first went out?”


    “You saw that? Oh God…”


    “I just saw him leaving as I pulled up. I had no idea who he was or why he was there, but I quickly surmised from your state of being that he wasn’t just coming to preach the gospel of Jehovah to you.”


    “No, he definitely was not bringing the Good News,” I replied, giggling, “Jacob was…he…we dated. For a nice chunk of time. Then he just disappeared. Disconnected the number I had for him, wouldn’t answer the door when I popped up at his place. Later found out I was what Monica would call the sideline ho. I…put a lot into that relationship, Karim. and he just…”


    I sighed and continued, “This is a very awkward situation for me. Of all the long lost brothers for you to have…”


    “Chill on that brother shit. That’s my sperm donor’s kid. He’s no brother of mine.”


    “Can I…can I say something? And I need for you to listen to me with an open mind, okay?”


    “This sounds like a set up, but okay. I’m listening.”


    “I know you’re not feeling the Parkers right now. But I think your mother is right. You should give your dad the chance to build a relationship with you. I’ve never really gone into it with you, but we lost our parents very suddenly. A careless mistake made by my father cost them both their lives. I was fairly young and relied on Pat a lot to make it through. Our parents didn’t have siblings and lost their parents at young ages, so we had no aunts and uncles, grandparents nor cousins to fill the void. Our family was just us…and now PJ. I know your family is pretty small too…but—and hear me out before you protest—maybe you should give the Parkers the benefit of the doubt. At least Robert Senior. I don’t know the specifics of how everything went down with your mom, but he must be reaching out for a reason, baby. At least give the man a conversation.”


    As much as it pained me to convince him to give in, I knew it was the right thing to say. Karim had a pretty charmed childhood existence with the combined forces of his mom and grandparents making sure his every whim was catered to, but something told me that deep down he likely still craved to get to know his father. He hid his curiosity behind an unbothered façade, but there had to be a reason he retrieved the business card Mr. Parker gave him from the trash.


    “So I give him a conversation and then what? What if that’s not enough?”


    “You don’t know until you cross that bridge, baby. But what I do know is that if something were to happen to him, God forbid, and you chose to stay upset with him about everything from the past instead of using this opportunity for a clean slate…I just don’t want you to have any regrets.”


    Karim sighed, “You sound like my mom with this regrets shit.”


    “Like I said, look at this as an opportunity for a fresh start rather than digging into old wounds.”


    “And you’re okay with the possibility of family dinners and cruises and shit with the Parkers? Our kids growing up side by side with their likely snooty and spoiled ass kids? I gotta be okay asking a nigga who’s seen you in all your glory to pass the peas?”


    “I didn’t say all th…wait, back the train up. Our who doing what now?”


    “You heard me, woman. I said what I said. So what you got to say now?”


    I sat there pondering what a future for he and I looked like. It would be awkward as hell if he did decide to give the Parkers a chance, that’s for sure. But beyond that? I felt like it would be a good thing. A very good thing. Karim made me feel unlike any other man had ever made me feel. He was solid, a safe place to land and he also set my entire mind, body, and spirit on fire. There was never a dull moment with him around and I could definitely see us building and only getting better as time marched on.
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    I sat back, waiting for Celena to say something. It was the first time we’d ever broached the subject of anything long term or permanent between us. I’d been hedging for a few weeks, but now seemed like the perfect time to put it all on the table. Fuck it. I was in this for the long haul and she needed to understand that. We sat in silence for a good three minutes before she gave me any indication that she was going to answer my question.


    Slowly, Celena’s mouth curved into a smile before she opened her mouth to speak.


    “So you’ve been thinking about our kids, huh?”


    “Mmmhmmm,” I said, drawing her a bit closer to me to settle in my lap, “Been thinking about the process of making ‘em, too.”


    “Is that so?” she asked, tilting her head back slightly to give me better access to her neck which I’d begun peppering with soft, lingering kisses. I kissed my way up to her mouth, snagging her lower lip between my teeth and biting down softly before soothing the sting of my teeth meeting her flesh with my tongue. At first swipe, Celena opened her mouth—darting her tongue out to meet mine, drawing me into her kiss. She was in total possession of my mouth and I was in no rush to take over. Once she got her fill, she pulled back and stared at me for a long while before lowering her head and chuckling.


    “What’s so funny?” I asked.


    “You…us…this. I wasn’t expecting you, Karim. And I damn sure wasn’t expecting to fall for you as hard as I have and…I gotta admit, I’m a little scared. But when I look at you, I see how you feel about me reflected in your eyes so clearly…I just…I don’t know, man. It’s crazy. I’m so used to wondering when the other shoe is gonna drop at this point. But right here? Right now…this feeling? I just wanna feel like this forever.”


    “Well I can’t promise forever, gorgeous, but I can tell you I don’t plan on going anywhere unless you ask me to,” I said, pulling back making sure I could look her in the eye before I uttered the next words, “And let me be clear—I am wholly, irrevocably, undeniably in love with you Celena Marie Payne.”


    She sucked in a quick breath and her eyes widened. She opened her mouth to speak, but I placed a finger over her lips before she could utter a word.


    “If you’re going to say it back because you feel obligated, don’t. This is a lot to taken in right now with the shit with the Parkers going on but I just…”


    Celena moved forward and attacked my mouth with a ferocity she’d never shown before. She held my face between her hands and kissed me like she was trying to make a point, aggressively maneuvering and manipulating her tongue and lips and teeth in a slow, yet determined manner. She kept on, until the necessity of breathing reared its head.


    As she pulled back and rested her forehead against mine she softly whispered, “I love you too, Karim. And because I love you, I’m gonna be on your ass to at least hear Mr. Parker out. One conversation, love. That’s all.”


    I rubbed the back of my head and sighed once again. Between her and moms I knew I was already gonna be giving in. I mean, they were right. I had to at least give the old man a chance to speak his peace before I completely dismissed him.


    “Fine,” I said, pulling Celena back into my embrace, “Now back to making these children…”
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    We were meeting at my garage, at my insistence, as it was the place that I felt the most comfortable. I sat behind my desk a little nervous because I honestly had no idea what to expect. I only extended the invitation for a conversation, but had no agenda so I hoped the old man knew what he wanted to say because I had nothing.


    Shep’s customary knock sounded before he stepped in.


    “Hey man, that rich old dude you cussed out last time is back. Said you invited him here?”


    I laughed at the skeptical look on Shep’s face, “Yeah, man. It’s cool. Send him back.”


    Seconds later, Robert Parker, Senior was walking through my office door again. I stood briefly, gesturing toward the chairs in front of my desk for him to take his pick. He moved hesitantly, as if he expected to be put out again at any second. I sat back down as he selected and sat in the left most chair.


    Things were tense initially as I said, “Look I know I extended the invite, but you were so anxious to talk to me. So…talk.”


    A few more moments of silence passed before he cleared his throat before beginning to speak. “I…I feel like I owe you an apology, Karim.”


    My eyebrows shot up, as those were not the words I expected to come out of his mouth. My mother mentioned that he wanted to talk as a means of building a relationship, but I was certain that he’d want it on his terms. And I certainly wouldn’t think that those terms would begin with an apology.


    “Scratch that, I know I owe you an apology. I didn’t press your mother hard enough to be in your life when you were growing up. And I know you had Jimmy there, but that was no excuse. I should have stepped up and been a man.”


    “Well…yeah, that’s a given. But why now, man? You let all this time pass.”


    “You may not remember, but when you were really little. No more than two or three, Jimmy would let me come by and see you while Bren was at work. It was for no more than maybe an hour at a time, but we’d horse around—play in the backyard and man…those were some of the best days. Sometimes I’d even bring RJ if his mama was feeling up to it. One day, Bren came home on lunch, saw us on the porch playing and about lost her mind. She wouldn’t talk to Jimmy for months after that. She felt betrayed, but your granddad was just trying to do what he thought was right by you.”


    I had no memory of any of this. How could I? And my granddad always changed the subject whenever I brought my dad up to him. I guess he felt like interfering back then was as far as he wanted to take it.


    “Aight, so what about when I left my mama’s house? You had ample opportunity to reach out then…when I was in undergrad, working…over ten years between. Why is it so important now?”


    “Because I promised Jimmy on his deathbed that I’d mend this. We always kept in touch over the years. He was the one who kept me in the loop about you, making me lil scrapbooks highlighting your achievements in school and sports over the years. Always finding a way to make sure my birthday gifts got to you—that I got a ticket to your graduations. He knew Brenda was being ornery, but also didn’t want to overstep his bounds again and risk losing her forever. So he became my inside man, feeding me piecemeal information about the son I had to watch grow and mature from a distance. Look son, I’m done trying to offer excuses. The older I get, the more regret I’m saddled with. And losing my wife—it put a whole new perspective on life for me. And on relationships and what I hold dear. So I reached out to your mother, appealing to her softer side to try and help me make the deathbed promise I’d made her father come true. She and I sat and talked for quite some time. She had no idea how close Jimmy and I had grown over the years.”


    “I’m surprised Granddad never said anything to sway me in your favor,” I said, for lack of anything else to say. He was dropping some pretty heavy shit on me and I honestly needed a bit of time to process it.


    “He said he tried a few times, but he didn’t know who was more bullheaded, you or your mother,” Robert said, with a slight chuckle.


    I laughed and rubbed the back of my head as I did remember Granddad trying to bring up my dad in my late teens years. By this time I’d known who he was and that he knew of my existence, but hadn’t—to my knowledge, anyway—tried to be bothered with building a relationship with me. I think this was around the time I’d started telling anyone who asked that he was dead, so I could see how Granddad may have been reticent to broach the situation with me.


    “Yeah, I think the last time he tried, I’d killed you in my mind.”


    “Ouch,” Robert said, wincing slightly, “I guess I deserved that based on all you knew at the time. But now…now that you have a bit more of the story? Am I still dead or is there even a chance for…”


    “I gotta be honest man, if you expected me to accept you with open arms and have a kumbaya moment after one conversation…the only reason you’re here is because my mom and my lady have been double teaming me with the guilt trips.”


    “Fair enough,” he replied, with his hands raised, “But if I may say one thing…about your lady?”


    “Tread lightly old man…”


    “Relax, son. I was gonna say she was a good one. As intelligent as she is beautiful and I hated seeing her mixed up with JP. That boy…sometimes I’m not even sure he’s truly a Parker. At any rate, God knows she was too good for him. So I’m glad she was able to find love with you.”


    I was so caught off guard all I could respond with was a dumbfounded, “Thank you.”


    “This was a good start, Karim. And I hope we can continue on this path.”


    “I…can’t make any promises, but we’ll see,” I said, extending a hand for a shake and effectively ending this conversation for today. I needed a little time to process all that had happened today.
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    “Wait…I’m supposed to be looking for the what now?” Celena asked me, as she rooted through the toolbox where I housed my wrenches and sockets.


    She had a rough day at work, so we were working off a little tension in the garage. And I was certain that as hard as I was working to distract her from work shit, she was working to distract me from the talk I’d had with Rob Parker. The problem for me was staying focused on teaching her how to change out the spark plugs. She’d shown up to the garage in what she called her summer coveralls—a set that she apparently had custom made that covered barely a damn thing. When she arrived at the garage I was thankful that all of the guys were long gone because her ass in these short shorts would have definitely had me knocking a fool out for staring at my girl too hard.


    “Hellooooo, Earth to Karim,” she said, moving from in front of the large tool box to stand in front of me, “While you were over here daydreaming, I think I figured it out.”


    She attached the spark plug socket to the wrench and headed back near the Chevy. As she bent over, using the wrench to remove the spark plug from its housing, her ass bounced slightly with every ratchet. She was three cranks in before I settle in behind her, pulling her body back against me with one hand and slamming the hood down with the other.


    “Karim! What are you—” she started before I cut her off with a passion filled kiss. It didn’t take long for her to melt into the kiss, sinking against me as my hands moved down her back to cup her ass and set her on the hood. Once she was settled, my kisses moved from her mouth, down her jawline to her collarbone. I swiped my tongue in the hollow of her throat before bringing my mouth back to connect with hers.


    The tempo of our kiss was unhurried, as I plied her mouth with lingering, lip smacking kisses. I pulled back slightly, just long enough to snake a hand between us, catching the zipper that ran down the center of her coveralls. Slowly, I pulled it down, raining kisses on each section of beautiful brown skin the descent revealed. I removed the coveralls completely, leaving her on the hood of my cherry red Chevy clad in black lace. An image that was picture perfect, but a camera was the last thing on my mind as I grabbed her left leg and settle it atop my shoulder. I kissed a path from her ankle to her inner thigh, ending just where the juncture of her thighs met to repeat the process with her right. Celena groaned in frustration as I teased, pressing kisses along the waistline of her underwear.


    I left her legs draped over my shoulders as I kissed my way up her body to her breasts, tonguing her nipples through the lace of the bra until they hardened. Then I kissed my way back down, sliding my hand into her underwear, seeking the wetness whose smell permeated my senses.


    “Fuck,” I groaned, as I stroked her into frenzy. Her breaths were coming in short, hard pants when I slid down and added my mouth to the mess my fingers were making. I settled in with a hum, licking and slurping as my thumb pressed against her clit, moving in a quick back and forth motion that mimicked a vibration. I alternated between rapid, tongue flicking licks and deep, slow all encompassing licks as I flattened my tongue and ran it from top to bottom of her pussy and back up again.


    “Uhhhh-oooooh,” Celena cried out as I spread her open, delighting in her unique flavor, “Shit…yes…right there, please don’t—ahhhhhh!”


    She came with a loud cry that echoed through the garage. I kept my mouth on her, lapping her up through the aftershocks, and then kissing my way back up to her mouth. After a few short kisses, I pulled back, looking around to retrieve her panties and clothes so we could finish what we started at home. Celena was still slumped on the hood, as I slid her underwear onto her body and back into place. As I started to pull her coveralls up over her body, Celena sat up and looked at me with a devilish gleam in her eye and shook her head. She reached into one of the tiny pockets on her coveralls and produced a gold wrapped condom.


    “You wore this on purpose.”


    “Maaaaaybe, maybe not,” she replied, with a smirk.


    “Nope, you definitely set me up. Get down, turn around, and bend over,” I said.


    She happily acquiesced, hopping off of the hood and positioning herself with her hands braced atop it; ass protruding. I stepped up behind her, peeling off the underwear I’d just replaced. As soon as she stepped out of them, I slapped her on her bare ass. She yelped in surprise as I soothed the sting of the spanking by rubbing and massaging her. A couple more quick slaps had her moaning, completely bent over now, sticking her ass out for more. I quickly pulled my pants down, donned the condom and slid into her from behind. She groaned as I slowly withdrew and slammed into her over and over until I was on the brink of losing control. As I started to pick up speed with my strokes, she began throwing her ass back—giving as good as she got. I felt myself tensing up, knowing I was moments from coming when she melted around me in bliss, her walls milking me into orgasm. Momentarily winded, I slumped over, somehow managing to not crush Celena between me in the car.


    “That was…”


    “I know…”


    I pulled myself upright and slid out of her, paying careful attention to the condom.


    “Let me take care of this, so I can get you home and give it to you some more…unless you have more surprises hidden in that lil outfit of yours.”


    “Nope,” she replied, grinning as she pulled her underwear up and into place.


    We both quickly dressed and I locked up the garage. We exited walking hand in hand, both with dumb grins plastered to our faces. When we reached where our cars, Celena turned to me and said, “Hey, I got a question.”


    “Shoot.”


    “Why did you wait so long to give it to me like this again?”


    “Awwww, come on, babe. Here you go. Can’t you just bask in the afterglow, woman?” I said, with a chuckle.


    “Oh sweetheart,” she said as she moved closer to me, biting her lower lip, and tugging on my belt, “now you know I’m not the afterglow type.”

  


  


  


  
    Epilogue…


    Six months later…


    I scraped the plate with the tines of my fork, making sure I got every last bit of the pie that was left over. I swear I didn’t understand how Karim wasn’t five hundred pounds getting these darn pies from his mama every other week. Miss Brenda’s ice box pie was too damn decadent, but I couldn’t leave it alone. I groaned just thinking about the additional time I’d have to spend running on the treadmill tomorrow. The lingering lemony goodness on my tongue was totally worth it though.


    “Babe,” I said, nudging Karim in the arm, “You good?”


    His pie sat, mostly untouched, on a plate in front of him as he stared at the television, that he didn’t seem to actually be watching. He had been acting weird all day, starting at PJ’s AAU basketball game earlier. He was distracted to the point of making my spidey senses tingle.


    “Hello…Earth to Karim,” I said, waving a hand in front of his face.


    That was enough to get his attention. He looked over at me with a forced grin.


    “What’s good, babe?”


    “That’s what I just asked you. Everything good? You’ve barely even touched your pie. And you’ve been kinda strange and standoffish all day,” I said, trying to keep my internal panic out of my voice. After having been played by too many negroes in the past, Karim’s odd behavior today did not make me feel secure right now.


    “Nah…I’m good,” he replied, “Just super into this SVU is all.”


    I looked over at the television to see Mark Harmon as Jethro Gibbs striding into his field office.


    “Um…we’re watching NCIS,” I laughed, “Are you sure you’re good?”


    “Yes. I’m fine.”


    “Okay…”


    “Okay.”


    We sat there for a few more minutes in silence. Me pretending to watch TV, but sneaking surreptitious glances Karim’s way and him not even trying to pretend like he was watching TV as he stared into space with a pensive look on his face.


    “I’ll be right back,” Karim said, suddenly, taking off toward his bedroom.


    I don’t know what this strange ass behavior was about, but I didn’t feel like sticking around to find out. I grabbed my light jacket and put it on. Karim walked back out to the living room just as I was sliding my feet into my sandals.


    “You going somewhere?” he asked, standing in front of me with his hands behind his back.


    “I…I think we might need some space. You seem like you need some space. So I’m gonna go home.”


    “What?! No…” he replied, stuffing whatever was his in hands into the pockets of his sweats.


    “You’ve barely said a word to me all day. I figured maybe we’d finally passed the honeymoon stage and you were getting tired of me. It’s cool. I’ll save you from having to say it and think you were hurting my feelings. Which…by the way…it wouldn’t hurt my feelings if you had said it. But just…I’m just gonna go.”


    I turned to walk out the door, but Karim grabbed my wrist and dragged me back to the couch. We sat down and for two minutes we were pretty much in the same positions we were in earlier until Karim heaved a deep sigh, ran his hand over his head and reached into his pockets. His hands came out balled in fists, which he crossed in front of me, saying “Pick a hand.”


    “Karim, I’m really just not in the mood for games.”


    “Pick. A. Hand,” he said again, his voice a bit more firm this time.


    I looked into his eyes to see his usual warmth back there and a hint of mischief. I had no idea what this was all about, but I guess I had to pick a hand to find out. I quickly tapped his right hand. He stuck whatever was in the left back and his pocket and opened his right hand to reveal a small, black, velvet box. My eyes went wide and I immediately began shaking my head no. I hadn’t even noticed that I’d even begun moving backwards until Karim reached out and grabbed my wrist.


    He laughed and said, “Calm down…you trust me, right?”


    The look on my face must’ve been one of fear because he just laughed again and moved to get down on one knee. I tensed thinking he was out of his fool ass mind because we had not known each other long enough for him to even think about doing what he was thinking about doing.


    “Celena, these past few months have been…they’ve been a ride, girl. But I loved every minute of them with your crazy ass. I know we haven’t known each other that long, but…” he trailed off, reaching to open the box


    Now how in the hell was I gonna let this man down gently I thought as I looked down at the box in his hand. Nestled in the silky fabric was a set of keys. Wait…keys?


    “What did you say?” I asked, completely unaware of the rest of his speech after I focused on how to say no to his proposal in the gentlest way.


    “I asked if you would do me the honor of living in sin with me?” Karim said with a smirk, “Not the proposal you thought it was gonna be, huh?”


    I let out the biggest sigh of relief and smacked Karim on his shoulder.


    “God, yes! I was over here tryna figure out how to tell you know without fucking this up completely. Get up!”


    He got up, immediately gathering me to his side., “So?”


    “I don’t know. You sure you won’t get tired of me being in your space all the time?”


    “How’s that any different from now? You’re stalling. Yes or no, Celena Marie?”


    “Don’t try pulling rank with me like Patty does with that first and middle name mess. I…let me think about it,” I said, biting back a smile.


    “Girl, quit playing! I can already see you mentally redecorating this space,” Karim said, laughing.


    I joined him in laughter knowing he was correct. I could put my place up for rent or on AirBNB to make a lil extra cash when I moved in here. Besides, the man was in desperate need of the expertise I’d gained watching countless hours of GHTV. All of this baby’s first apartment IKEA furniture was on its way out. I needed to introduce my man to West Elm, CB2, and all the other wonderful grown up furniture and accessory places.


    “Okay,” I said.


    “Yeah?”


    “Yeah.”


    We sat there for a few minutes in silence before I asked what was in the other hand. He pulled out an identical black jewelry box.


    “You made two sets of keys?”


    A slow smile crept across his face as he shook his head.


    “Nah…that box contains what is apparently your worse nightmare. I got six months to a year of shacking up to get you to change your mind, though.”


    “How did you know I’d pick the right hand?”


    He shrugged, “I didn’t.”
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    Follow me on Twitter: www.twitter.com/_nicolefalls


    Like me on Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/AuthorNicoleFalls

  


  


  


  
    I’m a real author person lady doing events, y’all! If you’re in the Atlanta or NYC metro areas, I’ll be around your way in June and August. Peep the banners below for details!
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Presents

BEHIND THE PEN

AUGUST 12,2017
TIME 12P M. 4PM

LOCATION;
197 E'BROADWAY, NEW YORK, NY 10002
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Saturday, June 24 1100 AM. - 400 PM.
Wyndham Atianta Gallerio, 6345 Powers Ferry
Rood NW. Atianta, GA
REGISTER NOW!





