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DEDICATION

This book is dedicated to my good friend,
the late Reverend Joseph Simmons Sr.
May you rest in peace, my friend.
I hope to see you again one day.




Prologue

The taxi pulled into the circular driveway, rolling to a stop in front of the expensive double oak doors of the large brick colonial. Roscoe, the driver, a fortysomething dark-skinned man, placed the car in park and turned toward the woman in the back seat.

He smiled to himself. He liked the way she looked. She was just his type of woman, thick and pretty, with skin like a chocolate bar. Oh, and even more enticing were her large, melon-sized breasts. Yes, sir, Roscoe sure loved a woman with big titties and some meat on her bones. And this one was as fine as she could be. He had thought about asking for her number or perhaps offering to show her around Richmond when she first entered his cab at the airport. Over the years, Roscoe had bedded many a lonely female passenger after picking them up at Richmond’s bus station or airport. All it usually took was some small talk and an invitation to one of the city’s many bars or eateries for a drink. But this sister had spent most of the ride on her cell phone, probably comforting some insecure boyfriend or husband afraid her fine ass would wind up with a Southern charmer like him. Now that they had reached her final destination, he would have to make his move quick if he was going to bed this plus-sized beauty.

“That’ll be forty dollars, ma’am.” He smiled, revealing a mouth full of gold teeth.

Tammy, a woman in her late thirties, didn’t notice his unattractive smile or his country accent, things that would have surely caught her attention and gotten under her skin if she weren’t already preoccupied with looking at the house they’d just pulled in front of. She would never admit it to anyone back home, but a twinge of jealousy swept through her body as she stared at the house. The large colonial was at least twice the size of her Jamaica Estates home back in New York, and compared to her yard, this house’s land appeared to be big enough to hold a football field or two.

This has to be the wrong address, she told herself. They can’t afford this.

“Are you sure we’re at the right house?” she asked without moving her head, her mind still trying to process what she saw before her.

“Yes, ma’am. You said Four James River Lane, didn’t you?”

Tammy glanced at the paper in her hand, then looked at the large number 4 on the house. “Yes, that’s what I said.”

But this can’t be her house. It just can’t be. Tammy’s thoughts were consumed by jealousy.

“Then this is where you want to be. Do you want some help with your bags?”

She reached in her purse for her wallet. “How much do I owe you?”

“Forty dollars. I usually charge fifty when I come out here to Chesterfield County, but havin’ a pretty woman such as yourself in my cab, I feel like I owe you. Maybe I could show you around town. They’re having an all-you-can-eat rib festival down at Shockoe Bottom tonight. My name’s Roscoe.” He offered her his hand.

Tammy rolled her eyes and shook her head, flashing the two-carat diamond ring on her finger.

“My name is Married,” she snapped, “and my husband’s name is Foot in Your Ass.”

She was about to go on putting this homely, gold-tooth fool in his place, but before she could continue, she saw someone come out of the house. A light-skinned woman, big, but not quite as large as Tammy, came running toward the taxi. That’s when Tammy knew there was definitely no mistake; she was at the right address. But how the hell did her best friend get a Mc-Mansion like this? And who the hell were they robbing to pay for it?

Tammy handed the driver two twenty-dollar bills, then stepped out of the car. She was usually a pretty good tipper, but with that country-ass come-on the driver just tried, she figured he’d forfeited his tip.

Egypt threw her arms around Tammy’s neck and pulled her in closely. “Tammy, girl, I missed you something awful.” She placed a huge red-lipstick kiss on Tammy’s cheek.

Tammy smiled at Egypt when she let her go. She’d missed her friend too. They had a lot of catching up to do, and even more importantly, she wanted to know how Egypt and her new husband, Rashad, could afford such a nice house when they earned far less than she and her husband did. Or did they?

“Girl, you moving on up, aren’t you?”

“You think? Come on in and let me show you around.” Egypt was grinning from ear to ear. She knew Tammy had to be envious, and she loved every minute of it. “You can leave her bags by the front door,” Egypt instructed Roscoe.

Tammy followed her friend. Yes, she wanted to see her house. She wanted to see if the inside looked anything like the outside.

Tammy and Egypt had known each other for almost thirty years and had been best friends since they’d met. But even best friends could have rivalries. As close as they were, the two of them had played a one-upsmanship game when it came to material things since they were teenagers. Tammy, however, had been winning this competition handily the past ten years because of her marriage to her successful husband, Tim. She had thought the title would be hers for a lifetime, but as she walked into the flawlessly decorated foyer of Egypt’s house for the first time, she was afraid that the tides had changed.

As a matter of fact, she was so amazed as she followed her friend from room to room that she barely noticed the people sitting in the large family room until Egypt shouted out, “BGBC in the house!” and the people in the room all stood in unison and echoed, “BGBC in the house!”

Tammy couldn’t help but blush. She smiled at Egypt, who gave her a thumbs-up. It was one of those moments in a woman’s life when she feels a sense of accomplishment. One of Tammy’s dreams was actually becoming a reality, and she couldn’t have been prouder. She’d come to Richmond for two reasons. One of them was to catch up with her friend, who she hadn’t seen since her wedding the year before. The other was to be in attendance at the first meeting of the Richmond chapter of the Big Girls Book Club. She’d started the club five years ago in New York with only one rule: you had to be at least a size 16 to become a member. With the success of that first book club, which had swelled from five members to almost thirty, Tammy had the dream that someday there would be BGBC groups in cities all over the country. Her best friend was helping her realize that dream.

Tammy glanced around the room. There were more than a dozen people there, but she felt as if she knew four of them personally because of her conversations with Egypt. Of course, there was Isis, Egypt’s older sister and former member of the New York chapter of the BGBC. She’d moved down to Richmond a few months ago to get away from the hustle and bustle of New York, or so she said. Only time would tell if that was her true motivation. Tammy had a suspicion that there were more personal reasons involving her sister.

Then there was Loraine Farrow, Egypt’s boss and one of Richmond’s leading businesswomen. Loraine was a tall, well-dressed woman in her early forties. Despite her 275-pound figure, she was very attractive. She owned a large public-relations firm in town. Tammy liked her right off the bat, not just because Egypt had said she was a take-charge woman who didn’t take smack from anyone, but also because of the way Loraine carried herself. It was obvious from one glance that she was a woman of class who deserved respect.

While Loraine exuded everything good about being a black woman in her forties, the woman standing next to her represented everything bad. She had a very attractive face, with two huge dimples on both cheeks, but Tammy’s first impression of LaQueta Brown was that she was a hot mess. Her clothes were too loud; her blouse was way too tight for a woman her size; her skirt was too short; and from what Egypt had told her, she was so damn boisterous it could make you sick. She put the g in ghetto and really didn’t care.

But as much as Tammy was appalled by having LaQueta in the BGBC, there was only one member she disapproved of on principle. That member was Jerome. Oh, yes, Jerome was a man, a very handsome man at that. Perhaps even a little too handsome. Tammy argued with Egypt about him for almost two weeks on the phone, but her friend wouldn’t budge on including him in her BGBC chapter.

“Our club has only one rule, Tammy,” Egypt had argued, “and that’s that members have to be at least a size sixteen. Well, we put him in a dress, and he meets the size requirements.”

“But he’s a man, Egypt!”

“So? It’s not against the rules. And he reads everything from romance novels to Mary Monroe to L. A. Banks.”

Tammy was so puzzled by Egypt’s insistence on Jerome joining that she accused her of sleeping with him. “Sounds to me like someone’s trying to keep their boyfriend close and not raise any eyebrows.”

Of course, she got a denial and some very choice words back.

“You know what? Fuck you, Tammy. I’ve never cheated on my husband. Not once! Can you say the same?”

There was silence; then Tammy said, “That was cold, girl.”

Egypt didn’t mean to be so spiteful and throw Tammy’s business in her face, but sometimes it was the only way to keep her friend in line. “I’m sorry, but you need to stop. You know I would never mess around on Rashad.”

“I also never thought you’d invite a man into our book club. So, as the president, I must say no.”

“You may be the president, but this is my chapter, and if I can’t run it the way I see fit, then there isn’t going to be a Richmond chapter.”

Egypt knew how much Tammy wanted the club to go national. She took a gamble, but the gamble paid off. Tammy finally gave in, and the core for the Richmond chapter was formed.

Now, Tammy settled in to a plush armchair in Egypt’s living room and watched as her friend got the meeting under way.


Egypt
 1 

“So, what’s this thing Rashad’s doing to make all this money? And how can me and Tim get down?” Tammy asked as we walked into the Tobacco Company, one of Richmond’s most well-known eateries and watering holes. We’d left my house after our book club meeting, because Tammy was leaving in a few days, and I really wanted some time alone with my best friend. “Girl, you been holding out. I’m supposed to be your best friend. Why I gotta come all the way down here and find out that your man’s making all these country-ass Negroes a small fortune? All you had to do was pick up the phone.”

I ignored Tammy, letting her continue to ramble as the blond hostess asked us, “How many in your party?” I put up two fingers and watched the young woman pick up two menus and then motion for us to follow her to our table. Tammy, who hadn’t stopped speaking since we’d arrived, walked alongside me. At our table, the hostess placed the menus next to our plates and we sat down.

“Juan will be your waiter, and he will be right with you,” the hostess told us before she walked away. I picked up my menu and began to peruse the selections, while Tammy was still talking.

“Egypt, you didn’t hear a word I said, did you?” Tammy asked.

When I didn’t answer, she tapped her spoon on her water glass to get my attention. “Earth to Egypt. Earth to Egypt. Are you there?”

I’d heard most of what she’d said, but my mind just wasn’t in the conversation. It was elsewhere. Don’t get me wrong; it wasn’ tas if the subject wasn’t interesting. I was very proud of my husband and his work. And let’s face it, who better to show off to than Tammy, the woman who had been throwing her and her husband Tim’s money in my face for the past ten years? But for me, this wasn’t a time to be petty. I had more serious things on my mind that I wanted to discuss, only I didn’t know how or where to start. I had a favor I needed to ask Tammy, and it wasn’t a small favor by any stretch of the imagination. It was the kind of favor you ask only of your best friend, because it was the kind of favor only a best friend would grant you.

“I’m here, Tammy. I’m sorry. I just have a lot on my mind.” I looked up from the menu.

“Well, girl, you need to get your mind right, because we need to talk.” She sat back in her chair. “I’m hurt.”

Hurt? What the hell did she have to be hurt about? I mean, I knew she was jealous of my house, but damn. I’d watched her eyes flash like a camera as she took in and memorized my décor and the color scheme that ran throughout the rooms. Hell, half the members of the book club were whispering in my ear about how her nose hooked around every nook and cranny of my house during and after the book discussion. Knowing her, she was pissed off about some color scheme I’d picked out that was too similar to one of the rooms in her house. I could see her now: When she got home, she’d be telling everyone in New York that my whole house was biting her style.

Well, she needed to get over it. Imitation is a form of flattery.

On the ride over, I noticed she was furtively checking out my designer pantsuit and my Louis Vuitton purse when she saw the Bloomingdale’s bags in my trunk. Shit, I had always had nice things and wore nice clothes when I was in New York, but I’d always gotten them from Marshalls, T.J. Maxx, and Filene’s Basement, not Bloomingdale’s and Saks like her. She was used to me shopping on a budget, and it was obvious she just couldn’t get over how I’d come up in the world. I loved her to death, but we’d always been “frenemies.” I knew Tammy had a competitive nature, but I still couldn’t understand how she could take my success personally. What the hell did she have to be hurt about? It was just my time to shine.

“Ummm, what exactly are you hurt about?” My eyes were locked on her as I waited for an answer.

“Well, I was talking to that sweetheart of a woman, Loraine, after the meeting, and she told me that she just gave Rashad a six-figure check to invest—and that half the book club has their money invested with him.”

Was I missing something? She genuinely looked upset about people being invested in my husband’s company. Maybe she wasn’t the woman I should ask to do me this favor. “I had no idea you’d be interested. I thought you and Tim were through with the stock market after all the money you lost last year.”

She raised her voice. “You didn’t tell me he was investing in solar and wind energy. Everybody knows that’s where half of Obama’s stimulus package money went. Oh, and you damn sure didn’t tell me he was doubling everybody’s money. Loraine told me he’s one of the top money managers in Richmond.”

I smiled proudly. I loved it when people said good things about Rashad. He worked so hard to provide for me, and I loved him so much. I honestly don’t know what my life would be like without him.

“I told you he was running a hedge fund, didn’t I? You do remember that, don’t you?”

“Yeah, but you should have told me how much money y’all was making.”

Oh, my God. Can you believe the audacity of this woman? Tammy had always been materialistic, but she was acting like I was taking food out of her children’s mouths. “Look, Tammy, that’s Rashad’s thing, not mine, okay? Me and him have a deal. He makes the money; I spend it. Besides, I told you to have Tim call Rashad last year, didn’t I?” This was what I hated about her. She never could take responsibility for anything. It was always someone else’s fault when things didn’t go her way.

There was silence for a while. It looked like I’d put her in her place, but looks can be deceiving. “Okay, well, now we want to invest.” She reached in her bag and pulled out her checkbook. I put my hand up to stop her. I had to draw the line somewhere.

“Look, if you want to get into the fund, then talk to Rashad when we get home. I’m sure you and him can work something out. I ain’t got time for that. I’ve got enough problems of my own.”

I guess my eyes must have taken on a downcast look, or Tammy realized I wasn’t the one to help with her investment needs, because all of a sudden she asked, “Hey, girl, are you feeling okay?”

I forced a bright smile, thinking about all the things I had to be grateful for—all except for that one thing. The one thing I wanted most in the world and would give up all our newfound wealth for.

“Yeah, I’m fine.” I tried to sound cheery, but water was welling up in my eyes. Truth is, I was a wreck inside. “Oh, Tammy,” I confessed, “I don’t know what I’m gonna do. I feel like my world’s falling apart.” I took my napkin and wiped my eyes as tears fell.

“What? What’s the matter?” I didn’t answer right away. “It’s your sister, isn’t it,” she said with certainty. “You know, I never thought having her stay at your house was a good idea.”

Tammy had always hated the idea of Isis moving down to Richmond and living with me. She’d given me quite a few valid reasons why I shouldn’t allow it, but I always thought Tammy’s real reason was that she was afraid Isis and I would become closer, and that would somehow affect my friendship with her. What she didn’t understand was that, although I was close with my sister, I was much closer to her.

“Nah, Isis has been good. Other than her running up my phone bill calling that no-good fool Tony in New York, me and her are good. Matter of fact, I’ve seen some of those black and yellow real estate books lying around, so I think she’s looking for an apartment.”

“Thank God for small favors.” She reached across the table and took my hand. “It’s not Rashad, is it?”

“What! No,” I said quickly in his defense, taking back my hand. “He’s done nothing but love me and take care of me. I couldn’t ask for a better man.”

“So, what is it? What am I missing?” Tammy looked into my eyes. “You’ve got everything a woman could want: a beautiful house, a nice car, and a handsome husband with a good job who loves you and you love him.” She stopped, and whatever scenario she dreamed up in her head in that moment caused a worried look to appear on her face. “Don’t you? You do still love him, don’t you?”

“Oh, my God, of course I do, Tammy. More than anything in this world.” I gave her a genuine smile, and she seemed to relax a bit.

She let out an exaggerated sigh. “I knew that. I just wanted to hear you say it. You two make a beautiful couple, Egypt. When I see you together, it really makes me happy.”

For the first time, Tammy really sounded sincere. I didn’t hear a hint of jealousy in her tone, and the truth is, she had no reason to be jealous of my marriage or our achievements. I guess you could say we were equally matched as friends for the first time—that is, except for the one thing.

“Egypt, what’s going on? What’s bothering you?”

Finally, I decided to broach the subject that had been on my mind all night.

“Tammy, we’re friends, aren’t we?”

She leaned in closer to the table. “Of course we are. You know you’re my girl. I’d do anything for you.” I was glad to hear that. The only question was, did she mean it?

“Well, I’m glad you said that, because, Tee, I need a favor—no, I don’t even know if you’d call this a favor. I need your help with something. And you know I would never ask you for a favor if it wasn’t really important to me.”

Tammy sat back in her chair with a look of disgust that caught me off guard. “No, Egypt. The answer is no!” she said adamantly.

“What do you mean, no? I haven’t even asked you the favor yet.”

“You don’t have to, because I’m not having a threesome with you and Rashad. Having one with you and Tim was enough to last me a lifetime,” she said loud enough for half the restaurant to hear. I felt my high-yellow face become hot, and I’m sure it was bright red. Part of me wanted to walk out of there right then and there. I could feel the other patrons’ eyes all over me. I swear I’d never been so embarrassed in my life.

Three years ago, before I was even seeing Rashad, I did have a threesome with Tammy and her husband. The whole thing was crazy. Looking back at it, I can’t even believe I agreed to it. I still can’t believe Tammy even asked me to agree to it. But she did, and I did. All because she wanted to give her husband the ultimate birthday present, and she didn’t trust anyone else with her man. Well, when it came down to it, she didn’t trust me either. She swore Tim and I started having an affair after that one crazy night. It couldn’t have been further from the truth, but Tammy’s jealousy really sent her over the edge for a while. Don’t ask me how we still remained friends after that, because it almost ruined our friendship, not to mention her marriage.

“Tammy, you got me all wrong, girl. I wasn’t going to ask you to have a threesome. I swear to God.” I put my right hand up in the air. “Ugh. Just the thought of Rashad being with another woman turns my stomach.”

“You weren’t going to ask me that?” I could hear relief in her voice, but she studied my face as if she doubted I was telling the truth.

“No!” I said assuredly. “I don’t even know where that came from. I’ll never do anything like that again in my life. You know that mess was painful for all of us. Why would I even think about getting into a situation like that again?”

“Damn, I’m sorry. I don’t know why I let my mind play tricks on me. But with Rashad’s birthday coming up, I just knew that’s what you were going to ask me. I—” Suddenly she stopped speaking, and her head went from side to side.

I looked around to see people staring at us like we had on clown costumes. One woman at the table next to us was glaring so hard I had to say something to her. “What are you looking at?”

“Egypt, don’t worry about her.”

“People need to mind their own damn business.” I wasn’t normally so rude to strangers. I guess the tension of my situation and the fact that I just had to defend myself from Tammy was really getting to me. Either way, it made the woman finally look the other way.

“Look, stop beating around the bush. You said you need a favor. What is it?”

“Okay, I’m sorry.” I turned to her, hesitating for a second before I spoke. I really couldn’t believe I was about to tell her my secret, but part of me was happy to share it with her and get it off my chest. “Rashad and I didn’t tell anybody, but I had a miscarriage a few months ago.”

“Oh, Egypt, I’m so sorry.”

“We didn’t want to tell anybody I was pregnant until I was three months,” I explained. “Then when I lost the baby, I couldn’t talk to anyone about it other than Rashad. Until now.”

“Oh, Egypt, honey, you should have told me. I would have come down sooner.” Her eyes looked like they were tearing, which caused mine to tear again. It was good to know that she really cared. “I would have been here for you.”

“I know, but it gets a little worse.”

I hesitated again, and Tammy said, “Girl, if you don’t tell me what’s going on …”

“I’m sorry. It’s just a little hard to talk about.” I took a deep breath. “I just got the report back from my doctor—”

“Are you all right?” She reached out and held my hand for support. “Seriously, you okay?”

“I’m fine, Tammy, far as I know—except for one problem. I had an endometrial biopsy….”

“Oh, no, girl, don’t tell me nothing bad. Please don’t tell me they think you got cancer or something.” She closed her eyes as if she was afraid to hear what I was about to say. She was being awfully dramatic about everything, and I hadn’t even gotten to the favor yet. But that was Tammy; she never did anything in an understated way. I just hoped all this concern she was showing for me translated to her wanting to grant my wish.

“No, really, I’m fine. I just had it to see if my uterus could support a pregnancy.”

“And? What’d they say?”

“It can’t. I can’t.” I felt the tears rising, but I bit my lip and held them back. I was an emotional wreck, but I didn’t want to show it in the restaurant again now that the other patrons had finally stopped staring. “Rashad’s sperm count is excellent. It’s me who can’t get pregnant. My womb won’t hold a baby.”

Tammy leaned back in her chair and folded her arms. “Girl, just relax and it’ll happen. These doctors are always saying stuff like that. The next thing you know, you got crumb snatchers running around everywhere.”

Damn, so much for my sympathetic friend. I guess she was so relieved that it wasn’t cancer that she just brushed my feelings aside. She didn’t realize how badly I wanted to have a baby—Rashad’s baby.

“No, my doctor says the chances of me sustaining a pregnancy are slim to none. I’m barren, Tammy. I can’t have a baby.” I buried my face in my hands. “What kind of wife can’t give her husband the baby he wants so badly?”

“Girl, you need a second opinion. I know plenty of women whose doctors said they couldn’t have babies, and they’re pushing strollers right now.”

“You don’t understand. This is the fourth doctor we’ve talked to.”

That made her pause. All of a sudden, she didn’t look so confident. I guess she realized that her words of encouragement were falling on deaf ears. “Damn, what’re you going to do?”

It was now or never. I mounted the courage to ask my best friend the ultimate favor. “Actually, the question is, what do we want you to do, Tammy?”

One of her eyebrows went up, and her mouth kind of hung open. I could see by her expression that she had just figured out what my favor was.

“I know this is a lot to ask, Tammy, but will you be the surrogate for our baby?”

Tammy’s hand flew to her heart, and she looked even more shocked now that she’d heard the words. “You need to stop playing, ‘cause I know you ain’t serious.”

“I am serious, Tammy. Serious as a heart attack. Will you be our surrogate and have our baby for us?”

“I told you, you need to stop, Egypt. This shit ain’t funny. You nearly gave me a heart attack for real.” She waved her hand at me, then laughed. “Me having another baby. That shit is funny.”

The fact that she could laugh at this situation was starting to piss me off. I folded my arms, locking my eyes on hers like laser beams. “Do I look like I think something is funny? I’m asking you for a favor. I want a baby.” She just didn’t understand how important this was to me.

Tammy’s face softened. “Oh, my God. You’re really serious about this, aren’t you?”

I nodded, waving a strand of hair out of my eyes. “Yes. Never been more serious about anything in my life. Please, Tammy. You don’t know how much this would mean to me and Rashad.”

She paused, rubbing her temples as if she suddenly had a throbbing headache. If there was ever a time I wished that I was a mind reader, this was it. I couldn’t even imagine what was going through her head or what decision she would make. All I knew was that I wanted—no, needed—her to do this for me, no matter what the cost. What I wanted was a yes, though with the way this conversation was going, I would have settled for a “let me think about it.”

She sighed, lowering her head, then lifting it to look me in the eyes. “This isn’t any small favor you’re asking.”

“I know that, but I’m desperate. You don’t know how much I want to have a baby of my own.”

“Well, why don’t you adopt? There are plenty of black babies who need a good home. My friend Tina from Hollis just adopted a beautiful baby girl.” She made everything sound so simple.

“Rashad doesn’t want to adopt. He wants his own baby. His own flesh and blood. He’s the last male in his family. He wants his family bloodline to go on. You can understand that, can’t you? And without your help, he’s not going to get it.” I couldn’t help it. The tears just started flowing. “I feel like leaving Rashad so he can find a woman who’s not broken.”

She handed me her napkin. “Look, don’t talk like that. You are not your sister. Everything’s going to be okay.”

I lifted my head and wiped my tears. “So, you’ll do it?”

“I don’t know what I’m going to do. This is not a decision you make in five minutes. I’ve gotta go home and think about it. Plus, I have to talk to Tim.”

A glimmer of hope. “I understand. I love you for this, Tammy.” I got out of my chair and gave her a huge hug, praying that she would make my dreams come true.


Loraine
 2 

Have you ever heard the cliché “get a life”? Well, that’s how I felt, like I needed to get a life as I watched Jerome work the room on his way up to the karaoke machine at the Soul Cafe in the west end of Richmond. Of course, Jerome and his charismatic behind knew everybody and had to shake every man’s hand and kiss every woman’s cheek on his way to the stage. I swear I could sit there for hours watching people watching him. It was comical the way folks just seemed to be drawn to him, including me.

I let out a laugh as he walked by a table occupied by a man and woman in their late thirties. The woman was leaning against the man, who had his arms wrapped around her waist. Her head was facing forward, but her eyes were following Jerome like a hungry lioness about to pounce on a zebra. What really made it funny was that her man was doing the same damn thing behind her back. Oh yeah, the down-low brothers were in full effect here in Richmond. I actually felt bad for the sister. Part of me wanted to walk over there to pull her coattails and tell her exactly what her man was doing, but I’d learned the hard way that you can’t tell a sister shit about her man that deep down she doesn’t already know.

I’d let Jerome talk me into coming over to the Soul Cafe for a drink following our book club meeting. Well, at least that’s what I was there for. Jerome, on the other hand, was there to get all the women’s panties wet with his damn-near-professional singing voice.

“Good evening,” Jerome’s deep voice boomed as he took the microphone from the DJ. You could hear the sighs from the women in the audience already. He really knew how to work the crowd.

One woman shouted out, “Good evening to you, Tall-Dark-and-Handsome. What you doing later tonight?”

The crowd busted out laughing, then settled down as the background music for Luther Vandross’s “Always and Forever” got started.

As he prepared to sing, Jerome strutted in front of the crowd in his navy blue Brooks Brothers suit and pale pink shirt with matching handkerchief. Now, Jerome was a very good-looking guy who was always dressed as sharp as a tack. But when he opened his mouth to sing, that good-looking guy transformed into the finest guy in the room. His voice just seemed to reach out and touch you. And when you heard him sing for the first time, it was like having your first orgasm, and all of a sudden, you understood what all the fuss was about.

When Jerome finished his song, everybody in the room was on their feet. As usual, he’d done his damn thing. I can’t tell you how proud of him I was as I stood there clapping my hands, watching him shake one hand after another as he made his way back to our table.

“Excuse me, miss.” I looked up. A very attractive, tall, curvy but thin woman, probably in her late twenties, was standing next to me. She was wearing a microskirt and a blouse that left nothing to the imagination. She was just the kinda twiglike bitch a sister my size couldn’t stand.

“Yes, can I help you?” I put on a fake smile, because I was in the public-relations business, and you never know who could be a potential client—although I doubted it very much in this case.

“Umm, do you know him?” She pointed at Jerome, who was still shaking hands and kissing cheeks about halfway from the stage.

I nodded. “Yes, I know him.”

“Well, is he single?” Little Miss Size 8 looked so excited. I don’t think she even considered that Jerome could possibly be my man. I wanted to bust her bubble and say, “Hell no, he’s not single. He’s my damn man!” But she didn’t care if he was single or not. None of these heifers who chased him down ever did. But the truth of the matter was that he wasn’t my man. He hadn’t been my man in years. He was just my friend now. I was okay with that, because Jerome would do anything for me. He was the best friend I had in this world.

“Uh-huh, he’s single.” I nodded. “But—”

She cut me off, pulling up a chair like we were old friends. “Do you think you can introduce me? I think he is so fine.”

I smirked at her presumptuous behavior. She was smiling so hard I could see every tooth in her mouth.

“Yes, he’s a very handsome man,” I replied.

“No, girl, he’s not handsome; he’s lollipop-licking fine, and I got me one hell of a sweet tooth.”

I sat back in my chair to enjoy the show, because this was going to be fun. I absolutely loved watching women pursue Jerome. They always made fools out of themselves. I was sure from her confident attitude that this one had already planned out exactly how she was going to seduce Jerome. The only question now was, would he allow her to do it?

“Well, who do we have here?” Jerome smiled as he sat down at the table a few minutes later. His forehead was sweating profusely from all that moving around onstage, so I handed him a napkin to wipe his brow.

“Thank you,” he said.

He had a handkerchief in his breast pocket, but Jerome never used it to wipe his sweaty face or blow his nose. It was a fashion statement, and Jerome never messed with a fashion statement.

“Umm, Jerome, this is …” I gestured toward the woman but had to stop in midsentence when I realized the little hussy hadn’t even told me her name. Before I could say anything else, she stuck her hand in Jerome’s face to introduce herself.

“Hi, I’m Tiffany. I was just telling your … your …” She waved her finger in my direction cluelessly, and it pissed me off. I told you she didn’t give a damn if he was with me or not.

“She’s my best friend.” Jerome smiled at me.

“Oh, is she? Well, that’s nice. I thought she was your sister. Y’all do favor.” The woman fake-smiled at me, then turned back toward Jerome. It was obvious to me that she felt I was blocking and wished I would leave, but that wasn’t happening. What she didn’t know was that like the handkerchief in Jerome’s breast pocket, I was a fashion statement, and I never went out of style. I wasn’t going anywhere.

Jerome turned back toward me again. “Yes, I guess we do favor.”

Obviously that wasn’t the direction she wanted the conversation to go, because she stuck her hand in Jerome’s face again. “Yes, well, like I was saying, my name is Tiffany, and I absolutely love the way you sing.”

Jerome beamed with pride. “Wow, thank you very much, Tiffany. It’s a pleasure to meet you. My name’s Jerome.” He took her hand, but instead of shaking it, he lowered his head and kissed it. Within seconds, old girl’s cheeks were flush with color and she was looking at me as if she had won some great battle. Why she was looking at me at all, I don’t know.

“So, can I buy you a drink?” Jerome asked.

She nodded, and Jerome motioned for the cocktail waitress. He ordered us all drinks, and for the next hour, I watched a respectful conversation become one of assumption and innuendos. It was amazing to me how these young women would just tell all their personal business to a perfect stranger with the expectation that they’d get him into bed. Well, after a while, I decided to break up their little Dr. Phil session so I could go home and get some sleep.

“Jerome, you said we were only going to be here a half hour. Well, it’s been almost two hours. Whatever happened to one drink and we’re out? I have to go to work in the morning.”

Jerome glanced at his watch. “Jeez, I’m sorry, Loraine. I just lost track of time talking to this beautiful young lady. Let me just finish my drink and I’ll drive you home.”

Tiffany cut her eyes in my direction and I smirked. I’d just pissed her off. Oops, too bad. Besides, she may not know it now, but I was doing her a favor.

“You really leaving?” She put on this sad face that I’m sure worked on most guys really well—but Jerome wasn’t most guys.

“Afraid so, Tiffany. It was a pleasure meeting you.” He finished off his drink, then stood up.

“So, what are you doing when you leave here?” I could hear the desperation in her voice. She didn’t want him to leave; she wanted to continue the conversation. Jerome had that effect on people. Not only was he handsome and could sing, but he also had a deep side that made him even more attractive. God, there is nothing like a man who can stimulate both your mind and your body.

“Well, I have to drop Loraine off; then I’m going to head back to my place and curl up with a good book.”

I could see her eyes sparkle when he said he was dropping me off. Girl, you do not want to go there, I said to myself.

“So, why don’t I meet you back at your place?” Damn, slut! She went there. Why did they always have to go there? She could have just asked for his phone number. Why did they always want to go to his house or have him come to theirs on the day they met him? Did any of these women have any respect for themselves? Oh well, I guess she deserved what she got from this point on.

“You wanna come over my house tonight?” Jerome asked.

She nodded. “Yeah, I wanna come over your house.”

He raised an eyebrow. “So, what exactly do you think we’re going to do at my house at this time of night?”

She stood up, moving close enough for her breasts to rub up against his chest. If he’d lowered his head a few inches, their lips would be locked in a kiss. If she hadn’t already done so, she was making her move. “I don’t know. I’m sure we’ll think of something better than curling up with a book.”

Jerome stepped back, folding his arms to regain some of his personal space. “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

“You don’t have to be afraid of anything. I’m not looking for a commitment. I’m just looking to have a good time.” She licked her top lip shamelessly. At this point, I was invisible to her.

“Look, Tiffany, I think there’s something you should know about me.”

“Please don’t tell me you’re married.”

“No, never been married,” Jerome said calmly. “But—”

She cut him off with a little attitude. “But what? Here I am damn near throwing myself at you, and you acting like you sleep with men or something.”

“There is no something about it. I do sleep with men.”

This was always my favorite part. I loved watching as women processed what he had just told them. Why did they always assume he was straight? None of them ever asked the right question.

“Excuse me? What did you just say?” Her head was rolling around her shoulders like a bobblehead doll.

Jerome added a little bass to his voice. “I said I sleep with men.”

“Stop playin’.” She laughed. Their first reaction was always denial.

He gave her a stern look. “How many men would lie about something like that?”

Her jaw dropped and her bottom lip began to quiver like Mushmouth from Fat Albert. “Oh, my God. You mean to tell me …” She couldn’t even look at him anymore. All of a sudden, he was the invisible one, and she turned her attention toward me. “He’s bisexual?” The truth had finally settled in, and she was now looking to me for answers.

“Ain’t nothing bisexual about him. He likes dick more than both of us.”

Tiffany glared at me for a full three seconds before turning back to Jerome. “Ain’t this some shit?” she said as she walked off.

Jerome shrugged. “I guess she don’t want to come over anymore.”

I laughed and gave my friend a hug.

If you haven’t figured it out yet, Jerome is gay—very gay—and there is nothing he likes better than proving to me that he can pull people from both sides of the fence. It used to bother me, years ago, when he first came out, especially since we used to date. That can be a blow to any woman’s ego when the man she’s having sex with decides to announce that he doesn’t even like women. But now I was past that, and I couldn’t imagine him any other way.

“C’mon, friend, take me home.” I hooked my arm in his, and we strolled out of the club, right past Tiffany’s evil glare.


Isis
 3 

I sat down on the living room sofa, poured myself a glass of wine, and then eased back to read Keith Lee Johnson’s Little Black Girl Lost 5, our next book club selection. I’d read the other books in the series when I was in the New York chapter of the BGBC, and I really enjoyed them, so I was looking forward to reading part five.

I hadn’t gotten through five pages when Rashad walked past the sliding glass doors, blocking out the sun and casting a large shadow in the area where I was sitting. I watched him inconspicuously for a moment. He was gazing at the pool as if trying to decide whether to get into the water. He looked cute pacing back and forth in the red-and-white Nike sweat suit I’d gotten him last Christmas. Had to give credit where credit was due; he really was a fine-ass man. He was one of those men who got even better looking as he got older. Maybe it was his newly shaved head, but he looked more distinguished, if you know what I mean.

A satisfied grin crept up on my face when he unzipped his jacket. Apparently he’d made a decision to take a dip in the pool. Rashad always seemed to be working, and I was glad he was about to tear himself away from his computer and BlackBerry to finally enjoy the pool his money built. He’d worked hard to afford this house, and he deserved to enjoy it. Heck, maybe after I finished a chapter or two, I would just join him. It had been a long time since the two of us had enjoyed a swim together.

My grin became a full-fledged smile as I remembered a night many years ago, when the two of us sneaked into his neighbor’s aboveground swimming pool to skinny-dip. Thank God the owners of the house were on vacation; otherwise they might have gotten quite a shock. I still can’t believe I let him talk me into it. Not that I have any regrets. I swear I’ll never forget that night as long as I live. The moon, the stars, the warm water … Oh, and let’s not forget the best part—the off-the-charts sex! My smile was now a devilish grin that I covered with my hand. That was one of the most memorable sexual experiences of my life, and for the moment, all I could think of was the best way to recreate the past.

I fanned myself, then picked up my wine, draining half the glass with one gulp. I glanced back over toward him, thinking naughty thoughts I had no business having at midnight, let alone at twelve o’clock in the afternoon. Besides, he was my sister’s husband now. Fucked up as it was, he was off-limits. So, I tried my best to ignore all the fantasies swirling through my mind and get back to my book. Keith Lee Johnson, here I come!

That idea went totally out the window when Rashad’s shadow began to sway around the room in a very sensual way. When I looked up, Rashad was slowly gyrating his hips as if he, too, were lost in the memory of our past escapades in a pool. From that moment on, my eyes never left him as I put the book down next to me on the sofa.

I finished that glass of wine and poured myself another as I watched the show. And I do mean show, because the way he was shaking his ass as he eased off his jacket put him in a class of his own. Now, I’d seen my share of male strippers, but they didn’t have anything on Rashad. He was moving so smoothly as he eased off his shirt.

He had to know I was watching. There was no other reason for him to be dancing like that. He might be married to my sister, but I knew that deep down, he still felt something for me.

By the time his shirt was off, my chest was heaving, and when he untied his sweatpants and they slid to the ground, showing off a Speedo, I broke out into a cold sweat. I was sitting on the edge of the sofa, waiting to see what he had planned next.

Then, out of nowhere, he spun around like he was a member of New Edition, showing me his package from the front just long enough to get my imagination working overdrive before he turned back toward the pool. I watched as he dove into the water, and when he moved out of my range of vision, I decided it was time to read my book out by the poolside.

Finishing off my wine, I picked up my book, the glass, and the bottle. I opened the sliding glass door and stepped onto the patio, taking in the afternoon heat. It felt good as I walked over to a lounge chair, swaying everything I knew he liked. I’d lost a lot of weight due to a recent hospital stay, but I was still a thick girl with an ass and a half. I tried my best to give the impression that I didn’t even realize he was in the water and that I had not paid any attention to his little striptease—that is, until he splashed some water and shouted, “You coming in or what?”

I dropped my book, clutching my chest as I turned around toward him, pretending to be in a panic. “Oh, my God, Rashad, don’t do that. You nearly scared me to death.”

“Ahhhh, sorry.” He froze, staring at me as I walked toward the edge of the pool. “Didn’t know you were there.”

Sure you didn’t.

“How’s the water?”

“Great.” He swam toward my end of the pool, his eyes moving their way up from my ankles to my thighs. I’m sure he was trying to look up my dress. I stepped a little closer so that from where he was situated in the pool, he could get a glimpse of my purple panties. He swam a little closer.

Oh, you naughty boy. This isn’t for you anymore. Not unless you can keep a secret.

“You taking a swim?” It sounded more like an invitation than a question.

“Why you ask me something like that? You looking for some company?” I teased coyly.

He tried to wear a blank expression as he treaded water silently a few feet from the edge of the pool, but I knew what he really wanted. I’d always known what Rashad wanted, and right now, he wanted me in the water, sliding up and down on that hard dick of his. It was a good thing I loved my sister.

“I asked you a question, Rashad. Do you want some company? ”My voice was as calm and as nonchalant as it could be, but it had purpose.

“Actually, I did want some company, but—”

I cut him off with a confident smirk. “All you had to do was ask. You didn’t have to put on a striptease to get my attention. What if my sister was back from dropping Tammy off at the airport?”

He replied matter-of-factly as he pointed toward the second floor of the house. “She is.”

Shit! I held my breath as I turned toward the house. The absolute last thing I needed was for my sister to see him flirting with me—or, even worse, me flirting with him—after everything she’d done for me lately. She would be devastated, and our parents would never forgive me. She had done what only a sister would do for me: She saved my life. Against the protests of all my family, she opened up her house to me during my truest time of need, inviting me to live with her and Rashad after my latest suicide attempt.

And, yes, I did say latest. I know, crazy, right? Unfortunately, it was crazy but true, and I had the scars on my wrists to prove it. I’d tried to end my life three times in the past few years. My last attempt would have succeeded if my ex-boyfriend hadn’t broken down the bathroom door and rushed me to the hospital. Why would an apparently strong-willed black woman do such a thing? Why else? Because of a goddamn man. A man named Tony, who for three years of my life was my entire world. A man who led me to give Rashad up to my sister. A man whom I couldn’t let go of, even after I found out he was married and I confronted his wife. A man I wasn’t willing to live without, even though I knew I could do better. A man I tried to kill myself over.

When I got out of the hospital, Egypt asked me to move to Virginia and live with her until I was back on my feet. Most of our family was against it, as I said before, but I did have to get out of New York and away from Tony. If I didn’t, I would be right back where I was—or worse, in a cemetery. So I accepted her invitation and awkwardly moved down to Virginia with my sister and her husband—my ex-boyfriend. Things had been going pretty smooth so far, and hopefully they would continue to, as long as I figured a way out of the mess I might have just stepped into.

My eyes traveled to the second-floor balcony, where the sliding glass door was still open. Dear Lord, what had I just started? If the ground could have opened up and swallowed me whole, it wouldn’t have been deep enough. There was no doubt in my mind that Rashad was telling the truth, and my sister had seen his striptease and quite possibly heard my flirting. How the hell could I have been so stupid? So blind? Shit, if I knew Egypt, she was probably on her way downstairs with Rashad’s gun right now. My sister was known for her temper. She could fly off the handle faster than anyone else I knew.

I whipped my head back toward him. “Oh, my God, she’s going to kill us. You know that, don’t you?”

“I doubt that,” he replied rather arrogantly. “‘Cause I didn’t do anything wrong.”

“You didn’t what? Are you—” My jaw dropped. So that’s how he was going to play? Act like he didn’t do anything. Wasn’t that just like a damn man? Always willing to take the pleasure but never the pain. At that moment, I would have bet a hundred dollars he was going to leave me hanging out there to dry like this was all my fault and that somehow I made him do a striptease.

“Rashad, you—”

He blurted out, “Honey, I think we’ve been busted,” but he wasn’t looking at me when he said it.

I glanced back over my shoulder, and there was Egypt, walking out the sliding glass doors with a purpose. She didn’t have anything in her hands, so that was a blessing, but her facial expression was not a happy one. I bit my lip as she approached, bracing myself for a smack. Thank goodness it never came.

Instead, she apologized to me. Apparently she hadn’t heard what I’d said to him. “Isis, I am so sorry. Rashad was just having a little fun. We didn’t even know you were there. Did we, honey?” She sounded sincere. And, more importantly, I was off the hook.

I turned to Rashad, who grinned that boyish grin of his that used to melt my heart. He apparently had been putting on his little show for my sister, not for me. Or at least that was the story he was sticking to.

“Nah, babe, I didn’t have a clue she was there.” He was such a bad actor; I’m surprised Egypt didn’t catch on right then and there.

“Don’t worry, Egypt.” I shrugged it off. “I wasn’t really paying him any attention.” I flagged my hand in dismissal, then began to walk toward the house. I have to admit, my ego was a little hurt at the thought that he had been doing his little striptease for my sister and not me, but I still wasn’t convinced that was the case. There was something about the way Rashad said he didn’t have a clue that told me differently, especially when I looked up and realized that the sofa I’d been sitting on was clearly visible from outside. Now that I had time to think about it, I decided he was probably putting on a show for both of us.


Jerome
 4 

I read the last page of M.T. Pope’s drama-filled novel Both Sides of the Fence, snapping it closed before placing it on the bed next to me. “Damn, now that was a good read,” I said to myself, picking up my phone and dialing my best friend Loraine’s number. I’d started the book around five-thirty when I got home from work, and here it was a little after twelve and I was finished. I had to give Isis, my fellow book club member, a pat on the back. She’d made the recommendation of M. T. Pope’s book a few weeks ago, but I’d only picked it up today, because I’d already finished this month’s selection for our next meeting, and I didn’t have anything else to read. I didn’t usually read gay fiction, because most of the time, it just seemed like fantasy with everyone living happily ever after. But this book wasn’t just real; it was thought-provoking. I almost felt like I was reading about myself with the way the main character kept having relationships with married men.

Yes, I had a thing for married men. I loved me a man with a ring on his finger, especially, if by chance, he was in denial and considered himself straight. Breaking in a supposedly straight man was always a challenge. When I finally turned them out, they would shower me with money and gifts for “showing them the light.” I smirked happily as I admired my well-decorated bedroom. Everything in it was given to me by some unsuspecting woman’s husband.

“Hello.” Loraine’s voice on the other end of the phone snapped me out of my thoughts.

“Hey, girl,” I said.

“What you doin’?” she asked. “I thought you were with some man when I didn’t hear from you.”

“I wish,” I replied. “All I been doing is reading. These lips ain’t seen a dick in three days. I think I’m going through withdrawal.” I fell back on my bed dramatically for effect, even though I knew she couldn’t see it.

“You are a hot mess. You know that?” Loraine laughed. “If you’re so damn horny, why don’t you call Big Poppa?”

The corners of my mouth curled up into a grin. Big Poppa! Just the sound of his name got me all worked up. Big Poppa was the nickname for my sugar daddy, and he sure was sweet. Loraine and I made up the name years ago, because he was, for lack of a better word, big. Really big. He was also the only man who could truly steal my heart if he wanted to. He was kind and sweet and treated me like gold when we were together. Ain’t no reason to lie; despite the fact that I saw other men, I was in love with him. There was no question in my mind that I would drop everything if he’d leave his wife and settle down with me. The only problem was, he wasn’t having any part of that. Shit, I could fix his favorite meal, then suck his dick until he was unconscious, but when he woke up, he would put his shit on and go home to his wife. Deep down, I think he loved me. It was our lifestyle he was afraid of. I’d gotten used to it by now, but I still hoped that one day he would realize we were meant to be together.

“No can do, Loraine. I ain’t calling Big Poppa. He already told me not to call until the weekend. Last time I broke one of his golden rules, he cut me off for two months. So, I guess I’m just going to bed frustrated.”

“Well, honey, I’m available if things get too backed up down there. A fake mustache and a strap-on and you’ll never know the difference from the back,” Loraine joked. We both laughed, but part of me always felt that she was only half joking when she made little comments like that.

I’d known Loraine a long, long time, since we were in college at Virginia State, to be exact. Believe it or not, we even dated during our freshman year. To this day, she still swears I was her first; I know she was mine, male or female. Of course, that was before I came out of the closet, admitting to myself and the world that I was gay. The good person and friend that she was, Loraine took it pretty well when I came out to be with this married professor who picked up on my vibe and finally turned me out.

Loraine told me a few years later that the reason she didn’t get upset was because deep down she always knew I was gay. I kind of find that hard to believe, because I always considered myself a man’s man. I wasn’t one for acting feminine, and I was not attracted one bit to feminine-looking or -acting men. I had nothing against them, mind you. I just wanted people to look at me for who I was: a masculine man who just happened to sleep with men.

“Raine, I love you to death. I would do anything for you, and I know you would do anything for me. But fucking me in the ass is not something I want you to do, so get that shit out your mind.” We both laughed so hard behind that.

“Well, then, I suggest you make a call to one of your many sponsors.”

“Hmmm, I might just do that.” I smiled at the thought. “Look, I’ma bring you that M. T. Pope book tomorrow. It’s the bomb. I put it up there with E. Lynn Harris.”

“Really? Then don’t forget it,” she replied. “Look, I gotta go. I took a Tylenol PM and it’s starting to work.”

“Okay, get you some rest. Night, Raine.”

“Good night, Jerome.” I hung up the phone thinking about her last statement. Maybe I should just call one of my “sponsors.” I had a real craving for some lovin’ and a taste for some dick.

Despite what I said to Loraine, I had thought about calling Big Poppa, though I was sure he couldn’t get away from his wife and probably wouldn’t answer his phone. He stuck to our schedule religiously and refused to see me any other time. I guess I was just going to have to wait until our weekly rendezvous on Sunday. But I wasn’t going to let that stop me from enjoying myself. I reached over on my night table and picked up a small piece of paper with a name and number on it. I dialed the number.

“Hello.” The man who answered sounded groggy.

“Hello … ah …” I had to look at the paper. I had forgotten his name that quick. “Is this Peter?”

“Yes, this is Peter. Who is this?”

“Hey, Peter, this is Jerome. We met at the gas station the other day. You know, the big black guy? You said I looked like a football player?”

“Hold on a moment,” he whispered, and the phone became muffled, then silent. He was probably trying to get out of bed and as far away from his wife as possible to speak with me.

Finally, I heard, “Hi, Jerome. How you doing?” in this overly excited white-boy voice.

Yes, he was a white man. I didn’t discriminate when it came to the bedroom or whose money I took—especially when he was as fine as Peter, with his George Clooney looks. Mmm, mmm, mmm, I could just eat his fine ass up. I know plenty of people, male and female, who would be jealous if I showed up to a function with him on my arm.

“I’m doing all right. Been thinking a lot about you.”

“I’ve been thinking about you too.” I could hear the smile in his voice.

“Really? Penny for your thoughts.”

“Good thoughts. No, more than good thoughts.”

“How good?” Damn, I was starting to want this white boy bad. He knew the right things to say.

“Really good.” He wanted me too. I could tell.

“Were they good enough to get you out tonight?”

“I wish I could, but what about my wife?” Always the wife. But I wasn’t giving up that easy. I never did.

“What I’ve got for you is only going to take fifteen, twenty minutes tops.”

“I don’t know, Jerome. I don’t think she’s going to go for that.”

The hell with her! It’s not what she wants. It’s what I want. He just didn’t understand how good this was going to be. It was time to make him understand what he’d be missing.

“Bet she wouldn’t go for giving you a blow job tonight either, but I will. Best you ever had, and that’s a promise.”

There was silence on the line, which meant he was mulling over my offer, fighting with himself on whether he should stay home or go get his dick sucked. He wasn’t like most of the guys I went after—he told me at the gas station that he’d been with men before—but he was still in denial. I knew I could win him over, though, because the other thing he’d admitted to me was that he’d never been with a black man. From the way he had been looking at me, I gathered he was having a real bad case of jungle fever.

“Okay, where you want to meet?” His desire finally won over his conscience.

“You remember the gas station we met at?”

“Uh-huh, the BP on Jefferson Davis Highway.”

“Well, there’s a short-stay hotel across the street. Meet me in the parking lot. No need to wear any underwear. They’ll just get in the way.”

“I’ll be there in ten minutes.”

“I’ll be there in fifteen. Get us a room.” I hung up the phone, wondering if he was going to make it back home before his wife woke up, because we were going to be there a hell of a lot longer than the twenty minutes I’d promised him.
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