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    Chapter 1


    Just before dawn, Sasha opened her eyes. The incessant sound of the running toilet from the adjoining bathroom had awakened her. Groaning inwardly, she turned over and buried her face into her pillow in an effort to block out the noise. Then she peered at the still body lying next to her.


    In the light that made its way through the slats of a broken blind, Abdul stirred restlessly. Fascinated, her eyes followed the sweat trickling to his navel. She studied the marvelous man. Abdul was one of the Greek heroes from the Trojan War movies come to life. The only significant difference was the color of his skin, which was a smooth cocoa brown. He had a chiseled face framed by sleek, wavy hair that fell to the base of his neck. The rise and fall of his chest had the solid rhythm of a talented drummer playing an African drum. A flattened stomach wet with moisture heightened her awareness of his sexuality before her eyes rested on his shaft. It lay limply to one side, spent from hours of lovemaking.


    Suddenly Abdul opened his eyes and they connected with hers. Immediately aroused, he reached for her.


    Sasha closed her eyes as he pulled her toward him.


    Abdul kissed her softly on her neck, then moved his mouth down to her breasts. The lingering smell of the incense burned the night before reminded her of the pleasure they had shared. Sasha playfully slapped his wandering hands away from her body and whispered, “The toilet is running. Please go and jiggle the handle to make it stop.” Her voice always had a throaty sound to it, but the combination of Abdul’s mouth and hands as they explored her from hip to breast made it sound even huskier.


    “Ignore it,” Abdul ordered, attempting to turn Sasha over.


    Resisting his movements she responded, “It’s distracting.”


    Abdul stiffened. He pinned her eyes with his. “You’re breaking the mood. After all this time with me you still don’t know when to be quiet?”


    Sasha began to maneuver her body from under his, and dragging the bed sheet along with her, stood up.


    Abdul lay back with his arm cradled under his head, looking up at her.


    “Now I’m not in the mood.” She grabbed her overnight bag off the floor and began pulling clothes out of it. Quickly she donned a shirt and shorts.


    “You’re throwing a temper tantrum just because you didn’t get your way,” Abdul said in a disgusted voice.


    “I’m not throwing a temper tantrum. I’m just getting a little tired of you being so selfish,” she returned hotly.


    “Selfish? Why are you calling me selfish? You’re the one leaving because I didn’t jump up and do what you told me to.”


    “I’m leaving because this argument is so stupid!” Her voice was a few decibels higher.


    Now Abdul sat up in bed. “Are you calling me stupid?”


    His eyes were narrowed, and she knew from previous experience that this was not a good thing.


    “No, I’m not calling you stupid,” she denied, “but all you had to do was go and stop the toilet from running. If you had, we wouldn’t be having this fight right now.” Exasperation was evident on her face and in her voice.


    “Why didn’t you do it since it was bothering you so much?”


    “Why should I?” she said slowly. “This is your place. Besides, it’s always something. Either the toilet’s running, or the faucet’s leaking, or the sun awakens me early in the morning through those broken blinds after I worked a late shift at the hospital. You need to fix this place up or something.”


    “You’re too materialistic,” he replied with derision.


    Sasha stood next to the bed, her hands on her hips, in a confrontational stance. “Is that so? You know, Abdul, I’m really tired of you acting like everyday conveniences don’t mean anything to you. I didn’t see you turning down that leather coat that I bought you last December,” she paused for effect, “and you say that you don’t celebrate Christmas.”


    Abdul chose to ignore that but said defiantly, “There’s nothing wrong with this apartment, Sasha. Everyone hasn’t been raised in the lap of luxury with doting parents that gave them everything they asked for.”


    “I wasn’t raised in the lap of luxury, or given everything that I asked for, either. But my parents did teach me that hard work and perseverance pay off in the end, and I’m very grateful that they did.” She tapped her chest with her index finger. “The problem is that you think it’s cool to look poor.” Sasha’s eyes were narrowed in anger because of the crack he’d made about her family. “Being poor never has been fashionable, and believe me, this,” she pointed at the raggedy furniture in the room, “is getting old.”


    “So in other words my apartment isn’t good enough for you.” Abdul continued to glare at her.


    She pointed at the air conditioner in the window that had been broken for months. “The least you could do is to fix that. Maybe I wouldn’t be so irritable if it wasn’t so hot in here all of the time,” she said before she scooped her overnight bag off the floor and stomped out of the apartment.


    Sasha hurried down the New York City street with her head ducked to block the glare of the sun. There had been a heat wave for over a week, with the temperature reaching record highs. At nine-thirty in the morning, the sidewalk felt scorching.


    She weaved her way in and out of the throng as she headed for the subway station. Stopping at a booth to purchase sunglasses, she looped one arm through her overnight bag and began trying them on. The booth’s mirror reflected the face of a five feet, nine inch woman with bronze skin wearing a scooped neck white shirt that contrasted quite nicely with red short shorts trimmed with white piping on the pockets. The eyelashes framing her dark eyes were so thick and long they always looked as if she was wearing mascara.


    Recently her beautician had highlighted her black hair with streaks of gold, and it cascaded to just below her shoulders. In her haste to leave Abdul’s, she hadn’t taken the time to put on a bra or underpants and now began to feel uncomfortable as she became aware of the vendor eyeing her apple bottom as he stood behind her.


    Hearing her name called, Sasha swung her head around and saw her friend Tiara sitting with two men at a small bistro table outside a café. She was waving her arm at her. Sasha recognized her companions as Tiara’s brother Calvin, who was an athletic trainer for the Knicks, and Sexton Johnson, a point guard for the team. Quickly she handed the vendor a ten dollar bill, perched her new sunglasses on top of her head and, dodging cars and taxi cabs, crossed the street to join them.


    Tiara stood up to greet her and they gave each other a big hug.


    Sasha affectionately planted a kiss on Tiara’s face and smiled at the men, who had also stood when she reached their table. “Hello, how are you doing?” She smiled at them. Sexton and Calvin seemed to dwarf her even though she wore a pair of four-inch wedge sandals.


    Taking her overnight bag from her, Sexton slid it under the table, then pulled out a chair for her to sit next to him. She sat quickly because she was acutely aware that with his height he could easily get a bird’s-eye view of the twins through the low cut décolletage of her shirt.


    “Girl, I almost didn’t recognize you. You’ve changed your hair. It looks fantastic,” Tiara said.


    Tiara possessed a bubbly personality, and Sasha always had a good time when she was in her company. Sasha automatically smoothed her hair with the palm of her hand. “Thanks, but I changed it out of necessity. Since my promotion to head nurse at the hospital I sometimes wear a nurse’s cap, and it doesn’t look right on a curly afro.”


    “I must say I like this better. What did Abdul say about the change?” Tiara teased.


    “Oh, you know how he is. He said that I’m trying to blend with mainstream America.” Sasha’s tone was droll and she wrinkled her nose at the memory of the conversation.


    Tiara laughed good-naturedly. “I figured he would say something like that.” She turned to Calvin and Sexton. “Sasha’s boyfriend is a Muslim. He can’t stand anything that conforms to what he considers the establishment.”


    The two men looked at Sasha and then Calvin spoke. “He should let you be what you want to be and support that.” Calvin gave Tiara a pointed look and a short silence descended on the group.


    Sexton broke it. “You’d be beautiful no matter how you wear it.” He held her trapped within his gaze.


    She looked down partly from embarrassment, but also to avoid the sensual liquidity of his eyes.


    Calvin said to Sasha, “I haven’t seen you since last year at Tiara’s party.”


    “I know. When I saw you guys sitting over here, it was such a cool surprise.”


    On the table were various breakfast items, eggs, bacon, waffles, hash browns and coffee. Just then the waitress, a gorgeous, leggy blonde, walked up to the table. Her short, black waitress skirt revealed the fact that she had no cellulite and was proud of it. “May I get you anything?” she asked, looking at Sasha.


    “Sure, I’ll have a ham and cheese omelet and a cup of coffee. Low cal sugar and cream.”


    “Right away, ma’am.” Before she headed to the kitchen she gave Sexton and Calvin a come-hither look.


    Tiara gave a low whistle. “Well, I must say, she’s a looker,” she grinned at the men at the table, “and obviously looking.”


    “Not my type.” Calvin gave a small laugh.


    “Mine, either,” Sexton said, still staring at Sasha.


    Tiara turned to Calvin. “Peter is out of town on business again. When he gets back I know that he wants to see the Knicks when they play against Dwayne Wade. He just loves him.”


    “Will do. That’s in two weeks. Do you want some tickets also, Sasha?” Calvin looked at her inquiringly.


    “No, thank you. I don’t want to put you to any trouble.” She didn’t want to admit that Abdul refused to watch any sports live or on television because he felt that black athletes were being used and then put out to pasture if they didn’t perform well or got in any trouble whatsoever. She herself was an avid sports fan and had played basketball while in middle and high school. Her brother and father had taught her to play aggressively and their tutelage had made her a formidable adversary.


    “It’s not a problem at all,” Calvin replied.


    “Can I let Tiara know if I want some tickets? I never know what shift I’m going to be working from day to day.”


    Tiara looked at Sasha. “I would think that since you are in charge of things down there you could work up any master schedule you want?” She took another sip of coffee.


    “You’d think so, wouldn’t you?” Sasha countered wryly. “It seems as if I’m in charge of the grunt work, and still don’t get the good schedule.”


    “I thought that a decent shift was one of the perks for being in charge.”


    “It could be. But right now, I’m helping someone out by covering her shift until she gets her life in order. It was an unexpected snafu, but I’m trying to turn it into a positive experience by trying to learn all of the facets of each job in my department. I think that might help me be a better administrator later on down the road.”


    “Beautiful and unselfish. Those are two very admirable traits.” Again Sexton’s eyes pinned hers and Sasha felt herself blushing.


    As if on cue, Tiara and Calvin started chuckling.


    Calvin stopped long enough to say, “Man, just go ahead and ask her out. But before you do, please wipe the drool off your lips.”


    “I asked Sasha out last year at Tiara’s ‘Get Rid of Your Loser’ party. She took my number and said that she would call, but she didn’t.”


    Sasha felt decidedly uncomfortable being discussed as if she were not present. Clearing her throat she explained, “I would like to apologize for that. You didn’t ask me if I was seeing anyone so I didn’t know what to say when you gave me your card and asked me to call you,” she tailed off lamely. “I don’t date more than one person at a time. It’s hard enough for me to find the time to devote to one relationship, let alone try to juggle two.”


    “If that’s the case, you did the right thing by not calling me because I don’t share, not that it would come to that,” he replied without rancor. “After one date with me you would forget all about Arnold.”


    “His name is Abdul,” Sasha corrected him.


    “Whatever,” Sexton replied smoothly.


    Tiara hid a smile behind her hand and Calvin pretended to have an immense interest in his menu.


    “So you think you’re all that, huh? Don’t you have a steady girlfriend?” she asked, curious about him in spite of her protestations to the opposite.


    “No, ma’am.” He drawled his words.


    “Why not,” she teased, “if you’re all that?”


    “I’m picky.” Again he watched her.


    Even though they were in a public place, Sasha felt as if they were alone on a desert island.


    “When you didn’t offer me your number at the party, I kind of figured that you were involved, though I am surprised to find out that you’re still dating the same guy. I thought that you weren’t in a serious relationship or you wouldn’t have been at the party at all, considering the theme of it.”


    Upon hearing this Tiara chimed in. “I insisted that she come. She’s my best friend and we needed a certain number of beautiful women to pull it off. And I resent you calling it my ‘Get Rid of Your Loser’ party. She mildly glared at Sexton. “All of those men there were eligible, intelligent, and looking for the right woman. Maybe you guys didn’t get the hookup, but I hit pay dirt by meeting Peter. My husband is perfect,” she ended with satisfaction.


    “No man is perfect,” Calvin corrected his sister.


    “It depends on what your criteria for perfect are,” Tiara retorted sharply.


    Calvin’s answer was only to roll his eyes.


    In an effort to quell what appeared to be the beginning of an argument, Sexton leaned forward and beckoned the others to do the same so that the people at the next table couldn’t hear him. “I think I come pretty damn close to being the perfect man. I’m handsome, rich, and fantastic in bed.” He paused for emphasis and then finished with, “I hear it all the time.”


    “Don’t leave out the word humble,” Sasha piped in with a laugh, knowing that he was joking because of the teasing glint in his eyes.


    “Anytime you want to find out for yourself, Miss Sasha Diamond, you have my number,” he declared, suggestively giving her a wink.


    For the first time since sitting at the table, Sasha really looked at him. She was sitting so close to him she could feel his breath fanning the whispers of hair just below her ear. Sasha wished the sunglasses she had purchased were covering her eyes so she could mask her expression.


    Sexton Johnson undeniably had an air about him. His skin looked smooth and was an unusual coloring of smoke and charcoal. But he was no pretty boy with facial hair that included a thick mustache. On his chin was a neat, round circle of black hair. His eyes were so dark that the pupils were indistinguishable from the cornea and he wore his black hair in rows of thick braids tight against his scalp. And then there was his body. Sasha loved the bodies of basketball players. Whenever she watched a game, she was in awe of their physical perfection. They were thick, but not fatty because of their constant running up and down the court. Today, Sexton wore a casual tee shirt and a pair of basketball shorts that stopped right above his knees. The muscles in his calves were prominent even though he was sitting.


    His body was absolutely perfect. Additionally, he possessed a sensual quality that could not be manufactured. She dropped her eyes in embarrassment. What she had meant to be a sly assessment had turned into a long perusal of him from head to toe, lingering too long in the area just below his stomach.


    Sexton sat quietly observing Sasha size him up and he was pleased. Her lips said she wasn’t interested, but her eyes said that she was.


    Suddenly, Calvin looked at his watch and exclaimed looking at Sexton, “Man, we have to hurry or we’re going to be late for conditioning.”


    Sexton glanced down at his Rolex and agreed, “You’re right. Why don’t you go and hail a cab and I’ll take care of the bill?”


    As Calvin stood and adjusted his clothing, Sasha realized how much he and Tiara looked alike, except for the fact that Calvin was much taller and shaved his head. They both were strikingly good-looking with full lips and slanted eyes. If you slapped a wig on Calvin they could double as twins. He leaned over and kissed Tiara on the cheek. “I’ll come by sometime this weekend and drop your tickets off.” Smiling at Sasha he added before he walked off, “It’s been too long. Don’t be such a stranger.”


    Sexton reached into the pocket of his shorts and pulled out some bills held together by a gold money clip fashioned into the shape of the symbol of a dollar sign.


    “Ladies,” he said smiling at them, “breakfast is on me.” He placed a folded bill on the table, and then, looking pointedly at Sasha, said, “Let me know if I can do anything else for you,” before he winked at her again, smiled at Tiara, and went to join Calvin as he stood waiting at the curb with a taxicab.


    “Whew!” Tiara breathed deeply, playfully fanning herself with an imaginary fan as she watched the cab merge into the traffic and Calvin and Sexton disappear. “The sexual tension between the two of you was so thick you could cut it with a knife. Sexton is really smitten with you. Heaven knows how you could resist his obvious invitation. He’s so damn fine.”


    Sasha blurted out her next words without thinking. “If it weren’t for Abdul, I would have taken him up on it.”


    “You should have. It’s not as if the two of you are married or anything. In fact, you’re not even engaged.” She gave her an encouraging smile. “You’re allowed to go out with other people.”


    “I didn’t encourage Sexton because I don’t want to take him up on his offer out of spite.”


    Tiara gave her a questioning look.


    “Abdul and I had a pretty nasty spat this morning. I had just left his place when you guys saw me. He made me so angry I stormed out.”


    “Is that why you’re running around without a bra on? I noticed,” she added dryly, “as did everyone else at the table.”


    Sasha half-laughed. “I don’t have on any drawers either. Abdul’s place is such a dump. Anything that breaks doesn’t get fixed. I mean that it’s literally falling down around his ears.”


    “Then why doesn’t he get his landlord to fix it? That’s what they’re there for.”


    “I told him that weeks ago, but he said that if he did, the landlord would go up on his rent and he doesn’t have the extra money. He rents on a month-to-month basis.”


    “Bummer. Why don’t you two get together at your place? Your loft is so beautiful.”


    “I suggested that, but Abdul said that my hours are too crazy and he’s not going to sit around my apartment waiting for me like he’s a house husband.”


    “Well, I know that there has to be give and take in every relationship in order to make it work.”


    “I realize that. But lately I’ve been doing all of the giving and Abdul has been doing all of the taking.”


    Tiara looked aghast. “You don’t mean to tell me that you’re giving him money?”


    “Abdul never asks me for money, but he never has any either. Anytime we do anything out of the ordinary, I have to pay.”


    “Why is he so broke? He does own his own business.”


    “He does, but he’s barely eking out a living. His storefront is expensive. Harlem used to be cheap, but ever since Clinton moved in, property values have gone out the roof. You know, it’s sad to say, but a lot of times black people don’t support each other’s businesses. I’m sort of ashamed to say it out loud, but I don’t even buy that much from him. How many wooden elephants or bowls do you want in your house or give to someone as a gift?”


    Tiara smothered a laugh. “Not too many. That’s the kind of gift you give to your nosy mother-in-law or adult stepchildren who just won’t go away. Just kidding,” she amended hastily because of the look Sasha gave her.


    Deftly shifting the conversation back to the problem at hand she said, “Sasha, when you met Abdul you knew that he had a fledgling business.”


    “I know, but there comes a time, or should come a time, when some of those idealistic dreams that we have when we’re young change into reasonable goals. If that pie in the sky crap ain’t working, it ain’t working.”


    Seeing the woebegone look on Sasha’s face, Tiara couldn’t able to hold it in any longer. She laughed so loudly the couple at the next table stared. Once her laughter had subsided, she looked at Sasha and, with a serious edge to her voice said, “Sasha, you met him on New Year’s Eve handing out leaflets in Times Square. You knew from the beginning that he wasn’t the CEO of a major corporation.”


    Sasha didn’t say anything for a while, just sat absently stirring her lukewarm cup of coffee. She said slowly, “It’s not just that.”


    “There’s more?” Tiara stared at her as she took another sip from her coffee cup. With a grimace of distaste, she set it back on the table.


    Sasha now spoke very slowly. “He’s different from when we first started going out.” Then her next words came out in a rush, as if she had to say them in a hurry or not say them at all. “In the beginning, Abdul seemed very passionate about things. We would talk for hours about what we wanted to accomplish in our lives. He followed politics and we could discuss every current issue that was going on here or abroad. Now he doesn’t watch the news because he says that everything you see on television is propaganda by the mainstream media in order to show Muslims in the worst possible light. Even though I didn’t have the same religious beliefs that he had when we met, I felt that he truly believed in his faith. Now, sometimes I think that he uses it as an excuse not to do the things that I want to do or to have any fun.”


    “I’ve never heard you talk like this before. If you feel this strongly, why are you still with him? Girl, if I were you, I’d jump that ship as if it was the Titanic. It’s not as if you owe him anything.”


    “I don’t leave him because I know that he’s faithful to me.”


    “How do you know?” Tiara looked at Sasha with a raised brow.


    “If your man was cheating on you, he wouldn’t give you a key to his place,” she answered. “I can show up at Abdul’s anytime I want, and I don’t have to call and tell him I’m coming. Also, when I get there he’s always alone or with his cousin.” Sasha gave Tiara a tired look. “I’ve been cheated on before, and even before I found out for sure, I knew something wasn’t quite right though I couldn’t put my finger on it.”


    “I guess you would know then,” Tiara acknowledged.


    Sasha continued, “Fidelity is a big thing for me. Because of his upbringing, Abdul doesn’t believe in fooling around with a lot of different women.” Sasha drew in a deep breath. “As a nurse, you don’t know how many times I’ve had to stand in an examination room while the doctor told a woman that she has a communicable disease or had tested positive for AIDS. It’s heart-wrenching to watch. There’s denial, and the patient declares that there’s been a mix-up in the lab and insists that the doctor redo the whole testing process. After the second round of tests with the same result, the tears begin to fall, and then comes the anger. For days afterward I watch the news anxiously, hoping that a murder doesn’t result from the information that I helped to deliver.” Looking at Tiara, she added quietly, “And that’s why I stay.”


    Tiara waved her ring hand at her and said, “And that’s why I got married. It can be dangerous to be single in today’s society. I can’t believe people are still taking chances by sleeping around. It’s like playing Russian roulette with your life. But Sasha, Abdul isn’t the only man who doesn’t cheat. There are others. Maybe you two should take a break.”


    “I can’t leave him right now, not after this morning. It would be too cold. He would think that it’s because he’s poor.” An image of Abdul’s hurt yet angry face before she walked out of the apartment came to mind.


    “I hear what you’re saying, but after all you’ve just told me, I can’t believe you gave Sexton the brush-off. You don’t run into men like him every day. You act as if they are everywhere.” Tiara added with a smile, “And he has money.”


    Sasha grimaced. “Yeah, probably too much. He didn’t have to pay for breakfast for everyone.”


    Tiara smiled. “I didn’t get the feeling that he was showing off. I think that he was simply in too much of a hurry to wait for the waitress to divide up the bill.”


    “I know. But Sexton has only had two conversations with me, and each time he has come on to me as if he just has to have me. It makes me nervous. I’m sure that like most men, it’s all about the thrill of the chase. If I had called him like I was supposed to after your party, I doubt he would have shown the interest he did today. If we had gone out he probably would have become bored with me halfway through the date. Obviously he’s just flirting with me.”


    Tiara scoffed. “You’re insane. Have you really ever looked at yourself? You’re absolutely beautiful. Even Calvin said so the first time he met you.”


    “Really?” Sasha answered, surprised by this revelation. “That’s news to me. I didn’t think he even noticed me, he seemed totally engrossed in my sister Desiree.”


    Tiara looked away, then looked back at Sasha as if she was going to say something but changed her mind. “I think Sexton whisked you off to a corner before he got a chance to engage you in conversation.”


    “Can you imagine what Sexton’s life must be like with women throwing themselves at him all the time? He doesn’t even have to promise them anything. There’s a real demand for rich, good-looking, Black men,” Sasha said.


    Tiara responded, “I think it might become boring after a while. Calvin travels with the team and he said that some of the players hang out all night right before a game at strip clubs, but usually he and Sexton just chill in the hotel room, relaxing and watching tapes of their opponents.”


    Sasha sighed. “I don’t need or want a millionaire. I just wish that Abdul would lighten up, make his business a success, and take me to see The Color Purple on Broadway before it closes.”


    Tiara reached over and put her hand consolingly over Sasha’s. “Call him. You’ll smooth things over.”


    “I can do better than that. I’ll stop by his store after he has a chance to cool off.”


    “Be a sport and take him out to dinner.” Sasha and Tiara looked at each other before they chuckled at the irony of it.

  


  
    Chapter 2


    Sasha let herself into her loft and gave a sigh of satisfaction as she looked around at the décor. Mahogany furniture and accent pieces dominated her L-shaped living room and dining room combination. A forty-two inch LCD television hung on the wall facing her brown suede couch, overstuffed chair, and ottoman.


    She kicked off her shoes on the hardwood floor, then walked down the long hallway to the bedroom. A queen-size bed, covered with an ecru comforter set that matched her wheat walls was the focus of the room. Matching nightstands flanked it. Sasha picked up her phone to check her caller I.D. and grimaced. There were no calls.


    She bent over and withdrew from her overnight bag the uniform that she had worn to work the previous night and threw it in the hamper in the corner next to her closet. Then she stripped her clothes off and walked naked into the bathroom.


    Standing in front of the closet doors that doubled as two full length mirrors, she eyed herself critically. She was proud of the fact that she had no scars on her body. Even after years of playing sports, her body was unmarred. Since working the night shift at the hospital, she had gained a little weight and it had all settled in her butt and breasts, yet she’d remained toned. Sasha made a mental note to schedule a trip to the store for new bras. The ones she had were too small and recently, when she had bent over to pick up a box of supplies at work, one of her boobs had popped out. Thankfully no one had seemed to notice that she’d remained bent over at the waist fidgeting with her clothing before straightening.


    Sasha reached for the shower cap hanging on the bathroom door, and after stuffing her hair under it, stepped into the shower. The water pressure was stinging and relaxing at the same time. As she lathered her body her mind wandered back to the morning’s events. The minute her eyes had met Sexton’s she’d felt irresistibly drawn to him. Because of that, she had tried to mask it by being more offhand with him than she felt.


    Now that she was alone with her thoughts, she had to admit that he was a spectacular specimen of man flesh. However, she felt guilty about feeling such an intense attraction to Sexton right after the bout of lovemaking with Abdul the previous night. Remembering this, she deliberately dragged her mind away from Sexton and concentrated on how to make things right with Abdul. Admittedly, his place was a dump, but Tiara was right in saying that she’d known that early on in their relationship.


    Stepping out of the shower, she quickly dried off and after wrapping a towel around herself, lightly padded over to the nightstand and picked her telephone receiver off the hook and dialed the telephone number to Abdul’s shop. It was answered on the fourth ring. A voice spoke rather sharply, “A Dose of Reality, Pandora speaking.”


    “Hello, Pandora, this is Sasha. May I speak with Abdul, please?”


    There was silence and then a curt, “He’s stepped out for a moment. Would you like to leave a message?”


    She ignored the antagonism she heard in Pandora’s voice and said, “Tell Abdul I’ll be down in about an hour.”


    “Will do,” was the only response before she heard the dial tone in her ear.


    She muttered to herself as she dressed. “I’m going to talk to Abdul about her. She always has an attitude. I know that he doesn’t pay her a lot, but she needs to conduct herself better than that.”


    She rode the subway to Harlem and sighed in exasperation when she returned to the sidewalk and caught the scent of rain. Glancing up the sky, she saw black clouds looming overhead. She began to stride more quickly, wanting to reach Abdul’s shop before she got drenched in the imminent thunderstorm.


    Spying the small gray building between a dog grooming shop and beauty parlor, she sprinted towards it, barely reaching it before a clap of thunder. The heavens suddenly seemed to open up.


    Sasha slipped into Abdul’s shop and slammed the door, breathing a sigh of relief at her narrow escape from a drenching. She looked around, surprised tht no one was behind the counter. Then she heard a sound from the storage area and went to the door, opened it, and stood transfixed.


    Abdul was sitting in a leather chair with his head thrown back. His back was to the door and she could tell from his reflection in the cracked mirror that hung on the wall facing him that his eyes were closed. The only noises in the room were the sounds that came from him.


    Sasha silently moved forward.


    Pandora was down in her knees in front of Abdul, pleasuring him. She too looked to be in a state of ecstasy. The sight of what she had stumbled upon made Sasha hastily step back, bumping the door. Only then did they realize that they were not alone.


    Abdul swiveled around in the chair. His surprise was quickly replaced by fear when he saw the look of total disgust on Sasha’s face.


    Her eyes then moved to Pandora. She had a sullen look as she slowly got up, shielding her body behind Abdul’s chair. She unflinchingly held Sasha’s eyes with hers.


    Abdul stood and slowly zipped up the fly on his pants. He avoided Sasha’s eyes and looked down at the floor as if he was studying some unseen object.


    The room was as quiet as a tomb.


    Sasha finally spoke, and her words sounded as icy as her expression. “I thought she was your cousin?”


    “Pandora is my play cousin.” Abdul looked down at his feet again and then up again at Sasha. “I’m sorry that you found us like this, but it’s really not what you think,” he stammered. “Occasionally we help each other out, when the need arises.”


    “But we were just together last night,” Sasha replied dully. “What need could you have?”


    “Don’t get melodramatic. We never said that we’re exclusive.” Abdul’s voice was strained as he tried to explain away his betrayal.


    Sasha continued to stare at them. Then she looked at Pandora, and the pity she felt for her was reflected in her voice. She spoke to her slowly and clearly, as if talking to a mentally retarded person. “What makes this so sad is that you don’t have enough sense or self-esteem to know how you’re supposed to be treated. Every day you have been pretending that you’re only his secretary. You’ve been content to stay in the background, waiting for the leftovers from another woman.” She paused and now said musingly as if she were alone and thinking out loud, “Your mother must have really done a job on you.”


    “Don’t you talk about my mother!” Pandora became so incensed at Sasha’s words that her eyes seemed to bulge out of her head. “What does my mother have to do with this, anyway?”


    “Women usually mimic the behavior of their mothers.” Sasha stared her straight in the eye and shook her head sadly. “Somehow, somewhere, you’ve gotten the idea that it’s okay to share a man.”


    “I’m a grown woman. I do what I want to do,” Pandora retorted.


    “So you’re actually telling me that this is all you want from him?” Disbelief was evident on Sasha’s face as she looked at her.


    “Yes.” Pandora stood and defiantly glared at Sasha even though she remained shielded by Abdul.


    From deep within, the anger that had been building steadily from the moment she’d entered the room spewed out. “Good, because that’s all you’re going to get from him. The way you start a relationship is pretty much the way it’s always going to be. You will always be just a back door ‘ho’ to him.”


    The unapologetic, now even triumphant look on Pandora’s face made Sasha nauseous. She felt bile begin to rise and tried to quell it, but suddenly her body lurched forward and spilled the contents from her stomach down the front of Abdul’s groin area. Once she’d finished, Sasha calmly reached over and tore off some paper towels from the roll on the desk. She calmly wiped her flushed face and took in the angry look on Abdul’s face. “I could say I’m sorry that I vomited on you, but I don’t want to be the hypocrite and liar you are,” she said to Abdul, who sat there immobile, unable to speak.


    Then she turned around and walked out of the room and out of the store and out of his life.


    When Sasha got back outside she looked up at the clear sky surprised to find the thunderstorm had passed so quickly. Then she turned and saw the brightest rainbow she’d ever seen.


    * * *


    Hours later, she sat on the cream leather couch in Tiara’s living room.


    “Get out of here!” Tiara exclaimed once Sasha finished talking. She hadn’t uttered a word throughout the entirety of Sasha’s story, but her mouth had hung open and now she reached for her untouched glass of wine. She swallowed the contents in one draught. “Diddling the secretary. Abdul gets an ‘F’ for originality. And to think that I encouraged you to go and talk to that jerk to try and work through your differences. I feel awful.”


    “Well, I’m glad that you did,” Sasha said quietly. “Otherwise, no telling when, if ever, I would have found out.”


    Tiara had a sudden thought and said, “Aren’t they kin?” Tiara was horrified at the thought and her expression showed it.


    “They’re not blood,” Sasha answered. “They just call themselves play cousins.”


    “Girl, that’s that ghetto mess. Black people are always going around claiming that they are related to people that they aren’t. They use that as a cover to be nasty, and that sex buddy idea is for the birds. If I am sleeping with a man, I’m not going to pretend around others that we’re just friends.” Disgust at the afternoon’s revelations showed clearly on Tiara’s face.


    “Now that I know what’s going on I understand why Pandora would be so nasty to me whenever I called to talk to Abdul.”


    “Obviously that was nothing but jealousy.” Tiara gave Sasha a quizzical look. “What does she look like?”


    “Does it matter?” Sasha looked down.


    “Not really, but I’m interested in knowing.”


    “She’s really, really unattractive. And I’m being kind in my description. If anyone ever saw the two of them together they would never suspect that they’re lovers,” Sasha added with disgust. “I would have never suspected Abdul of sleeping with someone like her.”


    “That’s what makes it the perfect cover-up. Ugly women are the worst. Men say that they don’t want beautiful women because they’re too high maintenance, but the truth of the situation is that they like ugly women because they are so desperate they’re willing to go back door. Ugly women are far more deadly when it comes to men because they go for the jugular. They are willing to sneak and put up with anything in order to have a piece of a man. Girl, women with low self-esteem are the cheating man’s dream. No matter what you might say about Abdul, he is handsome. I guess Pandora really thought that she was doing something by making him cheat on you with her,” Tiara finished.


    “She didn’t make him cheat on me. She just made it easy for him to do so.”


    “Well, I guess it’s true what they say.”


    “What?”


    “A stiff dick has no conscience,” Tiara retorted, angry on her friend’s behalf. She continued, “And to be named Pandora. That name itself is a conversation piece. Abdul puts new meaning to the phrase ‘opening Pandora’s box.’”


    “I feel so humiliated.” Sasha began to weep quietly, wiping her tears from her cheeks with the back of her hand.


    Tiara moved over and sat close to her on the couch, putting her arm around her shoulders. She said consolingly, “You have nothing to feel embarrassed about. You didn’t know.”


    Again Sasha wiped her tears with the back of her hand. “I don’t know why I’m crying. I’ve known for some time that I’m not in love with Abdul, at least not the kind of love that makes a person want to marry someone and be with them forever.”


    Tiara very calmly got up and returned with a box of tissues. She handed it to Sasha. “You’re crying because you think that you’ve been duped. No one likes to be taken advantage of,” Tiara nodded her head in understanding.


    Sasha continued to cry. “To think that I wasted two years with that loser.”


    “Don’t think of it as a waste of two years. Think of it as a saving of many years to come.”


    “I know. But I thought that he was basically a good person. You don’t know the opportunities I’ve missed out on because of him. Everyone gets sick sooner or later. Working in the hospital I meet a lot of eligible men. Did I tell you that Abdul tried to excuse his behavior by saying that we weren’t exclusive?”


    “That does take a lot of nerve,” Tiara agreed. Then she said, as a way to lighten the atmosphere, “Actually, the timing is perfect for you to find out about this. There’s a silver lining in this cloud. Now you can go out with Sexton with a clear conscience,” Tiara prompted with a note of encouragement in her voice.


    Sasha shook her head negatively from side to side. “Are you crazy? If a man like Abdul, with absolutely nothing going for him, could lead a double life, what do you think that Sexton is capable of?”


    “So now you’re going to lump all men together because of what Abdul has done? Shame on you, Sasha.”


    “I don’t think all men are like Abdul,” she denied. “I just want to be by myself for awhile. No more drama.”


    “But Sexton seems to really like you and he’s not going to be available forever. I say strike while the iron is hot. That’s why I snapped Peter up.”


    “But Abdul has caused me to doubt myself. I’ve thought myself a good judge of character. Now I’ve lost confidence in my judgment.”


    “Well, I’m glad that I have Peter,” Tiara said with relief. “Being single these days is for the birds.”


    * * *


    For the second time that day, Sasha let herself into her apartment and walked to her bedroom. From the doorway she could see the red blinking light on her answering machine. She pressed the message button and heard a series of hang-ups before she heard Abdul’s voice which held an obvious sense of urgency, “Sasha, I’ve been calling you for hours. I’m sorry about what you found out, but there’s more to it than that. Give me a chance to explain. Call me.”


    “About what I found out?” She screwed up her face. “You’re not sorry about what you’ve been doing?” Sasha held down the delete button on her machine until she heard the automated voice, “Messages have been deleted.” Then she stripped off her clothing and headed for the bathroom to try shower away the stench of the day’s events.

  


  
    Chapter 3


    St. Mary’s Hospital was one of the busiest in Manhattan. There was a newly built cardiac unit and a sports conditioning unit that housed the latest equipment in the tri-state area. It had been recognized nationally for the last three years as best in customer satisfaction.


    Sasha was in the process of dictating notes into her voice recorder when she felt three light taps on her shoulder. When she looked up and saw her favorite patient standing next to her, she ceased her dictation and gently scolded him. “Mr. Ramirez, what are you doing out here in the hall? You know that you’re not supposed to be wandering around. It’s dangerous to your health.”


    Mr. Ramirez answered grumpily, “It can’t be more dangerous than letting some of these first-year interns work on me.”


    Sasha smiled at him and whispered conspiratorially, “You don’t have to worry about that. Every time they leave your room I go behind them and check your chart to make sure that you’re being well taken care of.”


    Mr. Ramirez’s voice was plaintive. “Good, because that last guy had no bedside manner at all. I needed to use the bathroom while he was there and he wouldn’t help me. He said that he would send for a nurse. I waited for twenty minutes or so before she got there. It was only by the will of God that I didn’t pee on myself.”


    “You should have called for me. I wouldn’t have minded coming to your aid.”


    “I don’t want to be more of a pain to you than I already am. As it is, you stay after work an extra hour every night just to keep me company.” He blinked away tears at the mention of the kindness Sasha had shown him since he had been admitted into the hospital three weeks ago.


    Sasha gently turned Mr. Ramirez back in the direction of his room and once there, she steadied him as he slid onto the bed. Though he made no noise, his facial expression showed the spasms of pain he felt at every movement. She pressed the button on the side of the bed, raising the back of it until he was in a comfortable sitting position.


    “Don’t you dare thank me,” she ordered. “I do that for me just as much as you. You’re the only one that I can get a decent game of cards with.”


    “What about your fella? Doesn’t he play cards?”


    Sasha hesitated before speaking and then she said brusquely, “No, and it doesn’t matter now. We broke up.”


    “So you got tired of him, huh? I’m not surprised. You two had nothing in common,” Mr. Ramirez replied with conviction.


    “That’s not exactly what happened. He was cheating on me and I caught him at it.” Sasha’s eyes flashed fire when she thought about her previous day’s discovery.


    “Usually when a man cheats on a beautiful and successful woman it’s because he’s insecure.”


    Sasha shook her head in denial. “Abdul wasn’t insecure. As a matter of fact, he was too secure,” she added sarcastically.


    “Has he called you to make up?” Mr. Ramirez asked.


    “He’s left some messages on my phone, but I haven’t returned his calls. Without going into detail, I can never forgive him for what he’s done.” Sasha was quiet for a moment and then said, “And there’s absolutely nothing he can say to change how I feel.”


    Her telephone was ringing when she entered the apartment. Giving a sigh from sheer tiredness, Sasha slowly walked over to her answering machine. As she reached to pick up the receiver she heard Abdul’s angry voice: “Sasha, I know that you’re standing there listening to me. You are so childish by not at least returning my calls.”


    Sasha stared at the answering machine with hands on hips, tapping her foot impatiently as she listened.


    His next words sounded threatening, and Sasha raised her eyebrows at the arrogance of his tone.


    “Sasha, I’m not going to call you again. You call me when you grow up!” There was silence before, “Then maybe we can straighten this thing out!”


    The next thing she heard was the harsh sound of the phone on the other end being slammed down. She calmly reached over and once again pushed the delete button.


    * * *


    Sasha rolled over in bed to look at the digital clock on her nightstand. She groaned when she realized that it was four o’clock in the afternoon and she had slept away most of the day. The banging on the door that had awakened her sounded impatient, but she continued to lie still, willing the intruder to go away.


    Then the banging ceased and she heard the sound of the doorbell. She resignedly got up and went to the door. Looking through the peephole, she saw that it was Tiara causing all the ruckus. She grabbed the doorknob and opened the door.


    “What on earth is wrong with you?” Sasha demanded. “You’re making enough noise to wake the dead.”


    “Apparently not!” Tiara retorted. “I’ve been pounding on that door for at least five minutes. Why haven’t you been answering your telephone? I’ve tried to reach you for days, and then I began to worry. I haven’t heard from you since you left my house the night you caught Abdul doing the nasty with Miss Thang. Are you okay?” Concern was etched on Tiara’s features as she searched Sasha’s face.


    Sasha brushed Tiara’s concern aside as she beckoned her into the loft. “Of course I’m fine. I’ve been working third shift and I’ve been cutting the ringer off when I get home because I don’t feel like answering all of the nuisance calls from telemarketers that you get during the daytime.”


    “Oh,” Tiara responded in relief. “Is that all? I thought that Abdul might be giving you a hard time and you were in here playing possum.”


    “No. He hasn’t called for a week or so. He called for a while and left some not-so-nice messages.”


    “I know he didn’t. Where in the world does he get off?”


    “I think he was trying to brazen it out, girl.” Sasha half-laughed. “You know how when people are wrong about stuff they try to play it off and go on the offensive.”


    Tiara snickered and then asked, “Aren’t you going to hear him out? It might be amusing, if nothing else.”


    Sasha drawled, “Naw, I don’t think so. I don’t have the patience or the time. He’s gotten too much of that already.”


    “You’re different from me. Before I got married, whenever I broke up with a guy, even if I knew that I wasn’t going to take him back I let him take a stab at it. It’s always a good conversation piece for your girlfriends.”


    “If I thought that we could work it out, I would listen to him, but we can’t, so why bother?”


    “I must say that you’re being very mature about this. It’s obvious that you never really loved Abdul or you couldn’t let it go so easily.”


    “I know you’re right.” Then Sasha walked a circle around Tiara and gave a long whistle. She leaned towards her and sniffed. “Obsession?”


    “Of course. You know that’s my signature perfume. It’s like a fine wine, and never has a shelf life.”


    “You sure look mighty fine for a Saturday afternoon. What are you doing all gussied up? You and Peter have a hot date?” Tiara was wearing a silk shirt with small pearl buttons. Her short hair was parted on the side, and diamond studs accented her carefully made up face.


    Tiara gave a frustrated snort. “I wish. We were supposed to be going to the Knicks game tonight with the tickets Calvin got me, but Peter called and said he’s stuck in Boise. That’s why I’m here. I want you to go to the game with me.”


    “No, thanks. I’m not in the mood.”


    “But you have to come with me,” Tiara wheedled. “I don’t want to go by myself, and Calvin put himself out to drop these tickets off at my house. Please, just for me.”


    “Oh, all right,” Sasha gave in. “I know better than to stand around arguing with you when you get that look on your face. What time do we have to get there? I need to shower.”


    “Tip off is at seven-thirty, but we have plenty of time. Calvin sent the team’s chauffeur, Stefan, in a Hummer limo to get me and Peter, so I had him drive me over here when I couldn’t get you on the telephone. He’s downstairs waiting.”


    “You’re kidding, aren’t you?”


    “Now would I make up something like that? Girl, we’re going to the game in style. When we show up at the stadium and get out people will think we’re really somebody.”


    Sasha laughed. “Too bad the reality is that we’re just like Cinderella, and all of our trappings are on loan.”


    “Well, if you get with Sexton you could live the life of Riley all of the time and I could be your sidekick.”


    Sasha had turned and started for her bedroom, but she stopped and looked back at Tiara. “I refuse to go if you are going start waving me under Sexton’s nose like I’m some mare and he’s a stallion.”


    Tiara laughed at Sasha’s description but promised, “Okay, I’ll stop.”


    * * *


    Once they got situated in the limo, they filled their glasses with champagne from the bottle in the bar that was located behind a partition. “Some people really know how to live, don’t they?” Tiara said as she sank back into the sumptuous leather.


    Sasha kicked off her heels, showing off her French pedicure.


    “They sure do. But don’t you think that this would get boring after a while?” she asked, raising an eyebrow.


    “I wouldn’t mind trying to see.” Tiara mimicked her friend’s mannerism.


    As the limo approached Madison Square Garden, traffic slowed to a crawl. While Stefan navigated through the congestion of people and cars, pedestrians peered through the tinted windows, attempting to see who was arriving in the team’s signature mode of transportation.


    When Stefan pulled up to the curb, he quickly jumped out of the front seat and walked around one side to open the door for Tiara to exit. Once she was standing upright, she lifted her arms high above her head and gave herself a good stretch. Then Stefan walked around to the other side and opened the door for Sasha. She joined Tiara and, with a smile, copied her.


    A group of interested bystanders milled nearby. A teenage boy shouted out to them, “Are you ladies stars or something?”


    Sasha and Tiara caught each other’s eye and decided to have some fun. Sasha looked at him, widened her eyes, and said, “Are you telling me that you don’t recognize us?”


    The boy hesitated for a moment and then said, “Yeah, I know who you are now. I saw the two of you on a video. You sure looked good in those bikinis.”


    Sasha and Tiara looked at each other, barely able to stop themselves from laughing. Tiara said, “Thanks for making our day. Now we know that we’ve arrived.”


    Stefan had stood quietly watching the scene and with a playful smirk on his lips said, “If you ladies like, I can lead you through the VIP entrance. You’re sitting in the seats behind the team, so there’s no need for you to go through the turnstiles.”


    Nodding their heads in agreement, they followed Stefan to the side entrance. Sasha walked gingerly because she too, had donned a pair of skinny jeans and stilettos. The only difference between her outfit and Tiara’s was the color of their shirts because Sasha’s was a pale yellow.


    Once they reached their seats, Sasha turned to their escort, reached in her pocketbook, withdrew a ten-dollar bill, and held it out to him.


    “No thank you, ma’am. Mr. Calvin already took care of it.”


    “Stefan, you’ve been so kind.”


    He nodded his head at her and replied, “It’s been my pleasure. Enjoy your evening.”


    The energy in Madison Square Garden was one that could not be duplicated in any other arena. The Knicks were warming up and Sasha automatically started scanning the area looking for Sexton. He was on his back in the middle of the basketball court, and a trainer had his leg raised perpendicular to his torso. Sexton continued to stretch, bending his knees several times before he switched legs. The trainer nodded at him, then walked over to another player and began bending his legs so that his knees hit his chest. Sasha turned excitedly to Tiara and said, “I’m glad you talked me into coming. I love live basketball games. I haven’t been in a while, and I’ve never had a spot so close to the team. I feel so special.”


    Tiara laughed. “I know. Too bad I’m married. Believe me, if I wasn’t I’d do some early Christmas shopping.”


    “Just look for fun, girlfriend. There’s no harm in that.”


    “None at all,” Tiara agreed.


    They sat watching the teams practice on the court. Some were dribbling lay-ups and others three-point shots. Sasha studied the long length of Sexton’s body as he ran around the court. With every step he took she saw the muscles in his legs tense and veins stand out prominently.


    Her attention was diverted when she saw Calvin walking towards them. He was dressed in a navy blue pinstriped suit, set off by a white shirt. Calvin really knew how to dress.


    He looked at Sasha and said, “My goodness, Peter. You sure have changed since the last time I saw you.”


    Sasha and Tiara laughed and Tiara explained, “Peter is still stuck out of town on business so I brought Sasha. I didn’t want to sit alone because I knew that you would be too busy with the team to pay me any real attention.”


    “Good idea,” Calvin replied. “Where are you ladies going after the game?”


    “Home,” Tiara said, “why?”


    “Some of the team members are planning to get together at a club later. Would you like to join us?” He looked at them.


    “Sounds good to me. How about you, Sasha?” Tiara asked.


    “Sure, it sounds like fun. Do I need to go home and change?”


    “No, it’s a private club. You have to be a member or be invited by a member to get in. We go there in order to relax. The players like it because they aren’t bothered with fans who gawk and want autographs.” He looked at the middle of the court where the players were forming a line. “I have to go. Meet me outside at the west entrance after the game because that’s where the valet brings our cars.”


    * * *


    After they stood for the national anthem, Sasha was looking around when she felt as if she was being watched. Her eyes were drawn to the basketball court. Sexton was watching her. Across the expanse of the arena their eyes locked.


    A warm sensation coursed through her body and filtered down to her abdomen. Feeling surprised and a little shaken, she squirmed under his piercing stare. Trying to break the spell, she signaled to a vendor walking by with a tray of beverages. She turned to Tiara. “Do you want a drink?”


    “Sure, why not?” Tiara began to reach into her pocketbook and Sasha stopped her by placing her hand on hers. “This is on me. It’s the least I can do. I would never have been able to afford to sit here.”


    “These seats aren’t for sale anyhow. They’re reserved for special people.”


    “Then I guess we are really are the stars we pretended to be to that teenager outside.” She turned to the vendor hovering at her side. “I’ll take two beers.”


    Handing one to Tiara she said, “I wish I hadn’t drunk that champagne earlier. I don’t like to mix my liquor.”


    “Don’t worry about it. Calvin will look out for you if you get tipsy.”


    “I think that he’s done enough for me as it is.” Sasha took a swig from the beer. Over the rim she looked to see if Sexton was still watching her, but he had sat down on the bench with his teammates and was listening to what the coach was saying.


    From tip-off, the teams battled for every basket. Every time one of the Knicks made a basket the fans screamed and threw confetti. The tempo of the music was upbeat, and Sasha and Tiara moved in their seats with music that they liked.


    At the half, Sasha turned to Tiara and asked with an overly casual tone, “Do you think that Sexton is going to play tonight?”


    “I don’t know. He’s not a starter because he’s one of the newer players, but I think that he does get some playing time.”


    “I’m going to the ladies’ room before the line gets too long.”


    “You go ahead. I’ll wait here.”


    “I shouldn’t have had that second beer. Good thing that I’m not driving.”


    As Sasha stood at the sink washing her hands she suddenly felt the hairs on her neck stand up. The mirror reflected Pandora standing behind her. The look on Pandora’s face was so malevolent that Sasha’s body tensed up though she returned her stare.


    After what seemed an eternity of silence, Sasha calmly reached for a paper towel and dried her hands. Instead of walking over to the large garbage can where Pandora stood, she balled the paper towel she had used and aimed at the can. She hit her mark and without looking back, she confidently strolled out of the restroom.


    When she returned to her seat she said to Tiara, “Guess what?”


    “What?”


    “I just ran into Pandora in the ladies’ room.”


    “You’ve got to be kidding.” Tiara’s eyes widened in surprise. “What happened?”


    “I think that she was trying to intimidate me. When I looked up she was standing behind me staring me down.”


    “That chick is a real hood rat. She needs to be apologizing instead of trying to front.”


    Sasha agreed. “I know. But she really doesn’t have anything to say or she would have. I mean, it was just like I was in high school again,” she scoffed, throwing up her hands in mock horror. “Trying to look so threatening that I’m supposed to be scared or something.”


    “That’s what they call selling wolf tickets.” Tiara snorted in disgust. “You missed the halftime show, and it also was kind of interesting.”


    “Oh, yeah? That’s unusual. I usually find them kind of dull.”


    “Not this time. The cheerleaders were out on the floor doing their thing and one fell. She got up in a hurry and continued her dance, but it was some kind of funny.”


    “I’d be so embarrassed. It’s not like it’s worth it or anything. I heard that these girls don’t make any real money. The pay is something like one hundred dollars a game.”


    “You’re kidding. Why would you bust your butt for chump change like that?”


    “Well, I guess for the exposure. They do get seen by millions of people and get on television. They probably all want to be a model, actress, or a singer.”


    “A bunch of Paula and Jennifer knock-offs,” Tiara laughed. “And if that doesn’t work out they can always get pregnant by one of the players. If he doesn’t want to marry her, she can put child support on him. You can’t be a cheerleader forever. You need to have a plan B.”


    “I think that would be an awful way to live, totally dependent on a man. That’s not the life for me.”


    “Me, either,” Tiara agreed.


    Their attention was drawn to a commotion where the cheerleaders were sitting. Sasha at first assumed that a fan had become unruly because the security guards were in the midst of the small group of people. Then they dispersed the group and a guard led one of the cheerleaders out of the arena. Another cheerleader and guard soon followed.


    Sasha and Tiara gave each other speculative looks.


    “What in the world do you think is going on?”


    Tiara replied, “I don’t know. But one of those cheerleaders being led out of here is the one that fell.”


    “I’m dying to know what happened.”


    Tiara pretended to admonish her. “You are too nosy, girl.”


    “Don’t even try it. You know that you want to know as much as I do.”


    Tiara laughed good-naturedly. “I sure do. I’m going to text Calvin and see if he knows what’s going on.” Tiara pulled out her cell phone and they watched Calvin. When he pulled the phone out of his pocket, he read the message, looked over at them, and then texted back, “The Asian cheerleader tripped that other girl on purpose. They’re fighting over Sexton and he doesn’t want either of them.”


    “Damn!” Tiara said. “He has cheerleaders fighting over him in public. He must be a keeper!” She jokingly moved her body suggestively on the bench.


    Sasha stared at the back of Sexton’s head. He had never even looked in the direction of the cheerleaders. His head was tilted towards the scoreboard which showed that the game was tied.


    Sexton said at breakfast that he was all that! “He must be good,” she murmured quietly to herself.


    The third quarter was even more exciting than the first two. Each team had two technical fouls from the referees for questioning calls and the Knicks were ahead by only one point. When there was less than a minute left, Sasha and Tiara stood with the rest of the crowd as a point guard for the Knicks dribbled down the court. As he went up for the lay-up, two basketball players from the other team rushed him and he went down.


    A gasp went up from the crowd as the referees blew their whistles. The two women saw Calvin and the coaches rush to the basketball court and crowd around the down player. Sasha held her breath, knowing that the longer the player was down, the more serious his condition was. After a minute or two a stretcher was wheeled out and the injured player lifted and placed on the gurney. Calvin followed as it was quickly wheeled off the court.


    At the beginning of the fourth quarter, Sexton pulled off his hoodie and joined his other team members at the foul line. He made two baskets to deafening noise from the crowd. Tension was high between the two teams, and they became even more aggressive against each other. Sasha felt mesmerized as she watched Sexton. He ran from one end of the court to the other and dribbled and passed, doing whatever was needed to score.


    Tapping Tiara on the arm she exclaimed, “Did you see that? Sexton’s ambidextrous!”


    Tiara nodded her head, smiling at the lilt in Sasha’s voice and her enthusiastic expression when she commented on Sexton’s basketball skills. Tiara looked at the scoreboard and said, “There is only room for one more play if they don’t go into overtime.”


    “I hope they can prevent them from scoring,” Sasha said, mentally crossing her fingers.


    Just then the point guard from the other team looked at the clock and hurled the ball towards the basket. The ball bounced off the rim and three Knicks clamored for it. Sexton took possession of the ball and began a leisurely trot down towards the Knicks basket. In the remaining seconds, the crowed stood to their feet. Just before the buzzer went off, Sexton hurled the ball towards the basket. The ball dropped neatly into the basket and the Knicks won. The fans went wild and danced to the Knicks’ theme song as if every person in the arena was a champion. As the music blared and the fans filed out of the stands, Sexton separated himself from the crowd and stood alone in the middle of the basketball court. For the second time that evening, their eyes locked, and this time Sexton gave her a slow wink.

  




End of sample
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