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This book is dedicated in loving memory of Ocie Mae Bonner, my mother. She was the first person to tell me that “God don’t like ugly.” But she didn’t stop there. She also told me that “God still don’t like ugly, God don’t play, God ain’t blind, God ain’t through yet, God don’t make no mistakes, God ain’t no fool, God ain’t crazy,” and so on. When it came to my writing, she told me, “Girl, if you gonna be a bear, be a grizzly.” That was her way of telling me to reach for the stars. My mother had to drop out of school in the fifth grade and go to work in the fields of rural Alabama. Before she crossed over, she read as much of God Don’t Like Ugly as she could understand. That was when she told me that God was still working on her through me.





ACKNOWLEDGMENTS



Andrew Stuart is one of the best literary agents in the business. I am truly blessed to be one of his clients.

I am also blessed to be a member of the Kensington Books family. Thanks to Selena James, my wonderful editor and mentor. Thanks to Maureen Cuddy, Laurie Parkin, Jessica McLean, and especially the wonderful crew in the sales department for going all the extra miles for me. To everyone else at Kensington, you guys make me feel like royalty!

From the bottom of my heart I thank Ella Powers (Las Vegas), Lizel and Wyrita (Baltimore), Louise Cooks (Richmond, California), the Komatsu Yakamoto family (Japantown, San Francisco) and every single one of my other readers for supporting my work. And to each of the hundreds of fans who claim to be my “number one fan,” you are all number one to me.

Thanks to Lauretta Pierce for maintaining my Web site and promoting my books with so much vigor.

A lot of my readers sent ideas and plot suggestions from around the world to me for this book. A few called me up to put in their two cents during my live telephone interviews while I was on my book tour! Well, I listened. Are you all happy now? And, yes there will be more books in my God Don’t Like Ugly series.

Please continue to send your e-mails to me at Authorauthor5409@aol.com and visit my Web site at www.Marymonroe.org as many times as possible. I love the attention!


All the best,


Mary Monroe

September 2009







Contents


CHAPTER 1



CHAPTER 2



CHAPTER 3



CHAPTER 4



CHAPTER 5



CHAPTER 6



CHAPTER 7



CHAPTER 8



CHAPTER 9



CHAPTER 10



CHAPTER 11



CHAPTER 12



CHAPTER 13



CHAPTER 14



CHAPTER 15



CHAPTER 16



CHAPTER 17



CHAPTER 18



CHAPTER 19



CHAPTER 20



CHAPTER 21



CHAPTER 22



CHAPTER 23



CHAPTER 24



CHAPTER 25



CHAPTER 26



CHAPTER 27



CHAPTER 28



CHAPTER 29



CHAPTER 30



CHAPTER 31



CHAPTER 32



CHAPTER 33



CHAPTER 34



CHAPTER 35



CHAPTER 36



CHAPTER 37



CHAPTER 38



CHAPTER 39



CHAPTER 40



CHAPTER 41



CHAPTER 42



CHAPTER 43



CHAPTER 44



CHAPTER 45



CHAPTER 46



CHAPTER 47



CHAPTER 48



CHAPTER 49



CHAPTER 50



CHAPTER 51



CHAPTER 52



CHAPTER 53



CHAPTER 54



CHAPTER 55



CHAPTER 56



READING GROUP DISCUSSION QUESTIONS






CHAPTER 1



“If you don’t get yourself out of this vehicle and into that motel room and screw that man, I’ll go up in there and do it myself!”

I never expected my best friend to encourage me to have an affair. I always thought that she’d be the main person who would try and talk me out of it. Especially since she and my husband had been like brother and sister for most of their lives. But that was exactly what she was trying to do now. I knew this sister like I knew the back of my hand, so I knew she was not going to stop until I had stepped out of my panties, stretched out on my back, and opened my legs for a man who was not my husband. One of the reasons was that my girl was having an affair herself. I knew that if I got involved in one, she wouldn’t feel so guilty.

I was still strapped in by my seat belt, and I was in no hurry to unfasten it. “I don’t know if I’m ready to cheat on my husband,” I admitted. Despite the words of protest that tumbled out of my mouth and my reluctance, I was not going to reject Rhoda’s orders. I just didn’t want her to know how eager I really was to jump into bed with another man. I liked to mess with her from time to time, just enough to provoke her. It kept our crazy relationship exciting. “I really don’t know if I can do this,” I mumbled for the third time in the last two minutes. I sounded so weak and unconvincing that even I didn’t believe what I was saying. “So stop trying to rush me!”

“Rush you? Woman, we’ve been sittin’ here for ten minutes—tick-tock, tick-tock. And you rushed me to drive your horny black ass over here.” Rhoda gave me a disgusted look before she unfastened my seat belt like I was a stubborn two-year-old.

“I know that. I just need to think,” I whimpered.

“You need to think about what?” she demanded, slapping the side of the steering wheel with the palm of her hand.

“I need to think about what I’m doing and why,” I replied, wringing my sweaty hands.

Now that the moment had arrived, I was sitting here acting like a frightened virgin, and it made no damn sense. This had been in the works for weeks. And me—with my weak self—I was just as eager to fuck the man who was awaiting my arrival in the motel room as he was to fuck me. He had made his intentions known the moment he stuck his fingers inside my panties in a restaurant booth the first time I spent time with him in public. I’d wanted to throw him down on that restaurant table and fuck his brains out then. And that was exactly what I planned to do as soon as I got up enough nerve to take my ass into that motel room.

“Honey, I can tell you why you’re doin’ this. You need it. Your fuckin’, uh, fuck quota is bankrupt.” Rhoda laughed.

“That’s not funny, and I wish you’d stop making jokes about my personal life,” I snapped.

“I’m sorry, girlfriend,” she said, stroking my hair. “All I want is for you to be happy. I’m gettin’ sick of your long, frustrated face, and of the jealous looks I always get from you when I get mine. It’s time for you to get yours, and I am not goin’ to let up until you do. Do you hear me?”

“I sure do hear you, Miss Pimp,” I said, my voice dripping with sarcasm.

“Excuse me?”

“Rhoda, if I didn’t know any better, I’d swear you were getting paid for this. And for the record, I am not jealous of you. You can get that notion out of that head of yours right now. You don’t have a damn thing I’d want.”

“Except a man who knows and wants to take care of my needs.

Now you move it. Go on now.” Rhoda clapped her hands together twice like a drill sergeant, bumped her knee against mine, and motioned with her head toward the door on my side. “You go into that room so you can get laid like you’re supposed to be. Shoo!” This time she tapped the side of my leg with the toe of her black leather boot.

I still didn’t move. I couldn’t stop myself from glancing toward the motel entrance from the motel’s parking lot, where we had parked. And I couldn’t stop myself from hoping that the “good loving” that the man in the motel room had promised me was going to be worth my while. Rhoda was right. My fuck quota was bankrupt. I had not had any good loving in a while. As a matter of fact, I hadn’t had any loving period in a while now. I was so hot and horny, I was about ready to explode like a firecracker.

The Do Drop Inn was the kind of motel that people snuck in and out of, in disguise if they were smart. It was a cheap, one-story place in an industrial area off the freeway, with a sign that advertised rates by the hour, cable TV, XXX-rated movies, a heated pool, and vibrating beds.

Last month, during Memorial Day weekend, when a sister from my church was checking into this notorious love nest with her white lover, her husband was checking out with his lover at the same time. All hell broke loose that night. The husband, an avowed racist, seemed more pissed off about his wife having a white lover than he was about her having an affair. Not only did the cops have to be called, but an ambulance, too. The two sisters ended up in the hospital; the husband went to jail. And the only reason that the white man escaped injury was because he had fled the scene before the husband could get his hands on him. It was the kind of scandal that the people in Richland, Ohio, sunk their teeth into. Especially when it involved somebody in the church.

As a member of the Second Baptist Church—even though I attended services only about once a month now—I knew that if I got caught entering or leaving a motel with a man other than the one I was married to, my goose would be cooked alive. My dull husband would die. Not because I’d kill him in self-defense, but because he’d be so shocked and disappointed, he’d probably drop dead. And knowing my mother, she’d probably come after me with a switch. Given all these facts, why the hell was I doing this? If I had an answer to that question, it was hiding somewhere behind my brain.

I shaded my eyes and scanned the parking lot, sliding down into the passenger seat of my girl Rhoda’s SUV each time I thought I saw somebody we knew. “Is that Claudette who owns the beauty shop coming out of the liquor store across the street?” I said, with a gasp.

“Shit! Where?” Rhoda asked, jerking her head around like a puppet. We slid down into our seats at the same time and stayed there for about a minute. Rhoda eased up first, peeping out the side of her window like a burglar. “No, that’s not her. Claudette never looked that hopeless from behind. Whoever that sister is, her ass is draggin’ on the ground like a tail.”

I exhaled and sat back up in my seat. “I just wish Louis had picked some other motel. One with a little more class and one where we didn’t have to worry about running into somebody we know,” I complained, speaking more to myself than to Rhoda.

“What’s wrong with you? This is the only one of the few motels in this hick town that employs people we don’t know. You go to the Moose Motel out on State Street, and I assure you that Sister Nettie Jones, who works her mouth more than she works that vacuum cleaner when she cleans the rooms, will blab so fast, everybody we know will know about your visit before you even check out.” Rhoda let out an exasperated breath, rubbed her nose, and shook her head. I looked away from her. “Lord knows, this is one straight-up, low-level place, though. I wouldn’t bring a dog that I didn’t like here. If Louis was a real man, he’d take you to his place.”

My breath caught in my throat as I whirled around to face Rhoda again.

She leaned to the side and gave me a puzzled look. “What’s wrong now?”

“I’d rather get a whupping than get loose in Louis’s apartment,” I declared.

“Well, other than it bein’ located in a low-rent neighborhood, two doors from the soup kitchen, what’s wrong with Louis’s apartment? Why don’t you do him there?”

“I can’t do that. I’m not the kind of woman who hangs out in a strange man’s apartment,” I answered. When I realized how ridiculous that statement was, we both laughed, but only for a few seconds. I cleared my throat and got serious. “Please don’t mention Louis’s apartment to me again after today unless you have to. I want to keep this thing casual.”

“Well! All I can say is, this man better have somethin’ good between his legs,” Rhoda retorted through clenched teeth. “If he doesn’t, I’ll help you slice it off with a dull knife and feed it to a goat I don’t like. But I still feel that he ought to be ashamed of himself for plannin’ a romantic evenin’ in a dead zone like this,” Rhoda said, looking around the area.

I didn’t like the look on her face, and she didn’t have to say what was on her mind, because I already knew. On one hand, she approved of me committing adultery, but she had a problem with me doing it with a broke-ass man like Louis Baines. But since she’d introduced me to him and did business with his struggling catering service herself, she usually didn’t harp on his financial status that much.

“You know that he is putting most of his money into his business. You are the main one who keeps talking about how you want to see a black business succeed in this town,” I said in Louis’s defense. “I don’t expect him to take me to the Hilton…yet.”

“I know, I know,” Rhoda replied gently, giving me a smile and an apologetic look. “I just wish that he could afford to take you to one of those nice hotels near the airport, like my gentleman friend does for me. Did I ever tell you about that?”

“You’ve told me everything there is to know about you and your lover, Rhoda,” I said, my eyes rolling around in my head like marbles. “Year after year after year…”

“Oh. Well, a real nice hotel makes it seem, uh, less illicit, I guess. I like to be with my sweetie in my house only when I have no choice. Believe it or not, I still have some respect for my husband. It’s the least I can do. He’s a beast, and his dick gets about as hard as a slice of raw bacon these days. But as long as he keeps his nose out of my business and hangs on to that six-figure-amount-a-year job, the only thing I’d leave him for is to go to heaven. Shit.” Rhoda sniffed loudly and tapped my shoulder. “Well, what’s it goin’ to be?” She glanced at the clock on the dashboard. “I’ve got other things to do, you know.”

I couldn’t figure out why, but for some reason, I had to stall a little more. Even though I knew that I was going to go through with my first indiscretion since I got married ten years ago. “I have to think about this some more, Rhoda. I shouldn’t have come here yet. Maybe I should get to know Louis a little better.”

“Better than what?”

“Better than I know him now. Other than the fact that he’s the best caterer I’ve ever dealt with, I really don’t know everything that I’d like to know about the man.”

“What do you think sex is for, girl? What better way is there to get to know a man? Look, you know him well enough to do business with him. He wants you. You want him. What else do you need to know? How big his dick is? How long he can keep it hard? Well, there’s only one way for you to find that out.”








CHAPTER 2



Rhoda’s words amused me. I shook my head and let out a gentle laugh. “I know you are not going to stop until I do what you want me to do. But I shouldn’t have let you talk me into doing this. I shouldn’t have even told you about this man. I should not have let him get close enough to me for him to think that I’d…What’s wrong with me? I’m a happily married woman.” I put a lot of emphasis on my words. I was now at a point where I couldn’t tell if I was trying to convince myself that I shouldn’t be having an affair, or Rhoda.

“Happily married, my ass.” She guffawed. “You show me a happily married woman, and I will show you a woman who has at least one spare. And I don’t mean a spare tire.”

“I’m glad most people don’t think that,” I shot back. “That’s one of the most ridiculous things I’ve ever heard you say. You ought to be ashamed of yourself.”

“If you are so happily married, why are we sittin’ in this motel parkin’ lot, havin’ this conversation? Why did you ask me to lie to your husband about where you were goin’ tonight? Is that what you call bein’ happily married?”

“You know what I mean. Having an affair could ruin my life.”

“I’m married, too! I’ve been havin’ an affair with my husband’s best friend for almost twenty years. Do I look ruined? And for the record, I am about as happily married as a woman can be.”

“I should go back home before it’s too late.”

“Look, Annette, if you’ve come this far, it’s already too late. Now stop actin’ like this is your first day of kindergarten. Get a grip. You’ve got four hours to play with. And from the looks of that young stud, you’re goin’ to need every last minute of those four hours to satisfy him. Shit!” Rhoda laughed as she looked in the rearview mirror to check her makeup and hair, something she’d do even on her way to her execution. “I hope you douched with some vanilla extract, like I told you. I noticed his tongue, and it’s long enough to make a woman very happy. He sure seems like the type who likes to do a little grazin’ in the grass. And he should. As a matter of fact, I haven’t seen a tongue that length since I saw Godzilla.” Rhoda laughed some more.

I didn’t like the fact that she was getting such a kick out of this. Now I really was sorry that I had ever told her about Louis and the fact that he’d been trying to get into my panties for weeks, tongue and all.

“You’re making me nervous, Rhoda.”

“You’re not nervous. We’re both way too old to be gettin’ nervous about fuckin’. You’re just confused.” Not looking away from the mirror, she fished a Kleenex tissue from the beaded purse in her lap and blotted her plum-colored lipstick. “This is just, uh, jitters. But you’ll get used to that. I did.” She paused and gave me a thoughtful look, then a quick but weak smile. “I am so happy for you. You’re finally goin’ to get what you need after sufferin’ for so long.”

“I am not suffering,” I protested.

“Whatever you say,” she said with a sigh, balling the tissue and tossing it into a litter bag hanging from the dashboard. “I don’t know how you’ve managed to last this long without mountin’ the pizza delivery guy and humpin’ the hell out of him. Almost a whole damn year without some dick is not normal!”

“It is for some people,” I insisted. “And what’s so bad about going without sex for a year, anyway? Some women go their whole lives without it.”

Rhoda nodded. “They are called nuns, invalids, and freaks. Of which you are neither. Or we wouldn’t be sittin’ here.” Rhoda glanced at her watch, then gave me an exasperated look. “I’m too through. Are you goin’ into that motel room or what?” She started her motor and adjusted her rearview mirror.

“I’m going,” I said quickly, opening the door on my side.

“I’ll pick you up around eleven fifteen. I want to be home in time to watch at least part of Jay Leno!”

The woman who had been my best friend for most of my life gave me a hearty push with her hand. I practically slid out of the front passenger seat of her SUV and onto the ground, landing on my feet like a panther. She sped off before I could even catch my breath.

Despite all the shit that Rhoda had said, I couldn’t determine what she really thought. And I couldn’t understand how she could pressure me into having an affair and still grin in my husband’s face. This was one of the few times that I wished they were not friends. But no matter what she thought or said, this was my call. I wanted to have an affair with Louis Baines. It was nothing for me to be proud of, but I had to pat myself on the back for attracting such a young, handsome brother in the first place. And he was the one who had come on like gangbusters, not me. That was something that had rarely happened to me, even when I was young.

My marriage had become a stale joke. My husband had already put me out to pasture, like I was a Guernsey cow that he had milked bone dry. Louis had come to my rescue just in time. His actions had done wonders for my ego. At least that was what I kept telling myself. But before Louis entered my life, I had almost convinced myself that my sex life was over at the age of forty-six.

I looked around the parking lot some more. Summer was just around the corner, so the weather was nice. But the wind was howling in a way that made me even more nervous. This was a rough neighborhood, so nosy acquaintances were not the only people I had to be concerned about. A couple of months ago somebody had attacked a man from behind and robbed him in the same parking lot that I was in now. A few weeks before that, somebody had dragged a woman between two cars parked behind the motel, sexually assaulted her, and taken off with her purse and jewelry.

I coughed and tightened my grip on my purse. One thing I had learned from growing up around rough people was that it was stupid to look too prosperous. The woman who had been raped and robbed had had the nerve to come to this neighborhood in a fur jacket, wearing diamonds on everything but her toes. She had to be either stone crazy or suicidal, because that was like waving a piece of raw meat in front of a wolf. I was sorry about what had happened to that woman. But like everybody else, I felt that she should have known better. I had some very expensive clothes and jewelry, which I never wore to this part of town. I rarely carried much money or more than two or three credit cards in my purse in this neighborhood, or anywhere else. I had a large can of Mace in my purse, which I prayed I would never have to use. The air was foul. It reeked of gasoline and oil, dust, and despair. I sucked in some of that air, anyway. Then I looked around and checked my surroundings one more time.

At night when the Do Drop Inn sign was turned on, some of its letters blinked on and off; some didn’t light up at all. And if that wasn’t tacky enough, the molelike Pakistani man who owned this motel had had it painted pink last year and had propped up some plastic flamingos in front of the entrance. There was a truck stop a block away. Tired hookers brought their tired truck driver tricks to this motel.

A huge buckeye tree loomed over the building like a gigantic umbrella. In the fall, the buckeye nuts fell off the tree and covered the motel roof like brown rocks. I knew about the buckeyes because my mother used to clean the rooms in this dump thirty years ago, and I used to help her.

Louis had told me that he’d be in room 108 and had warned me that he’d already be naked. “I just hope you can handle this dragon in my pants, baby,” he’d also said. “I’ve got something that has made some women weep from joy and others weep from pain.” You would have thought that he had a footlong brick between his legs, the way he was talking. But I knew better.

“I hope I can handle it, too,” I’d replied, rolling my eyes. I didn’t know why Louis, or any other man for that matter, felt the need to brag about the size of his dick. As a former prostitute, I was pretty sure that I’d seen it all when it came to sex. For one thing, there was probably nothing left that could surprise or scare me. I didn’t think that there was anything that could top the trick that had a two-headed dick, which I’d encountered one rainy night. But Louis didn’t need to know all that, though. As a matter of fact, he already knew more about me than I wanted him to know.

The way I was dragging my feet, you would have thought that I was on my way to a job I despised. I was glad that the room was on the other side of the motel, so I’d have a few more minutes to compose myself. However, before I could do that, a pay phone on the corner in front of the motel caught my attention. Before I knew it, I was rooting through my purse for some loose change so I could make a call.

“Hello,” my husband answered on the tenth ring. Even though one of the four telephones in our house was never more than a few feet out of his reach, he always took his time answering one when it rang. This was just one of the things he did that had irritated me for years.

“Hi, baby,” I began.

“Who is this?”

I gasped so hard, I almost dropped my purse. I couldn’t respond right away.

“Hello? Who is this callin’?” Pee Wee asked, sounding truly annoyed.

“I want you to tell me how many women call you up and address you as baby, fool,” I demanded, anger rumbling inside me like gas. I didn’t know what the hell I was going to do with that husband of mine! No wonder I was about to have an affair.








CHAPTER 3



“After all the years that we’ve known each other, don’t you know your own wife’s voice by now?” I snarled. This was not the first time that my husband had not recognized my voice on the opposite end of a telephone in the last few years. I usually gave him the benefit of the doubt, because I wasn’t as sharp as I used to be, either. But this time it angered me. In a strange way I was glad. It made it that much easier for me to justify the reason I had come to the Do Drop Inn.

“Oh, it’s you. Hi, baby. Where you at?”

“Uh, I’m with Rhoda on our way to the bowling alley. I joined her bowling team, and I’ll be bowling with them every Thursday night, starting tonight. Don’t you remember? We’ve discussed it several times. Even this morning.”

“We did? Hmm.”

“We did, Pee Wee.” The more I talked to this man, the more his credibility plummeted.

“Oh! If you say so, we must have. I sure enough don’t remember nothin’ about givin’ you permission to join no bowlin’ team.”

Permission? Oh, he must have been entertaining a death wish. Had he said something like that to my face, I wouldn’t have been responsible for my actions.

“Look, goddammit, I don’t need permission from you or anybody else to do a damn thing,” I hollered. “My damn daddy lives across town, and I don’t even ask his permission to do what I want to do.”

“Hold your horses now, baby. You know I’m just talkin’ off the top of my head. I didn’t mean no harm. You don’t have to be gettin’ all loud and ghetto on me. Did you take your pill today?”

“What damn pill?”

“Them change-of-life pills I heard you and Rhoda talkin’ about the other day.”

“I think we need to end this conversation immediately, if not sooner,” I suggested.

“That’s a good idea. I can see that you ain’t in no good mood.”

“All right. Like I just said, I am going bowling with Rhoda and her bowling team tonight. I will see you around eleven or eleven thirty. Understand?”

“What’s there to understand? I ain’t no dummy. You goin’ bowlin’ with your girls. I understand that.”

“I’ll see you when I get home, Pee Wee,” I huffed.

“Listen, if you ain’t too mad or too tired when you finish bowlin’, would you stop by Al’s Rib Shack on Patterson Street on your way home and bring me some ribs and coleslaw? And tell them stingy Negroes not to be so scarce with that slaw.”

“Is that all you’ve got to say?”

“Have Al throw in a few pieces of chicken, too. All wings. I keep tellin’ you and him that I do not like nothin’ on a chicken but the wings.”

“That’s not what I meant,” I complained.

“Huh? Then what did you mean?”

“Nothing,” I said in a tired voice. I took a deep breath and continued. This time my voice was full of vigor. “I might go with the girls to have a few drinks after bowling. And I’m not asking for your permission. I’m just letting you know in case you need me to come straight home for something else.”

“As long as you drop off my order from Al’s first, you can do whatever the hell you want to do.”

“Don’t worry about that. I will make sure you get everything you got coming,” I quipped. The sarcasm was lost on my husband. Just like so many other things lately.

“And another thing, get me some mild sauce. As long as we been together, you ought to know better by now. I only like mild sauce. Last week, when you came steppin’ up in here with that hot-ass sauce, it danced through my bowels like James Brown. And every time I peed, my dick felt like I’d struck a match to it. I was useless for days.”

Useless was right. As far as I was concerned, my husband’s dick was the most useless appendage on his body these days. No matter what I did, he didn’t want to do it with me. I ate and slept alone most of the time. And even when we were in the house at the same time, it seemed like I was alone. It saddened me to know that after ten years of an almost perfect marriage, it had come to this: my husband was no longer attracted to me. Well, he didn’t have to be now! There was a handsome young man waiting on me in room 108, with a dick that had my name on it.

“I’ll see you when I get home,” I said in a weak voice, knowing now what I had to do if I wanted to hold on to my sanity.

“You’ve been lookin’ and actin’ mighty gloomy these days. So you need to go knock yourself out, baby. You need to go have some fun. Y’all go drinkin’ after you leave that bowlin’ alley and have at least one on me.”

“Oh, you can count on that,” I said with a smirk. I hung up so hard and fast that the coins I had dropped into the slot dropped into the hamper. I sniffed as I scooped them out and dropped them back into my coin purse. Then I marched back across the motel parking lot, itching to get my hands on the hard, young body reserved for me in room 108.

Louis must have been peeping out of the window, because he opened the door just as I was about to knock. “Hey, baby. It’s so good to see you. Girl, every time I look at you, I get an instant hard-on.”

I was taken aback by his comments, but I tried not to show it. I was so cool and calm, you would have thought that handsome men said things like that to me every day. The truth of the matter was, Louis was the first man to be this bold and frisky with me. “Thank you,” I managed. “I needed to hear something like that, Louis.”

“Let me tell you one thing, sweetheart. Now that I’ve got you where I want you, you will be hearing everything you ever thought you might want to hear from a man,” he vowed.

He took me by the hand and pulled me into the semi-darkened room, with its dull furniture. He kicked the door shut with his bare foot and wrapped his arms around my waist. Then he cupped my face in his hands and stared into my eyes. I couldn’t figure out how he was able to look at me for several moments without blinking. I was blinking like a railroad signal.

“I am so happy,” he said, swooning.

I tried to speak, but nothing came out. I just blinked again.

Louis was as naked as the day he was born. I could feel something rock hard between his legs, pressing against my hip bone. It didn’t feel like anything that was big enough to scare me, but it felt big enough to put a big smile on my face. I finally got up enough nerve to reach down. I was impressed with what I felt. When I did look down, I was impressed with what I saw. I was too shy to look down long enough to give his goods a thorough inspection. But I had seen and felt enough to know that he wasn’t as well endowed as my husband. I knew that I couldn’t have everything, and besides, I didn’t want it to be so good that I would forget about my husband altogether. I wasn’t that kind of woman.

It was so refreshing to see a nice firm body again. Despite the fact that my husband’s body had turned into something that resembled Silly Putty, and he now had more hair on his legs than he had on his head, he was still attractive to me. That didn’t matter, though. He no longer felt the same way about me, and I looked much better now than I had when we got married ten years ago! Louis had already told me several times how much he appreciated the way I looked. And I never got tired of hearing it.

He must have read my mind. “Annette, I swear to God, you look so damn good to me,” he said.

“You should have seen me last year,” I mumbled as I stumbled behind him across the floor. I didn’t know what made me say something that stupid. It didn’t mean anything to Louis, anyway. I could tell that from the puzzled look he gave me. The truth of the matter was, had he known the husky, muumuu-wearing plain Jane that I was last year, we probably would not have been in this motel room right now, preparing to fuck each other’s brains out. Well, he might have still been in the room, but not with me.

Losing four dress sizes and getting a complete makeover, from my thin, thorny hair down to my flat feet, had given me a lot of confidence. For the first time in my forty-six years, I didn’t consider the mirror my worst enemy. A lot of men had begun to notice me. A few had been so aggressive that I’d had to cuss them out and threaten to beat them off with a stick.

Unfortunately, the only man who didn’t seem to be the least bit fazed by my improved appearance, or even to notice it, was my husband. And he was the main person that I’d hoped to impress by going through my long-overdue metamorphosis!

“Annette, you don’t know how long I’ve been waiting for this moment,” Louis whispered in my ear. Then he licked it like he was licking a stamp. He kissed me gently on the lips and started to unbutton my white silk blouse and tug at the side of my leather skirt. “The first time I saw you, I said to myself, ‘If that was my woman, I’d treat her like a Nubian queen.’ From that day on, I dreamed about you, with your sweet self, day and night. I never thought such a dream would become a reality.” This time I kissed him. “Now tell me what you want me to do for you. This is all about you. How much time do we have?”

“We don’t have to worry about the time. We’ve got plenty of it,” I assured him, my hand massaging the prize between his legs.

“Is that right? Well, what about…uh…the dude?”

“What dude?” I asked, my voice sounding so husky that I almost didn’t recognize it.

“Your husband,” he said, giving me an incredulous look. “The last thing I want is for the brother to come busting through that door to reclaim his…uh…stuff.”

I tilted my head back, patted the micro braids wrapped around my head, and let out a loud sigh. “My husband wouldn’t bust through an eggshell to reclaim any stuff from me.” I pulled Louis to the bed, and for the next four hours, it was all about me.








CHAPTER 4



I was already dressed and standing outside the motel room when Rhoda rolled up into the parking lot at ten minutes after eleven. Not because I was anxious to leave, but because I didn’t want her to blow her horn and attract attention, or knock on the door and strike up a conversation with Louis. For some reason, I wanted Rhoda to be as far removed from this situation as possible. She knew all the rest of my deepest, darkest secrets, but this one was special. And I wanted to keep most of it to myself for as long as possible.

“How was it?” That was the first thing she said as I climbed back into her SUV. My legs were so sore, they almost buckled. I wasn’t sure if it was because of my age or the thorough workout I’d just received. The blinking light in front of the motel made her vehicle look white, but it was silver. And she kept it in such pristine condition, it still looked and smelled new, even though it was almost two years old. She already had thick pads on the seats, but I noticed a sheet of plastic on the passenger seat, which had not been there before she dropped me off. I got offended right away, thinking that she had put it there so I wouldn’t drip or spread anything nasty on the seat after my tryst. I wanted to say something about it immediately, but I didn’t. Because had it been my car, I might have covered my seat with some plastic before I sat down, too. Even though I had taken a quick shower with Louis, I still felt a little unclean, to say the least.

Now that I’d seen the extra protection that Rhoda had put on her seat, I was more determined to keep her as far out of the loop as possible. I was sorry that I had agreed to let her drive me to and from the motel, but she had insisted. The more I thought about that damn shit she’d put on the seat, the more it bothered me, so I knew I had to say something right away.

“Rhoda, you know I’m a clean woman,” I clucked, adjusting the seat belt.

“Say what?”

“I’m a clean woman. You didn’t have to put this plastic shit on your seat.” I pouted, my head bowed submissively.

“What is your problem? I put that plastic on the seat because I didn’t want you to drip barbecue sauce on it again, like you did the other night, when we picked up ribs for Pee Wee after we left the movies. And if you look down, you will see that I also put some plastic on the floor so you wouldn’t drip sauce on it, either.”

“Oh,” I mumbled, looking down and straightening the plastic on the floor with my shoe.

“Look, if you’re goin’ to be this fuckin’ paranoid, I advise you to stop this shit before it gets too deep. Or leave me out of it. I am your friend—your best friend—and I would never do somethin’ that damn tacky to you or anybody else that I invite into my SUV. What made you think that I put plastic on my seat on account of what you did with your body?”

“I don’t know,” I said, with a mighty shrug. “I’ve never done this before.”

“I know that. I know your black ass better than you know yourself.” Rhoda gave me an affectionate pat on my thigh. “Now answer my question and tell me. How was it?”

“Okay, I guess,” I told her, shifting myself into a more comfortable position. I was glad that I had mentioned the plastic on Rhoda’s seat. She was the kind of person who liked to deal with negativity right away, and I admired her for that.

I felt better now, but the insides of my thighs were so sore, I had to sit with my legs spread a few inches apart. Other intimate parts of my body were also sore. My breasts felt like I’d been nursing a very hungry baby, and in a way, that was exactly what I had done. My butt felt like it was on fire. I couldn’t wait to get home so I could take a long, hot bath with some Epsom salts and a very thorough douche. I had douched before I left the house, per Rhoda’s instructions, and Louis had used a condom. But douching with hot water helped ease the soreness after having prolonged and rough sex. I had learned this during my brief stint as a prostitute in my youth. “How was bowling? Did we win or lose? I need to know in case my husband asks me. Or did anything happen that I need to know about?”

“Is that all you’ve got to say?”

“What?” I asked dumbly.

Rhoda snorted and turned off her motor. She nodded toward the motel. Since Louis had paid for the room, he had decided to spend the night there, and I couldn’t blame him. As tacky as that room was, with its ugly brown plaid furniture and plastic curtains, it was still a step up from his apartment. I smiled just thinking about him roaming around in that room, still naked. There was no doubt in my mind that if I had stayed the night with him, we would have made love all night.

“Well, he still had a hard-on when I left.” I paused and chuckled. “He’s a little countrified, though. A Southern homeboy to the bone.”

“Aren’t we all? Last time I checked, you were still from the South, too. And I know you worked on gettin’ rid of your Southern drawl when you moved north, but I worked on keepin’ mine. I want the world to know that I’m from what the Yankees call Bigfoot country. Besides, I get compliments all the time about how cute and quaint my accent is….”

I shrugged. “He’s from Greensboro, North Carolina, but you can hardly hear a trace of an accent. I guess he’s not as dedicated to that Southern twang as you are. And, frankly, I don’t give a damn, Miss Scarlett.”

Rhoda gave me an amused look and rolled her eyes. That was what she always did when I compared her to the incomparable Scarlett O’Hara from Gone With the Wind. “Then how is he countrified? Does he eat with his fingers, wear high-water pants and suspenders, or does he pick his teeth with a straw from a broom?”

“All of the above, and then some. He says ‘gwine’ for going and ‘rightcheer’ for right here.” I laughed. “But I thought I’d die when he referred to the cover on the motel bed as a kivver. My mama and daddy don’t even use that word anymore.”

Rhoda guffawed. “I haven’t heard a cover called a kivver since I was a young’un growin’ up in Alabama. But gwine is my favorite. Now tell me, was he worth it?”

I nodded. “He was. He’s got a good head on him, if you know what I mean.”

Rhoda gave me a look of envy. “He sounds like my kind of man,” she squealed. “Are you, uh, gwine to see him again?”

I shrugged and giggled for a few seconds. “I don’t know what I’m gwine to do,” I replied. “It depends on a few things.”

“Annette, if you don’t want to talk about this, just say so.”

I shuddered and let out a loud sigh. “Rhoda, he made me feel like a teenager again. He made me feel like a beauty queen. He…he was like dope. And I couldn’t get enough….” I turned to Rhoda, with a concerned look on my face. “This scares the hell out of me,” I admitted. “How have you managed to do your thing with Bully for all these years and not lose your mind?”

“Let me put it this way. Had I not started my affair with Bully, I would have lost my mind a long time ago.” Rhoda started the motor again and eased out into the street, looking straight ahead. “And by the way, we won the tournament tonight.”

“Excuse me?”

“Girl, you joined my bowlin’ team so you could have a cloak to cover this thing you started with Louis. Now if you don’t get your shit together, you will never be able to pull this off. I am your alibi for tonight, and any other night or day that you want to hook up with your baby boy.”

I cringed. The reference she’d made to Louis was true but disturbing. It was a painful reminder that there was a very wide gap between our ages. “Don’t call him that,” I pleaded. “That makes me feel like one of those aging celebrities known for fooling around with youngsters.”

“Well, he is a little on the youthful side, Cher,” Rhoda teased.

“I can see that, so you don’t have to remind me,” I snarled. “His age was the one thing that made me hold off this long. I had to tell him to stop saying ‘Yes, ma’am’ to me, because it made me feel my age.” I gave Rhoda a guarded look. From the blank expression on her face, I got the feeling that she didn’t know what to say next. I decided to steer the conversation in a less painful direction. “Now, going back to that countrified thing, he says ‘nome’ for no, ma’am.”

“Nome? Now you are goin’ real far up into the backwoods, Andy Griffith–Beverly Hillbillies country with that one,” Rhoda howled.

“He dozed off for a few minutes and snored so loud, the manager called from the office and said that the people in the rooms on both sides of us had called to complain.” We both laughed, cackling like hens.

“That’s hysterical, but let’s get back to his age. He’s at least as young as twenty-five, if he’s a day.”

“He’s thirty,” I said, nodding. “Had you and I not aborted my first child, he or she would be thirty. The truth is, I’m old enough…I…I’m old enough to be Louis’s mother.”

“Uh-huh. That’s a fact. But if it doesn’t bother him, it shouldn’t bother you. And I meant what I just said. If you don’t want to talk about him, I understand.”

“No, maybe we should talk about him. If I had known I was going to live this long, I would have prepared myself better for, uh, certain things. Like losing my appeal to my husband. I was beginning to think that the fun part of my life was over. But I’m not ready for a rocking chair,” I declared.

“If you think that forty-six is old, the fun part of your life is over. I’m a few months older than you, and I sure as hell don’t think my fun is over. My kids are grown, my house is paid for, I’ve got my husband and my lover under control, and I look damn good for a woman my age. Girl, these are the best years of our lives. You’d better enjoy them while you still can. Life is shorter than you think. Do you want to stop off at that rib place and pick up a plate for Pee Wee before I drop you off? You usually do.”

“Yeah. That man would choke my tongue out if I came home without a rib dinner for him,” I said with a forced chuckle.

“Husbands! Bah! After a while they are as hard to keep in shape as a pair of cheap panty hose. My husband has become so fuckin’ irritatin’ that whenever I get constipated, all I have to do is look at him for a few minutes. He’s the best laxative in the world. My bowels never had it so good.”

“Rhoda, that’s one of the most disgusting things I have ever heard you say! Otis is your husband. If he’s that bad, why are you still with him?”

“For the same reason I keep those old house shoes I’ve had since I gave birth to my last child. He’s comfortable, familiar, and convenient—and he used to be good and sexy. Just like that old shoe you married.” I didn’t like the smug look on Rhoda’s face, but it was one I was used to seeing. “Here we go,” Rhoda said, sucking on her teeth as we stopped in front of Al’s rib joint. “I think I could go for some hot links myself.”








CHAPTER 5



My husband, Jerry, whom we all called Pee Wee, was in the same position in his shabby blue La-Z-Boy recliner in our living room that he was in when I left the house more than four hours earlier.

“I’m home,” I said, coughing at the same time to clear my throat.

I used to look forward to coming home. But that was back in the day when my husband greeted me with my housecoat and slippers, a cold drink, and a mind-boggling French kiss. And when I got home before he did, I would greet him the same way. Things had changed, and not for the better. Coming home nowadays was like visiting a relative I didn’t like. Every time I heard that old song by the Supremes called “Where Did Our Love Go?” it reminded me of my marriage. There had once been so much affection in my home that I thought it would never fizzle out. Well, it did. I didn’t know how to resurrect it, either. I was thankful that I now had another man to focus on. Like a lot of women my age, I still had a lot of love to give, and I still needed a lot of love myself.

“You bring them ribs?” Pee Wee asked. At the same time, he released a silent fart. Even though I didn’t hear it, the stench was so unholy, it made my eyes water and the insides of my nostrils burn. “Excuse me. I had chili for lunch, and I’ve been payin’ my gas bill ever since,” he drawled. He didn’t even turn around to face me as I stood in the doorway.

I held my breath and fanned my face with my hand, but it didn’t do much good. The closer I got to him, the more my eyes watered from his gas.

I was disgusted, to say the least, and glad that I had not brought company home with me. Without a word, I set the Styrofoam container, which contained a large order of ribs, three chicken wings, two slices of wheat bread, some coleslaw, and baked beans, on the coffee table in front of him. And, without a word, he flipped open the container and started eating, gnawing on one of the wings like a beaver.

Pee Wee spent more time with that old chair of his than he did with me. He looked like an old man stretched out in it, with his graying hair and his bony, reptilian-like bare feet. His belly was so bloated and low, it looked like he was about to give birth. Had I known that the “worse” of the “for better or worse” part of our vows was going to be this bad, I would have deleted or rewritten that outdated, unrealistic shit myself. It was a damn shame that my once near-perfect marriage had become so unbearably dull. I was now the wife of a caricature.

I sat down gently on the arm of the sofa, facing him, and cleared my throat to get his attention. That didn’t work. “Did you make Charlotte take a bath before she went to bed?” I asked, looking around my spacious living room, admiring the new beige shag carpet and the gold velvet sofa and love seat that I had purchased two months ago. I was glad to see that he had not made too much of a mess. The only things I could see worth complaining about were the four empty beer bottles on top of my red oak coffee table; a limp switch in his lap, which he must have used on Charlotte to make her behave; and some toenail clippings on the floor in front of him. I made a mental note to scold him about all that later. As tired as I was, the last thing I felt like doing was arguing with him. “Pee Wee, I am talking to you.”

He grunted and gave me a surprised look, like he had just noticed me sitting in front of him, with my suede purse still in my hands and the yellow cashmere sweater he’d given me last Christmas still draped around my shoulders. “Did you say something?” he asked, with his mouth full of food. When I didn’t respond right away, he gave me an annoyed look, and then he dismissed me with a wave of his hand.

I didn’t know what I had done to make my husband treat me like a nuisance. This behavior had been going on for several weeks now, and it was beginning to get on my last nerve. I didn’t like to brag, but if anybody had asked me, I would have told them that I was a wife and a half. I was attractive, I kept a clean house, I brought home half of the mighty big piece of the bacon that it took to make us comfortable, and I was a good mother to our only child. No man in his right mind could ignore that. Apparently, that was no longer enough for my husband. But that was his problem. If he didn’t appreciate me, I’d find somebody who did. And tonight was a good start.

“I asked you if you made Charlotte take a bath before she went to bed.”

“Uh-huh,” he replied, chewing so hard, his ears wiggled. I was beginning to feel like I was trying to pull his teeth. That was how hard it had become for me to make him talk. Barbecue sauce had saturated his goatee. But instead of using one of the napkins that had come with his order, he kept right on chewing. It disgusted me, but that didn’t seem to bother him a bit. Then he started to smack so loudly, it made me want to help him eat. You would have thought that he was gobbling from a platter at the Last Supper.

“You had to whup her?” I asked, nodding toward the switch in his lap. I had received more than my share of whuppings during my childhood, but I didn’t approve of hitting kids. However, every now and then, it took a few whacks across Charlotte’s butt to get her attention.

“She had it comin’,” he managed.

“Well, don’t do it again unless I’m here,” I said. “You men get too heavy-handed when it comes to whupping a child.”

He rolled his eyes, broke the switch in two with one hand, and dropped the pieces to the floor, next to his toenail clippings.

“Did anybody call for me?” I asked, with an exasperated sigh, rising from my seat. I dropped my purse and sweater onto the sofa, and then I slid out of my shoes and kicked them to the side.

“Naw.” He chewed and smacked some more. Then he swallowed so hard, he had to tilt his head back and lift his butt a few inches off his seat. “Damn,” he complained, with his face contorted. My husband had become one of those people who made eating look like a sporting event. He punched himself in the chest with his fist, and then he expelled a grunt and a mild belch. “This grub is so screamin’ good, I want to put my whole face in it. You didn’t get yourself nothin’ from Al’s?”

“We had pizza and beer at the bowling alley,” I replied. “Uh, I really enjoyed bowling tonight. I’m glad I joined Rhoda’s bowling team so I can do this every Thursday night….” I paused and held my breath, anxious to hear what he had to say.

“That’s nice. I hope you do. You need to get out of this house more, anyway. If you don’t do somethin’ for yourself, ain’t no tellin’ how soon you’ll get old before your time.”

His last comment made my ears ring.

“Pee Wee, I wish you would tell me what is wrong. We can’t go on like this.” I held my breath again as I awaited his response.

He stopped chewing and smacking for a moment and gave me a surprised look. There was a large wad of food in the left side of his mouth. He didn’t even bother to swallow it before he spoke again. “What the hell are you talkin’ about, woman? Who said somethin’ was wrong?” he replied, with a shrug. He swallowed the food, and now his face had a slack-jawed appearance.

“Something is definitely wrong,” I insisted.

“Not with me!” he yelled, looking even more surprised. “I’m not the one goin’ through the change.” His words felt like a stab.

“This has nothing to do with menopause! Whether you will admit it or not, you are the one with the problem!” I hollered.

“Well, if you are so smart, why don’t you tell me what my problem is?”

“That’s what I’m trying to figure out. That’s what I was hoping you’d tell me. You…you’re not the man you used to be,” I wailed.

The food on his plate was good, but it couldn’t have been that good. He blinked and stuffed another wad of coleslaw into his jaw. I was glad he swallowed it before he responded to my last comment.

“Well, since you brought it up, you ain’t the woman you used to be, neither,” he told me, with a pinched look on his face. “But like old blue-eyed Mr. Frank Sinatra sung in one of his songs, that’s life. Don’t nothin’ stay the same forever. What’s your point?”

He finally lifted one of the napkins and wiped his mouth, releasing another mild belch. Now he looked so calm, it was frightening. I had not seen him look this satisfied since the last time we made love, last year. He yawned and stretched his arms high above his head, letting me know that he was about to end his participation in this tense conversation.

“I know that nothing stays the same forever, but you’ve changed so much I hardly know you anymore.” I walked over to the large front window and continued to talk, with my back to him. “We used to talk about so many different things. We used to do so many things together. We were so busy, we needed a pie chart to keep up with all our activities. And…and now our bedroom seems more like a morgue. We had one of the best marriages in town. If you don’t love me anymore and want to…want to move on, just tell me, and I won’t stand in your way.” A few moments passed before I spoke again. “Did you hear what I just said, Pee Wee?”

He responded with a resonating snore.








CHAPTER 6



I didn’t treat my battered body to the long, hot bath that I had planned to take during my ride home from the motel. I settled for another brief shower instead, like the one I’d taken in the motel with Louis.

After I had dried myself off, I stood in front of the full-length mirror behind the bathroom door and admired my naked body. Even as agitated as I was because of my conversation with Pee Wee, I couldn’t stop myself from smiling. I liked what I saw in that mirror. I never thought that I would live to see the day that I’d have a waistline that was where it was supposed to be. I was nowhere near Janet Jackson territory in the body department—even when she was going through one of her plump periods—but I no longer had to turn sideways to tell where my back ended and my butt began. I still had some cellulite on my thighs, but according to the tabloids I read every week, so did Goldie Hawn, and she was still one of the most glamorous human beings on the planet. Most of the dimples, lumps, fleshy flaps, and bumps that had once decorated more than 50 percent of my body had disappeared. I could even see my navel now, because all the flab that used to encircle my middle like a tutu was completely gone. I was going to do whatever it took to make sure it never returned.

Pee Wee didn’t know what a good thing he was losing, but his loss was another man’s gain. That belief was probably the only thing that kept me going.

Louis was a man who was good not only with his dick and his hands; he had a way with words, too. He always seemed to know just what to say to make me feel good. “I can’t keep my hands off you,” he had told me just before I left the motel. “I just don’t know what I’m gwine to do with myself for the rest of the night.”

“You can spend the rest of the night thinking about me,” I’d told him. “And I will be thinking about you.” I was thinking about Louis right now. I was thinking about him so hard that I knew I couldn’t get to sleep until I heard his voice again.

I could hear Pee Wee snoring in the living room all the way from our upstairs bedroom at the end of the hall. When he fell asleep in that damn chair, I usually left him there for the night. I had stopped trying to drag his deadweight black ass upstairs ever since that night a few months ago when I pulled a muscle trying to do so. It didn’t matter to me where he slept anymore. Because when he was in bed with me, I was just as alone as when he was not there at all. But tonight was different.

I didn’t go straight to bed after my shower. I slid into one of my sleaziest Frederick’s of Hollywood negligees. A sad smile crossed my face when I recalled how Pee Wee had referred to this short, see-through red night wear as a “naked-la-gee” when it arrived in the mail on the morning of his last birthday. I picked up the telephone on the nightstand next to my side of the bed and had the operator connect me to the Do Drop Inn motel, room 108.

“Hello,” Louis answered on the first ring. I could hear loud, angry voices in the background, which meant the hookers and the truck drivers had locked horns.

“Hi. It’s Annette,” I said, trembling like a schoolgirl.

“Hold on, baby. Let me close this window. Those fools outside in the parking lot are getting on my nerves.” He was gone so long, I thought he’d joined the melee in the parking lot. “I’m back,” he told me, huffing and puffing. “Damn, this place is a dump. I had to wrestle with the window to open it and to close it.”

“I hope I didn’t wake you up.”

“Oh no, baby. I am so glad you called. My dick is buzzing like a killer bee and throbbing like a lawn mower,” he told me.

“That must be a sight to behold.” I laughed. “I wish I could see that.”

“I wish you could see it, too.”

“You were still heavy on my mind, so I just thought I’d call. I hope I didn’t disturb you.”

“You could never disturb me. I was just lying here in this bed, roasting up under the kivver, listening to that jazz station you told me about. That damn air conditioner is about as useless as a third leg.”

“It would probably help if you got out from under the kivver,” I suggested.

“Then these flies would be lighting all up and down my body.”

“Then you should have left the window open. I don’t mind the noise.”

“Well, I do. And another thing. My dick is as hard as Chinese arithmetic.”

“That must be a sight to behold, too.” I laughed again. It felt so good to be amused.

“Is everything all right?”

“Everything is fine. I just wanted to say that I really enjoyed your company tonight.”

Louis took his time responding. Whenever a person got hesitant during a conversation with me, it made me nervous. The first thing that came to my mind was that they were trying to come up with whatever they thought I wanted to hear. I was usually right. No matter who it was, they usually said exactly what I wanted to hear at the time. This time was no different. He said, “Well, if you enjoyed my company half as much as I enjoyed yours, I’m in good shape.” He should have stopped while he was ahead, but he didn’t. “I never know how these things are gwine to go. All kinds of things can come up, with you being married and all. Lord knows, I don’t need any more complications in my life. I’ve been in the storm too long as it is.”

“Now what in the world does that mean?”

“I know what kind of mess I could get myself into by dipping my bucket in another man’s well. There are way too many other fish….”

That was something I hadn’t expected to hear or wanted to hear. “Bucket? Fuck it!” The last thing I wanted to be was just another link in some man’s chain of fools. “You don’t have to worry about me,” I assured him.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” he asked, with a gulp.

“We had a good time tonight, but if there is something else you want to do, or some other fish you’d like to catch, please don’t let me stand in your way. I was doing fine before I met you—”

Louis wasted no time cutting me off. “Now, you just hold on! You hold on there right now. Where is that gobbledygook coming from?”

“I don’t know. But since you brought it up, you ought to know. So why don’t you tell me? The last thing I want to do is complicate things for somebody else. I do enough of that to myself.”

“Annette, I’ve been looking for a woman like you all my life. You’re beautiful. You’re funny and smart. And they ought to stuff that body of yours and put it on display when you die.” He laughed. I laughed at the thought of that. “I want to see you again, and I hope you want to see me. What happened tonight was just the beginning of a wonderful relationship. Don’t you think so? Wasn’t tonight wonderful for you?”

“It was,” I admitted, looking toward the door. My husband had stopped snoring. I held my breath as I heard him shuffling up the steps, dragging his feet like a zombie with a clubfoot. “Oh shit! I have to go!” I announced. I hung up before Louis could say another word. I was kind of glad to end the call. We’d both said a couple of stupid things. The last thing I wanted was for one of us to say something that was stupid enough for us to end our relationship before it grew legs.

By the time Pee Wee entered the room, I was facing the wall, with the covers up to my neck. I was wrapped so snugly in my red silk sheets, I felt like I was in a body bag. When he slid under the covers and started patting and rubbing me on the butt, I got excited. For years that gesture had usually meant only one thing: he wanted to make love. It didn’t matter that the last thing I needed right now was more sex. I sat bolt upright and turned to face him so fast, I almost rolled to the floor. Despite the fact that I had made love for hours with another man, I would have jumped through hoops to share some passion with my husband tonight.

“Yes, baby,” I cooed, trying to sound as seductive as a forty-six-year-old, size-sixteen sister could.

I was disappointed to see that there was no look of love or lust on his face like I had known back in the day. He just looked uncomfortable, like he was constipated. “I know you just got your nails silk wrapped again this afternoon, but can you scratch my back for a few minutes?” he asked. “I’m itchin’ like a hound.”

“You want me to scratch your back?” I wailed, disappointed. “Is that all you want?”

“Why else would I be pesterin’ you this time of night?” he replied, with a mighty belch. “And why you layin’ up in this room this time of night, half-naked? You ain’t in no doctor’s office.”

I just looked at him and blinked. Then I gripped his shoulders and spun him around so I could scratch his back.
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