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    ~ One ~ 
 
      
 
    “Are you gonna come?” 
 
    “I can’t. I’m about to go meet … I have something to do. Why you couldn’t call me earlier, Sam?” 
 
    “I told you.” Samantha dragged each word out, obviously trying to make herself sound as pitiful as possible. “I didn’t know it was this serious. I thought it was just a little maintenance issue. And then it kept getting worse and worse.” 
 
    “When it comes to toilets, there’s no such thing as just a little maintenance issue,” Colton said. “Because when they don’t work, next thing you know there’s shit all over the floor.” He paused. “There isn’t shit all over the floor, is there?” 
 
    “Colton, no, okay? Would I call you over here to clean up my … dookie off the floor?” 
 
    Colt smiled. Sam never cussed. Little Miss Prim-and-Proper would probably rather cut out her tongue than say the word ‘shit’ aloud. In fact, he would guess she couldn’t even allow herself to think it. 
 
    “I don’t see why not. I’ve been smelling your stink-butt since we were three-years-old.” 
 
    “Well, this won’t be one of those times. I don’t want to make you late for … whatever, but if you could just swing by …” 
 
    “I’m already way past your neighborhood. I’d have to turn around and come all the way back.” 
 
    “Okay.” This time Sam’s voice sounded genuinely pitiful. “I understand.” 
 
    Colton issued a silent sigh and listened to the silence on the other end of the line.  
 
    It was Friday, and the weather was finally decent again, after a long spell of rain. Everyone was out in the cafes, bars and restaurants of Washington DC, and Colton intended to join them. Janelle, a chick from the gym who’d been pretending for weeks not to be checking him out when he was doing free-weights had finally come through. They were doing that thing, that post-modern thing folks did now when they wanted to initiate a connection with other humans.  
 
    Instead of committing to an actual date, Colton asked her where she was hanging out this weekend. In turn, Janelle coyly suggested that she might be at Bar One, that new chi-chi pub on Capitol Hill around nine-ish. And, equally noncommittal, Colton suggested that he might stop through, maybe. Janelle smiled, said that it would be ‘cool’ if he did, and then went sashaying off in the direction of the elliptical machines, trying to look indifferent. 
 
    She might have played it cool, but Colt knew he would be taking Janelle home. If not tonight, very soon. 
 
    Glancing at the dashboard display, he saw that it was just after eight. He could spare some time. Because to get there early was a definite no-no; to make her wait a little could only work to his advantage. She was probably bringing a girlfriend anyway—someone who would be there to check him out and give their stamp of approval. They would have some drinks, talk to some folks and in all likelihood, still be there even if Colt showed up around ten. 
 
    “What’s it doin’ exactly?” he asked Sam. 
 
    “What’s what doing?” 
 
    “The toilet, Samantha. What’s it doing?” 
 
    “It flushes fine, but it’s rocking on the base and there’s …” She hesitated. “A little water escapes from underneath it.” 
 
    “So there is shit on the floor. Just liquid shit.” 
 
    “No, I told you. There’s not. Anyway, I don’t do number two in that bathroom. It’s for guests. I only ever use it when I run in from the car and have to take a pee immediately when I get in.” 
 
    “A’ight,” Colt said, smiling at the phrase, ‘do number two.’ 
 
    “Alright what?” Sam sounded upbeat again. 
 
    Like she didn’t know. When was the last time he’d ever told her ‘no’ for anything? 
 
    “I’m coming over. Be there in fifteen. Just make sure there’s no …” 
 
    “Thank you! I love you!” 
 
    Before he could say anything more, she hung up. 
 
    Colton shook his head and couldn’t help but smile. At the next intersection, he hooked a left and made a U-turn, heading back toward Sam’s townhouse. He was in jeans and boots, but they were the good boots. And his shirt wasn’t what he wanted to be wearing when he kneeled in front of the latrine. 
 
    He shook his head again. Only for Sam would he do this. Friday night, and his one certain date was with a white porcelain throne. 
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    “Where’s the toolbox?” 
 
    Colton stepped inside the threshold without greeting, his handsome face twisted into a scowl. Sam shut the door behind him, nudging him once in the side. 
 
    “Dang. Why d’you have to look so mean? You’re making me feel terrible about asking you a simple little favor.” 
 
    “How’s it simple? It’s Friday night, and I’m on my way someplace. Then you call me to fix your toilet?” 
 
    “I would have asked you to come tomorrow, but you know you’ll be going to your sacred Saturday morning appointment to get your hair done, and I have spin class, so …” 
 
    “I don’t get my hair done,” he said. “I get it shaped up.” 
 
    Sam rolled her eyes. “Whatever. Anyway, I’ll get the toolbox. Before you get to work, you might want to take off that ugly shirt.” 
 
    She turned to head for her utility closet, pretending not to notice his fleeting crestfallen expression at her calling his shirt ugly. 
 
    Over the course of their more than twenty-four-year friendship, that had always been one of her roles—to cut the Mighty Colton Green down to size. Especially since they’d known each other long before he became ‘Mighty’. Sometimes it still caught her by surprise when she turned a corner in her townhome and saw him sitting in her living-room, long legs stretched out in front of him, arms spread along the expanse of the back of her sofa. 
 
    ‘Ohmigod,’ she’d think. ‘That’s Colton. When did he turn into such a … man?’ 
 
    Because in her head he was a lanky, almost too-thin boy, whose height was way ahead of the rest of him; and who always had a basketball in his hand. And she was the quiet girl who trailed behind him, head always in a book. 
 
    They’d grown up together in a small town just south of Arlington, Virginia. Gone to elementary, middle, and high school together; and then on to Georgetown. Sam had an academic scholarship, and Colt had one for basketball. For most of their time there, they remained almost inseparable. And even now that he was in the NBA and she was a policy analyst in a political consultancy firm, they spent as much time together as they could, because that was what they had almost always done. 
 
    Though Colton played for Philadelphia, he still had a home in the DC area, where he spent most of the off-season. This time around, his team had been knocked out pretty early on in the playoffs, so he had been home for a while. During the work-week, Sam saw him two or three nights and sometimes more often.  
 
    But on Fridays, he was always scarce. She didn’t need to ask what he was doing. He was scooping up the women who always fell at his feet, that was what. 
 
    Though Sam knew the women were meaningless to him, she still found herself wondering far too often, and with considerable discomfort, what Colton did with those women, and how he did it.  
 
    “The big toolbox,” he called to her from the front room. “Not that small girly one you got at that useless workshop.” 
 
    Samantha rolled her eyes.  
 
    He was the one who had urged her to take ‘that useless workshop’ in the first place. Once, when he had a three-day break, he’d come over to find that her front storm-door was practically off the hinges. A strong wind had wrenched it almost completely free of the frame.  
 
    And when she explained that she’d been waiting for him to come fix it, Colton had lectured her on the need for a single woman living alone to know the basics of home repair and car maintenance.  
 
    ‘What if I didn’t come home for months?’ he asked her. ‘You’d have your door just wide open asking for your house to get robbed?’ 
 
    A complete exaggeration, Sam pointed out. She had the other door as a barrier against robbers. And a home alarm system as well. 
 
    ‘You need to take a class,’ Colt said. ‘I won’t always be around to take care of this stuff.’ 
 
    She didn’t ask why he wouldn’t be around. That was when he was dating that slinky sports reporter, Alexa somebody. The dating had gone on long enough that Sam had to face the fact that one day, he might acquire a legitimate, long-term girlfriend. Or even a wife. Someone who might not take well to the idea of Colt playing big brother to a woman who was not actually his little sister. 
 
    So, Sam enrolled in an adult learning class for women who needed to know how to do some of the things Colt insisted she needed to know. It was called 'Honey-Do for Yo'self'. Aside from the dumb name, the course was expensive, and Sam didn’t have aptitude for any of what they tried to teach her. The ‘graduation gift’ for every woman who completed the full, six-week course was a pink toolbox, complete with so-called gender-appropriate tools, that had smaller handles and grips. Putting aside the ridiculousness of the tools being pink, despite her graduation, Sam didn’t know how to use them any more proficiently at the end of the six weeks than she had at the beginning.  
 
    And Colt had laughed non-stop for a full three minutes when he saw them. 
 
    In the end, he continued helping her with repairs, and bought his own tools to leave at her place. Oh, and he stopped seeing that Alexa person, telling Sam that it had just been casual, and that anyway, Alexa lived all the way in Connecticut somewhere. 
 
    By the time Sam got the tools and brought them back to the front, Colt had removed not only his shirt, but his boots and socks as well. He was on his knees in her guest bathroom, inspecting something at the base of the toilet. 
 
    Sam tried to keep her eyes off his broad back, the lateral muscles fanned from his narrow waist and his biceps rippling as he shook the toilet back and forth. Seeing him shirtless had stopped happening with regularity right around the time they were sixteen, so it was difficult not to stare. 
 
    “These bolts are loose,” he said without looking back at her. “No washers on them. And it looks like you might need a new wax ring. Is this toilet the original from when you bought the house?” 
 
    “I don’t remember,” Sam said, resting the toolbox next to him. “Is it?” 
 
    Colt had helped her find the townhome, going to every viewing with her, on the theory that realtors were less likely to con her into stuff with a man along. She had scooped this place up for just under market because it needed some cosmetic changes and a new heating system. Colt had even loaned her some of the down-payment, though he had yet to accept the check Sam kept trying to give him to pay him back.  
 
    Whenever she handed him one, he always took it, and stuffed it in the back pocket of his jeans or pants. And then later, Sam would find it in strange places—in her underwear drawer, the freezer. And once, affixed to her bathroom mirror with four little globs of hair gel. Sam doubted he would ever deposit the check, but she kept giving them to him, at least once a month.  
 
    “I think it’s the original,” Colt said. “Look …” He reached for his wrench and loosened the base even further. Underneath, was an almost gooey orange-brownish mess. 
 
    Sam stepped back. “Ew.” 
 
    “That’s what’s left of your wax ring.” 
 
    “Can you fix it?” 
 
    “Yeah, but we’ll need to buy a new wax ring. Right now, all I can do is bolt it down tighter. But I’d rather just leave it as is, so long as you don’t use it.” 
 
    “Where would I get a wax ring?” 
 
    “Lowe’s. Home Depot. But don’t worry ‘bout that. I’ll get one, and swing by tomorrow to replace it.” He looked over his shoulder and up at her.  
 
    “Thank you,” Sam said, heaving a sigh. 
 
    Pushing himself up to a standing position, Colt turned and washed his hands with Sam’s flowery-smelling hand soap, then turned to face her, leaning against the sink.  
 
    The powder room suddenly felt very small. 
 
    “I turned off the water, and the bowl is drained, so don’t mess around and forget and come in here and take a …” 
 
    “Shut up,” Sam said, cutting off the crude comment she knew he was about to make.  
 
    Colt laughed. “Anyway. Am I free to go now, Your Majesty?” 
 
    “Yes. You are.” Sam said. “Have fun at your … whatever.” 
 
    Colt hesitated. “Why don’t you come with me?” 
 
    Sam’s eyes widened for a moment. He never took her on his Friday night prowls. And she never wanted to go, because she could only imagine what it would be like. Him hitting on women who would shoulder Sam to the side to claim all his attention. Men so busy shooting Colt looks of resentment for being the NBA baller who was hogging all the chicks that they wouldn’t even give Sam the time of day. 
 
    “Where to?” 
 
    “Bar One.” 
 
    “I won’t cramp your style?” Sam asked. “Are you meeting someone there?” 
 
    “Sort of. But hey …” Colt shrugged. “She ain’t nobody more important than you.” 
 
    Sam smiled. “I don’t need you to feel sorry for me because I’m not going out tonight, Colton,” she said. “I have a really great book I was planning on finishing.” 
 
    “Okay.” He shrugged again. “Let’s see it.” 
 
    “See what?” 
 
    “The ‘great book’ that’ll be more fun than hanging out with me.” 
 
    Sam rolled her eyes. “Whatever.” 
 
    “No, for real. You want to stay in and read? You do that every night, Sam. So, lemme see what has you so sure you’d rather do that again, than come out with me.” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    They turned and headed toward Sam’s kitchen where she had already laid out her wineglass, taken some pinot from the fridge and set her book on the kitchen counter. 
 
    “Damn,” Colt said. “So this is what it looks like over here on a Friday night?” He picked up the book and flipped it over to the back cover. “And you doin’ it old school too, huh? Reading an actual paperback.” 
 
    “I like paperbacks. And also, if I put a reading app on my tablet, I’d never get any work done on it ever again.” 
 
    “So, get one of those e-readers that’s just an e-reader.” 
 
    Sam found her corkscrew and began struggling with the bottle. Without looking up, Colt reached for it and took it out of her hands, putting it back on the granite countertop. 
 
    “You comin’ with me, you don’t need to open that,” he said. 
 
    “Who said I’m …” 
 
    “Gabby is stuck in a rut,” he read from the back cover of her book with over-exaggerated sweetness. “Spending her days working as a pet-groomer, and her nights taking care of her ailing father, she has given up all hope of the exciting romantic life she dreamed of as a girl … Wait, is this a story about your life, with details changed to protect the innocent? Sam. For real, this is just … sad.” 
 
    “Give me that.” Samantha snatched the book out of his hands, feeling her face grow warm. “I never dreamed of a romantic life as a girl, for your information.” 
 
    Colt looked at her and nodded, in confirmation of some unspoken thought. “You’re comin’ with me,” he said again. “I’ll wait for you to get dressed.” 
 
    Sam exhaled. “Do I have to?” 
 
    “Yeah.” He took the book back and looked down at the cover, grimacing. “You really, really have to.” He tossed the book toward the living room where it landed on, and skittered across, the hardwood floor.  
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ~ Two ~ 
 
      
 
    Heads turned when they entered Bar One. Colt was used to this. At six-foot-six, he was often the tallest person around. Except when he was on the court. There, he was just average.  
 
    The turning heads made it easy for him to spot Janelle. Among the sea of faces, hers was one of a few that did not turn toward him, but her companion’s did. As he expected, she was with a girlfriend who not-so-discreetly grabbed Janelle by the arm the moment Colt darkened the door. At that, Janelle turned and looked toward him, and their eyes met. She gave him a small, almost-smile and returned her attention to her friend. 
 
    ‘Ah,’ Colt thought. ‘It’s gon’ be like that?’ 
 
    But, no worries. He enjoyed a little bit of a chase, even if the outcome was never really in doubt. 
 
    “Oh my god,” Sam said from next to him. “This place is trying way too hard. Is this where you hang out? It’s so freakin’ corny.” 
 
    Colt turned and looked down at her. “No cornier than that book you were about to spend the night with.” 
 
    He steered her toward the bar with a hand on the small of her back, keeping his eye on Janelle. 
 
    “D’you see your date?” Sam asked. 
 
    “It’s not a date.” 
 
    “Oh sorry. D’you see your prey?” 
 
    At the bar, Colt elbowed his way to the front then pulled Sam around so that she was in front of him and out of the fray. She was about a foot shorter than he was, but Colt could smell the summery scent of her hair. He knew her habit was to wash it every Friday just after work and to painstakingly twist it into little knots, then dry it. She generally kept the knots in all weekend, then released them again on Monday mornings, so that her hair framed her face in chin-length, kinky coils. 
 
    Just before they left her townhouse, she’d made a big stink about releasing the knots early and having to do them again since she had spin class, because she would sweat out the coils and blah, blah, blah. Because of Sam, he knew far more about natural hair care than any man had business knowing. But he had to admit, the coils were cute on her, and smelled even better than they looked. 
 
    “Stop sniffing me.” 
 
    “What you talkin’ ‘bout? Ain’t nobody sniffin’ you. What you want to drink?” 
 
    “I think I can handle it from here,” Sam said turning to look up at him. “Go find Bambi, or whatever her name is.” 
 
    “You sure? I don’t want to …” 
 
    “I’m fine, Colt. I’ve been to bars before. Granted, usually not bars as pretentious as this one, but I think I can handle it.” 
 
    Narrowing his eyes Colt looked at her. “You go to bars by yourself?” 
 
    Sam shrugged. “Not often. But, you know, once in a while, yeah.” 
 
    “Since when?” 
 
    “You want to stay here and interrogate me all night about my social life, or you want to go enjoy your own?” 
 
    “I’m not interrogating you. I’m jus’ sayin’ …” 
 
    “Goodbye, Colton.” Sam turned her back to him and faced the bar. 
 
    Looking at the back of her head for a moment, Colt hesitated.  
 
    “My phone’s on vibrate,” he said, “so text me when you’re ready to leave.” 
 
    “Same.” Sam was already raising a hand to summon the bartender. 
 
    Colt backed away, and before heading in Janelle’s direction gave one last look to make sure Sam was being served. She was leaning on the metal and Lucite bar top now, and talking to the bartender, so he began making his way across the room. 
 
    Bar One was one of those new, chic joints that didn’t go in for all the dark wood and solid barstools of yesteryear. It was well-lit, with blue recessed lighting; and everything else was metal and mirrors. The flooring was grey wood, not glossy, but dull, as was the current style. Though it gave the impression of spaciousness, it was small. And Sam was right; it was trying too hard.  
 
    It didn’t take Colt too long to get to Janelle and her friend and when he did, they both turned toward him. 
 
    Janelle smiled. “Hey,” she said with the arch of an eyebrow. “Didn’t expect to see you here.” 
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    There used to be a time when Sam was scared to be alone in places like Bar One. Because who wanted to be the desperate chick, out hunting solo for male company? She wasn’t scared anymore, though. Now she thought of it as boring more than anything else. But Colt had a point when he said she shouldn’t get into the habit of spending her Fridays reading romance novels and drinking alone. 
 
    She was only twenty-seven, after all, and as her mother was always telling her, ‘time waits for no woman.’ Of course, her mother had been married by twenty-three and on her second kid by the time she was around Sam’s age, so it wasn’t surprising that she would take that view.  
 
    It didn’t help that Sam’s baby sister, Leah, was already married and a mother herself. Sam came from a long line of enthusiastic homemakers—women who saw marriage and children as the work of their lives, and everything else as just a lead-up, or sideshow.  
 
    Sam was the dark horse of their family. The one with her head in the clouds, and seemingly agnostic about things like relationships. She only wished that were true. What was true was that, aside from her handful of girlfriends and her family, the only relationship she cared much about was the one she had with Colt.  
 
    Occasionally there were guys, of course, but for some reason, lately all they did was make Sam tired. She had no patience for the ‘getting-to-know-you’ phase and expected of those men either nothing at all, or things that were impossible for them to give. Familiarity, comfort. The kinds of things that could only come with time. And yet she found it difficult to power through the preliminaries and let things build and develop. She wanted the impossible. For familiarity and comfort to just … be there. 
 
    Turning to press her back against the bar, Sam sipped her drink and surveyed the room. Washington DC’s beautiful people were out in full force. This wasn’t the stuffy, self-important ‘I-work-on-The-Hill’ crowd, this was the largely Black and brown expat crowd. Lots of African men, South American women, and homegrown minor celebrities.  
 
    These were the people who worked in embassies, at the World Bank or USAID. They were self-important, but in a different way. These were smugly cosmopolitan types, who had a broader worldview than the average American, and knew it. They loved living in America for its creature comforts, but equally delighted in sitting in judgment and scathing criticism of it. 
 
    “Hey, beautiful.” 
 
    Sam looked up, bemused by the greeting. Did men still say that? 
 
    The man who had, was directly next to her, and while she had been taking in the room, he apparently had been taking her in. Wearing a beige suit with white shirt underneath, he had no tie, and the two top buttons at his neck were unfastened.  
 
    “Aidan,” he said extending a hand.  
 
    “Samantha.” Sam took the hand and shook it briefly. 
 
    “That wasn’t just a line, by the way,” he said. “You are, beautiful I mean.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Sam offered him a smile. 
 
    “Glad you didn’t try to talk me out of it,” he added. 
 
    “Talk you out of …” 
 
    “You know when you offer someone a compliment and they do the whole ‘aw shucks’ thing and say something like, ‘it’s nice of you to say so, but …’. That whole mess.” 
 
    “Oh, I never deny myself compliments,” Sam returned. “In fact, I collect them. So, what else you got? I’m beautiful, and …” 
 
    “Funny,” Aidan said grinning at her. “You’re definitely funny.” 
 
    “And …?” Sam teased. 
 
    “I don’t know what else. But if you’ll join me at my table, maybe I’ll find out.” 
 
    Sam’s eyebrows lifted, and she turned fully toward Aidan. “Oh, now that was smooth. I think I will join you.” 
 
    Aidan indicated one of the long-legged spindly tables near the center of the room, and a guy sitting on one of the stools circling it raised his glass in their direction. 
 
    “Who’s that?” Sam asked. 
 
    “My cousin, Rich. We’re here with his fiancée. She’s ‘round here somewhere.” 
 
    “Okay, cool. I’d be happy to join you.” 
 
    When they were sitting across from each other at the table, Sam got a better look at Aidan. He was good-looking enough, and obviously capable of amusing repartee, so she decided he would make decent company until Colt was done. If he was going to be done.  
 
    Until just that moment, it hadn’t even occurred to Sam that he might want to go home with the woman he was here to meet. Stupid. Of course, he might want to go home with her. Wasn't that the entire point of his solo prowls on Friday nights? 
 
    She looked around, spotting him in a corner with not one, but two women. One was clearly the wing-woman because she stood close by, but with enough distance that Colt and the other woman could speak privately.  
 
    The other woman, the one Colt was clearly interested in, was slender and athletic. Her arms were bare in what looked like a simple silk top, and her jeans were dark and very tight. Her hair was long and auburn. Sam could not tell from this distance whether the woman was truly pretty or not, nor whether the hair was real. But she moved with smoothness and grace, occasionally making a slight motion with her neck and shoulders that caused her hair to swish to one side. Not a hair-toss exactly. More like a half-toss.  
 
    With all that excessive hair action, it was clear to Sam that if Colt wanted to go home with her, she would be more than willing. 
 
    “So, what d’you do Samantha?” Aidan’s cousin asked her.  
 
    “Policy work. You?” she addressed the question to both men. 
 
    “Lawyer,” they both said in unison. 
 
    Sam laughed. “You, and everyone else in this town.” 
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    “You keep looking around,” Janelle said, leaning her head to one side. “Are you on the run from the law?” 
 
    Colt grinned. “Nah. Just …” 
 
    “Looking for your … friend?” 
 
    Colt looked at her. 
 
    “I saw her with you when you walked in.” There was the hint of a question in Janelle’s tone. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s my homegirl, Sam.” 
 
    “Well, she seems fine,” Janelle said. 
 
    “You see her?” 
 
    “Yup. Right there.” She pointed to the center of the room. 
 
    Sam was at one of the tables with two men and a woman. That’s why Colt hadn’t spotted her. He kept looking over at the bar where he’d left her, scanning from one end to the other. For some reason, he thought she would still be there, and still more than likely alone.  
 
    He’d actually been worried that he was neglecting her for the past hour-and-a-half while he stood here with Janelle, engaging in the verbal foreplay that was effortless, meaningless and sadly, also second nature for him. 
 
    But Sam looked fine. Actually, she looked more than fine. There were several glasses on the table and she was leaning toward the brother in the beige suit as they talked. Their faces were really close. Colt wondered how many of the glasses Sam had been responsible for emptying, and thought about Sam’s revelation that she sometimes went to bars alone. 
 
    How the hell hadn’t he known that? Seemed like something he should have heard about before she sprung it on him out of nowhere. They would have to revisit that later. 
 
    “Have you known her long?” 
 
    The question drew his attention back to Janelle, and from the edge in her voice, Colt realized he had to have been staring. 
 
    “All my life. She’s like a little sister.” 
 
    Janelle took a sip of her wine, as though trying to stop herself from saying something, then took a breath. “Patrice and I are probably going to check out this tapas place near Metro Center for a late bite to eat,” she said. “You want to come?” 
 
    Colt licked his lower lip, thinking.  “Sam rode with me, so …” 
 
    “Bring her,” Janelle said, looking him directly in the eye. It was a look that said, ‘I’m not afraid of a little competition. Bring it on.’ 
 
    Colt met her gaze and it held for a few moments. Self-confidence was sexy. 
 
    “A’ight. Cool. Lemme see what she’s talkin’ ‘bout and then …” 
 
    “You do that.” Janelle took another sip of wine and without even waiting for him to leave, turned away from him and toward Patrice. 
 
    Just as he was approaching the table, Sam started laughing at something with the guy in the beige suit. She touched his sleeve as she did and put a hand to her throat like he was so doggone funny she was positively choking with amusement.  
 
    He was standing right next to her before she even noticed he was there, and even then, that was because Beige Suit noticed first and looked up at him, narrowing his eyes in confusion and then opening them wider in recognition. 
 
    “Colton ‘Money Man’ Green,” he said. 
 
    At that, Sam turned, and the other couple both looked up. The woman clapped a hand over her mouth and the dude she was with grinned, then stood, offering a hand. 
 
    “Number 27,” he said, pumping Colt’s hand. 
 
    “Hey,” Colt said, looking at Sam. Her eyes were glittery and bright. She wasn’t drunk yet. Maybe slightly tipsy. 
 
    “C’mon sit down with us, man.” The other guy started looking frantically around for a vacant stool. 
 
    “Nah. Thanks. I just came to check in with Sam here. See if she’s ready to bounce.” 
 
    Sam looked up at him then glanced at the face of her cellphone. “It’s only …” 
 
    “Me and … We were thinking about going to get something to eat somewhere,” Colt told her, feeling Beige Suit’s eyes on him. “Tapas in a spot in Metro Center.” 
 
    “Who’s ‘we’?” Sam asked. “You and Bamb…” 
 
    “I’m about to leave, Sam. You in or out?” 
 
    She wrinkled her brow as if considering. 
 
    “He your ride?” Beige Suit asked her. 
 
    “Yeah,” Colt answered. “So, when I go, she goes.” 
 
    “I’m more than happy to take her.” 
 
    Colt gave a tight smile. “With all due respect, man, I don’t know you. So …” 
 
    Beige Suit leaned back a little and looked Colt over. 
 
    “I do want to stick around for a little more,” Sam said. “And I’m not really hungry, so it’s fine. You can go and I’ll take a cab or something.” 
 
    “A cab? You think I’d leave here and let you take a cab?” 
 
    “Okay, Colton. Uber. Something. I don’t know. But I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “I thought you said this place was corny.” 
 
    “It is. But as luck would have it, I met the three least corny people in here.” Sam indicated the general company with the sweep of a hand. 
 
    The woman at the table made an ‘aww’ sound. 
 
    Colt stared at Sam with hard eyes, telling her without words that he wasn’t in the mood to argue, and especially not in front of a bunch of strangers. 
 
    “C’mere a sec,” she said. Sliding off her stool, she held him by the arm and pulled him a few feet away.  
 
    Colt looked down at her. 
 
    “I’m fine,” she said, emphasizing both words. “It’s not like I’ve never been out to a bar before, Colton. What do you think happens when you’re on the road? I don’t spend every Friday reading romances, y’know. And also, why would I want to go be a third wheel with you and whatever-her-name-is?” 
 
    “Her friend is coming too.” 
 
    “Okay, well I don’t want to go, okay? I’m glad you invited me out, and I’m actually not having a sucky time. So, you go do the same. It’s fine. I promise.” 
 
    “Be ready in five,” Colt said, turning to walk away. 
 
    “Colton …” 
 
    “In five, Sam,” he said over his shoulder. 
 
    Janelle spun to face him when he returned to her and listened with an impassive expression when he told her that they probably weren’t down for tapas after all. After two beats, she managed a smile that was paper-thin. 
 
    “Another time then,” she said, her voice ice-cold. She faced her friend once again. 
 
    “Colt.” 
 
    He looked over his shoulder. Sam had followed him over to Janelle. 
 
    “Let’s all go,” she said. 
 
    “All …” 
 
    “Aidan, Rich, your friends …let’s all go to get tapas.” 
 
    Colt looked at her for a moment through narrowed eyes. 
 
    “It’s Friday,” Sam continued. “They want to have a good time. We want to have a good time. Let’s do it together.” She shrugged. 
 
    Colt said nothing, considering. 
 
    “Go ahead,” she prompted. “Tell her.” She nodded toward Janelle’s back. “Then we can all head on over there.” 
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    “Is this a habit with y’all?” 
 
    Sam looked up at Aidan. “Is what a habit? And who’s ‘y’all’?” 
 
    Inclining his head toward the other end of their table, he indicated Colt and Janelle, apparently deep in conversation. 
 
    “You, and your boy. Hooking up with folks and making a group date out of it.” 
 
    “Oh, are we on a date?” Sam asked. “I thought we were all just hanging out.” 
 
    Aidan shrugged. “I guess I just wish we were someplace quieter and more private. So you and me could get to know each other better.” 
 
    They had all left Bar One and met up again at the restaurant in Metro Center. It was larger, and noisier than the bar, and they had ordered a feast—ten small plates—with two pitchers of sangria, and a bottle of white wine for the table. 
 
    “We can do that some other time,” Sam suggested. 
 
    At that, Aidan grinned. He had been brazenly monopolizing her since they were seated, staking out his claim to the chair next to hers. His cousin Rich, and Rich’s fiancée had Janelle’s friend occupied; and Colt and Janelle were talking with heads close together at the other end of their table. Janelle’s hand had been resting on Colt’s arm, not moving for what had to be the past half hour. But who was counting? 
 
    “Lemme see your phone,” Aidan said holding out a hand. 
 
    Sam reached down and fished into her purse, pulling it out, and unlocking it. Aidan took it from between her fingers and entered his information before handing it back. 
 
    “Because I have a feeling you’re going to disappear like Cinderella at midnight.” 
 
    “What makes you think that?” 
 
    “Because your boy down there? He’s not really into ol’ girl.” 
 
    Sam glanced in Colt and Janelle’s direction. To her, it looked like very much the opposite. The way they were leaning in like that, the whole thing. It was all very … cozy. She reached for her wine and took a long sip.  
 
    “What makes you say that?” she asked when she put it down. 
 
    “He’s looking down here. Out of the corner of his eyes. Been doing it since we got here. He’s not really paying attention to her.”  
 
    Sam looked again. And this time, she paid attention, seeing past the obvious and focusing on the details. Colt was leaning in to Janelle, sure. But his face was angled away from her. He wasn’t making eye contact.  
 
    And Janelle’s hand, though it rested on his forearm, now looked less than intimate. Now, it looked grasping, and almost desperate, like she was struggling to hold Colt’s attention, and knew that she wasn’t succeeding. 
 
    Sam almost smiled.  
 
    “See?” Aidan said. 
 
    Sam nodded wordlessly, then looked at her “date” again.  
 
    “Interesting,” was all she could muster without sounding too smug. 
 
    Aidan shrugged again. “I’m a dude. And I know how dudes act when we’re into someone. He’s not into her. The person he’s into, is down here.” 
 
    Sam pulled back. “Down where?” 
 
    “Here.” 
 
    “What makes you think …?” She shook her head, picking up her wine again, horrified by how much delight Aidan’s observation caused her. “Colt and I have been friends since we were kids. He’s just overprotective, that’s all.” 
 
    “Okay.” Aidan sounded unconvinced. “How about we make a bet?” 
 
    “What kind of bet?” 
 
    “If he makes it till …” Aidan looked at his watch. “If he makes it till midnight without telling you it’s time to leave, then we go on a real date. Just the two of us. If he asks you to leave before midnight, then we go on two dates.” 
 
    Sam laughed. “Wait. What? I don’t get how you lose with either option.” 
 
    “If he asks you to leave before midnight and you do it, then that tells me I’m going to need at least two dates to get him out of your system.” 
 
    “He’s not in my system,” Sam said. “He’s like a brother.” 
 
    “Cool. So then scratch the bet, and just agree to go out with me.” 
 
    Sam laughed again. “You think you’re slick, don’t you?” 
 
    “Nah. Just determined.” 
 
    “We don’t need the bet,” Sam said. “I’d love to go out with you.” 
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    Eleven fifty-three p.m. 
 
    That was a respectable time to head home. In just a minute, Colt planned to put the kibosh on this whole night. After fixing her latrine, he should have just posted up at Sam’s and watched ‘Homeland’ or something.  
 
    Watching shows like that with her was as exasperating as it was amusing. She always lost the narrative thread and asked questions that she should have known the answer to if she’d been even half-assed paying attention.  
 
    ‘Wait, who’s Nasim now? Is it that guy who just got blown up, or the curly-haired kid?’ 
 
    What made it cute was that she always asked at a volume just below a stage-whisper, like they were in a movie-theater, instead of alone in her living room. And when something exciting looked like it was about to happen, that was always when she decided she had to leave the room. 
 
    ‘Pause it, pause it! I have to refill my glass. You want something?’ 
 
    And then there would be an awkward freeze-frame on her television—a partly-exploded car, the main character’s face stuck in a farcical grimace, while Colt rolled his eyes. Then she’d return, settle on the sofa next to him and rest her feet in his lap, asking, ‘Where were we?’ before un-pausing the show.  
 
    Of course, by then, the dramatic effect was lost, and Colt would have to rewind a few minutes’ worth just to get in the spirit once again. On average, it took him ninety minutes to get through an hour-long show when he was watching it with Sam. 
 
    Colt reached for his glass of water and took a long sip. He had laid off the alcohol more than an hour ago, and now was just hoping to piss it all out, so he could be straight for his workout the next morning.  
 
    Next to him, Janelle was still chattering up a storm. And he was dutifully nodding and responding when it seemed like a response was called for. It was funny how he’d never known this about her—that she liked to listen to herself talk. But, why would he have known that? They met in the gym, where conversation was, by necessity, kept to a minimum. And maybe the talking wouldn’t have bothered him as much if the restaurant wasn’t already so doggone loud, and if he wasn’t distracted by Sam and her summer-suit-wearing Casanova down there. 
 
    Sam didn’t know men. She didn’t know game. But Colt did.  
 
    Dude was not the settling-down kind. You could tell by that suit, and his watch. The suit made him look like he was harmless, and that was probably by design. But the watch gave him away—it was showy and expensive, and, Colt believed, probably betrayed his true nature. All sizzle, no steak. 
 
    Colt wore a very sensible 88 Rue Du Rhone himself. Moderately expensive, but only expensive because it was high-quality. Not expensive because it was flashy.  
 
    He couldn’t believe Sam was falling for dude’s bullshit. And he knew she was falling for it because she was down there at the other end of the table, kiki’ing it up with him, in between guzzling from that monster-glass of wine in front of her. By Colt’s count it had been refilled three times. Roughly twelve ounces of wine. And that wasn’t counting whatever she had to drink at Bar One.  
 
    Yeah, it was definitely time to go. He turned to look directly at Janelle for the first time in maybe a half-hour. 
 
    “Excuse me,” he said before pushing back from his seat. 
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    Maybe this was why she and Colt didn’t go out to bars together more often. 
 
    Sam watched as he turned away from his lady-friend and began making his way toward her end of the table. There was no point making a scene about it. Colton was the stubbornest man she knew, so now that he’d decided they were leaving, that was it. They were leaving. He didn’t even have to speak. She could see his intention in his eyes. 
 
    “What’d I tell you?” Aidan said, just before Colt got to them. “Eleven fifty-seven.” 
 
    “You ready?” 
 
    Colt was standing over her now; and wasn’t even looking at Sam but just past her, over her shoulder. His posture was one of impatience, as though they were late for an appointment, and it was entirely her fault. 
 
    “Sure. Let me just …” Sam gathered up her phone and reached down into her purse. “I should go to the ladies’ room first, and ...” She fumbled for some bills to pay her share of the food, and rounds the table had ordered. 
 
    “No worries, Samantha,” Aidan said. “I’ve got you.” 
 
    At that, Colt reached for his back pocket, took out his wallet and produced three crisp hundreds, dropping them on the table. 
 
    At that, everyone else looked up and started paying attention. 
 
    “You guys leaving already?” Janelle’s friend said. She glanced significantly at Janelle, now alone at the end of the table. 
 
    “Yeah,” Sam said, making herself sound regretful. “I have spin class in the morning and …” Her voice trailed off. 
 
    Janelle met her gaze evenly with a flat-eyed stare, then a completely unconvincing smile. 
 
    “Thanks, man!” Aidan’s cousin said, indicating the bills Colton had dropped. 
 
    Aidan smirked. “Yeah. Thank you,” he said. But his tone was dry. “That’s really generous.” 
 
    “Y’all have a good night,” Colt said, looking at Sam. 
 
    She wanted to remind him that she needed to go to the bathroom, but seeing his eyes, thought better of it.  
 
    Instead, she smiled at Aidan. “Thanks for a fun night. I guess we …” 
 
    “I got your number,” Aidan said, nodding. “I’m sure we’ll connect again.” 
 
    As she and Colt walked away, his hand on her back, Sam heard Aidan’s voice, too loud to have been intended only for the table. 
 
    “Colton. What kind of name is that for Black man?” 
 
    Sam felt a hitch in Colt’s step but then he was steering her forward again, and out into the spring evening. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ~ Three ~ 
 
      
 
    Colton waited while Sam changed, and listened to the sound of the bathroom faucet upstairs. She was probably washing off the makeup. Good riddance. He didn’t like it when she wore all that stuff. Not that she didn’t look good. Of course she did. She just didn’t look like the Sam of his memories and imagination.  
 
    In his head, she was forever fifteen, wearing cutoff denim shorts and a baby-tee, barefoot with chipped bubble-gum pink nail polish, and helping him wash his father’s car on a summer afternoon. Her face was always flushed from the heat and she was smiling, her feet bare, her hair standing up and around her head, a mass of sweated-out perm. By the time she was seventeen, she had stopped perming it altogether, which Colt preferred. 
 
    Wanting to take a leak, Colt stood and instinctively headed for the powder room before he remembered that he’d emptied the bowl and turned off the water supply. He turned and headed up to the second level, where, on the landing between the master and guest bedrooms he paused and glanced into the master suite. One of Sam’s mirrored closet doors was open and he could see the reflection, of her standing at her sink, washing her face.  
 
    Bent forward, Sam had both hands on her face, making a rich lather. She had shed the jeans she wore to the bar, and the high heels. Now, she was wearing only a flimsy top and her underwear. Her legs were long, toned and solid and she had a small waist but wide hips.  
 
    Colt felt a tug in the front of his jeans and swallowed, continuing down the hall. 
 
    While he relieved himself, he also talked himself down. 
 
    So what, he’d gotten a semi while looking at a half-naked ass? So what if that ass belonged to his best friend? Sam had always taken good care of herself, mostly because he used to drag her to workouts and to run with him. She never loved it like he did, but she considered fitness essential. 
 
    No doubt, it had something to do with how her father, Uncle Tony, had died. He wasn’t Colt’s blood-uncle obviously, but he’d been like a second father to him. When he died, obese and diabetic, a couple years ago, Uncle Tony was just shy of sixty-years-old. Sam’s paternal side of the family was from way down in the southernmost part of Virginia, and Uncle Tony had lived hard, just like his kin. Hardworking, hard-drinking, and overeating themselves to an early grave. 
 
    Colt had missed a game in the middle of the season to come back to support Sam, her sister Leah, and her mother through the funeral. He’d been there, always at Sam’s side, holding her arm, to make sure she stayed upright. 
 
    That was the kind of relationship they had.  
 
    So, he had no cause to be looking at her with lust in his heart. More than likely, it was residual sexual frustration from having not gone home with Janelle.  
 
    He had just about convinced himself of that when, after he finished, washed his hands and made it back downstairs, he saw that Sam had pulled on black leggings. Standing with her back to him at her kitchen counter, she was pouring a glass of wine. From behind, she looked almost as good in those leggings as she had in just the panties. 
 
    “Hey,” she said, turning when she heard him approach. “Want one?” She held the glass aloft. 
 
    “Nah. I gotta drive back in a few.” 
 
    “True.” Sam took a long swallow and headed for the living room.  
 
    Colt followed, feeling inexplicably heavy-footed. Like he hadn’t been here a million times before. Like he didn’t routinely fall asleep on her sofa in the middle of a Saturday or Sunday afternoon, and drool on her sofa cushions. 
 
    “So,” Sam began. She had taken her favorite spot in her large brown suede armchair that had seen better days, and curled her legs beneath her. “What was all the cock-blocking about?” 
 
    Colt almost tripped over the coffee table, before sinking onto the sofa. “What?”  
 
    “I wanted to stay, Colton. And you just barged into my conversation and …” 
 
    “Wait. Hold up. When you say cock-blockin’ you mean you were about to go home with that nigga?” 
 
    “Don’t say that word.” Sam closed her eyes and shook her head. “You know I hate it when you use that word.” 
 
    “Okay, fine. Lemme rephrase that. You were about to go home with that knocka? That clown. That …” 
 
    “I get your point. And probably not, but you didn’t know that! What if I were to come up to you and Bambi and drag on your shirttail and mess things up for you?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have thought about it that way. If you wanted to jet, that would be the move. Plain and simple.” 
 
    Sam shook her head again, clearly disbelieving. 
 
    “But let’s get back to this whole cock-blockin’ comment. I mean, you do that shit, Sam?” He leaned forward. “Meet dudes in bars and then just … what? Let them …” He broke off, finding himself unable to even voice the thought let alone imagine the pictures that went along with it. 
 
    “I have … experiences,” she said vaguely, not meeting his gaze. “I mean, I’ve done some things. Haven’t you? I mean, I know you have.” 
 
    “It’s different.” 
 
    “How’s it different, Sir Sexist?” 
 
    “If I go home with a woman, I don’t worry about my safety. I don’t worry that she might overpower me, rape me and then slit my damn throat in the middle of the night.” 
 
    Sam pulled back. “God. Graphic much?” 
 
    “Because that’s the kind of shit that happens out here. To dumb-ass chicks who meet strangers in bars and take them home.” 
 
    “Why’re you getting so heated? It’s not like I’m a virgin.” 
 
    “I know. But I …” He stopped.  
 
    But he just didn’t think about it. The idea of Sam having actual, real-ass sex with some dude, the idea of her fucking some dude, he had avoided by not thinking about it. It was like a literal black hole in his consciousness—a sensory deprivation chamber, thankfully devoid of sight, sound, and everything else. 
 
    In college, she lost her virginity to some kid in one of her study groups. A nerdy dude who wore khakis and top-siders. When she told him—or rather when he pried it out of her—Sam hadn’t given any details, thank God, other than that she had finally “done it.” He’d seen the difference in her for weeks; a new awareness of her body, and sensuality in her movement. The kinds of changes that happen when a woman discovers her sexual power. 
 
    Colt remembered going out and shooting hoops till he was exhausted, and then calling a girl, whose name he didn’t even remember now, to come over so he could exhaust himself another way. He remembered eyeing the dude Sam told him she’d slept with and considering backing him up and telling him to leave her alone, except that everything he might say would be such a cliché: ‘you leave her alone, she’s a nice girl,’ or ‘you better not hurt her, or I’ll kick your ass.’ 
 
     None of that seemed to apply, because he saw Sam with dude, and how he treated her like a queen. If he treated her right, then Colt had no cause to complain.  
 
    And if they were having sex, well … Colt would just not think about that part.  
 
    That had been his habit since, when men would enter and leave Sam’s life. And it was easy most of the time, because he wasn’t around for much of it, and the men were always temporary. There had been the one knucklehead who had lasted almost two years. Some dude she didn’t talk about much, who’d been around during Colt’s rookie year.  
 
    Other than that, if there were men in Sam’s life, they were like ghosts, a series of names that meant little: Eric, Jeff, Daniel, Jerome … whatever. Dudes who remained vague and whose stints in Sam’s life were briefer than the length of a basketball season. 
 
    “I mean … how many dudes we talkin’ ‘bout?” he asked now. 
 
    “How many women have you slept with?” Sam challenged. “And if you say it’s not the same, I will throw this wineglass at your head.” 
 
    “Well it’s not.” He sat back again. “But for real. How many?” 
 
    Sam stared at him. She downed the rest of her wine, and her eyes seemed to pierce right into his, behind his, and deep into his confused mind. She chewed on the corner of her bottom lip. 
 
    “Colton.” Her voice was quiet, and her expression suddenly solemn. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “If I ask you something, will you promise to tell me the truth?” 
 
    “Of course. Always.” 
 
    “Okay, but this time you might be tempted not to. So, I want you to promise.” 
 
    He shrugged. “I promise.” 
 
    “Were you …” She looked down at her lap then up at him again. “Tonight, when you saw me with Aidan …” 
 
    “Was that his name? The joker with the ugly-ass watch?” 
 
    “Colton.” 
 
    “Okay, go ahead. Was I what?” 
 
    “Jealous.”  
 
    Colt blinked and swallowed back the instinctive denial.  
 
    Fuck it. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said, finally, looking off to an area just above her head. “Little bit.” 
 
    Sam stood and came toward him.  
 
    Colt froze when she stopped, standing between his legs. She straddled him. Her knees on either side of his thighs. She lowered her weight, so she was on his lap. 
 
    “Sam.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “We can’t …” 
 
    “I was jealous too,” she said, talking over him, her words tumbling forward in a rush.  
 
    Colt looked up at her and she gave a little one-shouldered shrug.  
 
    His looking up gave her the opening she seemed to be looking for, because before Colt knew what was going on, Sam had cupped his face in both her hands and was kissing him. She tasted like wine and her skin had the vaguest scent of flowers. 
 
    Colt’s hands went up as well, gripping and anchoring themselves in her hair. And so help him, he kissed her back.  
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    It was now, or never.  
 
    Upstairs, while washing her face, she’d seen him. Through the soap and the water on her face, she’d spotted Colt on the landing through the bathroom mirror. He was looking at her in a way Sam had never seen him look at her before. With longing. 
 
    It should have come as a surprise to her, because Colt was like a brother. Or at least that was what they said aloud to other people. But really, he never had been anything close to that platonic. Not to her. For her, at least, the ‘like a brother’ story was a line, and a lie. He was her best friend, but always, beneath the surface, he was something more.  
 
    It was the ‘more’ that always tripped her up, because they had never touched each other intimately, never kissed in any way other than as close friends. They hugged all the time, she kissed him on the cheek and he on her forehead. They snuggled sometimes on the sofa, and she rested her head on his lap while they watched movies. He’d tickled her, roughhoused with her, and even carried her over his shoulder once or twice as a joke.  
 
    But for Sam there had always been something else, timid and hiding deep inside her, waiting, and wondering what would happen if she did what she had just done. 
 
    What happened was, Colt kissed her back. Without a second of hesitation, he kissed her back.  
 
    And after untangling themselves from her hair, his hands fell lower, and gripped her ass. He pulled her tightly against him, and Sam pressed down into his erection, making slight undulations until Colt groaned into her mouth, like a rebuke. 
 
    His tongue was hot, and smooth, and tasted like alcohol, and spearmint. His facial hair grazed her skin, and his lips moved expertly, manipulating, teasing and tasting hers. There was no awkwardness, or shifting around, no trying to read each other’s wants and needs. They both just seemed to know. 
 
    Sam reached down and slid her hands under his shirt, waiting to see whether he would object. But he didn’t. Instead, Colt nipped her lower lip. She smiled and he made a sound not unlike a growl, shoving her top up and out of the way, and leaning forward to take one of her nipples in his mouth. He rolled it over his tongue, licked and nipped at it, while his hand palmed her other breast, his thumb mimicking the motions of his mouth. 
 
    Soon, working her palms across the planes of his chest and his rock-hard abdominals was not enough, and Sam reached for his fly. It was only then that Colt jerked backward, his lips parting from her nipple with a slight popping sound. 
 
    “Sam,” he said, shaking his head. 
 
    “Sam, what?” She lowered her head to kiss his jaw, and the side of his neck. He let her do it, making that guttural noise once again. 
 
    “If we do this …” 
 
    “Colton, don’t give me ‘the talk’, okay? We don’t need to do that.” She brushed her lips against his Adam’s apple and felt him shudder. “Do we?” 
 
    “Uh …” He lifted his pelvis up a little, pushing against the apex between her legs. “Uh uh,” he confirmed. “We don’t need to do that.” 
 
    Then he had cupped her ass in both hands and heaved himself to a standing position. Sam wrapped her arms around his neck, holding on tight as he carried her across the living room, upstairs and into her bedroom. 
 
    At the edge of the bed, Colt paused and they stared at each other. His chest heaved from the effort of carrying her up the stairs and Sam’s did as well, but with excitement at what was about to happen. She could feel him negotiating with himself and see in his eyes that he was working through the odds. 
 
    “What’re you waiting for?” She was whispering, though she wasn’t sure why. 
 
    “A sign,” Colt said, perfectly seriously. 
 
    “I think I feel one.” Sam looked down. 
 
    Slowly, his lips parted into a grin. He lowered her onto the bed, bracing his elbows on either side of her head. 
 
    “You’re cool as shit, y’know that?” This time, Colt was the one almost whispering. And his dark brown eyes were fixed on hers. 
 
    Sam strained upward to kiss him again, but Colt pulled back. 
 
    “Tell me,” he said. 
 
    “Tell you what, Colton?” she asked. 
 
    “That you know you’re cool as shit.” 
 
    Sam shook her head, sighing. “Okay. I’m cool …” 
 
    “As shit. You gotta say that part” 
 
    “You’re just trying to get me to cuss.” 
 
    “Damn, am I that obvious?” Colt was grinning at her in that boyish way that had charmed teachers and parents alike when they were growing up. 
 
    Sam nodded. “I know you like the back of my hand.” 
 
    “You do,” Colt said. His eyes were warm and had a look in them that made Sam’s stomach flip, and twist and roll over into itself. “So, you ain’t gon’ say it, huh? That you’re cool as shit?” 
 
    “No.” She shook her head. “Because if you think about it, that phrase? It’s neither flattering nor accurate.” 
 
    Colt lowered his head, his lips at first only softly brushing against hers, then gradually going deeper. Since he was still braced on his elbows, Sam took advantage of the room to tug at the waistband of his jeans, popping the buttons and trying to work them over his hips. 
 
    Rolling over onto his side, and taking her with him, Colt stilled her busy hands. 
 
    Relenting, Sam raised herself to her knees, and without pausing, pulled her top over her head. If he wouldn’t let her undress him, she would undress herself. 
 
    Had it not been for the drinks she had in Bar One, she doubted she would be this brazen. The idea, just twenty-four hours ago, of taking her top off in front of Colton would have made her knees quake; or maybe she would have collapsed into uncontrollable laughter. It was what she did when she was nervous, or frightened.  
 
    Now, she was both, but also very tipsy. Her head was swimming and woozy, softening the edges of her restraint, making her feel just sober enough to process what she wanted to do, and just drunk enough to actually do it. 
 
    While he watched her, she fell back onto her butt and reached for the waistband of her leggings, peeling them, and her underwear over her hips, thighs and calves. When they were at her ankles, Colt gave in. He tugged the fabric so Sam fell onto her back and slid toward him, as he struggled to free her ankles.  
 
    Finally, he gave up, spread her legs with the garment still attached and ducked his head beneath it, so he was effectively trapped between her legs, the leggings stretched from one of her ankles to the other, and behind Colt’s back.  
 
    With difficulty, he shrugged his shirt over his head, and tossed it aside. His skin against hers was hot, and Sam’s nipples were sensitive against his smooth chest.  
 
    Colt was looking at her, as though she was someone he had never seen before, but also as though he knew her better than anyone else ever had. His eyes were contemplative, and undecided. The talk Sam told them they didn’t need to have? She could tell he was having it anyway, with himself. 
 
    “Your jeans,” she said squirming beneath him. 
 
    His fly was almost pressing against her, between her open thighs. Colt said nothing in return but worked them loose and slid them, and his boxers off. They both lay there with the feeling for a few moments, the most sensitive parts of their bodies pulsating and pressed against each other, becoming acquainted. 
 
    Colt reached behind him and freed Sam’s ankles of the leggings. His chest heaved against hers, and with each exhale, she felt his warm breath. 
 
    “Sam,” he said again.  
 
    But nothing followed. What words were there to say? 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ~ Four ~ 
 
      
 
    Colt didn’t know why he was hesitating, because it was already too late. He was literally between Sam’s legs. There was no going back from this. He, and she, were slick and smooth and gliding and grinding against each other. And she was all sweetness and familiarity. 
 
    The way Sam smelled and tasted? It was as though this, she, they were always meant to be. Her nipples were hard as pebbles against his chest, and she arched her back to increase the friction. But she didn’t push further. She was almost completely silent, but there was confidence in her movement, like she knew exactly what to do, and exactly what he would like. And it was tripping him out.  
 
    “Sam …” He kept saying her name between the hot, long kisses, like there was a conversation he wanted to start, but couldn’t remember where he wanted it to end up.  
 
    She twisted away, prying her lips free and Colt lifted his weight partly off her.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    Her mouth was moist, and the lower lip swollen, with what looked like a small amount of bruising at one corner, where he had sucked hard on it. A little purple mark of passion. 
 
    “Sam,” he said again. Pushing all the way up onto his extended arms, and then back onto his haunches, he looked at her, shaking his head. “We …” 
 
    “Can’t?” she finished for him. She blinked in resignation, and then sighed. 
 
    He nodded, not even believing he was doing this. His dick was hard, he was looking right at her, and she was ready for him. She was definitely ready. He could see and smell just how ready she was. Nothing would be more natural, or simpler than to nudge her legs farther apart and once again sink between them. 
 
    But then he thought of her sister, Leah, of all people. And her mother, who he called Ma Maxine, and her cousins down South who he knew almost as well as he knew his own cousins. And then, out of nowhere, he thought about when Sam broke up with the Poindexter who had taken her virginity in college, and how she’d cried with her head in his lap; cried so hard she was snotting, and sweating, and the hair stuck to the back of her neck and to her temples.  
 
    Colt had brushed it away from her face, held it away from her neck, and dabbed at the perspiration like Sam was someone in the throes of a bad fever. He remembered wanting to kick Poindexter’s ass until Sam explained that she was the one who had broken up with him, and not the other way around. 
 
    ‘Then … why …?’ Colt had asked, puzzled at what seemed to be genuine grief at the relationship’s end. 
 
    ‘Because it still hurts!’ Sam had wailed, dissolving into loud sobs once again. 
 
    And Colt said, ‘okay, okay,’ even though he didn’t understand.  
 
    And then he had kept her there, stroking her hair until the crying turned into hiccuppy gulps, and Sam had eventually closed her eyes and fallen asleep, head still in his lap. He sat there, legs extended, and let her sleep, and his own heart hurt, just because he knew that hers did. 
 
    Now, he reached for the corner of the bedsheet, and pulled it free, handing it to her and averting his eyes. Turning his back to her, Colt slid to the edge of the bed, reached for his boxers and put them on. 
 
    “Okay,” Sam said from behind him. 
 
    He looked over his shoulder and she was shrugging her top on, and then wriggling back into her underwear, fumbling with the garments and averting her eyes. 
 
    He began speaking, with his back still to her. “It’s not that I don’t …” 
 
    “It’s fine.” 
 
    He felt, rather than saw Sam slide off the edge of the bed.  
 
    “Lock my door on your way out,” she said.  
 
    And then he heard the slam, and a click as she locked herself in her en suite. 
 
    Colt dressed, and then sat there for a few minutes more. He heard nothing from the bathroom, and Sam didn’t come out. So he did as she asked, and locked up before he left. 
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    Splayed. 
 
    That was the best—the only—way to describe how she’d been on the bed, beneath him when Colton decided it was time to put an end to the festivities. She was splayed beneath him, legs wide open, practically begging him to have sex with her when he decided it was time for him to leave. 
 
    Remembering it was like thinking about a story your ‘fast’ friend told you, about how she’d jumped some guy after meeting him at the bar. It was the kind of misadventure that would make you feel embarrassed for your friend, and secretly wish she hadn’t even shared the story in the first place, because you were that embarrassed for her. 
 
    Except Colton was not some guy from the bar. He was her best friend. He was the guy her own mother called when she needed someone to clean the gutters, or mow the lawn, or pick her up from the ophthalmologist when she’d gotten her pupils dilated in the middle of the day and her daughters were unavailable. Colton was the son Maxine had never had. 
 
    And what had Samantha done? She had gotten tipsy and attacked him; gotten buck-naked and practically shoved her crotch at him. 
 
    Sam moaned and ran a hand over her face, slipping the K-cup into her Keurig. She chose the strongest brew she had because it was past one in the afternoon and she was still dragging. She’d slept through her spin class and not done any of her customary Saturday errands. There was dry cleaning still to be picked up, grocery shopping to be done, and a position paper she’d promised herself she would crank out by Monday.  
 
    It was for one of their clients who provided legal assistance to juvenile asylees, young people who had come to the United States fleeing countries where they were endangered by civil war, gang violence and other threats. She wanted to do well with this one, too, because it was rare that she got to do work on issues she cared this much about.  
 
    But how the hell was she going to focus on the rights of juveniles seeking asylum when all she could think about was that awful, awful image? Of Colt staring down at her naked body and deciding—at the last possible second—that he’d rather not. 
 
    Shaking her head, she grabbed her coffee mug, creamer and sweetener, hoping that coffee might clear the fuzziness from her brain and help her think of something she could say to Colt that would salvage their friendship, and her dignity. 
 
    Maybe though … maybe he’d called? She’d been knocked out since the early morning hours, after having spent a sleepless few hours staring up at her ceiling. She had no doubt that once she was asleep, she wouldn’t have heard the phone if it rang.  
 
    Taking the steps two at a time, Sam made her way upstairs. At her bedside table, her phone lay silent. Of the three calls she had gotten that morning, two were from her sister, Leah, and one from a number that she recognized as her dentist’s office, probably reminding her of her cleaning scheduled for that coming Monday. Tossing the phone into the center of the bed, she went in to take a shower.  
 
    She didn’t bother washing her hair again, and instead used her shower cap. Lathering slowly, then rubbing the exfoliating glove over her skin, Sam tried not to relive every moment of Colt touching each part that she now touched. She had areas of tenderness, around her nipples, and her lips still felt swollen. 
 
    She had been out of her head last night; out of her head and completely inside her body.  
 
    After the first kiss, she almost didn’t think at all, but moved on instinct, and out of need. She couldn’t remember a dozen fully-coherent words that she and Colt had spoken to each other. She doubted they had. The words seemed unnecessary then, but now she faltered in that belief. Maybe they should have talked before things went as far as they had. He wanted to, and she had shut him down. 
 
    By the time the shower was over, and she was gathering her fluffy bath towel around herself, her heart was beating hard with dread. How the hell was she supposed to face him? 
 
    Walking out into the bedroom, she pulled the shower cap off her head and crumpled the plastic into a tight ball. 
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    Sam squealed and dropped one end of the towel, along with the crumpled shower cap. 
 
    Colt, fully-dressed in something other than what he’d been wearing the night before, was lying across her bed, only his long legs hanging down over the edge. He turned onto his stomach and with chin propped on his folded arms, assessed her. 
 
    “You scared me!” Sam turned away, unable to show him how happy she was he was there. 
 
    “Sorry. You showered. Good.” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “Brought you your coffee.” He indicated her favorite mug, sitting on the bedside table, with the coffee she had brewed before running upstairs to check her phone. “But c’mon hurry up and get dressed so we can go.” 
 
    “Where are we going?” Sam noted how cool her voice sounded, how distant, but she was unsure of being able to alter it. 
 
     She was standing there in front of him in a towel, and he didn’t seem to care, didn’t even seem to notice. Before last night, the least clothed she had even been around Colt had been in a swimsuit. And rarely even a two-piece at that. Was he that unbothered by her almost nakedness? Because she was definitely bothered by him, even though he was lying there fully-clothed. 
 
    God, she only hoped that would go away. But she couldn’t imagine it. He had been between her legs. Naked, and pressed against her. She had felt his … 
 
    “Lowe’s.” 
 
    “What?” She had lost her hold on the conversation. She turned. 
 
    “We have to go to Lowe’s. Wax ring, remember?” 
 
    He looked and was behaving perfectly normal. Like Colt on any other Saturday, happening by, and asking her to run errands with him. 
 
    “Wait,” she said moving closer to the edge of the bed as she noticed something. “Did you already go get your haircut?” 
 
    “Yeah. ‘Course. Just like always. C’mon, Sam.” Now he sounded impatient. “Let’s go before it gets too late. I know you don’t want to spend all day in a hardware store and fixing a toilet.” 
 
    “I thought you were fixing the toilet,” she said. 
 
    “I am. But you’re watching. I want you to be able to do it by yourself if you ever have to one day.” 
 
    He always said that when he helped her with anything around the house. But this time, the specter of him not being there, of her having to “do it herself one day” felt ominous. 
 
    “Okay,” she said. She grabbed the coffee mug and took it with her into her walk-in closet to pick something to wear, happy to get away from him and the confusing snarl of her emotions. 
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    So, he wasn’t going to talk about it at all? Was that his plan? 
 
    If it was, Sam wasn’t sure she was going to be able to get through the next hour of this.  
 
    “You might want to think about getting a new commode too, soon,” Colt was saying, as they walked the bathrooms section. “The one you got now’s too small anyway. I think it’s that standard builders crap that they get for practically nothing when they’re doing large-scale construction.” 
 
    “Hmm.” 
 
    “But we’ll just replace the wax ring, and the bolts and screws for now,” he continued. “Okay?” 
 
    He stooped and examined a small bin of hardware, selecting and grabbing a couple more items to drop in the blue basket.  
 
    Sam could see now where he’d gotten his hair edged-up, where the newly-shaved skin was of a slightly lighter complexion. It looked like baby-new skin and made her want to trace it with her fingertips, to see if it was as soft as it appeared. 
 
    “Okay,” she said. 
 
    Colt looked over his shoulder and up at her. “You good?” 
 
    Sam nodded, but his eyes lingered on her face.  
 
    “Why you lyin’?”  
 
    “I’m not.” Her voice rose to a petulant squeak. “I’m fine.” 
 
    “You’re prob’ly just hungry,” Colt said. “You didn’t eat, did you? Sorry I rushed you outta there. Just want to get this out of the way.” 
 
    Of course he did.  
 
    “I’m not hungry.” 
 
    “Yeah, you are. You always get like this when you’re hungry. We’ll get something to eat after we pay for this.”  
 
    He stood and took a step toward her. Sam stood her ground, just a couple of feet from him. He came even closer and looked poised to say something when, just to his right, Sam noticed a young couple—as young her and Colton—looking in his direction with expectant excitement on their faces. 
 
    People recognized him all the time, and Colt always took it in stride, nodding a greeting, but walking with purpose, so that folks seldom plucked up the courage to stop him.  
 
    Noticing the shift of her eyes, he took her hand and steered her in the direction of the cash registers, probably guessing that she had spotted some of his fans. It wasn’t unusual for him to hold her hand if he wanted to guide her in a particular direction or hurry her along, but today Sam reacted as though he had burned her with hot coal. 
 
    He felt her flinch and looked down, a frown flitting across his features. But he said nothing, heading for the self-checkout lane to take care of their purchases. When Sam reached for her pocketbook, he made a sound of impatience and stood in front of her, blocking her access to the card reader and pulling out a card of his own. 
 
    Once everything was bagged up, Colt wrenched the receipt from the printer and headed for the exit, Sam trotting to keep up with his wide strides. He didn’t even look back. 
 
    “Colt.”  
 
    The sound of her voice stopped him in his tracks and he turned to look at her just short of stepping off the sidewalk and onto the blacktop. 
 
    “What are you mad about?” she demanded. 
 
    “You think I didn’t feel that back there? When I held your hand?” 
 
    Sam looked down at the pavement, but Colt reached forward and tipped her chin up.  
 
    “You don’t want me touching you now?” he asked. He leaned in, lowering his voice a little once he saw that they were catching the attention of other shoppers making their way back to their cars. 
 
    Sam shook her head. 
 
    “No?” he asked, sounding angrier. “See, this is why …” 
 
    He exhaled sharply, and turned as though to walk away but Sam held him by the arm.  
 
    “I don’t mean it like that! I mean … I just. I …” 
 
    “You just what, Sam?” 
 
    She swallowed hard. 
 
    Colt’s expression softened for a millisecond, grew angry again, and then exasperated. He walked toward her, and Sam instinctively took two steps backward. If he had been concerned about making a scene before, he sure didn’t seem to care anymore. 
 
    She said nothing for a few moments, and looked down at her feet. Sighing she raised her head to look directly at him and finally spoke. “I was embarrassed, okay? At first it seemed like you wanted to …” 
 
    Colt gave a short laugh and then glanced up at the sky. “You kiddin’ me, right? Of course I wanted to. Couldn’t you tell?” He glanced pointedly down at his groin. 
 
    “But you left.” 
 
    “You asked me to leave.” 
 
    “Because you rejected me.” It was difficult to even say the words, and they sounded almost choked, coming out. “What was there to do after that? Watch television?” 
 
    “You’d been drinking, Sam. I’d been drinking. If we were to ever go there, it couldn’t be like that.” 
 
    Sam stared at him.  
 
    “So, you want to stand out here all day, or are we gon’ get something to eat? And fix that leaky crapper.” 
 
    Stand here all day, she thought. Because the way you’re looking at me right now … I could stand here all day.  
 
    “Let’s go get something to eat,” she said, nodding. “And then to fix my leaky crapper.” 
 
    There was so much more she wanted to say, to ask. But right now, just having him confirm that he’d wanted her too was enough. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ~ Five ~ 
 
      
 
    There were some days Sam hated her job; positively loathed it. But not for the reasons that most people tended to hate their jobs. She hated how much it made her feel. How helpless it made her feel. 
 
    The problems people asked the firm to help solve—by providing access and messaging to legislators—were real problems, suffered by real people. And none of it was small stuff, either. The issues she worked on were the kinds of things that could keep a person up at night, lamenting the state of the world, and how little they could do about it. 
 
    The position paper Sam had tried and failed to finish over the weekend, and which was due to her boss by Wednesday was supposed to convince at least ten recalcitrant congressmen that it would be inhumane to send children who had been brought to the United States and trafficked as cheap labor in the underground economy back to their native countries unaccompanied. Many of these children worked sixteen-hour days in factories in major American cities to bring nice middle-class families their nice clothes. 
 
    It would have shocked the average American to learn that this was a common practice. Sweatshops didn’t just exist in Asia. They were also in places like New York, Los Angeles, Baltimore, and even Washington DC. Children from impoverished nations were routinely smuggled into the United States to work, and they weren’t on anyone’s list at child welfare agencies, or schools, or on any official list for that matter.  
 
    They were invisible, until they ran away, or someone tipped the authorities off. Or, in the worst-case scenarios, they wound up dead and dumped somewhere, a nameless, Jane or John Doe Juvenile that no one bothered to claim. As for the ones that survived being trafficked, once identified, they were often placed in detention centers as though they were the criminals, and later, at a hearing where they had no rights to representation by an attorney, they were often shipped back to their country of origin.  
 
    Some children, because they had no support structures back in their native country, were trafficked several times, shipped around the globe like cargo, and put to work by people who were no better than slavers. Current immigration policy cared little for the fate of these children once they were sent back. It was not the United States’ problem; at least, so went the argument. 
 
    Sam’s job was to write something compelling, arguing for a more liberal approach to granting these children asylum. But ‘compelling’ in the lobbying game was a fine line to walk. You had to motivate lawmakers without guilting them. You had to paint a bleak enough picture to spur action, without casting blame. And you had to subtly hint that even if they pretended to be motivated by altruism, there would be somewhere, somehow, something in it for them. 
 
    Reaching for her coffee mug, Sam tossed it back and exhaled sharply when she realized it was already empty. That had been her third of the day. If she wanted to get to sleep that night, she could not have a fourth.  
 
    She clicked her mouse, and the cursor on her computer screen blinked reproachfully from an almost empty page. 
 
    She cared about this issue. She cared about it deeply. So, why the hell would the words not come? 
 
    Shoving herself back from her desk, she went to look out the window and down onto K Street. To think this had once been her dream job; and that she’d actually thought she could ‘make a difference.’ It was laughable now.  
 
    Lobbying was about sleight of hand, that was all. If you could come up with a clever, catchy, sound-bite-able phrase that an ambitious congressperson or senator could picture him- or herself delivering with gravitas to their constituents, or on television, then you’d have a winner. No one won on the merits of an argument, just on how well it was packaged.  
 
    The buzz of her cellphone turned her focus away from the cityscape and she grabbed it up from her desk, so relieved to have a distraction, she didn’t even check to see who it might be.  
 
    “What’s up, lady bug?” 
 
    Sam smiled. “Hey.” 
 
    “You hungry?” 
 
    “It’s lunchtime,” she said. “I guess I could eat. Why? Where are you?” 
 
    “In your lobby,” Colt said. “Come down.” 
 
    Sam was grabbing her purse and heading for the door before he even finished his sentence. 
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    Colt waited at the reception desk in the lobby, tapping on its surface and occasionally returning the smile of the female guard who couldn’t seem to stop smiling at him. He wasn’t planning to drop in on Sam at work, but he’d been in the neighborhood, signing papers at his lawyer’s office when she crossed his mind. 
 
    Not that Sam needed to ‘cross’ his mind. She was always there. Almost from the time they had first begun to recognize themselves as sentient beings, they had recognized each other as a ‘significant’ other. Not in the way that most people meant that phrase, but yeah, Sam had always been the ‘significant’ one, who remained in the forefront of his mind. 
 
    His mother, and hers, when they got together liked to talk about how when they were toddlers, they had greeted each other with a bear-hug and little lip-kisses. The story, so often recounted, used to embarrass Colt a little.  
 
    On Friday night, there was nothing little about their kisses. Those were grown-ass. And aside from the kisses … there was Sam, naked on her bed, open and welcoming him into her bed, into her body. That he had gotten out of that room without there being some serious fucking was nothing short of a miracle. 
 
    Colt shook his head, and wiped the back of his hand across his mouth, chasing the images from his mind. 
 
    But there was no putting that genie back in the bottle. 
 
    Saturday evening after the plumbing work was done, all day Sunday, and yesterday he had avoided Sam entirely. Not calling like he normally would have, not texting. Total air silence. It had been difficult enough being in the small space of her powder room, with her literally breathing down his neck as he worked.  
 
    She had gamely pretended to be paying attention to how to unseat the toilet, replace the wax ring and then put it all together again; but Colt felt a new, buzzing energy between them and knew she felt it too. The strain of not touching each other was palpable, and when her breasts brushed against his shoulder as she leaned in, Colt dug the nails of one hand into his thigh to keep his dick from getting hard. 
 
    As soon as the work was done, he’d washed his hands, manufactured some excuse about going over to hang with his pops and then gotten the hell out of Dodge. Sam didn’t protest, nor did she try to revive the conversation they had started in the Lowe’s parking lot. Instead, she nodded, and stood at her front door and saw him off. 
 
    That moment, when she waved from the townhouse as he pulled away had been weird. It had an unsettling finality, like maybe he was never going to see her again. Colt had no frame of reference for a life that did not in some fashion include Sam. So, if things had to change between them, maybe the only choice was to lean into it.  
 
    The ping of the elevator caused him to look up and stand upright from where he’d been leaning against the reception desk. Sam emerged, wearing a powder-blue suit and cream-colored blouse. Her hair was pulled back with a bandeau, and she was wearing small pearl earrings. At first glance, she looked like someone playing dress-up, because Colt was so unaccustomed to seeing her in her work clothes. 
 
    The Sam in his mind belonged in jeans, or a long, loose skirt. She belonged in a tee-shirt, or a flowery blouse.  
 
    “Hey,” she said, smiling at him. She got on her toes and kissed him briefly on the cheek. 
 
    It was the way they often greeted each other, and so it shouldn’t have thrown him, but it did. Probably because she did it so naturally, as though Friday night was now firmly behind her. She greeted him as though she was ready to resume where they had left off before all the bumping and grinding, kissing and touching had happened. 
 
    “What you feel like eating?” he asked, as they exited the building. 
 
    “I don’t have a lot of time, so you want to head over to that Chinese place down near 19th?” 
 
    Colt shrugged. “Works for me.” 
 
    They walked without speaking. Colt ignored the stares, and the occasional looks of curious semi-recognition. Most people didn’t actually recognize him, because though he wasn’t a bencher, neither was he a superstar. They noticed his height, and wondered whether they should recognize him, wondering whether he might be a basketball player in the league. The people who knew his name tended to give audible gasps and try to make eye contact. Today, there was little of that, and he was grateful.  
 
    The restaurant, was an old-school Chinese joint, decorated in red and gold, complete with dragon tapestries and long draping tablecloths. It was crowded and noisy, but they were seated right away, near the window, looking out onto K Street and its busy pedestrian traffic. At the table for two, Colt wiped his clammy hands on his thighs, and just after they were handed their menus, excused himself to go to the men’s room. 
 
    Once there, he washed his hands, dried them, washed them again, dried them again and stared at himself in the mirror. Taking a deep breath, he went back out. 
 
    “I ordered for you,” Sam said as he sat down. 
 
    “What’d you get?” 
 
    “Your usual.”  
 
    She was looking down as she spoke, digging for something inside the large pocketbook that Colt was always teasing her about. She fished out her wallet, a notebook, her phone and finally a glasses case. She opened it and took out a pair of reading glasses, perching it on her face, and then continuing to look through the pocketbook.  
 
    Then she pulled out a makeup case, and a novel. And kept digging. 
 
    “What in the … what you lookin’ for in there?” Colt asked, laughing. 
 
    “Lip balm. My lips are always dry. I don’t think I’m drinking enough water. Either that, or this fancy lipstick is drying them out.” 
 
    Colt reached across the table and tipped her chin up. Then, with his napkin, he gently wiped her lips clean of lipstick. Sam looked at him, frozen in place, one hand still in her bag. 
 
    “There,” he said quietly. “And here …” He reached into the pocket of his sweatpants and handed her his lip balm, the simple yellow tube of the cocoa butter he got from CVS. 
 
    Sam opened it, applying some to her lips and then handing it back.  
 
    “Thank you,” she said, her voice equally quiet.  
 
    To break their mutual stare, Colt picked up the novel she had placed on the table. “Still reading this, huh?” He flipped it over to the back cover, checking the name of the heroine. “Has Gabby found true happiness yet, or is she still stuck in her rut, caring for her elderly father?” 
 
    “She’ll still be stuck in the rut until I get about one-third of the way in. And by halfway, she'll get to have sex with a super-cute guy who she never imagined in a million years would be interested in her.” 
 
    One corner of Colt’s mouth twitched. “Oh, for real? Is that the formula?” 
 
    Sam nodded. “But he’ll want Gabby just as much as she wants him, and maybe even more. For reasons that will never become completely clear. Things will go really well for Gabby and her hot guy for a little bit. But about three-quarters of the way in, they’ll have a misunderstanding and things will look hopeless, but by the end it’ll be resolved, and they’ll be blissfully in love.” 
 
    “So, if you know all this going in, why are you reading it?”  
 
    “Because real life is unpredictable enough,” Sam said, her eyes serious. “It’s calming to read something that tells you that even if it’s rough going, you’ll get your happily-ever-after in the end.” 
 
    Nodding, Colt handed her the book, and she put it back in her pocketbook. He looked down at the table and traced a circle on it with his forefinger. 
 
    “Look, Sam …” 
 
    Their waiter reappeared and placed a dish with spring rolls in the center of the table, and a bowl of steaming wonton soup in front of Colt. 
 
    “Enjoy,” he said, backing away with a little bow. 
 
    “Work is killing me,” Sam said. The words came out in a rush. 
 
    Colt paused and looked at her with narrowed eyes, momentarily thrown by the abrupt change of subject. Then he saw her hands, nervously replacing all the items she had taken out of her purse. Were they shaking a little? 
 
    “Why?” he asked her. 
 
    “Why …?” 
 
    “Why is work killing you?” 
 
    “I’m working on a position paper about juvenile asylees, and …” 
 
    “Juvenile what?” 
 
    “Asylees. Asylum-seekers.” 
 
    “Oh.” He nodded, and reached for a spring roll. “Okay? So why’s that killing you?” 
 
    “Well, here’s the thing …” 
 
    Colt listened while she talked, her eyes darting around, looking anywhere but at him. He wanted to smile, because she had forgotten how well he knew her, and that this motor-mouth effect was something he was very familiar with.  
 
    When they were kids and got busted doing something they had no business doing, talking fast was always her tell. If they were up to no good, Sam was never the best advocate as they tried to argue their way out of it. She didn’t like to do wrong; and Colt truly believed that unlike most people, she got none of the adrenaline rush that often comes from breaking the rules. 
 
    “You’ll work it out,” he said, when she was done with her soliloquy. 
 
    She sighed. “I hope so. But if I’m going to do that, I’d like to do it by this afternoon. Jason always has tons of revisions and it’s gotta be final by Wednesday COB, and …” 
 
    “Sam.” He silenced her with a hand over hers, to still it. “We should talk about Friday.” 
 
    She pulled in her lower lip and chewed on it for a moment Colt watched her do it, and remembered sucking on that lip, and how it felt soft and plump between his. There was still the shadow of a bruise on it, reminding him how out of control he’d felt. 
 
    He averted his gaze. 
 
    “Look,” he began. “Here’s the thing …” 
 
    “I think I get ‘the thing’,” Sam said, speaking over him. “So, we don’t have to …” 
 
    “What do you get?” 
 
    “That you think it was a mistake, and we started something we shouldn’t finish, and …” 
 
    “No,” Colt said. 
 
    “No?” She looked up. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then …” 
 
    Colt swallowed. “I think we should finish it,” he said. 
 
    Sam’s eyes widened slightly. 
 
    “Look, I just … it wasn’t right, the way it went down. Like you were some chick I met that night, or I was some dude you picked up for some dick …” 
 
    “Some dude I picked up?” One of her eyebrows rose. “For some …” 
 
    “You know what I mean. If we go there, we gotta do it right.” 
 
    “Do it right, like how?” She looked genuinely perplexed. 
 
    Colt swallowed hard, again. “You know … hang out for a while, see how it … then maybe … that’s if you want, then maybe …” 
 
    What the fuck? Who the hell was he right now? He was talking to Sam. Sam. And he had a case of dry-mouth like nobody’s business and couldn’t even get his sentences out straight. 
 
    “You want to date me?”  
 
    The question came out loud enough that people at other tables looked around. Sam sounded incredulous, and a woman nearby tittered. 
 
    “If you want to be old-fashioned about it, yeah. I mean. If we …” 
 
    Their waiter reappeared, this time with a large tray and a stand for him to set it down while he rearranged plates and put their lunches in front of them. The aroma of kung pao chicken, and Sam’s wor shu duck wafted upward.  
 
    When they were alone again, and Sam reached for her chopsticks, Colt stopped her. 
 
    “You know me, right?” he said. 
 
    Sam nodded. 
 
    “So you know that on Friday, when I shut things down, that was the most mature thing I’ve ever done maybe in my entire life.” Sam smothered a smile and Colt grinned back at her, leaning in. “Am I right?” 
 
    “Maybe,” she acknowledged. 
 
    “I want to do this right,” he said. 
 
    Sam said nothing, and just looked at him. 
 
    “So?” he prompted. “What do you …” 
 
    For a moment, she looked frightened. Colt could relate. In some ways, it would have been easier to just let the sex happen. And then, in the cold light of day, they could have told each other it was a fluke, continued on like before, and tried to forget it. 
 
    But this, this was different. This was him, acknowledging to her that if they did this—when they did, because it now felt inevitable—it could not be done lightly. They had to honor what they already had; and in doing so they would be admitting that they wanted to build something even more than that. 
 
    “And what if it … what if it doesn’t work out?” she asked, fretting the edge of the tablecloth. 
 
    “Don’t make us over in your head, Sam. This is me. This is you. The only thing that’s changed is that now? Every time I see you, I’ma want to …” He didn’t finish his sentence, but leaned in trying to make eye contact with her again. “After Friday night … you jus’ don’ know.” 
 
    She blushed, the way only Sam blushed. She dipped her chin even lower, avoiding his gaze. 
 
    “So, you want to do this with me, or what?” he asked. 
 
    It took her a few moments. A few—it seemed to Colt—almost interminable moments. Finally, she nodded. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ~ Six ~ 
 
      
 
    “This is really good, Samantha.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “You sound surprised.” Jason looked up at her from his place behind the desk and smiled. 
 
    “I … no, it’s not that I’m surprised,” Sam lied. “It’s just, it’s the hardest issue I’ve ever had to work on and I wanted it to get the message across.” 
 
    “It did.” Jason handed her the two sheets of paper he’d been looking over.  
 
    Taking it from between his fingers, Sam quickly glanced over it. There were barely any notations in the margins. And the ones she saw were comments, not corrections. When she looked up again, Jason was studying her. 
 
    She had been working for him for a few years now, ever since she graduated from Georgetown. It was supposed to be the starter job, the one she used to bide her time until she decided on her next move. But the next move had never come to fruition and Sam found herself becoming more absorbed by the legislative process, and the art of influencing legislators. 
 
    The public-at-large tended to think of lobbying as a dirty, bottom-feeding business, and it could be. But it was also an opportunity to give voice to the voiceless. If you worked for the right kind of firm, it could be rewarding, and not just financially.  
 
    Jason, and his two partners, Paul, and Owen, were themselves Georgetown grads, but they had also gone to Georgetown Law. And in a legal clinic there, had all caught the bug for getting the interests of the underserved in front of Members of Congress. 
 
    Their client base was comprised mostly of non-profits and international NGOs who found it difficult to get the access that big corporate lobbyists took for granted. After a decade of working personal connections, their alumni association and even family friends, Jason, Paul and Owen had built a political consultancy that had a reputation for taking the tough, bleeding-heart issues to the even tougher, conservative legislators; and getting results. 
 
    Jason was the only one among the three partners who was Black, and had a reputation for seeking out and hiring talented, young people of color and mentoring them in their career in lobbying. When he gave her the job, Sam hadn’t even been aware of that reputation but now that she’d been with him for a spell, she saw the respect he commanded around town, and felt lucky to be learning under his tutelage. He was only about thirty-six, but carried himself with such confidence and self-possession that it was difficult not to look up to him. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking,” Jason said, idly stroking his goatee, “that maybe you might want to come along for a few of the Hill visits on this one.” 
 
    Samantha took a step back and sank into one of his guest chairs. “Hill visits?” she echoed. 
 
    “Yeah,” Jason said. “I mean, you’ve been with us a while. How old are you, if you don’t mind me asking?” 
 
    “Twenty-seven.” 
 
    Jason shrugged. “It’s past time for you to start cutting your teeth up there. Why don’t you plan to come with me when we start these meetings?” 
 
    “You’re lobbying this yourself?” 
 
    Jason and the partners seldom did the legwork anymore, unless the Member they were targeting was very high-profile, or the issue was particularly tricky. 
 
    “Yeah,” Jason said. “This one means a lot to me. Not sure I could trust it to someone too junior.” 
 
    “But you’d trust me to come with you on the visits? I mean, I’m not even a lobbyist.” 
 
    “True. But I read what you wrote, and it’s clear you feel strongly about it.” 
 
    Sam nodded. “I do. And I guess if you think I could …” 
 
    “You can,” he said. “You know this material better than I do, at this point. I’ll take the lead, and when questions come up that get into the weeds, I’ll turn to you. We’ll tag-team it.” 
 
    He made it sound so easy. The firm had two dozen lobbyists, most of whom were lawyers who, on average, were about thirty-two. They had specialized issue areas that they worked on—international trade, immigration, criminal justice, energy policy, climate change and the environment—and if a client came to the firm, work was assigned according to whichever issue the lobbyist specialized in. Sam, as a policy analyst backstopped their work.  
 
    She did the research, helped write the position papers, one-pagers and background material that was shared with staffers on Capitol Hill, and Members of Congress. Most of her work involved dumbing-down complex issues, making them digestible, and making a specific policy ask—vote for this bill, decline to support that one, co-sponsor this one—sound like a no-brainer; or better yet, presenting it as a surefire winner for the Member of Congress and their state or congressional district. 
 
    The lobbyists’ job, once Sam had done hers, was to be the front-men or -women. They were the ones who showed up on Capitol Hill in their blue suits, and smooth-talked or schmoozed the Members and their staff into taking a particular action. If they needed data to support that position or action, Sam’s work provided it. If they needed vignettes, or personal interest stories, Sam was tasked with finding them. It was important work, but mostly done in carrels and at computers. She had never envisioned herself as one of the hotshots in a dark suit who actually went to the Hill. 
 
    “But, I’m not a lobbyist,” she said again. 
 
    “Is that something you’d be interested in doing?” Jason asked. 
 
    “I hadn’t really thought of it,” she admitted. 
 
    “You should. Because if you want that, now would be the time. In two to three years, if you stay on the track you’re on right now, you might be a senior policy analyst, and then a couple years after that, a director of policy, or something like that. But if you want to get out there, and get in the fray up on the Hill, you’ll need to get that experience now.” 
 
    Sam nodded. 
 
    “This is a relationships business,” Jason continued. “You’ll need people to recognize you, you’ll have to do some networking. It’s not for everybody, but the point is, you have to be intentional about it. Good lobbyists don’t happen overnight. You have to till some serious ground and cultivate important relationships.” 
 
    “Do you see me doing that?” she asked. 
 
    “I think you’d be good at it.” Jason nodded. “Especially because you’ve had some time to get exposed to a lot of issues. Most of our folks out there …” He indicated the outer office where all the lobbyists were visible through the glass walls of his office, meeting in the conference room with one of the partners. “They’re good, some of the best in the business. But they’re one-trick ponies. Talk to our criminal justice guy about immigration and he’s useless. But you? You’re a generalist but with deep knowledge on more than one issue. Not a whole lot of those around, so that could make you a very valuable player.” 
 
    Sam smiled. “Thank you,” she said. 
 
    “It’s the truth,” Jason said, shrugging. “And the way you distilled that issue? Something that complex? If you can communicate that way in person, the way you did on paper, the sky’s the limit.” 
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    “He said that?” 
 
    Sam nodded, reaching for a slice of the pizza Colt had brought over for their dinner. She took a bite so large, her cheeks were puffed out as she chewed. 
 
    “Even though you were two days late getting it done?” 
 
    “Yup. Even then.” Sam spoke around the food in her mouth. 
 
    “You gon’ do it?” Colt asked. He had stretched his long legs out and was resting his feet on the coffee table, not too far from the pizza box. Sam reached over and shut it, both to keep the heat in, and the lint from Colt’s gym socks out. 
 
    “I don’t know. I have to make sure I’m not reacting to his flattery. And that I really, actually want to be a lobbyist.” 
 
    “You’ve been workin’ there for almost six years. You don’t know yet if you want to be a lobbyist?” 
 
    “It’s complicated. Lobbying is an easy job to make you think you want it. It’s fast-paced, high-pressured, exciting. You meet people that most folks only ever see on CNN … it has a kind of daredevil appeal. But I don’t know …” 
 
    “What aren’t you feelin’ about it?” 
 
    “The … lying, I guess.” 
 
    Colt spluttered into laughter. “Oh shit. The lying. Don’t hold back, Sam. Tell me how you really feel.” 
 
    She laughed with him a little. “No, that’s kind of harsh. But there’s this part of it that’s … I don’t know. Dishonest. Even for the good causes. You kind of have to oversimplify a lot. I mean, every issue has shades of gray, but that’s not how lawmakers think. That’s not what moves them. That’s not what moves the public. So, you have to paint everything in black-and-white terms. Like your argument is the only legitimate argument. Like your conclusion is the only reasonable conclusion. You know what I mean?” 
 
    Colt shook his head.  
 
    “Like, take … abortion for instance,” Sam swallowed the food she had been chewing. “If you’re lobbying to get someone to support an anti-abortion bill, you can’t allow them to focus on the fact that it’s complicated, that there’s many reasons women might make that choice, even when it’s a choice they’d rather not make.  
 
    “You can’t dignify the argument that even if they think abortion is wrong, they shouldn’t outlaw a morally difficult choice. Instead, you just hammer home that abortion is wrong, and so banning it is right. That’s what moves lawmakers. That’s the kind of argument that moves the public. But it’s an oversimplification. And it’s also kind of …” She grimaced. “A lie.” 
 
    Colt nodded, and Sam could see that he got it. He put down his slice of pizza and wiped his greasy palms on the legs of his sweatpants. 
 
    “C’mere,” he said. 
 
    Sam swallowed hard, wiping her own hands clean on a napkin.  
 
    She stood and went toward Colt, walking slowly because it was still hard to fathom, the newness of this thing between them. They hadn’t seen each other since their lunch at the Chinese restaurant. Throughout the rest of the week, they’d spoken on the phone the way they always did and texted a few times a day. But they both avoided talking about the big change they had both agreed to. 
 
    Sam was busy trying to finish her position paper, so she hadn’t taken the time to revisit the conversation they had about “doing things right” and Colt hadn’t pressed her on it. She knew that as far as he was concerned, it was a done deal. It was only now that they were alone in her place—just like last Friday night—that the whole thing was starting to feel like something of consequence. 
 
    She stood in front of him, looking down at where he was reclined on her favorite armchair. He looked up at her with assessing eyes, his gaze running the length of her body. She was wearing her usual lounging get-up—leggings and a tank—and her hair was pulled back with a bandeau.  
 
    She hadn’t washed it tonight, because he called and said he was on his way, and Sam didn’t want to be occupied with hair when he arrived. Now, she wondered, idly, whether she would have to change her Friday routine altogether. If she could expect Colt on Fridays from now on, maybe hair-washing would become a thing for Saturdays, or Sundays. And would he want to stay over? If he did, what were the chances she would make it to spin class, ever? 
 
    Her mind was racing, the way her mouth did when she was nervous. But she was too jittery to speak. 
 
    Colt let his foot fall from the coffee table and parted his knees, pulling her forward by the hem of her tank so she was standing between his legs. Sam’s chest heaved as she tried to control her breathing. 
 
    “I love listening to you talk about your work,” he said. As he spoke, he lifted the tank so that her stomach was exposed. He leaned in. “The way you get all hype about it, and your little nostrils flare …” 
 
    Sam’s breath hitched in her throat, and then she resumed breathing again, this time much more unevenly. 
 
    She glanced down at Colt and saw that he was looking up at her, a cocky grin on his face. 
 
    “Is this me?” he asked, his voice soft. He ran the tips of his three middle fingers down her abdomen, now covered in goosebumps. “All this? Because of me?” 
 
    He sounded both proud and incredulous. 
 
    Sam nodded, and his smile broadened.  
 
    Leaning in closer, he kissed her lightly, just above her belly-button. Sam’s stomach quivered when she felt his warm breath, and the feathery touch of his lips. 
 
    He inhaled her. And that, as much as the kisses, made the fullness between her legs intensify. 
 
    “You smell so good,” he said. 
 
    Sam closed her eyes, loving the sound of his voice. It was different, heavy with need and unlike anything she had heard from him before. 
 
    Then he was standing, towering over her. This close, he always seemed taller. Colt cupped her face and bent to kiss her. Sam was trembling as though cold, her entire body vibrating in shivers. Without the liquid courage she had last time, it was hard to even pretend not to be terrified of this, and of how much she wanted it. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Colt said against her lips. “It’s just me. It’s just us.” 
 
    They were still kissing when he finally sat again. Their lips parted only for a few moments while he pulled her down so she was astride his lap. Sam leaned in.  
 
    This time neither of them had been drinking, so their kisses didn’t have the same frantic quality. Instead they were slow, and curious. But what was unchanged was how damned good at it they were, molding and meshing their lips together effortlessly. 
 
    When Sam tried to grind against him, Colt held her firmly by the hips. She felt him smile, but he didn’t relent. And when she shifted her focus from his lips to his jaw and neck, he let her, but only for a few moments before twisting around again, and recapturing her lips. 
 
    “Colt …” There was frustration in her tone. 
 
    Sam pulled back and studied him. She felt his erection pressed against her, saw the vein in his neck, pulsating. 
 
    “Y’know what?” he said abruptly, his tone brisk. “I think we should go out.” 
 
    “What? But we’re …” 
 
    “That’s what we need. Let’s go out. Find a spot with some good music, a good vibe …” 
 
    Sam stared at him blankly, hoping he was kidding around. 
 
    “C’mon.” He patted her butt. “G’on get ready. It’s Friday. I’m taking you out.” 
 
    Sam stared at him, not quite sure what was happening. One minute they were hot-and-heavy and the next … 
 
    Colt made as though to stand, and Sam climbed off him. “Seriously?” 
 
    “Yeah. Let’s go check out this African spot in Adams Morgan I’ve been hearing about.” 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    He couldn’t trust himself just yet. Sex with Sam, he was pretty sure would be off the chain. She was like an eel when he held her, slippery, pliable, smooth … limber, and moved in a way that made her seem boneless. And try as he might, he couldn’t get out of his head the memory of what she looked like when she was on her bed that night, lying back and waiting for him. 
 
    Once they started doing the deed, there was almost no doubt in his mind, he was going to want to do it all the time. And he couldn’t make it about that, because he knew from experience how easy that was to do. He had been with a lot of women. A lot. And one thing remained true—good sex was a smoke-screen. Behind it, everything else was foggy and indistinct. No matter how you tried, you just didn’t see right, after that. 
 
    That was what had happened with him and Alexa; Alexa Chang, the ESPN ‘It Girl’ who was the embodiment of the American melting pot. Black, Asian with a whole bunch of other stuff mixed in there. She had a Northeastern prep school accent and the body language of a sexy, streetwise chick from the Bronx; she was an easy woman to notice, to be attracted to. 
 
    Once she and Colt started screwing, she was like his Kryptonite. He had flown across country countless times—sometimes just for a single night—just to fuck her. And told himself  they were ‘in a relationship’. But it wasn’t that. It never had been.  
 
    After the sex, he and Alexa struggled to find things in common besides sports and bickered about the dumbest shit. They just saw the world too differently. And of all the things about her that annoyed him, Colt could never quite get used to how much time she spent on her appearance. Always combing her hair, contouring her face, re-applying her lipstick. If he kissed her in greeting, moments later she would be looking for her compact, eager to repair the damage he had done. 
 
    One time that stuck out in Colt’s memory was when they hooked up in Los Angeles where he was playing the Lakers. Alexa met him in his suite after the game, and almost immediately they wound up in bed where they stayed for the better part of the next two hours. Afterwards, he suggested they go on a late-night burger run. They were sweaty and satisfied, and now, hungry.  
 
    ‘Good idea,’ Alexa said, springing from under the sheets when he mentioned getting food. ‘Just gimme a minute.’ 
 
    It took her forty minutes to get ready. 
 
    What Colt had in mind was that they’d pull on sweats and a t-shirt, still sex-sweaty, and roll up to the In-N-Out drive-through and come back for some more of that good-good. But nah. Alexa showered off the scent of their intermingled perspiration. She put on makeup. She even spritzed on a little perfume.  
 
    In retrospect, Colt should have known right then that they were dead on arrival. But he’d kept right on fucking her for another few months after that. And pretended to himself she was his ‘girlfriend’ with whom he had occasional differences of opinion, when really, she was just a highly-compatible bedmate with whom he had more differences than anything else. 
 
    Upstairs, Sam was banging around, obviously as sexually-frustrated as he was.  
 
    He’d take her to that African joint and they’d sweat it out to some reggae music, then he’d take her back home, drop her off at her door with a respectable goodnight kiss, and head home alone. 
 
    Sam came back downstairs wearing jeans and a frown. When Colt grabbed his car keys, she offered him a tight smile and waved him out the front door ahead of her, so she could lock up. Once they were settled in the SUV, he turned to look at her. 
 
    “You smell nice,” he said. 
 
    “You told me that already,” Sam snapped. 
 
    Colt laughed. “What’s wrong with …” 
 
    “Can we just be real for a minute?” she asked, speaking over him. 
 
    “Yeah. Of c…” 
 
    “By ‘doing it right’, were you thinking we wouldn’t be … having sex or something?” She sounded as though the very idea of it pained her.  
 
    “No, I wasn’t thinking that,” he said, no longer laughing. 
 
    Sam nodded and faced forward again, looking satisfied.  
 
    “Okay,” she said. “Good.” 
 
    Colt waited, but she didn’t ask anything further, so they pulled out of her driveway and drove into the night. 
 
    Dakar was a small storefront location, like many of the African clubs in the DC that were gaining a cult following—low-budget but high on culture. It was hot inside, and the crowd was close enough for Colt to wonder whether the owners might be violating a few fire codes. But there was a unique energy in the air, the smell of spices, and of men wearing too much cologne. The space was throbbing, and alive. 
 
    When they were admitted, Colt held tight to Sam’s hand and together they shoved their way toward the bar where he found a little patch of real estate to lean back, turn and survey the room. He ordered himself and Sam grown-up drinks, which they sipped as they watched the churning mass of people moving rhythmically on the dance-floor.  
 
    It was too loud to have a proper conversation, so Sam stood in front of him, swaying to the music, taking occasional sips from her drink. Even with the other scents permeating the space, Colt could clearly distinguish which among them belonged to Sam, and her buoyant mass of hair.  
 
    After a few minutes, he let his hand drop, putting an arm round her from behind and resting it at her waist. The swinging motion of her body, warm against his, was relaxing, and mesmerizing at the same time.  
 
    As he watched—and felt—her move, it seemed like the scales were falling from his eyes, because Sam was so fucking sexy. Colt lifted his gaze for a moment and saw that even with everything else going on in the club, a couple brothers nearby were glancing over in his and Sam’s direction, as absorbed as he was, by his girl’s sensual movements.   
 
    Colt lifted the glass to his lips and smiled. 
 
    That was who she was now. His girl. That was what this was. He would dance with her when their drinks were done and after a couple hours of that, take her out somewhere to eat. They might go to the harbor just to walk, and maybe eat something sweet. And then he’d take her home and say goodnight for now. There would be no more than that just yet. Because this part, the waiting part, felt way too good. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ~ Seven ~ 
 
      
 
    “I don’t want to go.” 
 
    “Me neither, but you don’t think we should?” 
 
    Colt shook his head. “No. I mean, why should we? It’s not like either of us even really hang out with any of them anymore.” 
 
    “That’s my point,” Sam said. “How many people are there that you’re still in touch with that you can say you’ve known for more than half your life?” 
 
    “Some of ‘em act weird around me now,” Colt said. “And Leatrice’s husband talks to me like he’s a fucking fan. I hate that shit.” 
 
    “He is a fan, Colt. He hasn’t known you since you were a kid like Leatrice and the rest of them have.” Sam sighed. “Okay. I lied, okay? I actually … I want to go,” she said. 
 
    At that, Colt looked up at her. She was standing in her kitchen, arms folded, looking down at him where he was sprawled out on her sofa, watching television.  
 
    They had stayed in the night before, ordering in and watching some B-movie on Netflix. Colt hadn’t felt even the slightest inclination lately to do what he used to do on Fridays—hit up some club, stay out late and drive home with his ears still ringing from the loud music and din of too many voices. With Sam he had settled into a lazy contentment though they still weren’t doing the deed just yet; but it turned out dancing on the razor’s edge of the possibility of sex was almost as good as going all the way. Colt looked back up at her, his eyes drifting between her and the television. Yet another B-movie was playing. 
 
    “It’s the weekend, the weather’s amazing, and I want to see our friends.” 
 
    Colt sighed. 
 
    Leatrice had been one of Sam’s closest girlfriends and part of their little crew in high school.  She was having steaks on the grill and mixed drinks at her backyard bar for what was her annual, unofficial Garrison High Spring Fling. It was a mini-reunion of all their senior-year friends that Colt rarely bothered to go to. Sam made it to these gatherings a little more often than he did, including the one at the end of summer, and another around Thanksgiving. Leatrice loved parties. 
 
    As one or another of them got engaged, married, and started having babies, though, the mood of the events changed. There were more strange faces, people Colt didn’t know well, and who sometimes couldn’t separate him from the guy they saw on a basketball court on television. 
 
    “You really want to go?” he asked. 
 
    Sam nodded. “I want us both to go.” 
 
    Colt sighed again. “What’re we goin’ as?” 
 
    Sam squinted. “What d’you …” 
 
    “As a couple, or …” 
 
    “You know we can’t do that before we talk to our families. It would take a total of five seconds for it to get back to your mother, or my mother.” 
 
    “So what?” he asked, impatiently. 
 
    But he didn’t really mean that. He and Sam were both too close to their families. That wasn’t how they did things. Introducing the idea of the new Them to their families was probably going to be the relationship equivalent of a coming out ball. 
 
    Sam said nothing, waiting through his exasperation until finally he shook his head and stood. 
 
    “Okay, let’s go.” The last thing he wanted to do was spend his entire day watching her wander around the house pouting. 
 
    “Yay!” Sam literally clapped. “I’m going to shower and change. You want to go home and get ready and then meet me there?” 
 
    “What’s wrong with what I’ve got on?” Colt looked down at himself, and when he looked up, Sam was giving him a skeptical once-over. 
 
    “Okay, fine. I’ll meet you over there. What time?” 
 
    “It starts at four.” 
 
    “So I guess I better leave now to get home, and …?” He let the question trail off into silence, maybe hoping that Sam would tell him there was no rush, and that they could get there late. But no such luck. 
 
    Sam nodded. “Yeah, you’d better.” 
 
    Exhaling, Colt shoved himself up off the sofa and grabbed his key from the kitchen counter. Just as he brushed by Sam, she caught his shirttail and pulled him down to quickly kiss his jaw.  
 
    “Thank you,” she said. “I owe you one.” 
 
    “No,” Colt said. “You don’t owe me anything. I should probably go anyway.” 
 
    “Yes, you should,” Sam said. She skirted by him and up the stairs to the upper level, obviously excited to be going to the party. “Remember to lock the door!” 
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    “You made it!” 
 
    As soon as she opened the door, Leatrice pulled him into a tight, plush hug. Since high school, she had filled out from thick into a little on the bigger side. But she was still very pretty, and still liked vibrant colors that accentuated her smooth, glowing, reddish-brown complexion. That much was clear from the orange capris and yellow blouse she was rocking. Of all his female friends in high school, she was the most outgoing, the most adventurous—the one who was always planning events and get-togethers and day-trips. 
 
    Seeing her now, Colt could admit that there was part of him that did miss her, and all their friends, and those less complicated days. 
 
    “Come in. Sam’s here already. She told me you were coming, and I told her I didn’t think Money Man Green would have time for the likes of us.” 
 
    “We ain’t gon’ do that, are we?” Colt said. “All that Mr. NBA nonsense.” 
 
    “Dang. Don’t be mad you rich and famous.” Leatrice smacked him on the shoulder. “C’mon out back.” 
 
    She led him through her living room and out onto her back deck where about ten or so people were already milling around near the bar or looking over into the backyard with a drink in hand. 
 
    “Look who’s here, everybody!” Leatrice announced. 
 
    All heads turned their way, and Colt was surrounded by the three dudes who used to be part of his extended squad—Carlos ‘Carlito’ Suarez, Rick Coleman, and Kenyon King—giving him dap, clapping him on the shoulder and pulling him into man-hugs. All three used to play on the Garrison High basketball team with him, and even while looking into their new, adult faces—and noticing slightly softer bodies, foreheads creased where they hadn’t been, and hair growing on faces that were once stubbornly smooth—Colt felt the pull, and the power of their shared history. 
 
    Once all the greetings were exchanged, someone shoved a beer into his hand, and Rick playfully punched him in the arm. Rick, who was only slightly shorter than Colt, had been the starting power forward on their team. Once almost spindly in appearance, he had thickened only slightly, and only around the middle. He and Colt used to compete with bench presses. Colt almost never won. 
 
    “Day-um! Man, you swole!” 
 
    Colt laughed. “Nah, not hardly.”  
 
    “All we need to fill out the team is Drew,” Rick said. “When he comin’ home?” 
 
    “Soon, I think,” someone said.  
 
    But Colt was barely listening. He scanned the deck and finally spotted Sam, standing with two other women. Wearing white shorts and a light-blue blouse in an airy fabric, she had let her hair go wild. The way the sun hit it, Colt saw where it was auburn in places. Sometimes, when she had too much sun, little freckles appeared on her nose, a slightly darker shade of cinnamon than her base complexion. 
 
    “You see that?” Carlito said in his ear, noticing the direction he was looking. “The gods are still Mercy-ful.” 
 
    At that, Colt’s eyes drifted to the women Sam was talking to. One of them was Mercy Edwards. She was still luscious, and full-bodied in all the right places, still dressed in a way that betrayed her awareness of her charms. It used to be she had dark hair that she’d straightened, and that hung to shoulder-length, but now she was a honey-blonde with a cute short boy-cut.  
 
    “And check it,” Kenyon contributed. “She done married an assistant pastor over there at Holy Redeemer. You b’lieve that shit? Mercy. Married to a man-of-the-cloth.” 
 
    “Technically, he ain’t really …” 
 
    “Shut up, man,” Kenyon said to Carlito. “You know what I mean.” 
 
    “Hey. You used to tap that, right?” Carlito asked looking at Colt. 
 
    “Ancient history,” he said. 
 
    “You might could crack open that history book though,” Rick chimed in. “I hear she stay fuckin’ around. Just last week …” 
 
    Colt tuned them out, thinking how similar they all sounded, to the way they had been when they were kids. How the concerns, and the characters were almost the same. 
 
    “… Samantha?” 
 
    Colt looked up only because one of them had uttered Sam’s name. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “What you know about Sam?” Carlito asked. “Last time I saw her was when I ran into her downtown, all dressed-up in a power-suit, and …” He gave a low whistle. “… baby-girl done growed up!” 
 
    This was why not telling people about him and Sam was a bad idea the longer it went on. Because now he would have to stand here and listen to stuff like this and say nothing. At least, he would say nothing just so long as the comments remained PG-13. 
 
    “Tried to crack on her. Do the ol’ high school buddy-buddy thing. Asked her to have a drink with me …” Carlito continued. 
 
    “Did she?” Colt asked, glancing over at Sam again. 
 
    “Yeah. We had dinner, even. But, it was just one of those things where you know … I just couldn’t complete the transition,” Carlito took a slug of his beer. “From old friend to new …” 
 
    “Lemme go holla at Leatrice’s corny-ass husband for a minute,” Colt said, cutting Carlito off before things went too far. “Before he come over here and ask me to sign a jersey or some shit.” 
 
    Colt went to find Leatrice’s husband who was manning the grills, tending to some good-looking rib-eyes, that made Colt’s stomach start to rumble. He moved on, spoke to a few other folks—some old faces, some new—carefully skirting around Sam, unsure that he would be able to treat her casually enough to not arouse suspicion, especially that of nosy Leatrice, who missed nothing. 
 
    Finally having touched base with just about everyone, he grabbed an IPA out of the fridge, and went to stand and look out over Leatrice’s backyard below. It was a well-maintained property, several notches above the home Leatrice lived in when she was a teenager. She had been a little more streetwise than the rest of them when they were growing up, and her family a more recent arrival to the middle-class. 
 
    Colt remembered her mother being nervous and unsure of herself at neighborhood gatherings, and her father being the one with rougher hands and a rougher manner than the other fathers. He had been crushed on by most of Leatrice’s friends because he was younger than the other fathers as well, and had a handsome thuggishness that made women and girls alike blush. He had spoiled Leatrice and her younger brother rotten, in a way Colt figured now was his way of compensating for things that maybe he never had as a kid but wanted his children to have. 
 
    “So, you don’t plan to come say ‘hello’ I guess.” 
 
    Colt turned and smiled at Mercy. “Of course I planned to come say ‘hello’. But y’all over there in a hen session or something …” 
 
    “It’s done,” Mercy said. “So let’s you and me catch up.” 
 
    Up close now, Colt saw the signs of hard-partying. A few lines around the eyes that seemed premature for someone who hadn’t yet hit thirty, and a little bloat in the face, maybe from alcohol. She reminded him of the women he met at clubs during the season, the ones who in dimmer light looked almost perfect. But in the harsh light of the morning-after, looked a little frayed, a little worn around the edges. 
 
     Mercy might have made the right decision marrying the deacon or whatever he was. Someone who would hopefully help her slow her roll. 
 
    “What you want to catch up with?” Colt asked her. 
 
    “Life in general. How’s work?” 
 
    Colt laughed. “Not bad. Would’ve liked to make it further in the playoffs, maybe even to the Finals, but …” He shrugged. 
 
    “I called you a couple times when you were at Georgetown,” Mercy said. “Remember? Before you hit the big-time.” 
 
    He did. One of those times he’d returned her call and quickly realized she was trying to rekindle something that was dead and ashes. The second time, he’d simply ignored the call. 
 
    “I bet you thought that was weird, me reaching out. Or desperate,” Mercy said. 
 
    “I didn’t think it was weird. And I didn’t think it was desperate.” Colt shook his head. 
 
    “So what did you think?” 
 
    Over Mercy’s shoulder, Colt saw that the women had indeed broken up their little group, and now Sam was talking to Carlito. Carlito who was a solid, somewhat good-looking Latino, always pulled a lot of girls when they were in school. He had a way of looking at them that got most chicks caught up before they realized he was all sweet little lies. When he was done with a chick, he was done. But somehow, he still kept getting more. 
 
    His posture with Sam right now took Colt back to the days of school dances and girls fighting over Carlito while he grinned on the sidelines and enjoyed the show. 
 
    “I thought you were trying to reconnect with an old friend,” Colt told Mercy. 
 
    She looked amused. “Yeah. Exactly. Like now.” 
 
    Colt looked at her. Her eyes were alight with lascivious intention. 
 
    “C’mon get this food, everybody! The steaks have rested, and it’s time to eat.” 
 
    “How ‘bout we go get some of that?” Colt suggested, inclining his head in the direction of the grill. 
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    Mercy was with Colt—together at one of the pub tables, eating their steak and salad, engrossed in conversation—and Sam was stuck with Carlito. She had always liked him, but he could never just be ... normal. And the lines he would toss out were so corny and obvious, it almost made her want to laugh, except that she didn’t want to hurt his feelings. There was a sad earnestness behind his lame attempts to get her to sleep with him. A girl could almost consider doing it just to make him feel like he’d had a win. 
 
    That probably accounted for fifty-percent the girls who were rumored to have slept with Carlito in high school. It was good to see him though, just like it was good to see them all. Everyone had done well for themselves, every single one. Carlito, despite his tomfoolery, was a successful civil engineer, Leatrice was almost done with school to become a cosmetic dentist, Rick was a lawyer, and Kenyon a high school math teacher.  
 
    Lisa was a CPA, and Mercy, apparently was a homemaker.  While they were all standing around catching up, she said she was trying to get pregnant because it was what her husband wanted. She had actually spoken that part aloud: ‘Because that’s what my husband wants.” 
 
    Her husband wasn’t with her though, and Sam suspected that was by design. Maybe she had told him that it was a no-spouses-allowed kind of reunion, because it certainly seemed like Mercy was on a mission. 
 
    “I’ma take you dancing.” 
 
    “What?” Sam smiled and returned her attention to Carlito. 
 
    “Dancing,” he repeated. “You seem like you might need to loosen up a little.” 
 
    “Carlito …” 
 
    “Just Carlos now,” he said. “Carlito is basically ‘Little Carl’ and I ain’t hardly little.” 
 
    Sam laughed. “I guess I’m just going to have to take your word for that.” 
 
    “Or not.” He shrugged, and then grinned at her, punctuating it with a wink. 
 
    “Carlito …” 
 
    “Carlos,” he chided. 
 
    “Carlos,” she repeated. “Just … no.” 
 
    “No what?” He laughed, though it was obvious he knew exactly what she meant. “A’ight. So you tellin’ me you’re with somebody?” 
 
    Sam pursed her lips and nodded. “Very much so.” 
 
    Carlito shrugged. “That’s fucked up.” 
 
    Sam laughed. “Actually, I kind of like it.” 
 
    “I bet he’s a buster. Weak.” 
 
    “No,” he’s not,” Sam said, shaking her head. 
 
    “I bet I know who it is.” 
 
    Sam’s face fell. “Who?” 
 
    Carlito laughed. “C’mon,” he said. 
 
    Sam said nothing. In situations like this, it was best to neither confirm nor deny. 
 
    “I was married, did you know that?”  
 
    “No.” Sam shook her head. 
 
    “My wife … my ex-wife? Nice Dominican girl. She was friendly, sweet with everybody, always laughing and hugging people and touching them …” 
 
    Sam listened. 
 
    “One time we went to this party. Much bigger party than this one. And she was doin’ her thing, talking to folks, making her way round the room. And this one dude? Nah. Nothing. She avoided him, wouldn’t even look at him. And that’s how I knew.” 
 
    “Knew what?” Sam asked. 
 
    “That they were fuckin’. Never even saw dude before in my life. But call it a man’s intuition.” 
 
    “What did you do?” 
 
    “Confronted her.” Carlito shrugged. “Acted like someone told me something.” 
 
    “And what did she do?” Sam was unable to resist asking the question. 
 
    “She confessed. Started crying, the whole nine. She was fuckin’ this dude, and even more than that, she was in love with him.” 
 
    “Carlito …” 
 
    “Nah, it’s a’ight. But I say all this to say, that I know who you’re with.” 
 
    Again, Sam exercised her right to remain silent. 
 
    “But here’s the thing. When my wife told me she was in love with dude, I think I was already halfway out of love with her. And her telling me that was the last little push. It was dead. But you want to know the messed-up part?” 
 
    Sam laughed nervously. “I’m not sure.” 
 
    Carlito leaned in. “The messed-up part was that I felt sympathy for her. Sympathy.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “To be in love with someone and not be able to show it? That must be some excruciating shit. So … if I’m right? You need to rectify your situation. Quick. Otherwise it could get painful. Not to mention, as long as I known y’all? You let it all hang out. All that love … just in everybody’s face. Like all the damn time. That shit was annoying.” 
 
    At that, Sam couldn’t help but smile. 
 
    “Anyway, all I’m saying is, if y’all undergoing some kind of relationship … makeover, or something? Just make sure you don’t make over, you know, the good parts.” 
 
    Sam stole a glance in Colt’s direction. He was still at the table, eating and talking to Mercy. He took a bite of his steak. He chewed and nodded at something Mercy said, and then, seeming to feel her stare, looked over at Sam. Their eyes locked for a few moments and then he smiled at her. 
 
    “That’s good advice, Carlito,” she said airily. 
 
    “Carlos.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ~ Eight ~ 
 
      
 
    “What’s that?” Colt glanced down at the bag in Sam’s hand as he helped her out of his SUV. 
 
    They had just pulled up and parked across from his parents’ colonial. The cul-de-sac was already crowded with cars, most of them owned by extended friends and family of Colt’s parents, there for the annual Green Family Cookout. It started around noon and usually ran until well after midnight, with folks stopping in at different hours, all through the day and well into the night. 
 
    “Wine.” 
 
    “Wine?” 
 
    “It’s a gift. For your Mom.” 
 
    Colt narrowed his eyes. “A gift? What for?” 
 
    “For inviting me.” 
 
    “Since when have you ever needed to be invited? You always come to their cookouts. And you know doggone well no one in my family is interested in a bottle of wine. Not with all that beer and hard liquor around.” 
 
    “Your mother might be. I bet she will. Especially with the black forest cake. Red wine and chocolate are a great pairing. Grab that from the backseat, by the way.” 
 
    “A great pairing,” Colt said under his breath, making a scoffing noise. 
 
    He waited till Sam climbed out of the truck and shut the door behind her. She was wearing gold sandals and a swishy mini-dress—yellow with little white flowers all over. It was getting warmer out, so a summer dress shouldn’t have been unusual. Except that for Sam it was.  
 
    Sure, she was, on most days a little on the prim, princess-y side but never in the history of their friendship and these family cookouts had she worn a dress just to come to his parents’ house. A dress, and lipstick. Eyeliner, even. 
 
    “Sam, you know this looks weird, right?” Colt leaned in the back door and took the cake box off the floor. 
 
    “I look weird?” She glanced down at herself, stricken. 
 
    “No, not you. This whole set-up. The dress, and the …” He indicated her newly-done ‘do. “Looking like you’re headed to a garden party.” 
 
    “A cookout is kind of a garden party.” 
 
    “Nah. With my family, it’s more like a bacchanal complete with booty-shorts and drunk uncles. Anyway, my point is, you usually come in cutoffs and a t-shirt, with Converse, and suddenly you’re all dressed-up? Someone’s gon’ ask questions.” 
 
    “What kinds of questions? And if they do, I’ll just tell them the truth. That I wanted to look nice for a change.” 
 
    “Okay, but why?” 
 
    “Why what?” She avoided his gaze. 
 
    “Why do you suddenly want to ‘look nice’ when you’re coming to my parents’ house?” 
 
    “You know why,” Sam said, still not looking at him. 
 
    “They’ve known you since you were practically in diapers. You think they’ll suddenly think differently about you just because you wear a dress?” 
 
    “Yeah, but …” 
 
    “So let me tell them then. That way at least you being in the goofy dress might make a certain kinda sense.” 
 
    “You think it looks …” 
 
    Colt grabbed her and pulled her against him, kissing her on the temple. “Nah. You look good. I just mean, don’t try so hard. We’re good. And when you finally let me tell them, they’ll be good, too. Whether you’re wearing a dress or not.” 
 
    Sam squirmed out of his arms. “Stop. Someone will see us. And you can’t tell them. Not until I tell my mother and sister. You know the minute your mother hears, she’ll call my mom and it’ll be this big … thing.” 
 
    “Okay, so when are you telling your mom and sister?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m working up to it,” Sam mumbled. 
 
    As far as Colt was concerned, it was a non-issue. Or at least it should be. So, he and Sam were exploring something different. What the hell did it have to be a secret for? And for that matter, it was no one’s business but theirs to begin with.  
 
    The only reason he wanted to tell his folks at all was because he respected his parents and Sam’s mother too much to have them hear through a rumor circulating among their small tight-knit group of friends. The news that Colt and Sam were keeping a different kind of company than they had in the past, shouldn’t come to them from someone’s casual comment in the grocery store. 
 
    But Sam felt strongly that if they were to do the telling, her family needed to be told first. 
 
    ‘Your parents aren’t as high-strung as my mom and sister,’ she pointed out. ‘They’d freak out if they heard from anyone else but me.’ 
 
    Colt definitely agreed with that. So, whatever Sam wanted was what they would do, even though it meant showing up at his family cookout and pretending they were still ‘just friends.’  
 
    With the cake in one hand, he reached for Sam with the other, and slammed the door with his foot.  
 
    “Don’t hold my hand!” Sam hissed. “Since when have you ever held my hand walking into your parents’ house?” 
 
    Colt rolled his eyes. “And since when have you ever worn a dress? But okay. No hand-holding. Anything else before we go in?” 
 
    “Ahm …” She actually seemed to think about it. “No. Nothing. Just don’t … touch me too much.” 
 
    “Got it. We good now?” 
 
    “And we’re leaving no later than ten, or I’m getting a ride home. You and your cousins are ridiculous when you get together. If we stay any later than that I’ll probably have to peel you off the floor.” 
 
    Colt laughed. “Ten? That’s a fifteen-year-old’s curfew.” 
 
    Sam looked at him. 
 
    “Okay, fine. Ten it is.” 
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    Colt’s family was far more interesting than hers. Complete with mouthy aunts, uncles who still hadn’t accepted that they were well on the way to senior citizenry, and fast cousins who tried to sleep with any single man or woman in sight.  
 
    And then there was the fighting. Whenever there was a Green family event, someone wound up in a brawl. Never quite the knock-down-drag-out kind of thing that resulted in blood being spilled and cops being called. But there were often raised voices, pushing and shoving, some lightweight vulgarity, and someone being ordered by Colt’s father to go home and “sleep it off.” 
 
    Sam always marveled at how much in stride Colt and everyone else took it. Once the fracas was dealt with, the band basically played on, and everyone else acted like it hadn’t even happened. The laughing and talking, dancing and drinking would resume, and by the next day, even the parties who were part of the fight would have moved on. 
 
    Sam’s family was different. Her mother and father had been reserved by comparison. At least until her father passed. That was when her mother seemed to have learned how to emote. Now, she was a worrier, a crier, and an Olympic-class guilt-er. That was how Sam knew that allowing her to find out about her and Colt in any other way except from her own daughter’s lips was a non-starter. 
 
    But now, sitting at one of the picnic tables with Colt’s cousin Shay, and watching the various women who always showed up flirting and buzzing around Colton, Sam regretted that she couldn’t publicly stake her claim. Not that it hadn’t always been like this. 
 
    From the time Georgetown recruited him to play basketball—long before the NBA even—Colt was the ‘eligible son’, the one that all the women in Mrs. Green’s various church and social groups tried to shove their daughters onto. They came to every family function, tugging along “Tiffany, who just got into med school” or “Stacy, who works at the Department of Justice” or “Monica, who’s getting her Masters in Early Childhood Education” to meet Colton. 
 
    Sam and he always laughed about it later, and she teased him about how he could, if he wanted, have his “pick of the litter”. 
 
    ‘All those eager little puppies,’ Sam might sing. ‘Going, ‘pick me, pick me!’’’ 
 
    And Colt would shake his head and say nothing but have the good grace to look embarrassed at least. 
 
    Sam had never known him to take a liking to any of the women who were thrown in his path. So, with that in mind, she shouldn’t be sitting with Shay, feeling restless, and just dying to stride across the Green’s expansive lawn and wrench him away from the super-persistent chick in an orange romper—that was two sizes too small, by the way—who was sitting so close, she looked ready to climb onto Colt’s lap. 
 
    “You see that?” Shay asked. 
 
    Startled, and guilty, Sam turned to look at Colt’s cousin. “See what?” 
 
    “Over there.”  
 
    Instead of pointing in Colt’s direction, Shay inclined her head toward the house. At the door leading from the patio to the backyard, occupying almost the entire doorway was a familiar face—handsome, dark-skinned, smooth, and chiseled. 
 
    “Damn, he fine,” Shay said, making a hissing noise between her teeth.  
 
    At the doorway, he looked up, and around the yard, taking everything in, until his eyes settled on Sam. She crossed, and then uncrossed her legs, gave an awkward smile, then lifted a hand in a meek wave. 
 
    “Jesus Christ, he’s coming over here,” Shay said.  
 
    Sam nodded, mutely, unable to keep her eyes off the man heading their way. 
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    His voice was a deep rumble, with a dash of hoarseness. She hadn’t heard that voice in a long, long time. 
 
    When they were kids, he was the first of the boys in seventh grade to have his voice change; the first to shoot up from a sprout and begin to resemble something more like a man.  
 
    “Drew. How are you?”  Sam tried to keep her voice level, though her heart was pounding. 
 
    He looked around, and finding a vacant chair, pulled it toward him, spun it around and straddled it. His legs were so long, his knees almost came up to his chest. Sitting in that position, the chair was dwarfed beneath him. 
 
    “I’m good.” He glanced in Shay’s direction and gave her a grin and wink. “Shay-Bay,” he said. 
 
    “How you doin’, Drew?” Shay said. There was a note in her voice that said, ‘Boy, you know you can get it if you want it, right?’ 
 
    “Good,” Drew said. “A little jet-lagged. But otherwise, real good.” 
 
    He looked at Sam again, and she swallowed hard. 
 
    “Just got home?” she asked. 
 
    “Yup. Just this afternoon. Then I got the word from my pops that the Greens was finna throw down, so … here I am, hoping for some home-cooked food.” 
 
    “Colt’s over there,” Sam said, indicating the spot where she’d last seen him with the pushy woman in the kids-sized romper. She indicated, but she didn’t look, because it was difficult to tear her eyes away from Drew. 
 
    “Yeah,” Drew drawled, sounding wholly uninterested. “I’ll get to him, sooner or later.” 
 
    Drew West. If Colt had been the number one basketball phenom while we were growing up, Drew was always number two. Their friendship became tinged with rivalry around the time they were fifteen, and by the time they were twenty-one, had morphed into something that was close to enmity. But the community was small, the families all close, and so Drew and Colt had, over the years developed an uneasy peace.  
 
    That peace was made much more uneasy when Colt got drafted and Drew didn’t. He found a way to make his career in basketball, but in the European League. Twice a year he made it home, and Sam rarely if ever saw him anymore, which was just as well, considering. 
 
    “How long are you here for?” Shay asked, leaning in. 
 
    Sam leaned back to make way for her, and Shay’s braids swished by, less than an inch from Sam’s face. The thirst was real. 
 
    “’Bout a month,” Drew said. “Maybe more. So, what’d I miss while I was gone?” 
 
    “Not a doggone thing,” Shay said. “You know how it is ‘round here. No one and nothing ever changes.” 
 
    Drew looked up and around the yard.  
 
    “I think that’s what I love about this place,” he said. 
 
    Sam watched him take it all in; crowded with friends, family, and people they had all known almost their entire lives. A small smile played about the corners of his lips and she could tell he was basking in how comforting it felt to be home.  
 
    They’d talked about things like that, once. 
 
    “You want a plate?” Shay offered. “I’m about to go see what those ribs look like.” 
 
    “Nah,” Drew said, shaking his head. “I’ma check ‘em out in a minute.” 
 
    “No, you sit right here,” Shay insisted, getting up. “I’ll be right back. If you move from that chair, you’ll never even make it across the yard without a dozen people stopping you.” 
 
    Sam said nothing, knowing perfectly well what Shay was up to. If she got Drew his plate, he would have to stay put to wait for it; and then to eat what was on it. Shay wanted him hemmed up with her, if at all possible. And Sam couldn’t say she blamed her. At one time, she would have been the same way. 
 
    When they were alone, Drew turned his attention back to Sam and smiled, his eyes crinkling at the corners. He reached out and touched her hand, his long, tapered index finger stroking her wrist. 
 
    “So,” he said. “Now that we got a minute, tell me what’s really up with you.”  
 
    “Not much. The usual.” She shrugged. “It’s just like Shay said: nothing ever changes.” 
 
    “Still at that job you always complain about? The lobbying firm? What you workin’ on over there these days? Still immigration reform? Farmworkers’ rights?” 
 
    Sam nodded slowly. “You remember all that?” 
 
    Drew shrugged. “How could I forget? You used to send me those long messages, telling me everything you did that day, including what coffee you drank at Starbucks before going to work. Remember that?” 
 
    “Yeah. I remember.” She wanted to paint him a picture, not just send him a string of words. She wanted him to see her, even if he couldn’t see her. 
 
    “Kept my head up, back then,” Drew said. “Being so far away from home. Not knowing the language yet …” 
 
    “And now?” 
 
    “Now? Hablo español como un nativo.” 
 
    Sam smiled, and let herself remember. 
 
    “Why’d you stop writing?” Drew asked. “The calls? That, I get. I mean, there was a time difference, a lot of other differences … whatever. But those emails. Those long-ass emails. Sometimes that’s all I had to look forward to, y’know?” 
 
    “You know why,” Sam said, looking away from him. “But what about now? How is it over there for you now?”  
 
    “Found my groove,” Drew acknowledged with a nod. “I have a life, a nice place. Friends, a social life …” 
 
    “Exactly.” Sam shrugged. “None of that probably would have happened if …” 
 
    “You should’ve let me be the judge of that.” 
 
    “Drew …” 
 
    “It wasn’t just about that. You holding me back.” 
 
    “Drew.”  
 
    “Samantha.” He mimicked her long-suffering drawl. 
 
    And then he grinned at her in that way he had, and it was impossible for her to do anything but smile back. 
 
    “Are you dating anyone?” she asked, and then was immediately sorry that she had. 
 
    Drew gave her a chiding look. “Are you?” 
 
    “I asked first.” 
 
    “I’m dating lots of ‘someones’, how’s that?” 
 
    “So, no one special.” 
 
    “Nah. I’ll be coming home when time comes to settle down,” he said. “Coming home in more ways than one.” 
 
    Sam shook her head. “No cute little Spanish mamacitas about to become Mrs. West?” 
 
    Drew kept his eyes fixed on hers. “Nah. I’m pretty sure my wife is right here. In the good ol’ U.S. of A.” 
 
    “Drew, there’s …” 
 
    “Drew!” 
 
    Neither of them had noticed him approaching, and suddenly Colt was there, pulling up a chair of his own. He extended his legs in front of him, so they created a barrier between Sam and Drew. 
 
    “What’s good, man? When you get back?” 
 
    The two men exchanged some dap while Sam eyed them, keeping very still. Between Colt and Drew, there was always something just short of aggression now, but beneath that there was still a whole lot of history, and a fair amount of affection as well. How could there not be affection? They had been boys together, become men together. Their parents had known each other for almost two decades. 
 
    But the two men were also very much the same, their competitive take-no-prisoners natures too prone to conflict, especially when their ambitions were so similar. Drew had never completely gotten over not being drafted to the NBA; and Colt had never soft-pedaled his relative success to spare Drew’s ego. 
 
    “Got back just now. This afternoon,” Drew said. “How you been?” 
 
    “Didn’t make the playoffs. But you know …” Colt shrugged. 
 
    “That’s how it goes sometimes,” Drew said. He’d almost succeeded in sounding sympathetic. Almost, but not quite. “What’s up otherwise?” 
 
    Sam tuned out their conversation and glanced across the yard.  
 
    Now would be the best time to go get something to eat. Because being in the company of both men at once, was sure to be unmanageable. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ~ Nine ~ 
 
      
 
    It was almost dark, and from across the yard, near the grill, Colt watched his childhood friend. Drew was soaking up the attention of a gaggle of the younger neighborhood women.  
 
    It was always that way when he came home. They swarmed around Drew like vultures surrounding a fresh carcass. But, Colt had to admit, he looked like he was keeping fit.  
 
    Some dudes went over there across the ocean and got lazy, and fat. They screwed their fill of European chicks, ate rich foods, and settled into the realization that while they’d get decent bank from the game, their NBA glory days were most likely never going to come to fruition. Once Colt was drafted, and Drew left to play for the European League, their friendship, by then hanging by a thread, snapped altogether. Distance, and the sharpness of what used to be friendly rivalry overwhelmed the ‘friendly’ part of their relationship. 
 
    There was a time, a golden moment when Colt and Drew were seventeen and just about neck-and-neck in the game. Colt was ahead most of the time, but by no more than a hair. They’d been good friends. Almost as close as brothers. Sure, there had been a few bumpy moments, but overall, they were good. They made each other work harder, play better. 
 
    Then they went to college. The Hoyas recruited Colt, and Drew went to Clemson. They talked all the time, even then, exchanging their stats and trading notes on girls. But around junior year, it was clear that Colt was pulling far ahead, Drew falling way behind. Things changed after that, edging farther away from friendship, and closer to rivalry. 
 
    Across the yard, Drew was laughing at something. Next to him, Colt’s cousin, Shay was leaning in close, her copious breasts darn near spilling out of her blouse, which—unless Colt was mistaken, had been buttoned up almost to the neck just a few hours ago. But Drew wasn’t paying attention to the tits. Maybe he was listening to Shay, somewhat; but he kept glancing off to his left, a little over his shoulder, like he was distracted. 
 
    Colt followed Drew’s gaze, and saw that it was directed at the far end of the yard, where most of the women were sitting around a table full of desserts. Colt’s mother was holding court, and sitting next to her was Sam’s mother, Maxine, who had only just made an appearance a half hour earlier, carrying a pie. Now they were all drinking coffee, passing slices of the pie and cackling about the kinds of things women found amusing when they were en masse. 
 
    And next to Maxine, was Sam. She was smiling with the other women and outlining her lips with the tip of a nail. She did that thing with her lips when she was bored. Bored, but trying to look interested and engaged. Her smile was shallow. She wasn’t even there. 
 
    For a few moments, Colt was so occupied with watching Sam, he almost forgot about Drew. Drew was still with Shay, still looking over his shoulder every once in a while, still glancing to his left. 
 
    Colt’s eyes narrowed. It only took a few moments for him to confirm what he already knew. The reason Drew kept looking back was wearing a swishy mini-dress—yellow with little white flowers all over. Sam. 
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    By the time they got out of there, it was well past ten, but Sam didn’t complain. She followed Colt out to his SUV, carrying a large plate, heaped with food, covered in cling wrap, and a second dish with a large helping of the pie her mother had baked. No one made anything of the fact that she and Colt left together, because they almost always did when there were Green family functions.  
 
    “Is it terrible that as soon as you take me home I’m going to reheat this food and eat it?” Sam asked when Colt had finally maneuvered out of the still clogged cul-de-sac, and onto the main road. 
 
    “Let’s go to my spot,” Colt said. 
 
    “Fine. But I’m still going to eat it. Except for maybe the pie. I might save that for tomorrow morning to have with coffee. My mother makes the best pies. But don’t tell your mom I said so.” 
 
    She felt drowsy and satisfied and refreshed in the way she always did after coming from an event where the faces of her childhood were present. The only unexpected was seeing Drew, but once Colt cut in, they hadn’t spoken privately for the rest of the evening. When Sam looked around for him, he was almost always occupied with someone; but twice, they’d caught each other looking at the same time. 
 
    One of those times, Drew winked at her, his smile playful. But the second time, he’d just stared, and Sam’s stomach did a little dance. She had tried not to look for him again after that. 
 
    Next to her, Colt seemed pensive. Usually, after one of these things, he was sharing family gossip, or recounting something crazy that happened. This time though, there was no craziness, so maybe nothing to gossip about. Everyone in the Green family had been on their best behavior. No one had gotten too drunk, or started a fight, or insulted anyone else’s potato salad or rum cake. 
 
    That was because everyone was getting old, Sam thought. All the womanizing uncles were more settled, content to play dominoes, cards, or chess. And no one was eyeing anyone else’s ‘lady-of-the-moment’ in a lascivious manner. Now they were all coupled up in comfortable, permanent, or semi-permanent arrangements; the old feuds no longer seemed worth reviving, the old rivalries no longer as important. 
 
    “It’s weird seeing how much older everyone is, right?” Sam said, speaking her thoughts. 
 
    “Yeah, well that’s what happens. People get older.” Colt sounded distracted. 
 
    “I know. But it’s still funny thinking about way back in the day. Remember when your parents first bought that house? And everyone was so upset about it because you all were leaving the block? Even though it’s just five miles away?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Colt said. 
 
    “How old were we then? Like eleven? And once we realized there was an in-ground pool …” Sam laughed, “I think we got over you moving. And those intimate little cookouts your mom used to have turned into block parties.” 
 
    The pool had been filled in years ago though, when the Greens realized that they seldom used it any longer. Now, it was home to a large bed of Mrs. Green’s beautiful tea roses. And besides, there was no longer a gang of Colt’s friends and cousins who wanted to stop by all summer long to laze around next to it, swimming, and listening to music.  
 
    Everyone had grown up, and most of their circle of friends had moved on to new cities, and new lives. Those were amazing days, though. Most of Sam’s memories of her teen years were laced with the scent of chlorine, coconut oil, and cherry Kool-Aid. 
 
    The summer Sam turned sixteen, she bought a white two-piece swimsuit. She remembered going with her mother to pick it out and having to argue her way into getting something that wasn’t the standard demure one-piece. Her mother had come into the changing room with her, much to Sam’s embarrassment. Once she tried the suit—which wasn’t exactly a bikini—Maxine had walked around her, tugging at the bottoms, making sure that Sam was adequately covered “back there.” 
 
    And even though she’d bought it after a little cajoling, Sam remembered her mother’s furrowed brow, and how troubled she looked. She shelled out the money to the cashier reluctantly, like she was considering if she had crossed a line, and whether it would be impossible after this to go back to the other side of it. 
 
    That was the summer that Colt started dating Mercy Edwards, whose body was so well-developed, she didn’t need to be in a swimsuit to get the boys looking. Before Colt started dating her, he and Drew would snicker a little as she walked by, and go, ‘Mercy!’, not to her, but to each other, using her name as an exclamation, and an expression of appreciation for her womanly assets. 
 
    It was also the summer Colt started having sex. Not that he told Sam that he had. She just noticed. She could have almost pinpointed the exact day it happened, because immediately afterward, he touched Mercy in a new way, that was more possessive, less tentative. His hand lingered on her butt, played with the edges of Mercy’s plain light-blue swimsuit, near her hip, but closer to her front. And the way they kissed was deeper, longer, and more soulful.  
 
    By the time they all started school in the fall, Mercy was history, but Sam still remembered those lingering touches, and the pangs it had caused her to witness them.  
 
    Though it was late now, it took them almost half an hour to get to Colt’s place in Takoma Park. It was a more than three-thousand-square-foot modern home on a block full of young families and high-achieving singles. Colt’s house stood out because it was architecturally distinct from all the others. It had been built by a renowned DC architect, known for his focus on what he called “organic modernism”—using as much natural and reclaimed material as possible, and designing structures that bent to the topography, rather than altered it.  
 
    Colt’s almost two-million-dollar home featured a two-story living room, floor-to-ceiling windows in every room, radiant-heated bamboo floors, and a grand, gourmet kitchen. It was a showpiece of a house, good for parties but with more space than Colt would ever use until he started a family. 
 
    Sam wasn’t even sure he liked the house that much, though he had been excited enough to buy it with part of his signing bonus. She had teased him at the time that it was his ‘image-booster’ and as time went on, she became more convinced it was true. After all, he seemed to like lazing around at her place much more than he did here. 
 
    As soon as they pulled up, the lights in the car port switched on, and Sam stretched and groaned, trying to rouse herself from her semi-comatose, full-bellied state. Before she could move, Colt had gotten out, walked around the vehicle and opened the door for her. 
 
    She climbed out, yawning, wondering whether she would make it long enough to eat the plate of food Colt took from her hands. He let them in by punching the code in the keyless entry lock, and the front door disengaged with a soft click. 
 
    Inside, there were more codes to enter, to disarm the alarm system and then to turn on lights. 
 
    “Your house is ridiculous,” Sam murmured sleepily. “You know that, don’t you?” 
 
    At that, Colt turned and grinned at her, his pensive mood momentarily receding. 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” he said. 
 
    He took the plate into the kitchen while Sam slid off her sandals and padded barefoot down the steps to the den. The word ‘den’ suited it perfectly. It was large, but appeared cozy, with massive, overstuffed couches, plush carpeting, and tufted leather walls. Only a man would have chosen wallcoverings that looked like something suited for BDSM play, but Sam had to admit, it also created the appearance of warmth, and made her feel ensconced. 
 
    “Colt, are you going to reheat that plate for me?”  
 
    Sam called up to him while she arranged herself on one of the large sofas and reached for the remote control to turn on the entertainment system. The large screen tv lit up from within, and a picture materialized. It was on NBA TV. Of course. Sam changed to a fashion designing competition show and settled in. 
 
    Watching television here was almost like going to the movies, especially when the lights were off. She hugged a sofa cushion and got comfortable, planning to curl into a little ball and wait to be served. But just then, Colt came into view. He, too, had taken off his shoes, but was empty-handed. 
 
    “I thought you were bringing my plate,” Sam said pouting. 
 
    “You don’t need all that. Your eyes are bigger than your stomach.” Colt lowered himself next to her and snatched the remote from her unresisting fingers. Expecting him to change the channel back to sports, she was surprised when he instead turned the tv off altogether. 
 
    “Colt, wh …” 
 
    “C’mere,” he said. He reached for her. 
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    She had a history. Of course, she had her own sexual history. Nothing too colorful probably, because, hell, this was Sam he was talking about. 
 
    But she wasn’t Little Sam anymore. She was grown, and had a tight little body, curvy in all the right places despite weighing probably no more than a-buck-twenty. And she was cute as hell with those full, perpetually-puckered lips and rounded eyes that seemed stuck in an expression of mild surprise. Sam was nice-looking, with an almost prissy exterior that would always attract a certain kind of bad-boy who wanted to peel back all the layers of primness and find out whether there might be a little wildness beneath. 
 
    Colt was curious about that his-damn-self. And tonight, felt like high time to find out. 
 
    When the tv went off, she turned to look at him, all wide-eyed, fake-irritated, and poised to complain when he pulled her toward him. Then the complaints ceased, because he was kissing her. It was crazy how easily they had crossed this line, and crazy that they hadn’t done it sooner. Because kissing her felt like something they had always done, though they never had until just weeks ago. 
 
    Sam twisted her mouth free of his, shoving against his chest until he sat back. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” he asked, praying she wasn’t going to ask him to stop. 
 
    “Nothing,” Sam said. Then she hoisted her hips up a little, reaching beneath her prissy summer dress with both hands and grappling with something. It took Colt a moment to realize what she was doing, and when he did, his dick woke up. 
 
    Sam blithely removed her black panties and tossed them over her shoulder. She didn’t even smile. She looked as serious as a heart attack. She climbed on top of and astride him, resting her weight on her knees and grabbing his face before kissing him again. 
 
    Last time she was as bold as this she’d been drinking. She’d been drinking a lot, so Colt assumed that her assertiveness was purely a product of that. But, no. Sam, once she was turned on, was a woman who seemed to know exactly what she wanted and wasn’t shy about taking it.  
 
    Suddenly his jeans felt much too restrictive. Colt reached down, planning to loosen his fly when the backs of his fingers instead encountered the wetness between Sam’s legs.  
 
    She moaned into his mouth, so he explored further, using his thumb to touch her, until she was even more slick, and writhing against his hand. Pushing two fingers inside her, he continued stroking until Sam was a quivering mass. Their lips remained joined, and their tongues became more frantic, almost matching the pace at which Sam was riding his hand. He could feel her liquifying further and knew that she was damn close. But when she came, Colt wanted to see her face, so he pulled his lips free of hers and instead watched as he gave her her first orgasm of the evening.  
 
    Her mouth opened into a silent scream, her eyes were tightly shut, and she thrust her chest forward. Never one to let an opportunity pass, Colt slid aside one of the straps of her dress and leaned into her, to capture an exposed nipple. That was it. Sam’s silent scream was silent no more.  
 
    As she came down from her high, he kept his hand where it was, feeling her body squeezing and releasing his fingers, as if keeping time with the rhythmic beat of her heart. His other hand up was under her dress, and clutching her ass, holding her against him. Finally, Sam eased herself off his hand and exhaled, giving a little grimace. Letting her head fall forward she rested her forehead in the space between his neck and shoulder and was, for a few moments, very still. She didn’t speak, so Colt, as well, said nothing. 
 
    Just as he thought she might be going to sleep—some women always did, directly after they came—he felt her tongue on his neck, tracing a slow, winding pattern; and then her lips, gently nipped at his flesh. 
 
    “Let me take care of you now,” Sam said, her voice breathy and hoarse. 
 
    Colt’s dick, already rock-hard, seemed to grow even harder at the sound of those words. 
 
    Sam was still doing her thing at his neck, at the same time reaching for the hem of his shirt, pulling it upward. When it was up at his arms, she pulled away, only long enough to get it over his head. She didn’t wait for him to do it, she didn’t ask him to do it, she did it herself, like it was her right.  
 
    Moving down, his chest, she kept kissing as she went, pausing a few times to savor a patch of skin here and there, brushing her lips against him, then stroking him with tip of her tongue.  
 
    Colt put his hands up, and on her head, and Sam moved them aside as if objecting to any restraints whatsoever, pinning them at his side. She only released him when she got to the waistband of his jeans. There, she lingered for a while, teasing along the edge of the fabric, using her teeth to grab it, and only after a torturous few minutes of play, loosened the fly with her fingers. 
 
    By then Colt’s head was swimming; he was dizzy with anticipation. And with confusion, too, because whoever this woman was, she wasn’t the Sam he thought he knew. This woman was a sexual virtuoso, a libertine. 
 
    She yanked at the waist, wrenching his jeans and boxers free at the same time, and Colt looked down, just in time to see as Sam’s lips closed around him. After that, he didn’t see squat. He tried to watch, but his eyes kept closing on him, and rolling sightlessly back into his head. And even if they didn’t, he was sure he would have been blind with pleasure.  
 
    Sam wasn’t shy about grabbing and holding him, she wasn’t hesitant about trying to get him—all of him—in her mouth. She licked and sucked and squeezed and pulled. She wasn’t trying to coax an orgasm out of him, she was demanding it. 
 
    Part of Colt resisted the idea of the first time being him getting off like this. But it was hella-sexy, the way she seemed to be into it.  
 
    This is for me, her hand and mouth seemed to say. This isn’t for you. This is for me. 
 
    When he erupted, his ass lifted clear off the sofa, but Sam didn’t even flinch. She grabbed him, and held on, and continued sucking and licking. Colt felt every motion of her still greedy mouth, and the smooth, yet rough surface of her tongue.  
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    Sam was curled into the sofa cushion, sleeping with an expression of perfect, angelic peace. Her dress was hiked up a little in the back, exposing the curve of her ass. Colt stood there, her plate of food in hand and stared. She hadn’t fallen asleep after her orgasm, but she had conked out almost directly after his. 
 
    When he had still been sitting there, waiting for his brain to restart, Sam had climbed up onto the sofa from her position on her knees in front of him and rested her head on his shoulder. 
 
    “How ‘bout now?” she’d asked, her tone perfectly casual. “Now, will you reheat that plate for me?” 
 
    So, what the hell was he to do but go reheat her plate? He needed to get away from her for a minute, just to pull himself together.  
 
    As good as it had been, Colt was low-key pissed-off, like she had been hiding something fundamental about who she was from him. Where the hell had Sam—Sam!—learned to suck a dick like that? Seriously, where had she learned how to do that?  
 
    And more importantly, with whom? 
 
    His mind fidgeted with that question while he was standing in front of the microwave waiting for her food, and by the time it was done, Colt decided he would just straight-up ask her. But when he got back down to the den, Sam was already asleep. 
 
    Colt set the plate down, and watched her, a pool of sourness and jealousy beginning to settle in his gut. The crazy part was that he didn’t even know at what, or at whom the jealousy was directed. 
 
    “Hey,” he said. 
 
    She couldn’t be that deeply asleep. He had been gone only a few minutes. 
 
    But Sam didn’t stir. 
 
    “Hey,” he said again, this time a little louder. 
 
    She made purring noise, and hugged the cushion closer, then turned her head, opening her eyes and regarding him, then smiling a sleepy smile. 
 
    “Hmm?” she asked. 
 
    “Don’t sleep here,” Colt said. He sounded terse, so he added more. “Let’s go upstairs.” 
 
    “Okay,” Sam said. She shoved herself to a sitting position and glanced at the food he’d brought her. “Oh,” she said. “I can’t eat all that, now, Colt. It’s too late.” 
 
    She sounded incredulous, like she hadn’t been the one to send him on the errand in the first place. Like it hadn’t been less than fifteen minutes ago that she had done so. 
 
    Then she got up, and not looking back, headed for the stairs. 
 
    By the time Colt had taken the food back to the kitchen, wrapped it in plastic once again, put it away, secured the house, and joined Sam in his bedroom, she was legitimately asleep, burrowed into the covers on his messy, unmade bed.  
 
    It took him much longer to succumb, and when he did, it was a shallow, restless sleep.  
 
    He opened his eyes right away when, what felt like much later, he felt Sam’s hand moving along his sternum. 
 
    “Colt,” she said into the pitch blackness of the room. 
 
    “Yeah?” His voice was rough with sleep. 
 
    “I fell asleep on you.” 
 
    “Yeah. It’s a’ight,” he said. He put his hand over hers, then ran his fingertips along her forearm, feeling the goosebumps rise on the surface of it. 
 
    Turning onto his side, he pulled Sam into the spooning position, intending that they both fall back asleep that way. But Sam had something else in mind. She reached back and down, fumbling with his boxers, pulling him through the opening and taking him in her hand.  
 
    Colt could see almost nothing, but felt her hand, soft and velvety as she stroked him, and heard her breath quickening.  
 
    Putting his hands up, he shoved the neckline of the dress she was still wearing aside, and with one arm beneath her, the other over her, cupped her breasts from behind. Soon, the breaths he heard were his own. Kissing the back of Sam’s neck, Colt released her breasts only long enough to shove his boxers all the way down and off.  
 
    Sam didn’t speak, but reached for him again, and this time, pushing her ass backward against him, she lifted her leg, and guided him inside her. 
 
    It happened so fast, there was no time to consider that they had no protection. And the truth was, he didn’t care. He needed it to be like this with Sam. Totally raw. 
 
    It took him a few moments to get completely inside her. She tensed with each forward push, so he waited until she comfortably accommodated him. When she did, and his chest was pressed flush against her back, he felt her heartbeat. They both held still, both examining the feeling.  
 
    After what happened in the den, Colt would have thought they would have gone buck-wild. Now, he knew for sure that Sam was certainly capable of it. But instead, they remained motionless for a long while, and then slowly, softly, quietly, they moved. Colt shifted the arm that was beneath her, sliding it downward and putting his hand between her legs, teasing the bundle of nerves between her thighs.  
 
    Gasping, Sam put both her hands over his, pressing it harder against her, as her hips moved forward and back, and he alternately slid deep inside and pulled almost completely out of her. 
 
    When they came, it was quiet. Colt was jerking against Sam, as the spasms of her body held and grabbed him. 
 
    They didn’t speak at all, and they didn’t pull away from each other afterward. Colt’s heart was still pounding hard, still feeling like it might jump out of his chest. Within moments, he heard a soft snore which told him that Sam had once again, fallen asleep. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ~ Ten ~ 
 
      
 
    For a few moments after waking, Samantha kept her eyes shut, and wondered whether she had dreamed the whole thing. But she hadn’t. Though she was alone in the bed, the ache and weightiness between her legs told her that what she remembered of the night before had been all too real.  
 
    Turning her face into the pillow to muffle the sound, she screamed, then just as suddenly, sat up and looked around. The bedroom was empty. Gathering the sheet around her, she immediately dropped it again. What was the point, after last night, in being all shy now?  
 
    Getting out of bed, naked, she glanced at her reflection and recoiled at her mass of matted, tangled hair. If she had woken up in her own bed, and at home, she would have immediately taken care of that situation, but there was nothing to be done here, without the array of products she depended on to keep her natural mane under control. She left the bedroom—his really bright bedroom with the shades wide open—and headed downstairs. 
 
    “Colt?” 
 
    There was no response. No sound at all, in fact. The digits above the range, in neon green, read 1:09. 
 
    How had it gotten this late?  
 
    Because of the cookout, she’d been planning to work out today. But who was she kidding? It would be at least two days before she could comfortably move the way she needed to, to get a thorough sweat. And sitting on the uncomfortable seat for spinning? Forget it. 
 
    Her thighs ached, though she couldn’t for the life of her figure out why. The lovemaking had been slow, and sweet and sensuous. Just the one time, but it had been so good. So, so good. She had often imagined what it would be like, and now she knew. 
 
    She had a sudden urge to call her sister, Leah. After Colt, Leah was the person she confided in most, and Sam tended to share all things man-related with her. Except not this time. This development with her and Colt had to be handled delicately. If she dared tell her sister anything like this over the phone, Leah wouldn’t even hang up completely before calling their mother to deliver the news. 
 
    A spontaneous giggle shook Sam’s shoulders and she clapped a hand over her mouth to stop it from becoming a full-throated laugh. But there was no reason to suppress her laughter because there was no one there but her.  
 
    Where the hell was Colt? 
 
    Sam tried not to let her mind wander in the direction most women’s minds inevitably did when they woke up alone after a night that began with company and was followed by a morning of stony silence and solitude. This wasn’t at all like that, she told herself. This was her, and Colton. And also, she was in his house. So, no … no need to think crazy thoughts. 
 
    Hesitating, she looked around for his coffee, and began making herself a cup. She would take it upstairs, take a shower and then try calling him. And if she could convince him to come back soon enough, maybe they would … 
 
    “Damn. That’s a sight a man could get used to every morning.” 
 
    Shrieking, Sam almost dropped one of his mugs as she turned to find Colt standing at the kitchen door. He was sweaty, wearing shorts and a skin-tight sleeveless crew-neck workout top. His chest and abs were defined and visible beneath the lightweight top, and he was breathing audibly. 
 
    “Just went for a quick run,” he explained. 
 
    Now that she’d turned to face him, he sounded like an automaton. Colt stood there at the door, looking at her, but neither advancing nor retreating. Perspiration dripped from his brow and ran in rivulets down the side of his face. And he didn’t take his eyes off her for a second. In fact, he was outright staring, his eyes traveling her full length. 
 
    Sam felt her face grow warm, and then hot. The only other time she recalled Colt looking at her with anything approaching this kind of hunger was that first night, when everything had changed between them. She used to wish for a look like this from him, and now that she had it, it was a dozen times better than she could ever have imagined. 
 
    If there had ever been moments when she thought of Colt as the boy she had known since they were kids, those moments would be no more. He was now completely and irrevocably a man. She would never, could never, think of him as a boy again. 
 
    His stare, strangely, didn’t make her want to cover up, and shrink from it at all. It made her feel bold. Her back straightened, her chin lifted, and her nipples hardened. 
 
    Colt took one step toward her, and another. 
 
    Sam stood her ground.  
 
    When he was close, she felt his body-heat, and smelled his perspiration which was earthy, and pungent, but familiar. She already knew all his smells. His just-showered, just-played-some-ball, and even his just-heading-to-the-club scent. This was different, because beneath the perfectly ordinary scent of a man who had just gotten a workout, was the brackish odor of sex. 
 
    With her. Sex, with her. 
 
    Sam took a step toward him. They were only inches apart now. 
 
    Colt reached for the mug in her hand, and without looking, placed it on the countertop. With both hands, he ran the tips of his fingers over her forearms and up to her shoulders. Sam trembled at the contact. His fingers were damp, but cool. 
 
    “C’mon,” he said, inclining his head toward to stairs to the third level.  
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    “I’m supposed to be at Mom’s house for dinner in a couple hours.” 
 
    “Call her and cancel,” Colt said. 
 
    Sam looked at him, her expression reproachful. “I can’t call her and cancel.” 
 
    “Then text her and cancel,” Colt said. 
 
    “Text her. Right. This is a woman who still hasn’t figured out how to record an outgoing voicemail message on her ‘portable phone’.” Sam made air-quotes to indicate what her mother called it.  
 
    Colt laughed. “Ma Maxine is my girl. I bet if you just let her in on everything about us she would …” 
 
    “No,” Sam said. 
 
    From the look on Colt’s face, she knew right away that she had said it too quickly, too emphatically. 
 
    He sat up. 
 
    They’d been lounging in his bed, enjoying a lazy afternoon, watching television, and napping on and off. Sam was still sex-drowsy but planned to rouse herself just enough to go home, shower, change, and then stumble over to her mother’s place in Crystal City. 
 
    Since Sam’s father’s passing, Maxine had been talking about selling the family home and moving into a bright new complex, where there were what she called “other seniors.” At just fifty-eight Maxine hardly qualified for that label. No one could tell her mother otherwise though, because since her husband’s death, she seemed to have resigned herself to following him to the grave, likely sooner rather than later. 
 
    Sam and her sister viewed it as their duty to disabuse her of that notion. She was still vibrant and young. She could have another life, and Lord knew, they both hoped that she would realize she could also have love and companionship again. The weekly dinners, every Sunday, like clockwork, were a way to keep closely in touch, and make sure she was living a life, and not just planning for her death. 
 
    “You don’t think she’d be happy about it?” Colt asked. “Me and you being, you know …” 
 
    It was the ‘you know’ that was the problem. Maxine would leap to conclusions if she knew what was going on. And after the conclusions would make inquiries, and shortly after that, probably graduate to demands: for an engagement, for a wedding, for grandbabies. 
 
    “It isn’t about you.” Sam shook her head. 
 
    “It is about me. Because I’m the dude you’re scared to tell her about.” 
 
    “But not because it’s you. At least not …” 
 
    Colt narrowed his eyes and leaned closer. “At least not what? Finish your sentence.” 
 
    “At least not entirely because it’s you,” Sam said. 
 
    “So gimme a percentage. How much of it is because it’s me?”  
 
    His voice was tense now, as was his jaw. And he was squinting. A dead giveaway that he was growing agitated, if not outright angry. It made Sam want to smile. Despite the real risk that this could turn into a full-blown argument, she wanted to smile because of how easily she could read him. Whether or not that meant good news as they built their ‘you know’ remained to be seen. 
 
    “What’s funny?” 
 
    Oh, so maybe she was smiling. Quickly feigning a sober expression, with both palms, Sam pressed against Colt’s chest, trying to push him back against the sheets again. 
 
    “Nah,” he said, looking like he was struggling not to smile as well. “You ain’t about to fuck me calm. I want to know why Ma Maxine can’t know that …” 
 
    Sam kissed him. “Okay, I’ll tell her,” she said when she raised her head. 
 
    Colt grinned. 
 
    “Not today,” she added. “But soon.” 
 
    “You got two weeks.” 
 
    “Two weeks,” Sam agreed. 
 
    “Bet.” 
 
    They hooked pinkies to seal the deal and then Colt let Sam push him backward after all. 
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    Sam’s mother was beautiful. Not just pretty, attractive or that dreaded label women acquired in middle-age: well-preserved. She was beautiful.  
 
    Watching her as she busied herself with taking a casserole out of the oven, Sam took in her mother’s poise, and grace. She was slender, with a small waist and wide hips, a long neck and the movements of woman who had grown up in a more genteel era. But the truth was, Maxine was a girl from the housing projects of DC who, at eighteen, met a charming country boy from rural Virginia, who almost immediately saw in Maxine, the mother of his children. 
 
    Sam’s father had worked hard his entire life, so that his wife would never have to. His role as her provider had brought him enormous pride, because he had been the one to take Maxine out of a hard life and build for her one of ease. He was content to have her cook his meals, join her clubs and raise the two girls she bore him. He never hinted at the things Sam now knew had to have been true, at least sometimes—financial strain, workplace stress, and the pressures of a house filled with females who liked pretty and frivolous things. 
 
    If her father had failed at anything, it was to prepare his wife for a life without him in it. He had bought mortgage insurance, so the house was hers outright. And he had life insurance, so she would not now, in her fifties have to find work. But he hadn’t imagined—nor had any of them, really—that the beautiful wife he kept like a princess would not know how to cope with his mere absence. 
 
    When Sam was thirteen, she accidentally stumbled across a cardboard box in her mother’s closet. Thinking that perhaps she had discovered her parents’ secret stash of porn (because didn’t most parents have one?) she’d opened it, keeping an ear out for someone who might discover her snooping.  
 
    But inside, she had only discovered paintings. Miniatures in bright colors, depicting scenes of men and women dancing exuberantly, heads thrown back and arms spread wide, in ramshackle juke joints, vibrant nightclubs, and parlors. 
 
    At first, Sam couldn’t understand why her mother would buy the dozens of small oil paintings and not display them. Then she noticed the artist’s marking at the bottom—her mother’s initials. Or at least what her initials had been before she was married. The discovery for a moment delighted Sam, and then saddened her. She had never seen her mother with paints, canvases, or anything of an artist. She had never heard her mother so much as express an interest in art. And yet … here it was, the evidence of what had to have been a passion of hers, once upon a time. 
 
    Sam never told anyone what she found. Not even her sister. But she took one of the small paintings and hid it in her room. It was of a woman, or a girl, really, in a yellow dress, dancing alone in the middle of a room. She is surrounded by people, watching her with wonder, and with envy. Sam still had the painting and sometimes took it out to look at it but had never displayed it for obvious reasons. She imagined the girl in the yellow dress was Maxine, before she allowed marriage and motherhood to suffocate every other part of herself. 
 
    “Why is Leah always late?” Sam complained to her mother now, as Maxine walked the casserole out to the dining table. 
 
    “She has to make sure Kieran is settled with the baby. You know how men are. They panic when they’re about to be left alone with an infant.” 
 
    Sam rolled her eyes at how easily the excuse for Leah’s flakiness rolled off her mother’s tongue. 
 
    “Well, I’m hungry now. I’m going to start eating without her,” she threatened. 
 
    “The chicken needs another few minutes,” her mother said. “She should be here by the time it’s done.” 
 
    Together they sat at the kitchen table, and Sam eyed the cake sitting in the center of it. 
 
    “I found that recipe in the grocery store,” her mother said, following her gaze. “Some Spanish thing. Tres Leches. You ever heard of that?” 
 
    Sam nodded. “Delicious.” 
 
    “It’s the kind of thing your father would have liked. Because it’s so rich. It’s probably the kind of thing that killed him,” her mother said putting a hand to her jaw. “I always liked baking for him.” 
 
    “You didn’t kill Dad with your cooking,” Sam said wearily. 
 
    “I indulged him,” her mother returned. 
 
    “And he indulged you.” 
 
    “Yes, but not with things that could kill me.” 
 
    “Mom. Diabetes runs in his family.” 
 
    “Diabetes doesn’t run in families. Poor eating habits do.” 
 
    “Okay,” Sam said.  
 
    She stood and went to get something to drink from the refrigerator.  
 
    What she really wanted was to eat. She had been ravenous since she left Colt’s place, having worked off their light meal with all the fooling around they did just before she got ready to come here. 
 
    She took a bottled water from the fridge and cracked the seal, taking a long swallow. The silence lengthened, and Sam watched the back of her mother’s head. She had grown less conscientious about her greys. Now, they laced through her dark brown permed hair, making it appear dry. 
 
    Once a young woman who painted colorful miniatures, her mother was now a much older woman, unable to envision a life without her man. How long did a transformation like that take? Ten years, twenty? Or, perhaps even more scary, what if it took only one, or two years to lose yourself? 
 
    “I’m here!” 
 
    The sound of Leah’s voice, coming from the front hall seemed to energize the room. Sam watched her mother’s shoulders straighten, and she stood, turning to Sam with a smile. 
 
    “I knew she wouldn’t be too late,” she said.  
 
    The words were spoken as though to herself, rather than to Sam, and she turned to head out to the front room, leaving Sam standing in the kitchen by herself. 
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    They wouldn’t have missed her, Sam thought as she eased her Altima back down her mother’s driveway, keeping an eye on her passenger-side mirror as she did.  
 
    Leah had parked her ridiculously huge Cadillac Escalade a little close for comfort to Sam’s vehicle. Between the two of them, it was Leah who had the most to lose if there was a scratch, so one would have thought she would be more careful. But ‘careful’ and Leah didn’t really go together in a sentence. 
 
    Her mother and Leah were still in the living room when she took her leave, sitting on the sofa with legs folded beneath them, gossiping like girlfriends. Sam had lost track of the conversation about an hour earlier, but tried to hang in there, not wanting to be transparent about the fact that she had been plotting her escape since shortly after the Tres Leches and coffee were served. If Sam had been the one who was late, or hadn’t shown up at all, there would have been some reflexive grumbling and complaints, but they ultimately wouldn’t have missed her. 
 
    The entire time she was there, her mind wandered to work, and Jason’s comments on the juvenile asylee paper; and to Colt, and that morning, and the night before.  
 
    Mostly, her mind stayed on Colt. 
 
    She should have been clamoring to tell her mother and sister about the new development in their relationship. But something was holding her back, and she wasn’t even sure she knew what it was. Her mother at least, would be thrilled. Leah, maybe not as much. 
 
    Instinctively—because it was what she always did after dinner at her mother’s—she called Colt. He was breathless when he answered the phone. 
 
    “Working out,” he explained. 
 
    “Again?” 
 
    “I didn’t work out earlier,” he said. “I went for a run.” 
 
    “That’s the same thing to me,” Sam mumbled. 
 
    “What’s wrong, lady bug?” Colt asked. “You sound funny. Leah get on your nerves?” 
 
    “You know she always does.” 
 
    That was untrue. Leah didn’t always get on Sam’s nerves. Leah and her mother together got on her nerves.  
 
    “I’m almost done here. Come through.” 
 
    “I literally just left you, like, three hours ago.” 
 
    “So what?” Colt said. “I didn’t get enough of you. I need some more.” 
 
    Jesus.  
 
    Sam felt her face, and other parts of her body warming.  
 
    No wonder women acted like fools for him. If this was the way he talked, she would be a fool for him soon enough.  
 
    Sam listened to him on the other end of the line, grunting. He was probably lifting weights, just as casual as can be—lifting weights, and increasing her heartrate, like it was nothing. Across a telephone line, no less. 
 
    “No,” she said. “I have to go home. Get some … stuff done.” 
 
    This couldn’t be healthy. No one was supposed to be this important to another person.  
 
    “Okay …” More grunting. “So, I’ll come to you just as soon as I’m done.” 
 
    Sam hesitated, and opened her mouth to refuse, but nothing came out.  
 
    “A’ight, bug? I’ll come to you.” 
 
    “Yes,” she said.  
 
    Come to me. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ~ Eleven ~ 
 
      
 
    Colt and Sam were seventeen, almost eighteen the first time he wondered, earnestly wondered, what she looked like naked. Before, he had noticed some things, the kinds of things that made Sam feminine and cute—like the way she looked in a swimsuit, or the smoothness of her knees when she sat down in a skirt that was short enough to rest just above them.  
 
    But he had never permitted himself to go all the way there and think about what her entire body might look like, uncovered and without even the tiniest garment. Recognizing her as “feminine and cute” was one thing. But recognizing her as a sexual being was something else entirely. 
 
    It happened because of a conversation they had on the phone one night. On the very same day, they had both just gotten their acceptance packages from Georgetown in the mail. Sam was excited, as was Colt, but she worried that going to a university so close to their hometown would be inhibiting. 
 
    ‘How the heck am I ever going to be able to comfortably ‘ho out if I’m only twenty miles from where my parents live?’ 
 
    She whispered the words, because Sam didn’t use words like ‘ho’ lightly. 
 
    ‘You ain’ tryna ‘ho out,’ Colt said. It sounded like a cross between a statement and a question. He waited for her to respond. And when she finally did, she sounded regretful. 
 
    ‘You’re probably right. But I mean, at some point I’m going to want to have sex, and not have to wonder if my mother’s going to stop by unexpectedly to drop off some laundry or something.’ 
 
    ‘You ain’ tryna ‘ho out,’ was all Colt could manage, once again. He was stuck on that thought, and this time when he spoke it aloud, it sounded like a directive, a rebuke. 
 
    After they hung up, he pictured it: Sam, naked and with her legs spread wide; some faceless stranger’s large hands gripping her by the inner thighs. His ashy ass rising and falling as he rut inside her.  
 
    That picture, the accompaniment to the thought of Sam ‘ho’ing out’ stuck in Colt’s head, and made him restless. It didn’t even turn him on, the way any sexual image normally might. Instead, it made him feel like he was crawling around inside his own skin, looking for an opening so he could burst out of it. 
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    “You should have seen me. I’m a natural. Jason said it, and even used those words. I’m a natural.” Sam let the last word drag out, like she was savoring the taste and shape of it on her tongue. 
 
    As she spoke, she was pulling a yellow blouse off, over her head. It was the precise color of a buttercup in high bloom and had been paired with the cream-colored suit she had shed on the bedroom floor moments earlier. 
 
    ‘I’m being subversive,’ she’d said to Colt that morning when she got dressed. ‘Jason distinctly told me I should wear a blue suit, but I feel like they’ll listen to me, and remember me better if I don’t look exactly like everyone else.’ 
 
    ‘Nah,’ Colt had told her. ‘They won’t listen to a word. They’ll just sit there thinking how pretty you are.’ 
 
    ‘That’s way sexist,’ Sam told him.  
 
    But she’d blushed too, and even let him feel her up a little while he kissed her, just before she had to leave the house in a hurry to make her eight-thirty a.m. pre-meeting with Jason. It was the first time she was going up to the Hill with him, and she was excited because it was for a series of lobbying meetings on that issue paper she’d been agonizing over. If she did well, and if she enjoyed it, it could be the opening of a new door for her, a new career. 
 
    “Was he pissed you didn’t wear a blue suit?” Colt asked. 
 
    He was reclining on her bed, watching her undress, thinking about how the entire day up till now had been filling time while he waited for Sam to get off work. It was kind of like when they were kids and bored out of their minds, suffering through that empty week after school ended in June, but before camp had begun.  
 
    Colt, who had always been an early riser, would sit around from about seven to ten a.m., waiting until it was a reasonable hour to call Sam and tell her to come over, or that he was heading over there. It didn’t feel like the day had properly begun until they were together, in the same place at the same time. 
 
    “I think he was a little annoyed when he first saw me,” Sam admitted. “Like he might have been worried that I didn’t know how to follow instructions or something. But we didn’t have a whole lot of time before the first meeting so we had to rush, and then I blew him away in the meeting and he forgot all about it until the end of the day.” 
 
    The yellow blouse had come off now, and Colt watched as she reached behind her to unfasten the bra underneath. He watched her so hard, Sam stopped what she was doing and smiled at him. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I can’t get used to it,” he said. 
 
    “Used to what?” 
 
    “The fact that I get to see you naked.” 
 
    Sam managed to blush and seem exasperated at the same time. It was her signature look, and cute as hell. 
 
    “By now you’d think you’d be used to it,” she said, her chin dipping, a reference to how often they had sex. 
 
    They had sex a lot. 
 
    “I don’t think I ever will be.” 
 
    Sam lifted her eyes again. She let her bra drop. Then she peeled off her sheer pantyhose, removed the panties and stood naked at the center of the Persian rug that covered most of the carpeting in the center of her bedroom floor. 
 
    She just stood there; and let him look at her.  
 
    He could see the blush now. Pink, under brown. Underneath all this boldness, she was still Sam. The only woman he would bet his life he knew just about everything about.  
 
    Her nakedness was the final frontier he never tired of exploring. 
 
    Her breasts were more than a handful, but not too big. They had a ski-slope curve, and small nipples, the size of quarters, brown with the slightest hint of blushed rose, pointing slightly upward. Her upper abdomen was smooth and flat, her stomach had a gentle softness. Hips, wide; thighs solid and not meeting in the middle even when her feet were together. Her legs shapely, her ass pert and her feet the prettiest Colt had ever seen.  
 
    When they were in bed together, he sometimes kissed her feet. The insoles, the toes, the ankles. She was ticklish, but she let him do it, never seeming to know whether she should giggle or moan. Colt had never done that before with any other woman. Of all the things he had done—and there had been plenty—that wasn’t one of them. The kissing of feet, that was just for Sam. 
 
    Taking her in from his position on the bed, Colt appreciated every detail. Nakedness wasn’t always about sex. Sometimes it was just about knowing a person. He just wanted to have this—to know the rest of her. The last piece. 
 
    Finally, Sam’s eyes grew weary. “Had enough yet?”  
 
    Colt shook his head. “Nah. But I know how to control my appetite.” 
 
    Sam laughed. “Right.” 
 
    She was talking about the night before. When he’d shown up at her door after she expressly told him, earlier that afternoon, that she needed to be well-rested for her first lobbying meetings. He showed up anyway, bringing her dinner from her favorite Mexican restaurant, and insisting that he was only there to eat with her, and then leave. 
 
    They ate, and then she said she had to work, and he told her it was no problem; she didn’t need to entertain him. He would just chill and watch television while she did what she had to do. But after an hour, he got bored with the show, and told himself he would just go upstairs to check in on Sam before heading home. Because it wasn’t like they had to have sex every time they saw each other (even though, lately they had). 
 
    Upstairs, she was sitting in the center of her bed—this very bed—a pen between her teeth, laptop balanced on her crossed legs, and a notebook next to her on the covers. She was wearing her reading glasses and looked up when he entered. Without speaking, Colt crossed the room, took the laptop off her lap, shoved aside the notebook, and pressed her backward. Only once she was on her back did he take the pen from between her teeth. 
 
    ‘Colt,’ she said.  
 
    And then after that, there was no talking for a very long time. 
 
    “So now you want to be a lobbyist?” he asked her. 
 
    Sam was pulling a long tank over her head, no underwear beneath it. “I think I might,” she said, her eyes bright with excitement. “It was almost fun. It didn’t even feel like work.” 
 
    “Cool.” 
 
    “But I’m not naïve,” she went on. “I know it’s not going to be like that all the time. I’m sure sometimes it’ll suck, and I won’t feel like going to work at all.” 
 
    “But that’s true of right now anyway, right? Sometimes it sucks and sometimes you don’t feel like going to work now.” 
 
    Sam paused and looked at him. “That’s true,” 
 
    “At least this would be something new.” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “So, go for it.” Colt shrugged. 
 
    “I probably won’t be able to avoid the blue suit forever,” Sam said. “Jason told me that if I was meeting with a Member …” 
 
    “Member …?” 
 
    “Of Congress, Colt. If I was meeting with a Member of Congress.” 
 
    “Okay, if you were meeting with a Member then what? You’d have to be in a blue suit?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s protocol.” 
 
    Colt rolled his eyes. 
 
    “It’s just the way it is,” Sam said. “And I can’t get in there and break all the rules. Not if I’m new. Today was just … I mean, I can’t make a habit of doing that. Not if I want Jason to take me seriously.” 
 
    “Okay.”  
 
    Colt found the minutiae of Sam’s work boring and didn’t imagine that would change much if she became a lobbyist. He just liked watching her face become animated when she talked about it. But he didn’t feel guilty about being bored since he was fairly certain she found his work boring too. Since he’d been in the NBA, she had only twice come to watch him play, and only when he was playing against Washington, in DC. 
 
    All of his offers to fly her and some girlfriends out, put them up in a suite and get them into a box in other arenas, had gone refused. He wasn’t insulted exactly, but there was part of him that wished she was even a little excited about the luxuries that being in the NBA afforded him. He sometimes wished she would ask him for something. Something big, that he could give to her in a grandiose, public gesture. He wanted to impress her. 
 
    He fantasized about getting her a fully-loaded black Land Rover, much nicer than the one he had, with all the bells and whistles. He pictured Sam seeing it, and her eyes going wide, and then her hand going to her mouth just as she emitted a squeal of pleasure. He pictured her jumping up and hugging and kissing him. 
 
    “I have to go to Philly next week,” he told her. “You want to come?” 
 
    “When?” Sam had settled on the bed next to him and picked up the novel she was still working on.  
 
    “Maybe Thursday. Coming back Sunday.” 
 
    “Can’t. I have work.” 
 
    “Come Friday after work then.” 
 
    “What’s happening in Philly?” 
 
    “One of my teammates is having something this weekend. It’s his birthday, so his wife’s got some stuff planned, and a dinner at his place on Saturday. I told him a long time ago I’d stop through. Figured I’d get there early and take care of some business. If I don’t bring you, his wife will try to hook me up with one of her girls.” 
 
    Sam looked up at him, her expression flat. 
 
    “I mean, not that I would …” 
 
    She looked back down at her book, and Colt felt a stab of frustration. 
 
    “You don’t care, do you?” he said. 
 
    “About what? That women try to hook you up with their girlfriends? That’s hardly new. My own mother tries to hook you up.” 
 
    “Maybe because she doesn’t know I’m already with someone.” Colt said, hearing the snappishness in his tone. 
 
    Sam put down her book and looked at him again. 
 
    “You don’t worry?” she said. “About just putting it out there? About you and me.” 
 
    Colt shook his head. “No. Why should I? Why are you worried?” 
 
    “I just …”  
 
    She traced a pattern on the sheets, near his shoulder. Colt felt himself yearning for her to close that tiny distance—mere inches—and touch him. Now that he could touch her, and she could touch him in ways they hadn’t touched each other before, he thought about it constantly. He wanted her, constantly. 
 
    “What if it changes things? What if they try to make us into something that we aren’t? Before we even get a chance to figure out what we are.” 
 
    He knew what they were. He was just waiting for Sam to catch up. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ~ Twelve ~ 
 
      
 
    Sam had never been so bored in her life.  
 
    The only redeeming quality of the party was that there were delicious cured meats—top-of-the-line prosciutto, razor-thin slices of capicola, and salami that tasted like something she had once had during a trip to Italy sometime after graduating from Georgetown. What made the party painful wasn’t the food. It was the conversation.  
 
    The Basketball Wives, as Sam quickly came to think of them (an unoriginal but apt description), all seemed to be the same. Even though they were different in appearance, in most ways they were scarily alike. It was so bad, that moments after meeting the hostess—her name was Tiffany, that much Sam forced herself to commit to memory—everyone else was a blur of bling, makeup, and expertly affixed lace-front wigs. 
 
    Sam had taken the train to Philadelphia two days after Colt, on Saturday morning rather than Friday as planned. He was still annoyed with her about that by the time they arrived at his teammate’s Chestnut Hill home that evening. It was a beautiful old brick house, built in the beaux arts style and restored with fidelity to the original. Inside, Sam noticed right away that all the new and modern features were tastefully and cleverly semi-concealed. 
 
    But none of the women were interested in talking about architecture, or even decorating. While they enjoyed pre-dinner cocktails, they talked about “the game” as though it was an entity, rather than an activity. They talked about other players, and about other players’ wives who were not present. A few catty remarks were tossed around. It was like being inside a reality show.  
 
    While she struggled to maintain a look of interest, Sam gazed frequently, longingly, in the direction of the room next to the living room, where the men were laughing boisterously, playing pool and apparently having a great time.  
 
    Occasionally, she caught a glimpse of Colt as he moved around the pool table, cue in hand, trying to set up a shot. A cigar dangled from the corner of his lips, and he squinted against the smoke. All he needed was a brandy snifter in his hand, and the picture would be complete.  
 
    Sam was going to kill him for dragging her to this thing.  
 
    There were three other couples, not including the host and hostess, and two of those couples weren’t actually married, though the women wore large engagement rings, and both had children with their partners. One couple—Carter Long, a power forward, and his fiancée Marnie—had three children. Three. And they had been ‘engaged’ for ten years. Ten. And the worst part was that Marnie shared that information with Sam, with a complete lack of self-consciousness. 
 
    After the third year, Sam wondered, wasn’t it time to give up the charade that they ever intended to get married? It wasn’t as though there was any shame in not wanting to be married … unless of course one party to the relationship did want it, and the other was holding out. It made her feel a little sorry for Marnie, despite her huge ring. And then it made her feel ashamed of herself for assuming it was Marnie who wanted a wedding and Carter who did not. 
 
    “How come Colt’s never brought you around before?”  
 
    Sam’s attention was drawn back to the group, and away from the room next-door. 
 
    The women all turned in Sam’s direction. She was sitting on an armchair that was a little way apart from the group and feared that her judgment of them was emanating off her in waves. Something in the woman’s voice told her that it was. The question wasn’t asked to include her, but as a way to exclude.  
 
    “I don’t know” Sam shrugged. “Probably because I don’t come to Philly much?” she suggested. 
 
    “The last time we had one of these he brought that reporter, whatshername?” the woman snapped her fingers and looked around at the others to help her remember. 
 
    “Alexa,” Tiffany supplied. But she gave the other woman, the one who was speaking, a warning glance. 
 
    “Yes, her.” 
 
    Sam smiled, and met the woman’s eyes evenly. She was probably meant to step in with some comment about how Alexa was in the past, and how Colt was with her now. But she didn’t feel the need. Alexa—and other women in general—felt like no threat to her. 
 
    Interesting. She hadn’t even considered it until just that moment, but she no longer had any jealousy whatsoever about Colt being, or having been, with someone else. She felt secure. Sure, she had natural discomfort when someone got too close to him, or too touchy-feely, but that was possessiveness, not true insecurity. 
 
    “So how long have you known each other?” the woman persisted. 
 
    “All our lives almost,” Sam said. “A long time.” 
 
    “Childhood sweethearts then,” Tiffany said, smiling and raising her glass of wine. “Like me and Eddie.” 
 
    Her husband, Eddie was a point guard, and since this was their house, Sam had been trying to look interested, at least whenever Tiffany spoke. 
 
    “No, not sweethearts,” Sam laughed. “Colt and I were never sweethearts. Just friends.” 
 
    The other woman, the one who’d brought up Alexa wrinkled her brow and leaned forward.  
 
    “Wait,” she said. “So you’re not …” 
 
    “Baby. We ‘bout to eat, or what? I’m in here gettin’ my ass whupped at pool, and losin’ all our kids’ college fund money.” 
 
    Eddie Washburn was standing at the doorway, tall, and imposing. He was the teammate Sam heard Colt talk about most often as a “good guy, a solid guy” which Sam took to mean he didn’t play around on his wife or get into the kinds of off-court drama that a lot of the other players were infamous for. 
 
    “Yeah, sure. Let’s go in,” Tiffany said, getting up and going over to join her husband. “C’mon, ladies. Let’s eat before my husband gambles us out of house and home.” 
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    Dinner was buffet-style, so once everyone had filled their plates, they sat in smaller groups around the great room, some couples sticking together, others sitting apart. Sam found Colt and sat by him, where he was continuing a conversation with Eddie that seemed to have begun much earlier. When Eddie got up to refresh their drinks, she nudged Colt in the thigh. 
 
    “What’s a respectable amount of time before we can leave after we’re done eating?” she asked, lowering her voice. 
 
    “Why you want to leave?” 
 
    Sam looked at him. He seemed genuinely confused. 
 
    “No reason.” Reaching for her fork, she speared a green bean. “Food’s good.” 
 
    “Why you want to leave?” Colt asked again, this time tonelessly.  
 
    “No reason. Forget it. We’ll leave whenever.” 
 
    “You don’t like anyone?” he pressed. 
 
    “I didn’t say that. I just … they have like a little group, or whatever. And it’s obvious I’m not part of it.” 
 
    “They just met you, Sam,” he said. “You’ll become part of it. If you want to. If you put out some energy other than ‘I’m above all this’.” 
 
    Blinking, Sam swallowed to hide how much the remark stung. It stung mostly because it was true. 
 
    “I know these aren’t your people,” Colt continued. “The smart people. The public policy people. But maybe you could just try to have a good time.” 
 
    “Colt …” She put down her fork. “I don’t know why you’re picking on me right now, but …” 
 
    “I went to that thing at Leatrice’s when you wanted me to, right?” 
 
    “How is that the same?” Sam hissed. “Those people were your friends. Our friends. Here, I know no one. And most of them don’t want to know me.” 
 
    “Because you just …” 
 
    “I just what, Colt?” 
 
    “Look, I asked you to come on Friday for a reason. Because it was supposed to be a weekend thing. Last night everybody went out, and …” 
 
    “How was I supposed to know that?” 
 
    “I told you it was a weekend thing. That it was Eddie’s birthday weekend. You could’ve gotten to know everyone then. In a much more relaxed …” 
 
    “I went to a company happy hour, Colt. It was the first time I was going somewhere with the lobbying team. The first time they could get to know me as something other than the little policy analyst who writes all their background papers.” 
 
    “And how long did that take? You were home by what? Eight?” 
 
    Sam shrugged. “Something like that, yeah.” 
 
    She couldn’t believe they were having a full-blown argument in the middle of a dinner party. Their first argument as a couple, and it was happening where they had an audience. This really was like a reality show. 
 
    “So eight o’ clock. You still could’ve taken the train. Made it up here last night.” 
 
    “In theory, sure. But I would’ve been exhausted. I wouldn’t have been in any shape to then go sit in a nightclub and …” 
 
    “You know what? Forget it? I was just trying to integrate you into the group so that …” 
 
    “Maybe I don’t want to be … integrated into the group. I don’t have anything in common with these women,” Sam said, careful to keep her voice down. “With their … manicures and their Louboutins and their …” 
 
    “Oh, so because they …” 
 
    “Hey. Everything good?” 
 
    Eddie was back, and standing over them, juggling three glasses. Sam took the one that was meant for her—the glass of wine—and gave him a tight smile. 
 
    “Yup,” she said, not meeting his eye. “All good. Thanks.” 
 
    She held up her wineglass as though making a toast 
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    “I hope you’ll come again, Samantha.” 
 
    “Of course,” Sam said, brushing cheeks with Tiffany Washburn as she and Colt stood at the front door saying their goodbyes. 
 
    “No, I mean it.” Tiffany took Sam’s elbow and began walking with her, toward the end of the driveway where Colt’s car was parked at the curb.  
 
    The men were lagging behind, laughing about something, both of them loud enough to drown out Tiffany’s voice. 
 
    “You have no idea how hard it is to meet new people after a while,” Tiffany said. “Between the kids and the stuff that comes along with the … anyway, I know you know what I mean.” 
 
    No, Sam didn’t know what she meant. She hoped never to know what Tiffany meant.  
 
    “I would’ve liked to hear more about your work,” Tiffany continued when they were standing next to Colt’s car. “I used to work for The Children’s Defense Fund before Eddie and I got married. Colt told me you work on kids’ issues?” 
 
    Sam tried to mask her surprise—both at the fact that Colt had talked about her work, and that Tiffany Washburn had once been anything other than a prettily made-up doll on the arm of an NBA player.  
 
    “I work on lots of issues,” Sam said, nodding. “Kids’ issues among them, yes.” 
 
    “Well, I’d love to talk about it. I’ve been wondering lately, whether it’s too late for me to go back into something like that. You know, maybe part-time to start. Now that the kids are school-age, I’m craving that. A way to use my brain.” 
 
    “That’d be great,” Sam said. “I’d love to talk to you about it. But I’m still kind of junior in this field myself, so …” 
 
    Tiffany shrugged. “So maybe we can give each other advice. Anyway, we have to make plans to do that. Next time.” 
 
    They hugged once more, just as Colt approached with Eddie. There was another round of hugs, and an exchange of pleasantries as they all promised to ‘do it again sometime.’ 
 
    The drive back to Center City, where Colt had his apartment was a quiet one. When they pulled into the garage, for a moment he just sat there, saying nothing. Finally, he turned off the engine and reached for the door handle. 
 
    Sam stopped him with a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “Colt,” she said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I’m so…” 
 
    “Nah, you don’t have to … You didn’t like them.” He shrugged. “It’s not your scene. I get it.” 
 
    Sam unfastened her seatbelt and climbed astride him. In the confined space, it was awkward, and the steering wheel was pressing into the base of her spine. 
 
    Still, she leaned in and pressed her lips to Colt’s and waited for him to respond. When he didn’t, she pressed harder, slid her tongue between his lips and teased his tongue into action. His hands on her hips let her know she was forgiven.  
 
    “Wait,” he said. Reaching between them, he released his seatbelt so that Sam had to rear back a little, as he moved it out of their way. 
 
    Then they were kissing again, and his hands were sliding under her top, squeezing her breasts, and stroking them over the smooth satiny fabric of her bra. He sucked on the tip of her tongue and on her lower lip, and Sam pressed against him harder. It didn’t take any time at all, she was learning, for them to get to one hundred. As though years of holding back had worn thin, and all restraint was now shredded, and useless. 
 
    Colt slid a hand down, pushing aside the long skirt she was wearing, trying to get to the edge of her underwear, to touch her. 
 
    “No.” Sam held his hand. “I want to say something. I’m sorry. I was being a bitch. You were right. I didn’t even try, and I’m sorry.” 
 
    Colt looked up at her, and she could see that her words meant something. That it was important to him that she said that. 
 
    “You never saw this part of my life,” he explained. “I just wanted you to see it. See if you could see yourself as …” 
 
    “Part of it. I know. And I’m sorry.” Sam kissed his jaw, and this time it was Colt who stopped things, by pulling away. 
 
    “Can you?” he asked. 
 
    His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed. It felt like a weighty and important moment. Sam sighed. 
 
    It would be easy to give him the answer he wanted. He would accept it if she did.  
 
    “I don’t know,” she admitted. “But why does that matter? I mean, I’m part of you. You’re part of me. That’s what should matter, right? Why should anything else have to change?” 
 
    Colt nodded. He seemed to be satisfied with that.  
 
    They went upstairs to his ultra-modern apartment. It was the smaller counterpart to his ultra-modern house, back in Maryland. And Sam disliked the décor here just as much as she did the other. But she wasn’t focused on that when they were finally inside.  
 
    Instead, she focused on Colt’s mouth on hers, his hands removing her every item of clothing. On the feeling of his fingers between her legs, his mouth on her breasts, her stomach, on her sex. She focused on the way he shoved deep inside her, leaving no space unoccupied; and on the way he kept his eyes open and fixed on hers as they moved.  
 
    She focused on the sound of her breaths, in almost perfect harmony with his. And on the feeling of his ultimate eruption inside her, only moments following her own. She focused on his solid weight, holding her down, holding her close, and on the gradual cooling of their hot skin, as they both fell asleep. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ~ Thirteen ~ 
 
      
 
    Looking down at his phone, Colt checked the time. He was on time, but she was late.  
 
    Her being late annoyed him, because he had no interest in this meeting in the first place and was only here so that the incessant calls and text messages would stop. 
 
    Scrolling through his other messages, he noted one from Sam, asking whether he would mind bringing over some “supplies” later. She had taken a day off work because she had a migraine. Migraines always preceded her periods, and sometimes lasted throughout.  
 
    Some were no worse than bad headaches, others were debilitating, and had her confined to bed for days. Today, Colt worried, was more like the latter. Reason enough for him to not be here, waiting at a juice bar, to have a conversation that didn’t need to be had. 
 
    The tinkle of the bells above the door alerted him when Janelle came walking in. She had a yoga mat over her shoulder and was wearing grey tights, as snug as a second skin, with a loose tank, and sports bra underneath. Her auburn hair was pulled up and wrapped in a bun at the crown of her head.  
 
    She was exactly the kind of woman who always caught his eye in a crowded room of pretty and beautiful women—she was limber, athletic and had a slight air of bitchiness about her. Difficult women. That was his bad habit. And Janelle was proving to be very difficult. 
 
    “Hi,” she said, plopping down at his table. “Sorry to be late.” 
 
    She didn’t sound sorry at all. 
 
    “No problem,” he said. Then he shrugged. “So, what’s up?” 
 
    “You know what’s up,” Janelle said. Then she glanced toward the menu. “I might as well get a workout recovery smoothie while I’m here,” she said, getting up again. 
 
    Colt shrugged again, letting her know she should go ahead and do that, if that’s what she wanted. But inside, he was fighting against his growing impatience. 
 
    While Janelle placed her order, he returned the text from Sam, telling her that he would be there within an hour and a half, asking whether she needed anything else, and what kind of ‘supplies’ she needed. 
 
    Sam got her period for the first time when she was fourteen. It was weird that he even remembered that. 
 
    Colt had been playing ball at the park; the one that was closer to her house than to his, and that had a much better court. And as was his habit, he stopped by on his way home, because Ma Maxine always fed him. She would make him a plate of whatever they’d had for dinner the night before; and though he would never tell his mother that, Ma Maxine was a far superior cook. Her leftovers were so good, Colt couldn’t imagine that the food had tasted any better when it came fresh off the fire the night before. 
 
    The day he learned about Sam getting her period, he’d stopped in and as usual, Ma Maxine made him a plate. But, unlike other days, Sam didn’t make an appearance as he was eating, so he thought at first she was out somewhere. 
 
    ‘No, she’s upstairs,’ Ma Maxine told him. ‘Just a little achy and under the weather today.’ 
 
    Colt thought that meant Sam had the flu or something. So, he ate first, because he wasn’t sure when he went up to her room whether there’d be vomiting or something that would mess up his appetite. 
 
    When he went up to see her, she was in bed, sitting atop the sheets and reading a book. She was wearing a hooded sweatshirt, sweatpants and socks, and looked perfectly healthy. But there was a hot water bottle resting on her abdomen; one of those thick, red rubber kinds, with the white stopper.  
 
    ‘You okay?’ he asked. 
 
    Sam looked up, her expression almost sheepish. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Fine.’ 
 
    But she didn’t seem fine. She seemed squirrelly and evasive. She wouldn’t look him in the eye. 
 
    Colt collapsed next to her on the bed and told her that Ma Maxine said she was ‘achy’.  
 
    ‘What’s that mean?’ he asked, teasing her. ‘You got the runs?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Sam said. Then she burst into tears, and the words came rushing out like a confession. ‘I got my period.’ 
 
    Since then, Colt could always tell when she had it. She became weepy, emotional and sometimes even borderline irrational; her feelings were easily hurt, and she sometimes said things meant to deliberately hurt his. And she got migraines.  
 
    In college, whenever she got her period, the timing always seemed to come as a surprise to her. And if her roommate or a friend couldn’t help, she often had to call him up and beg him to go out and get her some ‘supplies’. That was their little euphemism for tampons and maxi-pads, lest someone else should overhear and he get embarrassed.  
 
    But Colt was never embarrassed. He had been on that journey with Sam since day one, so by the time he was eighteen, he had been on a couple of runs already to get Sam her supplies, easily brushing off his friends’ ridicule, and chiding them for being “immature as fuck” if they ever had anything to say. 
 
    Colt jumped now, when his phone rang. Sam had called him, rather than texted back. Glancing in Janelle’s direction, and assuring himself that she would be occupied for at least another couple minutes, he picked up. 
 
    “Hey,” he said. “You okay? What’s up?” 
 
    “I’m okay, I guess,” Sam said. Her voice was weak, and quiet, the way it was when she was fighting off a headache and cramps. “But I just wanted to tell you what to get. It’s too much to text.” 
 
    “Okay, which kind?” 
 
    “There’s a pack of tampons that come with different sizes: light, medium and super, or something like that …” 
 
    She was speaking slowly, and Janelle was almost done with her order. Colt pursed his lips to prevent himself from hurrying Sam along. 
 
    “Don’t get that pack. Get the one that has only super plus.” 
 
    “Cool. Got it.” 
 
    “Super plus, Colton. Not just super, okay?” 
 
    “Yeah. I hear you. I’ll get the su …” 
 
    “Don’t get confused and get the box that has different sizes. And don’t get anything that’s scented. Those are disgusting. Just super plus, unscented.” 
 
    “A’ight I should be there in …” 
 
    “Why are you rushing me? I’m not done.” 
 
    Colt sighed silently. Janelle was paying for her smoothie. 
 
    “And also, maxis. Also unscented. Not the overnight kind, but ultra-thin, super.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “And ice cream. Maybe the …” 
 
    “Sam. I got you. Okay?” 
 
    “Fine. Good.” 
 
    “A’ight, I have to go.” 
 
    “Colt?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Thank you,” she said. “Love you.” 
 
    Colt felt himself begin to smile. She said it differently these days. Or at least he thought she said it differently. He hoped it was different. 
 
    “Me too,” he said.  
 
    Sam hung up just as Janelle took her seat again.  
 
    When she took the first sip of her smoothie, Colt noticed for the first time that she was wearing lipstick. He wondered whether she wore lipstick while she did yoga, or whether she had stopped in at the ladies’ room before meeting him, to put lipstick on. Neither option made him feel any better about her. 
 
    “So,” he said. “What you want to talk about?” 
 
    “What I want to talk about,” Janelle said swallowing, “is why you came over and fucked me the day after our so-called date at Bar One and have been avoiding me ever since.” 
 
    Colt shook his head. “Let’s not rewrite history. That wasn’t a date.” 
 
    “It could have been. But you brought along your so-called homegirl. And then ditched me in the tapas place with a bunch of strangers so you could take her home.” 
 
    “Look, Janelle …” 
 
    “Are you fucking her, too? Your so-called homegirl?” 
 
    If she said ‘so-called’ one more time … 
 
    “Not sure that’s any of your business,” Colt said evenly. “And this was ages ago, so I don’t get why …” 
 
    “Is she even your homegirl? Or was that just some couples’ bullshit that you dragged me into the middle of.” 
 
    “You don’t have to be in the middle of anything, Janelle. You can choose to step out of it.” 
 
    She folded her arms and leaned back. “Why didn’t you call me back?” 
 
    “I called you the day after …” 
 
    “And not since. You think because you made one obligatory phone call after you spent the night at my house that you discharged your responsibilities as a man?” 
 
    Colt leaned in. “What responsibilities? We had sex. We both had a good time, and now …” He shrugged. “We’ve moved on.” 
 
    “Well, I’m here to tell you that it didn’t make me feel good, Colton. It made me feel used. It made me feel taken advantage of. I’ve called you several times since, and you’ve ignored me. I think you even changed your workout schedule to avoid me, didn’t you?” 
 
    She placed a strange emphasis on the words ‘taken advantage of’ that gave Colt a sickening feeling in the pit of his stomach. He’d never been here before, but some of his boys had. The stories were the kinds that men talked about over a few rounds of hard liquor—about women who, after they gave themselves to you, maybe a little too soon, and a little too easily, later decided that they hadn’t really given themselves to you. They had been ‘taken advantage of.’ 
 
    Those three words were vague enough to later be recanted, but ominous enough that if not recanted, could call to mind a much more serious transgression. The one that rhymed with ‘ape.’ 
 
    “I’m sorry you don’t feel good about it, Janelle, but to say you were taken …” 
 
    “I didn’t say I was. I said that’s how it made me feel.” 
 
    What the fuck? Was she playing with him? 
 
    Janelle took a long sip of her smoothie. Her eyes never left his. 
 
    “If you answered when I called, if you responded to my text messages, I don’t think I would’ve felt this way,” she added. 
 
    Colt remained very still. He watched her. He tried to figure out whether there were signs he’d missed. Signs of batshit-crazy. 
 
    “What do you want?” he asked her. “What can I do to make you ‘feel’ better?” 
 
    “Don’t be sarcastic,” Janelle said, unsmiling. 
 
    “Not at all,” he lied. “I just wouldn’t want you to come away from that whole experience feeling like I used you. Because nothing could be further from the truth.” 
 
    Because he hadn’t used her; they had used each other. And she knew it as well as he did. 
 
    Janelle shrugged. “What I want is, I don’t know, for you to be more … responsive. I really think there’s no reason you and I shouldn’t at least be friends.” 
 
    Friends?  
 
    Colt tried not to smirk. The hell with ‘signs’. This chick was definitely batshit-crazy. 
 
    “Sure, Janelle,” he said easily. “I’m sure there’s no reason we can’t be friends.” 
 
    “Good.” Janelle took a deep pull on her straw and then spoke again. “Just … answer my calls. Let’s maybe start there?” 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Sam was in bed when Colt got to her place. She was on her side, hugging her pillow to her middle, eyes shut, her bedroom blinds drawn so that the room was almost completely dark. When he sat on the edge of her bed, Sam’s eyes fluttered open and she gave him a wan smile.  
 
    Kicking off his shoes, he crawled in behind her, curved his body to outline hers and slid his hands lower, so they covered her abdomen.  
 
    Sam put both her hands over his, and a strange tingle ran through Colt’s entire body. It felt like one of those Big Moments. Like the moment she’d straddled and kissed him, all those weeks back, and he’d known almost immediately that after that nothing could ever be the same.  
 
    This felt the same way, but different. Sam’s kiss meant that their friendship, just as a friendship, was no more, and they had crossed over into to something bigger. He wasn’t sure what this Big Moment meant. But he knew it was big. 
 
    He had almost messed the first Moment up. If he had sex with Sam that night when she’d kissed him, he would have for sure messed it up. Because he hadn’t had time to think it through, and to make peace with the decision that making love to Sam would represent. And even though he’d called her the following week and told her they should ‘do things right’, that decision hadn’t come without some missteps. 
 
    Fucking Janelle, for one thing—that was a definite misstep. 
 
    After the night at Bar One and what followed back at Sam’s house; and after the moment they had in the parking lot at Lowe’s, Colt couldn’t lie to himself. He was done for. Unless he walked away from Sam right then, tried to fall back in the ‘best friend zone’, his single days were over with. For good.  
 
    There was no ‘casually dating’ Sam. There would be no ‘seeing how it works out’ or ‘giving it a shot’; never mind what he told her at that Chinese restaurant. If he was going in, he was going all in. And he would not, could not entertain the idea of them crapping out. Because Colt had broken up with women more times than he could count, and each time, no matter what they said about remaining friends, they were just that—broken. The idea of him and Sam, broken … he couldn’t let that happen.  
 
    He had called Janelle almost before he was off Sam’s block that Saturday. He’d fixed the toilet, and was driving away from her place, feeling like a man running away from something that would inevitably catch up to him. So, he called Janelle, and asked her if she wanted to get together for a drink. He apologized for his abrupt departure the evening before, knowing that even though she had to make a show of not even considering it, Janelle was going to forgive him. 
 
    ‘I’m not coming out for a drink with you, Colton,’ she said. ‘Are you crazy? After the way you ditched me?’ 
 
    ‘Lemme come where you’re at, then,’ he told her.  
 
    And after a long pause, she agreed, and said she would text him her address. 
 
    When he got to Janelle’s place, a small apartment in a rowhouse on Rhode Island Avenue, there were shopping bags on the floor of her living room, and the scent of Chinese food. She was dressed like she had just been out, probably shopping, if all the bags were any indication. 
 
    ‘What’s that?’ Colt had teased her. ‘Stinking up the joint.’ 
 
    ‘Chinese,’ Janelle said, looking embarrassed. ‘It’s my weakness. Cheapo, junk, Chinese food.’ 
 
    ‘Mine too,’ Colt lied. ‘Lemme have some.’ 
 
    Janelle smiled at him, pulled him down to her with a hand behind his neck. From the moment she touched him and he touched her, he knew she was his last hurrah. His own little private bachelor party. 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ she said, lips against his jaw. ‘You can have some.’ 
 
    He regretted it the moment they were done. They made it upstairs to her bedroom, where they had tumbled around for the forty minutes or so. Afterward, Janelle’s hair, damp, clung to his shoulder as they perspired, breathless, next to each other, and her almost-too-sweet perfume filled his head. When Colt made as though to sit up, she clamped a hand on his chest. 
 
    ‘No, not yet,’ she said. ‘Let’s … one more time.’ 
 
    She sucked him to get him hard again, reached for another condom when he was, and climbed astride him to wildly, noisily bounce out a second orgasm. The rest of the afternoon and the evening went with a mix of greasy takeout food, acrobatic sex, and very little in the way of conversation. 
 
    By the time he left in the morning, he still didn’t know her last name. 
 
    That day, Sunday, Colt didn’t call Sam. He stayed home, feeling like he’d cheated on her, and not sure he could handle hearing her voice. Later, he went over to his parents’ house for dinner where his father’s boisterous chatter drowned out the guilty and self-critical voices in his head. 
 
    Since he drank a few too many beers that day, watching NCAA games, he spent the night in his childhood bedroom. But Sam was there too. Just as he was falling asleep, looking at the posters on his wall, of the 1999 New York Knicks roster, and the one of his favorite player, Latrell Sprewell, Sam came to him in his mind, hazy as a ghost.  
 
    She was ten—they were ten—and she was sitting on his bedroom floor playing Super Mario Brothers on his Nintendo. He’d let her play even though what he wanted was to play something else, something like Doom II.  
 
    Her hair was in a single braid that fell to her shoulder blades and she was wearing denim shorts and a t-shirt with a picture of the girl group TLC on the front. Left Eye was her favorite, because Sam said she liked that she was “tough.” And Sam wasn’t tough. She was kind of nerdy, really sweet and very girly, but always wanted to be tougher than she was. 
 
    Colt had been lying there on his bed, flipping through comic books a little, and waiting for Sam to fail the level she was playing, so he could tell her it was his turn. But then she’d turned and looked at him.  
 
    ‘Colton?’ she said. She smiled, her eyes soft.  
 
    When she looked at him like that, it made his stomach feel funny, in a way that his ten-year-old brain did not understand. 
 
    ‘What?’ he asked. His voice sounded surly, and impatient. 
 
    She turned her focus back to the game. 
 
    ‘You’re my favorite person in the whole world.’  
 
    Now, in Sam’s dark bedroom, lying with his body molded to hers, Colt pulled her closer. He slid his hands beneath the waistband of her sweats, so they rested directly against her stomach, and hopefully exactly atop the area where it hurt the most. Her skin was smooth and warm. 
 
    “Sam?” he said. 
 
    “Hmm?” Her voice was sluggish, and sleepy. She shoved her butt back against him, so they were snuggling tighter. 
 
    “You’re my favorite person,” he said against the back of her neck, “in the whole world.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ~ Fourteen ~ 
 
      
 
    When the name appeared on her cellphone screen, Sam turned her back to her sister, so Leah wouldn’t see the change in her expression as she picked up. 
 
    “Yes, Colton,” she said, trying to sound weary. “What is it?” 
 
    “Jus’ callin’ to see whether you gon’ hook a brother up with those wings, or what.” 
 
    “I told you. It’s a lot of work. I’d have to get the special organic buttermilk, the right kind of panko and then the sauce alone …” 
 
    “C’mon, Sam. You know I love those wings. Nobody makes ‘em like you do. And after this trip, all I’m thinking about is …”  
 
    “Hi, Colton!” 
 
    On the other end of the line, Colt hesitated. “You have me on speaker?” 
 
    “No, you’re not on speaker. But you know Leah,” Sam sang. “Always up in somebody else’s business.” 
 
    “How much up in our business is she?” 
 
    “No, not that much,” Sam said. 
 
    “Of course not.” Colt’s tone was dry with disappointment. 
 
    They’d been bickering about it lately. The two-week deadline was long past, and Colt wanted Sam to come clean with her family. For lots of reasons, but mostly because he wanted to come clean with his; particularly with his father, who he had a relationship with that was more like brotherhood.  
 
    Sam still didn’t want to say anything just yet because she wasn’t even sure what it was she was supposed to be saying. She and Colt were … what? Sleeping together? Dating? Taking things to the next level? None of those sounded right. 
 
    It was easier for guys. They could get away with vague and meaningless crap like: ‘Me and Sam are kickin’ it on a different level these days, seein’ what’s up …’ Women didn’t receive information like that passively and without going into full-on interrogation mode. And Sam wasn’t sure her mother could be trusted not to call Colt up herself and ask him what his “intentions” were.  
 
    Sam had no idea what his intentions were. She didn’t even know what hers were. Whether he knew it or not, the last thing she and Colton needed was to invite other opinions into their already confused and confusing situation.  
 
    “Colton, what errand are you sending my sister off to do for you now?” 
 
    Leah had grabbed the phone out of Sam’s hand and was leaning against the kitchen counter, her lips twisted as though she’d been sucking on a lemon. 
 
    “Leah …” Sam reached for the phone, but her sister twirled out of reach. 
 
    Leah and Colt weren’t exactly oil and water, but they had never had a warm relationship. Leah was only three and a half years younger, and when she came along, it stood to reason that she would have become Sam’s newest little obsession—a baby sister, cute-as-a-button, like a little doll, to play with and pamper. But by then, there was already Colton; and he was a much more rewarding occupation than Leah, who only became marginally more interesting around the time Sam was six and Leah three. 
 
    That tension, of Leah wanting her sister’s attention when it was occupied elsewhere had spilled over into their tween, teen and then young adulthood years. Leah still treated Colt like an intruder, and he didn’t bother pretending the feeling wasn’t mutual. When Leah got engaged, and then married, he had been in her wedding party and celebrated as exuberantly as though marriage meant she was relocating to the moon. 
 
    “She don’ need to be cookin’ for your over-pampered ass,” Leah was saying. “Order in, or get a personal chef. Do like all your other baller brethren do.” 
 
    Sam sighed and went over to stoop in front of the car seat, set down on her living room floor, with her sleeping nephew, Kaylen, inside. At seven months old, he was beginning to resemble his father, Kieran, Sam’s brother-in-law—chocolate brown with silky jet-black hair and smooth, eyebrows. Barely a trace of Leah was visible, but it was there all right, in Kaylen’s already-apparent fiery nature. 
 
    “I know what y’all be doin’,” Leah was saying. “I watch Basketball Wives.” 
 
    Sam smiled, thinking of her trip to Philly, and her own preconceptions about the women involved with NBA players. She spent a few moments stroking Kaylen’s soft cheek, then went back into the kitchen to snatch the phone from her sister. 
 
    “Sorry,” she said. “She’s all ornery because she just lost her job.” 
 
    “I didn’t lose it,” Leah corrected loudly. “They gave it away!” 
 
    Sam wandered toward the den, and out of her sister’s earshot. “I don’t think she wanted to work anyway,” she told Colton sotto voce.  
 
    “Yeah, yeah. Can we get off your sister now, with her scene-stealing ass, and back to us?” Colt asked. “You gon’ cook for me or what? I’ll be in like around seven and I want to come straight there. But if you ain’t cookin’ …” 
 
    “Oh, are you really going to do that?” Sam asked. “Blackmail me with not coming over if I don’t cook?” 
 
    “No one’s blackmailin’ anybody. You sound like Leah. I was just saying that if you ain’t cookin’ I’ma stop and eat before I get there.” 
 
    “Do what you want to do, Colton.” 
 
    “Are you gon’ cook?” 
 
    “I don’t know!” she hissed. “I just don’t like how you’re holding over my head that I want to see you, and then using my cooking as a pawn to …” 
 
    “What are you talkin’ ‘bout? I always want you to cook, don’t I?” 
 
    Sam chewed on her lower lip. It was true. He did always want her to cook. Even before things changed between them.  
 
    Lately though, everything was so loaded. All the things she did for him as his best friend felt different now. Now, there was a tally in her head, and Sam sometimes found herself wondering whether she was being taken for granted by her ‘boyfriend’. If, in fact, that was what he even was. 
 
    “Okay, what do you want to eat?” Colt asked, lowering his voice. 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “That gourmet pizza? Joe Squared?” 
 
    “Um hmm.” 
 
    “Asiago, lamb and cilantro?” 
 
    Sam bit back a smile. “With red caramelized onions, and jalapenos, too, please.” 
 
    On the other end of the line, Colton sighed. “A’ight. So, it’ll be more like nine then. I’ll pick up the pizza on my way.” 
 
    When he hung up, Sam had to take a moment to stop smiling before going back out to the kitchen where her sister was now breastfeeding.  
 
    Colt had been away for the NBA Finals, having made the trip with two of his teammates to watch the final games in person. Sam had missed him. Before, he was away more than he was home, but she hadn’t missed him this much. And not in this way. There was an edge to this new ‘missing’, that was both sharper and sweeter. The things she missed were different, too. Before, it was the way he teased her, the way he babied her and instinctively took care of things that he complained she should be able to take care of herself.  
 
    Now, there was still all of that, but more. She missed the way she might be working on her laptop, cooking something, or watching television and would look up to catch him staring at her. He never looked away. His expression would be unchanged, his stare unfaltering, until she smiled, blushed, or turned away herself. 
 
    She missed … morning sex.  
 
    Colt was always up before the sun, because that was when he liked to run, while the air was damp, and cool. Sam never had been an early riser. She liked to sleep late when she could, and awaken gradually, slowly regaining her awareness of the world. 
 
    Colt never waited for that. She missed the way he pulled her against him when he woke up, and kissed the side of her neck, or the spot just behind her ear; how he gently slid a hand between her thighs to get her ready, bringing her awake that way. And how he finally parted her knees, sliding easily into her.  
 
    Morning sex, morning lovemaking was different than at any other time. It was wordless and slow, quiet and dreamlike. Sam always came quickly, and with her body still tingling and quivering, felt Colt working his way lazily toward his own climax. Afterwards, he kissed her on the temple, on the lips, and then covering her with the sheets, got up to shower. Sam felt she had become a necessary morning ritual for him; as necessary to beginning his day as opening his eyes. 
 
    “What did he sucker you into now?” Leah asked without looking up. 
 
    “He doesn’t sucker me into anything. And you need to stop picking on him.” 
 
    “Sure.” Leah snorted. “Remember back when you were fifteen and you worked at that fro-yo place and because he liked this nasty sludgey fudge yogurt, you’d drag it out of the storeroom and make it? The least popular flavor in the entire place and you’d make an entire vat of it for one spoiled-rotten …” 
 
    “Leah. Could we just …?” 
 
    “You’re so sensitive about him.” Leah shook her head. “I don’t know why you two don’t just screw and get it over with.” 
 
    Sam felt her face getting hot; and as luck would have it, that was the exact moment Leah looked up. Her sister’s eyes narrowed to slits. 
 
    “Samantha …” She let her vowels drag. 
 
    “What?” Sam busied herself with folding the baby blanket that Leah had rested on the sofa next to her. 
 
    “Are you and Colt …?” Leah’s mouth fell open. “Are you?” 
 
    “Leah, it’s …” Sam gave up and sighed. 
 
    “Oh my god,” Leah said. “I am so telling Maxine.” 
 
    Leah always referred to their mother by her first name, sometimes even to her face. Sam, on the other hand, could never imagine taking such liberties. Ironically, Leah was both the hands-down favorite, and the daughter their mother argued and disagreed with most often. Sam had long ago given up trying to decipher or penetrate that tight twosome.  
 
    “No, you’re not telling Mom, Leah, I mean it.” 
 
    Leah froze. “I was just joking around. Are you two really …?” 
 
    “You tricked me!” 
 
    “I didn’t trick you, trick. You’re just easy as hell to read. But I was just joking! Are you and Colton fucking for real?” 
 
    Sam grimaced. “Don’t … please don’t call it that.” 
 
    “What else would you call it?” 
 
    “You always have to make everything sound so crass,” Sam said, shaking her head. “Always, straight for the gutter.” 
 
    “Stop trying to distract me and answer the damn question,” Leah said. 
 
    “Okay, yes. We’re … it’s …” 
 
    Before Sam could even attempt to finish her confession, Leah laughed, a high-pitched cackle that caused Kaylen to jump. But then he settled back in and continued suckling, probably already accustomed to his mother’s unexpected outbursts. 
 
    Leah and Sam, though not too far apart in age, could not have been more different. Where Sam was quiet and composed, Leah was loud, brash and sometimes pretty darn close to obnoxious. As the baby of the family, all their parents’ rules had been applied a little more loosely when it came to Leah. She had been the wild-child, drinking, cussing, and riding around in cars with boys, while Sam kept her hands clean and her nose buried in books. 
 
    “So, what’s your plan?” Leah asked when she finally regained her composure. 
 
    “Plan for what?” 
 
    “Colton is a man-whore. You know it, and I know it. Don’t let him make a fool out of you. If you have him, and want to keep him, you need to train his ass now.” 
 
    Rolling her eyes, Sam looked away. 
 
     “Do you at least use a condom when you fuck him?” Leah demanded. 
 
    “I don’t understand how you can even talk like that, right in front of Kaylen. While you’re breastfeeding,” Sam added for good measure. 
 
    “I’ll take that as a ‘no’. God, you’re stupid.” 
 
    It was true. She and Colton never used condoms. Never had. The first time had been spontaneous, but Sam doubted it even would have occurred to her. Maybe she was stupid, but she trusted that Colt wouldn’t have let them not use one if he thought it would put her at risk. And he never asked because he knew the same was true of her.  
 
    “Seriously, Sam. Do not let him make a fool out of you.” 
 
    “I don’t even know what that means.” 
 
    “It means, don’t be just another wild oat that he sows. If you’re going to be with him like that, everything has to change.” 
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    “Hey, Lady Bug.” 
 
    As soon as the door swung open, Colt leaned in to kiss Sam, handing her the pizza box as he did. Lifting his head, he sniffed the air and a grin spread across his face. 
 
    “You made them,” he said. “I knew you’d make ‘em.” 
 
    “Yes, I made your stupid wings,” Sam said, submitting to his kisses along the length of her neck. She smelled like spices, and like the soapy, clean scent of her favorite perfume. “They’re still warm, so you …” 
 
    Colt didn’t wait for the rest of her sentence but took the stairs two at a time leaving Sam standing with the pizza box in the foyer as he headed up to the kitchen. Once there, he was stopped in his tracks so suddenly, it was almost cartoonish. 
 
    “‘Sup, man?” 
 
    Drew was sitting at Sam’s kitchen counter, a pile of chicken bones on a plate nearby, and another plate of uneaten wings directly in front of him. 
 
    “Drew stopped by,” Sam explained needlessly from somewhere over his shoulder. She came in and set the pizza box down on the counter. “But don’t worry, I made plenty of wings. Yours are in the oven.” 
 
    “Cool.” Colt took a second to compose himself then went to the oven, opening it and looking in. There was a plate, covered with aluminum foil sitting on the rack and he almost reached in for it until Sam nudged him aside with her hip. 
 
    “Don’t,” she said. “It might be too hot.” She grabbed an oven mitt off the counter and reached in for the plate. 
 
    “Wouldn’t want to mess up the ‘Money Man’ hands,” Drew said from somewhere behind them. 
 
    Colt bit his lower lip to prevent himself from responding and waited for Sam to set down the plate. She positioned it directly opposite Drew’s, so Colt would have to sit there, looking into his smug face as he ate.  
 
    This wasn’t what he had in mind when he sped down the Baltimore-Washington Parkway to get here before it got too late.  
 
    “Just like ol’ times,” Drew said, as Colt took a seat at the counter. “The Three Musketeers.” 
 
    “Nah, I think you got it all wrong, bruh. Wasn’t never three. It was always just two. And a tag-along.” 
 
    “Why do I have to be a tag-along?” Sam laughed. “Just because I didn’t play basketball …” 
 
    “I wasn’t talkin’ ‘bout you,” Colt said. 
 
    At that, Drew looked up and smirked.  
 
    Shaking his head, he reached for another chicken wing and bit into it with relish. The kitchen fell silent for a few moments, and Colt knew that the silence was basically the sound of Sam recognizing her blunder. 
 
    How the hell could she not know that after he’d been gone for almost a week, he wouldn’t want to roll up and find some other dude in her crib? 
 
    “I’m making a spinach salad,” Sam said from behind him. She sounded a little more subdued now, her cheeriness contrived. “Either of you want some? I can make a big one, if …” 
 
    “Bring it on,” Drew said. “After eating fifteen of these wings, I might need a little something to move it on through.” 
 
    “Colt? You?” 
 
    Colton looked over his shoulder at her, and his and Sam’s eyes met for a few long seconds. He could see the questions in hers, but he wasn’t in the mood to give anything back, so he simply stared until she looked away. 
 
    Sam made the spinach salad and set two separate bowls of it in front of Colt and Drew, then took her place at the kitchen counter next to Colt, with her own salad and the lamb asiago pizza placed equidistant between them all. 
 
    “So, how was your season, Drew?” she asked. She sounded like a parent trying to break the uncomfortable silence at the dinner table between her two difficult teenagers. 
 
    “Let’s not talk about basketball,” Drew suggested. “How ‘bout we talk about you, and your work for a change? What’s up on Capitol Hill?” 
 
    “You know, the usual nonsense.” 
 
    “I hear that,” Drew said, nodding. “You think they dissed Americans over there before? You should hear the shit that gets yelled at me from the stands now.” 
 
    “And in different languages too I bet, huh?” Sam said. 
 
    She and Drew laughed, while Colt fumed. The taste of the wings was overwhelmed by his his anger, which on some level, he realized was not even close to being called for.  
 
    This was how it used to be back when they were kids as well—him, Sam and sometimes Drew as their third. But the difference was, and always had been, that he had never flirted with Sam, while Drew always did. Drew never respected that Sam was in what Colt liked to think of as The Bubble. She was a girl, yeah. A really nice-looking girl, even. But the unspoken code was that she was off-limits. To everyone.  
 
    And Drew was constantly bucking that code, despite Colt’s covert and overt warnings. He made comments to Sam about her appearance, telling her when he thought she looked cute, teasing her about the little twitch in her walk and crap like that. Most of the time, Colt restrained himself from saying anything. 
 
    The only time it had come to a head was the end of senior year. Colt had been hot shit then, and Drew was too, though to a lesser degree. They were weighing several options about who to ask to senior prom and tossing out names in what was basically a dick-measuring contest about who could pull the hottest chick. 
 
    Neither Colt nor Drew had a steady girlfriend, so choosing a prom date was basically shorthand for choosing the girl they wanted to nail later that night at the much more important post-prom private party.  
 
    Finally, Colt settled on his choice. Her name was Kimi Alvarado. Kimi was no doubt about it, the best-looking girl in school, and a junior. Once Colt made it known that he was taking Kimi, Drew stopped talking about who he might take. 
 
    In retrospect, Colt should have paid more attention. He thought Drew’s sudden silence meant that he was conceding that he’d lost the competition. He thought that by not mentioning it, he was being generous to Drew; that he didn’t need to rub it in. 
 
    Colt didn’t even think about the fact that Sam had been talking about prom as well and complaining that she hadn’t been asked yet. And honestly, that didn’t surprise Colt much. Sam was pretty, but she didn’t try. She wore shapeless sweatshirts with leggings and classic white Nikes practically every day, never bothered with makeup and seemed not to care about her hair. And she wore her glasses all the time, not because she needed them all the time but because she was almost always reading, and they were reading glasses. She did absolutely nothing to try to distinguish herself from other girls or seek male attention. 
 
    Which was fine by Colt because he knew more than anyone what dogs most of guys were. 
 
    He had his head so far up his ass that on prom night, when he walked into the hotel ballroom at the Hilton with Kimi Alvarado on his arm in a tight, red sequined gown, he felt like he was king of the world. He hadn’t spoken to Sam since earlier that afternoon when she told him that she was getting ready, that her mother was doing something special to her hair. 
 
    Holding court at one of the tables with Kimi and two other couples, Kimi perched on his lap while Colt surreptitiously felt her up, he only vaguely wondered when Drew would get there, and which of her girlfriends Sam might be coming with. 
 
    When they walked into the ballroom together, Sam in an emerald-green chiffon dress that looked like it was made of air; and Drew wearing a tux with a cravat to match the dress, Colt still didn’t get it. Not until he saw Sam look up at Drew with an almost shy smile, and watched Drew lead her straight to the dance-floor did it sink in.  
 
    That motherfucker had gone behind his back, and asked Sam to prom. The “something special” her mother had done to her hair looked amazing, and it was all for Drew. 
 
    The entire night had gone off the rails after that. Colt never did nail Kimi Alvarado, which probably surprised her as much as it did him. He danced with her a few times, and they made out in a corner near the restrooms, but he wasn’t present. All he could think about was post-prom, and what Drew might have in mind for him and Sam. 
 
    “These wings ain’t nothin’ but the truth, Sam,” Drew said now. “I might need you to freeze some and ship ‘em to me over in Spain.” 
 
    “I’ll make you a vat of them before you go, how about that?” Sam asked, spearing a clump of spinach leaves, and stuffing them into her mouth. 
 
    “That’ll work. But I doubt they’ll make it across the Atlantic.” 
 
    And unless Colt was mistaken, Drew was staring him down the entire time, like he was taunting him. Even with his head down, focus on his plate, he felt Drew’s eyes, like they were drilling a hole into him. 
 
    But Colt had something for that ass. 
 
    “Soon as we get done here, how ‘bout you and me head downtown to Mulligan’s?” he said, looking up at Drew. “For old time’s sake. Shoot a little pool, get caught up on some things.” 
 
    Mulligan’s was a pub near Georgetown where Colt used to hang out, and still occasionally visited when he was in town. Drew, when he was home from Clemson, used to join him and they would play pool for hours nursing a single, warm beer each, shooting the breeze and sometimes picking up girls who were so easy it was like shooting fish in a barrel.  
 
    “Bet,” Drew said. His eyes held the glint of someone aware that they had been challenged to a duel. 
 
    “Am I not invited too?” Sam asked.  
 
    Colt looked at her. “Nah,” he said, his voice a slow drawl. “Just me and Drew. For some man time, baby.” 
 
    At his use of the word ‘baby’ her eyebrows lifted slightly, and her eyes darted toward Drew.  
 
    So. That confirmed that. She hadn’t told him. Well, tonight, he was about to find out, whether she liked it or not. It was one thing to want to fine-tune the approach for their families, but where other dudes were concerned—and make no mistake, childhood friend or not, Drew was ‘other dudes’—Colt wasn’t about to hold his tongue. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ~ Fifteen ~ 
 
      
 
    “Some things never change.”  
 
    Drew spun on his barstool, taking it all in, shaking his head and smiling. Colt looked around the pub as well, just as they took a spot at the bar, noticing all the things he generally took for granted. It was true. Mulvaney’s was mostly unchanged since their college days, and there was something reassuring about that.  
 
    There were still signed pictures on the wall of famous Hoyas, like Patrick Ewing, and Allen ‘The Answer’ Iverson, Dikembe Mutombo and Alonzo Mourning. Colt still held out hope that one day, he would be right up there with them. Some players only ripened and reached their peak around their third season. He was on his fourth, so it felt like he was overdue. 
 
    “Good to be back home, though.” Drew turned to face the bar again and lifted a hand to summon the bartender. 
 
    “How long you here for?” Colt asked. 
 
    Drew shot him a grin. “That’s the thing, man. Maybe longer than I thought.” 
 
    “Yeah. How so?” 
 
    “Talking to the Wizards. So, you know … maybe I’ll be back stateside sooner rather than later.” 
 
    Before Colt could respond, the bartender approached and took their orders.  
 
    In Mulvaney’s, the staff didn’t generally give special recognition to anyone famous, or semi-famous. Congressmen and -women, athletes, actors and other public figures came in fairly regularly because of the pub’s proximity to Capitol Hill, and as far as the staff was concerned, no matter how famous the face, they were just another customer. Other than an occasional discreet offer from the manager to send over some free food, or a complimentary round of drinks, it was a good place to just be a regular person.  
 
    Drew ordered a vodka tonic and Colt said he would have the same, then they both looked up at the television above. ESPN was on. 
 
    “I thought you liked it over there,” Colt said. “I heard Spain was treating you well.” 
 
    “Who you hear that from?” Drew laughed. “My moms?” 
 
    Colt shrugged. 
 
    “You know how that is, bruh. When you far away from home, you lie. Especially to your mother. No sense making ‘em lose any sleep.” 
 
    “So, you don’t like it over there?” 
 
    “It’s a’ight. But who doesn’t want to play in their home-country? Their hometown if they can pull it off. And you know …” Drew turned to look at him, head on and eye to eye. “There’s other reasons too, that a man might want to come home.” 
 
    “Yeah?” Colt grabbed one of the small plastic straws from the nearby holder and twirled it between his fingers. “Like what?” 
 
    “We ain’t kids no more,” Drew said, looking him in the eye. “C’mon, you know what I’m talkin’ ‘bout.” 
 
    “No, I don’t. Maybe you better speak your piece, bruh.” 
 
    “You been keeping Sam close for years. Like you own her. And I know you want to be protective of her or whatever, but …” 
 
    “It’s more than that.” Colt shook his head. “Much more. But since you been away a long time, and you obviously ain’t heard it from her, you gon’ hear it from me. Sam and me … we’re together now.” 
 
    “Oh, I know,” Drew said. 
 
    The bartender returned with their drinks, setting them down atop white square napkins and moving on. Colt took a long swallow of his.  
 
    “You know, huh? So, then that was just some disrespectful shit, you showin’ up at her house when I’m not there. Especially since it sounds like what you tryna say is that part of the reason you’re comin’ back is to try to get with Sam.” 
 
    “Lemme put it this way,” Drew said. “Before tonight, I suspected about you and her. Tonight, I knew. Even before you dropped that ‘baby’ in there to put me on notice. The way she acts around you is different, bruh. Always has been. Like she can’t be herself, or something. She’s too busy trying to be who you want her to be.” 
 
    “The fuck? Like you know her or somethin’? When did you even meet Sam, Drew?” 
 
    “Man, that ain’t got shit to do with …” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “When we were like ten, eleven …” Drew shrugged, looking unfazed. “Somewhere ‘round there. What’s that prove?” 
 
    “I been knowin’ her since before we knew how to spell our own damn names. I know her inside and out,” Colt said leaning in close, gritting his teeth to prevent himself from raising his voice. “If she’s herself with anyone, it’s with me.” 
 
    Drew laughed and took a gulp of his drink. “You think so?” He shook his head. 
 
    “I know so.” 
 
    “So, then you know about when I went to Spain. The year I signed with Real Madrid.” 
 
    Colt shook his head, impatient with Drew’s leisurely, unbothered tone. “What about it?” 
 
    “If you know her so well, seems like something she would have told you,” Drew continued at the same unhurried pace. “That we got together back then, Sam and me. That we stayed together. For almost two years. And that I asked her to marry me.” 
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    After prom, about a dozen of their friends headed upstairs to a suite that they’d all chipped in to pay for, for the evening. There was alcohol that they’d smuggled in—sweet stuff for the girls, and hard stuff for the guys, who wanted to feel and look hard—and about ten pizzas. And of course, there was music, turned up loud enough for them to party, but not so loud that other guests would complain. Because they were all, at the end of the day, ‘good’ kids, who didn’t want to cause any trouble. 
 
    Colt still had Kimi on his arm; and in the breast-pocket of his tux, he had a keycard for the room that he’d rented with his own money, because at least when the night started, he was sure he would need it. But as the party in the suite got underway, Sam and Drew sat together, talking. Just talking. Around them, everyone else was drinking and ready to get crunk, but they seemed content to just sit and talk. 
 
    Colt had never seen Drew like that with a girl before. He was a player, he clowned around with girls, and teased them. He told them with his actions, even if not with his words, that he didn’t take them too seriously. But with Sam, he looked serious. He was leaning in when he spoke to her; and listening intently when she spoke. 
 
    And suddenly, Colt’s plans to spend the night with Kimi Alvarado and strip her of the red sequin gown seemed seedy and second-rate. 
 
    Everyone was drinking, eating pizza, and hamming it up to the loud hip-hop tracks someone had the foresight to bring on a mixtape to play through the suite’s speakers. The window shades and curtains were pulled wide open, and in the distance, there was a postcard view of Washington DC at night—the monument, the Capitol, and the lights from the most powerful city in the world. It was a view that was destined to stay with a person and come back to them many years later when they reminisced about the night of their senior prom. 
 
    Oblivious to the noise and mayhem surrounding them, Drew and Sam had gone to look out the window and take in that view. Leaning against the backrest of the suite’s sofa, as the party around them raged on, they were having what looked like the conversation of a lifetime.  
 
    Colt started drinking.  
 
    And he didn’t remember much after that.  
 
    But he remembered the next morning well enough, waking up in the room he’d rented, fully-clothed and lying across the bed. Next to him, Sam was curled on her side, shoeless and wearing her diaphanous green gown. When Colt sat up, she opened her eyes.  
 
    ‘What happened?’ he croaked. His head was pounding, and it hurt him to look at the sunlight coming through the windows. 
 
    Sam said nothing at first. She averted her eyes from him and sat up as well, sighing a long, deep sigh. Twice she tried to speak, and twice she couldn’t seem to decide what to say. Finally, she managed something.  
 
    ‘We should probably go home.’ 
 
    Only later did Colt learn that sometime after one in morning, while Drew and Sam were still sitting on that couch, still talking, not bothering anyone—and certainly not bothering him—Colt had gone charging across the room, tackling Drew to the ground and attempting, unsuccessfully, to beat the crap out of him. After some of the other guys pulled them apart, preventing the party from turning into a complete melee, Drew had taken responsibility for getting Kimi home.  
 
    And Sam insisted on staying with her best friend, to make sure he safely slept off all the alcohol. 
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    Sam opened her eyes to the simultaneous sound of her phone ringing, and the commotion of someone pounding on her front door. Heart racing, she sat up, not knowing which to take care of first. Grabbing the phone off the charger, she stumbled out of bed, almost tripping as she hurried for the stairs. She answered the phone, just before looking out the peephole and then opening the door.  
 
    Colt was on the other end of the line, and on the other side of the door. His eyes were bleary, he was unsteady on his feet and so obviously intoxicated that Sam instinctively glanced behind him to see whether he had driven himself. 
 
    He had. His SUV was parked haphazardly in her driveway. The lights were still on, the engine still running. 
 
    “You drove? Like this? Are you out of your mind? And why were you making all that noise at my front door? You have a key.” 
 
    “Is it true?” he asked, his voice a hoarse whisper. 
 
    “Colt, you shouldn’t have …” 
 
    “Is it true?” 
 
    “Colt …” 
 
    “Is it true?!” 
 
    Sam swallowed hard and looked down. She shoved her way past him and—barefoot and wearing just her nightshirt—went down to the driveway to turn off the lights, shut off the engine and take the keys out of the ignition.  
 
    Colt was waiting in the living room. Sitting on her sofa with his legs spread wide apart, he was leaning forward and looking down at the rug.  
 
    “Why do you even have an alarm system?” he asked, looking up at her. He ran his hands over his head. “That’s why I didn’t use the damn key. Because I thought you had the alarm system on.” 
 
    “What? What are you …?” 
 
    “You opened the door just now,” he enunciated. “And the fuckin’ alarm system wasn’t even on. So if someone broke in …” 
 
    Sam exhaled and rubbed her eyes. “Why are we even talking about that right now? What time is it? And why were you driving? You could have killed yourself. You could have killed someone else.” 
 
    “Three guesses what motherfuckin’ Drew told me tonight.” 
 
    “Colt.” She shook her head. "Stop cursing at me." 
 
    “Three guesses,” he said, ignoring her admonition. His lips curled in an angry smirk. 
 
    She didn’t have to guess. She knew. She had known from the moment the two men walked out of her townhouse together that Drew was probably going to spill it. Part of her wanted him to, because it was long overdue that Colt knew, and she wasn’t sure she would ever have the bravery to be the one to tell him. And part of her was relieved when it got late and the anticipated call from Colt hadn’t come. She had gone to bed thinking that Drew may not have told Colt after all. 
 
    “You were going to marry him, Sam? Marry him. And I didn’t even know you were kickin’ it …” 
 
    She shook her head. “I was never going to marry him. Not really.” 
 
    “Not really? What the hell does that mean? He asked you, right?” 
 
    “He asked me,” she confirmed. 
 
    Colt bit down into his lower lip and looked up at her, his face pulling in on itself in a deep grimace.  
 
    “He wanted to spend the rest of his life with you. As his wife.” 
 
    “Is that so hard to believe?” she snapped. 
 
    “What’s hard to believe is that you were with him for almost two fuckin’ years. That I was your best friend and you never once mentioned his name to me. Never once even …” 
 
    “Do you even remember what you were like back then, Colt?” Sam spat. “Do you?” 
 
    “Nah. Tell me,” he said, his voice bitter. “What was I like back then? What about me made it possible for you to lie like you did?” 
 
    “I never lied!” 
 
    “Okay. Yeah. If you want to play that game.” Colt shook his head. “When you talked about some nigga you were wit’ back then, it just never occurred to you that I might want to know that it was Drew.” 
 
    “You were totally occupied with you own life. I never thought …” 
 
    “That’s bullshit! You deliberately hid that shit. Don’t even …” He broke off and shook his head again, this time looking pained. 
 
    Sam stood there. She felt awkward and misplaced in her own living room, not knowing what to do with her hands, or her legs. She shifted her weight from one foot to the other, then finally went to sit across from him. 
 
    “What do you want to know?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper. 
 
    “Everything.” 
 
    Sam shook her head. “You don’t have a right to that, Colton. To know everything.” 
 
    “Were you fuckin’ him?” 
 
    Sam sat back and folded her arms, shaking her head. “Does everything have to be reduced to that?” 
 
    “Okay, so that's a yes,” Colt said. He made a scoffing sound. “Of course you were, because Drew wouldn’t even think to wife some chick he hadn’t tried first. And he definitely wouldn’t have hung around for more than two weeks, let alone ...” 
 
    Sam sprang out of her seat, feeling her face grow hot. “Get out of my house.” 
 
    “Sam …” 
 
    “Get out, Colton!”  She turned away, then thinking better of it, grabbed his car keys off the side table where she’d rested them. “But find some other way besides driving, because you’re just selfish enough to get behind the wheel without thinking of who you might be endangering out there.” 
 
    Upstairs, she shut and locked her bedroom door, tossing Colt’s car keys on the bedside table, then spending the better part of the next fifteen minutes lying completely still in the center of her bed, and listening for the front door. But she didn’t hear anything, and after a while decided that it was more likely that Colt had decided to crash on the sofa and sleep it off. 
 
    Colton wasn’t wrong to ask her about Drew. But he wasn’t right, either. She wasn’t wrong to have kept her relationship with Drew private. But she wasn’t right, either. That ambiguity was exactly the problem, and had always been, when it came to their friendship. They were neither this nor that; neither here nor there.  
 
    They had never been ‘just friends’ but until recently, they hadn’t been more than that either. And even now, what they were remained undefined, because it was a secret from some of the most important people in their lives. 
 
    With Drew, there had never been any ambiguity. From the moment they met, when they were eleven, Sam had caught him looking at her, differently than Colt looked at her. While Colt sometimes overlooked her, or at least seemed to overlook the fact that she was a girl, Drew never had. But the connection between her and Drew, and any time they spent together was facilitated mostly by their mutual connection to Colt. They never called each other on the phone or hung out separately. Colton was the glue. 
 
    Until senior year. That was when they were both in AP English and had sometimes walked to class together. That five-minute walk before class, and the times they lingered afterwards, were the only times they were together without Colton. They talked about books they were reading; or at least, the books they were supposed to be reading. Sam devoured them, no matter what they were, but Drew sometimes found them boring, and hard to relate to. 
 
    ‘Like, ‘Lady Chatterley’s Lover’,’ he’d complained to Sam one day. ‘Didn’t you think there’d be more, you know, of them doing the nasty?’ 
 
    ‘What are you talking about?’ Sam had laughed. ‘Almost one-third of the book is them doing it!’ 
 
    ‘Then I must’ve missed it,’ Drew said. 
 
    That day at lunch, when all their friends were busy playing around, goofing off and gossiping, they sat, heads close together, while Sam explained ‘Lady Chatterley’s Lover’. 
 
    ‘She’s been raised to be led by the mind, and by duty,’ Sam told him. ‘She’s married to a man who is the same way, and to make it worse, they aren’t able to have a physical relationship. But through her lover she learns that she has other needs: emotional, sexual … They have plenty of sex, but when you read about it? Even in the places where they’re having sex, she’s in her head. Like here … and here …’ 
 
    As she flipped the pages and pointed out places in the text where the sex act was described with a subtlety that would escape many a modern eye, Drew had smiled. He teased her because she had them all highlighted. 
 
    ‘Even physical sensations, she often experiences as thought, and not as feeling,’ Sam continued. ‘Until her lover begins to change that. See?’ 
 
    Lifting his head, Drew stared at her, his eyes meeting hers. He nodded. 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘I see.’ 
 
    Something about the way Drew looked at her in that moment made her lift a hand needlessly, brushing a phantom strand of hair from her forehead. 
 
    Two weeks later, he asked her to prom. 
 
    Prom night felt like the start of something. Even though they were weeks away from leaving, and going to different colleges, and his was far away, it felt like … something.  
 
    And then Colt had done what he did, bringing a premature end to the evening. What felt like a beginning had ended decisively that night. Drew called her, asked her out, and told her he was sorry prom had been ruined. But Sam had been cool. Friendly, but a little resistant. She stalled on the question of a date until it was too late, and they were all focused on leaving for college. And Drew left her alone.  
 
    She felt too guilty to tell him what was really going on. While Colt’s behavior at prom had angered her, it had also reignited in Sam the long-dormant, and secret hope that maybe, just maybe, he felt something more than friendship for her after all. 
 
    On the last day of class, Drew left something in her locker. It was a copy of his AP English thesis. He had gotten an ‘A’ and next to the grade was a series of enthusiastic comments from their AP English teacher.  
 
    The subject of Drew’s thesis was D.H. Lawrence’s classic novel, ‘Lady Chatterley’s Lover’. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ~ Sixteen ~ 
 
      
 
    “What you doin’ walking into my office unannounced, boy?” 
 
    “Oh, I need an appointment now?” Colt gave his father a brief hug before sliding into the seat opposite him in the Silver Diner. 
 
    “Yes sir. You know important business takes place right here.” 
 
    “Yeah? Ma says the only business that takes place in here is you flirting with waitresses and wearing out your welcome.” 
 
    His father laughed his loud booming laugh and folded his Washington Post, setting it aside.  
 
    Since his retirement, Josiah Green—formerly a U.S. Marine Corps sergeant—still looked and sounded like a man of consequence. Colt had gotten his height from him, and his broad-shoulders and barrel-chest. The penetrating dark eyes and honey-toned complexion, he had inherited from his mother; that and the perfect symmetry of his face. Dudes called him ‘pretty-boy’ if they wanted to get under his skin. It was a taunt that always made Colt wish he had Josiah Green’s formidable, much more forbidding features. 
 
    “The only flirting I do is with my wife,” his father said. “She send you over here to fetch me?” 
 
    “Nah. Just thought I’d come break the fast with my old man for a change. See what you been gettin’ up to.” 
 
    Ever since his retirement, earlier that year, Colt’s father had been finding it difficult to break the habit of getting out of bed at dawn. So, he went to pick up the Post, and then found his way to the Silver Diner for his customary breakfast of two cups of dark roast coffee and the Jack Cheddar Omelet. He lingered there for a spell, then headed back home where, according to Colt’s mother, he was underfoot until she cooked up some errands for him to run around town, things to keep him busy so he would still feel like a man with a purpose. 
 
    “Lemme get my favorite girl over here to take your order,” his father said, lifting a hand and beckoning for a waitress. 
 
    “Don’t call them girls, Pops. Women don’t like that.” 
 
    “What you mean? Your momma’s been my girl for more than thirty years now. I ain’t never heard her complain.” 
 
    Colt sighed and leaned back onto the red banquet seating, waiting for the server to approach. When she did, she grinned at him, looking between him and Josiah. 
 
    “This the son you always bragging about?” she asked, putting one hand on an ample hip. “The apple doesn’t fall far, does it?” 
 
    “Yup. This is Colton. My only son.” 
 
    “I’m your only kid,” Colt said, holding out a hand. 
 
    “I’m Sandra,” she said. “What can I get you, honey?” 
 
    Colt ordered a vegetarian omelet and juice. When Sandra left them alone, he looked his father over more closely. 
 
    “You look good, Pops.” 
 
    “Why shouldn’t I?” his father returned. “Got nothing to do all day except sleep and make love to my wife.” 
 
    Colt raised a hand and grimaced. “Could you not …?” 
 
    His father laughed. “Just hope you’re as lucky one day, to have a marriage like me and your momma got. The body isn’t always willing, but believe me, the mind …” 
 
    “Nah, man. For real. Stop,” Colt said, grimacing and holding up both hands. “But matter of fact, that’s related to what I was hopin’ to talk to you about a little bit.” 
 
    “What? Marriage? You and Samantha finally decide to settle down?” 
 
    Colt leaned in, not sure he’d heard right. “What did you say?” 
 
    “You and Samantha. You decide to …” 
 
    “Nah. I mean, what makes you think it’s me and Sam?” 
 
    “Who else would it be?” His father shrugged. 
 
    “But we’ve just been … friends though. All these years, we’ve just been friends.” 
 
    “That right?” His father sounded unconvinced. 
 
    “Yeah. Until …” 
 
    Josiah looked up, his eyebrows lifting a fraction. “Until?” 
 
    “A few weeks ago.” 
 
    Josiah leaned back and grinned, nodding to himself. “Your momma’s gon’ be real happy to hear that. She was worried when you were hooked up with that little Asian girl from the tv. Called her a little fast-butt.”  
 
    Colt laughed. “She kinda was.” 
 
    “But I don’t judge. She’s somebody’s wife, I’m sure. Just not yours. That was always gon’ be Sweet Thang.” 
 
    His father had called Sam that for as long as Colt could remember. Whenever she came around and his father was there, Pops would grin as wide as could be. ‘Look at you, so pretty,’ he’d say, before looking over at Colt’s mother. ‘Just a sweet little thang, ain’t she?’ 
 
    Soon he was calling Sam that more often than he called her by her given name.  
 
    Colt exhaled, shaking his head. “Why you so sure of that, old man? I’m not even sure. Especially not after …” 
 
    Colt thought about last night, and his drunken drive to Sam’s house. He hadn’t done most of the drinking at Mulvaney’s when he was still with Drew, because Colt didn’t want him to see how hard the revelation about Sam had hit him. 
 
    And it had hit him really hard, and just kept right on pounding him right in the gut, even after he was home. Even now. 
 
    He had been telling himself, after that crazy night at his house when she’d gone sex-crazy on him, that it didn’t matter what or who was in her past. Not with all the crap that would come tumbling out of his if she ever cared to look. But Sam was so sexually-aggressive, he sometimes couldn’t help but wonder. He knew she was his now, but whose had she been before? 
 
    Once in a while, after sex, when she was sleeping the deep slumber of the sexually-satiated, he sat up a little while, just thinking the craziest, most off-the-wall shit. Jealousy like a white-hot rock sat in the middle of his gut. And the more he thought, the bigger and hotter that rock grew. 
 
    Who the hell had she been with? What had they done together? Like, what if she’d done some real freaky-shit with some other dude? 
 
    The one guy he knew about, who he had personally taken the measure of, was that kid from college, the Poindexter. And Colt knew for a fact, homeboy didn’t have it like that. Hell, even he didn’t have it like that back in the day. They were kids, then. Eighteen, nineteen?  
 
    So, it had to be someone else, some phantom lover from her more recent past, who had lit the bonfire for what was now a highly-sexual woman wrapped up in a pink, girlie, prissy little bow. 
 
    To think now that it might have been Drew. To think that Sam had done to Drew what she had done to him … yeah, so he drank when he got home, alright. And then, propelled by a fog of jealousy and a sense of betrayal, the likes of which he had never before experienced in life, he drove over to her place, risking a DUI at best, and at worst, his life or someone else’s. 
 
    “Here you go, honey.”  
 
    Sandra was back. She set down a large glass of juice in front of him and refilled his father’s coffee cup. 
 
    “Last one for me, sweetheart,” Josiah said. “Don’t want to be climbing the walls all day.” 
 
    She ambled away, and Josiah looked at Colt, searchingly. 
 
    “So, what’s troublin’ you?” 
 
    “It’s not that easy, Pops. What you and Ma got? It’s not that easy to find.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s ‘cause you lookin’. When maybe, it’s always been there.” 
 
    “You mean me and Sam? If you knew what happened last night, you might not be so sure. If you knew … And y’know what? I don’t know that I ever even thought about Sam like that ‘til recently, so …” 
 
    “Is that right? So all them little boys you used to run off? What was that about?” 
 
    Colt shook his head. “That was just … She’s my best friend, Pops. And nig … dudes be dirty. You know that. I didn’t want her to get used. Or hurt.” 
 
    “When she was twelve, and thirteen?” 
 
    “You’d be surprised.” 
 
    “All I’m sayin’ is, I don’t think it was that. I watched you and her. I know a few things about how these things work.” 
 
    “No doubt. But I never saw Sam as being my girlfriend. Or even as …” 
 
    Colt stopped. Because what he was saying wasn’t entirely true. There had been a time … there had been times, when he looked at Sam and he saw something new; felt something new, about her. 
 
    The first time was the summer when he turned sixteen and finally found, in Mercy Edwards, a girl was willing to not just let him slip his hand in her panties, but to take the panties off. A girl who didn’t just touch him shyly over the fabric of his pants, but took him out, and grasped him in her fist, and held and stroked him to completion. A girl who actively sought out an opportunity for them to go all the way, until she found that chance, in her parents’ four-hour (each way) day-trip to a distant relative’s funeral in New York. 
 
    After getting some from Mercy, Colt thought about ‘doing it’ all the time. Because the good-good wasn’t called that for nothing. But the confusing part was that around the same time, he started noticing things about Sam as well. That was the summer she started wearing two-piece swimsuits.  
 
    Every day, she was at his house, along with the rest of their friends, wearing that white bathing suit, sunning herself, running around the garden, playing Marco Polo and not always attentive to the movement of her swimming garment. Whenever there was an extra inch of ass, or a glimpse of the sides of her breasts, Colt noticed; and once, there was even a fleeting nipple slip that made her and a couple of the other girls shriek with laughter as Sam hurried to cover herself. 
 
    He figured he was checking out his best friend on the low because he was horny as hell, and now that Mercy had shown him what was possible, every girl was a potential sex-partner. Even Sam. But it wasn’t that, because he didn’t look at the other girls—Janice and Lisa, Leatrice—like that. Just Sam.  
 
    Soon, even Mercy started to get on his nerves. When they weren’t sexing, or he wasn’t thinking about the next time, he didn’t necessarily want her around. And by the end of the summer, he’d canceled her altogether. 
 
    “Son, you over-thinkin’ it,” his father told him now, sucking his teeth. “Tell me what happened.”  
 
    Sandra returned with his meal, so Colt was able to take a minute to think about his answer. When she left, he looked up again. 
 
    “All those little boys I used to chase off as you call it? Seems like I wasn’t able to chase ‘em all off.” 
 
    Josiah shrugged. “Well good for her then.” 
 
    “No,” Colt said. “Not good for her. Drew, Pops. I’m talkin’ ‘bout, Drew.” 
 
    “Oh.” His father leaned back. “She told you about that?” 
 
    “What …? You knew?” 
 
    “Yeah, I knew. It wasn’t no secret.” 
 
    Colt shook his head, dropping his fork. “It had to be. Because nobody told me.” 
 
    “From what I remember from her mother, you and Sam weren’t in touch as much around that time. You were up there in Philly actin’ a damn fool.” 
 
    “You could’ve told me,” Colt said, standing up. He dropped his napkin. 
 
    Josiah looked incredulous and then laughed. “C’mon now. You serious? You ‘bout to run home and cry?” 
 
    “You’re wrong for that,” Colt said, stabbing a finger in his father’s direction. “You could’ve told me.” 
 
    “Listen here …” His father’s voice lowered the way it always did when he was about to tell Colt to get back in line. “That wasn’t my job. That was her business. What you expect me to do? Yank on your coattail and tell you what? That your cow done wandered out the barn?” 
 
    Colt made a ‘pfft’ sound and sat back down. 
 
    “Excuse me for that,” his father said, sounding nonplussed for a moment. “I don’t mean to compare her to … What I mean to say is, she don’t belong to you, Colt. She’s a living breathing, independent human being. If you want her, and especially if you want to keep her, you gotta earn her, young-blood.” 
 
    Colt said nothing, taking his seat once again and staring his father down, aware that he had no comeback to that reasoning.  
 
    Josiah reached for his paper and shook it open. 
 
    “And don’t you ever in your life point that finger at me again,” he said. “‘Less you want to lose it.” 
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    “I can’t talk right now,” Sam whispered into the phone. “I’m about to go into a thing. Can I call you after?” 
 
    Just a few feet away, Jason was reclaiming his briefcase from the security conveyor belt at the main entrance of the Russell Senate Office Building. It was one of the most impressive edifices on Capitol Hill, and whenever she entered it, Sam was impressed anew. It was still surreal that she was there almost every day now as part of the lobbying team. 
 
    “Yeah, but just wanted to check in and see if you’re free for lunch?” Drew asked, on the other end of the line. 
 
    Sam hesitated.  
 
    “Look, I know I should’ve given you a heads-up before I told him, but he was just …” 
 
    “I really can’t talk about it now,” Sam said. “But okay, yes. I’ll meet you for lunch. Where?” 
 
    Drew gave her the name of a casual-dining restaurant in Dupont Circle and they hung up, just in time as Jason made his way toward her. 
 
    “You ready?” he asked her. “This one might be tough. This office isn’t inclined to do anything just for the good of mankind. So we’re gonna have to bring our ‘A’ game.” 
 
    “I’m good,” Sam said nodding. “Let’s go.” 
 
    The meeting went poorly from the outset.  
 
    The staffers hadn’t even reserved a conference room for the meeting, so Sam and Jason had to make their arguments while standing in the hallway, the bright sunlight and heat from the windows landing directly on them. Sam was perspiring through her dark suit, and along the back of her neck, which made it difficult to concentrate on sounding persuasive. Twice when Jason looked to her, trying to cue her in to answer a question, she’d been slow to respond. 
 
    The entire thing was over in less than fifteen minutes, which was a dead giveaway that the staffers weren’t interested. They didn’t even do the obligatory exchange of business cards that was de rigueur in Washington DC’s business circles. 
 
    “Sometimes you win, sometimes you lose,” Jason said, patting her on the shoulder as they headed for the elevators. 
 
    But Sam knew he was just trying to make her feel better. When lobbying Senate offices, the stakes were much higher than in the House of Representatives. There were only one hundred senators, compared to four-hundred plus in the House, so every Senate vote counted, and they had probably just lost one. 
 
    Outside, she and Jason took separate taxis, as she had her date with Drew in Dupont Circle. Since her meeting had been so short, she would likely have to wait for him. But that was fine with her. It would give her some time to pull herself together, have a tall glass of iced tea and prepare for the conversation they were about to have. 
 
    The interior of the cab was thankfully cool. Summer in DC had begun; and begun with a vengeance. Sam shed her suit-jacket, dropped it on the seat next to her satchel and placed her hands on the back of the front passenger seat, so her arms would be lifted away from her body, and her armpits could cool down and air out. 
 
    “Hot,” her driver said. “Yes?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “Very hot.” 
 
    Under normal circumstances she enjoyed entertaining conversation with cab drivers, but today she wasn’t in the mood. The failed meeting she had just had, and the difficult one she was about to have were weighing too heavily on her mind. 
 
    That morning, when she left for work, Colt was still sleeping off his bender on her sofa. Not wanting to have to engage with him, Sam had carefully placed his car keys on the table nearby and set her coffeemaker to brew around eight a.m. in the hopes that the aroma would wake him.  
 
    Because his SUV was parked askew in her driveway, and she didn’t want to go back inside to move it, just to get her own car out of the garage, Sam had called Lyft and waited by her curb until it got there. She had slept poorly, thinking about the talk she and Colt would have to have, sooner or later.  
 
    He had every right to be upset. But he had no right to be angry. 
 
    Everything that had happened between her and Drew felt so long ago now. And Colt hadn’t been at all focused on her and their friendship at the time. They weren’t estranged, exactly, but things had been different then and they were more distant from each other than they had ever been. She didn’t owe him details about her love life, just as she never felt entitled to details about his. 
 
    Colt’s senior year at Georgetown—Sam’s senior year—had been unlike all the others. He was scarcer, more elusive. Sometimes it took more than a day for him to return Sam’s calls, and when she stopped by his place, he was often out.  
 
    Twice, she’d spotted him from a distance on campus, after having not seen him for what seemed like a longer than usual time. Once he was with two other Hoyas players. They looked like a trio of magnificent Masai tribesmen in tracksuits, tall and graceful and impossibly beautiful. Sam stood still and watched until they were out of view. 
 
    The second time she saw him, Colt was with a girl. She was pretty, blonde and thin. Pretty, blonde, thin girls gravitated toward the basketball players at Georgetown. And some basketball players gravitated toward them. Colt had never been one of those players. But this time, he looked amused by the girl he was with, who was leaning into him as she walked, her corn-silk hair whipping in the wind, and wrapping itself around his arm. Colt was leaning back into her. 
 
    Later, unable to get the vision of him with that girl out of her head, Sam called and left him a message.  
 
    ‘I guess you’re really busy, or whatever,’ she said in her voicemail. ‘Call me back … if you want.’ 
 
    Later, Colt showed up at her place. It was well after eleven in the evening. He smelled like beer and another scent that was subtle, but obviously feminine, and for that reason, repellent to Sam. He didn’t mention the voicemail. Maybe he had gone home after whatever he’d been up to and heard it, and then decided to come to her place.  
 
    They talked for a little while about nothing at all. He was tipsy, distracted and his eyes kept closing on him as he talked. It felt like there was a space between them that hadn’t been there before. Sam knew he was thinking about the NBA, and about how early in the draft he would go. She knew he was excited about it. But they didn’t talk about that. 
 
    Maybe an hour or so later, when they’d been watching something random on her small television for a while, Colt told Sam he was too tired to make it back to his place and asked if he could crash with her. She told him he could. She hated that he’d been drinking before he thought to come see her, and she hated that unfamiliar feminine scent he was saturated with. 
 
    The last thing he said before he fell asleep, fully-clothed next to her on her bed, Sam crowded against the wall, was, ‘white girls are crazy.’  
 
    And that was how Sam knew he had sex with the blonde girl. That was how she knew that he’d enjoyed it. She fell asleep with a weight like an anvil on her chest, and one slow tear, tickling her as it made its way down the side of her face. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ~ Seventeen ~ 
 
      
 
    Watching Drew walk into the restaurant, Sam felt her heart leap a little. One day, she imagined, it would stop doing that. But, for now, it still did. Not as much as it used to, but it still did. 
 
    What she told Colt was true. She never considered accepting Drew’s marriage proposal as seriously as she should have, as seriously as he deserved. But it wasn't because she didn’t love him.  
 
    “Hey. Thanks for coming.” 
 
    Drew leaned in to kiss her before taking the seat opposite hers. Nearby, two women having lunch tried to be slick about stealing looks at him. Drew was a big man. While Colt was lean, with the appearance of slenderness unless he was without a shirt, in short sleeves or in shorts, Drew was solid, built almost like a football player. 
 
    He was a center, like Shaquille O’Neal, and probably owed his career to Shaq, as one of the biggest big men to play that position, and to make it possible for others like him to get taken seriously. But unlike Shaq, Drew had finesse as well as power. He moved with balletic grace on the court, more often dancing around and evading other players rather than colliding with them. Since his games weren’t televised in the States, Sam used to watch them online, feeling herself burst with pride whenever Drew appeared onscreen. 
 
    Yes, she had loved him. 
 
    “Of course I came,” Sam said. “Was there ever any question?” 
 
    She had used the extra time to neaten up the sweated-out and fuzzy edges of her hair, to reapply her lipstick and to dab moist, cool paper towels in her armpits. She sat without her suit-jacket at the table until she was feeling almost cold from the air-conditioning and had only put it back on moments before the time she and Drew had agreed to meet. 
 
    “For the record,” he began. “I didn’t mean to …” 
 
    “Yes, you did,” Sam said. “You did mean it.” 
 
    Drew nodded, and bit his lower lip. “Okay, yeah. I guess you’re right. I did mean it.” 
 
    “And did he tell you …?” 
 
    “That you and him are together? Yeah, he told me.” 
 
    Sam nodded. She looked away from him, and over his shoulder. 
 
    “Sam, I mean, c’mon … You and Colt?” 
 
    She picked up her glass of water and took a tiny sip. 
 
    “It feels like it’s always been me and Colt,” she returned. 
 
    “Really?” Drew asked. He looked at her searchingly, leaning in to make even closer eye contact. “Always? Even when it was you and me?” 
 
    Sam’s eyes met his quickly. “No, of course not then.” 
 
    “So, what happened with us? It’s not like we had a fight, or some kind of big blowout, or …” 
 
    “It was just that when you … you asked me to marry you,” she said simply. “I realized that …” 
 
    “That what?” Drew asked, sounding frustrated. 
 
    That she couldn’t, because of Colt. Drew deserved more than she could give him. She couldn’t be his wife, spending their lives together with her looking over her shoulder, waiting and hoping for someone else, only able to give Drew part of her heart. And giving him part of her heart would have been particularly cruel since he was fully prepared to give her all his. 
 
    They started going out together almost by accident. They had run into each other in New York, in the arena where the NBA draft was held. Everyone was expecting Colt to go in the first round, but he didn’t. He went in the second.  
 
    While that was happening, with pictures being taken, and sports reporters crowding Colt, fawning over him, Sam had noticed Drew off on the sidelines. He had been injured his final season at Clemson and hadn’t put up the numbers the season before that he needed to, to be a strong contender for the NBA. But he was there nevertheless, to support some of his teammates, and to support Colt. 
 
    Sam remembered how impassive he looked, even though inside he had to have been disappointed, and regretful that the night was unlikely to be a celebratory one for him. She had waved at him from across the room. It was just a brief lift of a hand, not expecting much more than a return wave, because they hadn’t seen each other in ages. Instead, Drew waded through the sea of people between them until he was standing in front of her.  
 
    He had a beard and looked like a full-grown man. His voice, when he said her name was deep, and rumbled in her chest. Sam felt herself responding to him, as a woman responding to a man. It was unsettling, because the last time they had seen each other, he had been more of a boy; and she, more of a girl. 
 
    ‘Hi,’ she said to him, feeling small and foolish. 
 
    ‘I want to get out of here,’ he said after a moment’s silence. ‘You?’ 
 
    ‘What if they call your name?’ she asked. 
 
    Drew shook his head. ‘They’re not calling my name,’ he said. 
 
    Sam went with him. 
 
    Once outside, they walked, and talked; and walked some more. For so long that the balls of Sam’s feet began to hurt, and she wanted desperately to take off her shoes. Drew suggested that they stop in a small Indian restaurant. When the food came, he insisted they pray over it, so they wouldn’t get sick, because the establishment was a little shabby. Not unclean, but clearly on the edge of decline.  
 
    Sam laughed, and told him that if they needed to do that, maybe they should politely pay the bill, leave, and then find someplace else to eat. But they were hungry, and Drew was concerned about her aching feet; so they prayed over the food and ate it all. It was delicious. The best Indian food Sam had ever had. 
 
    ‘Where are you staying?’ Drew said after they were done. ‘Lemme take you back to your hotel.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Sam told him. ‘Take me back to yours.’ 
 
    Even all these years later, she wasn’t sure what had possessed her to say such a thing. But in the moment, that was what she wanted. 
 
    In the cab, Drew kissed her, his lips seeking hers out tentatively. It was a careful, reverent kiss; spicy, because Drew had eaten chicken vindaloo. But wonderful all the same. To this day, she couldn’t be in an Indian restaurant, smell the spices and not think of Drew, and that night. 
 
    They kissed some more once in his hotel room, sitting on the edge of the bed, and Sam could feel that he was holding himself back. He kissed her, and was sweetly hesitant about it, but didn’t touch her; not until she put his hands where she wanted them, and where she suspected he wanted them as well.  
 
    ‘Are we doin’ this?’ Drew asked, his lips pressed against hers. ‘We’re really doin’ this?’ 
 
    And that was sweet too, him confirming that this was what she wanted to do, and where she wanted to be. 
 
    Sam nodded. ‘I want to,’ she said. 
 
    He spent so much time getting her ready that she came almost immediately when he entered her. And then they did it again, much slower and softer; and much later, a third time, harder and faster.  
 
    Drew felt like her first, and only lover. The first man she had ever been with. That night, he convinced Sam that the two she had been with during university were mere boys. 
 
    The last time she came, it was so overwhelming, Sam cried. Drew held her tight and said nothing about that at all. The lovemaking had laid all her emotions bare and made her vulnerable to staring in the face what had been bothering her all day, and all night: Colt had been drafted. He was going into the NBA, and now she would lose him for good. All of senior year felt like she was losing him in inches. Now, there would be literal miles between them. 
 
    She stayed the night with Drew, and in the morning, they had breakfast in his suite. It wasn’t the least bit awkward. Instead it was nice, comfortable. They reminisced about high school, talked more about their life plans. He told her that he already had an offer to play basketball overseas. He hadn’t mentioned that the night before, and Sam realized then that the lovemaking had opened Drew up just as it had her; and made him more willing to be vulnerable as well.  
 
    Playing overseas—there was no way to sugarcoat it—was a consolation prize to not being drafted into the NBA. The evening before, he didn’t feel at ease with her enough to mention it, but now he was. That pleased her. 
 
    Once they had eaten and showered, Drew walked her downstairs, put her in a cab and kissed her through the open window before the driver pulled away. He stood at the curb, watching until she was out of sight. 
 
    Sam remembered thinking how effortless it had been, and how adult they had both been in not making too much of it. But two days later when Drew called to tell her the news about Real Madrid, that he had accepted their offer, she felt a blossom of happiness for him, and for herself because he thought to call her of all people and share the news. 
 
    ‘When I get there,’ he said, ‘I want you to come see me. See my new digs in Spain.’ 
 
    A month later, Sam had done just that. And for the next year and a half she had gone back, at least every other month for a day or two; and once for two entire weeks. Over time, she wasn’t even sure how much time, she realized that what she had with Drew was much more than she had ever imagined it would become. It was love. 
 
    “You know what I used to dig about us?” he asked now, leaning with his elbows on the table, chin resting on a fist. 
 
    Sam shook her head. “No. What?” 
 
    “I mean, there was a lot of things. But I really dug that we never talked about him. Like never.” 
 
    Sam gave him a half-smile. “That’s true. We never did.” 
 
    “I felt like we were … partners, y’know what I mean? Like it was just you and me,” Drew continued. “Was it?” 
 
    “Drew …” 
 
    “I mean, was it even real?” he added, narrowing his eyes. 
 
    She had forgotten this. How willing he was to be open with her about his feelings, and his fears. Had she been foolish then, to let him go? Was she being foolish now? 
 
    “It was real,” Sam said, nodding. “It was just you and me.”  
 
    The backs of her eyes felt hot, and prickly. 
 
    It was true, it was real, and it was just the two of them. 
 
    For a while. 
 
    For his first year in the NBA, Colt was an unmitigated ass. He ran hot and cold with Sam, sometimes calling her every night for a month, then ignoring her for weeks. He drunk-dialed her from strip-clubs, and a few times from places unknown, but where Sam could hear giggly women in the background. He called her from airports to tell her he missed her, and sounded so genuine, so lonely, that he once convinced her to drive to Philadelphia on short notice, just to get there in time to meet him for dinner because he was so homesick.  
 
    And then he stood her up, without explanation or apology.  
 
    The following month, he called her past three a.m. in a panic when he had a bad series, and feared he was going to be cut from the team. Then, he didn’t answer her calls for almost three weeks once his stats started to look decent again.  
 
    Sam almost hated Colt in those days. Drew was her respite, and a balm for her almost constantly bruised emotions.  
 
    He took her to Italy during one of her visits to him in Europe, and together they learned about wine. And with him, Sam discovered her body—what she liked, and how to ask for what she liked, or to simply take it. Drew made her feel ownership of her sex, and that through her sex, she might even own him.  
 
    Sometimes, they had lazy afternoons that turned into evenings in bed when he lay back, bemused but aroused, and watched her, and let her use his body. She crawled over and kissed and sucked and licked; and rode and impaled herself on him or dragged him atop her. Drew let her learn herself through him. 
 
    The lovemaking was truly that—lovemaking—for the first time in her life. 
 
    And he was right. They never talked about Colt. 
 
    Sometimes, for long spells, Sam almost forgot to think about him. But more often, there were times, many times in the course of a single day when she would stop, and wonder where he was, what he was doing, whether he was okay, and whether he ever spared her a passing thought. And she would almost resent Drew for being the one who did for her the things she still wished Colton would do. 
 
    By the end of Colt’s first season, when he realized he was no longer ‘The Best’ he began to sober up a little. The amusement park element of his NBA career was beginning to wear off, and he showed up in their hometown more often. He showed up for Sam too, dropping in at her parents’ place on a Sunday, calling to ask her about work, taking her out to the occasional lunch. It wasn’t about romance between them, but Colt gradually wooed her back and won her back.  
 
    When Drew asked her to marry him, Colt had been in his new sober state for a few months. And where Drew was concerned, Sam felt a subtle, guilty shift in her attention, and a dimming in her feelings. When he proposed, and said that she could move to Spain, and that they could have adventures together until the time came that they wanted to move back home and start a family, Sam cried. He wanted to ‘start a family’ with her. 
 
    She lay awake at night, trying to make it feel right for her to say ‘yes’. But instead, after a week of thinking it over, she told Drew, ‘I can’t.’ No matter how many times he asked her why, that was all she could say: I can’t.  
 
    He was hurt—of course he was hurt—and confused, and frustrated. He said he loved her, she said she loved him too, and then, realizing how thoughtless it was to say that and yet still refuse his proposal, she finally told him that it would probably be better if they were to “give things some time.” 
 
    He honored that. The visits ended. The calls dwindled. And soon, so did the emails and any contact at all. 
 
    “I didn’t want to hurt you,” Sam said looking across the table at him. “And I would have, y’know?” 
 
    “You’re hurting me now,” Drew said matter-of-factly.  
 
    “Drew.” 
 
    He leaned back. “Sorry. That’s not fair,” he said shaking his head. “I’m sorry.” He looked around the restaurant until a server caught his eye and came over to take their orders. 
 
    After that business was dealt with, Drew looked at her once again. 
 
    “I didn’t want to come here just to talk about him,” he said. “Or about my hurt feelings.” He grinned at her. “I wanted to share some news. I might be coming back. I’m talking to the Wizards about a possible contract.” 
 
    Sam smiled. She opened her eyes wide, in happy surprise. “You might be here? In DC?” 
 
    Drew nodded. “Yup. Fingers crossed we can agree on terms.” 
 
    “Would they have to buy you out, or …?” 
 
    “Nah. My contract’s almost up over there, and they want to renew, but it’d be good to have choices. It’d be good to have this choice. To come home, y’know?” 
 
    “Yeah. I know.” 
 
    Their eyes met, and Sam couldn’t help but remember those late-night emails. She would wake up to see that Drew had written her sometime after midnight his time in Madrid. While her emails to him were always long, and rich with mundane details, his were brief but filled with feeling. 
 
    It’s late. I can’t sleep. I miss you, I love you, I miss you, I miss you. 
 
    “Is he good to you?” Drew asked, his face growing serious again. 
 
    Sam nodded. 
 
    “Good,” he said, taking a sip of his water. “But if he isn’t …” 
 
    “If he isn’t, then what?” Sam asked straining to sound flippant. “You’d take me back?” 
 
    Drew didn’t smile. “In a heartbeat.” 
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    On Sam’s thirteenth birthday, Colt made her cry. Not on purpose, but because he was a thirteen-year-old boy, and a complete dick. Up till then, there hadn’t been many times in their friendship when he’d been all-out insensitive to Sam, but that was one of them. 
 
    Thirteen was the Big One for girls. Everybody knew that. Even thirteen-year-old boys. But if he hadn’t known intuitively, Colt had been listening to Sam talking about her party for weeks. There would be a deejay, and a dance-floor, and an equal number of boys as girls. And unlike every other birthday before, the party was starting later in the day, at five o’clock and breaking up at eight, after it was dark. It was a rite of passage into becoming a teenager, and an important one. 
 
    What Sam didn’t mention was that she would be dressed-up. Like all the way dressed-up.  
 
    Everyone showed up in their best jeans and kicks; some of the girls in trendy dresses and shoes with kitten heels. Then Sam came out to greet her guests. She was in a pink dress, long and with ruffles that made it look like spun confectioner’s sugar. Her hair had been freshly permed, and then arranged in curls that were sprayed into stiffness.  
 
    Everyone was quiet when Sam entered the room. No one reacted at first, because they were probably taking it all in, deciding what to think. In stunned surprise at Sam’s transformation, Colt had done the worst thing he could have done—he started to laugh. And because he was who he was, a few of the other boys started to laugh with him. Sam stood still for a few moments, confused, and not realizing that the laughter was directed at her.  
 
    But soon enough, she did, and that was when she started to cry, running from the room with a trail of girlfriends behind her. It was a real-life enactment of the ‘humiliation scene’ of every teen movie ever made. 
 
    Her mother and his had come over to Colt and pulled him aside, both of them looking not so much angry, as shocked. 
 
    ‘Colton,’ his mother said. Her disappointment was tinged with embarrassment. ‘You need to do better. You go in there and apologize to her. And please, just … be sweet.’ 
 
    But when Colt tried to get into Sam’s bedroom, he was blocked by three of her friends, standing in the doorway, telling him he wasn’t allowed in, and that Sam didn’t want to see him. Past their shoulders, Colt saw that Sam was facedown on the bed, and her shoulders were wracked with silent sobs.  
 
    He was surprised by how much her pain caused him pain. 
 
    He was even more surprised by how the barrier of her friends—how any barrier—between him and Sam scared him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ~ Eighteen ~ 
 
      
 
    There was a protest march clogging S. Broad Street, just a block away from City Hall. Colt found a garage and ditched his car, so he would make his appointment at the Ritz Carlton on time. It was an appointment he didn’t necessarily care about, and for that reason, felt doubly obligated to at least look like he did care about it. 
 
    Alexa was waiting for him in the lounge, as planned. Sitting at one of the mahogany tables, she had turned slightly away from it, her long legs folded at the ankles. As he approached her, Colt smiled to himself at how unaware she was of the attention she was getting, from passers-by who noticed—as Colt always did—just how striking she was.  
 
    Today, she was wearing a scarlet pantsuit, with spiky black patent-leather heels that looked like they could double as lethal weapons. Completely occupied by whatever was on the face of her smartphone, Alexa didn’t register his presence until he was standing almost directly over her. When she spotted him, she stood and smiled.  
 
    Swinging her head in her habitual way, to get her long mane of dark hair over her shoulder and hanging down her back once again, she put her phone facedown on the table and hugged him. Her signature scent, Mon Guerlain, surrounded Colt when she pressed her cheek against his. He had once bought her a bottle of that perfume, pricey stuff that made her smell edible. 
 
    “Colton,” she said, her tone as excited as though he had happened upon her completely by chance. 
 
    “Alexa,” he returned.  
 
    He looked her over, and she noted his appreciative scrutiny with a wry smile, doing a playful twirl so he could inspect her properly, front and back. 
 
    “You look good,” he said, grinning at her display. “You know you look good.”  
 
    Pulling her chair back a little more so she could resume her seat, he took the one opposite her. 
 
    “You do as well,” she said, twisting bright-red lips. 
 
    Colt’s dick raised its head a little, detecting the presence of a willing and more-than-attractive female. That was the problem with him and Alexa; they had never broken up so much as they had just dwindled, and then … stopped. The distance was too much, and their differences too great. And though they both enjoyed their time together, neither of them had felt any compulsion make more of it than just that—enjoyable time. 
 
    “When I got the assignment to come to your town, I had to call you,” she said. “Of course.” 
 
    “Not really my town during the off-season. I’m back in DC. Close to family and stuff; you know how it is.” 
 
    “So, does that mean you came back to Philly just to see me?” Alexa asked in a cooing baby voice. 
 
    Actually, no. He had come back to Philly to get away from what was going on with Sam. She had been refusing his calls for a few days now, so to counter the impulse to camp out at her front door until she agreed to see him, he had come back to Philly. There was business here he could take care of, golfing he could do with some of his boys, and the occasional night out to keep him occupied. 
 
    “I had to be in town anyway,” he said vaguely. “Seeing you is a bonus though.” 
 
    “So, how’re you for time? Free for lunch?” Alexa asked. 
 
    “Sure. What you feel like? Want to eat here?” 
 
    Alexa wrinkled her pert little nose. “No. Let’s go somewhere fancy. I want you to take me to the fanciest restaurant in town.” 
 
    “What makes you think I go to fancy restaurants?” he teased. “Or that I would even know what they are.” 
 
    “Call a friend,” Alexa suggested. 
 
    Colt shook his head, smiling at her. “You haven’t changed one bit.” But then he reached for his phone and called Eddie. He would know where to take a woman who wanted to go to a “fancy restaurant”. 
 
    They took a cab over to Morimoto and were seated right away when they opted for the bar. From that vantage point, they had a view of the food preparation being performed with skillful, operatic flourishes. It was the kind of place people went to see and be seen but did not have to compromise on the quality of the food. The owner Morimoto was a food television favorite, which drew both tourists and locals to the restaurant, but Colt had never been before now. 
 
    Eddie, who knew Alexa as well, had made the accurate guess that she would like the place, because of its Hollywood-esque appeal. That, and the well-above-average sushi. 
 
    “This is what I’m talkin’ ‘bout,” she said, looking around once they placed their sake orders.  
 
    “Thought you might like it,” Colt said. Once Eddie gave him the recommendation, he’d checked out the pictures online to make sure it was befitting a woman like Alexa, whose tastes leaned in the direction of over-the-top. 
 
    “Now tell me what’s up with you,” Alexa said. She sighed, like someone settling into a comfortable, familiar chair.  
 
    This was precisely the kind of place that was comfortable for her, and familiar. She liked nice things, and nice places and the nice life that dating men like him afforded her. She wasn’t a gold-digger by any means but enjoyed being pampered and pampering herself. That insistence on creature comforts at all times, was exhausting, Colt remembered.  
 
    Never had there been a time, despite their mutual love of sports, that he and Alexa just sat around, shared a beer, eaten chicken wings and watched a game. Everything had to be a production. Reaching for his phone, which he’d set on the bar, he turned it face up. Just in case he got a text message. 
 
    “Not much,” Colt said. “Taking it easy while I can, seeing family. The usual, before the season.” 
 
    “And how’s the love-life?” Alexa sipped her sake as soon as it was set before them. 
 
    “Cutting right to the chase,” Colt laughed. “I always dug that about you.” 
 
    “Well … I’m only in town till tomorrow, so if we’re going to spend the night together, there’s no time to pussyfoot around it.” 
 
    Looking at her, Colt grimaced. “Wish I could but …” 
 
    “But you are with someone,” Alexa finished for him. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “You know I don’t care about that,” she said, taking another sip of her drink. “It’s not like I’m proposing. It’s just that … we were good together. At least in that way,” she added when she noted his raised eyebrows. 
 
    “We were,” Colt said. “In that way.” 
 
    Alexa moved closer. Her hair swung forward, swiping his cheek. She was close enough to kiss, close enough that he smelled her shampoo, felt her breaths. 
 
    “Is this seriously happening?” she asked, making a cute pucker. 
 
    “Is what seriously happening?” 
 
    Alexa leaned closer, speaking into his ear. 
 
    “Am I seriously having to talk you into fucking me?” 
 
    Colt pulled back and looked at her, biting into his lower lip. “Damn, girl, we haven’t even eaten yet.” 
 
    “This is just foreplay. You know that, don’t you? I’m not even that hungry.” She lifted the sake again, this time emptying her glass.” 
 
    Colt shook his head and looked directly at her. “Nah. This is just lunch, between two friends.” 
 
    Alexa sighed. “Fine. So maybe we ought to look at this menu then, huh?” 
 
    She sounded unbothered, but there was a slight peevishness in her tone. And there was no further conversation while they considered what to order. Once they had ordered though, Alexa turned on her stool and faced him. 
 
    “Tell me about her,” she said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “About the person you’re with.” 
 
    “I don’t …” 
 
    “I’m not about to get in my feelings or anything, if that’s what you’re worried about,” Alexa said. “I’m curious.” She shrugged. “Because you and me? Once we were in bed? Effing awesome.” 
 
    Colt smiled and raised his sake glass to her. “True story.” 
 
    “So, what’s better than that?” Alexa asked. She looked more than curious. She looked almost hungry for information, like she thought he might know a secret she had yet to discover. 
 
    “What’s better than that?” he repeated. 
 
    He thought for a moment. 
 
    Sam screeching when she saw a bug, and literally jumping onto his back. That was better. 
 
    Sam taking a long gulp from his bottle of beer and then blushing and putting a hand to her mouth when unexpectedly, she issued a loud, ugly belch. That was better. 
 
    And Sam getting out of bed with a yawn and a stretch then reaching back to tug her underwear out of her of her butt-crack. Even that was better. 
 
    “Hold that thought,” Colt said shoving away from the bar and getting up. “Gimme a sec.” 
 
    Grabbing his phone, he made his way to the door, stepping out onto Chestnut Street. Standing near the stark white façade of the restaurant, he dialed a number, and waited. There was a better than even chance she would send the call to voicemail again, but he felt compelled to try anyway.  
 
    It rang three times, and finally there was an answer. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    He hesitated. “Sam?” She sounded weird, stuffy. “You okay? Were you crying?” 
 
    “No, I wasn’t crying,” she said sounding exasperated. “I’m sick.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you call …?” Colt shook his head, and spoke quickly, not sure whether she would stay on the line for very long. “Look, let’s just not do this, okay? This whole … not calling each other thing. I want to see you. I know we need to talk. But I want to see you. Can I see you? I’m coming over tonight.” 
 
    There was a slight pause. “Okay.” 
 
    “Okay?” 
 
    “Yes. I want to see you, too.” 
 
    Colt leaned against the building, next to the entrance, relief causing his shoulders to slump. 
 
    “How soon can you get here?” 
 
    “By seven tonight?” he said.  
 
    “Sooner.” 
 
    “Okay. Sooner.” 
 
    In his head he was already calculating how long it would take to be done with lunch, rationalizing that Alexa said she wasn’t really hungry anyway. By the time he’d hung up, he was thinking of everything he wanted to say to Sam, and how he would say it all. 
 
    When he got back inside, and took his seat, Alexa looked at him. A beautifully-arranged platter of sushi had been set in front of her, and she had chopsticks in hand, already beginning to eat without him.  
 
    She smiled. She looked him over. “Aw,” she said, letting the sound drag, the sound of fresh realization. “I see what’s happening here. You’re in love.” 
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    Colt rode with Alexa back to the Ritz, because he was parked nearby, and wanted to get on the road as soon as he left her. With traffic, he might make it to Sam’s by five or so, maybe a little later. 
 
    Alexa seemed to sense his distraction as they got out of the cab. Probably because he was gazing down Broad Street, obviously eager to go. 
 
    “Come in a minute?” she said. “Walk me up to my room.” 
 
    All the gentlemanly things his parents had ever taught him warred with his desire to get going. 
 
    “Sure,” Colt said. 
 
    Each step, as they walked toward the elevator felt like a step in the wrong direction. Alexa was about a pace ahead of him, and she didn’t seem to be in any hurry.  
 
    When they arrived at her floor, she glanced over her shoulder as if checking to see whether he was following. The length of the hallway leading to her room seemed inordinately long. Once standing outside her door, she turned to look at him again, and smiled. But there was uncertainty behind it.  
 
    Inside, he waited in the living area while Alexa walked back toward the bedroom. 
 
    “Hey,” he called after her. “Y’know that call I had to make back at the restaurant? I have to hit the road in …” 
 
    Alexa emerged from the bedroom. She had removed her scarlet pantsuit and now was in just the blouse that had been underneath, and sheer hose, covering her perfect legs.  
 
    “I have an appointment downstairs at the spa,” she explained. “To get some kinks worked out of my neck and back. I was in Colorado before I came here. Did I tell you that?” 
 
    “No,” Colt said. “I don’t think you mentioned it.” 
 
    She took a few steps toward him. Then a few more. 
 
    “We could make it a couples’ massage, and then come back here to, you know, relax a little more.” 
 
    “Alexa, look …” 
 
    He would have had to be blind, deaf, dumb and stupid not to know what this was. Hell, he already felt stupid for thinking that ‘walk me up to my room’ could possibly mean anything less than, ‘let’s get it on one more time for old time’s sake.’ But Colt was sure he had made it more than clear earlier that he wasn’t into it, and it wasn’t like Alexa to have to give off the kind of vibes she was giving off now, vibes that reeked of something almost like desperation. 
 
    “Look,” she said, closing the rest of the distance between them. “This is me, giving it my best shot. Are you seriously going to just hurt a girl’s feelings?” 
 
    Colt’s head was filled with that perfume of hers again, and this close, he could see the flecks of light brown in her otherwise dark, dark eyes. Her eyelashes were long and looked as soft as a mink’s coat; and her full lips were moist and begging to be kissed. 
 
    “As you can probably tell,” Alexa’s voice was trembling now. “I’m …” She shrugged. “I’m not in a good place right now. It’s been …” 
 
    Her eyes were glinting, and Colt saw loneliness behind them. 
 
    “I don’t need a fucking massage,” she admitted. “I just need to be … held for a little bit. By someone who gives a shit about me. By, I don’t know, someone who’s at least a friend. And we’ve always been that, haven’t we?” 
 
    Colt nodded, though he didn’t really believe it to be true.  
 
    He and Alexa had been little more than acquaintances who had a series of one-night stands that went on for months longer than they should have. Once they were over, there were times when he was tempted to call her up. Then he would remember one big thing that stood out among all the little things that ended their relationship— he remembered that when he was on the road, he never missed her. Never, and not even a little bit. He even missed some of this teammates during the off-season, but a woman that he was intimate with had been unable to inspire emotions that he had for dudes who were little more than drinking and partying partners. 
 
    So, in this moment, all he felt was frozen in place, equally horrified and mortified for himself, as he was for her. 
 
    No one who knew Alexa even casually … hell, no one who even watched her walk across a room, would imagine that she could have a moment like this. She exuded total confidence, always, never a chink in the armor that Colt had seen. Except for the makeup. It dawned on him in an instant that maybe that was the armor. The makeup. Whatever he saw, whatever the rest of the world saw, Alexa did not see. And whatever lay beneath, she didn’t want them to see. And so, she covered it all up, literally, and figuratively. The makeup was a makeover—sadness turned to confidence, with the swipe of some blusher, the lengthening of eyelashes, the application of lipstick. 
 
    Colt felt a twinge of sympathy for her and did not protest or resist when her arms went up and around his neck, and she moved in closer. To refuse her now felt like cruelty. When she spoke again, he felt her breath against his neck. 
 
    “That’s all I want from you right now.” Her voice was little more than a whisper. “To stay with me for a little while. And be my friend.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ~ Nineteen ~ 
 
      
 
    It was almost six-thirty when Colt pulled into Sam’s driveway. He sat still in his SUV for a moment, catching his breath and cursing himself for the delay in getting there, which was only made worse when he stopped in at Whole Foods to get soup for Sam and jerk wings for himself. 
 
    Not wanting to assume that it was still cool for him to use his keys, he rang the bell and waited. Within moments, the door opened.  
 
    Sam stood there, wearing a long white t-shirt that gaped at the neck—which made him suspect that the shirt was his—and black leggings. Her feet were bare, her hair pulled back in a large Afro-puff and her eyes had a bleary, medicated look about them. 
 
    “Hey,” she said. 
 
    Leaning in to kiss her, Colt hesitated a moment when he got close, not sure how she might receive it. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Sam said. “I’m not contagious. It’s a respiratory thing.” 
 
    She got on her toes and presented her cheek, which he ignored, and kissed her briefly on the lips. They were well past that chaste-kiss-on-the-cheek thing and weren’t going backwards, not if he had anything to do with it. 
 
    “What kind of respiratory thing?” 
 
    Shutting the door behind them, he followed her up to the kitchen and living areas. 
 
    “It’s going to sound so much worse than it is when I tell you, so …” 
 
    “Sam. What kind of respiratory thing?”  
 
    “It’s …” 
 
    The living area seemed to have been transformed into a makeshift bedroom. There were cups and mugs on the coffee table and a few empty water bottles strewn around; and on the sofa, a blanket, afghan and two pillows. On the floor in front of the sofa, a pair of socks turned inside out, and a discarded sweatshirt. 
 
    “It’s …?” Colt prompted. He put the food on the kitchen counter. 
 
    “Walking pneumonia,” she said, speaking quickly, as though that would lessen the impact of her words. “But …” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It’s not as bad as …” 
 
    “You have pneumonia? And you didn’t call me?” 
 
    “Walking pneumonia. It’s not as bad,” she said again. 
 
    “Who told you that?” 
 
    Sam looked sheepish for a moment.  
 
    “You read it on the internet.”  
 
    Shaking his head, he went closer. He hesitated then sat next to her on the sofa, shoving one of the pillows out of the way. He had been sitting there for only a moment, when Sam rested her head on his shoulder. 
 
    “The internet, huh?” Colt said dryly. 
 
    Sam sighed. “Of course, I went to the doctor as well. They gave me some stuff to take. Antibiotics. Even though they said it was just a precaution and I may not even need them.” 
 
    “They didn’t say that.” 
 
    “Yes, they did. Seriously.” Her voice raised to almost a whine. “They said that sometimes just resting and drinking lots of fluids will take care of it.” 
 
    “Sometimes …” Colt gave up and exhaled.  
 
    He leaned back into the sofa, relaxing against the headrest. The drive back from Philly had been grueling. It seemed like he had left the city limits just in time to have pre-rush hour and rush-rush hour traffic follow him everywhere: Philly to Delaware, Delaware to Baltimore, and finally from Baltimore and DC. His single purpose had been to get to Sam’s place before seven. And all because of the offhand comment she made about wanting him to come “sooner” than that. 
 
    Sam lifted her head from his shoulder and then slid down, instead resting it in his lap. Colt tensed a little, in surprise, because the last time they’d seen each other, he had been ordered to get out of her house. But Sam’s anger tended to flare unexpectedly, and then dissipate just as quickly. 
 
    He put a hand in her hair and felt her exhale at his touch, unsure where they were in this moment, and what they were. 
 
    Thinking about it and trying to answer that question seemed too strenuous, especially after the day he'd just had. 
 
    "What's that about?" Sam asked.  
 
    Her breath was warm against his thigh. Colt felt it, even through the fabric of his pants. And she was warm as well, all over. He touched the back of his hand to her forehead and confirmed that her temperature was elevated. She probably still had a low-grade fever.  
 
    "What's what about?" 
 
    "You just sighed," Sam said. "A bone-tired, world-weary sigh." 
 
    Colt laughed a little, twirling his forefinger around one of the kinky-curly coils of her hair. 
 
    "Yeah, well, if you knew you about my afternoon, you might understand." 
 
    "Tell me." Sam's voice sounded sleepy, and when Colt looked down at her again, he saw that her eyes were only half-open and she seemed ready to drift off at any moment. 
 
    Licking his lower lip, he decided not to second-guess himself, and began speaking. He described the call from Alexa, the invitation—no, the insistence—that they go somewhere "fancy" for lunch, and then the proposition. And after the proposition, the second offer in her hotel suite. 
 
    The more he talked, the stiller Sam became, and when he was done, she sat up and looked at him. Her expression was impossible to read. 
 
    "I can't believe you told me that," she said. 
 
    "But nothing happened," Colt stressed. "I mean, I swear, that shit was just embarrassing and ..." 
 
    "I believe you." She nodded. "I just can't believe you told me. " 
 
    "I wasn't trying to make it ..." 
 
    "No, you don't understand. This is the first time since we ... since we ... This is the first time I've felt like we're still ..." She shrugged. "Still, I don’t know, friends." 
 
    "Sam." 
 
    "I know what you're about to say. That of course we are, and that nothing would ever change that. But it's already changed. Don’t you feel it? 
 
    “I mean, there was that thing with Drew, and then you were mad, and I got mad, and we didn't talk for days, and it seemed like we were just any other couple. Like we might fight and break up and hide things from each other, and ..." 
 
    "No." Colt put a hand over hers. "We aren't. We won't. C’mere.” He pulled her back against him. She rested her head against his chest and he lifted his arm so she could get more comfortable. 
 
    “I want to tell you about Drew,” she said. 
 
    Colt didn’t move. For a moment, he even held his breath. 
 
    He wanted to know, but at the same time didn’t. He wasn’t sure whether he could harness his anger and jealousy enough to preserve their closeness in this moment once she was done speaking.  
 
    “Okay,” he said, his voice a croak. 
 
    The thing about Drew was, Colt had always known something. Even when he didn’t consciously know something, he knew something. In their senior year of college, Drew started coming home much more often. And Colt thought it might have to do with him being injured, and then not playing as well when he returned to the team. The Clemson Tigers were on fire that year, and Drew was just an ember.  But by then, he and Drew didn’t talk about basketball as much.  
 
    When he came to town, Colt and he found ways to distract themselves from their diminishing friendship, and from the growing chasm between them. They went to pubs, and to parties at Howard University, where the types of girls they were both attracted to hung out in larger numbers than they did at Georgetown. Occasionally, Drew dropped the suggestion that Sam might want to come along, go for drinks, play some pool, get a bite to eat. 
 
    Colt always shut it down. It was instinctive and reflexive. 
 
    ‘She ain’t into that,’ he would say. ‘Sam’s all about the books during the semester.’ 
 
    That was true, but she would have taken a day, or a night or both, just to catch up with Drew. Colt just never made room for that to happen. And he never even asked himself why. 
 
    “How’d it start?” he asked now. 
 
    “At the draft. The night of.” 
 
    She described a night of conversation and dinner, with her and Drew walking the streets of Manhattan, becoming reacquainted, and then winding up at Drew’s hotel. She faded to black when she described what happened there, blushing a little. The blush was visible, though Colt tried to make himself believe it was the flush that came from her fever. 
 
    “He was so sweet to me,” she said. “Just really …” She shrugged. 
 
    “And all that time, neither one of you thought to tell me.”  
 
    Colt shifted, so that Sam had to sit up, and move away from him. He didn’t want to listen to her talk about how “sweet” Drew had been to her. 
 
    Sam was watching him as he went into the kitchen, pulled the soup he had gotten out of the bag, and started busying himself with it, so he wouldn’t have to look at her. 
 
    “No,” Sam said. “We didn’t.” 
 
    Colt exhaled sharply and shook his head. “Okay.”  
 
    His heart was pounding harder, and faster, the way it always did when he was angry, couldn’t think of a way to handle it, and didn’t have a ball in his hand to work things out that way. 
 
    “It wasn’t a deliberate thing. Like, we never said we wouldn’t tell you. It just didn’t occur to us to tell you.” 
 
    “Okay,” he said again.  
 
    This time the word was spoken with emphasis, with disbelief, and exactly the way you would speak when you wanted to tell someone to shut up. He did want to tell her to shut up. Because the idea of Drew and Sam, sharing something intimate, special and secret while he was … what? Screwing groupies and cheerleaders, going to strip clubs twice a week? How could he have missed all this, and not even had a whiff that it was going on? 
 
    Even his parents knew. Maybe everyone had. Except him. 
 
    “Did you ever go see him? In Spain?” he asked. 
 
    He looked up when it took her a while to respond.  
 
    Sam nodded. 
 
    “A few times, yeah.” 
 
    “A few times?” Colt shook his head. He set the bowl he had taken out to reheat the soup in slowly and deliberately on the countertop, to prevent himself from slamming it down, and shattering it into a thousand brittle pieces. 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    Sam was watching him, waiting. Her posture was stiff with trepidation. She knew he wouldn’t explode, wouldn’t hurt her. So he could only imagine that her trepidation was at the possibility of her, hurting him. 
 
    “Sam, you’ve never even told me you’d set foot in Europe. How many times was it? How many times did you go?” 
 
    “Does it …?” 
 
    “How many?” 
 
    “A few. A lot. Almost once a month … every six weeks or so for almost a year. And then …” 
 
    Colt took a step back from the kitchen counter and folded his arms. “You’re fucking kidding me, right?” 
 
    “Colt, don’t …” 
 
    “Don’t what?” he demanded. “Be mad? How can I not be mad, Samantha? I mean, where was I when …?” 
 
    “Exactly.” She interrupted him. “Where were you? Do you even remember?” 
 
    Colt exhaled, placing both hands, fingers interlaced atop his head, and looking at the ceiling. 
 
    “No,” Sam said quietly. “That wasn’t a rhetorical question. Honestly, where were you?” 
 
    Living his dream, that was where. How many people got to say that? That they had been given a chance to fulfill something that they had literally dreamed about for as long as they could remember?  
 
    The squeal and squeak of rubber soles on a basketball court, the screech of a ref’s whistle—those were the sounds that punctuated Colt’s childhood dreams. Those sounds, and that of the crowd, and the feeling of hundreds of pairs of eyes on him when he scored an improbable basket. To have that high, but in the highest pinnacle, the NBA, was indescribable. 
 
    He had lived and breathed for that dream for so long that when he finally got it all, he didn’t want to miss a second. Everything, on and off the court that came with his new status, he wanted to experience to the fullest.  
 
    “I didn’t want it to be about you, Colt. I didn’t want to …” 
 
    “Ruin it?” 
 
    Sam nodded. 
 
    He let his hands drop from his head and stared at her. Even with the distance between them — him in the kitchen, her in the living area — he could see the wetness of her eyes and that she was fighting to keep the tears from falling. 
 
    She shook her head. “Not in the way you think,” she said. “I guess I … I had something that wasn’t about you. For once. But you had that too, didn’t you? Your rookie year? You had something for once that wasn’t about me.” 
 
    “Everything’s about you,” he said. 
 
    The words surprised even him. But Sam looked more than surprised, she looked stunned for a few beats and then recovered. 
 
    “How can you say that when you weren’t even … the way you treated me, Colt …” 
 
    “I was stupid, I was immature, I was … sometimes I was a real … ass. I know that. But you got it all twisted, Sam. I swear I wasn’t being that way because I saw you as part of my past. I was like that because I saw you as my future.” 
 
    At that, the tears that had been pooling in Sam’s eyes finally fell. Colt walked around the counter and toward her once again. She was shaking her head in emphatic denial, just as he was nodding his. 
 
    “No,” she said. Her tone was like a warning. “No. Don’t … that’s not …” 
 
    “Yes,” Colt said, aware that he was speaking aloud to her something that he had never even thought to himself. “Yes. I just wasn’t ready to go there yet. If I’d tried to make it work then, I would’ve fucked it up. I would’ve lied … I would’ve done you wrong …” 
 
    “Oh, trust me, you did anyway,” Sam said, wiping her eyes with the back of a hand.  
 
    Sinking to his knees in front of her, he took Sam’s hands in his. “As a best friend, maybe. But I didn’t want to be … I don’t want to be an ass in this, in what we’re in right now.” 
 
    “What are we in right now?” Her eyes were still wet. 
 
    He shrugged. “Whatever we want it to be. I want to figure that out. Figure us out.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    “So, live with me,” he said.  
 
    He had been thinking about it the entire drive back from Philly. He and Sam weren’t new. They didn’t need to do what other couples did. They knew each other backwards and forward, inside and out. Dating was too little for them right now, and deciding to take that final, permanent step was too much. So, this was the perfect solution. For now. 
 
    “Live with … but I have my house,” she said. “This house. I couldn’t …” 
 
    “The season’ll start and I’ll be away soon. Sometimes for a long while. Why should we waste time acting like …why should we waste time? Live with me. Rent out the house. And then …” 
 
    “And then?” Sam prompted, her voice almost inaudible. 
 
    “I know what I want,” Colt said, looking her in the eye. “Do you?” 
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    Colt was awakened past midnight when he felt Sam next to him, turning back and forth, in obvious discomfort. Sitting up, he switched on the bedside light to see what she needed, but she was still asleep. Touching her, he almost pulled back in shock at how hot her skin was. Her temperature had risen once again, and she was boiling hot. The thrashing around was because, in her sleep, she was trying to rid herself of the sheets that were damp and entangled with her arms and legs. 
 
    Trying to help with that, without waking her, Colt tugged and yanked but Sam had practically cocooned herself in the covers with all the twisting about. He shook her shoulder gently, and she opened her eyes, but they were red, and unfocused. 
 
    "Sam?" 
 
    "Colt," she said, blinking with heavy eyelids. "There are way too many of them, aren't there? Too many." 
 
    "Too many ... what're you talking about?" 
 
    "Things," she said, impatiently. "Too many things. And we have to leave some. Or we'll fail. We'll fail, Colton. We will." 
 
    She was delirious, he realized. And whatever she was saying now was nonsensical, and the product of a feverish mind. 
 
    "Baby," he said. "Let's get you up. We need to break this fever." 
 
    Lowering his feet to the floor, he went around to her side of the bed, and painstakingly, unraveled Sam from the sheets. She submitted, her body almost limp as he lifted her to a sitting position, undressed her, and then carried her to the bathroom. Once there, he turned on the shower, keeping the water tepid, bordering on cool and stepped inside, carrying Sam with him. 
 
    Gasping at the temperature, which to her probably felt freezing, she struggled a little at first, and her eyes opened wide. But she didn't ask what he was doing, nor did she complain, except to wrap her arms tighter around his neck. The water streamed over her shoulders and down her neck and back, drenching her hair. It was only then that Colt realized he probably should have put on a shower cap.  
 
    Sam was going to kill him when she awoke to a headful of matted hair. 
 
    Because he hadn't had the forethought to remove his boxers when he undressed her, they were soaked through and clinging to him, but Colt stood under the torrent of the shower until Sam started to whimper a little.  
 
    Stepping out carefully, he clumsily grabbed a towel and went back into the bedroom where he wrapped her in it like a child and set her on the bed. He went back to the bathroom to shed his wet underwear, turn off the shower and grab a towel of his own. 
 
    In the bedroom, Sam had turned onto her side and pulled the towel over herself. She was, incredibly, asleep once again. Colt dried her in the position where she lay and did as much as he could to dry her hair as well. Then he removed the tangled and now damp sheet, and found a new one, rolling Sam right, and then left to get it on the bed.  
 
    After a few minutes of maneuvering he had everything in order and was able to turn the lights off again, and climb in naked next to her, covering them both with the comforter.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ~ Twenty ~ 
 
      
 
    “You really think this is going to solve something?” Leah asked. 
 
    She lowered her voice as she lifted the box from the trunk of Sam’s car, checking over her shoulder to make sure Colt was out of earshot.  
 
    A couple of days earlier, Sam made the mistake, when telling her sister about the new living arrangements, of terming it a ‘trial run’. 
 
    “We’re not looking to ‘solve’ anything, Leah. We just want to give this a shot.” 
 
    “Give this a shot,” Leah snorted. “That’s the kind of language that couples on the verge of divorce use. And you two have only been together for a hot minute. By the way, Maxine thinks you’re bringing him over for dinner on Sunday.” 
 
    “What made her think that?” Sam paused, box in hand. 
 
    “I did. Because if you know what’s good for you, you’ll get her on your side. She thinks Colt is half-stepping with this moving in stuff. And she’s still livid she heard about you two from his parents and not you.”  
 
    Leah’s eyes darted toward the front door of the house where Colt had just disappeared inside, carrying an armload of Sam’s clothing, still on hangers. 
 
    Sam said nothing.  
 
    Half-stepping.  
 
    The term seemed unusually apt under the circumstances. But “full-stepping” seemed like insanity to even consider at this point. Sam’s acceptance of Colt’s shacking up proposal had come on the tail-end of being separated for a few days, and immediately after their emotional exchange (she didn’t like to think of it as an ‘argument’) about Drew. Not to mention that Sam had been sick and medicated at the time.  
 
    But later, she woke up in the still gray early morning light to a head of damp and knotty hair, lying on clean sheets haphazardly put on the bed, and Colt curled in one corner to make way for her sprawling sleep position. It took her a little while to figure out that he had probably taken care of her during the night, undressed her, and somehow gotten her hair wet?  
 
    But whatever happened, Sam didn’t recall a second of it. She just knew that he had stayed and taken care of her, and her heart felt so full that she nudged him awake.  
 
    Looking at her with confused, sleepy eyes, Colt said nothing when she shoved him onto his back. Sam climbed atop him, and did her best to express physically, what she still wasn’t confident enough to say. 
 
    Instead she just whispered, ‘I think my fever broke.’ 
 
    Moving in together seemed so perfectly right that morning.  
 
    Shoving the pinprick of doubt to the back of her mind, Sam suggested that they get her move done that very weekend. She would list her house on Airbnb for now and find a more permanent tenant in a few weeks. 
 
    Colt was so excited, he said he would cover her mortgage if she wanted him to, but she refused. Some things had to remain separate. Until they figured things out. Until they were sure. 
 
    Even that admission to herself, that some things were unsure, was a little scary. But what she was sure of were the important things, right? That she loved him, that there wasn’t a single scenario that would result in them not being in each other’s lives in a meaningful way … those things were certain. And so, Sam clung to them like a life-raft. 
 
    “I think it’s disrespectful,” Leah said. 
 
    “What is? And to whom?” 
 
    “Sam, Kieran and I dated for two years, but you know we were screwing like bunnies … everywhere … even in Maxine’s house once in a while …” 
 
    Sam rolled her eyes. “What’s your point?” 
 
    “My point is, we weren’t traditional either. But when the time came that he wanted us to cohabitate? He knew that the right thing to do was to give me a ring and a commitment, not some BS ‘let’s give it a shot speech’.” 
 
    “It wasn’t a speech. It was a mutual decision.” 
 
    Leah rolled her eyes and then looked up toward the front door again. “And moving into this weird-ass house, too? With all the windows?” She shuddered. “It just looks so … cold.” 
 
    Sam looked up at the house and didn’t mention that she often thought the same thing.  
 
    “Let’s go in,” she said instead. “I want to make sure he isn’t being stingy with the closet space.” 
 
    “Okay, fine, but let me say one last thing …” 
 
    Sam rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Don’t let this turn into the same ol’-same ol’ with him.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “I mean, your relationship with Colt doesn’t get transformed just by adding sex. You need to have new rules, new boundaries, new expectations. A full, damn overhaul.” 
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    The only thing worse than getting advice from your younger sibling was getting good advice from your younger sibling. 
 
    As soon as Sam and Colt arrived at her mother’s house, and she opened the door without greeting, it was clear she wasn’t pleased with them. Instead of their customary hug and kiss, as a greeting, Sam got nothing at all, and Colt received a brief, tight, smile. Maxine didn’t even take from his hands, the pastry box he’d brought along, with red velvet cupcakes from one of her favorite bakeries in downtown Washington DC. 
 
    Sam and Colt exchanged looks as they followed her back into the living room, where not only Leah was waiting, but Colt’s parents, Josiah and Nora, as well. Colt hesitated a moment, then laughed. 
 
    “What the …? What are you guys doing here?” he asked. 
 
    “Wow,” Sam said. 
 
    For reasons she couldn’t explain, her face grew hot with embarrassment. Trying to recover from the appearance of the two additional unexpected guests, she went over to each and delivered hugs and polite kisses. Over Colt’s mother’s shoulder, she glared at Leah. 
 
    Sister Code dictated that this kind of thing warranted a text message as a heads-up. But Leah looked back at her evenly, her expression giving away nothing. 
 
    “Good to see you, Sweet Thang,” Colt’s father said as he held her. His voice was deep, and soothing, which helped settle Sam’s nerves a little. 
 
    “We havin’ an intervention, or something?” Colt asked once he had greeted both his parents individually. It sounded like he was making a joke, but Sam knew from the tension underlying his voice that he was not. 
 
    “Of course not.  But since you and Sam are setting up house,” Maxine said, “we thought it might be nice to have a family dinner. Hear a little about y’all’s plans.” 
 
    “No plans, Ma Maxine. Sam’s all moved in as of yesterday.” 
 
    The living room fell silent for a few beats and then Colt’s mother cleared her throat. 
 
    “Maxine? May I help you bring anything to the table?” 
 
    “Yes, let’s do that …” 
 
    The mothers exited the room and Sam looked at her sister again. Leah shrugged, as though she hadn’t a thing to do with it. And maybe she hadn’t.  
 
    “Where’s Kieran and the baby?” Sam asked pointedly. “Since we’re having a family dinner, I would’ve expected to see them.” 
 
    Leah shrugged. “Kieran was too comfortable, and the baby was sleeping, so I let them sit this one out,” she said, her tone impassive. 
 
    Dinner was her mother’s usual roast chicken, brussel sprouts, garlic mashed potatoes and wild rice. Maxine had made two chickens this time around, taking into account the appetites of two grown men, when it was usually just Sam, and her and Leah.  
 
    The conversation around the table while they all ate was surprisingly comfortable, and after a while, Sam was able to settle in, enjoying being with everyone and catching up on everyday matters. Occasionally, her eyes drifted toward Colt who mostly stayed in conversation with his father while the women had their own talk. When he caught Sam looking, he smiled at her. She could almost see them, doing this for years to come—dinner at one of their parents’ homes, for Thanksgiving, Christmas, birthdays. Even the uncomfortable beginning to the afternoon was okay, because they were all so familiar with each other that it felt like it was still all in the family. 
 
    And then her mother cleared her throat. 
 
    “Colton and Samantha,” she began. Her tone was solemn, like someone about to begin a prayer, or benediction. “It wouldn’t be honest of me if I didn’t tell you how disappointed I am.” 
 
    Colt looked up, his lips parting slightly as though he was about to speak, but Sam shook her head almost imperceptibly, warning him to simply listen. 
 
    “You’ve both been together since you were just about babies, in one way or another. So, it isn’t a surprise to me that you might have found your way to each other like this, eventually. But what surprises me, what disappoints me is the way you did this thing.” 
 
    “What ‘way’ are you talking about, Mom?” Sam asked. She could feel the tremble behind her voice.  
 
    Where her parents were concerned, she had always been the easy one. Fear of their disappointment and disapproval had always been enough to keep her in line. Leah was the one who could roll her eyes and have roll off her back the news of parental disappointment. To Sam, it stung as sharply as a whip. She was surprised to realize that even now at this point in her life, that had not changed. 
 
    “You all had hired movers before Colton even came over here to discuss with me …” 
 
    “We didn’t hire movers,” Sam said. “It’s not even that big a deal. We just … I moved a few things in, and we don’t even know if it’s …” 
 
    Across the table, Leah folded her arms, leaned forward, and sighed. And Colt was looking at her with narrowed eyes. His parents, by far the most easygoing people at the table, simply looked on and listened. 
 
    “You don’t know if it’s what?” Maxine asked. 
 
    Sam said nothing. If she spoke the word she had intended to end that sentence, it would sound terrible. 
 
    “You don’t if it’s what, Sam?” This time it was Colt asking. 
 
    Still she said nothing. He narrowed his eyes further. “Permanent?” he suggested, his voice slightly raised. “Serious? You don’t know if it’s what?” 
 
    “Young people are more modern about these things,” Colt’s father suggested. He lifted his hands, palms facing forward, poised to calm things down. “There’s nothing wrong with taking some time to figure things out by …” 
 
    “Pardon me, Josiah, but you don’t have daughters,” Maxine interjected. “If you did, you might not take as kindly to one of them living with a man, having him get full … access to her, just so he can ‘figure out’ whether or not he wants to make a permanent commitment.’ 
 
    “Can I just … I have something to say,” Nora, Colt’s mother jumped in. “We love Samantha just as though she is our daughter, Maxine. We would never …” 
 
    “Nora, with all due respect, you can’t and don’t love my daughter as much as I do.” 
 
    “Maxine, all I mean to say is …” 
 
    The cacophony of voices speaking over other voices continued for a few seconds while Colt stared at Sam from across the table. His jaw was rigid, and his eyes angry. After a moment, he stood, dropping his napkin next to his plate. 
 
    “Sam,” he said. “Let’s roll.” 
 
    “Colton!” His mother said. “The meal isn’t over, and …” 
 
    “It’s over for me, and for Sam,” he said. Turning, he looked at Maxine. “Ma Maxine, I don’t mean no disrespect, but Sam is a grown woman. I’m a grown man.  The choices we make for our relationship we don’t have to sit here and justify to anyone. Not even to you. But if you really want to know … I’ve got nothin’ to figure out. I’m going to marry your daughter. When she’s ready. When we’re ready.” 
 
    Sam’s lips parted, and out of the corner of her eye she noticed that Leah’s eyebrows had crept up, and she was leaning back again, her arms falling slack. Josiah was smiling, and Nora did as well. 
 
    “Sam?” Colt looked at her. 
 
    She stood, dropping her own napkin, and shoving back from the table. 
 
    “Ready?” he asked. 
 
    She nodded, and when Colt turned to leave the room she smiled an apologetic smile. 
 
    “Thanks for dinner, Mom. And everyone …” She let her voice trail off as she exited the room. 
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    “That was so infantilizing,” Sam said, when she and Colt were in his truck, and about a block away from her mother’s. “So … 1950s or something. Right?” 
 
    “What did you mean back there?” Colt asked. 
 
    “What did I mean about what?” 
 
    “You said, ‘we don’t even know if it’s …’. I want to know what you meant by that.” 
 
    Sam glanced at him, but he was looking straight ahead, eyes fixed on the road. 
 
    “Nothing. I just … I wanted to get them off our backs, that’s all. It didn’t mean anything. I’m going to kill Leah. I bet she stirred the pot before we even got there, and …” 
 
    “You think we’re playing a game? That this moving in thing is just like, for fun?” 
 
    “Colton, no. I was just … I mean, you have to admit, we made the decision kind of spur of the moment. And it was kind of weird the way the whole thing went down.” 
 
    “In what way?” 
 
    It felt like he was an inquisitor, asking questions designed to trip her up. 
 
    “I was sick. We’d just been having that discussion about Drew … it was all emotional … we were all shaken up because we hadn’t seen each other in days, and you took care of me …”  
 
    This was all coming out wrong. Sam could tell from the way Colt slowly shook his head. 
 
    “So, it was all circumstantial for you. It’s not that you really wanted to move in, it was just that you were sick and feeling needy.” 
 
    “No! I mean, I wanted to live with you … I mean I want to, but I’m just saying, you must admit that people generally give things like that more thought and deliberation. People usually …” 
 
    “I’m not talking about people! I’m talking about you and me.” 
 
    “What does that even mean?” Sam asked, feeling her own annoyance rise. “‘You and me’? Like we’re so special and different? We don’t have the same kind of relationship now as we did before, Colt. We need new rules, new boundaries, new expectations …” Horrified to hear Leah’s words coming out of her mouth, Sam was still unable to stop herself. “It doesn’t matter how long we’ve known each other, or that we were exchanging little lip-kisses at three years old. Now we’re almost thirty! And playtime is over.” 
 
    For what felt like a long while, the car was silent. 
 
    “Wow,” Colt said. “So you agree with your mother then. That I did this all wrong. That we …” 
 
    “No,” Sam said wearily. “I don’t care about the … traditional stuff that’s important to her. I’m just saying that … I don’t know what I’m saying.” She sighed and let her head fall back against the headrest. 
 
    “You’re sorry you moved in?” 
 
    “No! I just …it just feels like you’re too … confident of us or something. I mean, what was all that about marriage back there? Colt, we’ve never even talked about something like that.” She exhaled sharply. “Do you have any idea what the pressure from my mother is going to be like now that you dropped the M-bomb?” 
 
    Colt said nothing. He didn’t even make a sound. But somehow, Sam knew that she had hurt him.  
 
    Sam closed her eyes, cursing her stupidity. He had mentioned marriage—marriage—and in front of his parents and her mother and sister, no less. And her only response to that was to complain.  
 
    Sighing, she slid her hand over to rest on his thigh. 
 
    “Colton,” she said. 
 
    He didn’t answer. 
 
    “Colton.” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    I love you.  
 
    But those words, she didn’t say aloud. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ~ Twenty-One ~ 
 
      
 
    He didn’t have the stamina or will to avoid anyone so when Colt ran into Drew, entering the Washington Sports Club just as he was doing the same, he nodded a greeting. 
 
    “You still here?” he asked. 
 
    Drew laughed. “For the duration.” 
 
    Colt paused. “Wait, what’s that mean?” 
 
    “Signed with the Wizards,” Drew said grinning. 
 
    Despite himself, Colt grinned and extended a hand to give Drew some dap. “Word?” 
 
    “Yup. Looks like we gon’ meet on the court again, Money Man.” 
 
    Colt nodded. “A’ight, a’ight … lookin’ forward to it.” And he was surprised that he actually meant it. “C’mon work out wit’ me. Lemme see what kinda weight you pushin’ these days.” 
 
    “Much more than you,” Drew said. “Always much more than you. And you know this.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” Colt said as they headed toward the locker rooms. 
 
    Once in the weight room, they fell into an easy rhythm, spotting for each other as they moved through different routines, and barely speaking. It was like the friendship equivalent of muscle-memory, with Drew effortlessly reading Colt’s face when he needed a little help, and when he wanted to push on through. By the time they got to the bench-press, they were both sweating, and breathing heavily, their faces flushed and exhilarated. 
 
    “You first,” Drew said, indicating the bench. 
 
    “Nah. You’re in my house. Guests first.” 
 
    “Visitor’s prerogative,” Drew returned. “You first.” 
 
    “Lovers’ spat?” 
 
    Colt looked over his shoulder. Janelle was standing a few feet behind him, a towel draped over her shoulder, wearing a sport-bra and capri-length tights. She looked dewy with perspiration, and her color was high under her caramel complexion. If he didn’t know what he now knew, Colt would have found her attractive. 
 
    Drew on the other hand didn’t know what Colt knew. He looked Janelle over appreciatively and wiping a hand on his sweats, extended it to her. 
 
    “I’m Drew,” he said. “And no, this fool ain’t nothin’ to me. Much less a … lover.” 
 
    Janelle laughed her ringing, almost musical laugh. “I could probably attest to that,” she said, glancing at Colt. She took Drew’s hand and allowed him to shake hers, and then to release it after a lingering hold. 
 
    “Janelle,” she said, introducing herself when Colt looked disinclined to do it for her. “You’re a new face.” 
 
    “Yes, and no. I’m from near here originally. Just moved back home.” 
 
    “So, I’ll see you around then?” she asked, her head cocking to one side. 
 
    “Most definitely.” 
 
    “Good,” she said. And then with one last smile, she walked by, heading for the fly machine. 
 
    “If you know what’s good for you …” Colt began. 
 
    “Since when have I ever known that?” Drew quipped. 
 
    “Nah, man. I’m serious. That one’s a little unstable.” 
 
    Drew glanced in the direction where Janelle had just gone. “For real? How so?” 
 
    “Let’s just say she doesn’t respond well to rejection. It makes her … prone to imagine things as maybe going down differently than they did.” 
 
    Drew’s eyebrows lifted. “Oh!” He shook his head. “Definitely don’t want none of that.” 
 
    “No, you really don’t,” Colt confirmed. “Just find you a nice, conventional girl.” 
 
    At that, Drew pursed his lips in something like a smirk, and nodded. It was only then that Colt realized how that had to have sounded, like a taunt. Drew used to have a nice conventional girl. The same girl that Colt now had. 
 
    “Look, man …” 
 
    “Nah. It’s cool,” Drew said. “I heard y’all livin’ together now?” 
 
    “Yeah. It’s been a little bit.” 
 
    Three weeks, two days.  
 
    “What’s that like?” 
 
    “Different,” Colt said, not wanting to get into it. And especially not wanting to get into it with Drew. “So, you goin’ first, or what?” He waved toward the bench. 
 
    “Why not?” Drew said. “That’s what I do, right? Just pave the way for you.” 
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    Colt dropped his keys on the entryway table and listened for sounds of life in the house. There was nothing. There never was, lately. In fact, he was almost certain that he saw Sam less now that they shared the same home. He only knew he would see her earlier than usual today because they were going to New Jersey. 
 
    Sam had agreed to come with him for a team event, an informal get-together at coach’s house in Atlantic City, as they all got in the mindset of training camp and preparation for the pre-season. The long separation, especially for teams like theirs, that hadn’t made it too far in the playoffs, required a little more transition time. Everyone needed to ease back into the off-court camaraderie that would help them win games on-court, and dinners like this was one way to do that. 
 
    Coach was having everyone bring wives, and children and domestic partners, and there would be a clam and crab-bake, and cookout at his beach house. Most of the player had rented homes, or suites nearby for the occasion, and a couple of guys already owned homes of their own. Colt and Sam would be staying with Eddie and Tiffany Washburn in their five-bedroom house right on the beach. 
 
    They were heading down there today, Friday, and coming back to DC on Sunday morning. Sam had pretended not to be antsy about it, though Colt knew she would rather not go. But that was what they were doing lately—each not telling the other what was on their mind. Each not being completely honest about their feelings. 
 
    Colt’s feelings were complicated.  
 
    He loved living with Sam. All of it. 
 
    Seeing her bras lying on the floor of the dressing room, smelling her sweet-coconutty hair and body potions and lotions in the bathroom, and even opening his dresser drawer to find that it had been rifled through and his best t-shirts enlisted as nighties. 
 
     And he loved that they had a leisurely, easy, and rhythmic sex life, no longer dictated by the time at which one or the other of them had to go ‘home’. Because now ‘home’ was where they lived together. 
 
    What made things—and Colt’s feelings—complicated was the change in how they were with each other. They had never fully recovered from that Sunday dinner at Ma Maxine’s house, when he had mentioned marriage and she had recoiled from the idea; when he had come to terms for the first time with the fact that Sam had deep, and maybe even justified doubts about him, and about whether they could go the distance. 
 
    She spent a lot of time working late, and was gaining some notice from her bosses, especially Jason who Colt finally met at a company party. Jason, who he had always pictured as an almost-fifty-year-old White dude, was neither that old, nor White. He was a dapper brother with a manicured goatee and sharp, well-tailored suits. And Colt learned one more thing at that company mixer: since they had been working so much more closely and much longer hours together, Jason no longer called Sam “Samantha.” 
 
    That development was ironic, since Sam now looked more like a Samantha. She wore blue suits to work more days than not, and on Saturdays while he got his haircut, she had her hair steam-straightened at a sketchy Dominican salon that used hair appliances that looked like they carried enough heat to burn the skin off a person.  
 
    His and Sam’s routine now was for Colt to swing by to get her when he was done, and a few times he had been witness to the cringeworthy process that changed her full, beautiful mass of natural hair into silky waves that seemed to alter not only the hair, but her entire appearance. ‘Cute’ didn’t really apply now. Sam had acquired a kind of brittle sophistication that settled over her when she twisted that straight hair into a chignon, and slipped on yet another dark dress or suit each morning for work. 
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    “Colt?” 
 
    He opened his eyes at the sound of her voice, and found Sam leaning over him. He was dressed in his jeans and a t-shirt, his weekend bags packed and sitting at the foot of the bed, waiting for her when he decided to take a nap.  
 
    “Sorry I’m late,” Sam said, whispering as though she hadn’t already woken him. “But I’m ready now.” 
 
    Colt sat up and looked her over, realizing that Sam had changed out of her work clothes and into a pair of shorts and a polo shirt with tennis shoes. Her hair was in a ponytail and she had washed off all the work makeup, or maybe even showered. He hadn’t even heard her come in. 
 
    “How long you been here?” he asked. “Why didn’t you wake me?” 
 
    “You looked like you could use the rest,” she said, but she averted her eyes a little. She hadn’t woken him because she didn’t want to. 
 
    Colt sighed and ran a hand over the top of his head, yawning and then stretching. 
 
    “You mind driving part of the way?” he asked. “I’m still a little fuzzy-headed.” 
 
    “From what?” Sam asked, teasingly. “I wish I had your life.” 
 
    “Had a hard workout today.”  
 
    He didn’t mention Drew.  
 
    “Sure, I’ll drive some. Maybe we should …” 
 
    Colt held her wrist, and pulled her down to him, kissing her. Sam reciprocated immediately, and leaned into it, bending at her waist, and not protesting when Colt slid his hands into the back of her shorts, managing to find enough room so he could cup her ass. 
 
    Sam pulled back a little and smiled. 
 
    “What time did you tell the Washburns we’d get there?” she asked. 
 
    “Who cares?” he said, sliding one hand around to the front, without releasing the button at the shorts’ waistband. 
 
    “Not me.” Sam gasped when he touched her. She closed her eyes and bit her lower lip, softening her stance so he could reach her more easily. Colt watched her face and felt his own body’s response to the slick smoothness that his fingers encountered between her legs. 
 
    “C’mere,” he said. 
 
    Sam loosened the button-fly and Colt slid her shorts, and the underwear beneath, down and over her hips. Once she stepped free of them, he leaned in, dipped his head, and tasted her. Each stroke of his tongue was slow, and soft, and when he felt Sam’s grip on his head tightening, her fingers digging into his scalp, Colt knew she was close. Lifting his head, gently releasing her grip from his head, he looked up at her, smirking when he saw the fire and frustration in her eyes. 
 
    “Why you lookin’ so mad?” he teased. “You think I’ma leave you hangin’?” 
 
    Sam’s nostrils flared, and she looked for a moment like she wanted to slap him.  
 
    Grinning, Colt dragged her toward him, flipped her onto her back on the bed. Loosening his jeans, he only got them down to his knees before Sam pulled him toward her, at the same time arching her hips upward. He sank deep inside her, closed his eyes and gave in. 
 
    Today, she was frantic in her pursuit of an orgasm, throwing her hips upward to his downward thrusts, digging her fingers into him as she pulled him toward her, and thrashing her head from side to side. She slowed only long enough to kiss him, and to let him kiss her. But even that was wild and uncontrolled. She had something weighing on her mind. Colt knew this because the sex she seemed to want right now was something that would render her mindless.  
 
    Bracing himself on his extended arms, he flexed deep and hard, and fast inside her, looking down at Sam as her eyes rolled back in her head. The harder his thrusts, the stiller, but louder she became. This was what she had been reaching for. When she came, her entire body stiffened like someone touched with an electrified prod, and then she went completely limp.  
 
    Colt continued moving, but slower, patient for his own release, because with Sam, getting a nut was never the point. The point was this … looking down at her, her soft eyes, her dewy skin, and the barest hint of a smile that hovered about her lips whenever they neared completion of the act of love. 
 
    With Sam, most days, there was at least one thing that reminded Colt of other days, of earlier days when they were just kids. A look she gave him across the table in the morning, something she said before leaving for work, or a certain way she might touch him gently on the arm, could summon a long-buried memory from when they were nine, or twelve, or eighteen-years-old. 
 
    But the love they made had no precedent.  
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    “Wow. You look different.” 
 
    Tiffany Washburn welcomed Sam and Colt at the front door of her beachfront bungalow, holding a glass of white wine, and wearing a bathing suit and sarong. 
 
    Sam self-consciously tugged at her ponytail, resting on her shoulder, fighting the urge to explain that she hadn’t straightened her hair for aesthetic reasons, but because it made it easier for her to get out of the house before eight in the morning.  
 
    No one cared, she reminded herself. Hair wasn’t political for everyone. Although, it had been Jason who first mentioned it when one morning she met him in front of the Capitol Visitor Center where they were hosting a briefing.  
 
    Sam had been up late and overslept, so hadn’t the time to do much more than pull her hair out Buckwheat-style before rushing out of the house. 
 
    Jason had looked her over and smiled, though behind it Sam could tell he was unsure about her hair’s … appropriateness to the occasion. 
 
    ‘That hair of yours is pretty … irrepressible, isn’t it?’ he’d said. 
 
    And then he smiled again. 
 
    Later, in her office, Sam pulled up ‘irrepressible’ on Thesaurus.com. She knew what it meant, of course, but suspected that if taken literally, it would not be quite the compliment that Jason’s smile suggested it was. 
 
    Uncontrollable. 
 
    Uncontained. 
 
    And the worst one yet—unruly. 
 
    She was right. Jason had been diplomatically sending her a message.  
 
    But she didn’t want to use chemicals. All she needed was something that could be reversed with a ‘just add water’ recipe. Leah told her about the Dominican salon. 
 
    ‘Girl, they will fry all the Motherland out of your hair,’ she said. 
 
    The first time she went and sat on that chair, tears had welled up in her eyes at the scent and sizzle as the Motherland got fried. Now, she was used to it, though it did make her hair shafts weaker and more prone to snapping off when dry. 
 
    “We’re having drinks out back,” Tiffany said as she led Sam and Colt toward far end of the house. “But let me show you your suite first.” 
 
    The guest suite was on the opposite side of the house from the family quarters, flanking the other side of the living room and entryway. It was large and open, and even had a veranda facing the ocean. When Tiffany flung the doors open, Sam smelled the briny ocean, and heard the laconic squawk of seagulls.  
 
    “This is beautiful,” Sam said, turning to smile at her host. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Yeah, thanks Tiff,” Colt said. “This is cool.” 
 
    “Come join us when you’re ready,” she said. “Eddie and I are out back with Carter and Marnie. And if you’re hungry, there’s burgers and other silly food.” She shrugged. “Kids, y’know. They have to eat too.” 
 
    When Tiffany left them alone, Sam sat on the edge of the elevated, California king-sized bed, swinging her legs. 
 
    “Carter and Marnie …?” she asked Colt. 
 
    “She’s the skinny one with the chicken-legs and strawberry-blonde weave, got three kids and been engaged to Carter since the beginning of time.” 
 
    “Oh,” Sam drawled. “I remember them now. The forever-engaged couple.” 
 
    Colt looked at her from across the room and opened his mouth to say something. Then, thinking better of it, he hoisted their bags up and onto the twin luggage racks that had been conveniently placed near the closet. Sam let herself fall back onto the bed, her arms above her. The back of her hand smacked something, so she turned onto her stomach and noticed for the first time that there was a small gift-basket nestled among the pillows.  
 
    She pulled the basket toward her and began unearthing its contents. There was a box of nuts, a bar of high-end chocolate, a medium-sized bottle of Johnnie Walker Black, and tea, in little burlap satchels. 
 
    “I don’t want us to become one of those,” Colt said. 
 
    “One of what?” Sam asked, digging deeper into the basket, in case there was something like a diamond tennis bracelet hidden in there.  
 
    She had once heard a rumor of a New York socialite who had included half-carat diamond-stud earrings and gold cufflinks in her gift baskets for houseguests. With any luck, Tiffany had heard the rumor too, and wanted to duplicate the practice. 
 
    “Forever-engaged,” Colt said. 
 
    Sam looked up at him, narrowing her eyes. “What?” She seemed to have lost the narrative thread of their conversation. 
 
    “I don’t want us to become one of those forever-engaged couples,” he said. 
 
    “I wasn’t aware we were an engaged couple at all,” she said slowly.  
 
    “We’re not, but …” 
 
    “Colt,” she pleaded. 
 
    “What?” he asked, impatient. “I’m just sayin’ …” 
 
    “Don’t …” Sam’s heart sped up a little. “Just …” 
 
    Running a hand over his head Colt expelled a deep breath. “Y’know what?” he said. “I’ll just … I’ll see you out there.” 
 
    He left the room, and Sam, sitting alone surrounded by the contents of Tiffany Washburn’s gift basket, now strewn around on the bed.  
 
    There were no diamond-stud earrings. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ~ Twenty-Two ~ 
 
      
 
    “Girl, I’m not even thinking about anything like that right now.”  
 
    Tiffany sounded almost jolly as she shot down the one conversation topic that Sam had kept in her back pocket, hoping to find something in common with at least one of the women this weekend. 
 
    They were sitting on Adirondack chairs, side by side, facing the ocean while a few feet away clusters of the other wives, fiancées and significant others were sucking up to the coach’s wife, and to each other.  
 
    Sam and Colt had arrived at the party with the Washburns only about an hour earlier. And while Colt immediately got folded into a group of his teammates, Sam had to find her own way, introducing herself to women who seemed to lose interest in her the moment they realized she was neither Colt’s wife, nor his fiancée. 
 
    Even some of the women she’d met at the Washburns party a few weeks back seemed uninterested in speaking to her, and Marnie, Carter Long’s fiancée, who had been in the small group at the Washburn house just the previous night, had snubbed her when with the other women, treating her like the un-cool New Girl who no one wanted to sit at their lunch table.  
 
    So, Sam had wandered around, smiling vacuously, holding a glass of wine and pretended an interest in a game all the children were playing, and then in the sunset. Finally, she spotted Tiffany sitting alone, her toes dug deep into the sand, staring out at the ocean. 
 
    Sam took the chair next to hers, and reminded her of their conversation a while back, when Tiffany had expressed interest in going back to work, now that her children were older. Instead of an engaging smile, a lift of the brows and a ‘Yes! Thank you for reminding me!’ the other woman had almost frowned and shook her head.  
 
    When she finally produced the smile that Sam had been expecting in the first place, she also laughed a little and looked at Sam as though she was the quaintest little thing she had ever seen, and delivered her line: ‘Girl, I’m not even thinking about anything like that right now!’ 
 
    “Oh,” Sam said, trying to regain her composure. “Because when we first met, you said …” 
 
    “I know what I said.” Tiffany cut her off. “But that’s not … I was just having a moment, that’s all. I can’t go back to work. Not right now.” 
 
    She sounded as though it was a demand Sam was making of her, rather than something she had mentioned being interested in herself. 
 
    “Of course. I under…” 
 
    “I don’t really think she’s that pretty,” Tiffany said. “Do you?” 
 
    “Think who’s that pretty?” she asked. 
 
    “Her.” Tiffany raised her glass in the vague direction of the party. 
 
    Rather than antagonize her by letting on that she still didn’t know precisely who Tiffany meant, Sam turned and looked. And surprisingly, she spotted “her” right away.  
 
    She was talking to Eddie Washburn, wearing a white linen dress, and like almost everyone, was barefoot. Her dark, curly hair had been whipped up in the sea-breeze and was swirling around her head. 
 
    She laughed. She brushed it away. Eddie reached up to help her tuck a few curly locks behind her ear. They smiled at each other. 
 
    Watching them, Sam was shocked how immediately and easily she became convinced that Eddie, and the “not-that-pretty” woman were sleeping together. And if she picked up on that, Tiffany had to. 
 
    Turning to glance at her, Sam felt a stab of sympathy, and almost offered it aloud. 
 
    Tiffany sighed and sipped her wine. She hadn’t been looking out at the ocean at all, she had been sitting here alone, observing her husband lavishing all his attention on another woman. 
 
    “Who is she?” Sam asked. 
 
    “Her name is …” Tiffany gave a bitter laugh. “It doesn’t matter. She’s a team physical therapist. To hear Eddie tell it, the best one. A miracle worker.” 
 
    She took another gulp of wine, and Sam swallowed as well, not knowing what to say. 
 
    “I didn’t think staff would be here,” Tiffany said. “Other than the coaches. I thought this would be a good weekend for me and Eddie to …” She stopped and looked at Sam, her eyes almost desperate when she realized she might have said too much. 
 
    “I … I under …” 
 
    “You don’t,” Tiffany said leaning back, and exhaling. “It’s a lonely, lonely life being married to a professional athlete. Long absences, and an unpredictable schedule? All of that is built-in. All the things that in normal marriages would be signs of trouble? They’re built into our marriages, so there are always ‘signs of trouble’.”  
 
    Sam didn’t know what to say. Turning in her chair, Tiffany looked directly at, and focused on her for the first time. 
 
    “I did think I might want to go back to work,” she said. “I was looking forward to it. Getting back into things, y’know? Bigger concerns other than what these twits spend all day talking and thinking about.”  
 
    She indicated one particularly large cluster of women. Then, she turned and looked over once again at where Eddie and the physical therapist were still deep in conversation, standing marginally too close to each other. 
 
    “But …” Tiffany sighed and leaned back into her seat once again. “As you can see, I already have my work cut out for me.” 
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    When things got louder, and more boisterous, Sam slipped back into the house where she ran into Coach’s wife. She was a pretty woman of about sixty-years-old who had white-blonde hair and looked like she had, in her day, been a trophy wife herself. It made sense, since Coach had once himself been in the NBA. Trophy wives had always been in fashion for athletes. 
 
    “Can I help you find something, dear?” she asked. 
 
    It sounded odd, that she would call Sam “dear” because she wasn’t that old to be calling people “dear” and Sam wasn’t that young to be given such a diminutive. 
 
    But then she realized that the woman probably hadn’t taken the time to memorize her name when they were introduced earlier. She had probably seen hundreds of women like her—fortunate to accompany one of the players to a team function, never to be seen again, because by the time the next party rolled around she’d been replaced by another, temporary girl. 
 
    “A restroom, please?” 
 
    “Absolutely. Straight through here.” 
 
    She was led to a door, and then Coach’s wife patted her on the arm and left her alone. When Sam went in, she was stunned by the size of the bathroom. It was twice the size of Colt’s walk-in closet, and much more comfortable. Apart from the separate water closet, there was a huge shower—a shower large enough for six—built in larger proportions that could accommodate a very tall man. Several very tall men, in fact. 
 
    And there was what looked like an enormous dresser into which two large sinks were built. Out of boredom and curiosity, Sam looked through the drawers, because she didn’t really need to pee, just to get away from the party. There perfumes and unused deodorant—one for men, one for women; mints, toothbrushes still in their boxes, aspirin and other painkillers, cold medicine, and Dramamine; there were tampons and maxi-pads and even a few pairs of women’s underwear, individually sealed, and apparently brand-new. And of course, bars of soap, washrags, and extra hand-towels. 
 
    Impressive. Coach’s wife had prepared for just about everything. A guest to their home could come in, sequester themselves in here and have a shower, shave their legs, and even address a menstrual emergency by putting on fresh undergarments. 
 
    Off to one side, nearer the door was a bench. After washing her hands and using some of the creamy, expensive hand lotion, Sam sat on it and sighed. At most, she could hang out here for fifteen minutes. Then she would have to go back out and face the music. She would find Colt, she decided, and stick to his side like glue.  
 
    He was still a little standoffish with her since yesterday, still probably trying to understand why she acted so weird when he talked about permanence as a goal for their relationship. She was struggling to understand it herself. 
 
    She loved him. She loved him so much that some days it was like an ache that wouldn’t go away. She woke up to go to the bathroom in the middle of the night and would come back to bed and seeing him sleeping there would stun and excite her, as thought it was brand-new and a surprise. 
 
    Because some of it was brand-new. And not just the sex—though that continued to change and ripen between them each day—but just the way he was.  
 
    He cared for her now in a hundred new ways: always the one to make breakfast because he woke earlier than she did; always the one to make dinner plans, to do the shopping, to drop off and pick up her dry-cleaning.  
 
    And he wasn’t so great an actor that Sam didn’t know how little her work really interested him, but he would talk about it with her for hours, if she needed him to, helping her navigate office politics, work through issues, and strategy, and listening to her fawn over Jason’s talent … all without complaint. 
 
    He had become a partner to her, never hinting of being emasculated by having to take on the supportive role that was more often occupied by women, for their man. Maybe it was because he knew that once the pre-season started, their roles would reverse, and it was she who would have to be a support to him. 
 
    In her pocket, Sam’s phone made a little pinging noise, and vibrated. She reached in and looked at the text message on the screen. 
 
    Hi, beautiful. 
 
    She frowned. The number was displayed, but there was no name. Another ping and buzz, and a second message joined the first. 
 
    Know who this is? 
 
    Sam thought for a moment. It was a Maryland area-code. 
 
    She responded. Drew?  
 
    The ellipsis danced. 
 
    No, not Drew. Dang. My feelings are hurt. Aidan. 
 
    More ellipsis. 
 
    Bar One. Remember? 
 
     Sam smiled. Yes, she typed. How r u?  
 
    Good. You? 
 
    Good, Sam typed. 
 
    WHERE r u? Free? 
 
    No. And is that the way you ask me out? By text? 
 
    Who asked you out? 
 
    Sam laughed aloud, and waited, watching the little dots appear and disappear in the message thread. 
 
    I’d like to, tho. If guaranteed a yes. 
 
    Her fingers hovering over the keys, Sam took a breath. 
 
    No guarantees in life. 
 
    Why was she flirting with this man? She wasn’t even slightly interested in him in that way. She shook her head and typed something more. 
 
    Actually, I can’t, Aidan. 
 
    Lemme guess. Money Man? 
 
    The one and the same. 
 
    Told you, Aidan replied. Be well, beautiful. 
 
    Sam smiled. Thx. U too. And thx for making me smile. 
 
    More ellipsis. 
 
    Anytime. And lock me in ur phone. Just in case. 
 
    Laughing again, she didn’t answer that one, and instead put the phone back in her pocket and got up from the bench.  
 
    Enough of that. Break was over. Time to jump back into the fray. 
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     Sam found Colt standing with a group of his teammates, all of them laughing at a joke she must have just missed. Walking up behind him, she looped her arms around his waist and hugged him tightly. 
 
    Colt turned and smiled down at her, pulling her round to his front, so she was leaning back against him, and he had an arm draped across her shoulder and chest like a sash, and down to grip her waist. 
 
    “Y’all met Sam?” he asked.  
 
    A couple of the guys said ‘no’ so introductions were made, and hands shaken. Then the conversation resumed.  
 
    For most of what they were talking about, Sam didn’t have the references to help her understand, but she felt safe there and comfortable, leaning back against Colton’s chest, feeling it rumble against her back when he talked and laughed. Someone new joined their group, and because Sam was the only woman present, he acknowledged her with a nod and a smile. 
 
    “Who’s this?” he asked, looking at Colt. 
 
    Colton’s arm tightened about her and he pulled Sam closer. 
 
    “This is my love,” he said. 
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    They left after breakfast the next morning. The Washburns ate with them—pancakes, and eggs, and bacon that Tiffany had gotten up early to make and had already laid out on the table when Sam and Colt made their appearance, along with strong coffee and juice. 
 
    Eddie sat down with them, and he and Colt dissected the previous evening, talking about who was too fat for pre-season, whom Coach seemed to be avoiding, and who was likely to be cut. While he spoke, Eddie often reached out to massage the back of Tiffany’s neck, and when she stood to get something from the refrigerator or put something in the sink, he patted her butt as she walked by. 
 
    The way they were with each other reminded Sam of her parents when her father had been alive, and of Colt’s parents, the Greens. Their easy, unselfconscious affection looked identical to what she was used to seeing all her life, between couples who were married upward of thirty years. It was hard to reconcile that with Tiffany sitting on the Adirondack chair, watching her husband flirt with another woman. 
 
    How could both things be true? That Tiffany and Eddie were in a strong marriage, and that he might be having an affair? It was difficult to comprehend, but as Sam watched her, Tiffany was receiving Eddie’s touches and affection just as effortlessly as he gave them. There was no flinching, or hesitation, or stiffness in her manner. She heaped more eggs on his plate and refilled his coffee mug. She smiled back a genuine smile when he smiled at her. She looked like a woman who was still in love. 
 
    The drive back to DC was long, and hot and slow. Colt took the wheel the entire way, and listened to music turned up loud, singing along to everything from Bilal to Kendrick Lamar. Sam rested her head on the partly open window and listened, grinning when Colt went off-key. Reaching over, she put her hand on his thigh sometime around the Delaware Memorial Bridge, and scarcely moved it until they were pulling up to the house. 
 
    It was only ten-thirty in the morning. 
 
    “Not too hot yet,” Colt observed as they unloaded their bags from the car. “You mind if I go for a run?” 
 
    Sam shrugged. “No. I can do a little work, or take a nap or something.” 
 
    “Cool. Still going to Ma Maxine’s later?” 
 
    Sam sighed. “Yeah. How ‘bout you?” 
 
    Colt laughed. “Hells to the nah. Not while she’s still givin’ me the evil eye. Maybe next time. Or next month.” 
 
    Upstairs, while Colt changed into his running gear, Sam collapsed on their bed, reveling in the familiar smell of their home, their sheets. In the dressing room, Colt had turned speakers on, and was listening to the continuation of a song he’d been streaming in the car. Kendrick Lamar again, wailing about the nature of God. 
 
    “Colton,” she called to him. “You’re going to be deaf if you keep it that loud.” 
 
    When he didn’t respond, Sam sighed and rolled over, grabbing his phone from the bedside table to turn it down herself.  
 
    On its face, there was a single text notification. From Janelle. 
 
    Seeing you the other day was nice. One more ‘gain? What say you? 
 
    Frozen in place, Sam stared at the screen, and Kendrick sang on. 
 
    ‘This what God feel like, huh he-yeah … Flex on swole like ah-ha … You feel some type of way, then a-ha!’ 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ~ Twenty-Three ~ 
 
      
 
    Somewhere out there was a graveyard, and it was filled with the remains of relationships that had been done in by a single, ill-timed text message. 
 
    Sam hadn’t yelled or screamed when she presented him with his phone. 
 
    ‘What’s this mean?’ she asked. She was sitting up on the edge of their bed, and her voice was eerily calm. 
 
    Looking down and reading it, Colt’s first reaction was exasperation. He got an average of ten text messages from Janelle a week. Most were innocuous, like she was yanking his chain, reminding him that she was out there, and less apt to recall being ‘taken advantage of’ if he bantered meaninglessly with her every once in a while. So, he did.  
 
    Mostly, her messages were about her workout regimen, her social life, occasionally tinged with flirtation or invitation. She didn’t really expect him to bite, but she dangled the offers out there anyway, and Colt made half-assed excuses. He had even begun to view her as the equivalent of a dog barking from behind a fence. An unlikely threat, so long as it remained contained.  
 
    But as he told Sam why Janelle continued to text, it dawned on him that he would also have to explain why he continued to respond. And that explanation required a confession. So, he bit the bullet and gave her one. He told her everything. 
 
    ‘You … slept with her?’ Sam asked, again with the same calm. ‘After we almost …’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, but … We hadn’t really done anything yet, you and me. We were …’ 
 
    She was looking at him intently, like she was trying to read the eyes of a stranger and figure out whether they were trustworthy or not. 
 
    ‘We hadn’t really done anything yet?’ 
 
    Her tone had changed. Now she sounded incredulous, and her eyes were glittery with the beginnings of unshed tears. 
 
    ‘I mean …’ 
 
    ‘That you hadn’t actually put your penis inside my vagina,’ she said, nodding. ‘Right? Close. But no cigar?’ 
 
    ‘Sam.’ 
 
    ‘Colton,’ she said, simply, her eyes never leaving his. ‘You are exactly the same.’ 
 
    And that was when the tears fell. 
 
    Reaching behind her somewhere, she produced her own cellphone.  
 
    ‘I got a text message too,’ she said. ‘I want you to read it.’ 
 
    Hesitating, and unsure that he wanted to know what was on her phone, Colt finally took it from her, and when she opened it, he read an exchange from a number that didn’t have a name attached to it.  
 
    At first, the flirtatious tone irritated him, and then he got to the end, where Sam shut ol’ boy down. Nicely, but she still shut him down, and made it clear that she was spoken for. 
 
    Colt handed her back the phone, and swallowed, ashamed. 
 
    Sam shrugged. ‘Now you know all my secrets,’ she said, her voice sad. 
 
    Sighing, she pushed herself up from the bed and went into the bathroom, shutting and then locking the door. 
 
    He waited a while, and when he didn’t hear water, or the sound of flushing, Colt realized she was in there solely to get away from him and would probably stay there for some time. So, he went running, hoping it would give her the space and time she needed, and that when he got back, they could talk.  
 
    He almost felt good, because now Janelle was no longer like an anvil hanging over his head. He and Sam would be fine. They always were. 
 
    But when he got home, her car was gone, along with a fair amount of her clothes. 
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    “Yes, she’s still here, and no, you cannot come over to my house,” Leah said. “I’ll get my husband to shoot your ass if you do.” 
 
    “Leah, I’m not playin’. Put her on the damn phone,” Colt said. 
 
    “What about ‘she doesn’t want to talk to you’ do you not understand, Colton?” 
 
    “I don’t believe she said that.” 
 
    “She’s my sister. She doesn’t need to say everything for me to know what she wants.” 
 
    “You are such a …” 
 
    “Say it,” Leah dared him. “Sam would be … ooh! I wish you’d say it. You would be dead to her if you called me a bitch, Colton. Believe that.” 
 
    Colt pursed his lips and took a deep, silent breath. It had been seven days. And nothing. That wasn’t ‘thinking-it-over’ time. That was ‘it’s-over’ time. 
 
    “By the way,” Leah’s voice was almost sweet, as she relished each word. “She doesn’t know it, but I blocked your number on her phone. She doesn’t need all that. Not right now.” 
 
    Leah hung up on him and Colt leaned back into the sofa, fuming and considering his options. He could go to Sam’s job, meet her outside when she was going in for the day, or leaving.  
 
    He could swing by Leah’s anyway, because he knew her husband wouldn’t shoot him even if his crazy-ass wife told him to.  
 
    Or, he could go to Ma Maxine’s later, when Sam was sure to make an appearance for dinner. 
 
    The option most likely to bear fruit would be going to her job. But that might make her even more angry. She took her work seriously, especially now that she was lobbying. Having him show up would throw her off her game. She might cry, or something. And then she would blame him for making her the subject of gossip in her workplace. 
 
    But calling her at work; that he could do. If she didn’t want to take the call she wouldn’t.  
 
    Reaching for his phone again, Colt scrolled through to find another number and dialed it. 
 
    Drew answered with a grunt. “‘Sup?” 
 
    “Let’s go push some weights, man.” 
 
    “Bet. Meet you over there.” 
 
    Within an hour, Colt was at the Sports Club, doing a full weight circuit with Drew, working himself to the brink, and only letting up when he felt his muscles burning and trembling. He grunted and yelled with each heavy weight he lifted, dropping them with a loud clang, and breathing hard with his hands on his knees after each set. 
 
    After a difficult set of bent over rows, when he was gulping in air, and inhaling through his nostrils, he looked up to find Drew watching him. 
 
    “Gimme a little more weight,” Colt said. 
 
    Drew shook his head. 
 
    “Gimme a little more weight!” Colt yelled. 
 
    Around the weight room a few heads turned, and then everyone went back to minding their own business. 
 
    “Nah,” Drew said calmly. “So you can fuck up your back before pre-season? Tear a muscle, maybe?” He shook his head again. 
 
    Colt added some powder to his hands and reached for two more plates. Drew grabbed him by the arm. 
 
    “C’mon talk to me outside right quick.” 
 
    Colt shrugged him off. “I ain’ tryna … The last motherfucker I want to talk to about … anything is you.” 
 
    Drew shrugged. “You called me, bruh. And I got a feelin’ it wasn’t ‘bout pushin’ no weights.” 
 
    They sat on the wall outside the Sports Club, both of them looking out across the quiet streets. Downtown on a Sunday was a ghost-town in Washington DC. There was practically tumbleweed rolling down the streets. Few pedestrians or cars. Most of the action would be centered around the National Mall, Dupont Circle, and further in the upper northwest quadrant of the city, in Georgetown. Almost all the traffic around them—foot-traffic and cars—was related to the gym. 
 
    “What’s goin’ on?” Drew asked. 
 
    “Tell me about you and Sam,” Colt said. 
 
    “Something goin’ on with you and her?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Colt said bitterly. “She left. Almost a week ago.” 
 
    “Shit. What’d you do?” 
 
    Colt looked at Drew. “What makes you think …?” 
 
    Drew gave him a wry look and Colt was surprised to hear himself laugh. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said again. “I do be fuckin’ things up with her, don’t I? Always have.” 
 
    “And she just seems to love you more for it,” Drew said. This time, it was his turn to sound bitter. 
 
    “I don’t even know why I would tell you this,” Colt mused. “Give you an opening to …” 
 
    “Look, man. I’m not … that’s done. I loved her, and when I came back, I thought maybe …” Drew licked his lower lip and looked away into the distance. “That ain’t happening. I can’t make her love me like she loves you.” 
 
    “But you think she loves you.” 
 
    Drew shrugged. “Little bit, yeah. But a little bit ain’t enough for me. She did the right thing by turning me down that time. That’s some hard shit to come to terms with, but there it is.” 
 
    Neither man said anything for a while. 
 
    “You want to know what she was like?” Drew asked. “With me?” 
 
    Colt hesitated. Did he? 
 
    “I can tell you if you do,” Drew continued. “But at the end of the day, bruh? What matters is what she’s like with you. Ain’t no sense comparin’. She loved me once. But she’s always loved you.” 
 
    Colt didn’t speak. 
 
    Drew clapped his hand on Colt’s shoulder, so hard that it hurt. “And that, my friend, is some painful-ass shit to have to admit. So, whatever she’s puttin’ you through right now, I can only hope you’re sufferin’.” 
 
    Laughing, Colt nudged his old friend’s hand off his shoulder. “Don’t worry,” he said shaking his head. 
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    “Did you tell him that for real? That you blocked his number?” 
 
    “Put the fear of God in his heart, yeah. I give him 24 hours before he shows up at my house. He still thinks that’s where you’re staying.” 
 
    “Well, thank you. I thought for sure he would figure it out and come here right away. And he even has a key, so …” 
 
    They were lounging on the sofa in Sam’s townhouse. Her townhouse that had been vacant for the entire time that she’d lived with Colton. She hadn’t put it on the rental market like she told him she would, but left it on Airbnb, just in case. 
 
    Just in case.  
 
    Even when she thought that, she hadn’t really imagined that there would be a real reason to come back here. 
 
    “And what about the other thing?” Leah asked. 
 
    Sam looked down at the object in the center of the coffee table. As if by continuing to stare at it, the result would change. But no, positive meant positive. And if there was any doubt about it, she had three more pregnancy tests in the bathroom trash upstairs that said the same thing. 
 
    “I’m going to have to talk to him, to tell him,” Sam said shrugging. 
 
    Leah nodded. “And Maxine, too.” 
 
    “I know.” Sam covered her eyes with both hands, then abruptly uncovered them again. “This time you have to let me do it, Leah. I mean it. I swear, I will …” 
 
    “I wasn’t the one who told them last time! Those big mouth Greens beat me to it.” 
 
    Sam laughed then shook her head. “You think I’m an idiot for being in this situation, don’t you?” 
 
    Leah nodded. “You are an idiot.” 
 
    “It’s not my fault. I forgot that antibiotics could …” 
 
    “That’s why you use a condom, stupid. Not to mention, now you know he fucked that other girl …” 
 
    “I’m sure he used something with her. He would never …” 
 
    Exhaling, Leah leaned back into her chair, eyelids heavy and expression exasperated. “Still taking up for him. Even now.” 
 
    “It wasn’t like he legit-cheated. We were …” 
 
    “I know. You said.” 
 
    “And it’s true!” 
 
    “It’s true, but not,” her sister said. “I mean, that was dirty. How long was it before he was diggin’ you out raw?” 
 
    “Leah!” Sam grimaced.  
 
    “I’m jus’ sayin’ …” 
 
    “And we didn’t have sex right away. It was a while. He wanted to, I don’t know, take it slow or something.” 
 
    At that Leah looked up again, her head falling to one side. “He said that?” 
 
    “Yeah. It was so cute. He was trying to, I don’t know, court me or something. Date me. Make it different.” 
 
    “For real?” 
 
    “Yeah, but I didn’t like it,” Sam said speaking slowly. “I wanted it to be …” 
 
    “The same?” Leah finished for her. 
 
    Sam nodded. “And he wanted to tell everyone right away, and make a thing of it and get it out there. And I stopped him.” 
 
    “Wait …” Leah held up a hand. “Are you telling me that you’re the one who fucked it up?” 
 
    “I didn’t think I …” 
 
    “So, he wanted to court you. And to tell everyone, and you said no?” 
 
    “Don’t rub it in. I was …” 
 
    “Just answer the question.” 
 
    “Leah, it wasn’t that simple. I mean, he was always saying things like ‘it’s okay, don’t be scared. This is me and you,’ like nothing had changed, and we weren’t different. And then I talked to you and all of a sudden, I felt like we weren’t different enough, and that he was just so … relaxed about everything. And then he mentioned marriage and I freaked out.” Sam shook her head. “We were like a pendulum swinging back and forth … We just couldn’t figure out how to be. It was crazy.” 
 
    “Why did you even listen to me?”  
 
    “Are you serious right now?” 
 
    “Yeah. All I mean is … you never took my advice about your relationship with Colton before, so …” 
 
    “Oh my god, I can’t believe you!” 
 
    Leah actually looked chastened. And that was not an expression she was known for having. 
 
    “I’m jus’ sayin’ …” She paused and hunched her shoulders while she grimaced. “It sounds like Colton had it … handled. And you … maybe … overthought things a little bit?” 
 
    Sam covered her face again. “So what are you saying? I should …” 
 
    “No. Don’t look at me,” Leah said, shaking her head. “I think I might be better off staying out of it from now on.” 
 
    “Great. Good timing. Now that I’ve left him. Now that I’m pregnant, you’re staying out of it.” 
 
    “Well, I didn’t make you pregnant, Sam.” 
 
    They both collapsed into laughter, holding their stomachs, and trying to make themselves stop. They only managed it after several tries, and tears were streaming from their eyes. Sam’s laughter was amusement, edged with fear and a little hysteria at the thought of being pregnant; and a lot of relief now that she’d settled on the decision to call Colton. 
 
    “Our babies will grow up together,” Leah cooed, coming to sit next to her and placing a hand on her abdomen. 
 
    Sam smiled, and put a hand over her sister’s. “That part will be cool,” she admitted. 
 
    “Sam, there is no part of it that’s not cool. You’re tired, your nipples might crack, you gain more weight than your bones can comfortably bear, and afterwards your husband gets all weird and jealous about the baby he helped make … but all of it is cool.” 
 
    “My husband?” Sam snorted. “Colton and I haven’t even properly dated yet.” 
 
    Leah shrugged. “Hey. Just do you. Screw everything I ever said. Everything Maxine will say. Just … you and Colton do you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ~ Twenty-Four ~ 
 
      
 
    The doorbell chimed a few times, and Sam got up to answer it, but was only halfway down the steps to the foyer when she heard the key, and the front door swung open. 
 
    Colton was standing there. He didn’t see her at first, because he was working the key out of the lock, and glancing toward the alarm panel, frowning when he realized it hadn’t been armed. 
 
    Then he looked up and saw her. 
 
    The change in his expression was truly something to behold. The frown seemed to literally melt away, replaced by a slow smile that gradually widened. Sam stood in place, watching him look her over, feeling her heart quake at the naked wanting in his eyes. Not desire. This wasn’t sexual. It was the look someone had when they finally lay eyes on a long-lost and very dear friend, whom they hadn’t seen in much too long a time. 
 
    “Sam,” he said. 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    They both stood in place. 
 
    “This where you’ve been?” he asked, noting her bare feet, the leggings and tattered t-shirt.  
 
    She hadn’t gone to her mother’s for dinner after all, not able to contemplate how to even begin to lie to her about all the things that were going on in her life. Between moving out of Colton’s and now a pregnancy … She could only imagine how her mother would react.  
 
    Even Leah had agreed that Sam wasn’t a good enough liar to pull it off and was better off staying away until she was willing to put everything on the table. 
 
    “Yeah. Right here the whole time.” 
 
    “Your sister’s a big, fat liar,” Colt said, but he was still smiling. “And she threatened to have me shot.” 
 
    “All in the pursuit of a good cause,” Sam teased. 
 
    “What happened to your tenants?” 
 
    “There are no tenants. I kept it listed on Airbnb.” 
 
    Colt frowned again. “You lied to me?” 
 
    Sam nodded. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    She shrugged, then inclined her head in the direction of the steps. “You want to …?” 
 
    Nodding, Colt shut and locked the front door, then followed her upstairs.  
 
    They sat across from each other—Sam on the couch, and Colt in the chair Leah had vacated just a few hours earlier. They stared at each other until he sighed. 
 
    “It’s been a kinda shitty week,” he said matter-of-factly. 
 
    Sam smiled a small smile, but already felt the tears pinpricking at her eyes. “For me, too.” 
 
    “Why’d you lie about having tenants?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I guess I wasn’t sure about …” 
 
    Colt nodded and looked down. “About us. Right. And I confirmed all that for you, huh?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    He looked up. “No?” 
 
    “No.” Sam shook her head. “And, wait … if you thought I had tenants, what’re you doing here?” 
 
    “I was planning to tell them I was the property manager, and fish for information on when you might be coming over again,” he admitted. 
 
    Sam laughed. “And what if they recognized you? What then?” 
 
    “I’d have winged it,” he grinned. “Maybe told them that people are always telling me I look like that basketball player, Colton Green.” 
 
    Sam worried a loose thread on the edge of her seat cushion and looked down, spotting the pregnancy test that still sat on the coffee table, atop a pile of magazines. Colt hadn’t noticed it yet, and since he was a guy, there was no telling whether he would even know what it was if he did. He might have to pick it up and see the indicator in the window before he would even have an inkling about what it was. 
 
    “I don’t know what I’d do, Sam,” Colt began. He was shaking his head. “I don’t know what I’d do if you weren’t in my life in some type of way. I mean … if you don’t want … if this … if what you …” He paused and took a breath, licked his lips then tried again. “If you don’t want to be with me in the way we have been, then …” 
 
    “Colt, no. I do.” 
 
    His shoulders sagged. “Then what the hell you doin’ over there?” 
 
    Sam practically vaulted herself over the coffee table and into his lap, and then they were kissing, and he was holding her so tight it felt like he might break her, and when the kissing stopped he nuzzled the side of her neck, her shoulders and beneath her chin. 
 
    “Stop sniffing me,” she said, squirming. 
 
    “No. I can’t.” 
 
    Sam took his face in her hands to still him. She looked him in the eyes and exhaled deeply. 
 
    “Colton. There’s something … I can’t even think how to tell you, so I think I’m going to just show you, okay?” 
 
    “Okay?” He became very still, seeing something on her face that told him that might be for the best. 
 
    Sam reached behind her, keeping one eye on Colt as she did. Finding the pregnancy test, she held the wand tight in her fist. 
 
    “We fucked up,” she said. “Well … I fucked up.” 
 
    Colt pulled back a little, his eyes wide. “Did you just cuss, Samantha?” 
 
    Then she held up the wand, inches from his face.  
 
    “Fuck,” he said. 
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    One of Sam’s favorite teachers ever was Mr. Mosley.  
 
    He was her—and Drew’s—instructor for AP English. He read to them every class, even if only a few minutes. He said there was nothing like hearing language spoken aloud.  
 
    ‘On the page, language can be … flat,’ he said slamming his palm atop a book and making everyone jump. ‘When you read aloud, it lives.’ 
 
    Mr. Mosley was prone to flamboyance when he read. His intonation kept everyone rapt in their seats, and even when he had to change voices to portray different characters, he did so with exuberant expressions, sweeping gestures with his hands, and walked about the room, assuming their personalities. 
 
    At first, it all seemed a little weird to Sam, and over-the-top. But there was never a time when she didn’t listen to every word, and watch every movement, which was precisely Mr. Mosley’s point—to get and keep their attention. 
 
    One class he chose a book, and author Sam had never heard of. The book was ‘Whoreson’ and the author was Donald Goines. The boys listened in fascination, leaning forward and more attentive than they had ever been before, and Sam sat like stone, stunned by the unmitigated vulgarity, the bad language and sexual situations, but just as riveted as the boys.  
 
    She wasn’t even sure if this was cool, to have a teacher read a book like that to a bunch of teenagers. When the reading for the day was done, it ended at a scene where a particularly obscene word was used. Everyone, even the boys had their chins on the desk when Mr. Mosley was done. 
 
    ‘That,’ he said, when he looked up from the ratty paperback in his hand, ‘believe it not, is as important a piece of fiction as any other we’ve read this term.’ 
 
    Sam raised her hand, honestly and earnestly curious about the question she was about to ask. 
 
    ‘But all the cussing,’ she said. ‘I mean, can that be considered literature?’ 
 
    ‘Was it expressive?’ Mr. Mosley asked. 
 
    ‘Yes, but …’ 
 
    ‘Did it communicate meaning, tone, place, time, or character?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but …’ 
 
    ‘Well, Samantha,’ he said, smiling at her. ‘Then it served its purpose. Soon, you’ll learn that in life, as in literature, sometimes only a well-placed cuss-word will do.’ 
 
    The class erupted in laughter. 
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    “Fuck,” Colt said. He sat forward, almost spilling Sam onto the floor at his feet. “Does this … is this …?” 
 
    Sam nodded, and he felt his heart begin to gallop. He examined its canter, trying to decide what it was telling him. Excitement. It was telling him he was excited. He waited, searching for fear, expecting that it would soon arrive, albeit a little slower in pace than the excitement. But it didn’t come.  
 
    He looked at Sam, and her eyes were all sparkly and wet. He put a hand on her cheek, and then on her stomach. 
 
    “Why you lookin’ like that?” he asked her. “You worried?” 
 
    Sam shrugged. 
 
    “Scared?” 
 
    She hesitated, then nodded. 
 
    Colt closed his eyes and gently rubbed the tip of his nose along her jaw, and down her neck. “Don’t be. I got you. You know that, right?” 
 
    When she said nothing, he opened his eyes, and looked at her, cupping her face in his hands. 
 
    “Sam. You believe me?” 
 
    She nodded, but it still seemed noncommittal.  
 
    “You didn’t fuck up,” he said. “I did. As soon as I knew I wanted you, as soon as I knew what this was going to be, I should have … that thing with Janelle was just some selfish, greedy, immature shit. Nothing like that will ever happen again … I swear on …” He put his hand back on her stomach.  
 
    “Don’t do that,” Sam said shaking her head. “Life is so random, Colton. You can’t make that promise.” 
 
    “I’m making that promise,” he said firmly. “Right here, and now. My word is my bond. I’ve got you. I’ve got … him.” He looked down at her abdomen. 
 
    That last bit produced a smile, and Sam rolled her eyes. “Oh, here you go. Deciding it’s a boy already.” 
 
    Colt shrugged. “Or a beautiful little girl, like her momma. Doesn’t matter to me.” 
 
    “I’d kind of like a girl,” Sam said shyly. 
 
    “Then we’ll have one,” Colt said. “I promise.” 
 
    At that Sam laughed. “How are you going to promise something like that?” 
 
    “Because if this one is a boy, we’ll knock out a girl next time.” 
 
    Sam’s chin dropped, but Colt tipped it back up. “I’m serious,” he said. 
 
    “Colt …” 
 
    “I mean it. We should get …” 
 
    “No. Don’t say it. We’re not ready for that.” 
 
    Colt sank back into his seat, a little deflated. The news was good news. And whether Sam wanted to believe it, or not, he wasn’t messing this up, and he wasn’t letting her go. 
 
    Seeming to sense his deflation, she pressed her forehead to his. “I love you so much, but …” 
 
    “But what?” he asked, frustrated. “What?” 
 
    “Just because you can’t figure out how to be without a person doesn’t mean you’re supposed to be with them.” 
 
    “Wow. That’s what you think?” 
 
    Sam said nothing. 
 
    “Well, I don’t believe that,” he said, shaking his head. “I can’t figure out how to be without you because I’m supposed to be with you. It’s as simple as that. It’s been that way, always.” 
 
    Sam sighed, and relaxed against him, but she still didn’t speak. 
 
    “You want to … you want to move back in here?” he asked. “Or …?” 
 
    “No,” she sighed. “I’m going to rent it for real this time. I want to be with you. It sucked being here on my own. I definitely want us to live together.” 
 
    “But not get married.” 
 
    She shook her head. “No … let’s not do that right now. I mean, let’s see how … Let’s concentrate on this baby, and on … telling our families, and just being together. I want to try that for a while. Y’know?” 
 
    ‘… let’s see …’ 
 
    ‘… try that …’ 
 
    ‘… concentrate on …’ 
 
    She still wasn’t sure of him, and of them. She was still scared. And Colt couldn’t lie. It hurt like hell to know that she couldn’t quite make herself believe that he was here for keeps.  
 
    And a baby? He hadn’t even begun to fully process that yet. He’d be damned if he was going anywhere, damned if he ever did anything to jeopardize what he had right here. 
 
    “Okay,” he said finally. “We’ll try this for a while.”  
 
    Neither of them spoke for a long while after that. They just sat there together—Sam’s head on his shoulder, Colt’s arms around her—in the silence. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ~ Epilogue ~ 
 
      
 
    On a spring morning, in the eighth month of her pregnancy, with Sam on her side, and Colt behind her, moving slowly, carefully, hand cupping her ample belly, he heard her emit a sharp gasp.  
 
    Pulling back, frightened that he had hurt her, Colt sat up. 
 
    “Baby,” he said, his breathing still uneven. “What is it? You good? Did I …?” 
 
    Sam looked over her shoulder, her eyes alight with annoyance. “What’re you doing?” she demanded. “Come back here.” 
 
    “Nah,” Colt said shaking his head. “It’s freaking me out a little bit. You’re too close to your due date. I don’t want to …” 
 
    “I heard it makes labor easier,” Sam said biting her lower lip. “Maybe even painless. The more orgasms you have before delivery the better.” 
 
    Colt let his head fall to one side. “Lemme guess. You saw that on the ‘internets’?” 
 
    “C’mere,” Sam pouted. “Please.” 
 
    Except for the first trimester, their sex life had been ridiculously unaffected by the pregnancy. Some weeks it even hit a peak higher than their non-pregnant days. 
 
    “Why’d you make that sound then?” Colt challenged. “If I didn’t hurt you.” 
 
    “I had a thought, that was all.” 
 
    “I must be losing my touch. If you can think at all while I’m putting in work.” He made a lascivious movement with his hips. 
 
    Sam laughed and rolled onto her back. Seeing the massive mound of her stomach protruding in marked contrast to the rest of her always caused him to panic a little. His son was already big. How was he going to get out of there through that relatively narrow passage? Hell, how could he even be living in that tight, tiny space to begin with? How was Sam going to be able to bear the pain? The details of how all this worked was best left to faith in Divine design. 
 
    “I’m serious,” Sam said. “I was thinking something. Something that I want to … y’know share with you.” 
 
    “Then why didn’t you share it instead of scaring the crap out of me?” 
 
    “Help me …” Sam extended a hand, so he could pull her to a sitting position.  
 
    The sheets that had been covering her torso fell away and Colt looked at her with renewed amazement. Her breasts, larger since she got to the final trimester, were crisscrossed with visible veins, her face fuller and her nose wider. She was always fussing with her appearance these days, especially now that she had more time on her hands since taking maternity leave from her job. 
 
    That was what she did—fussed with her appearance, kept house and researched online for Masters in Public Policy programs. She had been toying with the idea of going back to school after the baby was born, instead of going back to work, and Colt was supportive of it, since it meant she would be home to raise their son. 
 
    “I want us to do it,” she said. 
 
    “Do what?” 
 
    “Get married.” 
 
    Colt’s eyes widened. “For real this time?” 
 
    When she was in the middle of pregnancy hormone insanity, there had been days when she insisted she wanted to jump the broom, and then changed her mind shortly after. Around her fifth month she’d even accused him of orchestrating her single motherhood and being the one who didn’t want to marry her.  
 
    Colt had learned to roll with the punches, once his father told him that this babymaking endeavor came with a certain degree of irrationality. 
 
    ‘Just give the girl whatever she wants,’ he’d counseled. ‘No matter what it is. Give her what she wants.’ 
 
    But now, Colt was too afraid to believe that what she wanted was what he had been wanting for ages now. With her swollen fingers, Sam didn’t even wear the engagement ring he’d given her on Valentine’s Day. Being able to say she was his wife … that would make the wearing of a ring insignificant. He just wanted her to be his wife. 
 
    “For real this time,” Sam said. “Except, I think we should just go do it at the courthouse and not tell anyone …” 
 
    Colt fell onto his back and looked up at the ceiling. 
 
    “Not that shit again.” 
 
    “No, hear me out.” 
 
    “Okay, keep talkin’. Maybe you’ll stumble across a good idea eventually.” 
 
    “We get married for us. Just us.” Sam smoothed her hand over his chest, making circles on his skin. “And then when the baby is here, we do it up. The big event for friends and family. Hopefully, I’ll no longer look like a whale and we’ll have a reception and there’ll be cake, and all our friends from high school, and …” 
 
    “Bet. When?” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Don’t act like I haven’t been wanting to get married since last year.” 
 
    “So … we’re doing this?” 
 
    “We’re doing it,” Colt said. “Courthouse. Just for us. Big party later for everyone else.” 
 
    Sam grinned at him. “You sure? You’re into it?” 
 
    “I’m sure. I’m into it.” He nodded. “When?” 
 
    “Next week?” 
 
    “Sooner.” 
 
    “Sooner?” Sam smiled.  
 
    She was luminescent. Her hair was back in its natural state and looked wild as hell. He loved it. Grabbing it while he was behind her, yanking her head back … that was the real good-good. 
 
    “Yeah,” Colt said. “As soon as we can. Maybe even tomorrow. If that’s possible.” 
 
    “You love me, don’t you?” 
 
    “I love you bad,” he confirmed. “Something awful. C’mere …” 
 
    “Why?” Sam shot him a flirtatious sideways glance. 
 
    “I think I want to try again,” Colt said looking down at her body. “And this time, I’ma make sure you won’t be thinkin’ ‘bout shit.” 
 
    Laughing, Sam moved closer, pulling him toward her. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    The one thing Colt had never liked about when he was over at Sam’s house was the movies. She, and that annoying Leah, mostly had girl movies. Whenever he saw anything that looked even halfway interesting, Uncle Tony would smoothly slide the DVD out of Colt’s hand and laugh. 
 
    ‘Whoa there, little man,’ he’d say. ‘That there’s a little too … advanced for you.’ 
 
    “Advanced” meant there was cussing and maybe some kissing and stuff. Sometimes even people naked in the bed, rolling around all over and on top of each other. Once in a while, in “advanced” movies, you’d even see a butt. Colt was turning ten soon, so he knew they were having sex.  
 
    He knew because he’d found some magazines inside a box his father had from when he was away in the service. In the magazines, there were naked women, like, all the way naked. It made Colt feel weird inside when he looked at those pictures, but he couldn’t help going back every once in a while to look some more. 
 
    At Sam’s house, Colt had to rifle through the stacks of Strawberry Shortcake and ballet dancer movies and other boring stuff like that, hoping to find something fun. The most fun DVDs of theirs he’d ever found was Rug Rats. They were kind of funny. But he was older, so he wanted live action movies, and not just something like the Power Rangers, either. 
 
    But now Sam didn’t even watch Power Rangers DVDs. She was into princesses. All kinds. She watched ‘Beauty & the Beast’, ‘Aladdin and the King of Thieves’ and ‘The Return of Jafar’ the most, her eyes glued to the screen like she hadn’t seen them all a hundred billion times each. It was like she was deaf and blind to the rest of the world when she was watching those stupid movies. 
 
    Ma Maxine had to come in and turn the television off a few times and tell them to go play outside instead. Colt was always happy when she did that. Even though he sometimes did the same thing to her when she was at his house, Colt didn’t like it when Sam wasn’t playing with him. If they were together, it meant they were supposed to be playing together. That was the rule. He hadn’t told her it was the rule, but it just was.  
 
    One Sunday, when Ma Maxine sent them outside to play, all Sam could talk about was Belle from ‘Beauty & the Beast’ and how she looked a little like her because Belle’s hair was brown with reddish colors in it, and Sam had reddish parts in her hair too. 
 
    ‘Could you just shut up about that movie!’ Colt erupted at her. ‘It’s so stupid!’ 
 
    Sometimes he was mean to Sam, though he didn’t even know why. He didn’t want to be mean to her, he wanted to just have her with him, and playing all the time. Like, it would be cool if she could even live in the house next to his, so they could wave at each other in the morning, and before bed. Maybe, if they lived next-door to each other he would even throw some of the treats he kept in his room across the way into her room, so they could share. 
 
    ‘‘Beauty & the Beast’ isn’t dumb,’ Sam said. And her lips were all wobbly like she wanted to cry. 
 
    ‘It is. The love story part is so dumb. No one would fall in love with an ugly beast.’ 
 
    ‘She loves what’s inside him,’ Sam said. ‘She doesn’t care if he’s ugly on the outside.’ 
 
    ‘And it’s old-fashioned, anyway,’ Colt persisted. ‘People don’t fall in love like that anymore. With all that dancing and stuff.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, they do,’ Sam said, her voice gaining strength. ‘My mom and dad still dance.’ 
 
    Colt didn’t have an answer to that, because his mom and dad sometimes danced as well. When he was supposed to be sleeping, and they didn’t know he was watching, they danced to old-fashioned songs, swaying with their eyes closed, and barely moving.  
 
    Watching them made Colt embarrassed, but he still watched whenever they did it. He was never going to do anything embarrassing like that. And if he ever had a love story, it wouldn’t be old-fashioned. Anyway, he wouldn’t have a love story. But if he did, it wouldn’t be like that. It would probably be a modern one. And the only girl he could maybe dance with was Sam.  
 
    Yeah. 
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