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      There may be worse things than sleeping on a mattress on the floor, but he didn’t want to think of any. The padding was so thin, he could detect a dip in the floorboards.

      He stared at the stained ceiling with his hands behind his head. The smell from the last tenant still lingered in the studio apartment. No amount of bleach would get the stench out.

      If someone asked how he got into this mess, he’d scratch his head, hunch his shoulders, and look stupid. He wondered the same thing. Another case of wrong place, wrong time. It seemed to be the pattern of his life.

      Some people were destined to stumble over every rock in the road. He was one of those people. A valuable lesson he learned at seven-years-old.

      The knock on the door didn’t startle him. In this run-down tenement, someone was always stumbling in off the street, onto the wrong floor, and waking him from a restless sleep.

      He crawled off the mattress and stepped over the clutter on the floor. He yanked the door open to vent his frustration on whoever was on the other side.

      The fist that connected to his jaw was so solid it knocked him backward. Two men, the size of an entire offensive line, were on him before he could get his balance. Punches landed around his head and chest like cinder blocks. If they wanted to rob him, wouldn’t they be surprised to find out there was nothing of value in this dump?

      He connected with chin and a lip, but with two against one, he was no match. This wasn’t an action film, and he wasn’t a superhero. He had no special moves or secret weapons to help him out. They weren’t here to rob him. They wanted more.

      Their blows landed with the efficiency of heavy-weight boxers. He slumped against the wall, spitting out blood and unable to fight back. He raised his hands, but his arms were heavy too hold up. No matter what, this wasn’t going to end well.
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      Driss Brahim stood in front of Maxi McKinney's Washington, D.C. apartment door, wrapped in expectation and determination. If ever Driss was going to push aside the fear of abandonment that had dogged him his whole life and start being truthful with himself, today was the beginning. Growing up in foster care had stripped his identity and replaced it with a mask. To protect his feelings, he pretended he had none. But the last three years had been a truth serum for him. He’d faced being alone in the world, and there was nothing more depressing. Protecting his heart was no way to live.

      To rewrite the story of his life, he had to knock on Maxi’s door and tell her something he'd denied for as long as he could remember. She needed to know he wanted her, needed her and loved her.

      Happiness would elude him until he was honest with Maxi and find out if she still had feelings for him. Maxi had been in his life for as long as he could remember, and he took it for granted she always would be. Like a toy, he could put on the shelf and come back to claim later.

      But, standing outside her door, the certainty he felt before leaving London wasn’t as strong. His orderly mind had mapped out all the details, examined all the pros and cons, and had even taken into consideration the things that could go wrong. The most significant being, Maxi no longer had feelings for him. Three years ago, when she left London to live in the States, she'd been quite clear about what she wanted in a relationship. She wanted more from him. A commitment, a promise for the future, and permanence in her life. But he couldn’t commit to someone back then when he had no idea who he was. Sure, he had a name. Sure, he knew his mother had given him and his brother up because caring for two small, rambunctious boys was more than her crippled body could handle. There had to be more. Because he didn’t know the person he saw in the mirror. Who was his father and where was he? Why hadn't his mother ever come back for him and his brother? Weren't there aunts and uncles and cousins and grandparents that he could call family?

      He still didn't have those answers. But living life in a straight-jacket wasn't good enough anymore. He needed to design his future, which meant the answers lay somewhere in the United States and he had to uncover them. He just hoped Maxi would receive him with an open heart like she always did.

      With a deep breath, he lifted his chin and knocked on Maxi’s door. She was expecting him. She'd even agreed to let him bunk on her sofa for what she thought was only a visit. The company was willing to pay the cost of a classy hotel in the heart of town but staying with Maxi had perks no five-star property could offer.

      “Coming,” Maxi called from behind the closed door. Her voice sounded like music and happiness at the same time and reminded him how much he'd missed her. The need to throw his arms around her and pull her into his chest was almost too much to bear.

      Maxi jerked open the door and rushed into his arms. “I've been watching the clock all day. I can't believe you're here.” Her enthusiasm was a melody to his heart.

      He squeezed her tight and lifted her off the floor. “It's so good to see you. It’s been so long since I last saw you. And even then, we didn’t get to talk much.” His nose nuzzled her neck, taking in the lavender scent he remembered.

      She kissed him on the cheek before pulling back and evaluating him from head to toe. “You look different. More grown up.” She nodded approval. “Ah.” She squealed. “You've got a diamond stud in your ear. I don't believe it. You were Mr. Conservative. Do you have tattoos too?”

      “Yes, I got an ear pierced, and I have two tattoos on my forearms. I can cover them up when I'm at work.”

      “Well, I'm digging that earring. Is it a real diamond? I thought you were against piercing. When I got my ears done, you flipped out. I remember an hour-long lecture.” She leaned in closer to get a good look.

      “A man can change. And yes, the diamond is real.”

      She stared and nodded her head slowly. “A man certainly can.”

      Maxi was just as gorgeous as ever. Her thick black curls were parted down the middle and hung just below her shoulders. The light from her apartment accentuated her high cheekbones and her smooth brown skin. She could have been a runway model, but she didn't see herself the way he did. She always found something wrong with her perfect nose and pouty lips. Looking at her filled him with emotion. He was ready to commit to anything she wanted—marriage, babies, picket-fences and a dog. He scratched his head, expecting it to be soft for not jumping at the chance years ago.

      She pulled him forward and kissed his cheek again. “Come on in. I'll take your coat.”

      A kiss on the mouth would have been better, but maybe his arrival required some explanation before she would open up. After all, wasn’t it his idea that they needed to be friends and nothing more? He picked up his two bags and followed her inside.

      Maxi hung his coat in a closet near the entrance before leading him into what must have been the living room. The apartment wasn't the grand, place he'd been expecting. The McKinney were wealthy, but Maxi always had to independent. Relying on their money was her way.

      He’d lost count of the total number of brothers and sisters, Maxi had, but they had adopted her and claimed her as their own. The family was large and loving. They were also wealthy by anyone’s standards, but it was just like Maxi to do things her way.

      Maxi’s place was one big space that was the living room, and dining room. The living room area and kitchen were separated by a mere strip of wood between the stone floor and the hardwoods. The modern stainless appliances and the marble counter added to the apartment’s sophistication. From where he stood, he saw the bedroom, and the door next to it had to be the bathroom. The furniture was tasteful and stylish, which helped make up for what she lacked in space.

      She swung her hand around the apartment. “I know my place isn't huge, but we're in the heart of town, within walking distance of great restaurants, a theater, and shopping. The sofa pulls out, and the few guests I’ve had, say it's more than comfortable. I have a bathroom off of my bedroom so we won’t have to share.”

      “I'm sure it will be fine.” He plopped on the sofa and patted the seat next to him. “Come, sit with me. I want to know everything you've been up to.”

      She hadn't changed. When he looked at her, he still saw the skinny seven-year-old girl, who stayed in the bedroom down the hall of the foster care house. The two of them became almost instant friends. Back then, it was her hair that drew his attention, the way she wore it natural and untamed. Her soft curls had defied the wind and their foster mother's comb.

      She sat at the opposite end of the sofa. “So much has been going on. I'm not sure where to begin.” Unlike most people, Maxi talked in paragraphs instead of sentences when she got excited. She could hold up one end of a conversation for five minutes with no interruptions, and he was always willing to listen. Her smile was the brightest thing he’d seen in weeks. He couldn't look away. Being with her was like finding the home he’d always wanted.

      “First, let me tell you I've stocked the refrigerator for your visit.” She pointed to the shiny appliance. Her nails were polished the brightest shade of orange, and there was glitter on each of her ring fingers. “I just signed up with a dating coach. It's something I've been thinking about for quite some time. I decided a few weeks ago to stop putting it off. She started with a bunch of personality tests. According to her, I'm an optimist. She says I see love and happiness in every situation—I guess that's what happened to you and me. I saw our relationship very differently than you.” She paused, then used her hand to swat away her statement. “Anyway, my coach promised to match me with men that she is vetting and only those where there is a high probability of a good match. She's going to hold my hand through the whole process, just in case I think I'm falling in love. She'll help me evaluate if what I'm feeling is infatuation, lust, or something more tangible.”

      “Wow, a dating service.”

      “She came highly recommended. Her record is stellar. Anyway, she's booked me on several dates. My second one is tonight. I would have canceled it when I got your text about your flight, but she insisted that I shouldn't. According to her, I don't want to be considered the flighty chick. So, I hope you don't mind. She's given me some good advice, and I think if I follow it I will find that special person.”

      Keeping his face from falling while she stabbed him in the chest was the hardest thing he had to do in a long time. The effervescent way she spoke sounded like a once in a lifetime journey. She looked like that rabbit on the television marching around, banging his drum. He'd slapped down her dreams years ago when she thought the two of them were perfect for each other—back then he hadn't been perfect for anyone, but the hurt that had blazed in her eyes was unforgettable. There was no way he could tell her he'd come to his senses and now he was ready to be the man she needed. That after three years and several women, he realized she had been the one all along. She gave him the time and space to pursue his journey, and now he needed to allow her that same opportunity. He couldn't be selfish with her. He loved her too much.

      “You were always one to try something new.” He pushed the words out even though his throat constricted around them.

      Her eyes darkened for just a moment. “I'm glad you said that. Doing this is important to me. My life has been stagnant for a long time. I've watched my brothers and sisters and cousins get married and move on, and I’m on the sidelines like the ball girl.” She threw her hands in the air. “I hope you don't mind that I’m going out tonight. I'll only be out for a few hours. According to my coach, I'm supposed to have the date, set an end time, and when it comes, leave. No matter what, I shouldn’t linger around.”

      “I'll be fine. I'm a little jet-lagged, so I probably wouldn't be good company anyway.”

      “So, tell me what brings you here? What are you up to?”

      The hunk of regret still clogged his throat, but as a  child of foster care, he knew how to put on a suitable face. After years of hoping someone would rescue him from the system like the McKinney's had done for Maxi, and the Andersons had done for his brother, he was well practiced. “I've located my brother.”

      She squealed before he could continue.

      “He lives not too far away, in Southeast, D.C. in Anacostia. I'm going to meet up with him,” he said. Pretending his brother was the sole reason for the visit was misleading, but the story would hold up under scrutiny from anyone.

      “Driss, that's wonderful. How? When did this happen?” She bounced on the cushion.

      He took a breath. “It took quite a bit of research. Ms. Cleland was able to provide me with the name of the family that adopted him here in the states and the rest was just pure research.”

      “Our Ms. Cleland?”

      “The same,” he said.

      “How is she? Does she still take in orphans like us?”

      “We didn't talk too long. She's sick, and I don't think the state allows her to take care of children now. She must be pretty old.”

      “So, tell me about your brother.” She tucked her feet under her, something she'd done for years when she was ready to delve into a situation. Just seeing the familiar gesture tugged on his heart.
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      Maxi stared at her childhood friend, careful to keep the disappointment from their breakup from showing on her face. She made sure there was a respectable distance between them. No way was she going to dwell on what had happened and how he’d hurt her. That was history, she’d moved on—well almost.

      Anything that could have happened between them was in her past, and the pain from that long-ago time was now on the mend. There was no way she intended to pick at that wound.

      Driss looked the same but in a different way. His bronzed skin had lightened a shade, but that always happened to him in the winter when the weather forced him to stay inside. His dark, straight hair was shorter, but its signature thickness and waves were evident. Driss used to be her superhero. No matter when she’d called Driss or needed to talk to him, he always stopped long enough to help her through an issue. In the foster home, he'd been her protector. She had thought the two of them would always be together. He was the first boy she kissed, the first boy to touch her then-budding breasts and the man who took her virginity.

      Then one day, when she thought they were ready to commit to each other, he'd set her straight about their future. They had none. His words had cut her in two. Maybe, he'd done her a favor. They both wore the scars of orphans, but his ran deeper. At least a loving and caring family had adopted her. Driss never got lucky. But she knew what she wanted, and if Driss didn’t want a family, then he’d been right to let her go. She wanted another piece of herself in the world. Someone she could look at and see her image reflected back. And the combination of herself and Driss would have been perfect. Part of him and part of her combined into one perfect human being.

      She had to chuck the idea along with the longing that mellowed over time but never faded away.

      “Are you listening to me?” He nudged her knee.

      She shook away her thoughts and focused her attention on him. “Yes, you said your brother lives in Southeast D.C., and you've come here to meet up with him.

      “I haven't seen him in twenty years. Not since he was adopted and brought to the States. I had almost given up on looking for him and then one day, I finally found the right number, and he picked up. I’ve also been looking for other relatives in Morocco. That’s where my mother was born. I haven’t been able to find any. I’ve tried to call every Brahim I could find a phone number for, but I didn't have any luck. None of them knew my mother. I've got a grand idea that maybe Aryn and I can go there one day and search together.”

      “That's great. What does your brother do? Work-wise.”

      “He’s a server in a restaurant. We are supposed to meet the day after tomorrow, and we have at least two whole weeks to catch up. You can't imagine how wonderful it feels to have found my blood brother.” The excitement in his voice reminded her of how wonderful the McKinneys had been to her. And she loved them all. But she needed more.

      She dropped her head.

      “I'm sorry, Maxi. I shouldn't have said that. I wasn't thinking.” He scooted closer and placed his arm around her shoulder. Just like he used to do when the kids at the foster home teased her about her dark complexion or her unruly hair. Talk about family always made her wince. He held her long enough for his familiar scent to warm her senses.

      “No, don't be sorry.” She patted his arm. “You'd think by now I could accept the fact that I have no blood relatives. The McKinney family is wonderful. Mom and Dad love me, and I don't doubt it. I have brothers and sisters that treat me like blood. But I think a small part of me will always long for the one thing I can't have.”

      “Others may not understand what you're feeling, but I do.”

      “I know. You always have, Driss.”

      “You are probably the main reason I went on this quest to find Aryn. The family that adopted him didn't change his first name, but his last name is now Anderson, which made it more difficult to find him. I wonder if he's still Muslim. With a name like Anderson, I guess I wouldn't be surprised if he was forced to study Catholicism.”

      “It won't matter. Aryn is your full brother, and I'm sure the two of you will become buddies again in no time.” She squeezed Driss' hand before jumping off the sofa. “I've got some time before I need to get dressed. How about we celebrate finding your brother?” In the kitchen, she opened the cabinet and removed her martini shaker. “I have all the ingredients to make a killer martini.”

      “Maxi, you know I don't drink.” There was no judgment in his voice.

      She stopped. “Yeah. I forgot. Maybe I shouldn't drink before my date either.” She opened the refrigerator. “I have soda.”

      “You haven’t changed much, have you, Maxi?” He followed her.

      Oh yes, she had. She was a whole lot different from the young girl who used to love him. Standing in place and waiting for the world to give her what she deserved no longer suited her. Every day checked off on the calendar seemed like another wasted opportunity. Which wasn’t acceptable anymore. She wanted a normal, happy life, like the rest of the McKinney's. Her cousin, Richard, even found someone to love him, and he had a drinking problem. Or at least he used to before he met Renee.

      Maxi couldn't answer his question. She placed two colas on the table. Driss sat at the small kitchen table. Without turning around, she could feel him watching her movements. “You’re here for two weeks. What do you guys have planned?” She pulled glasses from the cabinet.

      He lifted the tab on the can and took a swallow, ignoring the glass she'd placed in front of him. “We haven't decided yet. There is a chance I could get transferred to the States. I'm waiting to see if all the paperwork gets approved.”

      “Would you be here in the District?”

      “Here or Northern Virginia.”

      She stared across the table at him. Driss living in the States was very different from him living in London. Would he expect them to have dinner once a month to catch up with each other or take in a concert, like old times? Could she? Did she want to be his buddy? She’d leaned on Driss when they were together. Maybe that’s what pushed him away. For the first time in forever, she was independent, and she liked the way it felt.

      She took the chair across the table from him. “You never mentioned that when you told me you were coming.” She spoke passed the lump in her throat.

      “I wanted to surprise you. Besides, it may be a long shot, so I'm trying to keep my emotions in check until I know everything is approved.”

      Something was different about Driss. But if someone asked her what, she would struggle with the specifics. The playful guy she knew before her permanent teeth came in, was now reserved. Now he seemed content to sit and wait, but there was an undercurrent brewing below his surface. He should have been ecstatic about seeing his brother, but his eyes didn't match his mood.

      Without opening her soda, she stood. “Look, I had better get ready. You know how long it takes me to get dressed.”

      He reached for her hand and held it tight. “Are you sure this is something you want to do? Dating strangers doesn't sound like a good idea to me. How do you know you won't meet someone who is a mass murderer or a stalker?”

      She rubbed his shoulder. “It's not like I'm meeting someone from some cheap online dating site. I've paid the coach good money. She's checked out these guys. She even does background and credit checks. There is nothing to worry about.” She freed her hand.

      “That doesn't mean anything. People lie all the time. They make up false aliases. If they have something to hide, believe me, they do it well, and you can't find out by searching on a computer.”

      “I'm doing this, Driss. We're meeting in a public place. My coach has all the details. Stop worrying.”

      “I don’t believe you think you need to stoop to this level.”

      Her back warmed. “It’s what I want. I’m not asking for your permission.”

      “Have I ever given you bad advice? I’ve always looked out for you. It’s what I do.”

      “I don’t need you to do that anymore.” She took a breath, trying to swallow the anger building in her belly. Driss wanted to judge her. He'd turned her down, and now he wanted to sit in her kitchen and tell her what she shouldn't do. “I'm a big girl. You asked me earlier if I’ve changed. I have changed. I'm not a naïve, little girl anymore. Nor am I waiting around for someone to notice me and decide I’m good enough. I'm finding my way. These dates may not work out, but I’ll be able to say, I gave it a shot.” Her words were clipped by the emotions she tried to suppress. Without waiting for him to reply, she marched to her bedroom and closed the door.
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      Maxi stood behind the closed bedroom door pushing down the anger percolating in her stomach. She hadn't meant to sound harsh, but he couldn't tell her what was wrong for her. He'd given up that power when he said he had a life to live and he didn't want to be responsible for anyone else. He'd cast her to the world, and even though it hurt like hell, she was doing just fine. Any opinions he had regarding her life, he needed to keep them to himself.

      She showered and dressed. Her coach, Janice, had spent time discussing the type of dress she should wear. Of course, Maxi had to buy something new because all her dating dresses were tight-fitting, low-cut, and more than halfway up her thighs. Janice insisted she didn't need to look like a nun for this date, but she also didn't want to seem desperate or send the wrong message. Her date would meet Maxi 2.0. The one who dressed just right and said the right things, not the person she was on the inside, who was slightly insecure with trust issues.

      Maxi examined the purple dress in the full-length mirror. Her knees showed, her cleavage did not. The slit was high enough to reveal a little bit of her thigh but not too much. She slipped on a simple strand of pearls—a birthday gift from her father. It had taken her years to think of her parents as Mom and Dad. Sometimes the thought still
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TERMINATION
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DISCLAIMER
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