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I stared unbelievingly at my boyfriend who
was sitting in front of the television set. “Nothing but net!” he
bellowed at the Lakers after Kobe Bryant hit a three-pointer.
Tonight I wasn’t concerned with the game. Our two-year relationship
was in trouble. We needed to call a timeout so we could discuss our
next play.

A second later, Jonathan screamed, “Defense!”
and jumped off the sofa after Lamar Odom blocked a shot. “Yeah!
That’s what I’m talking about.”

I crossed my leg over the other, swinging it
back and forth. Once I tell him how it is, I thought to myself,
I’ll feel a whole lot better. Jonathan didn’t bother looking my way
as he leaned back on the sofa, tilted his head back, and gulped
beer. I rolled my eyes upward. On top of everything else, it was my
birthday.

“Come on!” he threw both hands up in disgust
when the Milwaukee Bucks scored another basket. “Rebound!”

Six months ago, Jonathan asked me to become
his wife. I needed time to think about the proposal. The way I feel
toward him at the moment, I’m sure more than ever what my answer
will be.

I want to be with a man whom I feel passion
and love for. The passion has died out of our relationship. I will
always love Jonathan, but I was no longer in love with him. The
ringing of the telephone snapped me out of my thoughts. Another
interruption. The way the day was going, it seemed I would never
get around to discussing our relationship.

I rambled around in my purse, retrieved a
pink cellular phone, and flipped it open.

“Happy birthday, girl!” a female voice said
over the line.

It was Shauna Summer, my best friend and
coworker. We both were accountants at Roger& Meeks, a
successful firm in downtown Washington, DC.

“It’s my birthday, but it’s not a happy one,”
I vented. “What’s wrong?” “I didn’t even get a card.” “Maybe
Jonathan has something planned later.” Shauna was aware of the
strained relationship between Jonathan and me. I knew she was only
trying to make me feel better.

“Well, it looks like to me the only thing he
plans to do is sit, drink beer, and watch the playoffs.”

Shauna sighed. “I tell you what. This is your
day. How about I take you out?”

“Shauna, I know what you’re trying to do, but
it’s not necessary.”

“Nonsense. Get dressed. We’re going to
Cadence.” I had to admit the idea of going to an upscale and classy
supper club on my birthday was just what I needed. I’d never been
there, but Shauna boasted that the clientele was impressive among
the African-American community.

“What do you say?” she prompted.

Instead of answering Shauna’s question, I
asked, “Don’t you need a reservation to get in?”

“Don’t worry about that. I will handle
everything. Just meet me at the club at eight o’clock.”

The dial tone sounded in my ear.

I closed the phone and met Jonathan’s
inquiring eyes.“Who was that?” he asked.

“Shauna.”

He looked irritated. “What was she talking
about?”

“She wants to take me out for my birthday.”
Despite what was going on between us, I was hoping Jonathan would
say he didn’t want me to go, that he has plans. He didn’t. Without
another word, he refocused on the game.

At exactly eight o’clock, I pulled the Volvo
in front of the club. I looked out the window and saw a
well-dressed couple emerge from a Lexus and head for the
entrance.

I self-consciously ran my hand over my tan,
two-piece expensive pants suit, with matching pumps, that I had
purchased for my birthday. “ This is my day”, I said to myself.
Even though Jonathan’s actions had hurt me, I was determined to
have a good time.

A valet stood waiting. I tipped the young man
and he sped away.

I stepped inside a set of massive mahogany
doors affixed with brass hardware and found myself immersed in
grandeur of beauty. The golden recessed lights glistened against
gold-toned fixtures, floor-to-floor ceiling stained-glass windows,
and green leafy plants near a man-made waterfall.

I thought about sitting in the breathtaking
foyer to wait for Shauna and watch the customers come and go, but
curiosity got the best of me when the band ended a number, followed
by applause, and whistles of appreciation.

I peeped in the posh interior of the
restaurant, which was dressed in shades of gold and cream. There
were large pillars, erect like military soldiers, standing at
attention. Customers seemed to be enjoying themselves, laughing,
talking, and sitting at tables with small intimate lamps.

I decided to wait a little longer in the
foyer. As I backed out of the doorway, along, hard body behind me
halted me in my tracks. When I turned to apologize, the words fell
dead on my lips. I groaned. The handsome man was all that and then
some. Handsome? No, that was an understatement. The word didn’t
even begin to describe the man looking back at me with my mouth
gaped open. He reminded me of Chris Webber, from the Detroit
Pistons, a brother who was domineering on the courts and had a body
that could give a sistah a real workout.

Not tall like Chris, this man was only around
six-feet tall. He had on a white open-neck shirt, with a black
jacket and matching slacks. He was black, a beautiful smooth tone,
with a face you would never get tired of looking at or touching. I
licked my lips.

“I’m sorry. Did I hurt you?” he said.

It took a moment to find my voice. I felt
like Diana Ross in “Lady Sings The Blues,” the scene where she
first laid eyes on Billie Dee Williams. Like her, I was a
goner.

“Uh, no,” I finally stammered out, wondering
if he knew the effect his presence was having on me.

Three months. It had been that long since I’d
shared my body with Jonathan. Was that the reason I was so
attractive to this stranger.

His face parted in a dazzling display of
straight, white teeth. “You’re sure you’re all right?”

I nodded. “Yes, I’m fine.” Without another
word, he sidestepped me and went inside the restaurant, leaving his
presence forever embedded in my mind.

“I’m sorry I’m late,” Shauna said, rushing up
to meet me. “I got held up,” she explained. “My man was worried
about me coming out tonight.”

Blinking to clear my head, I stared at
Shauna, not sure what she’d said. I knew Shauna had met a new man
about a month ago. Whoever he was, she was being secretive about
him.

“I told him it was your birthday, and nothing
he could do or say would stop me from taking you out tonight,”
Shauna said as she led me inside the club, excited as ever.

“My cousin, Malik sings here,” she
boasted.

“Good evening and welcome to Cadence’s. My
name is Kim.”

“Good evening, Kim,” Shauna spoke. “I believe
you have a reservation for me. It should be under Layla Mills, the
birthday girl I phoned about.”

Kim threw us a fantastic smile. “Happy
birthday, Layla. We have your table ready for you. I hope you enjoy
yourself tonight.”

Feeling both embarrassed and pleased, I
returned her smile. “Thank you. I’m sure I will.”

“I’m here to make sure that she does,” Shauna
chimed in. Kim beckoned for a waitress who escorted us to a table
where we had an obstructed view of the stage.

“I’m Mya and I’ll be your waitress for the
evening. I understand it’s your birthday. We like to offer you a
drink and appetizer on the house.” I arched a perfect eyebrow and
looked at Shauna.

“Thank you. That’s very kind of you.” The
evening was getting off to a great start.

Mya handed each of us a menu, then proceeded
to take our drink order. I ordered a margarita. Shauna ordered a
pina colada. For the appetizer, I decided on Buffalo wings.

“I’ll be back with your drinks and
appetizer.”

It was the band’s intermission, and the soft
sound of jazz music filled Cadence’s with warmth and
relaxation.

“I got to admit, so far I’m impressed,” I
said while looking around. “I honestly thought I was going to spend
my birthday, watching Jonathan watch the playoffs.”

“Come on, you’re my girl. I wasn’t about to
let that happen.”

“He didn’t even wish me a happy birthday. I
don’t understand what’s going on with him. The past two weeks he’s
watched the Lakers chase the championship ring with more passion
than is in our relationship.”

Shauna opened her menu and looked at me.
“Things really that bad between you two?”

“Worse. I tried talking to him. With the
playoffs going on, I don’t have a chance.”

“Maybe he knows that’s what you want to talk
to him about.”

“I’m sure he does. He has to know that things
are not the same between us, since I didn’t accept his marriage
proposal.”

Mya appeared with the drinks and Buffalo
wings, then took our dinner order.

“We haven’t made love in months,” I admitted,
picking up the conversation when it was safe to speak.

Shauna frowned. “I don’t see how you do it,”
She purred her lips and shook her head in disbelief. “No sex in
months. No way.”

I laughed at her reaction. “I stopped wanting
to. I’m tired of pretending when the passion just isn’t there.”

Shauna’s face softened. “I’m sorry. I’m sure
that must be difficult for the both of you.”

I took a sip. “If it is, he has not mentioned
it. He acts as if it doesn’t matter to him.” I looked in my drink
glass, as if expecting to find the answer to the situation between
Jonathan and me. “The relationship is over.”

Shauna raised an eyebrow. “You sure it’s
over?”

“I’m sure.”

A sheepish grin spread across her face. From
the expression on her face, I could tell Shauna was up to
something. “What are you up to?”

Shauna placed her hand to her chest and
laughed. “What makes you think I’m up to something?”

I joined in her laughter. “I know that look
when you’re up to no good.” “I don’t know what you mean.”

After a delicious dinner, we talked, laughed,
and danced with other men in the club. I was having the time of my
life.

An hour later, the festivities were
interrupted when a spotlight shone on the stage. A tall, male
figure came into view, accompanied by a sextet. After my eyes
adjusted, I leaned back in the chair. It was the handsome man I had
run into at the door.

As he sung, I sat spellbound. His stage
presence absolutely blew me away. Thirty minutes later, he ended
his last number amid a thunderous round of applause. I looked over
and found Shauna watching me closely.

“Isn’t he awesome?”

“Yes, he is,” I admitted.

Shauna looked back at the singer who was
taking his final bow.

“Do you know him?” I asked, feeling jealous
that she could know him on an intimate level when I definitely
wouldn’t mind getting to know him myself. Maybe he was the man she
has been seeing for the past month.

“Is he the man you’ve been seeing? He’s
fine.”

Shauna giggled, bending her head forward.
“You can find out yourself. He’s coming this way.”

“Good evening, ladies,” the familiar voice
came from behind my left shoulder.

I took a light breath, turned, and looked
into that handsome face again. “Hello, again,” I managed to
say.

Shauna curiously looked from me to him. “You
know each other?”

I watched him smile and my heart rate sped
up. “Let’s just say we ran into each other. May I join you?”
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