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    For the ladies.
You are thoroughly known and genuinely loved by the God of the universe.

      

    



  	
        
            
            For You formed my inward parts; You covered me in my mother's womb.
I will praise You, for I am fearfully and wonderfully made; Marvelous are Your works, And that my soul knows very well.
My frame was not hidden from You, When I was made in secret, And skillfully wrought in the lowest parts of the earth. 
Your eyes saw my substance, being yet unformed. And in Your book they all were written, The days fashioned for me, When as yet there were none of them.
 
PSALM 139:13-16 NKJV
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Lucky Me
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I haven’t had the greatest luck with men. I used to think it was bad timing. Pursuing a doctorate while working to pay for my tuition didn’t leave much time for dating, let alone something real. And my mother raised me to be ambitious and independent above all else. When my college boyfriend, Garrett, told me he wanted to get serious, I wasn’t ready. So, I turned him down, and, well, Garrett moved on.

In a plot twist worthy of daytime drama status, Garrett drowned his relationship sorrows in my best friend’s very ample bosom. Briana and I had spent every summer together since kindergarten, so naturally I played the role of supportive bestie right up to their wedding day. Yes, it was as awful, and awkward, as it sounds. I had a front row seat to their happily ever after on a too-bright Saturday morning. A flock of cardinals chirped their agreement to the union as I wondered if maybe I’d wasted too much time, a thought that would have sent my strong black mother into apoplexy if she knew.

Degrees and careers are great. Ambition is fine. But in that moment, I wanted what Garrett and Briana had. I wanted church bells and flower girls and an *ahem* white dress. I wanted a man to look at me the way Garrett looked at Briana.

It turns out finding a man like that is hard. And keeping him? Even harder. Three years and one soul-crushing break up later, I still haven’t figured it out. But I haven’t given up, either.

That’s why I’m standing at the entrance of Red Hot BBQ in uptown Raleigh, freezing in the unseasonally cold September air in a cropped dress that inches up my thighs whenever I move.

Brunswick should have been here by now. I met him last night at a club, and after a few drinks he asked me out to dinner. I took it as a good sign. Some guys ask you out to their place, or to a motel, or some other skeevy spot. But Brunswick was a gentleman. His waist stayed a respectable six inches from mine as we danced, he kept his hands to himself, and he had an amazing smile. So, I said yes.

“Sorry I’m late.” Brunswick slips next to me and smiles. We’re close enough for me to notice his teeth are crooked, the bottom row a shade yellower than I remember, with silver crowns on the back molars. But hey, nobody’s perfect. I follow him inside, prepared to starve myself because I always order salads on first dates.

“Just two tonight?” the hostess asks.

Brunswick looks at me, licks his lips slowly, then nods. “Yeah. Can we get a corner booth, please?”

I start talking to myself, as is my habit whenever a flag pops up. His lips are probably just dry. And it’s loud in here. Corner booths are quiet, cozy, intimate. He wants to get to know me better.

By the time we reach our seats, I’ve talked myself out of running away. Brunswick slides in first, and I intend to slide in right beside him, but this dress, coupled with the friction of my thighs against the vinyl seat, forces me to abandon that quest. I sit, awkwardly, at the edge of the rounded booth. Brunswick notices and grins with all his teeth showing.

“Don’t worry, I don’t bite.” He chuckles and licks his lips again.

I clear my throat and lift my rear just enough to get over another inch. “Oh, it’s not you. These booths aren’t the best with this material.” I gesture to my dress, and he nods absently. We order appetizers and drinks. Brunswick starts picking at his fingernails, and I try my best to ignore it. “So, I had a really great time last night.”

“Me too.” He looks at me. “You’re very pretty, Cherise.”

I dip my head and smile, pretending to be flattered. I know I’m pretty. Petite and chunky with an even, brown skin tone thanks to my mother’s constant nagging about self-care. It’s not that I mind being told that I look good. It’s just that it’s an easy thing to say, and I want a guy to put in some effort, you know?

There you go again, Cherise. Being too much.

“Thank you, Brunswick. You’re very...” For a moment, my mind blanks. Handsome? Not exactly. And while his smile looked amazing in the tipsy haze of a dark club, tonight it’s just average. “I like your smile.” Close enough?

He offers me another. “Yeah. People say it’s my best feature.” He leans into the table. “What do you do for work?”

Oh. That’s different. Points for Brunswick. “I’m a physical therapist.”

“Oh yeah?”

“I work with athletes, mostly, and help them rehabilitate.”

“That’s very cool. Professional, or?”

“Some professional. Mostly college athletes, though.”

“Ah. Was that your dream? To become a physical therapist?”

A loaded question. With an answer too complicated for a first date. I settle for simple. “I’ve always liked helping people. And I’ve always loved sports. This path gives me the best of both worlds.”

He looks me up and down. “You love sports, huh?”

He doesn’t mean anything by it, I’m sure. Lots of people take in my oversized hips and tummy and make assumptions. It’s a common misconception. “I played volleyball in high school and college.” To his air of disbelief I add, “You’re looking at a state champion.”

“Oh yeah?” He laughs and leans back, rubbing his hands together. “You’ll have to show me your moves one day.” He winks, and I’m beyond grateful when the waitress brings our appetizers.

I throw my initial plan out the window, stuffing my face with fried pickles and onion rings while I overshare with Brunswick. I’ve abandoned any lofty ideas of a future together, so I may as well eat and get a free therapy session while I’m at it.

“My mom played volleyball in college. She got a scholarship to UNC, so of course, she says to me, ‘Cherise, the best way to pay for college is to use every resource at your disposal. Sports are a valuable resource for brown folks, have been for years.’ I didn’t love volleyball, but I was good at it, you know? So, I kept doing it. I didn’t realize I’d be stuck playing volleyball the rest of my high school life, you know? I wanted to try dance, or theater, but mom was like, ‘Cherise, you’d make a terrible actress, and nobody wants to see you dance.’”

“I loved watching you dance.” Brunswick cuts in, licking his lips a third time. Or is this the fourth?

I ignore him and keep going. “So, I never got to try dance, and I only got one year of chorus before it was back to volleyball. Not that I didn’t enjoy other sports. My brothers played basketball and baseball, and...” I pause. Not because I’ve run out of things to say, but because Brunswick’s right hand has slipped under the table.

He can’t be doing what I think he’s doing. I pick up where I left off and stare at the last fried pickle. “So, my brothers. I, um, I went to all of their games as a kid.”

“Mhm.”

“And I loved watching them play.”

“Uh huh.”

I ramble on as if everything’s alright, but my eyes are flying around the restaurant, searching for a distraction, or a waitress I can call over. Or the nearest exit. Somewhere in the middle of a story about my dead dog, Brunswick slips the other hand under the table.

“Cherise?”

I’ve been on bad dates before. I’ve been ditched, stood up, and even gone on dates where a guy brought his brother in case he got bored. But there’s no way I’m going to sit at this table while Brunswick–

“You stopped in the middle of your sentence, Cherise.”

I stare at his arms. They’re still squirming under the table, and I can’t take it. “Brunswick, what are you doing?”

He blinks. “Huh?”

“We’re in public, for goodness’ sake! Can’t you do that at home, or, or in the bathroom or something?”

He has enough sense to look embarrassed, at least. “I thought you wouldn’t notice.”

“How could I not? I know what playing with yourself looks like.”

His brows go up. “My therapist said so long as I only do it once a month, it’s okay.”

I’m not sure what to unpack first.

“Look, don’t take offense. You should take it as a compliment, actually. It’s a comfort thing. It means you make me feel safe.”

Gross. “Brunswick, I don’t think–”

“You wanna see them?”

Everything starts moving in slow motion. I start to push out a firm, irrefutable ‘No,’ but my brain lags. Meanwhile, Brunswick fiddles with his below-the-table space and pulls out something I was not expecting.

“This one is Loki, and this one is Jimmy.”

Two pocket-sized plastic figures lay on the table in front of him. I’m not familiar enough with that world to be able to identify the characters, but does it really matter? I’m as relieved as I am horrified when the waitress pops up again.

“Y’all ready to put in your dinner orders?”

I make eye contact with her, then her eyes follow mine to the toys on the table. “We’re gonna need another minute.” She exchanges another look with me and disappears with a nod.

Brunswick clears his throat. “Cherise.”

“You brought toys to our date?”

“Jimmy and Loki are limited edition collectors’ items. And, as I stated before, they are prescribed by my doctor.”

I clear my throat and shake my head, because dizziness helps me hear better, I guess? “Okay, so your doctor, or therapist, or whatever told you to bring toys to our date?”

“Limited edition collectors’ items. Not toys.”

I offer a placating smile. “I’m gonna need you to walk me through this, Brunswick. Surely you can understand why I would be alarmed that a grown man would bring his,” I pause, “limited edition collectors’ items to our date.”

“If I were taking medication on our date, would you be this bothered by it?”

“Depends on the type of medication.” I mutter this under my breath with my head turned away. But loud enough for him, I say, “No, of course not.”

Brunswick clears his throat. “Well, just think of this as my anxiety medication. It’s not an addiction or anything. Every month I take them out one time.”

“And you chose our date as that one time?”

“You’re a beautiful woman, Cherise. I knew I’d be nervous.”

I can give him that. “I guess I can understand. Sometimes when I’m nervous, I–”

“It took me hours to decide who to bring. Loki has really smooth edges, which I find very soothing. And Jimmy gives me good advice.”

“Jimmy does what now?”

“He’s shy, so he won’t talk to you now.” Brunswick grins at me. “But he’ll open up after a while. You’re a good woman, Cherise. I can tell.”

I guess I should amend my initial statement. I have the worst luck with men.
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My Squad
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“He did what?” Shantell, my favorite cousin, stops sipping her boba tea. I’m recounting my latest dating debacle in a café with her and Adrian, my bestie-by-default. As my closest and most trusted friends, the two make up my official squad.

“Tell me you walked out?” Shantell’s look says she knows I didn’t.

“Oh, Cherise.” Adrian gives me a pitying look.

“Well, we’d already gotten our appetizers. I couldn’t just leave.” It’s a lame excuse, I know.

“Did you think the night was going to get better?” Shantell asks.

It didn’t get better. It got worse. Much worse.

Shantell glares at me, waiting for a response. “Cherise, you didn’t?” She lets out a sigh that kind of hurts my feelings. I know what she’s asking, and though I’m not above making poor decisions, I’m not that desperate. Not yet.

“I didn’t!”

Adrian looks from Shantell to me. “Didn’t what?” Adrian has trouble keeping up sometimes, but it’s not her fault. Shantell has known me my entire life. Adrian’s only known me for a year. My best friend position has been vacant ever since Briana left me for wedded bliss. Adrian happened to sit with me and Shantell at breakfast one day and has been filling the role ever since.

“So, what happened next?” Shantell picks up her tea again and takes a very judgmental sip.

“He misplaced his wallet.”

Adrian scoffs. “Oh, for the love. Cherise, you paid for dinner, too?”

Shantell’s glare is hotter than my coffee, but I trudge ahead, because there’s more to tell. “And his car broke down, so we had to call a tow truck. Which I also paid for.” 

“Of course you got in a car with him,” Shantell mutters. “Let me guess, he offered you a ride home, and you couldn’t say no?”

I make a face, and Adrian rubs her temples. “Cherise, you are a cautionary tale wrapped in adorable brown skin.”

“Apparently Brunswick thinks so too. He asked me for a second date.”

Adrian laughs out loud. Shantell goes quiet, and the top of my lowered forehead burns hotter than our summer in Cancun.

“Cherise Michele Williams, you told that broke behind Brunswick that you’d go out with him again, didn’t you?”

“Come on, Shantell.” Adrian chuckles. “Even Cherise wouldn’t...” She looks at me and the rest dies on her lips. “Cherise? Noo! Why?”

“I won’t!” I defend myself with fire in my cheeks. “I just told him I would so he’d leave me alone.”

“Right, because a grown man obsessed with his toys totally won’t become obsessed with you.”

“Don’t need your sarcasm, Shantell. I already feel bad.”

“There’s nothing to feel bad about.” Adrian pats my shoulder. “And who knows? Maybe he will lose interest.”

Shantell sets down her tea. “Adrian, that’s real cute, but Cherise wouldn’t have called a squad meeting if Stew Boy lost interest.” Her eyes travel back to me. “How many times has he called you since your date?”

I rub my forehead with my palms. “Sixty-two times.” Weakly, I add, “And 42 texts, not counting emojis.”

Adrian’s mouth drops open. “Should we call the police?”

“Give me your phone, Cherise.” Shantell holds out her hand, and I deposit my phone into it. I wait, fingers drumming on the table while the two of them peruse through the messages. After a few minutes of whispered discussion, Shantell hands me back my phone. She and Adrian place their hands in front of them, fingertips together. The universal symbol of agreement.

“So, what says the squad?” I ask.

“We have decided,” Adrian pauses and looks at Shantell, who nods in agreement, “that you should take a break from dating for a while.”

I open my mouth to protest, but Shantell holds up a finger. “We’re not done, Cherise. Adrian, please continue.”

“Thank you, Shantell. Cherise, you know we love you, right?”

“Right.”

“And we’re only here to help you, right?”

Uh oh. “Where is this going?”

“Cherise, you are hands-down my favorite cousin.” Shantell’s voice is soft, and I cringe. She’s using her daycare voice on me. “Sweetheart. Lately, your life choices have been, um, Adrian help me out here?”

“Questionable.”

Shantell snaps her fingers. “Yass.”

Well, they’ve got me there.

Adrian gives me the gentlest, most patronizing of hand squeezes. “Thing is, Cherise, we, as people who love you very much and know you very well, have come to the conclusion that you’re a little burnt out from dating.”

“And you know me.” Shantell chuckles. “I’m the first to say ‘do you, boo’ but um, you’ve been dating some real duds, lately.” She starts counting them off on her fingers. “Shawn, Trevor, Bailey, all one G, two tops.”

Adrian nods. “There was Kyle and Chadwick and Jeffrey, too. And let’s not forget that disaster with–”

“Don’t say his name!” Shantell cuts her off. “Not unless you want a bucket of Cherise to carry home with you.” Shantell sighs and pats my hand. “Our point, Cherise, is that Brunswick ain’t for you. Not by a long shot.”

“But I already told you I’m not gonna go out with him again.”

Shantell taps her lips with her finger. “Then why haven’t you blocked him yet?”

I open my mouth, but no words come out. Oh.

“I’ll tell you why.” Shantell folds her fingers again. “Because you don’t know how to set boundaries.”

“That is completely untrue.” It’s a lie, but I stick my chin out in defiance, anyway.

“Oh yeah?” Shantell raises an eyebrow. “All Brunswick Stew’s gotta do is wear you down and wait you out. Sooner or later, you’re gonna talk yourself out of all the reasons you should say no and tell that fool yes.”

“No, I won’t.” Even as I protest, I know she’s got me. It wouldn’t be the first time.

“What happened to the determined, confident Cherise from three years ago?” Shantell asks. “The one who said she’d find a guy like Garrett with all five G’s, no compromises? Face it, Cherise. You’re slumming it.”

“How many G’s would you give Brunswick?” Adrian asks.

I can’t help but feel betrayed. My squad is using my own standards against me. The Five G’s, inspired by Garrett himself, are my must haves for my future husband. Great Looks, Great Personality, Great Credit, Great Manners, and Great Stamina. But finishing my doctorate wasn’t half as hard as finding another guy like Garrett.

“You said he’s got a nice smile, so that’s great looks, I guess,” Adrian continues. “Judging by the way the night went, he probably doesn’t have great credit.”

“And we know he’s got no manners,” Shantell cuts in. “So that leaves, what? Great stamina?” Shantell wiggles her eyebrows. “Did you take a peek under the table, Cherise?”

Adrian gives her a look. “Not helping.”

Shantell giggles an apology, then mouths, “Tell me later.”

I bite my lip and consider their advice. Maybe I am a little burnt out. A break might help me refocus and get my head in the game. I want my happily ever after, and I shouldn’t settle for anything less than Garrett-level greatness.

But in three years’ time, only one guy has even come close. And he broke my heart into a million pieces. Maybe Garrett was my one chance, and I missed it.
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The Story of My Life
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I hate the warbling sound of a call not answered. Every long, stretched-out tone is an obnoxious reminder that I’m the needy one, and not the other way around. Then there’s that stretch of silence in between that leaves me hanging in suspense, wondering if the person on the other end sees my call and is ignoring it. It’s my third dial before nine, and still nothing.

“Cherise, your 9:00 a.m. is here.”

“Thanks Tammie.” I slip my phone into my scrub pocket and head to the work room. The familiar scents of metal, sweat, and antiseptic hit me with a triple dose of adrenaline, and my earlier agitation floats away. I spot my first appointment of the day and smile.

“Good morning, Natalie! How are you feeling today?”

The five-year-old shrugs, but offers me access to her right foot.

“Has it been giving you trouble?”

She nods her head, and I press two fingers gently along her ankle. “No swelling. Has she complained of any pain, Mom?”

“Now and again, she complains that it’s tender.” Natalie’s mother gives me an exasperated look. “The real struggle is getting her to rest it. She’s definitely her father’s child.”

“Wanna see me tumble?” Natalie finally speaks.

“In a minute, but let me massage your ankle and foot first, okay?”

Natalie lets out a sigh and leans back on the bed. I pester her with questions I hope are relevant to a girl of five, then release her to her exercises. Natalie’s mom looks on as we practice tumbles and do trampoline jumps. Thirty minutes passes quickly, and I end her session with another massage.

“Remember to rest this leg and keep it elevated at night to improve blood flow and circulation.”

“Huh?” Natalie reminds me that she’s five, and I reword my instructions. “Put your leg on a pillow before you go to bed. Put it on the couch when you’re not at school. If it gets puffy and hot, put a bag of ice or peas on it for as long as one Blippy episode. Make sure you do the stretches I showed you today before you do any tumbles. Your bones are still growing, and we want to make sure they stay super strong.” Natalie gives me a thumbs up and a fist bump.

“Thanks for doing this, Cherise.” Natalie’s mom gives me an appreciative pat. “Her dad trusts you, and after she got the cast off, he refused to take her anywhere else.”

“It’s my pleasure. How is he, anyway?”

“Busy.” She shrugs. “His club has meets all month, and the girls are training extra hard, which means Natalie and I don’t see much of him. He couldn’t make it today, but he should be at Natalie’s next appointment.”

“Oh, it’s no problem. Tell him hi for me, and to mind that rotator cuff.”

“I will, though I don’t need to. The girls at the club fuss over him worse than I do after his surgery. Won’t even let him carry a gym mat.”

I see them out, then check in with Tammie. “When’s my next appointment?”

“Not until ten.” We both jump as a loud sound shakes the walls. “Oh, for Pete’s sake!” Tammie shakes her head.

“What was that?”

“Remember I told you we were going to have new neighbors? They’re remodeling the space. You were off the last two days, so thankfully you’re coming in on the back end of it.” The whirring of a drill sends her lashes into her brows, and she blows out a breath. “I’ll be glad when they’re done. It was so disruptive yesterday. Monica had to shout over all the noise for her patients to hear her.”

“The woes of sharing a wall for the sake of cheap rent. Who’s moving in, anyway?”

“I can’t remember the name, but it’s a fitness center. Though, last time I took a peek, it looked more like a garage. So many tires and chains.”

I make a face. “Ugh. Not a bunch of meatheads?”

Tammie laughs. “I know. But it’ll probably be good for business. Lots of people injure themselves after taking things too far in these extreme workout places.”

“Tammie, we shouldn’t wish misfortune on others for our own gain. But, if a bunch of jugheads with no real training are leading the simple-minded astray, I suppose it’s inevitable.” I wiggle my eyebrows, and Tammie takes a sip of her coffee.

My phone rings, and I snatch it out of my pocket. Tammie must notice the look of disappointment on my face, because she puts her coffee down. “Your mom hasn’t called you back yet?”

I scoff. “What? Of course she did. We arranged lunch months ago. I was just hoping to get a call back from someone, but it’s a spam call.” I yell at the still buzzing phone. “I already have enough insurance! Give it a rest, guys!” My awkward laugh gains me a raised eyebrow from Tammie as she takes another sip of her coffee. I extract myself from the lobby and head to my office.

I dial Mom again, but it still goes to voicemail. It finally dawns on me that my mother has two phones, and I dial her work number. She picks up on the first ring.

“Linda Realty, this is Linda. How may I help you?”

“Mom, it’s Cherise.”

“Why are you calling me at work? I need to keep this line clear for important calls.”

That stings. “Sorry, yeah, I know. I just wanted to make sure we were still on for lunch today.” Silence on the other end. “You still there?”

“Yeah, hang on a sec, Cherise.” I wait for several seconds, resisting the urge to chew my fingernails. “Cherise, I don’t have anything on the calendar for you today.”

“No, Mom, we arranged this months ago. You, me, and the Cheesecake Factory at one o’clock. You said you’d block out your schedule.”

She sighs into the phone. “Well, I’ve got a showing at one, and I don’t think I can make it today, Sweetheart. Why don’t we reschedule? I’m booked up most of the week, but I’m sure I can find something.”

“No, Mom. You said you would have lunch with me today. It has to be today.”

“Cherise, must you be so dramatic whenever you don’t get your way? Honestly, I don’t see what difference it makes if it’s today or another day.”

“You know what? Forget it.” I wait three seconds. I don’t know why, but in that three seconds I’m hoping for a protest, or a concession. Dare I say an apology? But the silence in that three seconds is more uncomfortable than I can bear, so I end the call.

At least I didn’t make a reservation. I made that mistake a few times before, once at an expensive restaurant that charged a fee for cancellations. Mom offered to reimburse me, but I learned my lesson.

I take a few minutes to reset, then get ready for my next appointment. When lunchtime rolls around, Tammie finds me in my office.

“Hey, you.”

I wave from my desk, my head slumped in my arms.

“Guess you’re not going to lunch with your mom this year?”

I shake my head. “Nope.”

Tammie places a small, white box in front of me. From the clear plastic on top, I spy lemon frosting. I open the box and swipe my finger across the top of a giant cupcake.

“Happy birthday, Cherise.”

I stick my finger in my mouth, and my lips pucker. “You remembered.”

“Of course I did! Double dark chocolate chip cupcake with lemon frosting. Strange combination, which is what the girl at the shop said when I ordered it.”

“It is a complex flavor pairing that represents the bittersweet nature of my life.” Tammie raises an eyebrow. “Don’t judge me, okay?”

She raises both hands. “No judgment here. Enjoy!”

Tammie leaves me to inhale the cupcake in private. I abandon all decorum as I wolf it down, then scrape the last bits of crumb and icing from the box. My stomach rumbles in dissatisfaction, and the irony isn’t lost on me. As delicious and thoughtful as the cupcake was, it still leaves me hungry. Because what I really want is to have lunch with my mom, on my birthday, for once. Having Linda Williams give me the time of day would mean the world to me.

But to her, I’m just an unwanted call.
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I’m Fine, Everything’s Fine
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Two weeks later, I’m still fuming over my missed lunch with Mom. She forgot my birthday, but didn’t realize it until days later. Which somehow became my fault? We argued about it for about three minutes on the phone, which was three too many for her, I guess. After declaring me too emotional and high strung, she retracted her offer to reschedule lunch and ended the call.

“How was your weekend?” I ask Jacob, my afternoon patient. I gesture for him to keep walking, my mind still distracted by my latest phone call with Mom. She said she’d call another time, once I’d gotten myself under control. I won’t hold my breath.

“Oh, you know, this and that. Nothing out of the ordinary.” Jacob’s response snaps me out of my brooding. I scrutinize his walk as he follows the red-taped line on the floor. Something’s off with his left leg. He’s listing, but trying to hide it.

“Take that line one more time for me, Jacob.” He walks back, and I gesture to a chair for him to sit. “Talk to me about this left leg?”

He winces. “You noticed that, huh?”

“Don’t underestimate these brown eyes, Jacob. They don’t miss much. What’s going on?”

He fidgets in the chair and I wait. “Well, I’m not getting the speed I used to.”

“Perfectly natural after a stress fracture. I told you to be patient.”

“Yeah, well, Coach sent me to a personal trainer for some extra conditioning.”

My hackles rise, but I shove them down. “Okay. Can you tell me what this extra conditioning entails?”

“Sprints, intervals, some weights. I’m still having trouble with the starting block, so we’ve been practicing techniques.”

“Well, you’re experiencing muscle weakness in this left leg, so I need you to ease up on the extra conditioning.”

“Kendi says that studies show athletes recover faster with muscle break down.”

“Kendi?”

“He’s my new trainer. He suggested I up my weights to build back stronger muscles.”

“Did he?” I measure my next words, reminding myself that it’s not Jacob, but his meathead trainer that’s to blame. “Well, Jacob, I need to remind you that you’ve already fractured this leg twice. An additional stress fracture on top of the two you’ve suffered could yield long-term consequences.”

“Kendi seemed confident he could help me improve my speed.” Jacob’s eyes go wide at my glare. “But if you’d like to talk to him, I could have him call you?”

“Mhm.” With some effort, I dial down my irritation and smile. “That would be great.” I finish up our appointment with some additional instructions, then walk Jacob to the lobby to check out.

Shantell texts me about my lunch plans, and I send her the address for a spot I want to check out. Her daycare is just a few blocks from the clinic, so I offer to pick her up on the way. As an afterthought, I text Adrian to see if she’s free. It’s been a while since our last squad meeting.

***
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ADRIAN AND SHANTELL sit in the seats across from me as we sample the six different sauces we ordered with our chicken tenders and wings. We’re not above talking while we eat, and Shantell only has a half hour before she’s got to be back at work.

“Can you believe this guy?” I ask in between bites. “Who does he think he is? Good for Kendi, he knows how to perform a Google search. But that doesn’t replace a doctor’s professional opinion.”

“You right, girl.” Shantell nods and dunks a wing into the honey mustard sauce. “Kendi’s got a lot of nerve, and he crossed the wrong one, ain’t that right, Adrian?”

“More information is needed.” Adrian dips a fry into the barbecue sauce and shrugs. “It’s possible that your client wanted to push himself, and Kendi simply gave him information. This could all be a misunderstanding.”

Shantell and I both stare at Adrian.

“Whose side are you even on?” Shantell clucks. “Unless you want to pay for your own lunch today, I suggest you get with the program. I know not to bite the hand that feeds me.” Shantell gives me a high five, and I nod.

Adrian sighs. “I can pay for my own lunch, and besides, our job isn’t to tell Cherise what she wants to hear. Our job is to help her.” I make a face and Adrian laughs. “On that note, how’s the not-dating going?”

I let out the longest sigh and throw up my hands. “It’s going great. I am the happiest I’ve ever been, and completely fulfilled by work. I don’t need fancy dinners with hot guys, or even medium heat guys.”

Shantell whispers to Adrian in a not-so-discreet way. “I think she’s struggling.”

“No, seriously! Ladies, I’m fine.” I place my hand on my chest, close my eyes, lift my brows, and perform an award-worthy piece I like to call ‘Cherise Is Just Fine.’ “You two ladies are all I need. I don’t need a man. Someone to love me unconditionally, who holds me at night and wakes up every morning telling me that he chose me and would choose me again and again.”

“Uh oh.” Adrian frowns. “Cherise?”

“The holidays are coming up, and all I have to keep me warm is a ratty old blanket, but that’s okay. I’m a strong, independent black woman. I can just buy another blanket. And my own birthday presents. Who cares if no one remembers the day I was born, or the stupid lunch we planned months in advance? So what if no one gets excited when they see me calling?”

Shantell raises her hand. “I get excited when I see you calling.”

“You get excited because I pay for your meals,” I huff.

Shantell pouts. “That’s not the only reason.”

“I think what Cherise is trying to say is that she’s...” Adrian catches the heat from my glare and throws up her hands. “Perfectly fine.”

Shantell gives her a thumbs up. “Yup. Super fine. Like all the members of the Justice League.”

“She could be a member of the Justice League.”

“Shoot, my cousin could start her own Justice League.”

I laugh, despite the pain in my chest. They see it. And knowing I don’t want to cry in a basket of chicken fingers, they keep the jokes coming.
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5

Meatheads
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“Good morning, Dr. Williams!”

I return Tammie’s greeting with a smile and a brave face as I grab a cup of water from the lobby. “Good morning, Tammie. My ten thirty cancelled today?”

“Yep, she’s got strep.”

“Oh, poor thing!” After an evening spent crying myself to sleep, my throat doesn’t feel too great, either. My phone chirps, and I pull it from my pocket. I don’t recognize the number, though, so I ignore the call. “When’s my next appointment, Tammie?”

She taps her computer keys and shrugs. “Nothing until after lunch. Light day today.”

“Hah. I could have gotten some shopping done this morning.”

“You still can! And probably should. Tomorrow is busy. Back-to-back appointments.”

I do a mental scan of my refrigerator. If memory serves, it’s as empty as my love life right now. This stupid no dating thing is harder than I thought it would be. I’ve got way too much time on my hands. Ironic that I haven’t made time to restock the fridge.

Still, I’m not looking forward to another solo night on the couch watching reruns of Living Single and feeling sorry for myself. “I’ll just organize my office and go to the store tonight.” I need the distraction.

“Suit yourself.”

I hole away in my office, straightening files that don’t need straightening and searching for dust I know isn’t there. I keep my work spaces neat and in order. Why can’t every part of my life be like this?

I tap out a text to Shantell, hoping she can get Big Mama’s recipe for macaroni and cheese to me before I get to the store tonight. I’ll need the comfort, no doubt.

My phone rings again, and I check the number. It’s Shantell.

“You know I don’t like calling Big Mama.”

“You lived with her for half your life, Shantell.”

“Exactly. She’s got too much dirt on me, and we both know it. Every time I call, she tries to guilt me into coming over. You call.”

“Big Mama will laugh me off the phone if I ask her for a recipe. She still thinks I can’t cook after what happened at Thanksgiving that one year.”

“She’s still holding on to that? It was an honest mistake, and you were seven. See? That’s why I don’t want to call. She never lets anything go.”

“But you’re her favorite granddaughter. Even if she fusses at you, she’ll do whatever you want. Me? She’ll tell me I’m my mother’s child and should just give up.”

“Oh yeah. I forgot she doesn’t like Auntie Linda too much.”

I don’t know when the grudge between my mother and her mother-in-law (now ex mother-in-law) began, but it’s been a wedge between me and my father’s side of the family for years. Shantell’s really the only one that keeps in touch with me.

I sigh, and it’s long and sad, and Shantell takes the bait. “Okay, Cuz. I’ll call her. But if I end up spending the weekend cleaning collards or chitlins or something, I’m blaming you.”

“You’re the best!”

I hang up with Shantell and stare at my office. There’s really nothing for me to do for the next several hours, so I meander to the fitness center next door. Construction’s over, and business seems to be flowing nicely. People tend to flock to whatever’s new in town. I suppose, since I’m snooping and lurking by the door, I’m not an exception.

“Can I help you?”

I swing around in full fight mode, but relax when I see it’s just an attendant. I even manage to uncurl my fists as I offer a nonviolent greeting.

“Hey there! I’m Cherise. I work next door at the PT clinic.”

My eyes work over the sleeveless orange and grey tee and the muscles it’s doing a poor job hiding. No doubt the intended effect. I blink and force my eyes up at the brown brother in front of me.

“Do you have a membership here?” he asks.

I don’t care for his tone, or the quirk of his eyebrow. I’ve been profiled as suspicious in grocery stores and gas stations. But a fitness center?

“No,” I say. “I work next door.”

“Would you like information on a membership here?”

What is this guy’s deal? “No, I just stopped by to check the place out.”

He nods and keeps staring, as if he’s waiting for further explanation. I don’t owe him any. I’m allowed to be here. But having eyes that intense glaring a hole into me is unsettling.

“I should have brought cupcakes or something. You know, to welcome you to the plaza. Since we share a wall and all.”

The brow lifts even higher. “This is a serious gym. We train elite athletes here, some of the best in the state. They come here to work out, privately, and none of them, or the staff working here, want cupcakes sitting around.”

“Wow. Did I offend you, big guy?” This is why I can’t stand meatheads. So full of themselves.

“No, but if there’s nothing else you need?” He waits a beat, then gestures toward the door.

I throw my mouth open. “Are you serious right now?”

“Unless you’d like to ask after our membership plans?”

“Nope. I’m good.” I try to storm out with dignity, but I’m short and the universe hates me. So of course I trip over the threshold. I don’t fall, but knowing Mr. Grumpy Pants gets a full view of my stumble-walk on my way back to the clinic doesn’t make me feel any better about it.

Tammie sees the look on my face when I walk in and stands up with a worried one on hers. “You okay?”

I clear my throat, holding back the string of expletives begging to be released. “Let’s just say our new neighbors rubbed me the wrong way.”

Tammie lifts one side of her mouth. “Have you seen our new neighbors?”

Realizing my mistake, I hold up a hand. “Don’t.”

It’s too late. Tammie chuckles and sips her tea, but whispers under her breath. “I don’t think there is a wrong way.”

My phone chirps, and it’s that same unknown number. I’m too worked up to be bothered with an extended warranty call, so I send it to voicemail and head back to my office.

Not a half hour later, Tammie pings me on the intercom.

“Dr. Williams? You’ve got a visitor in the lobby.”

I’m not expecting anyone. “Who is it?”

I hear Tammie whisper to my mystery guest. “What’d you say your name was again?” Then, to me, “His name is Kendi. He says Jacob Whittler asked him to contact you.”

Perfect. “I’ll be out in a sec.”

I’m still miffed about my encounter at the gym, but I check myself before I walk out of the office. In the end, we’re all professionals, right? No need to rip his head off for giving my client bad advice. We’ll settle a few things about Jacob’s care, I’ll give my professional opinion about Jacob’s workout regimen, and that’ll be that. Kendi’s probably lovely, and this is all likely a misunderstanding between Jacob and his meathead trainer.

By the time I reach the lobby, I’ve just about convinced myself not to use the term ‘meathead’ in our conversation. But then, I come face to face with Mr. Grumpy Pants. “You?”

His eyebrows arch up, and his smile rescinds. He still offers me an extended hand. “Miss Williams? I’m Kendi Ready. Jacob Whittler told me you wanted to speak with me, and–”

“That’s Dr. Williams.” I ignore his hand and level cool eyes at him. Or maybe they’re boiling with rage. I can’t tell, since I can’t see them. I just know they’re angry eyes.

“Excuse me. Doctor Williams.” Kendi clears his throat. “I was hoping to talk over the phone, but I haven’t been able to get through.”

Huh. That explains the mystery number. “I’m a very busy woman.” I ignore the mocking tone of his glare and its underlying message.

“That makes two of us. Listen, Dr. Williams, I can assure you that the workout plans made between myself and Jacob are in full agreement with his coach and his goals. I’m happy to discuss any issues you may have with my methods, but I’d appreciate it if you didn’t interfere.”

I scoff. “You don’t want me interfering with your training methods?”

Tammie’s eyes float from Kendi to me. She shifts back to her computer and pretends to work.

Kendi sighs. “Please, don’t take offense when I say this, but Jacob is an elite athlete. That comes with a certain amount of risk that, yes, the average person shouldn’t take, but he isn’t average. He knows it, I know it, and respectfully, as his physical therapist, you should know it, too.”

Tammie chokes on her tea, then returns to her typing. I step into Kendi’s space, so close I can feel the heat emanating from the muscles at his core and chest. He’s got at least six inches on me, almost everyone does, but it doesn’t matter. I lift the name tag hanging from my lanyard and shove it in his face. “Kendi, read this.”

He exhales. “Dr. Williams–”

“Yes, that’s right. It says Cherise M. Williams, DPT on this name tag. Do you know what that means?” I don’t wait for him to answer. “It means Doctor of Physical Therapy. That means I am a medical professional, educated and certified to assist my clients with their rehabilitation. I attended a highly competitive doctorate program for six years, post grad. And yes, I do understand that Jacob is under an enormous amount of pressure. But you want to know what else is under a lot of pressure? His femur, which has been weakened from prior injuries. Tell me, Kendi? What does it take to become a meathead trainer like you? Let me guess? A six-month certificate program you found off the internet?”

“Dr. Williams, I don’t think that’s called for.”

“Personal trainers are not doctors. They are not trained in the medical profession, and they are not qualified to make medical decisions for anybody. Do you even know what a stress fracture is? More importantly, do you know what happens if Jacob trains too hard, too fast? If you want to push him over his limits, you should at least know the consequences. Reinjury, nerve damage, a permanent limp, the list goes on.

“So before you try to lecture me on what elite athletes need, you need to understand two things. First, I am Jacob’s physical therapist. I’m not the one overstepping here. You are. Second, Jacob doesn’t get back on the field without medical clearance from his PCP and from me. So, if you want to modify his workout, or increase his weights, or try anything beyond what I have currently recommended for his rehabilitation, you clear it with me.”

Kendi frowns and dips his head. “My mistake, Dr. Williams.”

“Yes. It was. Now, if there’s nothing else?” I gesture toward the door. I can’t help the smirk that follows.

Kendi looks like he wants to say something else, but he doesn’t. He turns on his heel and walks out. I’m a little disappointed that his exit is way smoother than mine was, but I guess I can’t have everything.

“Wow, Dr. W. I didn’t know you had that in you.” Tammie’s look of awe sends heat to my cheeks. “You’ve always drawn a firm line when it comes to your clients, but that was just...” Tammie does a chef’s kiss, and I chuckle.

I’ve gotta admit, it felt good.
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