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CHAPTER 1

 LEILA Siena Wright settled down on the chair and released a
deep sigh of relief as six months of exhaustion swept through her
whole body. She was still stunned that it was over. The torturous
months of going to and from the court had finally come to an
end.

She was free!!

Free from the shackles of her horrible husband
and his overbearing mother. Free from the expectation of what
society deemed as a good wife. This was her day of celebration, yet
she found herself missing the so-called horrible
husband.

Leila you are such a confused woman, she
thought to herself. After the hell and torture she had been
through, she was even an enigma to herself for missing
Jake.

She ran her eyes over her surroundings, taking
in everything including the customers in the busy restaurant.
Letting her mind drift, she imagined the possible facts about their
lives.

On the table to the far left, an elderly woman
sat with a boy of about three to four years of age, whom Leila
guessed to be the woman’s grandson. The boy was having a chocolate
coated cone- ice cream, his eyes awash with joy and happiness that
could only be produced by a child having his favorite treat. The
ice cream managed to smudge his tiny cheeks and a white mustache
graced his tiny mouth.

Leila grimaced then watched as some of the
dark chocolate dribbled onto his white t-shirt. The boy merely
wiped the chocolate with his pinky finger before putting it in his
mouth and grinned, revealing a toothless front when his granny
wagged a finger chidingly at him.

Seeing no story there to mull over, Leila
turned to the table on her right. It was occupied by a father and
mother with their teen girls. She could as well guess the advice
the girls were receiving from the wry expressions on their faces.
Their father had pointed out to a young man with layers of pants
pulled down who was passing their way.

Thinking of teenage boys, Michael was still at
school hence Leila dreaded being alone in the huge house and having
to prepare a meal for one. She hadn’t noticed the silence before
since she was usually preoccupied with the chaos happening in her
life.

She contemplated traveling out of the country
for a while, to purchase clothes and other accessories for her
boutique. In no way was she about to take a trip to her uncle’s
farm while her dear mother was in residence. They would just argue
like they usually did whenever they met and her uncle would be the
one caught in the middle, trying to reconcile them.

Visiting her siblings wasn't an option either.
They would be those awkward moments, making it more evident that
they have always looked to her as the mother and not the sister
they could actually interact and joke with.

Her life was pathetic, she thought as the
feeling of being alone assailed her once more. It was never far,
just close enough to reach out and hug her with its cold unfeeling
embrace, when she would have a pity party.

She has always been the odd one out, from
being the girl who never knew her father, being discarded by the
woman who was meant to love her, to the color of her
skin.

“Good day ma’am, what would you like to
order?” The waiter approached her table and asked her with a smile
on his face before he poured a glass of wine for her.

“Leave it,” she motioned to the
bottle of wine after and took a glance at the menu that was on the
table. She looked up and said instead, “I hadn't yet decided on
what to order, what do you recommend?”

Warmly smiling at her, the waiter replied by
making a few suggestions she might enjoy.

“Ok, I’ll try out the special then and bring
another bottle of red wine,” she advised and watched him walk
away.

Her attention was suddenly caught by an
elegant couple that walked into the restaurant at that same moment
and sat at the empty table in the middle of the restaurant, in
front of her.

The restaurant had been recommended by her
friend, Bridget and she had dramatically whispered to Leila that
famous people frequented there too. So far, Leila hadn’t laid her
eyes on any of them. She watched in fascination at the elegant
couple but couldn’t recall if they were famous for anything at all.
Maybe they were one of those wealthy but not famous people who were
just having an ordinary time out.

The lady was slightly facing her and Leila
caught herself admiring the beautiful smooth face made up to
perfection. She had noticed the purple and black short dress with a
slit on the side, revealing the silky thighs, while the black peep
toe high heeled shoes complemented the outfit.

The young woman seemed to be in her early
twenties and as she grinned at the man, revealed white well shaped
teeth, a contrast to the red lipstick she was putting
on.

Her hair was slickly pulled up in a ponytail,
showing her beautiful long neck while she listened attentively to
what the man was saying.

Leila could no longer see the man’s face
because his back was to her, but the black slim suit he was
wearing, snuggly clung to him like a second skin. The first glimpse
she had caught was of a handsome man with a grin that said it all;
he absolutely knew that he was a catch.

Jake had been like that too. Confident in his
own skin and on how he could make women’s heads roll.

Lucky girl, Leila thought nearly drooling at
the beautiful picture they made. Now I can make up a pretty good
story from these two. It wouldn't hurt and this might be the
diversion I need so my thoughts don’t go back to Jake. Leila shut
her eyes briefly. God, she had done it again, thought about him.
She should have taken up Bridget on her dinner offer, except Leila
hadn't wanted to intrude on her family time.

She must have been really lonely to the point
her mind kept on wandering back to her ex, Jake, Jake, Jake. She
shrugged off the thought. This was her Independence Day and she
refused to let the thoughts of Jake ruin her mood.

Resigning herself to think about the couple
instead, she stared intently at them and let her mind do the rest.
The man must be one of those successful, wealthy people who feel
like everything can be bought by money, including buying the
affections of young women half his age. He loves splurging money
and having fun.

Leila ran her eyes over his back, taking note
of the expensive looking suit and slightly nodded her head; she
could bet her mother's pearls that she was right in her
assumption.

The waiter arrived with her order,
interrupting her from her thoughts. After he was gone, she took a
bite of the lamb chop and nearly groaned at the scrumptious taste,
before she resumed with her daydream.

The girl must be one of those with daddy
issues who enjoy being pampered by older men. A sudden thought hit
her that had her choking on her food and reaching for her wine
glass. Maybe she had got the story all wrong and it could have been
a father and daughter bonding.

Not likely, she thought when the young lady
giggled and stroked the man’s arm with her well-manicured long red
painted nails.

Men, Leila bristled. They were never satisfied
with what they had and she had learnt that the hard way. Soft music
drifted from the background in the elegant restaurant including the
hushed voices as Leila topped her glass with more wine and watched
in fascination at the girl’s expression.

You know those scenes in which drama is
happening next door and the neighbor can’t help but gloat and watch
through the window, that’s how Leila felt. Like she was literally
perched on the empty chair at their table, watching in rapt silence
as an explosion built up.

From gaily smiling to incredulity, then anger,
the girl’s emotions could be clearly seen as she scowled and spoke
loud enough for Leila and other patrons to hear.

“Hey oldie, why don’t you date women of your
own age if you want tha.?..” she seemed to catch her breath,
abruptly stood up from the chair then grabbed her purse on the
table before she sauntered away with a slight sway to her
hips.

The man remained rooted to his seat and Leila
burst out laughing.

There, she had been feeling sorry for herself
at how rotten her life had turned out. Kudos to the young lady who
had escaped from the clutches of death and down with the oldie.
Well, that was uncalled for on the oldies part but still it seemed
she wasn’t the only one with a pathetic love life after
all.

Leila realized that she had laughed out loud
and grabbed her glass of wine to smother the laughter, so she
wouldn’t make a spectacle of herself seeing that the people’s
attention turned to her and not the oldie.

Her wretched shoulders were still shaking and
to her horror, she got the attention of the oldie because he turned
from his seat to face her. She prayed that he would not rebuke her
for laughing at his expense.

Like a person resigned to his fate, the man
shifted from his chair to the one at her table and said, “Feel
free, you can laugh all you want.”

Leila gulped down her wine, before she looked
at him and laughed.

Drunk woman on the loose was her thought when
she freely laughed at the recollection of what had taken place. She
hadn’t laughed in such a long time and it felt good. The tension
she had been feeling before was gone and in its place languidness
was there instead.

The man waited for her until she was done
making a spectacle of herself.

“I am so sorry for laughing at you... Not that
I’m laughing at you but the whole scene is hilarious.” She snapped
her mouth shut, knowing she was making herself an even bigger joke.
“Just so you know, I didn’t mean to eavesdrop on your
conversation.”

“It’s ok, it’s not like she was quiet about
it.”

Leila looked at the man in surprise and
noticed his mouth twitching on the side like he was about to break
into spurts of laughter too.

“I am Gerard by the way.”

He grinned at her, revealing a crescent shaped
dimple on his left side that had Leila thinking twice.

“Leila.”

Gerard placed his order to the waiter and
turned his full focus on the woman who still had glee in her
eyes.

Beautiful, he thought to himself when he took
note of her slender body, her glossy long brown hair with bangs and
the beautiful green eyes.

His attention was stuck on the eyes, soulful
green with a depth he couldn't fathom; he could certainly drown in
them if he continued staring. Right at the moment, they had that
flickering sad undertone at the edges that could not be easily
seen. What Gerard perceived he was looking at, was a woman who had
gone through much but managed to hide it all from the world, with
her positive and lighthearted outlook at life?

Sometimes such people when they fell into a
slump, they never managed to crawl back up. Blame it on my
profession, he thought as he looked to the finished bottle and
watched Leila reach for another one.

He smiled at her again then Leila thought
about how she had had enough of the feigned charmed expressions to
last her a lifetime and she wasn’t buying it.

“Blame all this on social media,” Gerard
finally said after he cleared his throat. Leila did not reply
seeing that the waiter brought the order for Gerard and retrieved
her dirty dishes and empty bottle of wine.

After he left, she asked. “Why should we blame
it on social media? I thought it made life easier because people
are now able to keep in touch with family and friends no matter
what corner of the world they are in. You could call it the new
norm of doing things. It’s cheaper and much more convenient than
making a normal call.”

Gerard scoffed, “Well it also happens to be a
place where one can meet new people. I joined a dating site because
I thought it would serve my needs perfectly well.”

“How so?” Leila folded her arms, ready to hear
him out. She knew she was being nosey at the same time, stalling so
she wouldn’t go home early to an empty house and cold bed which
didn’t appeal to her in the least.

Her uninvited table mate appeared to not be
offended with her nosey nature but was willing to give out his
piece of mind.

“I was married for ten years to the love of my
life and we were very happy. We had a comfortable life….” he
paused, forked out a morsel of the succulent meat and popped it
into his mouth.

Leila nearly laughed at the enraptured
expression of a man deriving pleasure from his meal. Bridge had
been right about one thing, the food at the restaurant was
mouthwatering and melted on the tongue.

“Let me get this straight ….you left her and
you're looking for someone younger. That is rather typical of
men.”

Gerard swallowed the food before he answered,
“Not at all, she is the one who left me.”

“It’s rare for women to just leave, and you
must have done something to drive her away. Did you abuse or cheat
on her?” Leila blurted out.

“No on both accounts.” A pained expression
passed through his face which made Leila regret having uttered the
words. Just because her marriage hadn’t been perfect didn’t mean
that it was the same for everyone.

“My wife went to be with the Lord in
September, it has been a year now and I never abused or cheated on
her while she was alive.”


CHAPTER 2

 LEILA stared at Gerard in mortification while her heart
dropped to her toes. She was beyond embarrassed and felt guilty for
having thought the worst.

“I am so sorry again... I appear to be making
a lot of blunders today.” To her relief, Gerard smiled warmly at
her.

“Tough day I gather.”

Leila scrunched up her face before she
replied, “Tough day is an understatement, tough year to be
precise.”

“Why may I ask?”

She was about to shake her head in denial
because she didn’t want to talk about it, but surprised herself
when she answered, “Messy divorce.”

“Hmmm, I wouldn’t have guessed.” A slight
pause followed while Gerard took a sip of water before he continued
to say, “Your ex is either crazy or blind to let go of such a
beautiful woman like you….. Tell you what, why don’t we celebrate,
toast to the foolish ex-husband who has given some of us the chance
to get to know you better,” he pulled his seat closer to hers then
conspiratorially whispered to her like they were in cahoots with
each other and at the same time winked at her.

“No don’t say that”, Leila cut in and waved
him off with a giggle while another wave of heat washed over her,
this time not in embarrassment.

Geez was she beginning to act like his date
too, seeing that the young lady for a while had appeared to be
enjoying his company.

Leila cleared her throat. “I am sorry about
your wife. Please continue with your story on the downside of
online dating and social media.”

“As you can see, I am not growing any younger.
I joined this platform that would help me search for a woman who
would like to benefit financially and give me something in
return.”

“Mmm, what was that something she had to give
you in return?”

Leila slightly inclined her head for him to
continue while her mind whooped in glee. As it turned out her
assumption had been right. He thought money could buy anything and
hence loved to splurge it on women.

“I asked her to bear a child for
me.”

“You what!”

Gerard raised a brow at her sudden outburst
which had Leila running her eyes around the restaurant with a glare
that said mind your business.

“Now before you say anything, a child isn’t a
big deal,” Gerard defended.

“A child is a pretty big deal to her and to
you”, Leila hissed back in a lower tone while her crazy mind
whispered, slow down, he can’t figure out how crazy you are
yet.

“How old is that girl by the
way?”

“She is old enough to be independent and
definitely old enough to bear a child.”

“Gerard.”

Gerard nearly laughed at what was happening.
Leila had that warning look in her eyes that told him clearly that
whatever he would say next would have to be damn good or she would
walk away, just like his young date.

“Twenty two,” he reluctantly ground out and
looked around the restaurant in case he and Leila were making a
spectacle of themselves by acting like an old couple.

As far as he could tell, she might have been
sauced from her steady drinking and he was about to experience
another scene in public.

Wait a minute, he crossed his arms over his
chest and glared at her. “Did my sister put you up to
this?”

For a second Leila seemed to be taken aback by
his question as confusion clouded those expressive eyes of
hers.

“I'm sorry, which sister are you talking
about... I don't know your sister.” Leila took a last swig of her
wine and waved to the waiter. “I think that's my cue to leave, I
might be out of it, so to save us both the embarrassment, I should
go,” she whispered and stood up from her chair.

Leila wasn’t a scene causer but with the rate
she was moving and her pent up emotions, screaming and trying to
cloy out of the confined space she had always pushed them to; she
wasn’t willing to take the chance.

Bridge was right; she totally and hopelessly
needed therapy.

“No, please stay. At least hear me out before
you judge me. Maybe we might meet in the future over a school
function of some sort and I don’t want there to be any awkwardness
between us and the
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