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      Who is not like an ordinary world. And even that is understatement.

      

      Morely, aka Vicarious Rex
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      Zan

      Her eyes are the color of God’s sky, and there’s a kind of grace in the way she moves. Every time I look at her it feels like I’m getting drunk in church.

      Stepping up to the counter, she orders the usual. “Venti Pike Place room for cream.”

      It’s all said in one stream of consciousness. I wish she’d speak slower. Bring it down to a crawl. An outstanding ass like hers needs time to be appreciated properly. The round high hills, the projection. A mountain climber could scale that thing. Not to mention the feel of velvety skin I’m having no trouble imagining. Men could go missing in the fantasy.

      Over my knee, panties down. The sound of a sharp sting, palm against flesh. A little giggle that gets me hard. It’s a great scene. Not just any man could handle the job. This requires someone who has field experience and the ability to appreciate a woman’s body for what it is, a work of art. Hers is as beautiful as any Afrikaner’s I’ve had the pleasure to pleasure. The women of Mozia are known for their physical beauty, so that’s saying a lot. I know what the fuck I’m talking about.

      The young barista gets to the order, but not before holding eye contact a beat too long and shooting her a shy smile. She’s about thirty I’d say, and he’s a good ten years younger. Got to give it to the kid. He aims high, and the gesture is rewarded. She pulls back a long silky strand of blonde hair and places it over her shoulder. A corner of that kissable mouth lifts in acknowledgment. That’s all it takes. I can see his face flush from here.

      It’s a kindness from a beautiful woman who no doubt gets lots of attention from men every day. She knows exactly what she’s doing. I admire someone who knows their strengths.

      “Can I get you something from the case? A slice of lemon loaf?” The voice is shaky in the delivery. Poor kid.

      “Oh no, not today. Just the coffee, thank you.”

      It’s comical how he’s looking at her. Mesmerized is the word. Moving to fill her order, he misjudges the steps, trips over his own feet, then grabs the counter and rights himself. The eye contact is broken. He’s too embarrassed and pissed at himself to look again. I can feel it from across the room.

      Miss Bubble Butt walks to the end of the counter and waits for her actual name to be called. I’ve heard it four times now, and each time it sounds more beautiful. It suits her. Classic American. Belinda.

      She’s been at The Coffee House every day this week. Always at nine a.m. When I noticed the pattern I made it my own. Which is odd, given my usual aversion to stalking random women. And considering how difficult it is for me to have any control over my daily schedule, it’s rare.

      Now I’m jumping through hoops and risking the wrath of my security team and some members of my family just to get a look at her. Doesn’t make sense. There’s no need to scope pretty faces in coffee shops to make connections. Women always have come to me. All. Fucking. Ways. Sounds vain, even to me. But vanity has nothing to do with it. How can the truth be disputed?

      Where she sits never changes either. In the corner, against the window. I see her eyeing it now, making sure it’s still available. She goes through the same routine every day, opens her notepad, positions her coffee and phone, and starts working. Whatever that may be.

      The fact she gets so engrossed helps my cause. I can watch her undetected. Go through my usual checklist. Right before she starts writing, she puts an index finger on her bottom lip and taps. One, two, three. I’d be a fool not to notice.

      But normally it’s face first. Hers is really pretty. Overall toned body. Check. Clothes. I expect the same thing I bring to the table. I’m a good dresser and I like being seen with women who have the same reputation. This one’s got real style. Grey narrow skirt, a white tailored dress shirt with silver cufflinks. Simple black heels. Actually, all heels are fuck-me shoes. Good understated jewelry and the absence of a wedding ring. That’s everything I need to know.

      I wouldn’t be attracted to a woman who showcases her tits too blatantly or doesn’t know what works with her body type. I sound more like the gay best friend than a horny stranger. But it’s just that I’m particular. Or particularly picky with the details. Bad manicures, teeth, or hair need not apply. I know what works for me. Oh yeah, and they can’t be too talkative. Conversations about meaningless subjects make me go soft. My free time is limited and I can’t waste it on boredom.

      For the last few days I’ve taken my spot at the adjacent table. A Yankees baseball cap sitting low, dark glasses hiding my eyes, the fake mustache completing the disguise. My first-hand experience with American culture has come in handy more than once. Blending in with the masses is something attainable for me. I did it regularly while attending college in Massachusetts.

      So far there’s been no conversation between us. It may be because I look too much like a serial killer. Or as Kwai said, a seventies porn star. But it’s crucial I protect my identity. If she recognized me it would be a thing. The story would spread, I’d be photographed and the picture would be on the nightly news or Entertainment Tonight. I’d be busted for sneaking out and never be able to get away with it again. That’s too big a risk for a conversation with a random woman that my dick happens to be attracted to.

      But what if she thought I was a regular guy? That would work in my favor. Maybe we could hookup for a quickie sometime between now and when I return to Mozia next week. God, my pants just got tight. Maybe I could channel a stockbroker or an attorney enjoying an early morning coffee. With my international business degree and ability to get what I want, I could pull it off. No problem. Just a guy having his morning coffee. It would be the best time I’ve had in years.

      At 7:45 each day I’ve left the hotel incognito. Not sure the doorman buys it, but he’s been the only one to give me a second look. Those guys know where the bodies are buried. They see it all, but keep their mouths shut. New York doormen in particular. This morning we exchanged nods, sealing his silence.

      My goal of blending in with the people has been achieved with little effort. Jeans and hoodie. Tennis shoes. Cell in hand, and on occasion against my ear to pretend I’m deep in a conversation. The sunglasses disguise my unusual eye color which can sometimes give me away. I’m sick of hearing about them. Green like an emerald, or dark like a stormy ocean, I’ve heard it all. Green. They’re just green.

      Carrying a wallet is the oddest part of this whole thing. Have to keep my identification close. And cash. More than once I’ve had to go back and retrieve it after I’ve quietly left the building. Pisses me off when I get that careless. The problem is I haven’t ever been required to carry my own anything for years. Someone always does that for me.

      But here, for a few hours, I’m able to become an actual autonomous man. Not standing apart from a crowd is rewarding. There’s great freedom in anonymity. When I travel I get a taste of the life I only knew as a child, and I’ll never fully know again. I’ve learned to take what I can get.

      Somehow I need to get from this Point A to Point Belinda. Shouldn’t be too difficult. Even without the He’s a fucking prince! thing women love, the eyes will do the trick. Bottom line, I need her in my bed as soon as humanly possible.

      Correction. There’s no chance she’ll actually be in the royal bed. That position is reserved for my future wife. Her Royal Highness. Just the official title is enough to make me lose my boner. I’m never going to do it. Marriage is for other men. Tonight, only my fantasies will enjoy this woman’s company but there’s still some time to change that.

      Oh! Here she comes. Looking down I pretend to read the ten angry messages on my cell. All caps yelling their intent. WHERE ARE YOU?! PLEASE RESPOND! You’d think my utter lack of concern regarding my security team’s meltdowns would have sunk in by now. The required response to the first message was made. They’ll be no further replies. They know without me having to spell it out, I’m not about to give this location away. I’ll return when I’m good and ready.

      Belinda pulls out a chair, and taking a seat sets open the notebook.

      From under the cap, I catch her glancing my way. Uh oh, I recognize the look. Shit! She recognizes me! How in the hell did she figure it out? Must be a woman who follows the rags. Or maybe watches TMZ. After Kwai was arrested in Manhattan two years ago and I bailed him out, we were on the paparazzi’s radar. We ended up on Vogue’s Best Dressed List which Kwai took as reason enough to act like an out of control drunk in a bar. Attention whore. If I didn’t love the guy he’d really piss me off.

      I keep my eyes on the same news page I’ve been reading for half an hour. My fake interest in the finer points of flooding in the panhandle is interrupted by a strong male voice. Looking up, I see a slight nondescript man in his thirties. Looks like he couldn’t swat a fly with any conviction. The line he’s been waiting in just inched forward, and he’s got ahold of the hand of a child. A boy about five, whose eyes are cast down.

      “Quit laggin’ behind! Christ!”

      He emphasizes his displeasure with a strong yank of the boy’s arm. His fucking arm. The child hardly grimaces, but even from here I see his eyes well with tears. Shit. This kid’s used to keeping his pain hidden. The expression is all too familiar to me. I feel the anger rising.

      Then the man turns his attention to Belinda who sits watching. When he smiles there’s a darker tooth right in front that doesn’t match with either tooth to the side.

      “Smile, baby. Things can’t be that bad.”

      What an idiot. Her expression says it all. Eyebrows knitted, lips pressed together.

      “I’m not your baby, and whether I smile or not is none of your business. I’m pretty sure we’ve had this conversation before. Am I right?” She says it quietly but without breaking eye contact. Leaving no room for misinterpretation.

      A look of anger passes behind the man’s eyes. Instead of backing off he raises his voice when he answers. “If you’d smile you’d have a better chance of getting a man, bitch. Calm down.”

      His words reach the barista who doesn’t like what he’s heard any more than I do. I’m up before I even register rising. The asshole doesn’t sense me coming behind him. But the hands on his shoulders get quick attention.

      “Keep on moving before I have to embarrass you. And if I ever see you do that to your child’s arm again, I’ll break your fucking face.”

      A hint of a smile cracks Belinda’s serious expression. The man whips around and faces me and quickly comes to the correct decision to back down. I’m about a foot taller than him and twice as able and willing to break any body part required. It’s easy to read intention on an angry man’s face. He shakes off my grip and I let him back away.

      “A man can’t even give a girl a compliment nowadays,” he mutters. “The Me Too generation! Ha!”

      I watch as he guides the boy out the door, but I know my words will go unheeded. Worse, I believe the child is going to be a victim until he’s old enough to fight back. That’s the ugly truth.

      Belinda puts a hand out. “Thank you. I appreciate what you did. Especially for the child. It happens regularly.”

      I take her palm in mine and hold eye contact. Light runs wild in this one.

      “Some men have no idea how to treat a lady. But I do.” I say it with all the sincerity I have to offer. Never mind I know women love that kind of thing. Uh oh. What just happened? What did I say? Her expression has changed imperceptibly. But I see it.

      “You’re a smooth talker, aren’t you?” she says with confidence.

      Damn.

      “Wait. I think I know you,” she says, suddenly changing the subject.

      That’s it. My cover is blown. I was right. No changing the fact. So I remove my glasses hoping I can save my chance to convince her to bed me. I’m nothing if not adaptable.

      I slowly look up, knowing I haven’t misread the situation. I’m right. She’s staring at me with those soulful blue eyes. But now there’s a little excitement in the mix.

      “Are you Prince Zan? I recognize you from today’s front page of the Times.” She turns her screen to me.

      There for everyone to see are the smiling faces of my brothers and I. We’re surrounding my father, the king, and my mother. There’s no use denying what obviously is the truth. Suddenly my disguise seems cheap.

      I face the truth. “Hello. Yes, I’m Prince Zan.”

      But I say it in low tones hoping to convince her to keep her voice to a whisper. It works because she immediately softens her tone.

      “Nice to meet you. I’m Belinda Banks. May I join you for a few minutes?”

      It’s not actually a surprise she’s coming to me. Few people wait for an invitation. I stand and hold out a chair for her to slide into. Grabbing coffee, iPad and purse, she moves to my table.

      “Thank you.”

      “I’ve noticed you’re on your phone and notepad most mornings. Your work day starts early,” I say.

      “There’s really no set hours to my job. Fair warning, Your Highness, I’m a writer.”

      Red flag waving.

      Shit.

      I didn’t see that coming. Most writers I know don’t look like her, dress like her, or have a body like a brick shithouse. That’s what I get for concentrating on the surface things. It’s fucking disappointing to know her interest is only work related.

      “Don’t panic,” she chuckles. “I don’t have any designs on interviewing you. There’s no hidden agenda.”

      “Why not? Don’t you find me interview worthy?” I’m fucking with her, but only fifty percent worth.

      A smile lights her attractive face. “You’re definitely worthy, and the fact you give few interviews makes me interested in speaking to you on record. But I wouldn’t lead with a request for your time.”

      Hmm.

      “What do you write? For whom do you write?” I ask.

      “New World. It’s an online blog. I’ve got a political column that runs every Friday, recapping the week’s news.”

      “Impressive. I’ll look for it tonight. I know you have plenty to weigh in on in these times.”

      “Unfortunately true. My hope is I can engage the reader to take an active role in their government. It’s the only way forward, and the one hope we have for change.”

      “Said like a politician.”

      She meets my gaze with steely eyes. They’ve darkened.

      “Or a writer who believes in the premise of the statement.”

      I like her. There’s a touch of the fearless in her.

      “Easier said than done,” I say.

      “That it is. I’ve been accused of being a dreamer.”

      There’s a confidence in her tone, as if being a dreamer has only positive connotations. Pretty cool.

      “Nothing wrong with dreaming. I think that’s where everything good starts.” I wink.

      She’s looking at me intently and it throws my game. Usually when I’m with a woman we get to the sexual chemistry before too long. Not this one. There’s an intellectual heft I sense. Beauty and brains, the dynamite combination a thinking man can’t resist.

      “Your reputation proceeds you. I bet that wink has charmed many women.”

      “What?”

      I’m not sure how to take the comment, but I’m pretty sure it isn’t a compliment. She’s telling me she sees through my typical moves. Not many women have minded or protested.

      “I know you’re in New York for another week. Right?” She veers off topic.

      I take a sip of my lukewarm coffee. “Yes. My father wanted to visit a few old friends.”

      I’m not about to tell a writer, or a stranger, the real reason we’re here.

      “And you’ve discovered The Coffee House, a hidden gem. A brilliant move in my opinion.”

      “I learned to look beyond the common many years ago. I was educated in the United States.”

      “You attended Harvard if I remember correctly.”

      She’s done her homework. Is this all a set up? She knows too many details about the family, and in particular me, to back up a chance meeting in a midtown coffee shop on a side street. I must be wearing my thoughts on my face because she addresses my expression.

      “A few years back I wrote a piece on your country. I cited the success you’ve had as a sovereign state and used your father’s methods of governance as an example of a successful monarchy.”

      There’s a wide smile on my face even though my guard is up. She’s impressive. On an impulse I decide on my next move.

      “Would you like to take a walk? I have another hour of freedom and it would be wonderful to feel the sun.”

      She considers my request for a moment. “Yes. That would be lovely. But you better put your sunglasses back on. I’m not the only New Yorker who can identify you. The tabloids would pay big money for a photo of you in this getup.”
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      Belinda

      “Just one more block,” I say, navigating the streets of Manhattan with a prince. There’s an image I never considered before. Spring lingers in the city. I’m trying to appreciate the warmth on my skin, because memories of the cold weather with its snow and slush still linger. But today the scent of blossoming trees is in the air and sounds of muffled conversations as people pass by.

      A woman in a bikini top and shorts almost bumps into us. She’s texting. At the last moment she looks up, turns sideways, and squeezes between us. “Sorry!” she says before resuming her message.

      Zan has a contented look on his face.

      “I don’t care if it’s ten more blocks,” he says firmly. “I’m loving just being able to take it in. Being able to walk the streets of New York is a privilege I’m not used to enjoying.”

      I return the smile he offers but wonder if he’s ever able to feel joy. I think about the drama of his life. The horrors he’s seen. The deeply tragic story that surfaced when I was researching my article on Mozia. There was no reason to include it in my piece, and a good one not to.

      It felt like an invasion of privacy somehow, even though the story had been previously published. My focus is current political information, not history. Especially if it has nothing to do with the country I’m writing about.

      Few details of his past were available. I settled for the crumbs I found. But the images brought up were bad enough. How a child’s tragic beginning morphed into a happy ending is only heard of in fairy tales. It’s God’s grace that saved his life to begin with. That’s the only conclusion I could reach.

      I remember reading how he’s become a tireless supporter of children’s charitable organizations that benefit not only his countrymen, but Africa in general. Alongside the praise was reference after reference about the acerbic tongue he can bring out when called for. He’s even been referred to as the Royal Pain. But with a playboy bent and stunning looks. It’s a fact he lives up to the hype.

      Soraya was the one who suggested I investigate more about the prince. She thought my female readership would be interested. I pointed out my column is serious in nature, but she had a retort. Why not see a picture of a handsome sexy man while they’re getting their weekly update? That’s how she put it. Right about now my best friend is looking pretty smart.

      I can hardly wait to call her and say she underestimated his gifts. The bone structure alone would be enough to grab the attention of females fourteen to ninety-four. But the exotic combination of DNA from an Italian American mother and African father sets the stage.

      Black hair, jewel green eyes, and a rockin body sends women over the cliff. Me too. I’m free falling. The mustache is hiding his top lip. The bottom one tells enough of the story though. It’s full and pillowed. So, so soft. And never mind that Out of Africa is my favorite film.

      He’s getting random looks from some of the women as we walk, but not out of recognition. It’s because he’s hot. Thankfully no one realizes who they’re looking at. Good. If I can keep this to myself, I may have a shot at learning more about him for a slant on the article I’m going to write. This is my chance to impress the powers that be.

      Maybe I’ll submit it to Vanity Fair. Oh, just the thought of being published in that magazine raises my blood pressure. The one time a submission got more than a compulsory response was enough to keep me high for a month. Rejected, but a compliment on my writing style was its own reward.

      Wonder if Prince Zan bought my disinterested attitude? Probably not. He’s no inexperienced, sheltered man. What political writer wouldn’t want to interview him? I need to find out specifically why the Royals are here. All of them. That’s unusual business. It’s not as if it’s an official state visit from the Queen of England. These people have no official status with our government.

      Nevertheless, important contacts exist. As in everything, one hand washes the other. Zan’s country is a subject of interest to many African nations that the United States recognize. So, it’s of interest to us. As usual it’s about the money. In this case, Mozia’s mineral rights. I learned that when I wrote my article.

      That small piece of land on the west coast of Africa is sitting on a considerable fortune in gold.

      But why is the entire family here? I think I know, but confirmation is key. He tried to sell me on the idea King Mansa and Queen Ayana were here visiting old friends. But come on, even a rookie journalist would see that excuse for what it is. Bullshit.

      What is more likely is the seventy-year-old king is introducing his heir. Without actually stating it publicly, he’s grooming one of his sons to take over in the near future. Probably Prince Tarik. That would be the best call. It would be a huge mistake for him to choose his eldest, Kwai, and an impossibility to name Zan. He’s not even a blood relative.

      “The rooftop garden is up here,” I say, pointing to the entry of the Diamond Hotel. He takes in the small boutique property, and his expression shows he’s as charmed by it as I am.

      “I may need you as my New York guide. Are you available?” He says it as if he’s serious. Walking through the doors gives me a moment to gather my response.

      “I’m sure you could hire some person more suited,” I chuckle, looking over my shoulder.

      Leading the way into the one elevator, I turn to face him and press the rooftop button. A sly grin shows up on his face. Even with that mustache it’s easy to see. I notice one edge curling away from his lip.

      “Let me fix this,” I say, reaching up.

      He doesn’t flinch as I reattach the offending edge. Think the man’s pleasantly surprised I’m touching him.

      “The truth is I’d like to see you again, but I’m interested in more than your touring or mustache grooming skills,” he says, moving a few inches closer. This man looks like he’s never heard the word no.

      My brain is in overdrive. Is he a good guy or a lech? He’s obviously used to every female falling all over him. Maybe both men reside in him. I inch myself a little to the left, and he reads my body language and backs off.

      If I have any chance of getting an exclusive, or even an interview, I can’t blend the lines between personal and professional. Can’t think with my genitalia. And I’ve got to somehow let him know it without being insulting. Luckily he lets the subject drop.

      The elevator doors open, and we step into Manhattan’s Little Eden.

      “Wow. Beautiful!”

      The strong response is what I was hoping for. The rooftop restaurant looks like it belongs in an enchanted garden but was dropped in the middle of Manhattan for our pleasure. To remind jaded New Yorkers what the season is really about. Renewal. Rebirth. The décor changes with the seasons.

      “This is my secret garden. It’s about my favorite place in the city.”

      Taking in the entire space, he turns slowly. “Thank you, Belinda. It may become my favorite spot too. Spring in New York just took on new meaning. I didn’t realize you have such a variety of flowers here.”

      I choose the table against the far edge of the patio, overlooking the cityscape. He joins me, pulling my chair out. Gentleman. He takes the seat opposite me.

      “Well, to be fair, you’re not going to find most of these plants and flowers just anywhere. The Diamond is known for this and even though it’s such a short season before the heat comes, they make the most of it.”

      Zan motions for the waitress. “Let’s have breakfast. Do you have time?”

      “Definitely. I don’t have to be anywhere till two.”

      That’s a big fat lie. I don’t have to be anywhere at all. He doesn’t need to know that.

      He’s looking at me, and it’s unsettling to say the least. Those eyes. Holy bat shit.

      “What’s your pleasure?” Zan says.

      My thoughts run wild with visions of the prince giving me the royal treatment.

      “Pardon?”

      “Breakfast. What would you like?”

      Oh shit. My brain is scrambled by his fucking face. Get your shit together.

      “I’ll have Eggs Oscar. It’s my usual.”

      The waitress approaches. Well, actually the huge breasts lead the way. Eyes lock on her new favorite customer.

      “Morning. Would you like a mimosa to start with?”

      The batting of eyelashes commences accompanied by a sly smile. For real. I’m going to wretch. How does he stomach this ridiculous female behavior?

      “Would you like a mimosa, Belinda?”

      “No. It’s a little early for alcohol. I’m going to have the Eggs Oscar and coffee,” I say, shooting Cardi B a dagger.

      “I’ll have the same,” he says, looking up. “What’s your name?”

      This delights boobalicious to no end.

      “Kim.”

      “Well, thank you, Kim. We’ll start with the coffee. And could you bring us both waters?”

      “Yes, sir. Right away.”

      As she walks away I see her look back. He’s watching me watching her.

      “Is she looking back?” he asks.

      “She gave you a second look.”

      “Did she bring out her cell for a picture?”

      “No.”

      “Then we’re okay. She’s just a female who appreciates what she sees.”

      The comment throws me. This one thinks very highly of himself.

      “He says modestly.” I say it with a smirk. I get a chuckle for my observational skills.

      “It’s just fact. I’m sure you’ve noticed men reacting to you in the same way. Don’t pretend you haven’t.”

      He says it with such confidence and leaves no room for rebuttal. But I’m confident too.

      “I won’t pretend period. And yes, I’m not completely oblivious. But I wouldn’t go around announcing my good fortune.”

      “Is that what I did? I don’t think so. I was concerned my cover had been busted. I just mentioned the real reason she was looking. It doesn’t mean I’m vain. I’m well aware of my flaws, Belinda.”

      Okay. Now I feel like a dick. I may have jumped to conclusions just a bit.

      “I apologize for my quick judgment. Forgive me,” I chuckle.

      Oh, that smile. It’s breathtaking, damn him.

      “Tell me something about your life. You from New York?”

      “Born and raised in upstate New York. I came to Manhattan after college and I knew this was my spot. My place in the universe. What about you? Do you live in your spot?”

      He considers the question for a few beats.

      “Without a doubt it’s where I belong.” His eyes twinkle. “Africa is full of magic. The people, the animals, the land. It’s so different from every other place on the planet. Have you ever been?”

      “Not yet. I’d like to go someday.”

      His face gets serious and his voice softens.

      “When you do I hope you give me a chance to return your hospitality. I could be your guide.”

      “Should I come knocking on the palace door?” I chuckle.

      “It would be much better if we’ve established a relationship by then. You know, how normal people do? Then I’d know when you’re coming, and I could prepare.”

      What woman wouldn’t be charmed by the prince?

      “How do you propose we do that? Carrier pigeons?” Teasing him is my new favorite pastime.

      “There’s this thing I’ve heard of called the Internet. Also cells, texting, email, WhatsApp. You familiar?”

      “It rings a bell.” I smile.

      “Seriously. I would love to continue our conversation once I return home. It’s rare that I meet a woman I’m so drawn to. There. I said it.”

      That surprises, and I search for the right response. When it fails to appear, he picks up what I dropped.

      “What say we have dinner tomorrow? And maybe you’d like to meet the king. I’m free in the afternoon for a few hours. And I could introduce you to the subjects of your article. Of course, I’m talking about the one you’re planning on writing.”

      When I don’t contradict him, he continues.

      “My father and mother are always happy to hear a positive piece has been published. Would you be interested in meeting them?”

      Are you kidding me?

      Hell yes, I would!

      My blood pressure just spiked with the idea and my skin is burning.

      “Sounds lovely,” I say in a calm and even tone.
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      Zan

      My mother was the hardest sell. “I’m not convinced this is such a good idea, Zan. Let’s consider a journalist we already know.”

      The lioness watches over her cubs at all times. Doesn’t matter we are all in our thirties. It’s common knowledge in our country that this elegant regal woman will rip you a new asshole if your actions threaten our peace. Queen Ayana’s suspicions have protected the family more than once. And her ability to stay calm in pressure has left its impression. She’s always teased me by saying I got my cool from her.

      My father was more open to the suggestion we give Belinda a chance. “Zan boy, I trust your instinct. You have my permission.”

      “Thank you, Father.”

      “Just make it short. I don’t want to go beyond half an hour.”

      I’m not sure he even considered the question longer than the time it took for me to ask. He’s got bigger things to consider lately. We all do, really. This interview would be a momentary distraction from the cold reality we’ve had to face.

      Kwai gleefully points out my dick’s doing the thinking. “Why do I get ridiculed for the same thing Zan gets rewarded for?”

      For once he might have been right. It’s a surprise because he mostly thinks of things from his angle only. When he gets a look at Belinda his opinion will change. Everything will become crystal clear. He’ll make a play. She’ll know how to handle him though. I’ve only just met her, but I sense that. I can hardly wait to witness her take control.

      Tarik saw the advantage of the interview. “We should do it. The positive outweighs the negative.” Then he listed four reasons why. Not the least of which was she’s got the ear of the youth. He was the one who swayed the family vote. As usual, his logic and ability to look ahead won the day.

      We’ve all come to expect that from him now. That’s why he will become the next king. He read some of Belinda’s pieces last night and the pundits’ take on her abilities to interview. But it was the fact she has so many visitors to her site that made the final argument.

      How he swayed the doubters among us was with undisputed facts. She and the blog had been mentioned more than once on the MSNBC website in a positive light. Her tough questions balanced by her style. She doesn’t go for the jugular or take cheap shots. But her opinions are measured and backed up thoroughly. She always asks the questions that need asking. The ones her readers wonder about.

      Up till now, mostly the American rag magazines or celebrity television shows have requested interviews. There’s no interest in perusing that. Not by the king or queen, and not by Tarik or I. Only Kwai is of the opinion all publicity is good publicity.

      Our trip stateside wasn’t announced because of its real reason. So only a few paparazzi pics have spread the word we’re here. And that’s all because of me and my brothers. Here in New York, we’re minor constellations in a sky full of stars. Kwai is the bad boy, I’m green eyes and Tarik is the up and comer whose young family is photogenic. So far, hearing real interest in the actual monarchy or business of our country is unusual.

      We only have a few days, I pointed out to my mother, and then this opportunity will be missed. Because that’s what it is for us. Opportunity. Tarik is about to be on the world stage, albeit a very small player. But the upcoming transfer of power means a new generation will have its say in our country. I envision a golden era for Mozia. As good a king as my father has been, Tarik will raise the game. He’s that special a man.

      We all see it, save Kwai who is pissed about being passed up. Although, I think even that pushback is show. He’d much rather be holding court in a bar or club than ruling a nation. Too much work for the man. Where would he fit in his drinking and carousing? But he makes appropriate under-his-breath comments, just so everyone knows he doesn’t like the idea of being second choice.

      None of us will acknowledge to Belinda, or anyone else, the changing of the guard is about to happen. Our countrymen and women will be the first to hear the news and it will be a televised delivery from the king. But not yet. Right now as far as everyone knows my father is the healthy, vital man he’s always been. Not as we learned two months ago, a cancer victim whose time is running out. Those words are bitter to even contemplate. The tears well in my eyes and a lump rises in my throat.

      Waiting for my parents to return from the doctor is gut-wrenching. All three of us are trying to distract ourselves. We weren’t allowed to accompany him to his oncologist appointment. I get it. It would grab the paparazzi’s attention. Why is everyone there when it’s just routine tests King Mansa’s going in for? It’s feasible we would take advantage of the quality medical treatment in the United States. Not so believable that a man’s entire grown family shows up for routine bloodwork and yearly physical. That’s the lie.

      I pick at the breakfast choices laid before me. Kwai’s idea of room service is to order multiple choices and choose what you want when they arrive. Waste. Entitlement. Nothing suits me this morning. Not even the view of Central Park seen from the suite’s dining room can distract.

      “You going to eat the bacon?” Kwai asks, grabbing a piece off my plate.

      “Apparently not,” I say, not really giving a damn that he does this regularly.

      He takes the remaining two pieces and adds them to the pile of food still on his plate.

      Tarik finishes the last drops of his orange juice and wipes his mouth. “Tell us about the girl.”

      There’s no use denying the fact my motivation isn’t entirely pure. Not to my brothers. They know me too well.

      “She’s fucking hot.” My grin punctuates the statement.

      “No shit,” Kwai says. “We figured that bit out. Give us a few details.” I’m not entirely convinced there’s not drool involved. Kwai is like a lecherous character from a film. In contrast, Tarik finds the conversation funny. The contrast is sharp.

      “Blue eyed. Blonde. She’s got this strong personality, but it’s in a really feminine package. Her voice is cool. It’s soft, and…” I stop mid-sentence because my brothers are staring at me like I have two heads. “What?”

      Tarik and Kwai bust up laughing, in on a secret joke only they know.

      “Where the hell did Zan go? We aren’t interested in the woman’s tonal range, bro. Tell us about her tits and ass at least.”

      Kwai always gets to his lecherous point.

      “You’re both assholes,” I chuckle. But I know their shock is warranted. It’s rare I give two shits about a woman’s voice.

      “We’re just messing with you. Really, are you going to ask her out? There’s not much time.”

      I get up from the table and cross to the window.

      “I already did. We’re going to dinner tonight.”

      Our conversation is interrupted by the sound of my parents returning. There’s a short exchange at the door between my mother and David, my father’s personal guard. He and Asis will stay at their post outside the suite. Footsteps approach the dining room and my brothers and I exchange looks in anticipation of what we might be about to hear.

      “Morning, boys,” my father says as he enters the room. It’s his usual greeting, but somehow sounds fake, lacks authenticity. And he’s not making eye contact.

      Shit.

      “Morning, Father,” Tarik answers.

      “How’d everything go? Did you get the blood results?” Kwai asks.

      My mother gets busy doing nothing. She moves the salt and pepper shakers from one place to another and picks up a few crumbs.

      “I’m stable. No change.”

      Bullshit. The tears welling in my mother’s eyes says it all. Not one of us wants to bring attention to it though.

      “What time is Ms. Banks coming?” she says.

      “Three. You sure you still want to do an interview, Dad?”

      He looks at me with clear intention. I recognize the expression I’ve seen since that first day we met. When his mind is made up there’s no chance for change. He doesn’t have to say a word. But my mother weighs in.

      “Let her come. Your father’s mind is made. He wants Tarik to take the lead. You two make sure not to step on Tarik’s debut. Kwai, I’m talking to you,” she says without tiptoeing around her point.

      She gets a blank stare from him for her effort.
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      Belinda

      My footsteps leading down the hall to the king’s suite seem endless. Or maybe I’m moving in slow motion. One of the two. No mystery. It’s not the interview I’m anxious about. That’s going to be like mining a gold vein. It’s Zan. He hasn’t left my mind since.

      It isn’t only his good looks that have kept my attention. It’s an overall impression of the man. Sometimes you meet someone who can’t be put in a familiar category. He’s not just the most delicious eye candy, or a cerebral personality whose thoughts and opinions seem to hold a greater weight. He is both. Mix in the intangibles and you’ve got one glorious man. That’s my twenty-four hour assessment of the prince.

      As I approach the imposing man standing guard at the door, he faces me. He’s black as night with muscles that strain the seams of his suit jacket. He looks menacing.

      “I’m Belinda Banks. I have an appointment at three with King Mansa and Queen Ayana.”

      “Afternoon, miss. May I see your identification?” he says palm up.

      Pulling out my press ID and my driver’s license, I pass them over. As he reads them I’m noticing the size of the man’s hands. They’re huge.

      “Alright. Just a moment, Ms. Banks,” he says, handing my identification back.

      He raps softly on the door and waits. Within fifteen seconds the door swings open, and Zan stands waiting.

      “Hello, Belinda. Come in. Please.”

      The greeting sounds formal but his eyes are speaking a much more familiar language. I’ve never been looked at so penetratingly. He’s happy to see me. He’s happy to see me! The fact I’ve been thinking about him almost constantly did nothing to prepare me for this. And there’s not a trace of that other Zan, the winking guy. There’s a slim chance this isn’t just business as usual, and I’ve been on his mind as well.

      I almost forgot how stunning his face is. Especially without the mustache. Oh, the mouth may be the most perfect part of him. At least of the parts I’ve been privy to.

      As I enter the foyer, the door is shut behind me. And then something unexpected happens. Zan puts his arms on either side and traps me against the back of the door. He leans in close. So close I can smell the soap from his shower.

      “What are you doing!?” I whisper yell.

      He just chuckles, but stays looming over me, lips inches from mine. “Quit fucking around. Give me a kiss. I want to taste you.”

      My hands push against his chest in protest. Correction. Half protest. “No! I’m not going to kiss you here. You’re out of your mind!”

      He releases me from the sweet prison of his making. We’re both grinning like idiots.

      “Alright. But it’s because you said the word here. That means you’ll do it in the right setting.”

      I smooth my hair and regroup. “You’re a little too sure of yourself, Prince Zan.”

      “Not really, Ms. Banks. My confidence comes from experience. It has nothing to do with vanity. I told you that.”

      I huff my retort, because he’s probably telling the truth. Few women have refused his advance. I can’t see that I would be able to either. Damn. I never imagined myself to be a foregone conclusion. But there’s only so much a girl can be expected to resist.

      “Come on in. The family’s waiting to meet you.”

      Walking into the living room I’m met with an impressive sight. King Mansa and Queen Ayana. Next to where they sit, Zane’s brothers stand. Friendly faces greet me.

      “Good afternoon, Ms. Banks. I’m King Mansa, and this is Queen Ayana.”

      “Good afternoon, Your Highness. And thank you for the opportunity to interview you and your family. It’s an honor I don’t take lightly, sir.”

      “I’m Kwai,” Zan’s tall, commanding looking brother says walking toward me with an outstretched hand.

      “Nice to meet you, Prince Kwai.”

      He keeps ahold of my hand a few beats too many. I break eye contact.

      The stern look the king is sending his eldest son hits the target. It’s just a whisper of a message and one everyone including Kwai observes. Even though he turns away, I’d say he doesn’t give a damn.

      “I know you already have met Zan, but let me present our other son. This is Tarik,” Queen Ayana says.

      The king’s face lights up with the introduction. Obviously Tarik is the chosen one.

      We meet in the middle and shake hands. His face is open and friendly. I’d say kind. He takes my hand in both of his.

      “It’s a pleasure, Ms. Banks. We’re always happy to talk about our beautiful country and let people know who we are as a nation. Please, have a seat.”

      I take my place in the vacant wing chair placed across from the family, as  Zan takes a seat at the far right. Before sitting down, Kwai grabs a handful of grapes from a bowl of fruit then pauses to pop a few in his mouth.

      “Kwai. Please take your seat,” Queen Ayana orders.

      The command isn’t ignored. He takes his place between his brothers. It’s clear who will be the next king. Tarik sits at the right hand of the Monarch.

      Taking out my recorder and pad, I begin the interview.

      “I want to thank you all for allowing me this half hour’s conversation. I understand your trip is a relatively short one this time. So let’s get started. King Mansa, you’ve successfully ruled Mozia for thirty-seven years. Many other sovereign nations have fallen or become independent nations. Do you believe the rule of the Monarchy is applicable in this modern world?”

      I hold my breath for his answer, because I went in hot. After a few beats, a wide smile breaks out on the king’s face.

      “Ms. Banks, I understand the very idea of a royal family, a monarchy, is foreign to Americans. It sounds old fashioned, a little archaic. But look deeper. What is the proof of our choice of governance? It’s the state of the country. Not just it’s financial strength, although that’s important. The real test is in its people. Are they happy? That’s number one. Are they protected from forces without and within? Do they thrive under the rule of authority? The answer to all these questions is a resounding yes.”

      “There’s been talk the last few years of what the monarchy will look like going forward. What can you tell us about who will be the next king? The line of succession for Mozia isn’t conventional. The eldest son doesn’t necessarily ascend the throne.”

      I keep my eyes on the king, but I wouldn’t be surprised if my question hasn’t made its mark on everyone here.

      “It’s true, I’m coming closer to the end of my reign. I’m seventy years old. But for now no final decision has been made. All my sons are fine men and more than capable. Any one of them could handle the job. It’s just that only one of them is destined to do it. Time will reveal its choice.”
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        * * *

      

      I can’t stop going over this afternoon’s conversations. Even as I step into my little black dress, I’m reliving the interview. My skin is tingling with the realization of what I was witness to. The allotted half hour turned into an hour and a half. Now I’ve got the makings of a great piece. No. Three pieces. There’s enough there for a series. I’m so friggin excited.

      Every one of them opened up, revealing their unique personalities. I learned the strengths and roles of each member of the family. Queen Ayana was the most guarded, but even she was warm and upfront with her opinions. I was afraid she was going to just be a figure head. A mouthpiece for the king. But no. Her take on things may be the most valued. She’s very bright. They all are. Even Kwai, who doesn’t really care about the monarchy other than what it can get him. There’s a good guy buried deep inside, though. That’s the sense I got. Although I’d bet my life he uses the position to his advantage when he gets the chance.

      Zan was the quietest. There was no talk about how he came to be a member of the family. I know the basics, but the details have always been guarded. There wasn’t any difference I could see between the brothers. All were equals in their parents’ affection. They treated Zan as if he was born to the monarchy. When I brought the subject of his childhood up, the queen shut it down. I took the hint and moved to a new subject.

      My cell sounds atop the bedside table. Oh good. It’s Soraya.

      “I’ve got five minutes. Literally five.”

      “Hello to you too. How did it go?”

      I begin to pace, originally my method of reaching ten thousand steps a day. Now it’s habit.

      “It was great. I’m going to make it into a three-parter. What an interesting family.”

      “How was African Adonis?”

      “Better than I remembered.”

      She starts to jump in, but I cut her off.

      “I know! I told you he was the best looking man I’ve ever seen, but it’s better than that.”

      “How can it be better than best?”

      We start laughing. Reminds me of our early days working the newspaper. Her with “Ask Ida”, me being one of the online researchers.

      “I want to meet him,” she adds. “I told Graham about it too. He thinks we should all get together for a drink. That would be a good way for you to see him again.”

      “They’re leaving in a few days! I’ll probably never see him again after tonight.”

      “What?! You’re going out with him tonight?”

      “He’s taking me to dinner. And no, I’m not telling you where.”

      With one final glance in the mirror, I grab my clutch and walk back into the living room.

      “There’s such contrast between the royal’s Plaza suite and this closet of an apartment.”

      My musings are interrupted by the sound of the doorbell.

      “Got to go. He’s here.”

      “You definitely need to hook up with him, Belinda. When will you get another opportunity?”

      “You’re crazy! Goodbye!”

      I disconnect and my stomach does a half-gainer dive. Get it together!

      There’s a rap on the door. Knock. Knock. Knock.

      I swing the door open. “You had me at the doorbell,” I chuckle.

      “I wasn’t sure I heard any ring.”

      God almighty! I didn’t think it was possible for him to look any better than he did this afternoon. I was so wrong. This man wears the hell out of a black suit.

      “You look beautiful, Belinda. Exceptionally beautiful,” he says, walking a few steps inside.

      “Thank you. I was just going for chic.” I smile.

      “Let me look at your place,” he says, perusing the space, or lack thereof.

      Suddenly I’m aware of every flaw in my design and tastes. Never have I doubted myself in this area, or really cared if someone liked my apartment or not. Tonight it’s a different story. He’s so put together, his clothes and jewelry, that I’m self-conscious.

      My lap blanket looks a bit worn. And I didn’t get to dusting this week. Fuck me.

      “The place is nothing special. I’m really not a woman who’s obsessed with feathering her nest.”

      A lovely smile lifts from the corner of his mouth.

      “I’ve never heard that phrase. Feathering her nest. It paints a picture, doesn’t it?”

      I chuckle at my own words.

      “No, I like this room,” Zan says. “It looks like you.”

      “Artless and plain?”

      “No. Classic and without artifice.”

      He gets me. Who knew that would happen?

      “That was a lovely thing to say.”

      Turning to face me, he gently wraps his arms around my waist. I’ve no objection. His beautiful eyes lock on mine.

      “Shall we start here?”

      I may be in a coma because no words are forming. He takes that as a yes and leans in until our lips are almost touching. The sweetness of his breath on me feels like it’s giving me life.

      “Kiss me, Belinda.”

      Then his lips are on mine. Tender, soft, saying so much more than I ever heard before. And the earth shifts on its axis. I’m in serious trouble. The kind any woman would love being in.
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      Zan

      Good things come in small packages. We sit close together in the corner booth. The tiny French restaurant recommended by the concierge is a winner. I asked for quality and privacy. His suggestion that my driver use one of the hotel cars instead of a limousine was a good one. There wasn’t a paparazzi in sight, and no one dining here gives a damn about who I am. Refreshing.

      “Let’s finish this bottle and get another.” I pour the last few inches of wine in our goblets.

      A delicate hand touches my sleeve. “No more for me. This will do.”

      Gazing into her eyes is my new favorite thing. When she lowers her lids my dick twitches. It’s such a fucking girly move. Our table is overflowing with food, mostly mine. To a stranger it would look comical. The halibut entrée and single side of roasted vegetables she ordered is hidden among the ribeye steak, lobster, mashed potatoes, and three other sides cramming the space.

      “You’re a man of big appetites.”

      It was an innocent comment but as soon as the words leave her mouth I hear the double meaning. My eyebrows lift and I hold back a grin.

      “You know what I mean. All this food,” she says smiling.

      “I’ve always been a big eater. Think it’s because I knew hunger as a child.”

      I’ve never shared that with anyone outside a therapist’s office. The buried pain resurfaces and sits just behind my eyes. There’s no getting away from the past, no matter how much effort we might put into it. Even my story’s happy ending doesn’t erase the memories.

      There’s compassion on her face and tenderness as she braids her fingers between mine.

      “I know you’ve suffered and that you went through such a painful past. I don’t really know what to say, how to express my sympathy. I only know articles have mentioned the trauma was extreme.”

      I keep ahold of her hand. “Thank you. It’s rare I talk about it. This may be the stupidest thing I’ve ever said to a journalist, but there’s something about you that makes me want to reveal myself.”

      Her first response is a squeeze of my hand.

      “Then tell me. It’s off the record, Zan.”

      Taking a deep breath before I begin, I go back to my beginnings.

      “I was born in the Transkei, in a fishing village at the tip of South Africa. It’s beautiful there. At least in my memory. Port St. Johns sat right along the coastline of the Indian Ocean.”

      “That was during apartheid, I know.”

      “Apartheid ended when I was nine. Everything ended when I was nine.”

      “I read your parents were killed, but I don’t know anything more. It seems to be a story that’s remained private.”

      I gaze into her eyes and all hesitation on my part vanishes. I want to tell her. For some strange reason. I need to tell her specifically.

      “It’s hardly dinner table conversation, Belinda. You sure you want to hear it?”

      “Yes. I’m sure.”

      Taking the last sip of my wine, I plunge in. “I was fishing that day. My friends and I were working the nets along the breaking waves. That’s how we’d catch our families’ dinners. By the time you’re eight or nine, Zulu boys know how to take care of themselves.”

      “You’re Zulu? That’s never come up in any research I’ve done. The only time it’s been referenced is in your charity work for the Zulu and Xhosa tribes.”

      “My father was Zulu. The Xhosas and Zulus were warring tribes where I’m from. But I feel a deep connection and responsibility to support the interests of both. You’ll understand why in a minute.”

      I motion to the server, who responds quickly.

      “What can I get you, sir?”

      “I’d like a Grey Goose martini, olives,” I say. “Sure you don’t want one?”

      Belinda smiles at the server. “A woman’s prerogative, right? I’ll have the same.”

      “Great. Alcohol is sometimes the perfect companion for a sad story,” I say quietly.

      “Anything else?” the server asks.

      “No, that’s it for now.”

      As she walks away, Belinda does a surprising thing. She raises my hand to her lips and gently kisses it.

      “A kiss can be a perfect companion too. Now continue.”

      “As I said, we were fishing that afternoon. And we were about oh, I’d say four hundred yards from the three-story hotel that stood along the road. It was the only building around. My father was the day manager and my mother was assistant to the owner. Fishermen would stay there, or tourists who wanted to be off the beaten track. It was for the whites. I never saw a black man staying there. Not once. They were the cooks and the staff. Anyway, that afternoon we heard an odd sound. Pop pop pop. And then a woman screaming.”

      “From the hotel?”

      “Yes. My friends and I froze in the moment. I can still see the face of the boy I was next to. We just listened for a few beats. One boy yelled, ‘gunshots’. That’s when we ran.”

      “How horrible.”

      “The gunshots increased. They were using automatic weapons on the staff and the guests.”

      Her free hand squeezes my arm. “Who were they?”

      “Boko Haram. Are you familiar?”

      “Yes, of course. I know they’re a militaristic African Islamic group. They commit atrocities in the name of their god. And their divine purpose as they put it.”

      “That’s right. On that day they committed an act of terror against people they identified as affronts to their religion, and innocents as well. They are not discriminating in that way. Whoever gets in the way is collateral damage.”

      “Is that how your parents died?”

      “My father was shot where he stood. My mother was raped first by how many I don’t know. Then they shot her in the head.”

      A tear streams down Belinda’s face.

      “You haven’t heard the worst of it yet,” I say quietly.

      “Really?”

      There’s a look on her face I remember from years back. Both the king and queen had it when first we met. It’s made of equal parts horror and pity.

      “We first saw the shooters when one of the housekeepers came running out of a room on the top floor. There was no place to hide. She should have tried to hide in the room. There was a man at the bottom of the stairs and when she saw him she started screaming. He quieted her with a volley of gunfire. Sometimes in my dreams I see her body jumping with the bullets’ impact.”

      Our drinks arrive just in time for us both. I know how heavy this story is. This out-of-context moment is welcomed.

      “Thank you,” she says as the martini is placed in front of her.

      The waitress can’t help but catch a look at our pained faces. She takes her leave quickly.

      “Let me take a sip,” I say.

      “Me too. Never have I wanted a drink so much.”

      “Is this all too much for you, Belinda? I’d understand completely.”

      “I want you to tell me. I’m just responding appropriately. Like any feeling person would. Please continue. We’ll just stop every so often for liquid courage.”

      I lean in to her ear and kiss it softly. She rests her face against mine in response.

      “Go ahead,” she says.

      “Okay. So, it didn’t take them long to notice the six boys on the beach. We had actually moved toward them at first.”

      “Did they kill any of the children?”

      I sit with the question for a moment and she doesn’t press.

      “It would have been mercy for some of us.”

      “Tell me.”

      “We were so scared. My best friend was a Xhosa. We didn’t hate each other like the adults. There was nothing between us but friendship. But Shahir was so afraid that day he let his bowels loose. That was the unforgivable sin they killed him for.”

      I watch Belinda’s face. The sadness creeps in her eyes first. The horror of the truth needs no response.

      “They kidnapped us. Boko Haram is known for taking children and making soldiers of them, or worse. But for me and my four friends left alive, we were taken to their camp, indoctrinated, and made into nine-year-old murderers. There wasn’t a choice.”

      Tears are now streaming in rivulets. They come too fast to wipe away, so she holds a napkin against her face, catching them before they fall. My eyes are dry. I shed my last tear long ago.

      “I’m so sorry you lived that…I mean, what kind of human beings…oh God.”

      The reaction is heartfelt and genuine. I know there’s really nothing to say that’s the right response. It’s not words that comfort me, it’s the realization she is wounded just by hearing about my painful past.

      “Give me your hand and I’ll tell you about who came and saved us.”

      She reaches out and we hold on to each other. Behind the napkin I hear the quiet whimpering of her compassion.

      “We were part of this twisted brotherhood for almost five months. They kept moving us from one camp to another, across borders. Then they made a crucial mistake. They took us into Mozia, where they had just established a temporary encampment.”

      She lowers the napkin and I see the red nose and eyes. They look beautiful to me.

      “Why temporary?” she says.

      “Because King Mansa was already known for establishing a sophisticated intelligence agency within the country. Other independent African countries used it as a model. Another thing was his ability to recognize real threats to Mozians’ rule of order. Boko Haram was and is still a real threat. But not to our country anymore.”

      “Why?”

      “Because, he put all his available resources into rooting the evil out. Intelligence, soldiers, mercenaries, called-in favors. Whatever he could use, he did. To try to save the children. When we were within his borders he pounced. It was a dawn attack.”

      “My God. It must have been an unbelievable sight.”

      “There was one last trauma to live through. Boko Haram isn’t known for going peacefully. There were lookouts of course, and one survived to sound the warning. As soon as they were aware the soldiers were almost on them, they began the killings. There were about thirty boys in all and twenty-five men. They would have rather died then be captured and tried.”

      Belinda’s hand covers her mouth.

      “I was the sole survivor of the boys. All my friends gone in a flash of automatic gunfire. In the end only seven men were captured. All were put to death.”

      She takes it all in for a few moments. The story requires that at least.

      “How did you end up as part of the royal family?”

      I trace my thumb over hers and let the memory wash over me.

      “It was the queen. Her heart went out to me when she learned the story. She and the king came to visit me in the hospital that first week. I was a damaged child. Psychologically, physically, deeply scarred literally and figuratively.”

      Her eyes narrow and her lips press shut as if she’s holding back a scream. Can’t blame her.

      “At first I was silent. I had learned to survive by trying to become invisible, and I could do it again.”

      Her face. It’s so filled with compassion.

      “The queen would come by herself at least three times a week. The king and eventually their son came every Sunday. They’d stay in my room for hours at a time. They’d talk to me, not expecting an answer.”

      She dips her head, taking in the enormity of what was given to me.

      “What good people. How long did it take to start opening up?”

      “Six months. That’s with the finest psychotherapy they could buy. The best doctors and nurses. But in the end I think it was the tenderness and eventually the love coming toward me that healed my spirit. That, and a little red ball. Tarik and Kwai would sit on the floor by me and roll it in my direction. It took two months before I’d send it back. They were remarkable boys.”

      For the first time a little smile breaks out.

      “You are a testament to the strength of a human being. It’s remarkable.”

      “I’m still a work in progress.”

      “I don’t know how you ever made it through. Oh, Zan. It’s such a heartbreaking story.”

      “It took a whole year before they broached the subject of me becoming a member of the family.”

      “How did Kwai react?”

      “He was the eldest at ten, but I don’t think he understood. Tarik was eight but he was an old soul. Right from the beginning he welcomed me, befriended me. Taught me more than you can imagine.”

      “And the king?”

      “He only showed me love. His compassion equaled the queen’s. Every day I’ve tried to be worthy of the great gift they’ve given me.”

      She looks at me with such tenderness. Then she leans in and takes my face in her hands.

      “I need to kiss you,” she whispers.

      Never deny a woman what she needs.
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      Belinda

      I’ve started getting used to these butterflies in my stomach. Tonight at dinner they were joined by fire-breathing dragons. And just hearing his deep voice on the phone brings them all to life again.

      “I wanted to say good night. Are you in bed yet?”

      I wrap one leg outside the covers. “Just now. You?”

      “I’m on top of the bed. Laying here in the dark.”

      The thought of Zan, the image he describes, renders me silent.

      “I need to tell you something.” His voice softens. “Do you know how much I wanted you in my bed tonight?”

      Of course I know. The sexual chemistry was palpable from minute one, yet he barely kissed me good night. Instead of saying too much, I temper my response.

      “I wondered if I was alone in my feelings.”

      A low chuckle escapes his lips. “No, Belinda. I was right there with you.”

      “Why didn’t you act on it then?”

      “Because I didn’t want our first time together to be about anything but passion. I don’t want any sadness to make its way in.”

      I weigh my words. “I would have been one hundred percent present.”

      “I wouldn’t have. Tonight was the first time I’ve told someone about my past, other than the therapists.”

      His words settle in my heart and with them the sense we’ve just crossed some invisible and unspoken relationship border. This is foreign territory.

      “You made the right choice. You’ll be gone in a few days anyway. Maybe we’re destined to be friends, Zan,” I say with no conviction.

      “Friends? No, we’re not. I reject that completely. I’ll prove it to you tomorrow night. Pick you up at seven.”

      There’s no question, just a statement of fact.

      “You’re awfully bossy, Prince Charming.”

      His low throaty chuckle is the last thing I hear before he disconnects.
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        * * *

      

      Standing in my underwear and black heels, I wait while my best friend looks through my closet.

      “Try this one.”

      Soraya takes the sparkly golden slip dress from its hanger. Before being passed to me, she holds it up to look at herself in the full-length mirror.

      “You look amazing, Soraya. You’ve lost the baby weight and more.”

      “It took long enough. Lorenzo is fifteen months old.”

      “How’s Chloe handling being a big sister?”

      “Are you kidding? She’s obsessed with him. It’s adorable.”

      As she stands on tiptoes, my eyes go to her tattoo. Tattoos actually. Inked on her foot is a feather and above that her husband’s name.

      “Remind me to borrow this dress. Graham would love it.”

      “You could wear a Hefty bag and he’d think you stepped out of Vogue. It’s beautiful to watch him watching you.”

      Handing over the dress, she smiles and nods in a happy agreement. I can’t think of a person who would deny the strength of their romance.

      “Don’t you think the dress is a bit obvious?” I ask. The corner of my mouth lifts, emphasizing the doubt.

      “Obviously sexy. If not tonight Belinda, when?” She laughs at her own words. “It’s the prince, and you’re about to get a peek at the royal jewels!”

      My best friend with the blue-tipped hair can be counted on for many things. Being candid is one that has come in handy. She’s known for giving good advice and gets paid for it. But in this particular case, I’m leery. The woman thinks Zan walks on water. And this is no Ask Ida problem.

      “Try it on. I’m going to look through your earrings. That’s all you’d need. The dress has enough going on.”

      I step into the open back and raise the almost weightless dress to my torso. I lift the delicate straps around the back of my neck and button them. It’s so light I feel naked.

      “Ohhhh! You whore!” Soraya laughs. “That looks awesome on you!”

      Looking at my image I turn to each side. She brings me the thin gold large hoops.

      “These. Try these. And take off those heels. I’ll get the ones you bought last week.”

      “This is so short! Look at the back! It’s almost showing my crack!”

      “The better to pat your ass, my dear,” she calls from the closet.

      I can’t hold back my smile. “I have to admit, I like how the light hits the sequins. Zan will like that.”

      Soraya’s head peeks out. “Oh yeah, it’s the sequins he’s going to be concentrating on.”
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        * * *

      

      The limo is our cocoon, its darkened windows protecting us from the eyes of people driving by. Darkened glass separating the front to back seat is raised. We’re virtually alone, and no one can hear us. Zan reaches for my hand and wraps warm fingers in mine.

      “There’s nothing to be nervous about,” he says gently.

      How can he tell? My mouth feels like the Sahara Desert, but I thought I was selling the idea I had it all together.

      “Want a drink of sparkling water?” he says, taking the bottle from the holder and pouring half a crystal tumbler full.

      “Here, Belinda. Take a sip.”

      Gladly. My lips are dry and sticking to my teeth. Christ. I take the glass and down every drop.

      “You’re right. I’m unnaturally nervous.”

      “So am I. You could have any man. I know that.” He taps his chest. “I have to live up to your expectations.”

      Looking in his eyes, I know he’s lying. He isn’t nervous in the least. But I give it to the man for trying to make me feel better. It’s kind.

      “Maybe you should kiss my nerves away. It might make things better.”

      He chuckles at my suggestion, leaning in close. My hand raises to his face and as lips touch a warmth rises and reaches to the tips of my fingers and toes. We fall headlong into the kiss, instantly lost in its depth of feeling. As we part, a look passes between us that acknowledges the power of the moment.

      The driver has turned into the hotel’s garage. We pull up to the underground elevators and Zan lowers the glass divide.

      “Thank you, Paul. I won’t need you again tonight. Pop the trunk. I’ll get it.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      We exit the car and Zan gets my overnight case, rolling it behind him. When I press the up button the elevator door immediately pulls back. The clacking of wheels rolling over the entry and the beating of my thirsty heart is all I hear. Zan inserts the card for the Penthouse floor, returning it to his pocket and slipping his arms around my waist. He leans his forehead against mine and the tips of our noses touch. It’s a tenderness that belies the sexual heat permeating the small space we occupy.

      “You’re beautiful, Belinda. Not only physically, but in here,” he says, laying a hand on my heart.

      “We’ve hardly had the time to begin knowing each other, but I see the good man in you.”

      He kisses me chastely then pivots the conversation.

      “Would you like to meet the bad boy?”

      The elevator door slides open, but Zan waits for my answer before we walk out.

      “Hell yes,” I say.

      I walk out of the tiny elevator into a spectacular suite. It’s all sleek surfaces and grey and black tones. Lights are set low.

      “I’m a music lover. Especially the sixties,” he says, nodding in recognition of the song playing.

      The smooth sounds of Frankie Valli singing classic Motown fills the space. The scent in the room is something rich and dark, a bit mysterious. He takes my hand and twirls me. I start dancing, slow and sensually. When I crook a finger, calling him, a smile lifts the corners of his mouth.

      “You’ve got a great ass.”

      “You haven’t seen it yet,” I tease.

      “I’ve been looking at it for days.”

      “Is that right?” I chuckle.

      “That dress. Don’t ever wear it for any other man. In fact, pretend you just bought it for me.” Behind the laugh lies the truth.

      “I don’t have to pretend.”

      He smiles. “I’ll bring your case.”

      Taking my hand, he leads me into the bedroom and places the carryon on a table. The first thing I notice about the room is the all-white bedding. It’s been turned down. Luxurious pillows are propped against a dove grey tufted headboard. A grey and black fur throw lies at the edge of the bed. I want to lay naked on it with Zan in my arms.

      A beautiful compact arrangement of white baby roses sits on the bedside table in an ebony-colored vase. He moves closer and takes me in his arms. The kisses start on my neck, at the spot right under the ear.

      “Umm,” I moan softly, encouraging whatever he has to offer.

      “You smell so good.”

      With one hand he slowly unbuttons the two tiny mother of pearl buttons around my neck. I hadn’t thought of it when I got dressed, and a lesser man would have found the task daunting. Not Zan. It’s as if he once had a job at the button factory. Smooth and easy.

      His eyes don’t stray from mine as the fabric slides from my shoulders. Now he gazes down. I watch the muscles in his jaw flex when he settles on my breasts.

      “Beautiful Belinda.”

      Going braless was my only option, but judging by his reaction it was the right one. My breasts may be my best asset.

      He lifts the soft blue shirt over his head and sends it sailing across the room. Is this man real? Bronzed skin, six-pack abs and arms made for holding a woman. My fingers trace the hills and valleys, pecs and torso. He pulls my body in, rubbing my nipples against his. But when I touch his back I feel the deep scars running from waist to shoulder blades. It’s startling.

      “I was whipped. Can you get past the feel? I won’t hold it against you if it’s something you’d rather avoid.”

      That about breaks my heart. I turn his back to me and see the horror up close. Old, deep, scar tissue. I kiss each one. Tenderly.

      Zan slowly turns back and takes me in his embrace. “You’re a beautiful soul.”

      He slips the dress down. It puddles on the floor, and I step out in a thong and high heels.

      “Turn around, baby.” He says it softly, but there’s passion hiding underneath the words.

      Slowly, I turn and let him have a good look. Funny, my ass was always something I didn’t like about myself. Too big, too round, too high. Now those very qualities are what makes it appealing in men’s eyes.

      His hands cup my cheeks and move over the curve of me. Looking over my shoulder, an appreciative grin lights his face.

      “Fucking perfect.”

      As I turn to face him, emerald eyes lower to my breasts. Lips and tongue meet nipples. Oh baby! He plays with my desire, bringing me to a crest then backing away. He’s an artist with the tease.

      My hand moves down his torso, to the edge of his waistband. I can see the top of his peen ravine. The words of a forgotten reality show cast member floats across my memory. The higher the ravine, the bigger the cock. I’m in trouble. Pulling his waistband away, I’m about to prove the theory. But a hand encircles my wrist and interrupts where I’m headed.

      “Angel of mine.”

      He stops our foreplay and picks me up. I’m a feather lifted by muscled arms. Setting me down against the thick bed pillows, he gazes in my eyes. His hand moves to his cock and he grabs ahold.

      “Look what you’ve done.”

      It matters not that he hasn’t even unzipped yet. I can make out the entire shape of his hard, big member. Thank you saints in heaven.

      I lie back as he removes my heels and sets them beside the bed. Picking up my left foot, he kisses my arch then rubs it against his crotch. Toes wiggle and run the length of the hidden shaft. I want to see it, touch it. Taste it.

      And his emerald eyes close with the sensation.
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      Zan

      Her body. Those full suck-worthy tits. The flawless ass. Fuck. It’s taking all my willpower to control what I really want to do. The image of me ripping off panties comes to mind. But I’ve done that before. It’s kind of been my thing. Uncontrollable. Unstoppable. Yet Belinda isn’t like any other woman. Even in my lust I sense that truth.

      For the very first time, I’ve the impulse to slow it down. There’s gold here. If I’m smart I’ll mine every moment before the voice in my head inevitably tells me I’m no longer able to control myself. I reach for the silky triangle.

      “You first,” she murmurs, angling her legs shut.

      There’s heat in her voice, which makes my dick twitch. Fuck. That’s good, baby. Tell me what you want. I want to give you everything you want. Let me be the lover you won’t forget. The fact I’m thinking this out at all is so obviously foreign. But I just go with it.

      I unhook my belt and slip it off. The pants button gets undone. She watches me. It’s so raw, and there’s longing on her face. I’m feeling her. My dick strains against the fabric as I unzip.

      Reaching inside, I touch myself. Hard dick in hand. It’s the male manifesto. We’re basically animals, and I’m the biggest gorilla in the jungle. The sounds of me beating my chest play in my head. My pants and boxer briefs are pushed down in one move. Belinda’s eyes take in my nakedness and the satisfied expression she wears is all the encouragement I need. No woman ever has been disappointed. But for some reason her approval means more than any other.

      Instead of words, she uses body language to talk to me. Her long legs, knees bent, slowly open. Stretching them out and wide, she comes up on her elbows. The grin inviting me in. Yes. I get on the bed, kneeling between her legs. “That beautiful pussy? Now it’s mine.”

      “Oh, is that right?”

      I think she teases.

      I just nod confidently. A man should know his strengths. With my finger I trace a journey over the panties along her lips. Her hips raise a fraction of an inch. My dick stands ready. It’s saying ‘what the fuck, man? Get to it!’

      “Hmm, yes,” she murmurs, leaning her head back.

      I lower my mouth to the source of our pleasure. Her delicate lips are kissable. So fucking kissable. There’s a little wet spot on the silk. Jackpot. Oh, she’s going to be orgasmic. Now her hips are grinding slowly, deeply, and she’s biting her bottom lip.

      I hook a finger in one side, right between her legs, and pull the fabric back. Holy Christ. What a beautiful pussy. My lips find their mark.

      The moaning starts quietly. It’s so fucking female. I kiss and lick, staying away from the clit at first. Don’t go too fast! But she tastes so fucking good and smells so clean. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Then she does something that sets me on fire. Her hands come to her lips and she opens herself and pulls back, exposing the little hard bud to my waiting tongue.

      That’s it. The panties are off. Not ripped, but I wouldn’t be shocked to find out I poked a hole or two into that flimsy material. Now we’re naked and unafraid. I’m free to worship the pussy. My hands follow the curves of her, shoulders to feet. She’s satiny to the touch, like some kind of fine velvet. I want her. I want to look at all the angles and hills.

      But first she needs to come. I can do that for this angel. Show her what real pleasure feels like. I hold her legs back, and right before our lips touch, those blue eyes say I’m the one who’s about to be schooled. Exploring the folds and mysteries of her, I tease her clit. A man should know when to ease back. I bring her closer to the edge of the cliff. She’s deep inside the moment now. Moans are louder, deeper, strong.

      “Zan! I’m going to…come! I’m going…”

      A sound rises from deep within her, made of passion and lust. And it’s making me crazy with desire.

      “I’m coming!”

      Fingers thread through my hair and squeeze tight. She’s riding the wave. Lifting her hips to get every sensation, I cup her ass cheeks and help her get there. I taste the juices made from desire. That’s it baby, come!

      Her entire body talks to me. Legs stiffen and muscles tense. But it’s the aftermath that speaks loudest. Her eyes lock on mine and I know she’s feeling the same way I am. We’re in the unknown, rolling in the deep. Whatever, wherever this is, it feels fucking great.

      I climb up to lie face to face. Her chest rises and falls. There’s a knot of her blonde hair against the pillow. I’ve never seen such a beautiful woman.

      “Did you come?” I joke.

      That puts us into a fit of laughter that just seems to punctuate how unique this night is turning out to be.

      “You could say that. Holy hell! Zan, you’re a master.”

      I silence her with a kiss. With ten kisses. Each more meaningful than the last. Kissing Belinda is like reaching down deep in my own soul and discovering someone waiting there. Something I’ve never felt before connects. That’s the only way I know how to describe this feeling. Two pieces of a whole finding the other.

      I’ve never kissed another woman like this. Never have I been kissed back like she’s doing. Her body slides atop mine and begins moving forward and back. Just a little. Slowly. Sensually. Oh, Christ. My dick is so fucking hard for her. I put my hands under her arms and follow her lead. Why would I try to resist? It feels awesome.

      “Baby,” is all I can get out.

      The smile. That’s sexy too. Everything about her is more than I’ve experienced before. More feeling, more meaningful. She’s deep now, under my skin. My dick is practically begging its way in. It presses against her lips gliding over eight inches of hard passion.

      Then she straddles me. Lifting her hair onto the top of her head, she grinds. It’s the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen a woman do, because she’s well aware of the affect. There’s only one person in control now and it isn’t me. Oh, woman.

      Hands to breasts. God. They’re perfect. Full mounds with high hard nipples. I won’t ever get tired of touching them, sucking those buds of desire and the pink aureoles. Am I in heaven? Is this a reward for a hard beginning, or just how it feels when it’s right?

      I reach down and grab ahold of my dick. She lifts and guides me to the chamber’s door. Just feeling the head against her softness is enough to make me moan. We lock eyes and as she lowers herself on me what passes between us strengthens. I can hear puffs of air escape me with each breath. It’s so hard to control. It’s so hard. She’s tight. Which only works to make me want to fuck her deeper. Come on, baby. You’ve got this. Take it! But instead I speak the language a woman appreciates.

      “Just go slow. We’re almost there, honey,” I say softly.

      “I’m okay. It’s just big.”

      She giggles when she says it, and even that makes the animal in me rise. There. I’m in. Oh God. A look comes over her that says more than the obvious. Damn, I’d swear she’s feeling what I am. No. Can’t be. I can’t even identify what it is in me. But here we are. Never thought I’d fall so easily.

      I start to pump with quiet intention. Don’t rush it. Let her feel and build. But I needn’t worry. She’s moving with me. And it’s better than any other woman I’ve been with. There’s a rhythm to our lovemaking, two bodies in tune with the other, wave to shore.

      “Oh yeah. That’s good. Ummm,” I say, feeling every sensation she creates.

      “Don’t stop. Just like that,” she answers, nostrils flaring.

      Her gaze holds and reaches into my soul. Everything about her is different from what I’ve known. My definition of sexy and sensual suddenly changed to something greater. A higher plane. I had no idea I was aiming so low before she showed up. And I have this strong feeling she would redefine everything in my life. She’s unique. And she’s mine. At least I hope she can be.

      The first sensation of my impending orgasm emerges from its resting place. It’s making itself heard. Quietly at first, but quickly, undeniably, present and demanding release. I’ve got to hold off, because I want to fuck her and make her come over and over. I’m going to take her close to her limits then think about myself.

      “Ohhh. Yes. Yes. There, right there.” Her eyes are closed; she’s lost in the sensation.

      “Look at me,” I say, unwilling to be out of her gaze any longer.

      Baby blue pools of light open, inviting me back. I’m inside her now. Not just physically but emotionally. There’s even a spiritual element. Fuck. Never had that happen before. The desire rises. I’m struggling to hold back.

      “Baby! I’m coming!!” she shouts into the heavens.

      The orgasm grabs ahold and takes me with it. I’m lost within the passion.

      “Yeah! Come on me!” I holler to the ethos.

      “Zan!”

      She catches the big wave and rides it like a champion. Moving, positioning, picking her spot. The way she works it is artful. Grinding against me, her clit being massaged just as she likes. I can tell she’s trying to hold on to it as long as possible. It makes my own desire to come pick back up a little as if it hadn’t quite made its final arguments.

      Belinda’s arms raise in the air in an exclamation point. The perspiration on her upper lip a telling sight. Her jaw tightening at the apex of the orgasm and her eyes turning a deeper shade of blue. Belinda’s animal appears and lets me see its powerful spirit.

      I roll her over and get on top, dominating the moment.

      “You’re not done yet.”

      In a surprising move, she rolls on top of me and smiles.

      “I need your cock in my mouth. Will you give it to me?” It’s not a command, but a request made undeniable by her soft tones. As if she’s hungry and asking me to feed her. What’s a man to do? My lifted brow and amused grin do the talking. Fuck yes you can blow me, woman.

      She lifts off and slides down between my open legs. Oh Christ. This is going to be good. I can tell without a touch. My dick agrees. Fingers grasp my shaft and those soft full lips part and hover right above the head. Love this barely bearable tease. My dick feels like an electric charge travels the length. A pink tongue peeks out and very lightly touches the Holy Grail. Oh, son of a bitch!!

      She’s not looking at me, which is the right move according to every man’s How To Give A Blow Job manual. I can close my eyes and get lost in the heaven she’s making for me. It’s all feeling now. Her lips pucker around the head, and the tongue flicking the most sensitive spot. Oh yeah.

      My dick has taken charge. The brain is trailing a distant second. Her warm hand expertly moves up and down. Fuck. Everything is deep in the heart of me now. Then she begins to suck. Any control I had has left the room. I’m hers. Take it all, baby. Leave nothing but my bones.

      As the sensation rises from the deepest part of me, I make my move. I bring her up to my face, then flip over on top. Now I can look in her eyes when I come. When I enter her I feel the warm welcome.

      “You’re so wet. Take me like a wave, baby.”

      She wraps her legs around my back and her arms around my neck. Her body undulating beneath me. Fuck yeah. The natural rhythm I’ve never had with anyone is an erotic dance. There’s no looking away from her eyes. I see far beyond this bed, this room.

      “I can’t hold back. I’m going to…come…”

      “Come to me,” she says. “And stay.”

      Those unexpected few words release my orgasm from its last shackle. I explode into a million pieces, every cell in my body alive with the effect of her. It goes on far past the usual constraints of time. When the last shot of sperm is spent, it feels like bolts of lightning are still shooting out my fingers and toes. Holy shit! I’m not gonna lie. This could be addictive.

      The warning voice I always heard when it came to women is strangely silent now. The sea quiets and the wave retreats slowly, till I’m left standing on an unfamiliar shore. Looking into her eyes.
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      Belinda

      The last of the candles on the Morgan’s dining room table cast a golden glow. And the soft music in the background soothes the savage beast in me. I’m in the zone. A little wine and a lot of good conversations are a few reasons I’m in such a happy space. Well, almost. There’s no forgetting he’s about to go back home. Seven thousand miles away from me. But for tonight I’m going to try to appreciate every moment together we have left. There’s going to be plenty of time to hate my life later.

      Graham’s taste in music is as sophisticated as I’d expect. Soraya’s dinner invitation was inspired, and I was pleasantly surprised when Zan was so open to meeting my best friend and her husband. Especially when time grows short. Tomorrow night is his last one here.

      “Soraya and Graham have two children,” I say to Zan. “Chloe and Lorenzo.”

      “That’s great.”

      “Do you have any children, Zan?” Graham says.

      I’m not sure why my stomach just flipped, but it’s probably because I never thought of asking the question.

      “No. I’ve never been married.”

      Whew.

      Laughter rises from our hosts, and I know why.

      “Well, neither were we, until after the fact,” Soraya shares.

      Zan starts laughing too. “Well, that’s very modern of you.”

      “It’s more innocent than it sounds. I found out about Chloe years after the fact, and this one…” he pitches a thumb at Soraya, “she played hard to get. Wouldn’t marry me till she was good and ready. That was seven months after Lorenzo was born.”

      “But you have to admit I looked damned good in my wedding dress. Baby weight wasn’t going to ruin my fantasy of how I’d look on my wedding day.”

      “I liked how you looked pregnant.”

      Watching the Morgans is a lesson in romance. They adore each other and never try to hide the fact.

      This dinner, this night is one of those special moments in time where things just click. It seems like the four of us have known each other for years, and conversations flow easily from one topic to the next.

      “I know your time here is limited, Zan. But we’re glad you shared a night with us,” Soraya says, pouring another glass of wine all around.

      He looks at me and smiles before he answers.

      “It’s my pleasure. I wanted to meet the friend who told her to wear the gold dress.”

      That brings a laugh from all four of us, but especially Graham. “Listen, we are outsmarted and outplayed by these two. Sometimes all it takes is a dress.”

      “Don’t undervalue our other qualities,” Soraya adds. “Neither Belinda or I are short on the more, shall we say, standard gifts. Intelligence, compassion.”

      “What she said,” I add.

      Graham kisses her cheek. “Sweetheart, there’s absolutely nothing standard about you.”

      “See why I love him?” Soraya asks. She gets up and starts to clear the dishes. When I make an attempt to help she stops me with one palm. “No. I’ve got this. Sit.”

      We exchange a look only she and I were aware of. It lasted a fraction of a second, a blink of an eye. Girlfriend shorthand. But she said one hell of a lot and I agreed. She really approves of Zan, thinks he’s great looking, I did good, and I’d better not let this slip through the cracks. Oh, also isn’t it cool the men like each other?

      “Tell us about your typical duties, Zan. Did you assume certain ones when you came of age?” Graham says.

      Zan’s expression changes. Whenever he speaks about Mozia I can see how deep the connection runs. I think everyone does. He leans forward and his eyes brighten.

      “My official role is as an advisor to the Crown. I’m a prince in name only, but a loyal countryman in every sense of the words. I’m responsible for advising the king on the business of running our country. The king and queen provided me with an impressive education to that end.”

      “Zan has an international business degree from Harvard,” I brag.

      Think I may have embarrassed him a little.

      “But over the years I’ve discovered what really seems to be my wheelhouse,” he adds with a new enthusiasm.

      “What’s that?” Graham says.

      “I speak for the most disenfranchised in our country. The littlest Mozians. The children. I’m the spokesperson for the country’s largest charity. Hope. It’s not only my mission but my passion.”

      That’s one thing I don’t remember being referenced in the many articles I read. It’s wonderful to hear though. And it makes his story all the more meaningful.

      “That’s commendable, Zan,” Soraya says, returning with dessert. “It must be so rewarding.”

      “I get so much more than I give. I know it sounds like a cliché, but it’s true. The children are at critical junctures in their lives, and they don’t have a voice.”

      I squeeze his hand. “They’re lucky to have yours.”

      He ignores my compliment with a wink. This one is genuine. I think he’s a bit embarrassed, so I save him by changing the subject.

      “That looks delicious,” I say. “Soraya is a fabulous baker, and we’re all obsessed with this Marion berry pie.”

      “I’m full, but there’s always room for pie,” Zan adds.

      “I’ve been reading about your country since Belinda said you’d met. I’m intrigued by how prosperous and how connected the kingdom is with national organizations. I’m in the financial field, so it interests me,” Graham says.

      “Morgan Financial Holdings is yours, right?”

      “Yes. I’m always on the lookout for international opportunities for my clients.”

      I let Zan take the reins of the conversation even though I understand the question and answer. It’s what I focused on in my initial article.

      “We’re a fairly large economy for our size. My father wields considerable powers.”

      “He also possesses major stakes in other African countries,” I add, unable to hold back.

      Zan looks impressed. He takes my hand and kisses it. “The fact we possess undisputed mineral rights is the firm footing we stand on. But it’s also the more subtle advantages that add up. The king’s popularity within his own country and friendly relationships with international firms puts Mozia on the map as an investment spot.”

      “I’m going to do a little more due diligence and I’d love to talk about this further. Would it be alright if I give you a call?” Graham says.

      “Absolutely. I’ll send you my information.”
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        * * *

      

      Two hours and one bottle of Austin Hope 2017 later we’re at the door, ready to call it a night.

      “Thank you both so much. Dinner was delicious,” I say, kissing Soraya’s cheek.

      Graham shakes Zan’s hand. “Pleasure, Zan. I’ll be in touch.”

      “Good. I’m just sorry I don’t have more time in New York.”

      Soraya throws her arms around his shoulders and goes in for a hug. “We’ll have to take a trip to Mozia someday. Think you could put up with three Americans?”

      Zan’s face relaxes with the answer. “It will be better than a state visit.”
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        * * *

      

      “I should be angry.”

      “Whatever for?” Zan says, wrapping a leg around mine.

      I look around my teeny tiny bedroom. “For making you sleep in this shoebox.”

      He kisses my forehead and lips. “I like your shoebox. It’s cozy. And it’s real.”

      “Oh it’s real alright,” I say nodding.

      He chuckles. “Can you understand how seldom I get to live in the real world?”

      Laying my head against his chest I mull his words over. What a strange reality he knows. Always the subject of other people’s interest. Having to steal moments of privacy when he can. It must be so hard. I think it would get tiring, but he seems so stable. And there’s a joy living in him despite his history. He’s survived the sorrows. Any reference to being a Royal Pain has new meaning. He’s known pain. All this insight and we just met a week ago. How can I know anything for certain?

      “What are you thinking?” His voice brings me back to earth. My fingers trace the shape of his.

      “I’m thinking we have so much to learn about each other, and I don’t see how we’re going to be able to do it from afar.”

      He comes up on an elbow and stops me from biting my lip.

      “Don’t hurt that beautiful lip. You need it for kissing me.”

      I give a perfunctory nod of agreement. My mind is elsewhere.

      “Listen, Belinda. I think we should show a little faith. Have a little faith. I don’t want this to slip through the cracks. Do you?”

      “No! Definitely not. I just don’t…”

      His kiss quiets my fears and reminds me of what I know for certain. In my life whenever I really wanted something I’d move heaven and earth to get it, accomplish it, or understand it. No matter how out of my reach it seemed. I’ve been an adventurous soul, not afraid to face the unknown. Especially if it’s what needs to be traversed to get to the prize.

      Now, something magically meaningful is in my sights. It seems like destiny. But it’s made of unfamiliar feelings and surprising twists. I’ve never known this pull toward another person before. What a fool I’d be to deny it’s happening. Am I going to let an ocean come between us? Will different time zones be our undoing? Should I give up before we’re even apart?

      No. I’d never forgive myself if I didn’t see what’s right in front of me.

      I seal my decision with a kiss.
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      Zan

      The thirteen-hour flight from New York to Johannesburg has gone quicker than usual. And I’ve been awake the entire time. Usually I spend at least six hours behind my sleep mask, earbuds blocking background noise. Not today.

      Visions of Belinda saying goodbye occupy my mind, like a screensaver that pops up every time you turn on the computer. I see her beautiful eyes, filled to overflowing with tears. For me. Her bottom lip was quivering almost imperceptibly. But I saw it.

      Now with just an hour left till we land, I put my signature to paper.

      “What’s that?” Kwai says, eyeing my letter.

      “I’m writing Belinda.”

      The humph precedes his laugh. “Oh man, you’ve got it bad, brother. You just left her! And writing a letter? What century is this?”

      It’s a good thing we’re the only occupants of first-class. The family and security take up every seat. We can speak freely.

      I shoot Kwai a look he’s very familiar with. It sends the ‘quit being an asshole’ message.

      “There’s a difference between old fashioned and classic. You’ve yet to discover that, Kwai. I shouldn’t have to tell you this, but women appreciate effort.”

      “Effort? That’s rich coming from you! She’s the first woman you’ve shown any effort with at all. Now all of a sudden you’re the expert? Fuck. Do your preaching elsewhere.”

      He follows his point with a chuckle, and I can’t help but break a smile. He has a point and likes I’m acknowledging the fact. His eyes move across the aisle one row up. I follow their path. The king and queen are huddled together in a two-person bed. Only their feet are visible but there’s something poignant about the image. Shit. Everything has taken on new meaning.

      Kwai sees it too and leans in. “He looked so sick this morning. More than yesterday.”

      I let out a deep sigh, as if making room for the awful truth, and put down my pen.

      “I saw it. It must be a hundred times worse for Mother. She’s strong, but this isn’t something she’ll ever get over.”

      “When you think of how young she was when she became queen.”

      “Yeah. We’re going to have to really be aware of her needs and if we see anything…”

      His palm raises, blocking any further discussion of the matter.

      “Stop right there! I’m well aware of how to be a good son! I don’t need you to tell me how…”

      Right in the middle of Kwai’s protest Tarik sends a strong kick to the backs of our cabins. That’s it. No words needed. I do hear a grunt, which says everything,

      I look at Kwai and we come to a silent truce. Just like we always have. Tarik’s right. This isn’t the place to have a heated discussion about the imminent death of my father and the hard road our mother will be traveling.

      We exchange nods, ending the conversation. I go back to my letter and reread its messages. It took me hours to get it right. I edited at least four copies and deleted half the sentences. It was too much. Too much of a man under the spell of a woman. Too sappy. Glad I reworded those versions. Let’s see if this sounds right.

      

      Dear Belinda,

      It’s been half a day. Already I sense this separation sucks. It’s funny how easily we’ve become used to being around each other. I think that’s how great connections happen. Unpredictably. But unmistakably too. Pretty sure it’s happening to us.

      I’m happy to know I’ll be seeing my home again, but now I’ve a need to show it to you. I guess I want to show off. Let you see the beauty I live with, and among. Have you experienced the sound of lions in the night, or the caw of Hadeda birds in the morning?

      Have you ever seen a Baobab Tree? The shape reaches into the sky like dancer’s arms lifted in expression. I know you’d love it. And the Imzimbuvo River that traverses Mozia. We could ride it and hear the monkeys in the trees announcing our visit.

      Does any of this sound appealing? If not, we could just stay in bed and explore the most exotic land of all, your body. In fact now that I think of it, that second plan is far superior. Come to Africa and I’ll wear a pith helmet for our adventures.

      If it wouldn’t be too presumptive, I’d like to send you an airplane ticket. You pick the dates.

      Yours for the taking,

      Zan

      That sign-off may have crossed the line. But it’s true. I am hers for the taking. Unbelievable. And if it scares her off then I’m misreading the room. I’ll find out soon enough. I’ll send this as quickly as possible, but in the meantime set up a WhatsApp connection. Tomorrow after getting settled, I’ll call. Yeah. Sounds like a plan.
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        * * *

      

      The compound is maintained beautifully, but since we’ve been gone new exterior paint is visible on all the separate houses and structures. Mine is the soft butter color I picked last month. Kwai begrudgingly agreed to his second choice, a light mint shade. The electric purple he wanted didn’t pass my mother’s test of good taste. Tarik’s home, which sits between us, is a pale blue.

      The king and queen’s residence remains white, but the huge double doors have been sanded and stained a rich golden bronze. The colorful seal of the Royal Family hangs over the entry.

      Two stoic armed guards open the doors for me as I pass through.

      “Good morning,” I say, knowing I won’t get a response.

      It always feels false to me not to acknowledge they are standing there. It’s their job to remain on guard, but I don’t have to be a dick about it. And I know my kindness is appreciated because they’ve told me in their off hours. We have a mutual agreement. Me to say good morning, them to keep their concentration.

      Inside the entry never fails to impress me. Ebony wood floors, thirty-foot ceiling, hand painted murals of the riches of Mozia, tasteful gold touches dotting the tables. But it’s the lighting that touches me most. Hand blown glass chandeliers hung down the middle of the space. Each one a variation of the theme, African flowers and tree blossoms, leaves all gilded at the edges.

      But as I move to the family room, what my mother told Kwai, Tarik, and I yesterday hasn’t left my mind. How could it? The cancer has spread to his lungs and liver. It’s inoperable. Now it’s only about waiting for the inevitable, trying to fill what time we have with him with love. We knew it was coming, but nevertheless it shocked. Tarik got quiet, as did I. But it was Kwai who cried. That image of my mother holding him in her arms was powerful in its despair.

      “Good morning, Son.”

      My father’s once booming voice has begun to change. I think this one thing scares him more than the other symptoms of his cancer. We have all ignored it, pretending it’s unnoticeable. But who are we kidding? Not this mountain of a man.

      “Good morning, Father. How was your night?” I say, entering the room and walking to where he sits.

      That’s another thing. It was rare to see him sit during the day. Now it’s a given. Today he has an African marriage blanket on his lap.

      “Excellent. I slept well.”

      “I didn’t,” my mother says, entering from the far door leading into a parlor.

      I kiss my father’s two cheeks, like I have for decades, then move to do the same for my mother.

      “She hasn’t had a good sleep since New York. She worries too much. Never turns it off!” he says, tapping his temple.

      Taking a seat next to him on the couch, she tucks the heavy blanket against his legs and I see for the first time how thin they’re getting.

      “See what I mean?”

      My mother gives a little grin and doesn’t contradict the king.

      “It’s a woman thing, my darling. Don’t begrudge me my nature.”

      He’s charmed by the comment and lets her fuss.

      “You two have set the bar very high, you know,” I say, pouring myself a coffee.

      They know without further explanation what I’m talking about. When I turn back I’m greeted by their smiling faces.

      “She’s lovely, Zan. Just make sure you take your time getting to know the whole person. It’s very easy to fall for the physical,” my mother warns.

      “Like you fell for me?” My father laughs and flexes his guns. They’re still bigger than all three of his sons’ arms put together.

      She playfully feels the muscle and sighs.

      “Well, you can’t blame a girl. You were a beautiful ebony king, and I was just an inexperienced wide-eyed teenager with zero confidence in herself.”

      My father looks at me and tells me the real story.

      “She was a beauty whose lack of confidence only made her more appealing. Different from any other girl I’d been with. And of course I’d been with many by that time.”

      The queen makes a sour face at the thought.

      “But when I saw her, I knew. Right then and there, I knew. There’s no mistaking your destiny, Zan. Is this girl yours? Can you feel the truth of it?”

      “Yes, Father. She’s the one.”

      “I have something to add,” says my mother. “What you have to do is make sure she feels the same about you. Otherwise, destiny or not, it won’t work.”

      As romantic as she is, my mother is a pragmatist and always sees clearly.
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      Belinda

      The sound of my cell stops me in my barefoot tracks. I was afraid I wasn’t going to hear it ring. The gym is so fucking loud today! Soraya heads for the pool, knowing I’ll catch up. I get a backwards wave. She’s used to our time together being interrupted by calls, messages, and videos from Africa. The entire month of May has been like that. I take a seat along the wall of the indoor pool and connect to WhatsApp. He’s sending a text message.

      Zan: Morning, baby. Are you at the gym? Don’t want to disturb, just wanted to let you know I’m thinking of you.

      Before I can respond, a photo comes through. It’s of his crotch. He’s fully dressed, and there isn’t a hint of an erection, but I get the idea. I start laughing. The woman in the neon-lime bathing suit passing by gives me an odd look. Keep moving, mama, I’ve got a hot man here and he’s very amusing with his non dick pic.

      Belinda: Morning. What you got in there, boy?

      Zan: Your breakfast. Hungry?

      Belinda: Always for you. But looks like pool water is the only thing I’ll be swallowing this morning. Soraya and I are going for a swim.

      Zan: I can hear it. Before I let you go tell me about your suit? Bikini or one-piece?

      I’m giggling like a preteen.

      Belinda: One piece. Black. Very modest. Nothing sexy.

      Zan: Good. Save the bikini wearing for me.

      As my fingers begin typing, I get a follow-up comment.

      Zan: Those fucking men at the gym. They’re looking at you whether you’re in a swimsuit or a down parka.

      The goon-like grin on my face might frighten the swimmers.

      Belinda: The only thing that matters is who I’m looking at.

      Zan: Good answer. I’ll call you at our usual time tonight.

      He doesn’t wait for my reply, but simply disconnects. Sigh.

      I return the cell to my zip up and store it in one of the lockers against the wall. The key goes around my wrist. Soraya is already doing laps, her easy pace making it look effortless. I know better. When I tried to keep up with her a few weeks ago it was a fail. Now I mostly enjoy the cool water and do a lot of floating and aimless paddling.

      Walking down the steps into the water shocks a bit. Getting neck deep as soon as possible is the way to go. Today I immerse myself all the way, dipping my head underwater then coming up, hair slicked back. It’s a beautiful day to float and think, and I’ve got so much to think about. I get to it.

      A half hour later I see Soraya doing the breaststroke in my direction.

      “Hey. How’s Adonis today?”

      “Good. It was one in the morning there, but he always calls and says a New York good morning to start my day.”

      “The man’s over the moon about you, Belinda. When are you going to make the trip?”

      “If it was up to him I’d be there now.”

      “What the hell are you waiting for, girl?”

      The question floats in my mind. I swim around her while contemplating. For some reason I wanted to put a little time between our beginning and the next step. Just to see if he held on to the powerful first impressions. I did. But instead of saying that, I give a much simpler response.

      “I’m going soon. I wanted to finish my piece on his family first.”

      “How did it turn out? Are you happy with it?”

      I’m unsure how I feel but I know what’s missing.

      “It’s good. Just haven’t turned it in yet.”

      “I know that tone. What aren’t you telling me?”

      I chuckle because it’s amusing to be read so easily by your best friend.

      “There was plenty for a three parter, but it’s not Vanity Fair material. I know that for certain. So I’ll probably just put it on my blog.”

      The splash from a man jumping in the pool showers both our heads. We move away from the edge of the pool.

      “Can you rework it?” Soraya asks.

      “I edited it within an inch of my life. Cut out every spare word and unnecessary bit of information. It’s lacking one thing.”

      “Do tell.”

      “Meat. There’s nothing revelatory in the work. The reader isn’t going to have their aha moment. It’s just a solid story about the royals. But they didn’t tell me anything they don’t want the world to know.”

      “Did you really expect that? You had just met Zan.”

      “No. Not really. But you know how it is. Sometimes people accidentally reveal information in conversation.”

      Soraya scrunches her nose in response. She knows I’m brutally honest with myself. I continue.

      “It’s good for the blog. But an inferior story to submit to the magazine. I’m not going to blow my chance on something I already know won’t pass muster.”

      “Do you think there’s something else there? Something actually happening they didn’t tell you about?”

      “Of course there is. Trouble is, I don’t know what. Thought it was about who will ascend the throne when King Mansa steps down. But they didn’t bite when I asked.”

      “Well, you’re going to have another chance when you’re with them in Africa.”

      The thought of that delights me. If I’m being truthful it’s the thought of being with Zan. The rest of the world could break off and I’d still be happy in his company.
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        * * *

      

      It’s getting to be habit. Glorious habit. My bedside table is ready, the lights are set low, I’m in bed. Ten o’clock. Well, actually nine fifty-eight. Usually I’m too excited to be working on my iPad or laptop. Even knowing he’s about to call is enough to occupy my mind.

      The cell sounds and my heart jumps.

      “Hello?”

      “When are you coming to see me?” He says it with a chuckle.

      “Soon I hope. I was thinking maybe in a few weeks.” I know that one shocked him.

      “Really? Never mind, don’t answer. I’ve been asking you that every day for a month. I’ll take you at your word.”

      “I thought I’d stay for a couple of weeks, does that work for you?”

      “Only two? Whatever. You do you. Just leave some wiggle room in case you get here and want to stay longer. I’m excited.”

      “Me too. I have a wedding to go to later in the month, and I’m in it, so there’s no room for change.”

      “Who’s getting married?”

      “My brother James. I think I told you about my brothers, right?”

      “Yes. He’s the one you said was really a sweet guy.”

      “That’s right.”

      “Did you have a good day?” he says in low tones.

      “This is the best part of my day. How about you?”

      “I had trouble concentrating. You interrupted me consistently.”

      He can’t see the smile on my face, but he knows. I’m sure of it.

      “I’m sorry. Is there anything I can do to make it up to you?” I say with false innocence. “It’s three in the afternoon there, but we could pretend to be together in this comfy bed.”

      I hear the intake of his breath. Up until now our conversations have been seventy-five percent pure, with a twenty-five percent variation on the theme. Nothing really raw, but unveiled references to our sizzling sex life. But tonight I have other plans.

      “Yes! That’s a big yes. Do whatever you’d like. No wait! I think I need to prepare!”

      “Do it,” I whisper.

      All I hear is the rustle of clothes and the frenzy of pants being removed. The bed frame’s squeak punctuates the moment. I settle against the pillows.

      “Okay, baby. I’m there with you. In bed?” he says.

      “On top of the bed. It’s warm tonight.”

      “Are you naked, Belinda?”

      “No. I’m wearing a blush-pink camisole and panties.”

      His intake of breath echoes all the way from Africa.

      “Are they see-through?”

      “A little bit. But mostly you can see the shape and outline of things. My nipples are poking against the soft fabric and my lips are pressing against the seam of the panties. That feels really good.”

      “Oh God. My mouth is on them. Right over the material. Feel me?”

      Hell yes I feel him. Phantom Zan is better than any other flesh-and-blood man.

      “I feel you sucking me. I love the sensation. Here. I’m taking my top off.”

      The gossamer top goes flying off the bed.

      “Oh, baby. My dick is so hard for you. I’m imagining my tongue licking and tasting your beautiful tits. Hell. You’re a goddess.”

      My hand moves to my pussy and I feel the effects of Zan’s words.

      “Honey, my panties have a little wet spot on them. Oh!”

      His breathing rises with his desire. Mine too. “I want those things off. But before you do, do something for me.”

      “Anything.”

      “Run your finger up the seam, right between your lips. Do it.”

      Following his command, I trace the path between my lips, bottom to top, slowly. Really slowly. God.

      “Zan. Oh God. My clit is rising. It’s like a little pebble.”

      My legs fall open in a natural response to the sexual tension and mood.

      “That’s it, baby. I’m kissing you right there. Softly. Oh yeah. Want to take those panties off? Let me kiss you and smell you. I want you naked.”

      I don’t need another request. My panties are gone in a flash, joining the matched set on the floor.

      “Come here. I need your cock. I want to look in your eyes and then I want to taste and feel your hot cum in my mouth.”

      Uncontrollable sounds come from him now. He’s jacking off and I can almost see it. Puffs of breath push out and work to get me hotter than ever. I know talking isn’t something he’s going to be able to do now, so I take over.

      “Ohhhh. Yes, my sweet. You’re so fucking hard. As hard as I remember. My hand is around your shaft and I’ve an uncontrollable urge to put my mouth on the head.”

      He goes faster, harder. I can hear the slap slap slap. A guttural moan escapes his lips.

      “Ummm. My tongue is circling the head and teasing the most sensitive part of you. Right under the edge there. Oh yes, baby. I have to have all of it. Please. Get on top of me. That’s it. Oh yes. Put it inside. I’m trying to take all of you. But it’s so big.”

      His breathing is labored now. He’s close. I bring him home.

      “Come, baby. Feel me squeeze you.”

      All the way from Mozia to Manhattan the sound of his coming rises. The power of it almost scares me. It sounds like he could be having a medical emergency! But I know it’s just an awesome orgasm that shakes the trees and moves the earth.

      Tonight is one of those times I feel the sheer bliss of this life.
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      Zan

      Looking around these four high walls and the hand painted ceiling reminds me of many memorable days and nights spent in this room. This was my home for twelve years before I moved into my own house on the property. Birthdays, graduations, New Year’s Eves, and too many to count parties were held here. When I joined the family at eleven some new holidays were added. All in the name of compassion. Theirs for me.

      I remember the day the queen pulled me aside and told me. In my birth mother’s honor, and to help me assimilate, the queen decided we’d celebrate the holidays that were part of my former life with an American mother. Fourth of July, Halloween, and Thanksgiving became private celebrations for just the five of us.

      The fact our seasons in Africa are opposite what the Americans enjoy made it funny. Fireworks in winter, and trick or treating in late spring. They became some of our favorites.

      “Your father told me Belinda is coming for a visit,” my mother says.

      “She’s going to be here on the seventeenth,” I say.

      “You’re going to have her stay on the grounds with you?”

      “With your blessings, Mother.”

      “Of course. I’m not about to ban the only woman you’ve deemed worthy to introduce your parents to! I was beginning to think it would never happen.”

      “Why would I bring someone I’m not serious about into our circus? It would scare a lesser woman away. Belinda is strong-willed.”

      “We’ll see. All you know is what you’ve learned in a month. How do you know how strong she is? And don’t forget one thing. She’s a journalist.”

      Whenever my mother points a finger she means business. I’ve got one aimed at me now.

      “Are you trying to talk me out of this? I’m telling you now, you won’t succeed.”

      By the expression on her face, I see she’s enjoying herself.

      “I’d never put you or our family in jeopardy. I won’t forget.”

      “Good. I’m glad because I want to get to know her. I have no idea what kind of a woman she is or if she’s good enough for the king’s son.”

      “You’ll see. She’s better than good enough.”

      Watching my mother with her beadwork has always fascinated me. Hands moving so quickly I can barely follow or make out what exactly she’s creating. But the finished results are always worth the efforts.

      “What are you making?”

      Warm hazel eyes look up at me and soften. “I’m making the funeral bands, son.”

      My stomach turns with her words, and my expression hardens.

      “What? Is that necessary? Can’t you have someone else do that for you, Mother?”

      “No. Absolutely not. It’s my privilege to make your father’s burial clothes. You know someone in the family is required to do it. Who better than me? I have no daughters you know.”

      One fat tear courses over her cheekbone down to her chin. It drops on the beads.

      “Mother, I’m sorry I asked. Please don’t cry.”

      She looks at me through tears. “If not now when, my boy?”

      Wrapping my arms around her I kiss the top of her head. “You’re right. It just stung for a minute. It’s hard to believe this is where we’re at.”

      The sound of footsteps approaching breaks our embrace. My mother likes to wear her stoic face. Rarely does she show her fears, and what she just showed me was unusual. That’s how painful this is for her.

      “What’s for lunch?” Kwai says, entering the room. Tarik is a few steps behind.

      “Go into the kitchen and make something for yourself. We already ate. Mimi made some egg salad, it’s in the refrigerator,” my mother says pointedly.

      Kwai looks like she just asked him to clean all twelve of the toilets. “What? I’m expected to feed myself?”

      He says it with a straight face, but can’t hold it for long. When he bursts into laughter, we do too.

      “Not even you can be that much of an asshole,” Tarik says, heading for the kitchen.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Sitting here with my father is a gift. Technically we’re in the formal garden, but it isn’t as advertised. It’s wild. Informal as hell. Late autumn is a good time to enjoy it when the scent of orchids and freesias mingle. I don’t remember it being so full-bodied or the fall flowers and trees looking better. The colors actually seem brighter.

      Oh. My shoulders drop with the realization. Everything is brighter, more intense, because it’s putting on a final show. It’s telling me to remember how beautiful it was for us.

      “What’s your favorite flower in the garden?” Father says while passing me a Rooibos iced tea.

      This question isn’t unusual given his personality and deep connection with nature. I’m actually surprised he never asked me before.

      “Let me think. Maybe the Queen Sugarbush. What about you?”

      “I can’t choose. It’s like being asked to pick your favorite child. I could never do that.”

      He reaches for my hand and I’m happy to oblige. It still dwarfs mine. I squeeze firmly, not wanting to let go. Now is the moment. I’ve got to tell him how I feel before it’s too late. He holds my gaze, and I see love.

      “Papa. I want to thank you.”

      “For what, ZaZa?” My childhood nickname strums my heartstrings.

      “For saving my life. For giving a lost boy a family.” I shake my head in disbelief. “For loving me.”

      He leans back and sighs. “It was your destiny and ours. You’ve been a good son, and Mozia is lucky to have your devotion.”

      “It always will, Father.”

      Turning his face to me, we lock eyes. “I need to talk to you, man to man,” he says.

      “Yes.”

      “I must make sure I’ve thought of everything.”

      “What is it?”

      “My dying is becoming boring. I think the king should be finished with it soon.”

      The problem is I’m not sure how to respond. My face wears the weight of his words and tears fill my eyes.

      “Father. My heart is breaking,” I whisper because it’s all I can voice.

      “I need to know you’re going to be watching over your mother. She’s more delicate than she portrays.”

      “Of course. All of us will. She’ll never want for anything. We will protect her.”

      “Good. Also, there’s the matter of your brothers.”

      “Yes.”

      He sits up, swings his legs over the side of the chaise and makes sure he’s reaching me.

      “This is important, Zan. All three of my sons play important roles in our country. Tarik will take the throne because he’s the face of our country. Our people need to see themselves in their king. They have trust in his intentions.”

      I watch his face, his black eyes, and hear the message. “I agree, Father.”

      “Kwai’s role is less obvious. I know there’s a worthy prince inside him, but it takes some men more time than others to discover their purpose. I had a dream about him. He wore a purple robe with a Kilimba Thumb Piano embroidered on the collar.”

      “Really? What do you think it meant?”

      “I can’t say. My mind isn’t as clear as it was, or the dreams have become riddles I haven’t the time to solve. Maybe you will.”

      “I’ll think on it, Father.”

      A kind smile lifts the corners of his mouth.

      “And then there was you. The mind and heart of Mozia.”

      It stuns me to hear the compliment.

      “Thank you.”

      He reaches across and grasps my forearm in his tight grip.

      “I mean it. Your business savvy has lifted us all. As a family, as a country and more than that it’s elevated our place in the world. That’s no small thing, son.”

      “I’ll make sure to always protect our interests. It’s an honor.”

      His grip releases and he leans elbows to knees.

      “But even greater than that contribution is this one,” he says, tapping a palm against his heart.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You’re the heart of our country. You are the shepherd watching over the flock. Watching over the weakest among us. The children. And you do it knowing you’ll never be king. You do it because you’ve felt the pain of being a child without hope. And you don’t want any other one to know what that feels like. That’s your real gift, my child.”

      My tears come unannounced. They spring from the deepest part of me. He pats the empty space next to him, and when I take it he embraces me in the warmth of a father’s love. Just two men, sitting in a garden crying.
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      Belinda

      “I’m jealous. I need an African adventure too,” Soraya teases. “It’s so exotic!”

      She moves the laptop to the side of her desk and puts her feet up. My chair is angled to take in the narrow view of Manhattan’s late afternoon skyline.

      “I can hardly believe I’m going to be staying on the Compound. Zan’s house is on the grounds. All the brothers have homes there.”

      “This time tomorrow you’ll be halfway there!”

      “I’ve never flown first-class.”

      Soraya smirks. “Oh, you’re going to get used to it real fast. When Graham introduced me to the finer things in life, it was a revelation. There’s a reason it costs so much more.” She chuckles. “What airline?”

      “British Airways. I’ve a stop in London. It’s only for eight hours, but he’s booked a hotel room for me so I can nap and regroup.”

      “I love how he thought of everything to make this a great experience for you.” My wide smile is the agreement. “Take pictures!”

      I shake my head in response. “No can do. The list of do’s and don’ts was provided. There’s no discussion. In exchange for proximity to the Royals and their private residence I’m required to abide by the rules. No pictures are allowed on the Compound. None without their permission, anyway.”

      “Are you going to do any interviews? I know you want to dig deeper.”

      “Not sure. Zan says I may not even see the king. Apparently he’s very busy. But the queen will be dining with us at least once. Anyway, I’ll get the lay of the land and go from there. If they don’t open up to me voluntarily, it’s just another piece based on confirmation of things other writers uncovered.”

      “True. Did I tell you Zan sent Graham an email yesterday?”

      “He told me he was going to start the conversation.”

      “Oh, he did. They exchanged several over the course of the day. Graham was impressed with the scope of Zan’s knowledge. It’s going to be a good connection for both of them, I think.”

      “What a plot twist for you and I. First of all, that I’d have an African prince as a boyfriend and secondly, that he and Graham would have so much in common.”

      “It’s destiny, pure and simple.”

      I get up to leave. “Thanks for the loan,” I say, gathering the evening bag and international plugs she’s letting me borrow.

      Soraya stands and comes to me for a bon voyage hug and cheek kiss.

      “Safe travels, friend. Let me know when you get to Johannesburg. And don’t do anything stupid like get married and become a princess. I need you here.”
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        * * *

      

      The utter chaos that is my room is stunning. It all started beautifully with very organized piles of meticulously folded clothes. Underwear and lingerie in soft stacks. Accessories were placed next to planned outfits. That’s when it all started to unravel. Having to pack for colder weather sucks. The opposite seasons thing requires sweaters and coats. Good thing it’s just the end of autumn there. Zan says it’s not too cold yet.

      It becomes obvious I have to condense. First the excessive jewelry goes. I’m taking one pair of silver hoops and one gold, and my one silver and gold braided bracelet. The shucking of the shoes is the worst of my jobs. Do I eliminate the tan heels that work with almost every dress or evening outfit? Or the black ones that are required for my favorites? Shit. I bite the bullet and bring the count down to five. Tennis shoes, neutral heels, hiking boots, tan flats, sandals. Oh Lord. I’m going to hate myself when I don’t have the perfect ones. But it’s a sacrifice I’m willing to make to be able to make it through customs and unfamiliar airports with the least baggage possible.

      One big suitcase, a carryon and my big purse. That’s what I’m aiming for. I don’t want to be schlepping multiple massive suitcases from my apartment to the Uber, into the airport and up to the check-in. Then when I arrive in London and Africa, having to do it all over again. No. I’m going to make it easy on myself.

      The cell pings and it takes me a few beats to uncover it from under my pants pile.

      Zan: Evening, baby. Are you packed?

      I look around at the mess and realize how behind I am in this process. Yikes, I’m going to be up till midnight.

      Belinda: Hi! Oh yeah, I’m ready to roll.

      Zan: Good. You need a proper night’s rest because once you’re here you won’t be getting much sleep.

      My eyebrows dance with the thought.

      Belinda: I’m calling the Lyft at 7. Think that will be enough time. I’ll get there a couple of hours ahead of the flight.

      Zan: I’ve arranged a car to pick you up. He’ll be there at 7:15.

      Belinda: Really? I love how you think. I can’t wait to be with you. To see your handsome face. Get ready.

      I chuckle at the innuendo.

      Zan: I’ve been ready. Get your fine ass here so I can bite it.

      The rest of our conversation involved sexual references, longing to be together and excitement for the fact it’s only a day away. I thought about how beautiful it’s going to be as I packed and placed the luggage at the front door. And I’m going over it all in the dark, as the clock turns to one thirteen am.
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        * * *

      

      “Ms. Banks?”

      The perfectly put together British Airlines employee addresses me as if I’m the Royal. And I’m barely two feet into JFK’s Terminal 7.

      “Yes?”

      She smiles and extends her hand. “I’m Judith. I’ll be escorting you. We need to go through Fast Track Security first. Then I’ll take you to The Concorde Room, British Airways’ premier lounge.” Reaching in her pocket, she brings out a black business card. “If you have any questions, or requests concerning any of your flights, please don’t hesitate to contact me. My direct number is on there.”

      I’m shocked at this whole experience. Zan has made it so special and I haven’t left New York yet.

      “Thank you. I’m a little surprised. You have to excuse my shock. I didn’t have any idea there’d be someone here to greet me.”

      “It makes the experience so much better, don’t you think? The Royal Family are absolute favorites of ours. Oh! Here’s our ride.”

      She gestures to the cart coming our way. It doesn’t look like the others I’ve seen. This one has better seats, wider leg room and it’s another design completely. A tasteful sign reads British Airways Premier.

      The driver stops a foot from where we stand.

      “Perfect,” Judith says, motioning me on.

      “It is.”

      We move forward, passing through the crowd of travelers. Once in a while someone looks to see if I’m a celebrity. Hysterical. I could get used to this first-class world. Within minutes we’re deposited in front of the Concorde Lounge guarded by a tall thick door. Judith opens it, letting me pass in front of her. I walk into the rarefied room, and join the other four lucky travelers occupying the room. The space is complete with seventy-five inch televisions and plush chairs. There’s even private cabanas! This is better than anything I could have imagined.

      There’s a long granite bar with bowls and plates of breakfast offerings.

      “We have vintage champagnes and private label wines,” she adds. “Of course there’s full waiter service.”

      But it’s the espresso maker that catches my eye. I’ll definitely have one of those.

      “As you can see, there’s lots of choices, Ms. Banks. If you’d prefer to recline, there’s comfortable chairs along the far wall. Of course wherever you sit you have Wi-Fi access and plug-ins. If you’d like to read a newspaper we have The Wall Street Journal, The New York Times, and many others. There’s even international periodicals. It’s a little old fashioned to provide the hard copies in this era, but many of our guests prefer the experience.”

      “Yes.”

      I’ve been mostly silent, because it’s so freaking awesome. I’m sure she’s used to seeing wide-eyed passengers.

      “If you’d like, we offer spa services. You could have a facial or a relaxing massage. Whatever makes your trip more enjoyable.”

      “I’m sure I’ll be happy here, who wouldn’t? Thank you, Judith. I don’t think I’ll need this,” I say, waving her card. “What could I possibly want for?”

      She chuckles softly and adds a gentle touch of her hand on my arm. “Well, if there is something, anything, just let me know.”

      When she walks off, I look around for the perfect seat. They’re all perfect. Each is angled to a television, and somehow they’ve made them both private and inclusive. If you want to be alone with your reading you can, but they’re close enough to have an intimate conversation if you choose. I place my purse and park my carryon next to a British Airlines blue leather chair, and head for the espresso machine.

      I’m inexperienced with this particular machine and take a moment to figure it out.

      “Darling, let me do that for you,” the old English woman says, taking the cup from my hands.

      “Thank you. I was fumbling.”

      She gives me a smile eked out of thin pursed lips. Reminds me of Maggie Smith on Downton Abbey. A timeworn hat sits atop her head, but it’s not quite big enough. In opposition to the inexpensive chapeaux she wears one of the biggest diamonds I’ve ever seen. It’s not fake, either.

      “Where are you off to, dear? Somewhere exciting I hope.”

      “It is to me. Eventually Africa. I’ve never been before.”

      “How absolutely wonderful! Sounds much better than dreary old London. That’s where I’m headed. I’m going to be visiting my mother.”

      I can’t hide the surprise on my face. Her mother must be a hundred and ten.

      “Oh my! I’m just pulling your leg, dear. My mother has been dead for twenty-five years. The old bat.”

      That makes me laugh out loud, which tickles the woman.

      “It sounds harsh,” she says, leaning in. “But she really was a horrible woman. No sense of humor. Except when she was beating my brother and I. She did get a kick out of that.”

      The story’s turn has me not knowing how to react. Think my jaw just dropped. She hands me my espresso, deftly prepared.

      “Thank you. And I’m sorry,” I manage to say. It doesn’t sound like big enough of a reaction.

      “Let’s drink to her demise, shall we?

      With that she brings out a pocket-sized bottle of scotch and unscrews the top. She dips her chin, waiting for my answer.

      “Why not?” I lift my tiny cup.

      “Here’s to not fucking up your child’s life.”

      Bottle meets slivered lips and she downs the entire thing. It’s followed by a ladylike burp, hand over mouth, and a mischievous smile.
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        * * *

      

      Judith has handled every step I’ve taken, including the priority boarding. She didn’t say goodbye until I was settled in my seat. That’s a misnomer because it’s also a lie flat bed, complete with a luxurious mattress! I’m stunned by the whole thing.

      There’s only eight suites on this 787 Dreamliner and each is private. There’s actually a twenty-four-hour concierge available to advise us on restaurants in London, or any other guidance we might need.

      The flight attendant approaches. “Here’s a pre-flight champagne, Ms. Banks. And your soft cotton pajamas are in the pouch to the left. If you’d like to change before we take off.”

      I take the fine crystal flute and put my feet up.

      “I think I’ll wait a bit to get comfy. But thank you.”

      “We will be serving a full English breakfast as soon as we’re up in the air. But you can order anything from our a la carte menu at any time.”

      “Thank you so much. I’m not sure what to look at first!”

      “It’s pretty overwhelming. There’s plenty to keep you entertained. Enjoy, and let me know if I can do anything at all for you.”

      Did I die and go to elitist heaven? Can’t deny I’m loving it.
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        * * *

      

      Three hours later, I’m stretched out in my bed, white duvet up to my chin, and headphones on. This audio book is good, but I’m getting sleepy. It’s all the English food filling my stomach. The egg, and sausage, the bacon. But it was the scone I loved best, with clotted crème and raspberry jam. If I keep eating like this for the remainder of the flights, I’ll bust out of my pants! Come to think of it, that’s just the way Zan would want me.
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      Zan

      It pisses me off I can’t greet Belinda when she comes through customs. It’s not like when I was in New York and easily able to disguise myself. My security. It’s too much of an issue, and I wouldn’t put my guards in harm’s way unnecessarily either. So instead, I’m here in the limousine waiting, my stomach twisting. Ever since I got the first text saying the plane had landed it’s been that way.

      “Do you have any of those antacids left?”

      Chudda reaches across the passenger seat and retrieves a small plastic bottle from the glove compartment. “Take two,” he says, tipping them into my hand.

      “Thanks. Where the hell is Baas?” I say, looking at my watch. “It’s been an hour already.”

      “Don’t know, man. Keep your pants on, Z.”

      The easy relationship I have with my staff suits my style. The high level of respect I get from my countrymen and women is appreciated. But I yearn for normalcy in my personal relationships. Early on I asked my security details to bring it down a notch. No Prince Zan bullshit except for when we are in public. Not for the men who put their lives on the line for me.

      “Here they come,” Chudda says, popping the trunk.

      I look up to see her sprinting toward the car. Baas is behind her with the luggage. Good man, he didn’t let her carry anything but her purse. I open the door and only get one leg out when she’s on me. We don’t even say hello. Our lips do all the talking. She missed me. I missed her. And every other message of… love? I only know she’s where my heart lives. It feels so right.

      “Oh, I’m finally here! I may not stop kissing you for a day or two.”

      Her beautiful blue eyes lock on mine.

      “I don’t want you to ever stop, baby. Are you tired? Did you sleep on the plane?”

      I move over, making room for her to stretch her legs out.

      “Are you kidding? If you can’t be lulled to sleep by good music and soft pajamas, champagne and scones you have insomnia. It was the best experience. Thank you for all you did. You’re a great boy—”

      She stops mid-sentence. I’m glad she wants to say more. Like I do.

      “You can call me your boyfriend. Yeah. That sounds good to me.”

      Her smile is wide and it looks like she’s holding back a squeal. It’s so fucking cute.
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        * * *

      

      Belinda extracts pleasure from every new sight. It’s good to see the land through fresh eyes. We’ve only come fifty miles outside Johannesburg, but the real Africa begins to appear.

      “The whole country is a garden,” she says.

      “A garden God planted. And there’s birds and beasts for company.”

      She looks in my eyes and the corners of her mouth lift. “I know it’s a secret, but you’re a romantic.”

      “What? Well, maybe I am with you.”

      “Where are you taking me?”

      “Here we are.”

      The limousine turns onto the gravel road and continues half a mile between patches of brush and pale brown grass. Thorn trees line the last thirty yards. Belinda must be thinking I’m taking her to a dump. That’s what I’m hoping. I want to watch her face when she sees the house.

      When we come to the heavy iron gate attached to a high walled enclosure, Baas gets out and reaches through a tall particular shrub. He enters a code and the gate slowly swings open.

      “I’m excited to see this,” Belinda says almost to herself.

      Passing through, we drive onto a firmer surface. Now it’s a paved road that takes us on the final approach. After a few more turns the one-story wide house comes into view. It’s pristine. White wood façade. Huge windows looking over the land. The garden is tended and the massive trees well cared for. It’s a stark difference from the lead in. No brown grass here.

      “Oh, Zan! It’s charming. Beautiful! Are we staying here?”

      “Yes. For the night. This land and house are the ghosts of the history of Africa. When the British were here they confiscated this land for their own from people who were not aware they were being swindled. It’s fertile ground for planting and it leads to the Aragi River. Prime land. It represents the strength of our people because now it belongs to Africans again.”

      “Fascinating.”

      “That’s the home they lived in. It’s been bought by the government, refurbished and we are planning to have a museum here. The land is tended and revitalized. But for tonight it’s ours alone to enjoy.”

      “I love it!”

      “It’s private. That’s what I wanted most. No hotel suite could compare.”

      Chudda brings the car to a stop in front of the stairs that lead to the front door.

      “Come on, let’s go explore.”

      Getting out, she takes in the surroundings and smiles her approval. She lifts her nose.

      “There’s a beautiful scent in the air. What is that?”

      “That’s the Cape Chestnut tree. They’re all over the place here. I don’t think you have it in the States.”

      Hand in hand we climb the six wide wooden stairs while Baas gets the luggage. I’m aware Chudda is scoping his surroundings, getting the lay of the place. I turn and give instructions.

      “After you bring in her things, text my mother. Tell her we will be there tomorrow early afternoon.”

      A nod is the response.

      I take the key from my pocket and swing the door open. She passes through.

      “Oh! How beautiful! I’m in love with this room!”

      I knew this would impress her. Not every woman would be impressed with the simplicity of a home that’s greatest feature is its view to the outdoors. But Belinda gets it. Good girl. Wait till she hears the insect calls that come out of the darkness tonight. I often lay in bed at night and listen to their music.

      Africa makes for great imaginations. Just outside of the edge of light, if you listen, there’s a cacophony of sounds.

      When I was a boy I’d imagine unseen beasts with fiery red eyes, crouching in the dark. The night was a great sea of black water. As I grew up my perception changed. Now the call of the lion, or the conversations of the monkeys, are nothing but gifts. And the inky blackness my cocoon.

      I take her hands and bring her to my arms, holding tightly. Just two lovers content to be together.
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        * * *

      

      This bed isn’t as comfortable as mine. Whatever. The fact Belinda is next to me makes up for it. We’re tangled up in the sheets content to stay exactly where we are. The morning has laid bars of gold across Belinda’s back and highlights the curve of her ass. As if to make sure I haven’t overlooked the treasure in the room. I have not.

      “I could live in this moment. Just admit to the gods it’s never going to get any better than this,” I say, kissing the top of her head.

      She sighs. “Me too,” she says, looking up at me. “I feel so happy when I’m with you. It’s like you turned on the lights in my life.” Her brows lift. “Is that too much?”

      “It’s not nearly enough.”

      My lips find hers, like a magnet pulls metal toward itself. She’s a force of nature, like electricity and gravity. I guess it’s why she doesn’t have to be even touching to pull me in. But when she is, like now, my only impulse is to be closer.

      The kisses are soft and deep and full of unspoken words. The feel of my skin against hers creating some kind of unfamiliar sensation. There’s something new to our lovemaking. Now it’s not just passion and lust as our bedfellows, but meaning. There’s an intangible element. It’s what I sensed in the distance that first time. Now I know. It’s love set to physicality, making this act, this moment, something rare.

      Every cliché becomes fact in this bed. I’m melting into her. It’s not just physical but spiritual. I didn’t know that fucking is just the introduction. Lovemaking is the novel.
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        * * *

      

      I watch Baas and Chudda board the jet. They’re checking it out before I get on. Even though Belinda and I sit on the hard plastic chairs at the small private terminal, my mind is still back in that bed. It wasn’t a two-hour fuckfest. We only had a half hour before having to leave for the airfield. But the experience was condensed only in time.

      All other components of our morning were present and accounted for. The tenderness alone made the encounter free of the constraints of time. There’s no doubt Belinda feels the same. I see it on her face and feel it in my heart. Damn. Listen to me. I sound like a love song.

      “Is that our plane?” she says, eyeing the sleek private jet on the runway.

      “It is. It’s not ours, but my family has use of it whenever we want.”

      “How’s that?”

      “The richest man in South Africa is one of the king’s best friends. He owns three diamond mines in Africa. Desmond Thompson. One little jet means nothing to him.”

      Her eyes go wide. “You live in such a fairy tale world.” But as soon as the words leave her mouth, she adds a caveat. “I mean, now. Of course I know you’ve lived the very opposite of a fairy tale.” She touches my hand. “I’m sorry. What a ridiculous thing for me to say.”

      “Don’t worry about it. I understand what you meant.”

      I kiss her discomfort away.

      “They’re ready for us. Let’s go.”

      Making our way to the jet I wrap my arm around her. That’s when I see the flight attendant. Crap. It’s Tilly coming to greet us. Shit. I hadn’t thought about this possibility. When she gets to the bottom of the steps she looks up and smiles. I know that smile. She’s amused and not surprised to see me. I make an executive decision right on the spot. Better to be transparent while I have the chance.

      “By the way, that flight attendant and I have a history. I didn’t know she’d be on this flight. Just want you to know. There shouldn’t be secrets between us.”

      That’s all the time I had to spill my guts, and Belinda has no time to react or respond.

      “Good morning, Prince Zan,” Tilly says, holding my gaze a few beats too long.

      “Good morning, Tilly. This is Belinda, my girlfriend.”

      That one surprised all three of us. And pissed off only one.

      “How lovely to meet you, Belinda. Please, make your way inside.”

      Her professionalism belies what I know is true. Her head is about to blow off about now. Unfortunately, I was attracted to fiery women for a while. That’s the wrong word. Psychos. I was attracted to women on the verge of meltdowns. I mistook that for passion. Right about now that seems idiotic.

      With Tilly I was too cowardly to return her many texts and angry calls that came when I walked away. I almost changed my number. Again. I’ve left a trail of angry women over the years. Eventually they would just give up. But today it’s coming back to bite me in the ass. I wanted a relaxing hour’s flight. Instead I’ll be on the lookout for a knife in my back.

      Belinda leads the way. I thought she’d look back but she didn’t. That’s a secure woman. Of course she is. I haven’t seen one thing I don’t like about her. Once inside the jet we take our seats.

      “Would you like a mimosa?” Tilly asks, speaking directly to me.

      “Yes, I would,” Belinda says casually.

      Neither woman looks at the other. Oh shit. Tilly turns and heads for the galley. Normally I would have been looking at her walk away. That was before I knew what a spectacular ass really looks like.

      “So, tell me about it,” Belinda whispers.

      I don’t even bother asking what she’s referring to. I know.

      “Three months, four years ago. It ended badly because she’s crazy and I can be a dick. Correction. I could be a dick then. That’s the old Zan.”

      She seems to be satisfied with my condensed version of Tilly’s and my romance. There’s a squeeze of my hand and a quick kiss. Interesting. I’m used to having to go into more detail to convince someone I’m over a prior relationship. Belinda knows. She’s confident of her own place in my life. She’s right, of course.

      Belinda is an impressive woman. She saw the past has no hold on me, so didn’t punish me for having one. It’s the future that’s on my mind, and she saw that too. When it’s obvious, it’s fucking obvious.
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      Belinda

      This country, this continent. One flight over three hundred miles of African hills and plains and I’m hooked on the dream. I’m seeing scenes straight from the movies. Specifically, Out of Africa. Cue Robert Redford and Meryl Streep.

      I watch herds of animals traveling in dusty reddish storms raised by the pounding of their hooves. Oxen and wildebeest. In the flat country with distant hills, I saw giraffes with bending necks trying to eat the spreading Acacias. And birds! Huge flocks flying over the land in massive migration.

      But when we crossed from edges of South Africa into Mozia is when everything became clear. I understood another layer of Zan and his family, the connection to this magical place on Earth. Even from this height I could see the draw of the unique landscape and colors that make the land.

      The late autumn shades of amber and red spread across the hills. Golden grasses lay across the plains. A big natural sapphire-blue lake lays at the southern tip of the country.

      It’s been a spectacular, stunning, breathtaking moment in time. I’ll never forget the flight. The plane comes to a rolling stop. The sounds of the engine being turned off and the sudden quiet that follows.

      “Did you enjoy yourself? Your face was pressed to the window the whole time.”

      I know he’s happy seeing my reaction. It’s genuine and he can feel it.

      “Oh, Zan! I’ve never been so swept away by a place. It almost makes me want to cry. I have a lump in my throat. Really.”

      He unbuckles and works on mine.

      “Mozia is absolutely beautiful from the air.”

      He motions for me to lead the way out of the plane and I oblige.

      “Honestly, I can’t believe what we saw in just a little over an hour! I was looking for lions, but I didn’t see any,” I say over my shoulder.

      “You’re not going to see every animal in your first hour here! Patience, Princess.”

      What? Was that just a nickname or was he teasing me? I hear a little chuckle under his breath, and it makes me smile. Good thing he can’t see my face. I nod to that whore Tilly, who does the same in return. Zan doesn’t say a word to her or she to him.

      Walking out to the bright sunlight, my eyes gradually adjust.

      “Welcome to Mozia!” the voices of children ring out.

      At the bottom of the steps awaits Tarik, a petite woman I imagine is his wife, and four male children. The tallest no older than fourteen. Wide smiles and contained energy make the picture. I turn back to Zan.

      “Oh look! Your brother and his family are here!”

      I wave to our greeters and start down the steps to the children’s squeals.

      When I make it to the tarmac the kids suddenly go shy. Except for the littlest, who is doing a kind of happy dance in our honor.

      “Hello, everyone! What a welcome party!”

      Tarik wraps an arm around the woman. “Belinda, I’d like to introduce my wife, Princess Monifa.

      She puts out two hands, reaching for mine.

      “Welcome to our country, Belinda.”

      Her smile is welcoming and I sense a real warmth.

      “Thank you, Princess. I’m so happy Prince Zan invited me.” Then turning to the children, “And who are these handsome boys?”

      Their shyness turns back to excitement. Two are peeking around me to see their uncle. Looks like he’s a favorite.

      “Uncle Zan!” the oldest boy shouts. He breaks away from his brothers and throws his arms around Zan for a hug. He’s the only teenager and I don’t think he’s older than fourteen or fifteen.

      “Hello, guys! Hey, I’m glad you all showed up for our guest. Boys, this is Belinda.”

      “Is she your girlfriend?” the second oldest child asks. He looks to be about ten.

      Princess Monifa sends a silent message to stop asking personal questions with her expression. The boy quiets, by pressing his lips together, holding back a laugh.

      Tarik looks at me and throws up his hands. “Children are brutally honest and absolutely curious.”

      “Yes, Isoba. Belinda is my girlfriend.” Zan puts a hand on my back. “Belinda, these are my nephews. Isoba, Nubia, Kojo, and this little guy is Gugu.”

      They each offer me a kiss on the cheek, and it’s my pleasure to accept.

      “Okay let’s get going. Mother and Father are waiting. There’s a lunch,” Tarik says, leading the way.
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        * * *

      

      Driving onto the compound is an experience I won’t forget. Tall iron gates, guarded by armed men in uniform, juxtaposed by a van full of energetic children whose innocence charms me. Even Nubia, the eldest, is playful with his brothers.

      The colored stone road leading in is different. It’s a deep pink, and against the green foliage it looks dramatic. The shades of late blooming flowers and tree blossoms line the road.

      “Tell Mom we’ll be at the house in fifteen minutes,” Zan says.

      “Okay. Don’t get sidetracked, brother.”

      A quiet chuckle is his only response. As we take one more curve in the road, a beautiful house comes into view. One story, a soft yellow stucco exterior with a red tiled roof. Wide steps lead up to a porch. There’s black glossy ceramic pots with small trees I don’t recognize on either side of the tall glossy black carved door.

      “Here we are,” Princess Monifa says.

      “This is your house?” I ask.

      A big smile breaks out on Zan’s face. “Yeah. What do you think?”

      “It’s really beautiful.”

      The car comes to a stop. As soon as little hands grab the handles of the doors, their mother speaks up. “Stay where you are. We’re not going in.” Mumbles can be heard, but they obey. “We’ll see you at the house,” the princess adds.

      “See you there,” I answer.

      Tarik pops the trunk and gets out. Zan and I follow.

      “Want me to take it in?” Tarik asks, standing my big suitcase upright. He pulls the carryon behind him.

      “I’ve got it. Thanks,” Zan says, taking them both from him.

      “See you two soon,” he says, returning to the car. Little hands can be seen waving from the windows.

      “Let’s drop your things off and then we can walk to the big house.”

      “I can help.” I try to take the small case, but he refuses with a tight grip.

      “I got it. Door’s open. Just walk in.”

      I climb the stairs all the while trying to absorb the setting. It’s really perfect here. The house looks like it’s private, even though I know his entire family lives on the same plot of land. Must be acres though.

      Opening the front door, I’m taken by the warmth of the great room. It’s modern, but not cold. Large but not cavernous. It’s got a real charm. There’s not a lot of doodads, as my grandmother used to say, sitting on the surfaces. But the topper is the picture window on the back wall. It reveals a lush garden.

      “Oh, Zan. This is spectacular!”

      “You like it? Really? I put a lot of thought into this place.”

      “It shows.”

      He abandons the luggage and comes to me. Our arms wrap around each other and we take the kiss. Then ten. I feel the erection pressing against my stomach and give him my amused look. One eyebrow up with a little smirk.

      He backs away, chuckles, and adjusts himself. “We’ve got to stop now. It wouldn’t do showing up with a hard on. Pretty sure my parents would be horrified.”

      My laughter is all the response I can give.
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        * * *

      

      Shutting the door behind us, we head for the big house. Down a pink stone path, winding through the trees. Big house. That’s what Zan calls it. When I asked if I should refer to it as a palace he laughed. “It’s just the family home. Big and beautiful, but nothing like a palace,” he says. Then his face darkens. “I want to tell you something.”

      “What?”

      “It’s about my father. When you see him don’t be shocked. He looks different from when we were in New York.” My stomach drops when I see his eyes well with tears. “Shit. I’ve got to get in control.”

      “Tell me.”

      “My father has cancer. It’s moving quickly. There’s no treatment available. He’s dying.” Zan spits out all the words as if it’s one thought. It hits me in my soul. Not only for the king, but for his son, who clearly loves his father.

      “I’m so sorry, Zan. Oh. What devastating news for your family. For your country.”

      “There hasn’t been an official announcement but of course there’s talk. People aren’t stupid. And he hasn’t made any public appearances for two weeks now.”

      We arrive at the “big house” but I barely take in its appearance.

      “I know this is silly, but if there’s anything I can do to make even one thing easier for you or your family please tell me. Am I supposed to know this information?”

      “They know I’m telling you. I convinced them you could be trusted with the information.”

      A nod of my head confirms he’s made the right decision.

      He opens the door and we walk inside. Immediately I’m lifted from feelings of sadness and empathy to lightness and joy. The laughter of little children and the sounds of lively conversation in another room reaches us in the entry. Zan’s face brightens and he wipes the remnants of his tears away.

      “This way,” he says, taking my hand.

      We walk toward the noise which is getting louder. I hear the laughter of the king, whose timber is unmistakable. It’s weaker though. When we enter the great room I’m taken by the scene. And completely surprised. There’s red, white, and blue decorations, small flags of the United States on the huge dining table, and the king and queen are dressed in red. What? Is this for me?

      “Belinda!” the king says, arms open. I try not to react to his appearance. Thank God Zan warned me. I go to the king and he offers a hug which I take and give.

      “Hello, darling. We’re so happy you could come for a visit,” the queen says.

      Their whole vibe is different. This is who they really are, away from the stiffness of interviews or public appearances. It’s startling in its authenticity.

      “Thank you, your home and grounds are magnificent.” I look around at the theme of the luncheon and ask, “Is this in my honor?”

      Quiet laughter starts and grows into a hearty show. Everyone’s in on the private joke but me. But I’m amused too.

      “No, my dear. It’s the Fourth of July. We celebrate Zan’s childhood holidays. We’re doing it a little off schedule this year,” she says, locking eyes with me. I understand.

      “My mother was an American,” Zan chuckles, enjoying my confusion.

      “Oh!”

      Kwai enters the room, carrying two big boxes with unmistakable graphics revealing the contents.

      “We’ve got fireworks!” he says.

      “Fireworks? That’s so cool!” Nubia hollers.

      That’s how the lunch began. My confusion, the children’s excitement, and the sense of being totally comfortable amongst these people. This wonderful family. They’re inclusive. And watching them interact in their family home is impressive. They not only love each other, they like each other too.

      Even Kwai, who I sized up early, is more complex than I thought. Under the impatience lies a goodness. It’s pretty well hidden, but it’s there. Tarik and family are the centerpieces of the family puzzle. The grandchildren adored. Seeing the king with one child on each knee is adorable. They love their grandfather. It’s so obvious.

      And so I find myself in the middle of a dream. Never in my wildest fantasies did I think I’d be celebrating the Fourth of July out of context, enjoying a lunch in my honor with a king and a queen, or falling asleep under an African sky.

      But it’s the prince who impresses me most. His calmness, the quiet joy that lives inside, his ability to cope with what’s happening with grace. And for a hundred other reasons. I think I’m falling in love.
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      Zan

      “All of a sudden I’m afraid!” Belinda whisper screams.

      I put an arm around her shoulders and pull her closer, accidentally knocking her sun hat half off.

      “We’re safe. I wouldn’t put you in harm’s way.”

      She straightens the hat and her eyes dart to our three armed guards and two guides.

      “I guess six men and fifty feet should be enough between me and the meat eaters.”

      Her nervous laugh gives her words no weight. She’s scared, but I know her mood will change if the lions show.

      We stand on the plateau looking down at the clearing below. This is where they come almost daily to sun themselves and look over their territory. Sometimes one female, sometimes with her mate. I’ve yet to see any cubs. But I haven’t been in over a year. It could be a complete bust. There’s rustling in the tall grass bordering the clearing, and I see them move aside as something passes through.

      “Here they come,” Embodi says in low tones, not turning to look at us.

      His eyes are on the movement of the grasses. The men take their positions. Belinda’s nails dig into my forearm but her eyes are trained on the brush.

      “Stay quiet,” I say in soft tones.

      First two big golden paws and a majestic face peek out, followed by the body of the male lion. He makes no moves indicating he’s seen us. But I know for sure he’s smelled our presence. Behind him comes the female, her gait slow and easy. Their eyes are trained on the clearing.

      I look to Belinda whose face is transformed. The fear has become wonder, and there’s actual tears in her eyes. She mouths the word, “Ohhh,” and squeezes my arm.

      The lions begin to settle in the center of the clearing, after sniffing out the right spot. A kind of a dance happens between them right before setting their bodies down. Each faces a different direction, back haunches almost touching. The breeze is strong and it ripples their thick coats like wheat in a field. The female lifts her head to catch the wind.

      “They’re beautiful, right?” I say.

      “I’ve never been so taken by a sight. They’re magnificent, Zan.”

      We stayed watching for just fifteen minutes. That’s when they both caught sight of us and became too intrigued. When the male got up and began to saunter our way was when we decided it was time to go back to camp.
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        * * *

      

      When I first suggested we take a couple of days for a photographic safari I didn’t expect such an enthusiastic reply.

      “Yes! I’d love to do that! I need to borrow your pith helmet!” she teased.

      It’s turned out to be everything I hoped it would be, for me and for her. Just watching her expression when seeing an animal in the wild would have been enough. But add to that sharing the sunrise and sunset of the day. Beautiful. Tonight I’m taking cues from her favorite movie. With Belinda my motivation is genuine. I want to please by recreating something that touched her.

      The fire’s in the middle of camp. It crackles and pops. The starlit sky, so clear in the darkness of the surroundings. The large comfortable tent we will be sleeping in tonight and the full course dinner the guides are preparing. All scenes from the movie. Glad I thought about lighting, which could have been difficult had it not been for the lanterns. They cast beautiful patterns on the ground. I’m certain my team is cussing me out under their breath for having to lug all these extras.

      Tomorrow morning’s surprise will either be a hit, or a dismal failure. I’m betting on the former. Hope the clothes I laid out for her fit. It was the best I could do to match Meryl Streep’s wardrobe at the camp scene. When she sees my commitment to the idea, it’s going to be good. I’m in it with her. This Robert Redford get-up is cool. I’m channeling the adventurer his character was in the film. The dark shirt, khaki pants, and sturdy boots selling my intentions. But the best prop is the old victrola perched to play my selections for the night. The soundtrack from the movie.

      A delicate hand draws back the tent flap and she steps out. For a few beats I have a hard time putting words to feeling. I’m stunned by her beauty and the perfect picture of femininity that stands before me.

      “Belinda. You look amazing. Better than amazing.”

      She smooths the pockets of the ankle-length skirt and pops the collar of the white shirt. A wide African-print shawl wraps around her shoulders and flat high boots complete the look. Blonde hair is piled loosely on top of her head. Strands escaping confinement, making it look like she’s from another era.

      But what’s most striking is the lack of makeup. Her face freshly washed and naked in the moonlight. I love it. There’s a natural blush to her cheeks, and her rosy hued soft lips match.

      She looks my outfit over. I do a slow turn. “What do you think?”

      “I think you’re the loveliest man I’ve ever known,” she says, taking me in an embrace.

      Cue the music. I nod to the guide, and he places the needle on the record. “Out of Africa” rises in the night and lands in our hearts. Belinda closes her eyes and takes in the music, the moment.

      I take her hand in mine and she wraps an arm over my shoulder. I feel delicate fingers rest on my neck. We dance slowly, quietly moving around the fire. Words would only interrupt what’s passing between us.

      At the end of the song, she looks up into my eyes.

      “You’ve ruined it, you know,” I say, quoting Robert Redford.

      “Ruined what?” She smiles, not skipping a beat.

      “Being alone.”

      Our steps come to a stop, and she locks eyes with me.

      “If you say anything right now, I’ll believe it.”

      “Then I love you,” I say, going off script.

      Her beautiful eyes soften. “And I you, Zan. I love you.”

      I pull her close, closer than ever before. “Don’t know how I’ve lived till now,” I whisper in her ear.
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        * * *

      

      She loves me. Unbelievable. Sleeping in my arms, her soft breath the only sound inside the tent. But outside, Africa speaks, and I want Belinda to learn the language. I’ll be the teacher. It’s plain, she connects with this place and senses the magic all around. It’s obvious to those who feel deeply.

      Tonight I’m doing what I’ve done almost nightly since I was a child. For a time it was my only link to the past and to my parents. My father taught me to listen to the night. He said nothing is heard in isolation. All the sounds mix together, and it’s fun to untangle them as we fall asleep. Nature’s lullaby. What exactly makes each evening’s song? What about tonight’s? I want to remember this special night’s soundtrack forever.

      The incessant song of the cicada beetle mixes with the frogs’ conversations. That’s the background music. Off in the distance a trumpeting elephant brings a smile to my face. At some distant riverbank hippos fight, their voices unmistakable.

      And then the eerie sound of the Nightjar, smooth and rhythmic, is accompanied by creepy hyena calls. Those used to freak me out when I was a young boy. Now I appreciate every sound, sight, and smell of the land. Right before my eyes shut the night out, I hear a final voice. A leopard’s throaty, powerful warning to a foe.

      I’m deep inside a dream when the unexpected rain wakes us both. Tap, tap, tapping lightly at first, then stronger and stronger.

      “That’s a lovely sound,” she says, lifting on an elbow.

      I move the strands of silky hair from her face.

      “I’m glad we have transportation. Walking out of this would have been a bitch. Did you have a good time on your first safari?”

      “Oh yes. But my favorite part had nothing to do with majestic animals or photography.”

      “Really,” I tease, “and what would that be?”

      The poke in my chest precedes her explanation.

      “You said you loved me.” She smiles.

      “Did I? You sure?”

      I’m suddenly under her body and the long white nightgown that’s twisted in the sheets.

      “Don’t pretend you didn’t. Otherwise I might have to punish the bad boy. I have my ways, you know.”

      “Sounds promising.”

      She playfully pins my wrists down. The fact she’s not strong at all means nothing. I’m her captive.

      “You’re such a girl,” I say, chuckling.

      “What exactly does that mean? Looks like I’m the one holding you.”

      I roll her over with no effort. Now her wrists and arms and legs are under my command. Taking both wrists in one hand, I pull up her nightclothes. Doesn’t look like she’s hating giving up the pretense of power.

      “I guess I was fooling myself,” she laughs.

      The smile she wears and the look in her eyes says she knows exactly how to please me. Doesn’t matter both of us know I’d do her bidding, follow her lead, say yes to whatever she desires. I want her more than I’ve ever desired anyone or anything.

      I start kissing her neck, delicate wrists still in my grasp. My free hand moves over heaving breasts with hardened nipples. Oh yeah. My mouth finds them and takes everything I want. Her hips rise with the sensations.

      “Oh baby,” I say half whispering.

      My dick is pressing against her pussy and I’m grinding slowly. She spreads her legs, then closes them and stretches, then does it again. Jesus Christ. That’s good. My breathing quickens and hers does too. I loosen my grasp and her fingers go to her mouth. The lips I love to kiss. She pulls the bottom one down just a bit, showing me exactly where my dick would be happy. But first I want to kiss her like she deserves. Even in the morning her breath is sweet.

      We kiss and all thought of control leaves me. We’re far beyond that kind of thinking. She’s in my arms, I’m under her spell and she mine. We’re side by side, her on top, me on top, rolling in the deep. Few words pass between us. They would be superfluous.

      It’s all feeling now, senses sharpened by the feel of her skin, the smell of our lovemaking, the sight of nipple and clit, ass and dick. Her face. It’s as sexually stimulating as any of the more obvious choices. When I’m looking in the blue pools that are her eyes, or the tender pout of her lips, I’m taken away. There’s a paradise only she and I occupy, and that face takes me there.

      In the background, the rain builds its fury. With a thunderous crack we belong to the thunder.
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      Belinda

      “Does this work?”

      I’ve modeled at least six different outfits for Zan to approve. Usually I am very adept at choosing my wardrobe. I’ve got a good sense of style and comportment. But this is out of my comfort zone. An official visit to one of Prince Zan’s charities wasn’t something I’d anticipated.

      “I liked the last four choices,” he says slightly annoyed.

      “What does that mean? This is number six. You don’t think this would work?”

      I’m boring the prince. But he’s showing remarkable patience. Till now.

      “Belinda! I wasn’t counting. It’s not that big a deal. That one! The one you’re wearing is perfect!”

      I’m about to protest when I see his eyebrows knitting together.

      “Okay. Okay. I’m going with this,” I say lacking commitment. I was noticing the skirt might be a little short.

      My eyes look up to see he’s watching and he’s noticed my slight hesitation. “That one! Let’s go!”

      I give in to the inevitability and grab my purse.

      He guides me to the door with a hand behind my back. Yeah, I know what you’re doing, man. There’s no chance for second-guessing now. We walk outside his house and to the backseat of the waiting car. Getting in, Zan speaks to his bodyguard who sits in the passenger seat up front.

      “Morning. Anything I should hear about?”

      “No, sir. All’s quiet. Except I haven’t heard back about Ms. Banks’ seating.”

      “Text them. I don’t want an embarrassing situation when we get there. Make sure you’re straightforward.”

      Zan raises the glass divide for our privacy.

      “What’s that about?” I say as the car pulls away.

      “Nothing, really. I want to make sure they know I’m bringing a guest. No big deal.”

      “I don’t have to sit right next to you, if it’s a problem.”

      He looks at me like I’m crazy. “Yes you do. I won’t have it any other way.”

      From behind the car comes honking. Over and over. Someone’s trying to get our attention. Zan looks back.

      “It’s Kwai.” He knocks on the glass and motions for the driver to pull over.

      “Wonder what this is about? I know he doesn’t want to come, I’ve already asked.”

      The car comes to a stop and Kwai pulls up next to us. He gets out and approaches as Zan opens his door.

      “What’s up?”

      There’s a serious look on his brother’s face. One I haven’t seen before.

      “Just want you to know you may want to return tonight instead of staying as planned. I just left the house. Dad’s not feeling well.”

      Zan’s concern is real. “Do you think I should stay? I mean, I’ll cancel if it’s serious.”

      Then he reads his brother’s expression. He’s questioning how much I know, and how much he should say.

      “Belinda knows. Speak freely.”

      Kwai rests a forearm on the hood of the car and speaks candidly. “I wouldn’t cancel. The people have been waiting for your visit for months. But I’d cut the next day’s activities out and come home when you’ve finished your visit. Dad would be pissed if you cancelled everything.”

      “How bad is it, brother? In your opinion.”

      “I think the hourglass is almost empty. It’s not going to be today, but it’s coming faster than we were told it would. Just my take on things.”

      Zan thinks things through for a few moments, then meets Kwai’s gaze.

      “Okay. Thanks for the heads-up. We’re going to be returning tonight. Call me if there’s any change.”

      Kwai nods and leans down to speak to me.

      “Trial by fire, heh?”

      There’s no right answer for that, so I simply acknowledge the truth with a nod.

      I know this day means a lot to Zan. Going back to the Transkei where he was raised and where he was abducted holds so many mixed memories. The charity was established five years ago, but this will be the first time he’s visited. He had been the private benefactor for all those years. But when the news of who it was leaked six months ago, the people wanted to acknowledge and honor the man. He’d made such a difference in their children’s lives. You can’t blame them.
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        * * *

      

      All the way to Port Saint Johns in the Transkei, we traveled lush roads. Even at this time of year some green lingers on bush and tree. I’ve seen so many unfamiliar plants and insects and birds. Zan has taught me many new names. The sapphire sea was beside us from Mozia to our destination, whipped up waves pounding a rocky shoreline.

      Turning from the dirt road onto a wide swath of pavement, the clinic comes into view. When I look at Zan, he’s smiling.

      “It looks good, don’t you think?” he says.

      “It’s so much bigger than I thought it would be. Look at the people!”

      Up ahead on either side of the front double wide entry, stands the welcoming crowd. At least two hundred children of all ages clap and wave. It looks like their parents are standing behind them in a solid block. Some throw kisses.

      I don’t know why I’m the one getting choked up. I had nothing to do with anything. But it’s touching my heart to think Zan is responsible for helping these people. When we pull up in front of the crowd, Chudda gets out first. He comes around and stands beside the car, just by Zan’s door.

      “I’ll be getting out first. It’s protocol. I’ll reach back for your hand.”

      Now my mouth goes dry. Dry as the Sahara Desert. “Okay. Got it.”

      Driver gets out and opens Zan’s door. As he steps out, the singing starts. The children’s voices fill the air and rise to the clouds. What a beautiful melody. I don’t know if it’s a Zulu or Xhosa song. The language is foreign so its meaning is hidden to me. But the feeling is clear. They sing it with a spirit that tells me everything I need to know. It’s a message of gratitude.

      Zan reaches back for me and I take his outstretched hand. Stepping out into the dappled sunlight I’m surrounded by the warmth of the happy children. It’s as if the sun had never shone brighter. As the song ends Zan is walking toward them. I wait by the car, just smiling and waving at the friendly faces. It feels like something spiritual is happening.

      I watch Zan with the people his charity has benefited. Children who have. For the first time in their lives, reliable access to health care. Zulu children, Xhosa children, together. He hadn’t told me he spoke

      Xhosa, but the clicking sounds coming from his mouth have made a group of children laugh. How charming is this scene. I reach back in for my cell and take a few or ten pictures.

      A tall thin middle-aged woman reaches for Zan’s hand. They shake, and the woman touches her heart and says something I can’t hear. He turns and gestures for me to join him.

      “This is my guest, Belinda Banks,” he says, putting an arm around my waist. “Belinda, this is Dr. Roberta Wushka, the director of the Hope Clinic.”

      We exchange pleasantries and she leads us through the perfectly maintained grounds to the entry. A tour of the clinic results in a clearer view for me of what kind of charity work Zan is involved in. No child is turned away for medical care, and those who can pay are given reasonable time to do so. A circle of donors, both corporate and private, fund the charity with yearly donations.

      Once we walk through the back doors, the afternoon’s plan is clear. Long white tables under crisp white tents fill the patio. Beautiful African beadwork runners run the length of the tables.

      “Miss Banks, I hope you enjoy our lunch. Are you familiar with our traditional dishes?” the doctor says.

      It’s a friendly question with a short answer. “Not yet. I’m looking forward though.”

      Zan takes the center seat of honor at the one table facing all others. I sit on his right and the Director on his left. Eight other seats are occupied by doctors and donors. On my right sits one of the corporate donors.

      “I’m Elizabeth,” she says, extending a hand.

      “Belinda.”

      Zan is busy talking with the doctor, so I don’t introduce him.

      “American?”

      “Yes. I’m a New Yorker.”

      This makes her very happy. “Oh! I’m planning a trip there next year. Is there something you’d say don’t miss? I mean other than the obvious tourist traps.”

      “I’d suggest you see a Broadway play. Are you interested in the arts? We have fabulous museums.”

      “I’m interested in it all. I just haven’t had the time to indulge myself much. I’ve been on this business treadmill for twenty-five years now. I need to learn to take some time for myself.”

      “What do you do, Elizabeth?”

      “I run a media outlet. Trackers.”

      I put the puzzle together. “Oh, yes. I’m aware of your company.”

      “Yes? I’m surprised.”

      “I’m a writer. Political analysis and in-depth reporting of worldwide current events.”

      She looks at me with a discerning eye. “How interesting. What’s your full name?”

      “Belinda Banks. Let me give you my card.”

      I retrieve the card from my purse and hand it to her. “I write a weekly column and I do spec pieces for various online magazines and periodicals. I’d be honored if you’d give me a read.”

      “I will. Definitely. Of course I’m familiar with your editor. We’ve been at events together a few times. I wouldn’t say we’re friends, but we’ve had a few interesting conversations.”

      Shit. She knows the media mogul I can’t get within a hundred yards of. I bring the conversation back to its roots, so she doesn’t find me too pushy.

      “I’d be happy to send you a few suggestions and links to our venues in Manhattan. For your trip next year.”

      Her face brightens. “That would be wonderful! Thank you, Belinda. Let me give you my information. I’m not in the habit of sharing my cell number and private email, but I’m happy to do it for you.”

      Yeah. I’m a bit too savvy to take the woman at her word. Not about this. I’m well aware her interests lie in the prince and more specifically his family. At least it does if she’s as good at her job as the reputation that precedes her.

      But one hand washes the other. If I can widen my influence as a writer by being published by one of Africa’s biggest news sources, it will be huge. But it only works if I can protect Zan and the private information about the king and his family I’m subject to. I’m not about to risk the relationship or what’s just become mine.
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        * * *

      

      The trip back is a very different experience. It’s almost pitch black because there’s fewer house lights along this stretch of coast. But the stars are putting on a spectacular show. Zan asked the driver to open the moonroof, and we’ve been stretched out watching the sky.

      “Did you see me talking with Elizabeth Loch?”

      “Yeah. She’s a bright woman, and powerful.”

      “I took her information so I could send her some tips on visiting New York. She’s coming next year.”

      “Uh huh. Did you give her yours?”

      I sit up so I can look him in the eyes. “Yes. I told her I was a writer too. Secretly I’m hoping to submit to one of her publications. Our interests fit. I just wanted to tell you and say I’m aware she’s a media person above all. I know she’d love to get the story of your father’s illness and the subsequent announcement of the heir to the throne.”

      “Your damn right she would,” he says, waiting for me to conclude my thought.

      “I’ll never betray the trust you’ve put in me. And to that end, whatever I submit, you’ll see first.”

      The smile and the accompanying nod tell me I’ve done the right thing in being open.

      “Good. Because you haven’t learned yet, that there’s all kinds of people who will play you to get to us. They work to find your weak spot. I’m not saying there is one, but remember Belinda, not everyone is as ethical or good as you. Just be guarded.”

      “I will, love.”

      His eyes close as he gently pulls me back down beside him. Quiet is what he needs. But thoughts of the king must be playing on a loop. I’ve thought of little else myself. It must be excruciatingly hard for Zan and the entire family. Note to self. Ask Princess Monifa what I can do to help.
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      Zan

      “Papa, open your mouth. I’ve got your favorite soup.”

      My mother sits on the opposite side of the bed, holding his hand. Her face wears the worry and gut -wrenching sadness she carries.

      “Manza, you must eat a little. Please, my love.”

      No response, although his eyes are open. This silence is the most disturbing turn. He’s gone within. If my mother can’t break through none of us can. I look to her for I don’t know what. Permission to quit trying to force feed him? She raises a palm. I set the soup down on the tray, and get it out of the way.

      A finger signals me to follow.

      “I’ll be back after you take your nap, Papa.”

      Outside we walk toward the voices coming from the other room.

      “I’m losing my hope, son. And it’s coming faster than we were told.”

      Eyes plead for me to have another opinion, but I don’t.

      I don’t want to remind either of us the doctor said “Maybe six months”. At the time I thought that was about the weakest way to give us all a glimmer of faith. Now I know it was a kind of generosity.

      Before we round the corner I give my mother a hug that lasts longer than any I’ve given before. I want to comfort her. And me.

      “Is Dad awake?” Tarik’s voice calls.

      As soon as we round the corner and are met by the concerned faces of my brothers, my mother starts crying. There’s no wails or any sound. It’s her quiet grief that punches me in the gut. Rarely have I seen this. She’s the strongest among us, and also the most private. But great love makes all our emotions come to the surface. I’m just beginning to know that truth.

      “Mom, come sit here with me,” Tarik says, patting the spot next to him.

      “Dad’s resting,” I say.

      “Did he talk?” Kwai asks.

      “No.” I know they wanted another answer, but I didn’t have it to give.
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        * * *

      

      The early morning’s scenes still play in my head, while we’re moving closer to our destination. Even the woman in my arms can’t remove the images.

      Belinda’s first trip to Africa was too short. I’m hoping for much more. Do I dare imagine a day when airports and goodbyes are unnecessary? If I were to bring the subject up this soon, it might scare her. Slow your roll, Zan.

      “When are you coming back? They’ll always be a ticket waiting.” So much for playing it cool.

      We’re wrapped up in each other’s arms, her head resting against my chest. The International Terminal is only a few minutes away. Damn. The morning went by too quickly.

      “Are you sure your family would want that?” she says, looking back at me. “It’s such an intimate time.”

      “I’ve already passed it by my mother. That’s the only person whose opinion I needed. My brothers are fine with it, they understand.”

      “It’s not like I’d be anywhere around the private residence. I want to support you. Even if it’s just to be a shoulder for you to cry on.”

      I pull her closer. “So you’re coming back?”

      “If you want me to. Maybe at the beginning of next month. James’ wedding will be in the rearview mirror. You know I’d get out of it if it was anyone but one of my brothers.”

      “I understand, baby. I’ll take what I can get. Come back as soon as you think it’s right.”

      Her kiss is the promise, just as the car pulls to the curb. The driver gets out and gets her bags from the trunk. I see the British Airways representatives waiting to escort her. They stand a respectable distance from the car. But their demeanor is unmistakable.

      “Before you get out I want to tell you something. Actually, I want to ask you something.” My voice cracks with emotion. What she does to me. I turn into my sixteen-year-old inexperienced self.

      “What, love?”

      “Do you think you could ever see yourself living anywhere other than New York?”

      But before there’s time for an answer Chudda knocks on the glass and holds his cell up, motioning me to lower the glass.

      “I’m sorry to disturb. They’ve just taken the king to the hospital. The ambulance left a few minutes ago.”

      It hits me like an avalanche. I’m not sure which way is up or what to do. Belinda and I untangle from each other and sit up.

      “Why didn’t they call me?”

      “Your cell goes to message. Kwai said he couldn’t get ahold of you.”

      Belinda squeezes my arm and the tears in her eyes say the rest.

      “Go, honey. Call when you can. Doesn’t matter what time,” I say.

      “Are you going to be okay? Do you want me to stay? I will.”

      Sweet woman. I kiss her.

      “No. Let’s stick with the plan. You go back, take care of whatever you have to do. Then, after the wedding, get your ass back. Don’t forget I love you.”

      Arms wrap around my neck and she presses her lips to mine. It feels like a lifeline offered to a drowning man. Life hasn’t scared me in a very long time.
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        * * *

      

      The private wing of Mozia Hospital wasn’t familiar to me at all, until this year. Now I could find my way through the maze of corridors blindfolded. That’s something I never wanted to be proficient at.

      Outside my father’s suite stand two armed guards. As I approach, the door pushes open and Tarik and Kwai walk out.

      “How’s Dad doing?” I say, meeting them halfway to the elevator. There’s no need for greetings or any semblance of normalcy. It’s impossible to miss Kwai’s nose is red. Shit.

      “He’s not doing well. They’ve got him on morphine so he’s in and out of sleep,” Tarik says.

      “He’s been in a lot of pain,” Kwai adds. “The doctor says death is imminent.”

      Those words need a moment to absorb and settle in my mind. But it’s my heart that takes the hit.

      “How about Mom?”

      Tarik starts biting his bottom lip, as he’s done his entire life whenever he’s stressed.

      “She’s been a rock through this, but she’s afraid. You see it all over her face.”

      “This is unbelievable. I never thought something would happen to either one of them this young.”

      “None of us did. But it’s coming. We’ll have to come to terms with our personal loss separate from our people’s loss. Now it’s going to be all our jobs, brothers, not just mine,” Tarik says, laying a hand on our shoulders.

      Is this really happening? All of a sudden it’s here and this place is where it happens. The three of us look like boys to me. Afraid, out of their depth kids.

      “Where were you two going?”

      “That fucking heart monitor is driving me crazy. Beep beep beep. Slower every hour.” Kwai spits the words out. “It’s like a death knoll.”

      “We were just giving Mother a minute,” Tarik says.

      “It doesn’t seem like such a great idea now. Let’s go back.”

      His face tells a story. He’s hurting and every emotion reveals itself. I’m surprised to see it’s so raw. Kwai’s always been the one who’s kept his emotions hidden. I think today they’re just too big to contain.

      “Let’s go,” I say, walking back to the room.

      We steel ourselves and go inside. Mother has ahold of the king’s hand. She kisses it tenderly and doesn’t look up at the interlopers. I think she’s alone with him now, no matter who else is in the room. Tarik takes his place at the foot of the bed and touches the blanket-covered foot of our father.

      Kwai stands slightly behind him, like a kid hiding from the unknown. He feels safer behind his little brother. I pull up the chair and sit across from my mother. Her eyes lift to mine and silently acknowledge my presence. But they quickly return to her husband.

      My hand lays on an arm that looks somehow frail even through the fabric. It wasn’t that long ago he still had muscle tone. This devil of a disease has ravaged his body without mercy. His mouth is slightly open and it’s hard to detect even one breath. But the rise and fall of his chest contradicts the picture.

      I see the man now, separate from the king. His vulnerabilities are as present as the rest of ours. This bigger than life figure is just a human after all. But the revelation tells me that particular truth is the greatest thing about him. He was just a man, but one who rose above his humanness.

      My eyes well with tears, and one streams down my face. I don’t bother wiping it away. He can’t see our pain. A sigh escapes and says more than what can be expressed in words.

      “Give your love to the king. To your father,” Mother says, looking at her sons. “It’s time.”

      She stands and steps away from the bed to make room for our one way conversations.

      Kwai starts crying and it’s so fucking touching how he lifts a hand to his mouth and tries to stifle the sob.

      Tarik takes a seat on one side of the king and I the other. I’m holding one hand as Tarik rubs the other.

      “Father,” Tarik whispers in his ear. “Thank you for my gift of life. I promise you I will watch over our people and guide Mozia as you have taught me. I love you, Papa. We will all be together again soon.”

      His tears take the words from him, and he buries his face in his hands and weeps. Peripherally I see my mother take a seat against the windows.

      I look at Kwai, to give him the respect due. He’s the natural born son. But he shakes his head.

      “You go next,” he manages to say between the tears.

      So I turn my attention to the soul who is passing from us.

      “My father. King. Thank you for saving my life. You did in every way.” My tears flow unabated. “I’m sure you gained your wings when you took this broken boy and made him whole again. You didn’t have to do all that you did. Thank you for teaching me that real charity is made of love.”

      When I look up Kwai is leaning his head back, looking at the heavens for strength. He wipes his tears with the sleeves of his shirt and leans his hands against the foot rail.

      “My king. My father.” He gets those four words out then dissolves in tears. But he keeps going. Mother gets up and comes to his side. She leans her head against him and wraps her arms around his waist.

      “It’s alright, son. If it’s too hard you don’t have to say anything. He knows how you feel,” she says softly.

      A look comes over his face that I can’t read. It’s as if he’s feeling some sort of strength rising. Maybe he doesn’t want to be that man anymore. A calmness tries to take power over him. The tears quiet.

      “No. I want to.”

      He keeps ahold of the queen, but it’s the mother who feels the goodness of his words.

      “Father. You are the best part of me. I know I can be a fuck-up.”

      The sentiment surprises us all and brings a light moment into the room. Proving there is comedy in everything.

      “But somehow you overlooked that about your prodigal son. Actually you accepted it. But that didn’t mean you ignored the fact. You always made me feel I was capable of being more. I know that’s a pretty low bar, but for me it’s been a reach. I want you to know how much I love you. How much I appreciate your patience with my ways.” Then these hard to get out words accompanied by tears. “I’m sorry if I ever disappointed you, I know I must have many times.” His frustrated sigh rises in the room. “My promise is this, Father. I’ll try to be better at life. And I’ll look for you in the night’s sky. Just like you told me you did for your parents.”

      The heart monitor’s incessant reminder life ebbs, slows until it’s only a whine of sound uninterrupted by a life-force.

      How far is the journey from here to a star? Godspeed, my beloved father.
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      Belinda

      I step into the dress and have Soraya zip me up. She looks at the both of us in this get up and rolls her eyes at our image.

      “How’s Zan doing? Did you talk to him last night?”

      “We talk every night. I wish I could be there. But he’s doing okay. Everyone’s trying to be strong for each other,” I say, stepping into my heels.

      “Graham said they’ve been talking. He said your man is, to use his word, savvy.”

      “I got that impression too. He’s not just a pretty face. Not that I’d complain if he was.”

      “When’s the transfer of power? I mean officially.”

      “Next month. I hope I’ll be able to be there.”

      Walking out of the dressing room into the bridal salon, we head for the mirror.

      “What about the funeral?”

      “They’re finalizing all the details. The plans have been in place for years.”

      “Makes sense for a Royal. You and I have seen the obituaries written for the media well in advance of a public figure’s demise.”

      “That always creeped me out, but it’s nothing if not good planning.”

      The three-way mirror gives a good view of the bad bridesmaid dress. At least it fits right now. It’s small praise that it looks better than it did three weeks ago.

      My new sister-in-law, Susan is an awesome woman, but fashion isn’t her thing. Don’t think my brother gives a damn. She has a hundred other good qualities.

      “Debbie Gibson called. She wants her dress back,” Soraya says, reading my mind.

      “I know. I’m so glad you have to share my shame, I don’t want to be alone looking like I’m going to the prom.”

      “We’ll just drink and dance and forget how we look. Graham will dance with us both.”

      “Good. Now I can try to have a good time without worrying I’m encouraging some guy’s fantasy of screwing a bridesmaid.”

      “How in the hell did that start anyway? Do you know that many women who hooked up with someone they just met at a wedding?”

      I look at her like she’s suddenly lost her mind. I hold my stare for a few seconds, until we both bust out laughing.

      “I mean, other than you or I?” I remind her.

      “We were a lot younger,” she adds with a shoulder shrug.

      “Yeah, that’s it. Had no connection to the copious amounts of alcohol we were drinking in our twenties.”

      “That guy was fun until he took his pants off. He had an unfortunate-sized penis.”

      “I don’t remember you telling me that. Poor guy. Too small. Gherkin material?”

      “No! Too big! He was hung like a donkey.”

      I’m laughing so hard I have to lean against the wall. “Stop! I’m going to pee my pants!”

      This gets Soraya going. She puts her hands out, showing me an approximate size of her studly drive by.

      “I’m serious. He not only had length but girth. It was too big. It scared the hell out of me! I didn’t even get it in all the way, so I had to give the poor guy a blow job.”

      I laugh out loud, bending over and holding my stomach. That’s when I feel the back of my prom dress give way.

      Turning around to Soraya, I show her what her blow job story produced.

      “Come on friend, let’s go before we make these goofy dresses worse!” she says, leading the way.
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        * * *

      

      Morgan International always looks like it’s about to be photographed for a spread. Graham is a man with taste. I’ve been here with Soraya several times, and each time I see another detail in his office I hadn’t seen before. Today it’s the exquisite pen on his desk. That shows his classic tastes. How many people still write with an expensive pen?

      “So what are you two up to this afternoon?” he says, fingers entwined behind his head.

      “Belinda and I had to go for a fitting for the bridesmaid dresses. After this we’re headed for the office.”

      “Oh yeah, the wedding is next weekend, right?”

      “Yes. Your wife and I have volunteered you for dance duty. Hope you don’t mind,” I say chuckling.

      “Of course not. I can do double duty.”

      He gets this grin that makes Soraya wiggle in her seat. And that wiggle makes him smile.

      “I hear you’ve been communicating with Zan. I hope it will be a beneficial business relationship as well as a personal one.”

      “He asks all the right questions, and that tells me a lot. Plus, we found out we’re both rabid Spanish soccer fans. It’s kind of an odd find since neither of us live anywhere near Spain.”

      “I’m going to order a team hat on Amazon to take to him on my next visit. I’ll get you one too!”

      “I want one!” Soraya says.

      “I was sorry to hear his father passed away. Soraya and I sent flowers and condolences.”

      “That was really lovely of you two,” I say, touching my heart.

      “Belinda’s going back to Africa after the wedding.”

      “This sounds like love. And I highly recommend it.”

      Graham’s general attitude about being in love with my best friend is beautiful, meaningful, and encouraging. It’s what I see in Zan, and that’s a rare commodity.

      Soraya and I both hit the biggest jackpot of all.
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        * * *

      

      We postponed going into the office as long possible. But Carol wants to talk with me, and when the editor wants to have a conversation, you comply.

      “Shut the door,” she says, looking up from her desk. “And sit down.”

      With the door shut I move to take my seat.

      “So you’re going back to Africa next month?”

      News travels fast. “Yes. I’ll be able to do my assignments and maybe come up with a few more ideas for that piece on global nationalism.”

      She raises her eyebrows at my comment. “I’m thinking about another story. You have an opportunity we shouldn’t ignore and we both know what it is.”

      “Mozia.” No use pretending I don’t pick up her meaning. She’s right.

      “Yes. Were you planning on being there for the coronation?”

      “I’ll be there.”

      “Alright. Let’s concentrate on this story. It’s the one only you specifically have eyes on. Think about the slant you want to take. There’s a new monarch. Highlight the things that are going to change. And look for the things others have missed. Write about the personal side of things. What’s the new king like? We know he’s young and handsome. But what about his struggles? Find the things that haven’t been written about before. But you already know that’s what we’re about.”

      “Alright. I’ll let you know my itinerary and send updates when I’m there.”

      “Good. That’s all,” she says with a wave of dismissal.

      Walking out of the office my mind is going a hundred miles an hour. I’m happy for the assignment, which gives me more time in Africa with Zan. And my trip will be paid for. I’ll take the plane ticket fare and use it for per diem. I want Zan to see I don’t expect him to pay for every damn thing. The hope of him accepting even the smallest gesture on my behalf is laughable, but I’m at least going to try. He will reject any offer I have of flying coach. That one I know without asking.

      Soraya is visible through her open door as I approach. When Ask Ida retired and Soraya took over the column things changed. Time spent at the office has actually decreased. As the assistant, she was required to be here every day. Now she picks her spots and lets her assistant do the things she was once responsible for. It’s come full circle. She looks up from her computer.

      “What’s Ask Ida up to today?” I say, standing in the doorway.

      “Same old problems. My man isn’t treating me right. My children don’t appreciate me. My girlfriend may be cheating. I think I may be still in love with an old boyfriend who I looked up on Facebook.”

      “I like the ones that come out of left field.”

      “You mean like ‘How do I get my girlfriend to like pretending to be a dog?’”

      “That’s the one. Your response was epic. ‘Let her use your penis as a chewy.’” I laugh at the memory.

      “How did it go in there?” she asks, lifting her chin toward Carol’s office.

      “Great,” I say, closing the door behind me. “I’ve got the assignment to cover the coronation. And the implication was to mine for more.”

      Narrowed eyes question my response to our editor’s directive.

      “I’m aware. She’s not getting anything Zan wouldn’t want to be public knowledge. There’s no reason for that. Besides I haven’t detected any signs of misfeasance. I’m a journalist who’s intelligent enough to read the room. These people are authentically straight. Their moral compass is impressive.”

      “What about Kwai?”

      “I’m sure his past is rife with misbehavior. But that’s not a story I’d be interested in writing. It’s lazy writing in my opinion. The readers might like some dirt, but that’s not what I want to be known for. Or the reason I was hired.”

      “You’ve got enough of a story with the close proximity to the family, right?”

      “Yes. But for the blog I’m concentrating on the coronation.”

      “Well then, you’re golden.”

      “The thing is I’m hoping for a more in-depth piece that I’ll save for a wider audience. I won’t be limiting myself.”

      “Smart.”

      “I’m going to tell Zan tonight to book my ticket the Monday after my brother’s wedding. And it can’t come soon enough.”
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        * * *

      

      “Hi, baby.”

      “I miss you,” he says softly.

      The voice sounds tired. I know he’s drained emotionally.

      “I miss you more. Tell me about your day. It sounds like it may have been a rough one.”

      “I don’t want to talk about it,” he says unconvincingly.

      “Okay.

      “It was a hell of a morning. Come to think of it the afternoon wasn’t too good either.”

      I’m going to ignore his prior statement. I’m just glad he wants to let me in.

      “Tell me what happened.”

      “I heard my mother crying in the kitchen. I was in the hallway and it just about tore me up.”

      My heart hurts for him. For her.

      “Ohhh, Zan, what did you do?”

      “I did what I could. What she’s always done for me. I comforted her.”

      “It sounds like you did the…”

      He interrupts me with what shouldn’t be contained.

      “I just held her and didn’t tell her to try to stop crying. Sometimes tears are the best way to say what you feel.”

      “I think you’re about the smartest man I’ve ever known, Zan.”

      “I don’t know about that. I just did what felt natural. She’d taught me to call on love when everything looks hopeless. It’s a powerful belief that I’ve used more than once. I don’t know lately. My mother just

      began eating again, so I thought things were getting a little easier.”

      I feel the sadness floating within him.

      “I wish I could take this away from you, baby.”

      “No one can. But you can make it a hell of a lot better just by being here. Thank God it’s almost here.”
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      Zan

      Having a family breakfast has radically changed. Gone are the loud conversations between brothers. And the laughter. The black hole left by our father sucked in our mother too. It’s just the three of us now, mostly lost in our cell phones. There’s not much to say when you’re held prisoner by your thoughts.

      “Where you off to?” I say as Kwai heads for the door.

      Expecting Kwai to give you an itinerary is a fool’s conclusion. But I’m hoping he’ll use good sense and take into consideration our mother needs us now.

      “I’ll be at the lake. I need to get away for a few days.”

      That’s a fucking first, telling me any details.

      “So we’ll be able to get ahold of you, if needed?” Tarik asks.

      “Yes,” he says, holding his stare.

      I decide to jump in. Tarik needs backup. “Good. Don’t go missing, Kwai. It’s not the time.”

      His eyebrows knit and the muscles of his jaw twitch. “What did I just say? If you need to talk with me, you can! I want to think. Is that alright with this family? Fuck.”

      “Don’t pretend we haven’t good reason to doubt you,” I say.

      There’s no response, and I don’t have any further comment. Shit. He can be such an ass. Think? More like drink. Sorry brother, but I’m not buying what you’re selling. You probably have a limousine full of young, horny women, planning what they’re going to wear to the party you’re sure to throw. They’re drawing straws on who’s going to fuck you first. We’ve seen this too many times to count.

      Tarik and I will hear all about it after the fact. Kwai’s security will talk to one or more of ours. It’s a straight line from them to us. They all like to tell us because up to now, we were a better option than the king. The few times he found out it was not pleasant for anyone. In fact the guards would get blamed for letting it happen, and Kwai would be free to fuck up again.

      It was easier for our father to believe, or pretend to believe, his son was not at fault. This way it can be handled auspiciously. All the dirty details come out in the end, when the security details practically fight to spill the dirt. That’s when we take over. We’re the ones cleaning up in the wake of his “just getting away” trips.

      Isn’t he getting tired of this shit? Apparently not because he just left the room.

      Tarik lays his napkin on the table and pushes his chair back a bit. Just enough to give his legs some room.

      “You realize in this frame of mind he could really make trouble?”

      From the far doorway our mother’s voice sounds. “Who could make trouble?”

      Fuck. Tarik’s face looks like mine I’m sure. Why the fuck weren’t we more careful?

      “There’s no use trying to spin it. Just tell me,” she says.

      “We were talking about Kwai. He’s going to the lake.”

      “The fact that we’re all raw just gives us some pause, Mother. But I’m sure we’re overreacting,” I say.

      She looks at us with those mother eyes. The ones that see all and know everything you’re thinking. Sometimes before you do. But instead of her radar raising, she surprises me.

      “I’m not going to worry. Kwai’s old enough to fight his own battles. Maybe it would do him good to have consequences.”

      She takes her seat. The same one she’s occupied all these years, while the king’s chair sits empty beside her. Tarik looks as shocked as I am at her new take on things. Our mother has always watched over the three of us like a hen, making sure all of her children were out of harm’s way.

      But I think the grief for my father has concentrated her focus. For the first time in her life, she’s myopic. There’s only room for the man she loved. Loves still.

      “Did I tell you Belinda is coming this week? She’s going to be here for Tarik’s ceremonies.”

      “That’s good, dear,” she says with only a portion of her attention on the reply.

      I look at my brother who seems as concerned as I.

      “I’m going to be spending this afternoon at the hospital. We’re meeting with the principals for the King Mansa Oncology Wing,” he says.

      There’s only a half-smile and a nod as her answer.

      “Want to join me, Mom? You should really be there.”

      “No thank you. I’ve got some correspondence to attend to, son. You go without me this time.”

      “Okay. Maybe I can move the meeting up, so I can get back here by four. Your grandchildren have been missing seeing their grandmother. Come for dinner tonight. You too, Zan. Six o’clock. I’m not taking no for an answer.”

      The queen’s face shows her hesitation. But I’d guess she appreciates Tarik’s concern. Think it was the grandchildren though who convinced her to go.

      “Alright. Six. No later.”

      “That’s fine. I’ll make sure to be back.”

      “I’ve been considering which journalist to give close access to. The coronation and passing of the monarchy needs to be recorded properly for history. There’s going to be different takes on the facts. We know how that works. I want someone who will see the whole picture accurately.”

      “I think we need more than local reporters and even more than the journalists we know here. We need international coverage that is more than a few paragraphs,” I say.

      “I agree. I think it would be a good idea to have Ms. Banks do it. She’s going to be here with us, and she’d have a clearer picture of what I’m about,” says Tarik. “But more importantly, she’s a great writer. You read the last piece she did on us.”

      I just let my brother make the sale. He’s doing a good job of it.

      “What’s your take on this, Zan?”

      “I think it’s a good idea. If you give her the exclusive it would be even better. Let her tell our story, free of Kwai’s latest escapades. If we give it to anyone else it could turn into a fluff piece. Her writing is worthy of the weight of the subject.”

      She weighs our words for a few beats. “Alright. If you both agree then let her know. Make sure whoever she wants to interview goes through you first, Tarik. It’s the king’s prerogative.”

      It hits me.

      This is the first time I’ve heard my mother refer to Tarik as king.
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        * * *

      

      Two more days till Belinda’s here. Just forty-eight hours. I’m going crazy. The closer it gets the slower time moves. Taking a long walk around the grounds was a good idea. That’s killed a few hours already. I’ve been trying to find time to meet with the landscape architect. My mother’s plan to have a large garden and statue on site, honoring my father, will take at least a year to come to fruition. I’m glad she’s put me and Kwai in charge.

      Speaking of, it’s time to test his promise to Tarik and I. Pulling out my cell, I dial Kwai’s number. He should be at the lake by now, having his third drink.

      “Yeah?”

      His sober voice surprises the hell out of me.

      “You answered!”

      “You’re such a dick. I told you I was here to do some thinking. Please leave me alone so I can do that.”

      Nobody can make me laugh like this asshole. Even when I’m being insulted. But I love him.

      “What did you call me for?” he says with impatience.

      “I’m going to schedule our first meeting with the landscape architect. You able to do it Saturday morning?”

      “Yeah, okay. Maybe. Text me the time when you find out.”

      Is he kidding? Am I in an alternate universe? He’s taking this so easily. Normally he would have told me to do it myself or argued about scheduling a meeting in the morning. It’s always interfered with his hangovers.

      “Are you seriously spending time alone there?”

      “Yes. Thought I’d give the adult thing a try. For a few days at least. Probably won’t hold.”

      Why do his words bring a lump to my throat? I think it’s because once in a while I can see he’s trying to become a more responsible person. It’s never held. Maybe this time.

      “That’s good, brother. I think we’re all looking closer at our own lives now that Dad is gone.” His sigh says what we both are feeling.

      “Okay. I’m going for a swim,” he says abruptly.

      “Yeah, good. Talk later.”

      When we disconnect I pause for a moment to absorb what just happened. Is Kwai seriously considering being more than a party boy? It gives me a good feeling to think it may be happening. And then I hear an odd sound coming from the direction of the palace.

      It’s just far enough away I can’t make it out. Is that screaming? No, it’s crying, wailing. It’s Mother!! I take off running. Oh God! The fastest way back is through the foliage.

      The stone path winds too much around gardens of flowering bushes, plants, and trees. The branches of the smaller trees scratch my arms, and at one point I trip over the edge of a tiled bench. A three minute journey seems like three hours. The animal like wailing gets louder as I approach. What’s that? The strobing lights of police cars line the road leading to the house. My heart’s pounding so hard I think it might explode.

      Then I see her. She’s clutching the arms of the Chief of Royal Security, but her body is slowly collapsing to the ground. He’s trying to keep her upright, but he’s losing the fight. Her body’s gone limp. The sound coming out of her and the anguished look on her face chills me.

      “What’s happening!?” I yell, running up to where she lies crumbled.

      I’ve never seen someone cry so uncontrollably, her face changed completely.

      “Tell me!” I yell, bending down to her side. I take her in my arms, trying to soothe the beast I can’t see.

      “Prince Zan,” the Chief’s voice is tight. “Your beloved brother, Prince Tarik, was killed in an explosion at the hospital today. There are many victims.”

      The world pauses.

      The words just said have no meaning.

      I can’t put them together to make sense. Or any of the words coming from the security, police, and house staff that surround the fountain in front. It’s odd how all the sound has quieted. I see my mother, mouth wide, face contorted. It looks like screaming, but sounds like a whisper. It’s just background noise in this moment. I feel as if I might die.
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      Belinda

      I stretch my good morning to the day. The clock reads seven thirty. I bet the bride and groom have been up for a while now, excited to be getting within a day of their nuptials. My sister Judi, and Mom and Dad’s plane arrived yesterday, thank God. They took the reins from me, which was only a temporary job. The rehearsal dinner’s going to be really lovely tonight. It’s their party, and it’s going to be awesome. The wedding party and the two immediate families dining at Tavern on the Green. I’d expect nothing less from my mother and father. She’s a master at the job and he’s great at not questioning her expenses.

      Okay. Let’s see. Tonight the dinner, tomorrow the wedding, then one more day in between, and I’m off to Africa. It seems like much longer than it’s actually been since we were together. I rub the sleep from my eyes and curse myself for staying up so late organizing what I’m taking, while dreaming of my boyfriend. The apartment looks like a clothing store with stacks of t-shirts, pants, and sweaters.

      Where’s my phone? I turned it off after talking with Zan yesterday. He called early knowing I was going to be with the family. By two in the morning I knew no one would be trying to get ahold of me. I just wanted uninterrupted sleep. But now I need to be reconnected to the world.

      Where did I put it? When I throw back the covers the cell goes flying against the side table. Shit. It gets me upright and moving anyway. I reach for the phone and as soon as I power up I’m met with a wall of messages, pings, and news updates. But the headline on the BBC newsfeed grabs me first.

      MOZIA HEIR KILLED IN TERRORIST BOMBING.

      My hands shake. Tears fill my eyes as I read the story. Oh no! God no! His family! The queen! Zan! Oh God help them!

      The whole world seems to have turned upside down. I’m not sure what to do first. I can’t call him now. It’s the middle of the night there. Wait. Maybe he messaged me. I take a seat at the foot of the bed and scroll through the messages from Soraya and Graham. Move past my own family’s. Then I see it. Z. Three am.

      Will call you tomorrow when I can. I love you.

      That’s it. Shit. I’m dying. What can I do? Fucking nothing! I’m here and he’s there, a world away. I can’t even hold his hand or stand close by in case he needs my touch. Wait. I’m going to send an email and a text telling him if he wants I can try to change my reservations to tomorrow night after the wedding.

      Shit! That fucking wedding! Sorry brother, but you’d understand what I mean. Or maybe it would be better if I don’t go at all right now. Shit.

      I’m assigned the exclusive story on the coronation, but what happens now? The tragedy supersedes everything. The queen might consider me an intrusion. They all might think that. I fire off a message. At first I go on in a too lengthy read. He’s not going to want that. I delete it.

      I’m sure it’s chaos there and Zan and Kwai are needed to attend to matters of state and beyond that, matters of heart. The queen must be devastated. Her husband just died and now her beloved son.

      I keep typing and deleting. For a writer it’s a hard lesson. I don’t know what to say or how to say it. Words are inadequate. Fat tears are blurring my vision. Wiping them away, I rethink what I feel and express it simply.

      My heart is broken and saying how sorry I am inadequate. I love you, Zan. I’m storming heaven for your entire family’s comfort. If it’s better that I come another time, I completely understand. I won’t turn my cell off ever again.

      Send.

      Okay, that’s as good as I’ve got right now. I’m not going to reread it because it’s just going to sound cold or lacking the feeling I want him to know I’m experiencing. It doesn’t matter because he has much bigger things to concentrate on.

      Oh God. Who will be king? Kwai? I can’t see that happening under any circumstances. He’s not able to lead a country, in my opinion. And in everybody’s that knows anything about governance. But Zan, who is able, doesn’t qualify either. No royal blood. I suppose the queen could technically rule, but there hasn’t been a queen in power since King Manza’s grandmother in the early part of the twentieth century. And that was only for four years after the king died but before her son was old enough to reign.

      This could cause the people of Mozia to want change. There’s always been a faction who want a democratic system. This is how radical change happens in countries with monarchies. In the absence of a good choice of king, the people see their spot to make a move toward having more say in their government. Beyond the tragedy, this is going to become an even bigger story.

      The ping of the cell still clutched in my hand startles me. He’s responding.

      No! Don’t change plans. I need you here. Won’t be able to talk at length tonight. I’ll text when possible.

      Alright. It must be a soul crushing experience for each of them. Brother, wife, mother, and Tarik’s children. Oh. Those precious babies who adored him so. The teenager who tried to emulate him. And Princess Monifa! My tears start again.
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        * * *

      

      I’m zero percent interested in smiling or toasting, or having lively conversation with anyone really. But I put on the right face and pretend to join in the night’s celebration. I’d regret it if I wasn’t present for my brother’s wedding rehearsal and nuptials.

      It is good to see my entire family gathered at a dinner table again. It’s been such a long time. My siblings and I were scattered to the wind after college. I never thought there would come a time when we didn’t spend every holiday and birthday together. Then life happened.

      Now it takes a miracle to sync our schedules. Tonight especially I can’t help but think I need to change things. Prioritize. You never know when it’s your last time to see someone. Our tight family has been held together by love and held apart by our chosen careers. A doctor, a resort manager, a fashion designer, a psychologist, and a journalist.

      And it’s not just our jobs that separates. It’s living in different states. Tony and Doug both ended up in Miami, Judi in Hawaii, and James closer to me in Rhode Island. Thank God his fiancée was born in New York. Manhattan. Her family’s here, so the wedding was planned accordingly. Now at this table the two families intermingle on the happy occasion.

      Only my mother knows what I’m emotionally carrying tonight. I told her all about Zan and Africa. I’m sure she told my father. But as far as my brothers go I haven’t shared the depth of the relationship. Not that I need to, because the news will trickle down. Even if they know, I don’t think anyone else has listened to the news today. Rightfully so, they’ve had their minds on the wedding.

      “I’d like to propose a toast,” Doug says rising.

      The tapping of his knife on the fine crystal gets everyone’s attention.

      “Here’s to James, who is about the greatest big brother a man could hope for.” The table full of enthusiastic champagne drinkers offer whistles and applause. “And to his lovely Susan.”

      “Well said!” Susan’s inebriated father calls, wiping a tear from his face. “Welcome to the family, James!”

      As Doug takes his seat, and the conversations resume, my brother Tony leans in to my side. “I heard about your boyfriend’s brother. I’m sorry,” he says in soft tones. “Christ, Belinda. Be careful. If a member of their family can be targeted, so can you.”

      I nod my head in acknowledgment. “It’s awful. I just found out about it this morning. Don’t worry. I’ll watch my back.”

      “Are you actually getting serious with this guy? Mom said you two are pretty tight already.”

      His eyes narrow and his brows come together in mock concern. But I know him like I know myself. He’s one hundred percent concerned. Tom’s blue eyes always have given him away. Whenever he gets serious they change from sea to storm.

      “I’d say she’s right. It’s real, Tony.”

      I forgot for a moment what a straight line it is from my mother to my brothers and sister. It’s the Banks superhighway of family news. Nothing stays hidden for long. We’re up in each other’s business. It’s a given. Only my father is disinterested in our gossip about each other. Every family needs one person who doesn’t pry. For us it’s Dad.

      “If I didn’t know better I’d say you were in love with the guy,” he says, looking as if he hopes he’s wrong.

      I shoot him the side eye. “Yeah. That’s exactly what’s happened. His name is Zan. Prince Zan.”

      He locks eyes with me and processes my words and expression.

      “I’ve never known any man who made you have that look on your face.”

      “What look?”

      “Determination.” We chuckle at his accuracy for reading my face.

      “I’m going back to Africa in a couple of days. I promise you I won’t put myself in harm’s way.”

      “Uh huh. I know your idea of harm’s way and the rest of ours are two different things.”

      “I’m a journalist, Tony. But this time I have Zan looking out for me. Don’t underestimate his desire to keep me safe.”

      “Okay. Just make sure to send me his number so I have a way to get ahold of you should your cell lose battery or you don’t answer my calls.”

      He’s so transparent in his love and brotherly concern. He knows even the Royals aren’t necessarily safe from those who seek to do them harm. So, he’s thinking what chance I have if someone targets me.

      “I see your concerns. Let’s not think of them tonight or tomorrow. Okay? Let’s try to be here for James and Susan.”

      His hand reaches for mine and squeezes his answer.
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        * * *

      

      Our table of ten worked out well. My parents, Aunt Dora, my siblings, and their dates make nine. I’m number ten, with no plus one. I can see Soraya and Graham three tables back. Their tablemates look like fun people. They’re laughing and talking animatedly.

      This whole day I’ve tried to put on a happy face. Behind the mask, it’s a different story. The real one. I can’t stop thinking about what’s happening in Mozia. I’ve hidden in the hotel bathroom a few times, checking for news updates. Each time I leave the table, Soraya follows and joins me in the next stall. We’ve talked ourselves blue going over the details of the attack. Not much is known yet, but bits of information drip out like water from a spout.

      Otherwise, out with the guests, I’m subject to being asked to dance. I tried to say I was sitting it out. I even tried saying my knee was hurting. Apparently no one was buying any of it. Relatives feel bad I’m without a dance partner, so they’ve taken turns asking me to dance. Whenever there’s a break between Uncle Delbert and cousin Kurt, I’m approached by the bride’s side of the family. Obviously distracted sad face draws men like flies.

      I keep checking my cell for text messages, keeping it hidden under the edge of the tablecloth. It’s not an exaggeration to say I’ve looked at least fifty times throughout the day. Scrolling through as if I’ve somehow missed one he sent. Nothing. Then I feel a tap on my back.

      “Would you like to dance?”
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      Zan

      “I need to address the nation,” my mother says.

      Her face has changed over the last few days. I saw a ghost of this look after my father died. But now grief is etched in her skin. Sunken cheeks and eyes that look far away.

      “Yes. They’re going to be wondering and we both know what about.”

      My mother has started this new habit of pacing. Whenever she’s deep in thought or weighing the merits of something, she practically wears a path in the carpets.

      “Where is he?”

      “I spoke to him this morning and he said he’d be here around noon.”

      Her eyes dart to the ornate clock on the mantle. It reads one twenty. Fucking Kwai. The whole becoming a man concept didn’t take. He returned to the house immediately after hearing the news, but I smelled alcohol and weed on his breath. I think his intentions were there, but Tarik’s death and the aftermath kicked him back to his default setting. There was a moment there when I thought his eyes were asking for forgiveness.

      He’s suffering like the rest of us, and for that I have empathy. He’s not as equipped as I am. That’s the hard truth. My suffering has made me strong. Maybe I’m just pissed and it makes for harsh thoughts.

      “Belinda comes today?” my mother asks out of the blue.

      The thought of that first look improves my mood instantly. “Yes, the driver is picking her up at four.”

      “I want to talk to you about her.”

      That one surprises me. “Let’s talk.”

      She comes and sits in the club chair.

      “What happens going forward with you and Kwai will determine our country’s future. All life decisions must be made with that in mind.”

      “What exactly are you saying?”

      She locks eyes with me. “I’m saying you must consider more than your heart. Just make sure you choose your mate wisely. It wouldn’t do to have someone who can’t devote themselves to Mozia.”

      I take in the information she offers, but it really doesn’t alter how I think of Belinda. I’ll keep that to myself for a while. Why is she even bringing it up? I can be with a commoner. I am a commoner.

      “Everything we do now takes on a weighted meaning. Your time as prince is about to be redefined. Have you heard the grumblings?”

      The queen always has had her ear to the ground. My father used to say she knows things before they happen. So what’s this?

      “From whom?”

      “Our people. They want to know who’s going to be king. And what’s our answer? I want to know too.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “Only that Kwai seems to be our only choice. And that’s a bad way to choose to be governed. The people know his ways.”

      “Maybe he can rise to the occasion and opportunity. He’s not a bad person.”

      She stands and resumes pacing. “You don’t have to tell me that. I gave birth to the boy. I love him as much as you or Tarik. But I’m not about to fool myself into thinking he could lead us. It would end badly for the people, for the country, and even for us.”

      “What do you propose to do? I can’t ascend the throne.”

      “I just want you to know I’m weighing the idea of…”

      She pauses just long enough for me to know I’m about to hear some radical idea.

      “I’m contemplating having a general election. If the people can choose their leader, they’ll choose you. That’s what’s best for Mozia.”

      “But it will end the monarchy. And I’m not certain I’d even be good at the job.”

      I actually am. I might be great at it. But I’m not about to go there now. Not until I take this all in.

      The tears streaming down her face tell me how even the thought of that is ripping her heart out. I’m shocked too.

      I go to her and wrap her in my arms.

      “You don’t have to decide on this now. We’re too close to the tragedy to think clearly,” I say.

      “I’m thinking clearly.”

      “Wait. Let’s brainstorm what our options are and consider what’s best. Our country and its citizens have just taken two big hits. They’re feeling upside down, just as we are. Everyone needs to quiet for a while. Mother, I beg you not to make any rash decisions. Please.”

      “Alright. I guess it’s best to take all the time we have.”

      “I am right. We haven’t looked at all the pieces of the puzzle yet. There’s an answer short of ending the monarchy. I’m sure of it.”

      “Just answer me this, son. Do you think you could lead this nation? Because I do. So did your father.”

      Her words settle in my mind. But it’s my heart that feels the impact. What would that mean for the love I’ve just found?
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        * * *

      

      This is fucking torture. Waiting for Belinda at my house was the only way it was going to work, but it sucks. The entire family is being watched closely now, so going to the airport was out of the question. It’s bad enough that at least thirty camera crews are outside the gates.

      I don’t mind the newspapers or networks. I hate the paparazzi. Ghoulish men and women looking to profit from our grief. They’d love to get a photo of the queen crying. Better yet, one of us in a weak moment. Like Kwai. If he publicly got wasted or was in a situation that wasn’t respectful of the grieving process they’d be ecstatic. Those pictures would make money.

      My mother’s words are floating in my conscious and subconscious alike. There will be dreams tonight. One time, when I was a boy, my father told me I had the gift. I can’t get the memory out of my mind. When I asked him what the gift was, he said, ‘The ability to see in dreams what hasn’t yet happened’.

      At the time I was excited and a little scared. Until he told me he had the gift, and his father before him. He asked me not to tell my brothers, because they didn’t have it.

      It was the only secret we ever shared, and I kept it close. The thing was though, I never had that kind of dream, so I dismissed his prediction. And pretty soon I forgot about it at all. Until two nights ago when I dreamed of my father standing beside an empty throne and one next to it that was occupied by a woman. I could only see her bent elbow wearing long sleeves. I have no idea who she was. I knew the dream felt different, it was more like watching a movie. I wasn’t in the scene, I was the observer. That’s when my father’s words returned to me.

      What does it mean? He’d always be able to decipher the images he saw. Maybe it just takes practice, because I’m not sure this one is anything but literal. The throne is empty because no one in our family can take its place.

      I need to think. It’s the most important decision of our lives, as far as the future of Mozia goes. The only way forward may be through my mother. Why couldn’t she assume the throne? Obviously she’s considered the path, but for reasons known only to her she’s rejected the idea. I’m going to find out why.

      I hear the tires on the gravel, then the sound change as the car pulls onto the stone drive. She’s here!

      Putting my coffee down, I head for the door. When I swing it open she’s already out of the car, running to me.

      “Baby!” I say, scooping her up in my arms.

      “I missed you so much,” she says before the kiss.

      Her mouth tastes like honey. It’s forever sweet. I set her down so I can hold her tightly in my embrace.

      “I need you here,” I say, whispering in her ear.

      “I know you do. I’m here, baby. Let me love you.”

      All this time Driver has been doing a bang up job of looking the other way. He retrieved her suitcases and placed them inside the house.

      “Thank you, Jeffrey,” she says to the retreating figure.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Come on. Let’s get inside.”

      I’m so used to controlling my emotions. As a member of the Royal Family it’s required. You can’t be like normal people who cry when they’re sad or yell when they’re pissed. There’s this expectation that you should be more in command of your feelings.

      We walk inside and when she looks at me with those big blue eyes, I see her deep compassion. All the guards I’ve protected my heart with vanish. I let go. I’m crying. There’s no holding it back now. The torrent of grief rains down. It doesn’t rattle her. Arms surround my neck, she pulls me close, until my head rests on her shoulder.

      “I’m sorry,” I choke out the words. “I’ll stop in a minute.”

      “Don’t apologize for your sadness. It’s the right response.”

      I hear the quiver in her voice. She’s crying too, and that lets me lower the remaining walls. My tears are real. They come from my soul, and are the result of such a deep heartbreak it’s indescribable. My brother is dead. The harsh words rise in me.

      “Tarik! He’s gone, Belinda! Oh God!” I cry to a god I’m doubting exists.

      She pulls me closer, kissing my cheek. “I know my love, it’s the most horrible thing that could have happened. I’m here with you. I’ll hold you and love you through the pain.”

      “Fucking God! What kind of fucking creator would do this to such a good man?”

      Instead of trying to prove the existence of God, she lets me rant. “I don’t know. It doesn’t make any sense.”

      “No, it doesn’t. My voice finds its strength again. The crying slowly abates until it settles to quiet.

      She holds my face in her hands. “It’s good to let yourself feel. You’ve been in control of your emotions long enough. You’re always holding back a little.”

      “That’s why I love being in New York so much. I can call out a guy who’s acting the fool and not worry about everyone knowing about it. I think I’d die without those random moments of privacy.”

      I take her hand and lead her toward the bedroom. She tosses her purse on the chair just inside the door.

      We undress quietly. She unbuttons my shirt and I unzip her dress. Shoes get kicked off, and her jewelry is put atop the table on her side of the bed. She notices the picture I framed of us on safari, and smiles at the memory. We look so happy in each other’s presence. And we are. Here in this bedroom, out in the brush, just talking or making love. Hell, we don’t have to do a damn thing to know that if we’re together, it’s a good day.

      Her bra drops just as I push down my boxer briefs. Now there’s no other thoughts in the way of what’s right before me. What I see here is enough. Her beautiful body can heal me. I know it. She gets into the bed and throws back the covers on my side.

      “Get your naked self in here,” she says.

      I lose my watch and crawl in after her. Ohhh. Skin on skin. The scent of perfume and the feel of breasts. Her pretty feet rub against mine, toes wiggling. Hold me tight. Never let me go, love. It’s everything. I get lost in her kiss and find my center. It’s Belinda.

      Something intangible passes between us. Saying it’s a feeling is an understatement. She makes me think of the future. Knowing her even makes sense of the past. And there’s a feeling of belonging I’ve never felt before. In every way I’m hers, she’s mine. And that sort of love creates a third being. Us. It’s clear I’ve never understood the real meaning of the word. Who knew it was a spiritual concept? She’s the light that shows me the way home.

      It’s not of this world.

      And suddenly the truth surfaces. Love is the strongest argument that God is real.
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      Belinda

      The bouquets of flowers are at least ten deep, and they surround the entry to the palace grounds. Reminds me of when Princess Diana died. I was a child, but I still remember the striking images. And now here, I’m feeling the same sense of respect for the passing of someone beloved.

      When we drove through the streets this morning, we saw people had hung the colorful flag of the country. The red, black, and yellow striped background with the emblem of Mozia is outside most homes. Black ribbons are tied on each pole to honor the passing of the heir apparent.

      I’m taking notes for the assignment and also for the bigger piece I’ll be writing. The queen has been very forthcoming about how the passing of the torch was to be from King Manza to Tarik. That’s as far as we’ve got up till now, and the backstory is fascinating. To hear about the advantages and disadvantages of being born Royal is eye-opening. She’s candid while being respectful of her duties.

      No wonder the people love her.

      This is the first meeting with her that Zan isn’t present for. He told me that’s how she wanted the interviews to be conducted. But now that she’s comfortable with me, I’ve been allowed to have private meetings. Zan was as pleased as I was when she released him from having to be here today. He respects my professionalism and doesn’t like the watchdog job.

      So, today it’s simply the queen and I sitting in the garden, having coffees.

      “Your Majesty, going forward, how do you see this next chapter? Is Kwai to be king?”

      She looks up from her cup and sets it down on the iron table. “Please turn off your recorder.”

      I immediately do as asked. “It’s off.”

      “What I’m about to say is off the record, Belinda. I trust you will follow my wishes.”

      “Yes, ma’am. I value your honesty and know the privilege I’m afforded by having access to you.”

      “Then let me tell you something that may surprise you. It may actually change your life. At the very least it will frighten you.”

      I’m a bit stunned by her words. What’s she going to say that could change my life? Or frighten me.

      “You’re the first person I’m voicing this to. But I need to see and hear your reaction.”

      “You’ve got my undivided attention,” I say. Truer words were never spoken.

      “I understand you have lived in a democracy your entire life. And I’d guess you wouldn’t want to change that for anything.”

      “That’s right.”

      “That’s how the people of Mozia think about the Monarchy. It’s what is familiar. It’s worked beautifully for our country over the last few centuries. There were pockets of trouble, as there is with all forms of governance. But by in large we’ve thrived under the rule of a king.”

      “Yes. I’d agree.”

      “Here’s the dilemma I’m in now. The king has died. His heir has died. The next person to inherit the throne is not right for the job.”

      Oh shit! I didn’t see that coming. She’s telling me about Kwai.

      “I see the look on your face. Are you surprised I’m telling you that?”

      “A little. But I thank you for being candid.”

      “Let me say this, I love my boy Kwai. On one level he’s my favorite child. I think we mothers always love the weakest child a little more because they need us so desperately.” I stay quiet, hoping she keeps talking. “I’m telling you this, off record, because I have to tell you a greater truth.”

      “Yes?”

      “I’ve looked at this from every angle. I gave great thought to claiming the throne for myself. I could do that, and rule till Tarik’s son comes of age. But I know in my heart it’s not the right choice. We’re at a crucial time in our history. A crossroad. It’s going to take a younger mind and someone who has a depth of understanding about the world stage. So there’s really only one choice for king, in my opinion.”

      I’m still confused. “Who, Your Majesty?”

      “Zan.”

      One word.

      She’s right, it stuns me.

      “Zan as king? Can that even happen? I thought the line of succession was clear.”

      “It’s not. It’s been tradition that the eldest son inherits the throne, but there’s no law stating that it must be that way.”

      I have a million questions, but just one comes to mind. “Does he know you’re thinking of this?”

      “No. I haven’t told him yet. I want him to come to the idea himself. And I wanted to talk with you first.”

      My mind is swimming. “Why me?”

      She reaches for my hand. “Because he’s in love with you.”

      I didn’t have any idea she knew.

      “Yes. We’re in love, Your Majesty.”

      “I have to consider that when I make a final decision, because you could become queen. I know the job. You have to be all in. It takes that kind of dedication.”

      What the hell? I’m flabbergasted, to use my grandmother’s word.

      “It’s very important that you consider your future. Maybe this kind of life wouldn’t suit you. It would be normal if that were the case. But I’m hoping you just start thinking about what’s possible. The possibilities for a life of meaning are great when you’re on the world’s stage.”

      “I’m just stunned. I don’t know what to say.”

      “Don’t say anything. Especially to Zan. I want to present it at the right time. I’ve got to take the temperature of the citizens, but I already know he’d be well received. I’m going to take the next few weeks to solidify my plans.”

      A weak nod of my head is all I can give.
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        * * *

      

      “You’re awfully quiet,” Zan says. Tarik’s burial plot is on the grounds, but a bit too far to walk, so we drive.

      “Sorry. I was just lost in my thoughts,” I say, touching his shoulder.

      “You have been all week. What’s up?”

      “Nothing. I’m thinking about the fact I have to go back to New York in a few weeks.”

      He takes my hand. “Well, don’t waste it dwelling on the bad news.”

      “You’re right.”

      “Maybe I’ll tie you up and never let you leave the bedroom. That would work.”

      We drive another mile or so, and come to an entrance of a walled-off garden. A beautiful tiled sign reads Where the Angels Rest.

      “Here we are,” Zan says, pulling up to the structure. “Let’s go visit Tarik and my father.”

      He comes around to my side of the car and opens the door. Every damn thing he does is right. Kingly. That’s what I’ve been doing this entire week. Thinking of him as king.

      Our steps sound on the gravel path that starts at the entry and winds through the rolling field of grass. It’s so beautiful here. Peaceful. There’s nothing funereal about the site. Flowers of various types dot the rises.

      “It’s really beautiful here,” I say.

      “I think so too. I know the souls have gone on, but it’s us who need some sort of touchstones. It’s supposed to be restful to those still living. Some place for us to pray, or just think about the people who are laid to rest here. The ones we never knew, and the ones we’ve loved.”

      “I like that there’s no stone monuments. It’s so much more natural.”

      “That was my great grandmother’s doing. She had this built when her husband died. His plot is on the top of that far hill under the blossoming tree.”

      We walk the path, and here and there he shows me the names that sound so familiar to me. I wrote about these people. Now I’m standing at their graves in an intimate moment. I feel privileged.

      “Here’s where my grandparents are,” he says, pointing to the plaques that read King Tonlo and Queen Bethsheba.

      “Oh! My God. He was one of the greatest soldiers. I know his story.” My comment makes Zan happy. He likes that I’m knowledgeable and interested.

      “Yes! It’s cool you know our history. And as you know, Bethsheba is my father’s mother.”

      “She was the monarch who secretly ruled after his death, right?”

      “Yes. The people weren’t ready for female rule. It was another time, but I think there’s still some holdover in that way of thinking. But she had courage and she was smart. Mozia grew exponentially under her guidance.”

      “Of course, her eighteen-year-old son got the credit.”

      “That’s right, but only till he actually assumed the throne. Forever after he touted her rule and let the people know it was her who shaped the country.”

      “Fascinating.”

      We continue walking, down the path, around a corner and through a canopy of trees. There up ahead stands a male figure, sitting on the grass in front of two bouquets of lilies. His arms wrapped around his knees.

      “Is that Nubia?” Zan says.

      “Yeah, it is.”

      When he spots us approaching, he stands.

      “Hi.” His greeting one quiet word.

      Zan gives him a hug. “Just having a visit?”

      “Yes. I come here most days. For a little while.” He looks at me. “It’s a good resting place, right?”

      “I think it’s about perfect.”

      He nods and gestures to the plaque. King Tarik 1983-2020 Beloved Husband, Father, Son

      “My mother didn’t want any mention of his martyrdom. This is a place for good memories.”

      This boy is sensitive and kind. I see it in him. We stand together and something beautiful occurs. Instead of prayers sent silently from thought to heaven, the boy starts to sing. I’ve heard this before. It’s a song of Africa. Of the beauty of the land and its people.

      Tears fill my eyes, but I don’t want them to see my crying. I bow my head and brush the tears away. Zan joins in and the two voices lift together, like an offering to Tarik. Christ. This is killing me. It’s filled with emotion and real love. Their loss is great, and each understands the others’ pain.

      When the last chorus is done, the voices quiet to a whisper.

      “That was beautiful, Nubia. The king is smiling,” Zan says. “Let’s visit your grandfather.”

      The boy just nods.

      We walk to the neighboring rise, where a blossoming tree stands. The plaque rests under the branches shading the spot.

      King Mansa 1955-2020 Beneath this stone lies the body of a Mozian warrior.

      The simplicity of the spot is breathtaking. Multiple groups of bouquets rest around his grave. It’s obvious the queen has chosen well. Both her husband and son honored with fresh flowers daily.

      “Oh, Papa,” Zan says softly.

      There’s no song this time, but both men stand respectfully offering their silent thoughts. The more I look, the more I see what a king is made of. It scares me, because not only am I learning there’s more to the job than imagined, but I see how Zan would do it so well.

      But what about being queen?

      Every time I roll the idea around in my mind, I want to laugh. What a ridiculous idea. I’m an American! I’m a journalist. There’s absolutely no way it would ever lead to that.

      First of all, the queen assumes our relationship might lead to marriage. That alone is a stunning thought coming from my boyfriend’s mother before it comes from him. Secondly, would Zan even be interested in becoming king? He’s been working for his people, his country, under the assumption he has no claim to the throne. And he’s liked it that way.

      But I can’t ignore the obvious. He’s one hundred percent capable. I just have to push down the little seed of a thought that’s trying to grow, that it’s his destiny.
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      Zan

      Walking down the hallway, toward the conference room, Belinda pauses. She’s searching through her bag for the favorite pen. It always goes missing. I always find it. I open the outside pocket.

      “Here it is.”

      “Oh great! Thank you, baby.”

      “I still can’t believe my mother is letting you sit in on the family meetings. Her advisors have consulted with her, saying it’s a horrible idea.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes, really. You don’t seem to be surprised by that.”

      I watch her switch gears, and put on a different face. “No. I’m surprised, but I’m getting used to the way she works. I think she wants accurate reporting for historical purposes.”

      “Well, this will be educational. Kwai’s here today. Said he’s got some great ideas he wants to share.”

      “Are you worried?” It’s a valid question she asks.

      “Not worried. Leery.”

      The guard opens the door and we walk in to find the queen and Kwai and Nubia sitting at the big table. I’m surprised the cabinet isn’t here.

      “Where is everyone?” I say.

      “I wanted to have some time alone with my boys. Belinda is going to be taking notes. No recording, no iPad please.”

      “Yes, Your Majesty.”

      Why does my mother want Belinda here, if not to record anything? Doesn’t make sense. She takes out a notepad and turns to a blank page. We take our places, mine to the left of the queen, Kwai to the right.

      “So, we find ourselves in a difficult situation.” Her eyes settle on her grandson, who looks out of his comfort zone.

      “Nubia, you are the rightful heir to your father’s throne. But your age eliminates the possibility. You’re much too young to handle the things a king must be responsible for.”

      “Thank God,” he says, visibly exhaling his fear. “I don’t want to be the king anyway.”

      “Few do, darling.” She says it with the tenderness of a grandmother. Then her attention is on us. “Some have suggested I take the job. And there’s good argument for doing just that. I could rule until such time Nubia comes of age.”

      She watches the faces and reactions of the three of us. Her grandson is just happy to be eliminated. I’m waiting to hear the next proposal, which escapes me. But Kwai is wearing his excitement on his sleeve. He thinks it’s him that will be chosen. This is going to be tough.

      “I have a proposal I think would benefit Mozia, its people and our family’s pockets.” Kwai spills it out like it’s been hard to keep in. He’s smiling as if he’s about to solve the world’s problems. But mother and I wait. I don’t think Kwai has ever offered a winning suggestion. Obviously I’m not alone in my assessment. It’s backed up by the expression on Nubia’s face. He doesn’t think much of his uncle’s ideas. And I know why. They’re not formed with the logic or sensitivities Tarik used. The boy sees the flaw.

      “What are you proposing, Kwai?” my mother says.

      Kwai stands and starts moving around the table with an excitement that can’t be contained.

      “I’ve been talking with a few interested parties. You know, investors who have the money to back up their proposals.”

      The queen gets a steely look in her eyes. I know my expression has darkened too.

      “Anyway, we literally have a gold mine at our disposal. It’s been good for our country, but I think we’re missing an opportunity. We could be making so much more.”

      “How’s that?” I say, trying to hold back the doubt I’m feeling.

      Kwai’s face tightens. “I knew you’d dismiss this great idea. You haven’t even heard it yet. Let me lay it out.”

      “Go ahead. Enlighten us.”

      “We’ve missed the real fortune that’s right there for our taking. Now hear me out. We could sell portions of the mine or yearly percentages of the gross profit for a chance to make big money. For a boatload of cash. If the mine produces that year, then everybody benefits. If it doesn’t the investors are the only ones who lose. We have our portion of the mine, which of course would be the biggest, and we’d have the huge yearly fees they’re willing to pay.”

      Oh shit. He really has no business sense at all. The queen and even my nephew are looking at him with disgust.

      “What do you think?” he says innocently.

      “I think you have your head up your ass. That’s what I think.” I offer my opinion without hesitation.

      It doesn’t sit well with my brother. His lips tighten and his eyes narrow. No words follow.

      “We have no interest in selling our greatest resource, Kwai,” the queen says firmly. “And who are these men you’re speaking with? Why are you discussing our business with people I don’t know? Why are you negotiating something you have no ownership or control over?”

      That one stings. He sits back down, looking utterly defeated. And pissed.

      “I just thought I would get a jump on things before I become king. I need to have some platform to show the people I’m capable of leading the country.”

      The queen’s face softens. “That’s not going to happen, son. You’re not going to be king.”

      You can hear a pin drop. Kwai and Nubia are stunned. I’m not. But none of us have figured out the next move. Only the queen is privy to her thoughts and decisions. I’m hoping she’s reconsidered ending the monarchy and forming a democracy. It’s not the right time. I see that in the future, but we are too unsettled now with the two deaths. Mozia needs to right itself first. But I have no idea who could become king if not Kwai or Nubia.

      “So, when did you come to this conclusion, Mother? Was it yours alone, or did someone whisper in your ear?” Kwai asks.

      He looks at me when he says it, but I can’t blame him. He’s hurting and he’s right. But I had nothing to do with this one. My mother respects my business sense more.

      “The only person whispering in my ear was your father. We had many discussions on the subject.”

      Belinda has been writing nonstop. When she needs to turn a page, she does it quietly. I catch her eye and she does a barely there eye roll.

      “Here’s the truth of the situation, Kwai. We all have our strengths. And our weaknesses. Yours doesn’t suit a king’s life. You’d be miserable in the job.” Kwai continues to bite on his bottom lip. I can sense an inner conversation with himself.

      “I love you, son.”

      He raises his shoulders in a kind of rebuttal. But I can see he knows she’s right.

      “There’s more though. And this part may be the hardest for you to take. But remember what your father always said. You have special gifts you haven’t discovered yet. I think he was one hundred percent right.”

      We all wait for the other shoe to drop. Even Belinda looks like some great secret is about to be revealed.

      “Just tell us, Mother. What have you decided?” I say.

      She takes a deep breath and turns her gaze to me.

      “I think Zan should be king.”

      This time there’s no pins to be heard dropping, because instantly the sound of three voices fill the air. Kwai’s, Nubia’s, and mine. We’re all talking at once.

      “What?! That’s ridiculous!” Kwai says.

      “It’s not even possible!” I say

      “That’s a good idea,” Nubia hollers over the voices.

      The ear splitting pitch and the words he says quiets the room. I’m stunned, Kwai’s stunned. But Belinda barely reacts. Did she know?

      “Wait! How is that even a possibility? Royal bloodlines don’t run through my veins. I’m a common man, from common people.”

      “Doesn’t matter,” Kwai says. “There’s no law. It’s just been how things were done.”

      Our mother reaches for Kwai’s hand. He half-heartedly allows it.

      “You’re right. How did you know?” she asks.

      “The Homeland Secretary told me. I’d said something about when I become king and he responded with an ‘If you become king’ answer.”

      “So that tells me the question has been posed before to them. They’ve most likely considered the possibility. Good. When I tell my Cabinet I want their support. And even if I don’t get it, I’ll go to the people.”

      “Wait. Don’t tell anybody. I need time to process this. Shit! Is this really happening?” I say.

      My mind is a wall. But peeking around it is my Belinda, who watches and waits. Meanwhile, my brother looks defeated.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later I’m walking out of the palace. But I’m still inside my head. Kwai asked to skip the remainder of the meeting. I didn’t blame him. Neither did my mother. She was glad it went as smoothly as it did. I reminded her he really doesn’t want the job. Not even a little bit. But we’re bound to hear a few more protestations from him, before he accepts the inevitable.

      “I want you to find a place for him, Zan.”

      “Me?”

      “You can find something in your Cabinet that’s befitting a prince. This will be your first goal.”

      “I haven’t accepted the offer, Mother.”

      Her big brown eyes have always seen beyond the surface of me. She looks inside now.

      “You must do what you feel is right. You’ll know, son. If you find yourself considering what is good for you, your answer will be ‘no’. If you can’t stop thinking about what’s right for Mozians, you are the king.”

      Those words play on a loop in my mind as I walk back to my house. Repeat. Repeat. And at the same time I’m just trying to take in the idea. King? It’s an honor I never imagined. King Zan. His Highness the King of Mozia. His Majesty will be addressing the nation. What the hell, man? You’re acting like a girl writing her boyfriend’s last name after hers, imagining they’re married.

      Belinda? That’s the biggest puzzle piece connecting everything around. She’d have to agree to this kind of life. What if she’d rather keep her privacy, free time, and independence? Would I respectfully decline what may be my destiny? Mozia and my mother would have to find their king elsewhere.

      Because no matter what, she’s going to be my wife. In my world or hers.
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      Belinda

      I find myself staring into space a lot these last few days. I was doing it right now. No matter what happens this will most definitely be the biggest decision of my life. How do you decide on something you’ve never even considered possible? I wasn’t the little girl who dreamed of being a princess. I never became obsessed with the Disney parade of Royal heroines. I was more into skateboarding and riding my bike.

      But now I’m faced with a life altering choice. Am I seriously considering what Zan proposes? Actually it’s the queen who made it clear. Zan has given me some time to digest the idea of him being king. But my time is up, because he wants us to have “the conversation” tonight.

      He gave me fair warning. I’ve set the stage for a relaxing dinner, hoping it puts us in the right mood. No fancy food made by the palace’s cooks. I wanted to cook our meal, although I use the word loosely. There’s no cooking genes in my body. To be fair, I haven’t tried it enough to come to a conclusion. Maybe I’m a fabulous cook, given the chance.

      When I asked what he wanted for the meal, he said hot dogs. I can do that! It’s pretty revealing that I’m getting excited about boiling water.

      “Smells good in here,” Zan says, coming out of the bedroom.

      “It’s the onions I sautéed.”

      “Umm.”

      “You look too sexy to be a king.”

      “Would you like to kiss my ring?”

      “You can kiss my ass. How about that?”

      “Sounds great!”

      The wet hair, the bare chest, those running pants hung low. He’s got the best peen ravine I’ve ever seen.

      He grabs the sweater drooped over the couch and slips it over his head.

      “What are we having besides hot dogs?”

      I go into my faux chef lingo. For some reason it’s with a French accent. “Well, Monsieur tonight we will dine on potato le salad, and how do you say beans?”

      “Haricots.”

      “Ver haricots and Le Vin.”

      He starts laughing.

      “What’s so funny?” I say, joining in his fun.

      “You said we were having worm beans and wine. Sounds appetizing, Chef.”

      “What? I thought I said green beans.”

      He comes and wraps me in his arms. Leaning his head against mine, he sweetly kisses me. This feeling isn’t something I can ever see myself living without. Ever.

      “You’ve been deep in thought,” he says.

      A sigh leaves me speechless.

      “I know.” He locks eyes with me. “It never leaves my mind either.”

      “I’m working under a handicap because I’m not sure what this all means for us. I need you to be very clear, but at the same time I’m not sure you even know yourself.”

      “Time for some liquid courage. For me anyway,” he says, pouring us both a glass of wine.

      I take the goblet and wait for his toast.

      “Here’s to the power of love. No. The power of our love.”

      The words settle in my heart.

      “What’s going to happen, Zan? I mean to us.”

      He takes a seat at the table and pushes out a chair for me. “This is a sitting down conversation.”

      Bringing my wine to the table, I sit next to him.

      “Which way do you lean, Belinda? I know it’s not the most romantic scene, but this is where we find ourselves. Could you live this kind of life?”

      “I honestly don’t know. There’s so much I don’t understand about this life. Practically everything. Where are you with this?”

      He twirls the glass and takes a sip. “It depends on one thing.”

      “There’s only one way it could work. It’s about you. And I don’t want to suggest the fate of my country rests in your hands, but it kind of does.” He follows the statement with a chuckle, but I don’t buy it.

      I bury my face in my hands and shake my head. “I’m telling you now, the fate of Mozia is way down on my list of things to consider.”

      His hands tug at mine. “Look at me.”

      “Does that sound horrible?”

      “No. Truthful. I want you to look at every negative you can. If we go into this thing it can’t be half-hearted. And we’ll both be aware of the sacrifices required. I’ve lived this. You have no idea.”

      “Tell me the worst of it. In your opinion.”

      “You completely lose your anonymity. You can never just walk down a street, or go swimming at the beach, or shop, without bringing armed security. Without throngs of people wanting your picture. Think of that, Belinda. Because it will happen. It’s a given.”

      I digest the words. But he has more to say.

      “Look at Prince Harry and Meagan Markle. We’ve seen publicly how it wears on a person. We’re no England, but the same rules apply. Oh, and you have to weigh everything you say in public. It’s going to be taken apart word by word. Forget having any real social media account. It’s too risky. I have one for my charities, but’s that it. And it’s managed by someone who speaks as me.”

      “Are you trying to talk me out of this?”

      “No. I’m showing you how different your life will be. And that’s just the surface. Your career as a writer? That would radically change. The things you’d be privy to would now have to be kept secret.”

      That’s a big one. I take in the idea and tuck it away for later when I’m alone.

      “Tell me what’s great about your life.”

      Now a smile lights his face.

      “There’s so many things. Starting with the family. We love one another. Even Kwai, who pisses us off on a daily basis, is a good man. I know he’d die for any of us if push came to shove. And all the luxuries that are afforded royalty. We eat the best food, stay in the best hotels, get invited to the best parties.” He leans in. “But here’s the best thing for me. You can make a difference in the world. It’s at your disposal to choose how. Want to help children? You will. Want to help abused women? You can. Do you want to shine a light on the urgency of climate change? It’s your beacon. This is the biggest gift we are given as royals.”

      We talk for the next hour, until the bottle of wine is empty and the hot dogs have gone cold. I’m so deep inside my mind hunger has gone missing. All I can think about is the fact I have to make this monumental decision. Not for public consumption, but only for Zan. I have to declare my intentions, because if I’m not in, he won’t be either.

      “I need more time,” I say. “All the time you have to give me.”

      His face softens and his beautiful emerald eyes speak volumes. “Baby, I don’t have much time. I’ve got to give my answer by next week. Thursday. And here’s the crux of the situation. Even what I’m about to ask you isn’t said like this ever. But I have to accept it because love it or not, like it or not, I may be king.”

      “Just say it, Zan.”

      “I know you deserve all the romance and bells and whistles that normally accompany this moment, but I can’t provide it. Because as is the norm for me, my position dictates. Here it is. I want to marry you, Belinda Banks. I have for a while now. I have no doubt I’ll love you every day of our lives. I’m going to be your husband whether it’s as king or commoner. It’s your choice. If you say yes, that is.”

      The room started to tilt, then righted itself. I move to his lap and throw my arms around his neck.

      “Yes. I’ll marry you. I’ll marry you, Zan. I love you so deeply.”

      The embrace and kiss that follow is new. Even more meaningful than the other one thousand times we’ve done it before.

      “This decision is so easy. But the other one not so much.”

      “I understand. Completely. I’m glad you’re going to weigh it all. And I want to tell you this. Whichever way you go, however you decide, I’ll be happy. Because it’s you and I now. This,” he says wagging a finger back and forth at us both, “is the only thing that matters. That’s why I’m not telling you which I would choose.”

      I hadn’t hardly considered that point. If I wasn’t part of the equation, would he relish the job?

      “One more thing,” he says. “We can’t tell anyone about our engagement. No one. I’d rather do it when I tell my family which way I’m going to go. Alright?”

      “Yes. That’s makes sense. Now come on, let’s put everything aside. All I want to do is make love.”

      He takes my hand and leads me to the bedroom. Words are unnecessary distractions.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 25

          

        

      

    

    
      Zan

      If I had to guess I’d say she’s going to reject the Royal life. Can’t blame her, not in the least. There’s nothing in her life that has prepared her for what it would bring. We could be very happy living part time here and the other half of the year in New York. She’d be missing her family, I know that. Her friends for sure. She’d be missing everything. So if she decides to pass, I’ll understand.

      But. But. The word keeps showing up in my logical mind. It’s relentless in reminding me of the one thing I’m trying to forget. It feels like I am the king. Crap. If only I could escape that truth it would all be golden. The question asked and answered is, will I abandon my destiny for love? That one I have no trouble with.

      I’ve thought about each life and how I’d feel. I could live without being the king. I could live without the sense I’m fulfilling a greater fate. But I could never live without Belinda.

      So in the end, after all the sleepless nights and distracted days, my mind is made up. I’m content, even if she wants things to remain the same. Same is good. It’s great in fact. Yes, I can do it.

      “Baby! There’s a Pictionary game in the closet in the hall. Bring it when you come in,” I say, stacking the dishes on the kitchen bar.

      Tonight’s game night, and we’re having a “picnic” as Belinda calls it. Hamburgers, American style, potato chips, pickles, macaroni salad. I think she’s making a big green salad too, because everything is laid out for her assembly.

      Did I get enough plates and silverware? Let’s see, Belinda and I, the three kids, and Kwai and his date. Yeah, I got it. Seven. This is probably going to be a shit show. Except for Nubia, the kids are shy around Belinda. And Kwai? He’s most likely bringing a dancer from the latest strip club he’s frequented. God help us.

      “Okay, I’m ready. How do I look?”

      She enters the room twirling, which is so fucking cute. I could eat her.

      “I just had a brilliant idea,” I say.

      “What’s that?”

      “We could cancel, and I could tear off that very lovely outfit, and we could do something really entertaining on game night. Like me going down on you. Doesn’t that sound better than a picnic?”

      There’s a heavy knock on the door. Shit. Belinda starts laughing.

      “The best laid plans…”

      I open the door with less enthusiasm than I had five minutes ago.

      “Hey! First ones here,” I say at the surprising sight.

      There stands my brother, with a very respectable, sweet looking woman. What?

      “Can we come in?” Kwai asks, breaking my stare.

      “Yeah, yeah come in!”

      Walking in, I see Belinda is surprised too. Actually she doesn’t even know how odd this is. Never seen him with a normal girl.

      “Belinda and Zan, this is Miranda West.”

      “Hi, Miranda. Welcome.”

      “Hi, I’m so glad to meet you,” Belinda adds, giving the new girl a friendly hug.

      “Come on in. Let’s have a drink.” I head for the bar.

      “I’ll have a Manhattan,” Belinda calls.

      Recently I’ve learned how to make the New Yorker’s favorite. At least my New Yorker.

      “Do you have beer?” Miranda asks following me.

      “Absolutely. I’ll have one with you. So where did you and my brother meet, Miranda?”

      She hooks her purse over the barstool and takes a seat. “At church.”

      In my mind the needle scratches its way across the record. I look at Kwai who’s grinning wide.

      “I’ll have a beer too. And no, I wasn’t actually inside the church.”

      I chuckle and Belinda joins me.

      “I was next door at the music store. When we were passing I saw their advertisement for the Alvin Ailey performance that’s coming in August.”

      “Oh, I’ve seen them in New York. You’ll love it,” Belinda says.

      “Miranda and I are going to see them.”

      “I’m so excited! I’ve never been to a dance performance, other than my six-year-old niece as The Teapot. I’m not sure if you all caught it. It was the Rochester Grammar School’s production of Beauty and the Beast.”

      I like this girl. How the hell is she attracted to Kwai? I mean I guess he’s good looking and he’s got the hard-earned muscles. But does she know about the other stuff? He’s looking pretty happy. Maybe she’s good for him.

      “I’ve told Miranda about the concerts we have at the amphitheater, and the plays. She hasn’t been to any of them. I’m so excited to take her.”

      “You sound like a patron of the arts, Kwai,” Belinda says, passing the glasses of beer to my brother and Miranda.

      And as they begin to talk, and I listen to the passion coming from my brother, I get a great idea. There’s a need in Mozia and I know just how to fill it.

      The doorbell sounds and with it the laughter of children.

      “Our other guests have arrived. Batten down the hatches. We’re about to be invaded.”

      Belinda goes to the door and greets the guests. The little ones rush in ahead of my mother.

      “Hello to the troops!” Belinda says.

      We exchange hellos all around, but my mother’s eyes are on Kwai and his date. Yeah, Mom. You’re seeing right.

      “This is Miranda. Miranda, this is our mother, Queen Ayana.”

      The poor woman. She didn’t expect to meet the queen. But Kwai seems pleased it’s worked out this way.

      “It’s lovely to meet you, Your Majesty.”

      Very good. She may be nervous, but she sounds relaxed and sure of herself. Of course, I can tell my mother is actually pleased. I haven’t seen that smile for a while.

      “Thank you, dear. I’m so happy you and Kwai were able to join the festivities. Unfortunately, I have to miss it tonight.”

      “Grandma has to have a meeting,” Kojo says with an innocent smile.

      “That’s right. The president of South Africa is calling at eight. It can’t be missed. But keep a few drawings for Grandma. I want to hang them in my bedroom.”

      This makes the two youngest kids so excited they start doing a happy dance. Gugu grabs Kojo’s hands.

      “Okay. I’m going to head back. You kids have fun.”

      “I can’t tell you how encouraging it is to be called a kid,” Kwai chuckles.

      “It’s something only an old person would do, son. Everything is relative.” The queen laughs.
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        * * *

      

      “Pass over that last pickle,” Kwai says.

      The hamburgers were definitely a hit. Belinda knew the kids would enjoy eating “American style”. But so did the grown-ups.

      “I’ll help clear the plates,” says Nubia.

      It surprises Belinda and Miranda, but not the rest of us. That’s one of the effects of being raised in this environment. The lot of us have manners.

      “Who’s up for Pictionary?” I ask.

      You would have thought I offered free bicycles or unlimited candy. They go crazy.

      “I’ll get the easel,” I say, headed for the guest room where I stored it.

      “Hey, brother. Got a minute?”

      Kwai comes up so quietly, it startles me.

      “Shit! I didn’t know you were there! What’s up?”

      “What do you think of Miranda?” he whispers.

      “I think I’ve never seen that look on your face. Is she putting it there?”

      “Yes. I can’t believe it because we just met two weeks ago. But she turned my mood. You can see it, right?”

      “I see it.”

      “I know what you’re thinking, Zan. But I feel like she’s something special. It’s like something I’ve never felt before.”

      “You don’t know what I’m thinking, because I’m happy for you, Kwai. Really happy. I think I’d be a hypocrite to feel any other way. How do you think it was for Belinda and I?”

      There’s a moment where he looks at me with, with…I think it’s gratitude. He’s so used to being criticized for bad behavior he almost expects it. In a surprising reaction he gives me a bear hug. And I return the gesture.

      “Hey, I’m really glad you aren’t holding this whole thing against me.”

      He knows what I’m talking about without any other explanation.

      “I’m not. You know me. I’d never be happy with that weight around my neck.”

      “I know that.”

      “In fact, Zan, ever since I found out it’s been fucking freeing. I mean it. I feel like a different man.”

      This is the best news I’ve heard in a long time. Fuck. Is that a lump in my throat? Don’t fucking cry, you fool.

      “I’m really glad to hear that, brother. And I was thinking, Kwai would you be interested in establishing an arts council or I don’t know what you’d call it, but you’ll think of something. Mozia needs to encourage the arts. Not only for the children, but for all the citizens. You’d preside over it, of course.”

      The look on his face is priceless. I don’t even need to hear his yes.
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      Belinda

      The little ones are asleep. Both decided to stay in one room together, cuddled up in each other’s arms. Zan and I tucked them in and kissed them good night. I saw it on their faces. The sad look that comes from missing a father. I’m not sure they realize he’s never coming back, but they know for certain something has changed their mother. Princess Monifa is dealing with her own grief while trying to figure out how to help each of her children.

      We’re all trying to help her any way possible, but I see that it only goes so far. She’s not just a princess. No matter what people think, she’s simply a grief-stricken woman.

      I’ve thought about it a lot this week. How everything, even grief, would be watched and talked about. How under a microscope we’d be. That’s hard to get past. I think I could navigate most other changes fairly gracefully, because I love Zan so much. But we are going to be together regardless. And so far, nothing has made as strong an argument against the idea.

      Not being able to include my best friend in what’s really going on in my life has been hard. Soraya would keep the secret, but Zan asked me not to tell anyone. Not even my parents. The real dealings of the Monarchy must be protected. But I’m dying to call her and get her take on the drama that’s unfolding.

      This is the first time in my life I’ve had to rely on myself alone. No other person’s input will guide me. It’s a strange feeling. But I see there’s power there too. If I navigate this solo, I’ll grow as a person and from here on I’ll be a stronger woman.

      No matter what I’m doing, I’m halfway inside thoughts of becoming his wife, and in which setting we will be. Nubia and Zan are watching some sports show on TV while I make sure the boy has towels in his room. There’s a soft rap on the door.

      “Oh, hi. What’s up?” I say to Nubia as he enters the room. “Did your program end?”

      “Yeah. Uncle Zan is shutting off the lights.”

      “I’ll be out of your hair in a minute. Just putting some towels in here.”

      “What do you think about him becoming the king?”

      The question comes out of the blue.

      “Well, I’m trying to figure that out. What do you think?”

      “I think he’d be a good one.”

      I take his words and try to imagine them coming true.

      “I heard a man on some program talking about who would be the best choice for king, and he said it was Uncle Zan because he’s already done a lot for Mozia.”

      “That’s true,” I say, crossing to the foot of the bed. I sit and he joins me.

      “I wish my dad could talk to you. He would have told you what he thought about the brother who wasn’t really related to him.”

      “You tell me.”

      He gets this little grin as he talks about Tarik.

      “He told me once that when he was a kid he heard Grandpa tell Grandma he had a dream. He dreamed Uncle Zan was sitting on the throne.”

      Chills run up and down my spine. “Really?”

      “I asked my dad if he felt hurt when he heard that. He said he didn’t because Grandpa was just telling what he saw in his dream. He knew Grandpa had the gift.”

      “What gift?”

      “He could see the future. It wouldn’t happen very often, but he never would ignore them. Sometimes he had to figure out what they meant.”

      “Is that something that started when he was a child?”

      “It didn’t start until he was twenty years old. His father came to him in a dream about Mansa sitting on the throne.”

      Oh my God. I’m not about to tell Nubia about Zan’s dream. He’d be excited, but he doesn’t know I’m trying to figure out the rest of my life. But this one new bit of information begs the question. Does he have “the gift”?

      If so the dream means that he is going to be king. So this whole thing may be a foregone conclusion. But I won’t let that influence my decision making.

      “Did Zan or anyone else ask you to talk to me?”

      “No. I wanted to tell you so you know it’s been seen.” He says it with the confidence of a man.

      I say my good night and leave him to his sleep. Sleep being the operative word. I saw him grab his phone and start texting as I walked out.

      He’s a great kid. Loves his family, wants his uncle to be the king. That’s obvious. He thinks he helped convince me to support Zan’s rule. But it’s done the opposite. It’s scared me that any decision I make doesn’t have enough consideration behind it. I can’t move this quickly. Not about a decision this huge.
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        * * *

      

      It’s a cool afternoon in Mozia and jagged mountain peaks frame the blue sky. The buzz in the air owes as much to the elevation as it does to what I’m about to say. It’s possible this is going to be the longest conversation about marriage without mentioning the actual event. Today’s about something entirely different.

      There’s an Oak tree near the back edges of Zan’s property. Sitting under its spreading branches is the hanging two person swing chair he bought for us to enjoy the setting sun. It was a romantic thing to do. And loving. Today I’m going to use the spot for another purpose. I hope I’ve made the right choice, for everything.

      Walking across the manicured lawn and onto the gravel path leading to the swing, we’re holding hands tightly. One of our palms is sweaty. Probably both. My heart is beating like a big drum. I think he’s afraid to speak. I know I am.

      We take our seat, resting on the plush cushion. Without forethought my feet push the ground. We swing gently. Our eyes find each other and there’s this moment where I doubt I’m doing the right thing. Stop it! You’ve made your mind up!

      “No need to be nervous, baby. There’s no wrong decision.”

      But the slight change of pitch in his voice says different. Maybe it’s just my imagination, but it feels like he knows which way I’m going to go.

      “This has been the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do,” I say starting quietly.

      “I know. But whatever you decide is going to be right for us both. It wouldn’t work if we weren’t able to come to a mutual agreement. I don’t want a miserable wife, who feels trapped in a life she never asked for.”

      I take his hand in mine and entwine our fingers. His are cold.

      “So tell me, am I to be king or commoner? Both sound right if I’m with you.”

      My heartbeat quiets as his words touch the deepest part of me. I hope they’re true.

      “Zan, I’ve come to a decision. I won’t stretch this out longer than I have to. There hasn’t been enough time to weigh what an enormous change this would be. I do love everything I know about your country, your family. But I feel like I’d be jumping into something I haven’t looked at long enough. The writer in me wants to gather more facts. So, for that reason I’m going to say it’s the commoner I’ll marry.”

      All the words spill out. I’ve just reframed his life, the future. But he’s looking at me with only love in his eyes. He kisses me.

      “I understand, Belinda. More than you know. And I’m fine with it. I’ve had a great life being Prince Zan. It’s enough. We will figure out the logistics and it’ll be much simpler. Much. We will be able to spend part of our time here, and part in New York. It’s going to be a beautiful life.”

      My expression says I’m not so sure.

      “I’m serious. You made the right decision.”

      He enfolds me in his embrace.

      “Feel my love, baby.”

      He’s saying all the right words, but like it’s a divine conspiracy the little voice in my head is saying he should be king.

      “Come on. Let’s go tell my mother. She’s waiting.”
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        * * *

      

      The walk to the palace was three days long. At least it feels that way. I thought the cavalcade of thoughts playing in my head would slow. Not happening. It seems to have increased. Now doubt is pushing every other consideration aside.

      The guards silently open the doors for us to enter. I feel the squeeze of Zan’s hand.

      “I texted her. She’s waiting for us in the library.”

      Walking into the room, I see the queen sitting at her desk, surrounded by her beloved books.

      “Afternoon, Mother.” She rises and comes to us.

      “Afternoon, Your Majesty,” I say, accepting the cheek kiss offered.

      “My dear, I think you can call me mama now. You’re to be my daughter-in-law. That’s what Princess Mofia has called me for years. Congratulations by the way!”

      “Thank you…mama,” I say, having trouble containing a chuckle.

      “Sit. Let’s hear what you have to tell me.”

      Damn. This is it.

      We take our seats on the loveseat across from the queen’s favorite chair. Her eyes are locked on Zan.

      “Mother, we’ve each given this honor a lot of thought. Belinda has weighed the issues, and so have I. This is a mutual decision. I’m afraid I wouldn’t be the right man. My contribution to Mozia will have to be as prince. It’s not my destiny to be king. That’s the truth of it. But it’s been the honor of my life to have been considered. My gratitude runs deep.”

      She doesn’t say a word at first. It’s as if she’s absorbing something she didn’t expect to ever hear. Then her eyes turn to me.

      “Are you certain, Belinda?”

      Shit. He just said it was both our decisions. She’s a very smart woman.

      “Yes, Mama. It’s a fish-out-of-water story. It’s foreign to me here. Literally and figuratively. I do love it, that I won’t deny. But loving the country and being able to devote my life to it are two different things. The worst thing about it is that part of me thinks I’d be great at it. But I’m not sure right now, and this is the timeframe we’re in. The enormity of the decision doesn’t escape me. I feel like I don’t know where to find air.”

      A barely there smile lifts one corner of her mouth.

      “Understood, dear. Just for the record, I think you’d be brilliant at it. But I respect your decision.”

      She looks at Zan. “And yours, too son. Here’s what will happen. I’ll assume the throne with you in an advisory role. We will include Kwai as well. The people will be informed I’m carrying the reins for Nubia who will assume his duties when he comes of age. I think it’s the best option we have.”

      “I think so too, Mother. I’m sorry this is a disappointment to you.”

      “You could never disappoint, Zan. And no king should be forced to serve. The people would suffer.”

      “Thank you, Mother. I’d never look at the honor that way. Forced isn’t a word that would ever apply to me. I think you know that. But I’m glad you’re rethinking your own place in the story. Our people love you. And beyond that they trust you.”

      The gentle smile and the tilt of her head tells me she knows Zan speaks the truth.

      “Tell me, Belinda, when are you returning home? And more importantly, when are you coming back?”

      “Within a week, Mama. I’ll be back as soon as I can settle a few things I have to take care of in New York.”

      “Lovely, dear. We will all be waiting for you. It’s not just my son who pines for your company. We are all a little less sad when you are among us.”

      “What a beautiful thing to say, Mama. Really, I’m touched.”

      It almost brings tears to my eyes. But a funny thing happened. When she said ‘home’, it didn’t sit well with me. And in that moment I realized how little I’ve thought of the city, or my apartment or even my job. Only my family and friends tether me to that particular ground. And now I have ties that stretch across the ocean. Is Mozia becoming home?
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      Zan

      “You didn’t need to see me off. I know you have to practice your speech.”

      I give her the ‘you’ve got to be kidding look’, which consists of a crooked smile and a shake of my head.

      “I’m taking you to the airport. Get over it, beautiful.”

      The thirty minute drive is one I both love and hate. We get to go through the verdant hills and valleys but it means she’s leaving. Being with Belinda, waking up and going to sleep with her, has become a sweet routine. When she’s gone I feel different. Less settled.

      When we’re together it’s all the small things that make me happy to be alive. It starts with the mornings. If I’m lucky enough to wake up first, I watch her face. Right before she begins to awaken, her bottom lip does this thing. It sort of pushes out like a pout. At first I wondered what dream was creating the effect. But after a while I understood it was just her way. I’ve kissed that lip, the mouth, and the rest of her awake many times, but not nearly enough to grow used to it.

      But if I hold off, there’s another show. With eyes still closed, she throws back the covers. The cool air touching her warm skin. Thank all the gods and some of the more mischievous saints, for allowing me this sight.

      Knowing she will be my wife is more than I ever really imagined. To be fair, getting married itself was off my radar. Then I looked at Belinda. It’s funny how quickly a man can dump his hard held beliefs about himself. That’s the effect of a woman. The woman.

      Now I’m in this new strange place. Nothing has changed except for everything. The job and my station will remain the same. The appearances and speeches will go on. But I’ll be a married man, and from this point on it will be the prince and princess. She will be Her Royal Highness the Princess of Mozia. But I will not be king.

      That distinction will buy us so much more freedom. She won’t have to be present at every official visit, or state dinner. We will be able to spend blocks of time in New York. I know more about the surface of the moon than I know about being married. Yet I want to be her husband. But I will not be king.

      Soon mother will slip into her new role easily and with Kwai in his position and I as her advisor, Mozians will hardly notice a difference. But I will not be king.

      Get it out of your mind! Shit, man, it’s a done deal. The queen is about to address the country, and there will be no going back. I check my watch. Another half hour and it will be done.

      All this time while I’ve been lost in my thoughts, Belinda’s been lost in hers. I just noticed her staring out the window, but she isn’t looking at the traffic. She’s in that space between eye and object. Deep thought.

      “We’ve got a detour,” Chudda says. “It’s going to add some time.”

      Good. Maybe she’ll miss the flight.

      “Where are you?” I say, rubbing her hand.

      “Oh. Sorry. I was far away, honey.”

      “Come back. We only have a few more minutes.”

      I pull her to me, and we hold each other as if we’re never going to be together again. She’s very quiet. Do tapes play in her mind? Wait. What if she’s second-guessing the whole thing? Not that she loves me. Or even that she wants to marry me. Maybe she’s realizing for the first time, just what she’s getting into.

      King or not, Her Majesty or princess, it’s going to change her life immeasurably. Fuck that’s what’s happening. She wants out.

      I’m distracted by the turn into the district we just took. It’s one of the poorer pockets of The Capitol. The homes a little smaller, the yards not as kept. To the outsider it would look a bit shabby. But I know the real story.

      This is the community that benefits most from my Best Brother and Sisters charity. Here there are more single-parent families and more children in need of role models to look up to. What’s that sign say? I see my name.

      As we pass, it becomes clear. Prince Zan, King Zan!!! Each letter is a different color, and there’s three exclamation points. It’s nice to know I’m thought of that way. And as we slowly make our way in the caravan of cars, I see more of the same. What? Kwai and Nubia told me they saw the signs, but I was sure they were both exaggerating to sway my direction.

      There’s more on this block than the last two. Almost every home has a sign and some display my picture. It seems this community at least likes the idea, and if I’m being truthful, I do as well. But it doesn’t matter now. She’s more important to me than any title. I chose Belinda as my destiny.

      Everything had to be decided so quickly. That was the problem. That’s what finished me. Had we more time, I think I could have shown her what a meaningful life it would have been, not to say this one won’t be. Of course it will. But I could have really made her see. It’s a moot point though.

      Shit. There’s no hiding from myself. I’m going to put it out there, because this may be my last chance.

      We both start talking at once.

      “I want to talk!” we say. There’s surprise on both our faces.

      “You first,” she says.

      “No you.” I’m trying to buy time, but time or not, I’m going to give it one more try.

      “Is it too late to change my mind?”

      My stomach drops with the thought there’s a change of heart. “About our decision?”

      “Yes. I know, I made the wrong choice. You just went along with me.”

      “On one level that is true, but I know we’d only be happy choosing the life we want together. I would be satisfied remaining where I am, if it made you happy.”

      “Satisfied isn’t good enough. I don’t want to settle for good. I think you and I have a real chance at great.”

      Every cell in my body reacts to her declaration. I take her face in my hands and gaze into the blue.

      “Really? You’re absolutely sure? They’ll be no going back, Belinda.”

      Our smiles can’t be contained.

      “I don’t want to go back. I never will, I promise you that. I’m prepared to give up my job and my apartment and everything I’ve known before, if it means we’re going to be together. I’ll find a new path forward with my writing. It’s clear to me now. You are meant to be the king.”

      “I love you more than you’ll ever know. And I promise to always be mindful you take the journey with me.”

      We come together in a gentle embrace, holding the treasure close.

      “What time is it?” I suddenly realize the glaring flaw in the plan.

      “Two thirty-five,” she says, looking at her phone.

      “The queen’s address to the nation!”

      Lowering the glass divide, I make the first royal command. “Change of plans. We need to go back to the house. Chudda, get ahold of my secretary. I’m going to need my Robe of State.” Just before the glass divide closes, he turns and looks at me. The wide smile and nod of his head says it all.

      “I’ve got to stop my mother’s speech. Shit. The cameras are set up by now. She’s probably going over her notes.”

      I tap on the queen’s private secretary’s name. He answers after one ring.

      “Good afternoon, Your Highness.”

      It throws me. Only an anointed king is referred to in that way. When I hesitate in my response, he speaks.

      “Her Majesty, the queen, anticipated your call, Prince Zan.”

      My mother is the smartest woman I know.
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        * * *

      

      Cameras are positioned facing the antique desk the queen sits at. Flanking her stand Kwai and myself, both of us in full military dress. It’s a uniform required, but I’m not comfortable with. My service to Mozia was never as soldier. My past as a child soldier in a murderous army negated any further time required in a valid one.

      I was excused. And that was a great kindness. My psychological well-being was considered. But most Mozians must serve a term of two years upon their eighteenth birthday. Tarik did with valor, much to our parents’ pride. And even Kwai did his duty in an exemplary way. Becoming a helicopter pilot birthed a passion in him for flying, and a reputation as a good one.

      The director signals for the cameras to start rolling and speaks to the queen.

      “Your Majesty, we wait on your command.”

      I straighten my sleeves and watch Kwai doing the same.

      “Are you ready, son?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Kwai, are you?”

      He nods. “Let’s give them something to talk about, Mother.”

      She smiles and looks at each of our faces.

      “I’m so proud of you both. Your father and Tarik are smiling on us today.”

      Then she nods to the director. “Let’s begin.”

      “And five…four…three…two…,” And with one finger held up, the broadcast is live.

      

      “When I spoke to you last, upon the death of King Mansa, I asked, whatever your religion, to pray for me. And to ask that God give me wisdom and strength to carry out the decisions I would make. I didn’t know how much I’d come to rely on your support.

      Today, I’m coming to you with the future of Mozia in mind. We are passing from what we’ve known to what we’ve yet to learn. This is a new world stage. One that requires young minds and hearts to lead. It is my great privilege to share our way forward.”
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        * * *

      

      I feel like I’m in some kind of dream. Everything more intense and vibrant than normal. People’s faces, conversations and even me. Tonight’s dinner, given by the queen, is the first of many social activities already scheduled in the months before my coronation. All of a sudden people are looking at me differently. It’s understandable. Hey, it’s new for all of us.

      Experience being a prince has educated me immeasurably. I’m not starting at step one. I can navigate a Council meeting and understand the nuances of our country’s strengths and weaknesses. It will serve me well in the coming years.

      As we stand greeting people and enjoying conversations, I see a familiar face. A familiar body in a tight-armed suit. Three hundred pounds of my favorite Zulu is coming toward Belinda and me. I put out my hand and he pulls me against him in a powerful hug.

      “King Zan.”

      The sound of my new name makes him laugh. But it doesn’t bother me at all. He remembers the boy my father asked him to befriend. When we part I see the tears in his eyes. Now in mine.

      “Chief Waju, I’d like to present the future Queen Consort, Belinda.”

      With arms open wide, he invites her inside. There’s no stiff greeting here.

      “I stand ready to serve you, Your Highness.”

      “Thank you…” The rest of her response is muffled in Chief Waju’s massive arms.

      “Oh my gosh! I’m so sorry, Your Highness!”

      Belinda straightens her collar and smiles. “Don’t worry, Chief Waju. I much rather enjoy a good hug than a handshake.”

      The Chief sizes up his new Queen Consort. He looks around, making sure no one’s listening.

      “Our family received our invitation to your wedding this month, Your Highness. Thank you for including us. It’s a great honor. May I send you a token of the Zulu Nation’s affection?”

      The look on my soon to be bride’s face is priceless. In this moment Belinda sees just how unusual her life is going to be.
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      Belinda

      The music of Africa plays softly in the background. There’s so much laughter and conversations rising from the dinner table, the music hasn’t a chance. We are a loud blended family. Well, almost. Tomorrow’s nuptials will make it official.

      As I look around at the faces of our families, it almost brings tears to my eyes. My mother and Queen Ayana are touching hands and laughing at something someone has said. Kwai is leaning in to my sister’s ear. She’s smiling and pressing her lips together. What’s that about?

      I shoot a look to Soraya, who of course is watching the whole thing. She smiles, nods, and raises a wine goblet to me. The sense of how deep our friendship is settles in my heart.

      James and Susan are being entertained by Tarik’s children, who seem to be bonding with their new American friends. A bit ago I saw James showing Nubia something on his cell.

      My father, who can talk to anybody, is chatting up the Zulu Chief. I wonder if they’re talking about his gift to me?

      I feel a squeeze of my hand under the table. Looking into his emerald eyes, a message passes between us. Yes darling, I feel it.

      “Kiss me. We can talk later,” he says grinning.

      So I do. Right there in front of God and country. And it’s laced with all the love I feel. This setting, the beauty of the batik and beaded decorations, even the people that are with us, fade away. It’s just us.

      “God, I love you woman.”

      I rest my head on his chest and feel the beating of his heart.

      “Toast!!” Kwai says, standing and tapping his champagne flute with the knife. “Does everyone have champagne?”

      The waitstaff is perfect as usual. I haven’t seen them miss a beat, whether it’s an official dinner or family meal.

      “I have a few things to say. Is anyone surprised?” he jokes.

      “I’m surprised it’s just a few,” my husband-to-be calls.

      All around the table I see the happy faces. Those familiar with Kwai get the joke. My family goes along with it, joining in the laughter.

      “Anyway, since I was rudely interrupted by a future king, it’s protocol that I don’t tell him to F off.”

      The laughter rises. Even the queen is holding it in, while shaking her head.

      “I won’t stifle you, brother!” Zan teases. “If you behaved, how would we recognize you?”

      That one even makes me giggle.

      Kwai’s face softens. “But really my brother, I want you to know what I feel. How I think of you.”

      The guests quiet and I feel Zan squeeze my hand. Without words or a look, I know his eyes are welling with tears.

      “You and I and Tarik were always best friends. A rowdy band of brothers. Well, maybe I was the rowdy part. But besides being my brother, did you know you were my hero?”

      Oh God. Immediately I watch the eyes of our guests fill with tears. Even my father feels the emotion of the moment. Zan makes a quiet sound that says he’s holding back his emotions.

      “Heroes are plentiful in our family,” Kwai continues. “But I think we pick one person who you sort of want to be like. For me brother, it was you.”

      With that, Zan stands and goes to Kwai. They embrace and hold tight for a few beats. Both have tears running down their faces, and so does every person here.

      “And I think you’ve found your own heroine in Belinda. I want to raise my glass and say I wish you both every happiness.”

      Everyone raises their flute in unison.

      There’s whistles and hear hear’s all around.

      “I’m going to cry like a baby if I say anything but thank you,” Zan says, returning to his seat.

      I take his hand and kiss his wet cheek.

      “Now me,” my brother James says. “That’s going to be impossible to follow, but I’ll try. I want to welcome Zan and his gracious family to ours. This chapter of our family’s story is unexpected. I’m pretty certain none of us ever thought our little sister would marry a king. We were just hoping whoever she married was worthy of her.”

      Chuckles all around the table.

      “Our fears were unfounded, and not because her husband- to- be is about to be coronated. It’s because he’s a great guy. We like him, and that’s an understatement. So here’s to Zan and Belinda. Hope you have a wonderful life together.”

      Oh, sweet James. Now I’m crying.

      “I’m going to need to reapply my makeup pretty soon!” Soraya teases through tears.

      “Before you do, let me speak. Then we both can excuse ourselves and wipe the mascara off our faces,” the queen says.

      I look at Soraya, because I know she’s thrilled that the queen just spoke to her. It almost makes me laugh to see the look on her face when she sees me watching.

      Queen Ayana rises and holds her flute of champagne out for a refill, which is done within seconds. The staff moves to refill all glasses.

      Her eyes scan the table. All guests acknowledged with a smile. Then she settles on Zan and me.

      “My children. You are my daughter now, Belinda, and I welcome you into our little world. I say little because that is what King Mansa and I fashioned it to be. We deal enough with the big world and all its problems. For us the family is a tight contained unit, powered by the love and affection we offer each other. Tonight I offer you mine.”

      I touch my heart, which has just been filled with her words.

      “My son Zan holds a special place in our hearts because he came to us in such an unusual way.”

      I watch the people’s faces. Some know the story, others don’t. But what everyone sees is a mother’s love. The purest of emotions put to words.

      “He has been a gift. Not only to his mother and father, brothers, and nephews and nieces, but to our country. His compassionate nature shapes everything he has done. Because of that I know he will be a great king. But king will not be his greatest role. It’s husband and father that will hold that title. I know you will be brilliant at them both.”

      “I love you, Mother,” Zan says with a cracking voice.

      “And I you, my son.” Then she turns to me. “Beautiful Belinda. I want to thank you for your immeasurable contribution to not only our family, but to Mozia. Your love of my son has made our destinies possible. Without you, I’m not so sure we’d be about to crown a king. You came into our lives at the darkest of our times. You loved us even when we were lost in grief. Tonight there’s a king and a prince smiling down on you with gratitude. And we here at this table are doing the same. You are loved beyond measure.”

      She raises her flute and all follow the lead. But I can’t see a thing through the tears.
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        * * *

      

      I look into the full-length mirror. My close-fitting, beautifully tailored long sleeved white dress is magnificent. The simplicity of it defies the impact. It’s the best I’ve ever looked in anything. Mission accomplished.

      “Make sure it’s going to stay put! If I lose my veil halfway to my husband, it wouldn’t be good.”

      “This thing isn’t going anywhere! Hold still!”

      Soraya fastens the last clip holding the six-foot beaded veil to my hair. The circular band sits atop my braided knot, surrounding it with all colors of blue. Down my back, white and blue beads drape to the floor.

      “This sucker is heavy,” Soraya says, straightening it out behind me.

      “Oh, you look beautiful, Belinda! I’m crying already.” My mother weeps into her handkerchief.

      “How many brides can say a Zulu Chief gave them their wedding veil? This is awesome!” Soraya examines the intricate beadwork.

      “Isn’t it the most beautiful thing you’ve ever seen?” I say, staring at my image. “Do I look okay?”

      Both my mother and Soraya chuckle at the question.

      “You look like an angel.” My mother takes my hands. “I’m so happy for you, darling.”

      A quiet rap on the bedroom door sounds. “It’s just me,” the queen calls.

      “Come in, Your Majesty.” The door opens and she stands with an envelope and a small box in her hand. How lovely she looks in her butter yellow dress. There’s understated gold jewelry around her wrist and neck. But I know those are precious national treasures made over two centuries ago.

      “You are a vision, Belinda. Zan is going to cry.”

      “Thank you, Queen Ayana. I know I will when I see him.”

      “I’ve already started!” my mother adds.

      “Zan asked me to give these to you.”

      She passes them to me and I smile at the thought of him thinking of this today. Opening the envelope, I remove the plain white folded notecard.

      My love,

      Today begins our life together, and what a beautiful journey it will be. Thank you for giving me all of yourself. I could not bear any less of you.

      Z

      “Give me a tissue, quick,” I say to Soraya.

      She gets one and gently wipes my tears.

      “Oh no!” the queen says.

      “It’s alright. I’m just moved by his words.” I hold the note close, then hand it to my mother. “Save this for me, Mom.”

      She returns it to the envelope and tucks it inside her clutch.

      I open the little box to find the most beautiful ring inside. An emerald cut emerald stone sits in a gold setting. It reminds me of his eyes.

      “Oh, Belinda!” Soraya says with a gasp.
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        * * *

      

      I stand under an archway of lilies, on the path at the entry of the queen’s garden. Soraya just left my side and began her walk. The scent of blossoms fills the air. I wear no mixture of notes to compete with nature’s perfume. Africa and its unique beauty is present, as if a guest.

      My arm is linked with my father’s and he’s looking in my eyes.

      “Ready, honey?”

      “Yes, Daddy.”

      He smiles. I haven’t called him that since I was a child. But before he passes my protection to another man, I acknowledge the child will always be his.

      We start down the path, and into the open space, where the guests come into view. My stomach was twisting with excitement and nerves all morning. But as I raise my head and find Zan’s face everything in me calms. We lock eyes. And as if by Royal command, a songbird chirps her love song.
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      Belinda

      Inside the walls of the Hall of Kings stand seven marble figures, each lit by the warm light of torches. Etched in the stone, at the base of the statues, is a king’s name and the years of his reign. King Mansa’s figure is powerful. Carved ten years ago, when the artist could take as much time as necessary, it’s sat waiting. The plaque is new. That’s how many governed over Mozia since the independent nation was established.

      Zan reminds me, in the long march of history, we are just witnessing the birth of a nation. It’s hard to believe I’m part of the story now. Or that our children will be. How strange life is. I’m actually watching Queen Ayana as she stands before the king. As Queen Consort, I sit behind where Zan stands, on one side of Her Majesty, The Queen’s throne. Prince Kwai sits on the other.

      It’s a solemn occasion, and the faces and postures in the gallery reflect that. There’s a select audience present for the Coronation, but the television cameras bring the ceremony straight into Mozians’ homes.

      Zan looks every inch the king. Central casting would have put him in the film. He stands tall, wearing the deep blue dress uniform of the military. He carries a traditional saber and lance. I almost start laughing picturing him standing naked in our bedroom with his props. Stop it!

      It was moving hearing him take the Constitutional Oath. He promised to defend the rule of law and the interests of his subjects. Most importantly he vowed to safeguard the realm.

      The queen slips the diamond-encrusted ring onto Zan’s finger. It had to be sized from when it belonged to King Mansa. Then the imperial vestments are placed around his shoulders and neck. And now the crown. It’s so beautiful. Gold with encrusted gems of every color. I’m not even sure what all of them are. He kneels. Queen Ayana lifts it from the white velvet pillow it lays on and places it over his head.

      “And now the torch of leadership passes to King Zan. May God guide your days.”

      She crowns him with the words and a contained smile. His face is so expressive. He holds her gaze and smiles back in the same way. This is one of those moments that are too big for emotions like tears. It’s beyond that.

      Zan stands and a few words pass between them that I can’t hear. But whatever she’s said makes the corners of his mouth lift.
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        * * *

      

      The king and I are escorted outside by a parade of notables chanting, “Blessed be the king!” Once there, units of mounted police flank our carriage, which will take us beyond the gates. The sound of masses of people waiting in the street makes such an impact. This is emotionally powerful.

      “Come on, let me help you up,” Zan says, taking my arm. I step into the carriage and slide over to the far side. He follows me in. The horses clippity clop toward the gates.

      “How’d I do?”

      “Honey, you were magnificent. I’m proud to be your wife, and so happy to experience this day with you… King Zan.”

      I bow my head as I say it, and he laughs and pulls me closer.

      “Is this behavior befitting a king?” I ask.

      “King or not, I will never stop touching you, or wanting you. Or loving you.”

      He takes my face in his hands, and as we pass through the gates, he kisses me. The crowd lining either side of the street roars its approval. Mozian flags and banners lift above the smiling faces.

      “Here we go baby, you ready?”

      Holding on to my hand, Zan waves to the adoring crowd. He’s so effortlessly himself and the world loves him for it. Then he looks into my eyes. Yes, my love, I’m ready.
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      Want to keep up with all of the new releases in Vi Keeland and Penelope Ward's Cocky Hero Club world? Make sure you sign up for the official Cocky Hero Club newsletter for all the latest on our upcoming books:https://www.subscribepage.com/CockyHeroClub

      Check out other books in the Cocky Hero Club series:

      http://www.cockyheroclub.com
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