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[bookmark: Fore]A WORD TO THE POTENTIAL READER
 
    
 
   Greetings. My name is Tiana Laveen, and I enjoy writing multicultural romances. Most of my books have erotic/sensual/sexual scenes, however, I use my love scenes as character development as well as to bring the characters closer as a couple. In other words, the love scene isn’t just ‘in there’ because I require it or my characters command it. It is in there for a multitude of reasons, and I tend to allow my characters, for any given book, to ‘tell me’ when they are ready to consummate their relationship. With that said, I respect a reader’s right to read romance with ‘heavy ‘ love scenes and/or erotica, and to have what they desire in the manner they wish to receive it. I enjoy writing love scenes immensely; however, please be warned that not all of my books, including this one, will get to a love scene quickly. Pace is important to me. If the characters require a build up and more development beforehand, then I will honor their individual personalities. In other words, some of my characters consummate their relationships quickly, others take their time. In this book, the characters decided not to have a love scene right away for a multitude of reasons which hopefully will be obvious as you read it. 
 
   If this is something that concerns you, or is not to your liking, please be warned at this time that you will not get to that first intimate scene in the first few chapters. For those of you that do not wish to read sex scenes, this is more than likely not the book for you. Some people’s definition of erotica is different to that of others and this book may cross the line for many. The main characters involved in this book do have an active sex life that is described in graphic detail, so if you wish to avoid such depictions, you may want to reconsider your selection. For ‘the sex’ happens. And it happens a lot. 
 
    
 
   Thank you,
 
   Tiana Laveen
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[bookmark: Pre]PRELUDE
 
    
 
   Ace Blackstone slipped his cigarette butt into a shallow bath of bourbon. The curved, silver accented glass on his desk had been there for two nights in a row. He glanced around his shadowy office, only semi-lit from a dull marine blue tiffany lamp, and casually turned towards his window, scooting his chair towards it. Peeking between the soft veils of fabric, he allowed a thin trail of light from vibrant Michigan Avenue to spy inside of his seventeenth floor office. The early Autumn Chicago evening had been unsettlingly cool, so he rose from his sable brown leather chair, pushed against his desk and made his way to the thermostat.
 
   “Shit…this bill is going to be real outlandish.” He returned to his desk and ran a calloused hand against his forehead, his eyes practically sewn shut from exhaustion as the pit of his gut rallied and rolled for nourishment to no avail. He sluggishly unbolted his steel-trapped eyes and tried not to glance at the damn photos on his laptop, but he couldn’t help himself…
 
   He gave in. One eye opened, then the next — trepidation bursting through, until he was face to face with the damned woman once more.  Now, he knew her name, her whereabouts, who she was, what she was doing, and had heard her voice… all without her knowledge. Normally, that would mark the end of an event. CASE CLOSED. He’d call his client into his office. The timely report in hand, he’d explain the account in full detail along with providing collaborating evidence and an address on which to find said ‘missing person.’ 
 
   There was just one problem...his gut told him otherwise. He always trusted his gut, but his intuition may just get him hurt. How unprofessional to delay such an occurrence. What a terrible predicament he’d gotten himself into.
 
   Ace snatched his sights away from the computer screen, swiveled around towards the backdrop of his window once more, and ushered the dark charcoal gray curtains further open with two fingers from his left hand. Sitting there with his head bent low and his heart even lower, he people watched as they moseyed about along the street cluttered with cramped parked cars, speeding buses, lavish bistros and ostentatious shops.  That was his job…to watch people. To observe the nuisances that others missed. That was what detectives did. He was damn good at it, too, the best in the city — some said the entire country — and he took pride in his work. He also had a bit of a reclusive personality and reputation, but that didn’t slow down his business in the least.
 
   There was never a person he couldn’t find; even if they were deceased, he’d find that out, too. Well, there was one unsolved mystery, but that simply couldn’t be helped. It was an ongoing private case, and he accepted it as such, at least for the time being. He focused instead on what he could change and tailor, the things he could control and mold and give a stamp of a conclusion to. He asked a premium price for his work. In return, his clients were guaranteed fast results they could time by a clock. Now he was buying time, but the price was always too damn high. He was running a tab and in arrears, and he soon realized the Grim Reaper in charge of the clock was after his ass, hastening his hurried steps towards his premature surrender of the evidence. The customer was calling, leaving eager voice messages, and here he was hauled up in his brick-walled posh office, continuing to stall as if it, too, were part of the job. 
 
   “Damn it!” He turned away from the curtains and glanced back at the computer. He was certain he looked rather pitiful. Something about her pulled at his heart, and his savvy ways let him know, the client that wanted her found was up to no good. Hell, he could spot his own kind. Ace had been up to no good for the majority of his natural born life. He was a fucking pro at it and if it paid to not be worth a damn, he’d have been a millionaire eons ago. This client was hiding something, and it gave him cause for pause. That sort of dirty dealing had a strong scent; it moved and slithered a certain way…real sly like, some kind of ravenous beast out stalking its oblivious prey. The hungrier the lion, the more desperate he was and the harsher the kill once he cornered the quarry and had it in his grasp. This particular lion had paid a lot of damn money — one of the biggest paydays to come his way. 
 
   It wasn’t that Ace had never seen dough like that before, he had. Afterall, Mom and Dad weren’t exactly destitute. His mother, a now retired anesthesiologist for Northwestern Memorial Hospital, and his father, also recently retired from the position of Sales Director at Discovery Services had both done well for themselves. Trouble was, Ace was rarely home to abide by their rules or to reap the benefits. He drifted from his thoughts to reach out and stealthily open a desk drawer. There she was — a bottle of sweet Crown Royal, its purple robe a sight to behold. He undid the top, removed a fresh glass from the same drawer and poured it to the rim, steadying it at last, lest he waste even one tiny drop. Putting the golden rim to his lips, he took down half the damned thing in that one, hasty swig.
 
   “Ahhhh….” He slammed the glass down, leaned back in his seat, and closed his eyes once more, stretching his legs out. Gently, he ran his fingers through his hair, then across the stubble on his jaw. He was reminded once again that his days had no beginning or end; everything was a big, stinking blur.
 
   Trapped as he was in his own skin, no amount of spirits, be they the liquid kind or the ones that haunted him in his dreams, would make the sticky situation come unglued. He sighed and reached for his phone, swallowing his own spit that caught in his throat, which caused him to cough into the receiver before the second ring. The voice answered, and he pushed past the sinking feeling that grew inside of him like a wayward grape vine before it choked him to death. His tongue heavy with fermenting lies, he found himself mute for some seconds. Finally, he got it out, though it sounded like a strangled, mangled mess of a declaration…
 
   “I received your correspondence. No worries, I’m still on the case…”
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 



[bookmark: One]CHAPTER ONE
 
    
 
   “Thanksgiving will be here soon.” The woman with porcelain skin, slanted piercing blue eyes and a keen nose looked up from her indigo and white swirled teacup that she clutched like a lifeline, her discerning gaze upon him. Visits with Mom were always this way. Her black hair with white skunk stripe was pulled away from her face and wrapped like an elegant, illustrious gift atop her regal head. The delicate ivory lace collar of her sheer blouse embraced her neck. A black, long cardigan over the ensemble matched her flowing, sailor-style pants. Mrs. Blackstone possessed a natural, quiet elegance. Despite being a working woman for many years, she lived a life of sophistication. She had been raised on a farm and moved to Illinois as a teenager, wishing to make it on her own as an actress. Yes, an actress…
 
   No one came to Illinois to get a job like that, but Sarah Blackstone did. Anything was ‘big city’ to the young girl from Oklahoma with stars in her haunting eyes. She soon discovered she was better suited for the medical field after a man was hit with a car right in front of her. She did as her daddy had done with the hogs — applied pressure and saved that gentleman’s life. She took it as a sign from God and enrolled in college, then attended medical school as she worked two and three jobs to pay her way through. An incredible woman, with a sarcastic wit about her, and she still had a touch of naivety that Ace, her youngest son, found endearing. 
 
   “Mom, Halloween isn’t even here yet. You’re getting a bit ahead of yourself.” Oh, how Mom loved the holidays. He was greeted with a grimace.
 
   “I see you don’t care about that. So,” Ace surrounded the warm cup in his hands as he leaned forward on the opposite end of the dining room table, his seat creaking a bit. “What would you like me to bring this year?”
 
   His mother took another sip of her tea and brandished a sly smirk with glossy pink lips.
 
   “You having a wife…that’s what I’d be thankful for. Oh,” she tapped the table with her short index fingernail, her manner teasing, “I’ll even wait until Christmas.”
 
   Ace sighed and leaned back in his seat. 
 
   “That won’t be happening, Mom. I don’t want to get married anytime soon, if at all. It’s just not for me.” He pointed to himself, to help drive the point home.
 
   “It’s that damn job of yours!” she scoffed, her lip-gloss suddenly going dull as her lips curled down at the ends. “I wish you’d get something else to do. I mean, just really!” She huffed.
 
   Ace smiled weakly and ran his fingertips over the silver and black runner, the delicate fringe still in pristine shape after years of use across the mahogany table laden with delicate China plate settings, collecting dust from lack of use. 
 
   “It’s not the job…”
 
   “Like hell it isn’t…you’re all cynical now. Those people come in there and come out, throwing their marriage problems in your face. They need a dose of common sense, not a P.I.”
 
   Ace tilted his head slightly to the left and grinned.
 
   “You’ve got it all figured out, Ma?”
 
   “I sure do. They ask you to find out if their wives and husbands are messin’ around. Well, of course they are!” She snorted. “They’re throwing away their damn money. If you know it in here,” she tapped her chest indignantly, “then there is no need to call my son, Detective Blackstone, Private Eye, with his sidekick, Captain Obvious!”
 
   Ace grinned at the funny outburst. Through it all she kept a poised demeanor and cutting tone still clutching onto a whisper of her country accent.
 
   He shrugged and chuckled. “Yeah, I’d agree with that to an extent…”
 
   “Well, aren’t they?” Her dark arched brow shot upward as if pulled by an invisible string.
 
   “I never discuss my cases with anyone, you know that. They are confidential. I will say that, more times than not, I do chase people who are hiding secrets. Most of these people are married and they may be,” he slicked his hand into his pocket, removed a box of cigarettes and slid one out onto his open palm, “living a double life.” Placing it to his lips, he searched his other pocket for his lighter. “They could be married with kids, be a lesbian or gay man living a straight life in the closet, and their spouse wants proof. They could be into some kinky stuff, like,” he shrugged, “going to some of these sex clubs and having orgies. Who am I to judge? It could be simple, not complicated in the least.”
 
   Ace relished the fact that he and his mother could talk about a myriad of things, and the woman wouldn’t bat an eye. They’d always had that sort of open and honest relationship, and as far as he was concerned, she was the only woman he needed to be bothered with for any length of time. The only one he could tolerate, quite frankly. Though he wouldn’t classify himself as a mama’s boy, he held her in high regard, and all other women were placed in the basement of his library of priorities while Sarah Blackstone swiveled on a radiant pedestal made of ivory and spun gold. 
 
   “Such as? I thought infidelity was always complicated.”
 
   “Not always…sometimes it’s real simple. Miss Molly may not be taking care of her man, you know,” he said. “…So, he goes and finds someone who will.”
 
   He didn’t miss the way his mother’s upper lip turned stiff like a stone left in a deep freezer. The woman was a medical professional after all. She’d seen guts laid out on a gurney from a gunshot victim and a baby die in a first-time mother’s arms, and she never seemed to cave from the pressure — but she had a knee-jerk reaction to this sort of thing. It bruised her heart. He surmised it stemmed from her own upbringing with grandparents he’d never laid eyes on. Apparently, her old man, despite her strict, Protestant upbringing, had been a rolling stone. Ace figured, with his mother’s unconventional ways, she wasn’t exactly a prize to conservative eyes. The woman was courageous, even in times when she should have given way to acceptance.
 
   A wild, exotic bird in a golden cage — that’s how he’d describe her. Beautiful and dazzling to the eye, but gasping for freedom. The woman did her own thing, but kept a Southern magnetism about her that her patients and family found irresistible. That Southern charm also came in the form of her old-fashioned beliefs. She wanted all four of her sons married to smart, beautiful women and to have a house full of children she could spoil. In a way, it was the only thing Ace believed she wished for in the entire world.
 
   Just then, his father walked into the room. His silky black jacket clung to his frail bones and his hollowed cheeks made his already long face look that much more distorted. He ran a finger down his nose, scratched his nostril and pulled up a chair, straddling the damned thing backwards as if he were a real cool cat with a jazzy beat to share. Ace chuckled internally at the notion as he lit the cigarette and blew out soft rings of wispy gray smoke. His parents were like night and day and not a moment passed when he could honestly tell himself he understood their odd relationship. He didn’t have the heart to tell his mother that not only did his job of chasing pussy mongers and cheating whores make him sick to his stomach at the thought of putting a ring on any woman’s finger, but the two of them seemed to him like puzzle pieces that were part of the same game, but on opposite sides of the board. They were more like good friends living under the same roof, and it had been that way since as far back as he could remember.
 
   He’d asked his older brothers about it, and they had no answers as well. Reid, the eldest, was a very serious man with a twinkling left blue eye. He fashioned himself as a teacher, but preferred his hobby: making train sets. Inside him lurked a little boy scratching to get out, and this duality led to a candidness that Ace respected and somewhat revered. “Are mom and dad for real?!” he’d asked, and Reid nodded. 
 
   “Yeah, they are. They love each other.”
 
   Ace had then questioned the second eldest, Jett. Jett’s name was befitting; if his parents had only known at the time of his early morning, winter birth. He was a pilot, rarely home, and word was, when he spent time there, he made his wife and kids’ lives a living hell. He probably got married ‘just because.’ Nevertheless, he and Ace had a quiet respect for one another.
 
   He asked Jett, the same thing. As a young boy, he stood before his big brother and asked, “Are Ma and Dad really happy?”
 
   Jett shrugged, placed his red and black cap on his head and replied, “I guess. What’s happiness anyway and who cares? As long as they take care of you, that’s all that matters…”
 
   And that was the end of the conversation. Then, because Ace figured in his younger years he was a glutton for abuse as well as didn’t want to leave one stone unturned, he asked the third brother, moving down the line like a teacher does with her students after the apple disappears.
 
   “Yo’ Pierce, does Daddy really love Ma?”
 
   Pierce was the romantic of the group, the only one that favored Ma, but what a twist of fate — he acted just like their old man. A teenager at the time, he ran his fingers through his jet black hair and grinned.
 
   “I believe so, in his own special way.”
 
   What the hell did that mean? Ace’s little ten year old mind couldn’t make heads or tails of it and by the time he’d fixed his tongue to delve deeper into the matter, Pierce was gone with a group of friends to sleigh down a hill Ace wasn’t allowed to visit until several years later. It sucked being the youngest, and it stunk being adopted, too.
 
   Though Ace’s parents never made it a secret that he’d been adopted at the age of two, the details always remained sketchy. He knew his birth name, and the month and year he was born, but not much more than that. They had paperwork, and once he got of age, he wanted to see it. His wish was granted and he did what many people in his position would’ve done: searched high and low for his birth parents.
 
   He wanted to know where he came from and even as he sat there staring at his adoptive parents, Sarah and Gregory Blackstone, he still couldn’t shake the desire to find the answers to these pressing questions. A part of him felt a smidge of guilt due to his inability to suppress the urge, to drop it on the damn floor and walk away. But, he just couldn’t. They’d treated him well; matter of fact, he couldn’t have been raised much better, and what did they get in return? 
 
   …Grief and a young boy who grew into a rebellious teenager and proceeded to do everything in his power to destroy their sanity and resolve. He’d given them nothing but trouble. But now, it was all water under the bridge, or was it?
 
   “So, what are you two kids talking about?” his father questioned, bringing him out of his hefty thoughts that had taken him by the hand and jerked him along the jagged path of Recollection Road.
 
   “Oh, the usual … Thanksgiving, missing grandchildren, your son’s refusal to settle down and the heart of a cheater.” His mother grinned all the way to her eyes as she took another tiny sip from her cup, leaving a trace of pink gloss behind.
 
   “Ahhhh, the norm. Are you bringing that pecan pie, son?” his father asked with dull eyes. It was his old man’s favorite.
 
   “I have no idea why we are talking about Thanksgiving so early.” Ace huffed, growing weary of his parents’ obsession with such topics. “Anyway, the answer is, ‘Yes.’” 
 
   Ace used to hang out by the expansive pantry in their gigantic kitchen, melting into the shadows of the room. His mother knew he was there, nevertheless. He simply didn’t wish for her to acknowledge it. If his brothers found out he was spying on the woman and watching old re-runs of Julia Child, they’d pulverize him. She indulged him, pretending the boy was nowhere in sight. She’d toil away in the kitchen many nights, and holiday meals were always Ace’s favorite as a young child. 
 
   He’d follow her every move as she moved pots and pans, and a variety of spices and utensils, around. With an eagle eye, he kept watch, not daring to blink as the woman created delicious deep-dish fruit pies, home-made buttery biscuits with apricot preserves and three-course down-home meals that would make the most discerning pallet fall to her feet in praise. This went on for years. Thus, he grew to love cooking as well. It soothed his jumpy nerves. He never openly discussed his adoration for elegant food preparation, but it happened, and it happened a lot, and now he had a reputation in the family for being able to bake a pie that would make someone want to slap their own mama.
 
   “What are you workin’ on now?”
 
   Ace looked at the man. His father appeared fifteen years older than he actually was, due to his previous life as a workaholic. A vigorous career had taken its toll until he was forced into retirement after a stroke that almost killed him. His father was a kind man, persuasive, slick with words, charismatic and gentle. He was all that one could want in a father, minus his corny sense of G-rated humor.
 
   “You know I can’t get into that, Dad. You ask me that all the time, and get—” 
 
   “The same answer.” His father laughed. “Can’t hurt to try. I know you’ve got some exciting stuff.”
 
   “Your father is a terrible gossip, Ace.” With a smirk, his mother stood, her head held high and noble as she popped her hip, her hand resting against it as if she were posing to get her photo taken. “We’re speaking of Thanksgiving and Christmas so early because you’re a busy man. Sometimes I feel I must make an appointment just to speak to my own son.”
 
   Ma, that’s not true. But he kept his thoughts to himself.
 
   “ I don’t want you out of town this year, or any jazz like that. It has happened recently, you know. You need to be here, with us,” she said indignantly. “Anyway, please bring the pie and the caterers will handle the other desserts. I won’t have time to bake one biscuit, let alone do an entire feast.”
 
   Ace knew what she was referring to. The woman volunteered at the hospital during the holidays, and it was as if she’d never retired. People seemed to lose their minds during that time of year, so she went where she was needed. Thus, her accusations were not only hurled at her youngest child, but also at herself for her job, regardless of her volunteer status, still demanded a lot out of her. Babies decided to be born right before the great gift exchange or the football game was quite finished. 
 
   He was used to his mother having to run away on holidays from when he was a child, and for her at least, it never got easier. He also knew though that something deep within her craved to be needed. Unfortunately — or fortunately, however the person viewing from the outside in wished to see it — she’d raised four independent sons and, despite their love of her, none had a ‘mama’s boy’ bone in their bodies. It was a double-edged sword. Sarah had taught them to be their own men, to take care of their business, but it bit her in the butt…and now when she needed them most, they couldn’t bring themselves to be something they weren’t.
 
   Ace exchanged a bit of small talk with his parents, then kissed his mother tenderly on the cheek and patted the old man on the shoulder before making his way towards the front door, closing the colossal thing behind him. Taking a few deep breaths, he walked to his parked jet black Bentley and slid onto the cream leather seats. On the drive home, he itched to play a song that always made him feel a bit warmer on the inside. It was a guilty pleasure, and if any of his friends or brothers got wind that he enjoyed listening to Bruno Mars, he’d be toast.
 
   “Ahhh, the hell with that! Let’s go with something a bit more nostalgic.”
 
   He nixed the idea of playing, ‘Grenade’ by Mr. Mars, and instead opted for, ‘Smells Like Teen Spirit’ by Nirvana, which took him back to his boarding and military school days. He sang loud with the music when rain began to pour down hard. His wipers went into overdrive, smacking and slapping against his windshield as he maneuvered down the street and entered thick traffic, on the way to his ninth floor penthouse back on Michigan Avenue.
 
   “HERE WE ARE NOOOOW! ENTERTAIN US!”
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 



[bookmark: Two]CHAPTER TWO
 
    
 
   Brooklyn Greene found herself face down in a small puddle of her own dribbled saliva. When she came to, her assistant, Ivy was standing in front of her, her white robed arms crossed and a grin on her silly, chunky-cheeked face.
 
   “Don’t just stand there,” Brooklyn declared, popping to attention, trying to save face. She clamored around for her glasses, fighting sleep once again as if she were Evander Holyfield in the land of the Zzzzzs. “Hand me the report.” 
 
   Ivy rolled her eyes, snickered and disappeared into the adjoining laboratory. Brooklyn sighed. She couldn’t keep these hours anymore. Stifling a strong yawn, she widened her eyes, trying desperately to hang on to consciousness. Sprawled all around her were piles of gray dust and brittle broken bones…but this was no ordinary debris. These constituted the rare finds of human remains in the underbelly of a tiny storefront that had been flooded from one of Venice, Italy’s many downpours. Oh, how she loved Venice…
 
   Brooklyn had the delicate task of putting back together the skull of the human remains while the curator of the museum made sure the public knew of the fascinating discovery. She’d just gotten back from the Italian excursion and in typical fashion, she couldn’t leave well enough alone. Her jet setting afforded her trips worldwide, but her curious nature, hand-tailored from her occupation as an archeology anthropologist, made her not only an international history buff, but a lover of discovery and mysteries finally solved. One governmental program ended and another began, and before she could sink her teeth into it, she had been invited to the historic city of Rome to present her findings. It had been a breathtaking expedition, but she hadn’t had a moment’s rest. Now she was back in the States. She’d returned to her ‘hidden lair’ of the Field Museum in Chicago. 
 
   “You know we have time, right?” Ivy chided as she handed her the manila folder. Brooklyn snatched it out the woman’s hand, laid it beside her and organized her supplies, straightening her brushes ‘just so.’ She reached for her camera and perused the images, looking closely as she zoomed in on some of the findings. 
 
   “Ivy, I don’t like waiting until the last minute to have my work completed, you know that. What if something unexpected comes up?” She didn’t miss the woman’s lip twist like a boy scout knot as she rolled her eyes and sauntered away. Brooklyn grabbed her microscope, placed two of the bones under it and examined them closely, mumbling to herself.
 
   “Yeah…that definitely looks like it is from the mandible…female, most likely Caucasian…” 
 
   We didn’t find the right temporal bone.
 
   Brooklyn surmised some of the debris was just that — the crucial skeletal pieces for reconstruction blown to bits. She’d make it work nevertheless; challenge accepted. A few more minutes turned to hours and before long, the museum had come to a hush. People tapped her shoulder and said their farewells. She gave her customary nod of ‘adios’ without lifting her gaze, then paused, shifted in her seat and picked up her cell phone.
 
   “Hi, I’d like to order a pizza please…delivery, yeah. It’s me, Frank.” She smiled into the phone. “I’ll meet you at the back door. I want my usual — a medium pizza with stuffed crust, extra cheese, extra onion, light sauce, green peppers and pepperoni. Thanks!”
 
   She laughed lightly and disconnected the call, then reached into her bag that was slung over the back of the metal chair. Digging deep, she pulled out an unopened bottle of water, cracked the seal and downed a fourth of it as if she were being timed.
 
   It was going to be a long night, and she was ready for it, with thoughts of pizza slices and mandibles to dust in mind…
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
   “Goddamn it!” Ace flung the heated sheets and thick comforter off his sweat-covered body so hard, they wrapped around one another, forming into a sloppy rope. They hit the floor with a thud. He wrestled with his lungs, trying to breathe and clear his mind of the horrors that continued to plague him. It was two in the damned morning, and he’d been rocked by yet another torrential nightmare. This was nothing new, just the story of his life, yet, he couldn’t deny the frequency was now affecting him in adverse ways and the intensity of the damned things now skyrocketed out of control. He much preferred to not deal with the issue head on. This was the one thing in his life he ran from, and the quicker his steps, the better. But the shit chased him into every dank alley, sullen corner and abyss of escape, dangling a rotten carrot over his head as he attempted to once again catch a few undisturbed winks. 
 
   “Shit…” he mumbled as he got to his feet, his chest rising and falling so fast, he was afraid if he didn’t calm down soon, he could end up in a world of trouble. As he got himself together, he made his way across the vast, sterile bedroom. He paced around in the dark, the quiet making him sick, toying with his imagination, feeding into his own hysteria. Running his fingers through his hair, he gripped the strands with double fists, causing his eyes to slightly slant. He was beyond exhausted and running on fumes would have felt like a full tank at that point. He wondered if he could dive back into the bed and try his hand at slumber again. It looked so inviting, but he knew better. Once those eyes closed, the horses would come charging once again…taunting him, threatening his very life. He shook his head, disgusted with the notion. It was pointless. 
 
   I am exhausted, but what the hell am I going to do about it?! There is nothing I can do!
 
   The whole restless night thing was getting old and worn out. He couldn’t get used to it, accept it, calm it, make it obey or go away. He’d become simply powerless, held hostage by his own mind. A huff escaped his lips. His feet pounded with each step as he drew towards his master suite bathroom, his mind made up. Once inside, he leaned against the sink, gripping the cool ceramic with both palms, feeling sorry for himself. He glared into his reddened eyes, backdrops to bright emerald irises, making the windows of his soul look like a damn Christmas ornament — Rudolph red against pine tree green.
 
   I can’t believe this shit. Well, I could go get my car washed, vacuum, put the dishes away in the washer, do another load of laundry…watch a little T.V. Then, I may as well go into work a little early, get some shit done. This has gotta stop…but it won’t…it fucking won’t!
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
   Ace couldn’t for the life of him figure out why the parking garage was so packed at six in the morning. Never the less, it was a welcome distraction. After his evening and early morning of severe night terrors, he was simply happy to be out and about, amongst the living. He jammed his MP3 Skull Candy ear-buds into his ears. ‘Been Caught Stealing’ by Jane’s Addiction blasted at the highest possible volume, and he couldn’t be audibly happier. He couldn’t help but bob his head to the catchy beat of a song that he embraced so closely, more than a child with a teddy bear on a stormy night. 
 
   He stepped into the elevator and caught his reflection.  Scratching the slightly raised, diagonal scar that ran across his right eyebrow, he peered at himself in the reflective steel doors and walls. He brushed his shoulders against several people who shot him an ominous look, letting him know he was taking up prime real estate with his sizeable body. With a smirk, he went about his business and coolly steepled his hands in the shape of a triangle, sculpting his already perfectly trimmed, dark brown faux-hawk. He then leaned slightly forward to check out his eyebrows and smooth them out, even the one kissed by the slight disfigurement. A noticeable glimmer shone in his jade-green eyes as he outlined the side of his perfectly trimmed goatee. A man with a stiff, reddened face bumped into him and cleared his throat.
 
   “Hey, do you think you have your music loud enough?! Geesh! We all can hear it! Show some consideration,” he said in a loud voice.
 
   A couple of people nodded in agreement; the others simply looked sheepishly around, more than likely afraid to say such words but their hearts no doubt mirrored the man’s sentiments.
 
   …Another grumpy old geezer trying to fuck up someone else’s fun... These types of motherfuckers make me want to beat them about their age-spotted heads with their own cane.
 
   Ace was in a bad mood, finally getting his steam back, calming down, and this old fucker came and farted on his resolve.
 
   “Sir, actually, no I don’t think it’s loud enough at all. I’m surprised you can actually hear it.” 
 
   He took a gander at the man’s hearing aid, jammed in his left ear with long, wiry, dark hairs growing around it like sunflower petals. He then proceeded to remove the ear set from the jack, drowning the man’s protests and curses in the blaring tune. Ace stood his ground, tickled to death at his own childish antics as the annoyed man clearly mouthed: ‘Asshole!’ Ace was typically the last one off, since his office was on the second to last floor available in the entire building. 
 
   He turned his music down, waited for the elevators doors to split open like spanning angel wings. When they did, he stepped forward, embracing his golden, freshly polished ego and the God within. He knew better than that, however. Those wings must’ve been portals to Hell, because the Devil had entered, and his name was Ace Blackstone. As always, no one was there, except his two mannequins he’d affectionately named, ‘Herman’ and ‘Kellie.’.
 
   “’Sup Herman, man! How’s it hangin’?...Still stiff ’nd hard, huh?” He chuckled as he maneuvered past the plaster bastard with 1980’s ocean wave hair. Kellie was posed at his office door once he cleared the foyer area, standing there in her lacey, red lingerie number and her matted, blonde wig slightly off-kilter. He dusted her shoulder off, looked her up and down and whispered discreetly in her ear, “You gotta help Herman out, sweetheart. I know he isn’t really your type, but what do you have to lose?” 
 
   He unlocked his office door, exposing the large area as it burst with light and flipped the switch on the ivory painted walls. Making his way over to his coffee maker, he grabbed his favorite brand — Maxwell master blend — and prepared it. Deciding it was a bit too quiet, he cracked open his window to allow the cool, fresh air inside. It mingled with the morning traffic music of honking cars and taxis. Soon, he felt more settled as he sat with a black, plain coffee mug filled with the dark nectar that he loved…
 
   “Ahhhh, hot bean juice…” 
 
   He was tired, but what could he do? He accepted it as his lot in life. Sometimes, however, he could barely focus and the strain became too much. He’d surrender to his soul’s yearning when sudden slumber pulled him from consciousness. It didn’t help that he hadn’t kept his routine. He’d raced out of his house so quickly that morning, he totally bypassed his sunrise humdrum of having his first cup at home while watching the morning news and later, meticulously going over his hair. This particular day, he just wanted the hell outta there after the restless night.
 
   He’d tossed and turned most of the evening before the nocturnal hauntings had returned, forcing him to give up on sleep. And the notion of staying in those quarters, regardless of how well furnished and elaborately beautiful they were, simply wouldn’t suffice or give him an ounce of the comfort or peace he needed. 
 
   “Good morning, beautiful…” He cracked open his laptop, leaned to the side in his seat and watched her boot up from her siesta. Setting his cup down beside the electronic life-saver, his fingers tapped across the silver Mac Pro computer as he filtered through his open cases. He had four, and two of them were almost complete. Ace loved working for himself. He could claim all the glory when the deed was done, and he didn’t have to worry about someone messing up. If some shit hit the fan, he could only blame himself, and he was much more comfortable with chewing his own ear off versus that of an inept fucker he’d unfortunately hired on a day when he felt his load was simply too heavy. No, he chose to be Goliath and laziness wasn’t in his vocabulary. 
 
   “Soooo…we have the Rodale case… partner of the firm has been pilfering…affirmative. Will send files this afternoon…” he said softly to himself as he perused the information.
 
   “Mrs. Briolette will be happy to know that her son is not a drug addict…he is just stupid as fuck…zombies get more brain.” He snickered as he drafted an email to relay the good news to the mother of three that her eldest child, a college drop-out by the name of Ricky, was not getting high on that ‘pot’ as she called it, or any other narcotic. No, he simply wasn’t the sharpest knife in the damn drawer. Ace supposed that in itself was somewhat a tragedy. She could no longer blame his senselessness on an outside force, some evil entity that had re-wired the idiotic bastard’s brain or taken hold of his sensibilities. No, Ricky was ridiculous. Case closed. As he was getting into the meat of the correspondence, a soft knock sounded at the door. Before it fully registered that someone was there, the buzzer sounded from the front entranceway. His brow shot up in confusion as he immediately pulled up his schedule. 
 
   His eyes scanned the dates and times on his computer as the bell continued to sound. His memory was one thing he prided himself on, yet, he had to admit stranger things had happened as of late. Had he forgotten a meeting? No, he was right. He had no appointments scheduled that day, and definitely not at that hour of the morning.
 
   Tapping the intercom, he cleared his throat to speak.
 
   “Private Investigator Blackstone speaking. Who is it and how may I assist you?” 
 
   He grabbed a cigarette from his top drawer and lit the damned thing as he waited. A clogged, static noise followed, soon replaced by a smooth, deep, masculine voice.
 
   “Greetings, Mr. Blackstone. My name is Earlwood Henderson, and I’ve come a long way to see you.”
 
   Ace sat there for a few moments, leaning back in his chair. Immediately, without seeing the face of the man, the whole thing troubled him straight from the gate. His tone had an air of foreboding to it, as if Vincent Price himself had rose from the dead and were on the other side of the door, his voice just as stellar, pristine and a tad bit creepy. Ace leaned forward and touched the intercom.
 
   “I’m sorry Mr. Henderson that you’ve been troubled by travelling a great distance, but I do not accept walk-in appointments. Please let me get your number and an address, and I will—”
 
   “No, you see, I’m afraid I can’t wait. I do apologize. I believe in my haste, I didn’t even think this through. If you have fifteen minutes to spare, it would be worth your while and you could help soothe my suffering.” The man’s voice sounded less suave and mellifluous now; the confidence had been knocked down a notch or two. Matter of fact, he sounded anxious, as though he held on by a frayed thread. Ace leaned back in his seat and ran his index finger along his bottom lip as he deliberated the words stated to him. Taking another slow sip of coffee and a drag of his cigarette, he contemplated until he reached a decision. Pressing on the buzzer, he made the foyer door click and unlock. 
 
   Upon hearing footsteps approach, he sat a bit straighter, interlocking his fingers as the as the aroma from his beverage blended with the odor of the freshly extinguished Marlboro. He looked up as his door slowly swung open, revealing a tall African American man, at least six foot four in height. A ruby red hat hid one of his eyes, while a coat of the same flashy color covered a black suit. The hulking man grabbed the rim of the hat and carefully removed it from his face to hold it at his crotch, revealing dark, deep set eyes, a shiny baldhead and a small scar that ran jaggedly along his jawbone.
 
   “I see we have something in common…”
 
   Ace pointed to the chair in front of his desk, offering a seat to the man who nodded, appearing a bit uneasy as he fumbled with his hat and took the necessary steps to come forward and sit.  Henderson cleared his throat.
 
   “We have something in common?” the man questioned as he surveyed the office with an intense glare.
 
   What did he expect to see? A red light from a sleazy motel and a box fan? I’m not Dick Tracey…
 
   “The scar…I’ve got one here across my forehead.” He pointed at it. “And yours is about the same length, across your jaw.”
 
   “Oh.” The man nodded in understanding and smiled weakly. “Yes, got this from when I worked at a factory many years ago.”
 
   He offered nothing further.
 
   “I notice things like that because I have to,” Ace explained. “Like the fact that when you walk, from the sound of it, one shoe is slightly heavier than the other. Possibly to compensate for a shorter leg?” He leaned back into his chair and lit another cigarette. He fancied chain-smoking his damn morning away as if he were a chimney on Christmas morning.
 
   Henderson offered a light chuckle. “Yes, you’re good. My left leg is about two centimeters shorter than my right. It doesn’t cause me much trouble, was born this way, but I prefer to walk a bit smoother and if my shoes aren’t modified, then I have a slight limp, as though I’m trying to walk real cool or somethin’.”
 
   “And…you are from Texas.”
 
   The man looked at him sternly then burst out in hysterics.
 
   “I’ve definitely come to the right place!” He extended his hand and Ace grabbed it, giving it a hearty shake.
 
   “Yeah…all Southern accents are different.” He leaned back in his seat. “Some people think they all sound the same.They don’t. For instance, Texan accents are a bit harder on the vowels. So, Mr. Henderson, what can I do for you?”
 
   “Interesting. I’ll get right to it. Thank you for seeing me by the way.”
 
   Ace nodded.
 
   “Look, I’ve hired six private detectives in the last ten years. Not one of them have been able to find my daughter and three out of the six, I would venture to say, were highly competent. Two out of those three prizefighters, however, traced her here, to Illinois, Chicago to be exact.” The man pressed his finger onto Ace’s desk as his tone rose ever so slightly. “However, that is where the trail ran cold. I have no idea if she is still here or not.” He shrugged, threw up his hands as if surrendering. “Regardless, I’ve decided upon a new approach.”
 
   “And that would be?” Ace took another sip of his coffee. “Oh, pardon my manners. Would you like a cup, Mr. Henderson?”
 
   “I’d appreciate that, thank you.” The man slowly nodded as if exhausted and sat back a bit further in his seat.
 
   Ace got to his feet and watched the man out the corner of his eye as he made his way to the small coffee machine in the corner of the room. He grabbed another mug and poured it to the rim. “Sugar? Cream?”
 
   “Just one packet of sugar is fine.”
 
   Ace grabbed the white packet and a spoon, along with the cup, and placed the items before Henderson, then returned to his seat.
 
   Henderson’s lip dipped low, as if disgusted by something foul as he tore the sachet open, dumped the sugar in the coffee, stirred it with the small silver spoon. He raised the brew to his full, dark fleshy lips.
 
   “Mmmm, that’s good…thank you. As I was saying… my new approach is to hire a local detective in the area, one who knows the area well and may have more success finding her.”
 
   Ace turned to his computer, shut it down, then pulled out a pen and a yellow pad of paper, setting it beside him just in case.
 
   “So, tell me the last time you saw your daughter and share a little information about her, Mr. Henderson.”
 
   “Well, the last time I saw her was the day after her eighteenth birthday. That was almost ten years ago. Her name is Lynne Henderson. She is about five nine, she’s African American and, well, wait a minute.” He grunted as he reached into his pocket, removed a couple photos and slid them across the desk. “That’s her.” The man’s lips curved in a proud smile, though he still appeared sullen. Ace could see the sorrow in the man’s eyes. The coldness in the dark lairs had turned glossy with pain. 
 
   “May I?”
 
   “Yes…of course. They are yours if you take my case. I’ve had so many copies made.”
 
   Ace nodded and looked at the photos, his eyes darting from one to the other.
 
   She’s a pretty girl…
 
   “I will admit to you that I’m frantic at this point. This is negatively impacting my health, my life, and every aspect of it. I need some closure.” The man was obviously at his wit’s end. “I will pay whatever you ask. I’m certain that a man like you has a full schedule, but I’ll do almost anything for you to take this case right away,” he pleaded. It made Ace feel a bit uncomfortable. Here was this big guy, intimidating by appearance alone, groveling at his feet. He had to be desperate to stoop to such a level, and though Ace didn’t understand it, he could empathize.
 
   “As foolish as this sounds, I even let my wife talk me into hiring a damn psychic. Funny thing, the psychic said she was in Illinois, too!” The man burst out laughing — a mirthless laugh.
 
   “Well.” Ace shrugged his shoulders. “Stranger things have happened,” he said seriously.
 
   “You believe in psychics, Mr. Blackstone?”
 
   “What I personally believe doesn’t matter, Mr. Henderson.” Ace took a toke of his cigarette, then placed it back in the gulley of the clear ashtray. “The persons in need of help and hope are the ones who are most important. Nothing is real without a believer.” Smoke drifted between the two of them. “Theories need advocates. Someone has to be acknowledging the presence of a thing. That is what separates reality from fantasy. It’s not whether something is real or not, it’s who believes it is…”
 
   “So, you philosophize?”
 
   Ace grinned and gave a slight laugh, then shrugged. “No, not really. What I’m saying is that a person’s beliefs are what makes whoever they are trusting or believing in, materialize. Such as you and me, for example.”
 
   Henderson nodded as he listened.
 
   “If you didn’t believe that I could help you, you would not have travelled this distance. You came from Texas. I know this, not just because you said you’ve come a long way and have the dialect to prove it, which helps, but it’s still not concrete proof all on its lonesome. In my line of work, I’d need more than that. I also must believe you, and what you say, for this relationship to work.”
 
   “Well, how do you know that I’m tellin’ the truth then? You know, about being from Texas, if you can’t take my word and the way I speak at face value?” Henderson crossed his long legs and glared at him.
 
   “You have a key chain shaped like a cowboy hat with ‘Texas A&M’ written across it. It’s put away now, but I saw it when you first came inside of my office. Also, I can see the tip of a luggage tag sticking out of your coat pocket, showing that you literally came from the airport and straight over here. That denotes urgency, and that you’ve travelled.” He pointed to the man’s pocket, causing Henderson to smile with nothing more obvious than admiration. “You didn’t stop at a hotel and from the way you wiggled a bit; you’re probably overdue for a bathroom break. You are eager to hand me this case, go back home, and hope and pray that I find this young lady who is now, according to the information you provided, almost twenty-eight years old.” Ace glanced back down at the photos, mentally reprimanding himself for finding the young woman quite attractive. 
 
   “Your daughter’s disappearance has turned your family upside down. So many times, you believed you were close to finding her, only to be told that the buck stops here.”
 
   “You are the psychic!” Henderson grinned as he pointed a long, dark brown finger at Ace, a shiny gold ring dazzling at the knuckle.
 
   “For all we both know, and I say this not to upset you, but because I’m a realist, things may not be as you wish. I don’t believe in the Tooth Fairy, Santa Claus or the Easter Bunny. And the reality of the matter, Mr. Henderson, is that Lynne Henderson may be dead. Maybe that is why the trail ran cold. Many detectives are only good at finding people who are alive because there is constant activity due to that state of being. In death, everything stops moving, and it takes a different set of skills, a more forensic mind, if you will. Notwithstanding, homicide in Chicago is more than just a notion.”
 
   Henderson nodded, clasped his hands together and swallowed.
 
   “I’ve considered all of that. She is not from a place such as this, and if this is in fact where she ended up, I am deeply concerned for her. She is a country girl, Mr. Blackstone. She was sheltered. She knows nothing about things that happen in a big city to the preyed upon and naive.”
 
   Ace looked at the man for a few moments, still wiggling about in his seat, then made a suggestion.
 
   “First, before we continue, let me direct you to my bathroom.”
 
   Both men burst out laughing as Henderson stood to his feet. 
 
   “When you return, we will discuss the particulars concerning your daughter. Now, go out of this door,” Ace pointed towards the front of his office, “swing to your left and go down that short hall with the Scarface framed posters up and down it. When you reach the poster of Al Pacino in black, red and white, hook a right. The bathroom door is right there.”
 
   “Got it!” Henderson made his way out of the office, leaving Ace with the photos. He sifted different possibilities through his mind, then turned his computer back on and placed the girl’s name in his database. He waited patiently, tapping his fingertips. In his profession, he never took the simplest of acts for granted. Some detectives were sloppy in checking details, even know it was known the database changed on a daily basis; the police entered new names all the time.
 
   Reaching out, he brushed off the remnants of sleep from the corner of his eye and yawned as he continued to watch the names scroll across the screen, understanding that the likelihood of him getting a hit was slim. Henderson returned, patting his hands dry with a paper towel, and reclaimed his seat. Taking another sip of his now cold coffee, Ace turned back to Mr. Henderson.
 
   “Now, tell me what was going on the last time you saw your daughter.” Ace settled in his seat, prepared to hear the details. His ear was honed and his eyes, too. He was just as concerned about the intonation of the man’s voice while relaying the specifics as he was about what the man said or didn’t say.
 
   “It was just an ordinary day. I’d gotten up to go to work. Her younger sister, Claudia, was up first getting ready for school. Then, our eldest, our son, Earlwood Jr., came down. He was a sophomore in college, at Texas A&M.”
 
   Ace noted the watered-down smile on the man’s face.
 
   Proud of his son…
 
   “Okay, and did you ever see Lynne that morning?”
 
   “Yes. While I was in the kitchen eating, her mother was still asleep initially, so we just had a few moments together. She came down and fixed herself something to eat. Then, my wife came in and took out some pans to cook, then went to the powder room. I still remember it… Lynne cut a grapefruit in half and placed a sliced cherry on top of it, like in the fancy restaurants. She then ate a piece of toast, too. She’d been acting a bit strange,” Henderson admitted. 
 
   “You see, Mr. Blackstone, Lynne was a genius and I’m not saying that because I’m her father.” The man’s long fingers sprawled across his chest as he looked earnestly into Ace’s eyes. “She’d been tried and tested. She was a young prodigy. From the age of three, we noticed she had a penchant for picking up information and retaining it, the most mundane of details. Everything she did, she excelled at. She was good at facts and figures, and really enjoyed history, science and language classes the most. I was blessed with very smart children.” He took a handkerchief out of his pocket and swiped it across his baldhead as he paused, seemingly getting choked up.
 
   “Between you and me, Lynne was the smartest, but all of them shined academically. She was funny, too. I had what all fathers dream of: well-mannered, smart, good lookin’ children.” He smiled sadly.
 
   Ace smiled back and folded his hands together, careful not to interrupt.
 
   “My son, he played football for A&M and maintained a 3.8 GPA throughout his entire time there. He now works for me. My youngest child, Claudia — she went to Tulane University in Louisiana, for engineering. Very bright girl, a bit shy. She’s now married…her husband is in the military.” The man looked into his lap and fidgeted. 
 
   “Now, to get back on track here…” Ace glanced at his cigarette, desiring it, but fought the magnetic, addictive pull. “The last time you saw Lynne was at breakfast, in your kitchen, and you stated she was acting strangely?”
 
   Ace didn’t want to be an ass. He was used to emotional displays, and even though all of the information was pertinent, he knew how his own mind worked and how he needed to proceed to piece this puzzle together. First, he needed to know Lynne, then all the pieces would fall into place. So, he took the initiative to usher Henderson into the way he needed the communication to flow.
 
   “Of course. She said she ‘loved me.’ Lynne rarely told me that. Not that she wasn’t affectionate or sweet or anything. It just wasn’t something I heard that much from her.” He shrugged. “Also, right before she disappeared she seemed much quieter, a bit withdrawn. I and her mother asked her what the matter was, but she denied anything had changed. We figured she may have been a bit anxious about college. She was to start school in two months as she’d been accepted at the University of Texas, in Austin. She was going into chemistry.”
 
   Ace grabbed his pad of paper and jotted a few quick notes.
 
   “Good school…” he murmured as he frantically wrote down key points.
 
   “Yes, it is.”
 
   “So,” he tossed the notebook back onto his desk and clasped his hands together, “here is what I see, thus far.” Ace swallowed and mulled over the data in his mind as he looked casually up at the ceiling. “I see, we have an attractive, African American woman, young, with a bright future ahead of her. She seemed excited about life — making herself a fancy breakfast ’nd all.” He grinned. “She gave you an uncommon term of endearment, as if it were possibly a ‘Good-bye Daddy’ letter and —”
 
   “No,” the man said sternly, his back suddenly straight. “She’d never run away from home!”
 
   “Mr. Henderson,” Ace said calmly, not allowing the man’s flared emotions to distract him. “Anytime a person, despite their age, acts out of the ordinary on the last day of sight, we as investigators have to be open to the possibility that he or she was planning to leave their current residence. Now, I understand this may not be what you want to hear, but if you want to hire me, to use my services, then I have to include or eliminate options as part of the process. If I can’t eliminate a prospect, then it has to stay as an option until I can. That is how I work, that is how I do run my business.”
 
   The man’s brow furrowed and his jaws clenched as he clearly held back a retort. But Ace was not in the business of babysitting; he was in the business of finding missing motherfuckers and going on about his way.
 
   “I told you I am a realist, and despite how something might hurt or not be what we want to hear, we have to accept all aspects of this problem.”
 
   The man looked away, biting his lip, his brows dipped. He chewed at nothing, as if working though a mouth full of tobacco.
 
   “She’s your daughter, but she might be my case. I don’t love her. You do. I see her differently than you do, understand? It’s nothing personal.”
 
   Henderson nodded but said nothing as he turned back towards Ace.
 
   “Okay, now.” Ace sighed. “So, we have this young lady here, still at the house… and then you left first that morning, or did she?”
 
   “I did…She was sitting right there in the kitchen. My son left before she did, too. My wife was still in there, but my other two children left before me. Lynne was supposed to go to work that morning. She worked at a grocery store.”
 
   “What grocery store and where was it located?”
 
   “Uh.” Henderson scratched his head. “I’ve told this story so many times, you’d think I wouldn’t stumble like this.”
 
   Ace smiled at him pleasantly and nodded. “It’s okay, take your time.”
 
   “Alpertson’s. The street name escapes me.”
 
   “I’ll find it…” Ace picked up his pad of paper and jotted it down.
 
   “And, from my estimations, Lynne and her siblings lived comfortably?”
 
   Henderson’s eyes became vacant as obvious confusion set in.
 
   “Well…yes. I’m not certain what that has to do with this though.”
 
   “Poverty, riches, it all matters. The financial situation of a person can be a motivation for people to do all sorts of things, whether it is give all of one’s money away to charities, work illegal jobs to bring in much needed income… and in some extreme cases, it can cause people to kill. Now, I can tell from your clothing you are not impoverished. Regardless of the slightly garish style, your threads are well made, hand-tailored and of top-notch quality. You also no doubt flew first class and you are wearing several pieces of jewelry that retail a mint. I’m not a jewelry expert, but I know quality when I see it. So, all of this matters because, first and foremost, it would help me rule out that she was destitute and easily coerced into an unsavory lifestyle. This information directly coincides with opportunities for your children, helps fill in the picture…For instance, they attended better schools. Better schools tend to be linked to higher self-esteem, which is linked to better financial prospects, and children want a sense of safety. It’s not the money they care about, it is what the money makes them feel like.”
 
   Henderson smiled and cupped his hands. “Yeah…” he said hoarsely, his voice with a bit of something ‘extra’ in it, something Ace couldn’t yet determine. 
 
   “I work very hard, Mr. Blackstone.” The silkiness in his tone was further replaced with ruggedness, causing Ace to look the man in the eye. There was a duality to the gentleman, one that he presented to the world, and one that appeared untouchable. It, too, was something Ace could identify with.
 
   “Are you familiar with Preston-Hollow?”
 
   “It’s in North Dallas, correct?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I’ve never been, but yes, I’ve heard of it.”
 
   The men stewed in their respective silence.
 
   “I have the other investigators’ reports here…”Henderson slid his hand inside his coat and retrieved two rolled up manila folders, stuffed to capacity on the desk between them. A rubber band clasped them together.
 
   “Thank you. I take it that you wish to contract me? Enter into a legal agreement?”
 
   “Yes. Yes, I would.” The man took a hearty sip of his coffee. “Please help me.” He tried to sound pulled together, but his voice cracked like an egg.
 
   “I accept the case. I can either have you wait while I draft it up, and you sign the paperwork here, or I can send it via Priority Mail or email. I’m sure you’ll want to read through it, and it is quite a bit. The choice is yours.”
 
   “Email will suffice.”
 
   “What you need to know about me, Mr. Henderson, is that I am good at what I do. I’ve been doing this professionally for a little over fifteen years.”
 
   “If you don’t mind me asking, Mr. Blackstone, how old are you? You don’t appear as if you could have had any job for fifteen years. You look to be in your mid-twenties.”
 
   Ace grinned and shook his head. “As much as I smoke, I am sure my years show more than you say — but thank you for the compliment all the same. I don’t mind you asking my age, but will it help you in some way to know this?”
 
   “It might.” The man cleared his throat gruffly.
 
   “I will be thirty-two soon.”
 
   “That would’ve made you seventeen…”
 
   “Your fast math is impressive.”
 
   They both grinned a bit wider at one another.
 
   “I surmise that that’s why you’re here…because I’ve been doing this since I’ve been in diapers,” Ace joked.
 
   “Yes it is. I searched and searched until I found someone I felt may be able to bring my little girl back to me. I’ve had it with brick walls. I wanted the best…and I believe I’ve found him. You have an impressive resume. I found an interesting article about you. Your local police even rely on you a lot…You’ve gotta gift, man.”
 
   “Thank you.” Ace swallowed. He’d heard that a million times, but always remained humble about it.
 
   “If you can’t find her…well, I’m not sure anyone can.”
 
   “I’ll do the best I can, Mr. Henderson. Alright, let’s wrap this up, get into the ugly part of this.” Ace picked up his cigarette and took a mean toke, then placed it back down, inhaling his own rings as they danced around in the air. “Though you are a man with means, please understand that I charge an obscene amount of money, but I earn every penny.”
 
   “Money is not an issue, as I told you. Just find her and your asking price is granted.” Henderson stood to his feet and placed his hat back on his head. “Mr. Blackstone, I can only hope you are the last person I have to contact about this situation. You see, my marriage is even suffering due to the continued stress from Lynne’s disappearance. I love my wife very much. We are best friends…We need answers. So much is riding on this…”
 
   “That is unnecessary.” Ace cleared his throat and stood to his feet, his six three frame close to the big man. “You have no worries. There is no need to try to manipulate me in order to put fire under my feet. I treat every case as if it is the client’s dying wish. Please believe me, what you said earlier is true.”
 
   “And what was that?”
 
    “If I can’t find her, no one can.”
 
   “You speak rather confidently.” He cleared his throat and looked at Ace with a discerning eye.
 
   “Because I can…”
 
   They both smiled at one another, pausing for a few breaths. Unspoken words lingered between them. They shook hands; an understanding between the two was born at that moment.
 
   “Should you need to contact me, Mr. Blackstone, here is my card.” Henderson tossed him the small, ivory rectangle with simple black font across it, turned on his heels, and approached the door.
 
   “Have a good flight back home, Mr. Henderson,” Ace called out. 
 
   The man offered a wave and made his way out of the office. Pausing, he looked cautiously at Kellie, then closed the office door behind him. Ace heard footsteps walking toward the foyer doors, then the sounds of the same doors being opened and closed. Ace fell back into his chair, causing it to sigh and sing from his weight. He casually took a sip of his coffee after a few moments, picked up the card to take a look at it:
 
    
 
   Earlwood J. Henderson
 
   Regional CEO
 
   Balfour Beatty Construction
 
   214.445.7678
 
   We don’t just make things…we make things happen.
 
    
 
   Ace rotated the card between his thumb and forefinger as he swiveled in his chair, his mind deep in the trenches. After awhile, he took a bottomless inhale of his cigarette, extinguished it hard into the ashtray and went back to finalizing the open cases on his computer, via email. He made a mental note to clear his schedule. After he’d settled the four cases, he’d dive into the Henderson case and focus only on it. His gut told him it would need his full attention. He had a feeling it wouldn’t be easy, and that made him savor the possibilities more.
 
   He picked up one of the photos of Lynne Henderson and imagined what she may look like in modern day. Her skin was practically blemish-free, her smile coy, almost sarcastic as one lip tilted a bit higher on one side. Her eyes sparkled bright, dark and almond shaped, lush with long, thick lashes, and her hair, he surmised, had been chemically processed straight. Looking closer, he could see her roots coming in, densely coiled, in contrast to the straight strands that flowed down about two inches past her collar bone. He liked the thick density portion best…
 
   One cheek had a dimple, and her eyebrows arched in perfect lines. A thin layer of shimmering pink gloss coated her lips, matching the V-neck shirt that fit snugly around a modest but lovely bosom. Scratching his cheek, he peered at her long and hard, memorizing every curve and nuance of her face.  She wore a pair of simple pearl stud earrings and a necklace with a matching pearl ball on a dainty, near invisible string.
 
   “A pretty girl like you, naïve, comes to the city and gets hurt… Now, that would seem like the obvious outcome. It’s what your father seems to believe…The more than likely thing to happen, ya know?” He took note of the glare in her eyes.
 
   Contact lenses… She’s either near or far sighted.
 
   “It happens every day. Pretty girls running to dangerous places, throwing it all away…Now, let’s find out if that’s what happened to you or not, Lynne. I’m going to find you. Whether or not you’re in a pine box marked as a Jane Doe, on a runway in Paris showing off an incredible body or toiling away in some cupcake factory, I will find you, and this will be over once and for all…”
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 



[bookmark: Three]CHAPTER THREE
 
    
 
   “What the fuck are yadrinkin’?!” Lance slurred as he bumped into Ace on the dance floor. 
 
   “Whatever it is, you shouldn’t have any more of it. You’re so fucking wasted!” Ace chuckled at his friend, then motioned towards Eli, who was standing at the bar filling his gut with peanuts. Eli begrudgingly slid off the maple colored stool and made his way to the duo.
 
   “Hey, you alright?” Ace asked as he moved stiffly to the electronic beat. He wasn’t in the mood for this shit tonight, but Lance had insisted on taking Eli out after the bad breakup with his wife. The couple fought all the time, but this time was different. She’d moved out the damned house, and took their kids, too.
 
   Reason number one thousand and twenty-one I never want to get married…
 
   “Yeah, I’m alright.” Eli ran his hand over his slightly protruding belly and looked around. “I guess I’m a free agent now. Maybe I can find a chick and take ’er home.”
 
   Ace knew the man was talking shit. He loved Erica more than his own life. The two had had a hardgo at it. Ace had pitied his good friend when he got hitched. He never told him, but he knew the shit wouldn’t work out. Not just because he was pessimistic about the entire institution, either. Most marriages rarely worked, in Ace’s mind, but this was so blaringly apparent, the writing was in neon on the damn walls. Guys like him, Eli and Lance just had trouble with fidelity. It was a simple fact of their miserable lives. Ace considered himself not to be a playboy; however, he knew himself well enough to understand that, due to his aloofness in his past relationships, the possibility for things to end badly was more than a thought and besides, he didn’t exactly enjoy making a woman cry. He simply didn’t give a fuck that he was wired this way, and though he realized it was unbecoming, he accepted himself for who he was. He treated all women the same because he saw no difference at this point in his life. Women wanted relationships. He sure as hell didn’t and soon, it showed.
 
   “Hey, if you aren’t having a good time, Eli, we can skip outta here,” Ace suggested, hoping with all of his might that Eli would agree and they could get the hell out of the place.
 
   The chubby man with the thick stubble covering his rounded face and frumpy hair shook his head. 
 
   “Nah, it’s fine. If I go back home, I’ll just sit there lookin’ stupid. I want something to drink.” He turned to go back towards the bar.
 
   “Don’t even bother. Lance drank enough for the both of us!”
 
   Eli burst out laughing as the two watched their inebriated friend looking like a drunken crab as he crawled about the dance floor, his hands moving about like pinchers.
 
   “I see that.” Eli disappeared, unapologetically ready to rip the door to unadulterated intoxication wide open. 
 
   Ace lifted his beer to his lips and shook his head as boredom set in. He abhorred clubs like this. The people were always the same. Lance was the only one having a decent time, but he’d never recall it in the morning so what the fuck did it matter? Ace laughed and stepped over his friend, who had a small crowd gathered around him as he performed his antics. He made his way across the dance floor, taking in some of the women grinding about, some in drunken lip locks. He turned to his left, then his right, and spotted a curvy brunette gyrating all by her lonesome in a slinky black dress that barely covered her rounded ass. Four inch stilettos tied up around her ankle, hugging her tanned, exposed flesh. 
 
   “Mmmmm….my, my, my. What have we here?” 
 
   Ace grinned as he moseyed towards her, in deep appreciation of what had captured his attention. As he maneuvered through the crowd, he pretended to not notice the surrounding women spying him, trying to see who had caught his wandering eye. He wasn’t arrogant, or at least he believed himself not to be, but he understood he had a way with women, and never had a problem obtaining dates and sensual acknowledgments from the opposite sex. He surmised it was because he was confident, and he gave his full attention. He also suspected his exploits in the bedroom didn’t hurt. He loved women; he just didn’t trust them in the least. They were the best thing God ever created, and he acknowledged that on a daily basis. Their soft bodies, plush lips and bouncy asses gave him reason to breathe... He loved their figures, sweetness, coyness and even their sneakiness. Women were some of the most cunning creatures on Earth. 
 
   When women cheated, they were far less likely to get caught. He respected that, especially when he’d run into a millionaire male client who wanted to find out what his beautiful, much younger wife was up to while he was away. These women made his job challenging, even hard at times, and he loved them to death for it. This was also the same reason they weren’t trustworthy. No woman with a beautiful face, a lovely body and, God forbid, a wondrous, deceptive brain, could ever be trusted with more than just a night or two. The problem was, Ace wasn’t too keen on playing the field, but the females simply left him no choice. How could he trust something that bled five days in a row, every damned month, and lived?!
 
   He tapped the dancing woman on the shoulder. She snapped her neck in his direction, her honey colored eyes half open and her bright red lipstick covered mouth, pouted and poked as if she’d just been told ‘no’ for an increase in her allowance.
 
   “Hello. My name is Ace.”
 
   He extended his hand in a shake, taking the woman off guard.
 
   She chuckled lightly and rolled her eyes, then shook his hand loosely.
 
   “What? No line? No smooth pick up or sexual innuendo?” She talked loudly over the blaring music.
 
   “You haven’t given me a chance to mess up yet.”
 
   He widened his grin and she followed suit.
 
   “No, just wanted to come over here and first, apologize for interrupting your song that you were obviously enjoying. Second, I wanted to introduce myself and see if we might go out some time.”
 
   Her expression was priceless. He could see she was truly not used to someone just saying what they thought, without all the bullshit. He shrugged his shoulders and glanced nonchalantly around the club, giving her a minute to regroup. If he got shot down, he got shot down, it had happened a time or two before, but he wasn’t going to do some big silly song and dance for the boogying woman. She’d had her fill of a throaty beat and deep baseline. Why should he extend the same? He wasn’t a concert and this was no show.
 
   “Yeah,” She nodded, her fresh smile growing exponentially. “That would be fine.”
 
   “Okay, great. What’s your name?” He whipped out his cellphone.
 
   “Amanda…”
 
   “And your last name?” He raised his brow, waiting.
 
   He surmised she was either acting a bit shy for appearances’ sake, or wasn’t accustomed to men wanting her full name. Unlike some guys, he gave a shit about who he fucked. He wanted her stats, especially in case she tried to double back with some bullshit, like a pregnancy pinned on him or some other drama-filled garbage that he knew wasn’t true. Either way, he tucked the reaction into his file of ‘Ripley’s Dating Believe it or Nots.’ 
 
   “Belle.”
 
   “Nice.” He waited as she dug her phone out of her purse.
 
   “Ace Blackstone…”
 
   She paused, as he expected her to. This was the part where she made her assessment as to whether this motherfucker was even worth her time.
 
   “So, Ace, what do you do?”
 
   Single, club-hopping females are so predictable…
 
   He sighed and grinned, a part of him hoping she’d surprise him with something else. A heavier question maybe, something worthwhile, showing a well-rounded mind. Oh well…
 
   “I’m a detective, a private investigator.”
 
   “A private dick?” she cracked, finding more humor in it than he was.
 
   “Shouldn’t all dicks be private? Should I walk around with my business hanging out?”
 
   He was greeted with a boisterous laugh as she shot what appeared to be her peanut gallery of friends a wink and huge grin. Two of them nodded in approval, giving his appearance a ‘thumbs up.’
 
   “You’re funny…” She leaned in closer to him, and he caught the sweetness of her feminine perfume. 
 
   “Thank you. So anyway…”
 
   He was in a hurry to finish the ‘transaction’, have her in bed by the end of the weekend and be back to his job on Monday to act like the shit never happened —but, it simply wasn’t meant to be. The music came to an abrupt halt as a fight was well on its way. He looked through the crowd and saw Lance getting the hell beat out of him while ‘The Verve’ sang ‘Bittersweet Symphony.’
 
   “Oh, shit!” Ace brushed through the crowd, racing away from the woman whose panties he had scheduled to drop in twenty-one hours. He resolved she’d have to be the catch that got away as he continued to elbow and push people out of his zone. Lance cock blocked like a motherfucker, but he couldn’t let his boy get pounded into vegetable stew. A guy, around 5’9 with so many muscles busting out of his damn frame, he looked like a helium balloon set to fly in the Macy’s parade, was giving Lance the merciless thrashing of a lifetime.
 
   Ace grabbed the muscle-bounded freak’s arm and pulled it away before another fist landed across Lance’s bloodied face. There was a brief pause, and the bastard sneered, then jumped on Ace, too, as if he were begging for a face-rearranging shakedown. Before he could dodge a knuckle-covered bullet, a heavy fist landed across his damn cheekbone. Pain reverberated throughout his entire skull as if he’d been wrung by the neck.
 
   That’s your first and your last!
 
   He felt a bit dizzy, but now his ‘You’ve fucked up now’ internal button had been ignited and a rage that he’d kept pent up deep inside since childhood rose up, making his entire body heat and seek to exact revenge.
 
   He chopped and punched the man in the throat, cutting off his airway. Eyes bulging, the bully gasped for oxygen, his hands raised to his neck — but Ace didn’t give him one moment to regain the upper hand. Instead, he grabbed the fucker’s arm before he was able to catch his next breath and twisted it in an awkward fashion. The maniac squealed and screamed as Ace pressed the contorted limb against his back and shoved him in the direction of the bar. The crowd thickened and security seemed to be nowhere in sight. He surmised they may have been distracted by another fight, which caught his attention out of his peripheral view.
 
   “Get the fuck offa me!” the man screamed between curses and promises to turn Ace inside out.
 
   Ace yelled at the bartenders to get security. 
 
   I knew I shouldn’t have agreed to come here tonight! Goddamn it!
 
   In moments, Lance had gotten back up on his feet, while Eli stood in a cloud of confusion, still clinging to a half-empty glass of beer, and the assailant was being whisked away by a police officer after the bartender vouched for who started the whole showdown. Ace shot an angry look towards Lance.
 
   “What the hell did you do, man?! What the fuck happened?!”
 
   Lance ran bloodied fingers through his blonde hair; his light blue eyes were bloodshot and one was puffing up as if it were bread dough baking in a damned oven at three hundred and fifty-degrees.
 
   “I guess I danced with his girlfriend. What a fuckin’ nut!” He spit blood into a cocktail napkin.  A trail of bloodied saliva hung from the man’s bottom lip. The brute had done a number on him all right. “I think he loosened my tooth, man.” His voice was wobbly.
 
   “Let’s get you to the hospital,” Eli insisted, coming into the moment and setting his beer down.
 
   “No, no, I’ll deal with it in the morning,” Lance slurred, stumbling towards the exit of the club. 
 
   Ace knew better. Lance had done more than just dance with the girl. He’d undoubtedly talked real slick and was asked to cut it out, but he continued on, knowing Eli and Ace were there in case some shit popped off. It was the same crap all the time. Lance would get drunk, run off at the mouth, and they’d have to come and save his ass like some damsel in distress. He was typically too sloppy drunk to throw a decent punch and defend himself, so it was left up to his two pals. It hadn’t happened in awhile, though, so Ace had hoped Lance had grown up. As he ran a hand over his sore face, he realized that once again he was wrong, and he’d given Lance entirely too much credit. Now all he wanted to do was take a hot shower and go the hell home.
 
   Amanda was no longer a thought in his mind, and he realized that once he felt a tap on his shoulder and didn’t have the foggiest who it might be. He turned and saw her, his adrenaline still pumping. Then, he smiled. 
 
   Oh yeah…
 
   She had that look in her eye — the kind of look when you know a woman is turned on like a kitchen faucet, her panties saturated to the max like a maxi pad slam dunked into a basin full of warm water. 
 
   She handed him her number, hand written on a napkin.
 
   Old-school…
 
   “Here. You left so suddenly… Call me.”
 
   She turned and walked away with a swivel in her steps, her ass bouncing from side to side like the thoroughbred that she was. And oh, how he planned to take a ride.
 
   I definitely will…
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
   With an orange slice hanging out the side of her mouth and clad in tan pajamas, she propped herself in front of the wide-screen plasma television on her living room wall. The night could not have been more mundane… and she relished it so. Brooklyn laughed aloud as the movie ‘Coming to America’ started to play.
 
   “That boy can sing!” Brooklyn repeated the notorious line as she readjusted her body on the couch, warm and comfy. A good comedy always made her feel much better, and this one was a classic. Eddie Murphy at his finest…
 
   The travelling had finally subsided, at least for the time being, and she’d handed the curator some news he’d wanted, something that made even his wildest expectations seem like the piddly dreams of a naysayer. Not only was the skull identified as that of an Italian woman dating back to the battle of Pavia, she was the daughter of a military official and had come up missing after being captured by the Spanish troops. No one knew what had become of her and though the story was still in bits and pieces as to how she could have wound up in Venice when the actual mêlée occurred south of Milan, the fact now remained: she’d been found. Problem solved. Now, Francesca Gallo could be put to rest.
 
   Brooklyn sighed, caught her breath and reached for her glass of Broadbent Vinho Verde. Tilting her head back, she gulped it down with no attention to class or propriety whatsoever. She swished the beverage around in her mouth as if it were Listerine, making a real big deal about it. She stretched her legs and wiggled her toes in her polkadot turquoise and black socks, then leaned back against the soft throw pillows, sprawled out, her limbs extended like a spider web.
 
   “The children are our future!” She stumbled out the words on a chuckle. “Damn this is so funny! It never gets old.” 
 
   Noticing her cellphone ringing, she brushed off tears of hilarity from her eyes, placed the movie on pause and answered.
 
   “Hello…”
 
   “What are you crying about?” Ivy questioned, a ’tude clearly in her voice.
 
   “Nothing, I’m laughing. I’m watching ‘Coming to America.’ This movie cracks me up so bad.” She fell into a pile of hysterics once again.
 
   “Well, I’m glad to see you’re in a good mood because it’s about to get even better.”
 
   “Ahhhh.” Brooklyn sighed as she tried to come to her senses. “What is it? I could use some good news. What I actually need is a vacation. Please tell me you are calling me to let me know you have all of my assignments under control and I can go off to some exotic locale I’ve never been to before, or, maybe back to Greece…I love Greece,” she said dreamily. “No, wait! Back to Venice, for a real vacation this time… Yeah, send me back to Venice.” She said, knowing full well that was just smoking hard and heavy on a pipe dream. 
 
   “You were on vacation, and you came back with a skull… Girl, you don’t even know how to vacation so you can stop with all of that.”
 
   Brooklyn couldn’t help but laugh.
 
   “You don’t rest, Brooklyn, and we can discuss that more later, but in any case, here is the deal. Are you ready for this?”
 
   “Spill it.” She took another sip of her wine.
 
   “You’ve been nominated for the Gold Medal Award for Distinguished Archeological Achievement!” She knew without a shadow of a doubt that Ivy was doing her ‘Happy Dance.’ It usually consisted of her jumping up and down in a tight circle like a piece of kernel bursting into popcorn.
 
   What should have been a joint venture in said dance, as well as a golden feather in Brooklyn’s platinum and diamond cap, felt more like a spear through her gated heart. The glass almost slipped from her unsteady hand, sure to ruin her pristine, beige carpet as she stood to her feet in a shaky stance.
 
   “Are you there, Brooklyn? Did you hear what I said?! This is big! Congratulations, honey!”
 
   “Uh…yeah, yes…uh…that’s great.” She steadied herself and placed the glass on the nearby clear coffee table, then looked to and fro as if she’d lost something. She hadn’t lost anything at all, but in two seconds, she was sure to lose her goddamn mind.
 
   Shit.
 
   “When is this award given?”
 
   “Brooklyn, stop playing around! You know when it is given. Each year in December… You were nominated repeatedly and this last situation regarding Ms. Gallo, well, that was a home-run. I’m so proud of you, Brooklyn. You are really putting African Americans on the map in our field. Though you and I fight from time to time, you know I have the utmost respect for you, and I love working with you, sweetie…I’m so happy to be a part of this.”
 
   “Well, thank you, Ivy. I know I’m not…I’m not easy to work with all the time.” She shook her head as if she’d just woken up. A part of her wished this in fact were just some bad dream, but no, it was very much real and her sweaty palms reminded her of that.
 
   “Well, you’re a really good person Brooklyn, and I’ve learned so much from you. You’re down to earth and so smart, I love that about you. Anyway…” She sighed. “I couldn’t wait to tell you the good news but I need you to do me a favor. Try to act surprised tomorrow about the party. They’ve decided to come to the museum to present it to you and throw you a shindig. I’m so excited! Did I say that already? Well, I am! I can’t help myself!” Ivy sounded like some giddy girl who was the seventh caller for a radio station and won backstage passes for the concert of the sexiest boy band in the nation.
 
   “Party?! Oh no, Ivy, please! I hate surprise parties. Find a way to cancel it… Tell ’em I’m sick, say I have to go out of the country, anything! Get me out of this!”
 
   “What?! You can’t be serious. I can’t do that, Brooklyn! Besides, the mayor will be there and later tomorrow you get your award, so you can’t just chuck this out the window. I can’t believe you are being this obstinate. This is a bit much, even for you.”
 
   Brooklyn said nothing further. Instead, her mind concocted plentiful plans and sneaky schemes to try and crawl her way out of this terrible hole she’d been thrown into.
 
   “Look, is it your appearance?”
 
   “What do you mean, is it my appearance?! What the heck is wrong with how I look?” She put her hand on her hip and began to pace, gripping the phone, pouring her worries into a new topic. “You act like I’m some maniacal hunchbacked leprechaun with a third eye!”
 
   “I don’t have time to play with you, Brooklyn.” She could picture Ivy sucking her teeth and rolling her eyes. “You know full well what I’m talking about. You aren’t exactly a fashionista, okay?”
 
   “I don’t get paid to model, Ivy! I go to work, to work, okay?”
 
   “Do you need me to help you go shopping? You’ve admitted to having the style sense of a caveman.”
 
   Brooklyn smiled weakly. It was time to throw in the towel, wave the white flag. It was time to admit the truth and give up. For Ivy’s words were true. She didn’t stay tuned or plugged into current trends. She faulted her love affair with her job for the lack of fashion sense, but the truth was she just didn’t want a lot of attention drawn to herself.
 
   “Well, if I must go through with this, I suppose that is for the best,” she said, resigned.
 
   “Good. Be up and dressed in the morning. We’re going over to Nordstrom’s to get you into something sexy, yet lady like. You need your hair done, too…oh, and make-up.”
 
   “Come on, Ivy! It couldn’t be that serious. Can’t I just do my own hair and make-up?”
 
   “Well, you could, but I’ve seen you in the past five years and I just don’t trust you to handle it. Sorry, you look a mess. Well, that’s not fair. A mess is usually unintentional. What you do to your hair and face is definitely on purpose, and oh how sad it truly is...”
 
   Brooklyn rolled her eyes and bit her tongue as she paced nervously about. She glanced at the television and there stood Eddie Murphy frozen on the screen in full make-up, dressed up as ‘Randy Watson’ from the band, ‘Sexual Chocolate’. Not even Mr. Murphy stuffed into a silvery blue pantsuit could knock the butterflies out of her gut. 
 
   “You’re a beautiful woman, Brooklyn, you really are.You just don’t maximize your potential. I don’t understand why. You may think I have it easy but I don’t. I have to work hard to look this good!” Ivy teased. “If I were in your shoes, I’d be married to Denzel Washington by now.”
 
   “Denzel is already married…” 
 
   “Right, but I would’ve got him first. Now, I promise this will be painless, and you will look like a million bucks. Just trust me! I’m living vicariously through you for this award, woman! I will continue to do so until I, too, can be Anthropology Archaeologist of the year!”
 
   “I’m not archaeologist of the year, Ivy…”
 
   “You may as well be. Talk to you soon!”
 
   And then the phone went dead.
 
   Brooklyn stood still, her muscles clenched as if they’d been tied with twine. She rubbed her forehead so hard, over and over, she was sure it would be reddened and bruised by the time she was done with the repeated self-abuse.
 
   “Well, it’s done now. All I can do is hope for the best… I hate this sort of thing!” She sulked and stomped into her bedroom, slamming the door behind her to finish her pity-party in peace, her glass of wine in one hand and the rest of the bottle tucked under her arm to be downed in no time flat…
 
   Drunken sleep, commence!
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 



[bookmark: Four]CHAPTER FOUR
 
    
 
   Henderson…Henderson…Henderson…
 
   Ace was surprised at himself, and that was saying a lot. He pushed a balled up silver gum wrapper with his finger along the edge of the desk, as if about to punt it for a goal. Strewn thoughts flew wayward yet his mind filled with bubbling possibilities as he scanned the material and dug into a trench he had no business being in. Typically, he never caused himself alarm, no matter how over the top his behavior at any given time. He knew himself well, and how his brain operated — the complicated twists and turns of a dark place he allowed no one to see. What was the use? He didn’t expect others to ‘get’ him, for at times, he barely ‘got’ himself. Some aspects of himself he let show, but others he’d hide in the alcoves of the nightfall, secrets he treasured and kept out of the dawn’s nosy glow. 
 
   This right here was rather surprising. Instead of skating behind a tender, gorgeous sweet thing named Lynne, he was following an unauthorized breadcrumb trail into the land of Earlwood Henderson. The man fascinated him. For some reason, he’d become obsessed with delving deeper into this gentleman’s past. Ace had a habit of talking to himself, and it was happening again as he sat at his desk at ten o’clock at night surfing the Internet and memorizing the information he found befitting.
 
   “Mr. Henderson is quite the self made man… What do we have here? Was hired as a manager first…first African American in the company to ever be in that position, let alone Regional CEO…”
 
   Ace nodded. Impressive…
 
   “What about your roots in Dallas, Mr. Henderson?” His finger flew across the keyboard, gaining access to only what he and the fraternal order of police were privy to. Thus far, the man came up squeaky-clean, much to Ace’s dismay. 
 
   You’d think I’ve dug enough dirt up on people to be relieved when someone shows up as true blue…
 
   He shook his head and smirked, then gripped his cold bottle of water and gulped what was left of it down. 
 
   “Ahhhh…” He reared back in his seat, propped his hands behind his head, crossed his ankles and stared blankly at the computer. The wheels in his head turned and turned. He refused to let this thing go just yet.
 
   “You want to find your daughter. I get that… You have the money to keep this search up until you croak.”
 
   Something nagged at Ace. Maybe it was the look in the man’s coal black eyes, or the way he moved, or the tone of his deep, monotone voice, or a culmination of all three and possibly more, but he fashioned himself to be an expert on human nature. Due to this, he knew a thing or two about parents, despite not being one himself. 
 
   All loving mothers and fathers of missing children, no matter the age of their offspring, would climb the highest mountain with their bare hands during a blizzard to find their child. He understood this completely. Though only an uncle to his nieces and nephews, he had seen enough in his field, and took this core fact to heart when dealing with missing children’s cases. He also understood that, although many parents would deny such an accusation — and some may admit it but wish it weren’t true — the two people who created life seemed to have a sense of ownership towards their offspring — at least the caring ones did. In Ace’s rationale, when one feels they own something or someone, they tend to take better care of that object or person. It’s not a rental or pay-by-the-hour. Parenthood was forever.
 
   This notion was absolute. He could sense that in Henderson, and though the man was obviously grief-stricken, he also appeared reserved, as if holding back at least part of the truth. He’d tried to pull it out of the man, to figure out the last events of that fateful morning. Henderson had declared that Lynne had been acting unusual and uttered a kind word, the ultimate prize to a parent’s ears. Ace was convinced she was a runaway, but that Henderson was in denial. He’d found the old police reports regarding the missing young lady that corroborated the man’s story. Due to her age, the local police had their hands somewhat tied. After all, she had been an adult. Regardless of Henderson’s prominence in his community, as in most cases of this nature, the seconds turns to minutes, then days matured to weeks on end. The search parties dried up and the hopefulness died out like the flames of a bonfire. But the question remained: Was there more to this fiery blaze he kept alive in his daughter’s name?
 
   Nevertheless, that was none of his business, or so Ace told himself so he could move along. He’d never researched a client before, never had an inclination to. Time was money, yet here he was doing it, and with vigor. Even though he now vowed to put this witch-hunt on ice, he knew he’d be back fiddling with his suspicions before the damned block melted. He stayed cocooned in his office, sorting through the files and sticking his nose in the man’s personal life, sniffing around like a bloodhound whose next meal was contingent upon finding a sack of dope or the escaped convict’s whereabouts. It disturbed him that he’d gone to such lengths, but deep within, he felt he had reason to do so. Less than ten minutes after letting go of his crazy notions, he was back in Henderson’s mix…
 
   That didn’t take long…
 
   In less than an hour, Ace knew Henderson’s wife’s name. Rebecca. He knew what she looked like, too. The lady reminded him of a younger version of Diane Carole, an actress his mother seemed obsessed with during her younger years. His son, Earlwood Jr., was a splitting image of his father, only thinner and an inch or two shorter. The youngest daughter, Claudia, also favored her father but had their mother’s eyes, though she had a feminine frame, like her older sister. She was a sorority girl, pretty, but didn’t have that breathtaking beauty of her older sister who also wore far less make-up. The entire family appeared perfect, much to his skeptical chagrin. He focused on Earlwood Sr. a bit more and discovered some interesting tidbits. 
 
   For starters, he found out how much money the tycoon made, which he didn’t actually care about but the information simply fell into his lap. The client rolled in the dough. As he suspected, the man could more than likely purchase his share of expensive wares, and surely didn’t want for anything. The man also enjoyed a summer vacation in Australia every now and again and attended an African Methodist church. He tithed quite generously, so much so, he’d received a plaque of recognition. Not a scratch or blemish to his name, Henderson appeared to be the shining star in his community, giving back to the less fortunate.
 
   Furthermore, Henderson had a love for football, hung with some ‘good ol’ boys’ with graying hair, but he more than likely handled any of their innate insensitiveness with aplomb and refinement. The battle scars showed clearly on the man’s face. In other words, Henderson had been through some shit. Of this, Ace was certain. Whatever it was that he was hiding would not be written in a document, typed in an article or stamped across some paper. He realized that now, loud and clear.
 
   You need to stop this and focus on the girl…the woman. You’re wasting time…
 
   He’d spent several weeks going to town on this case, collecting information, and it was time to get focused again. Standing, he stretched and walked over to his small stereo system across the room. He was ready to dive in, to get his fingers wet, make his head swell. Searching through his antiquated CD collection, his thumb landed on the song he wanted to hear during his late night adventures…
 
   ‘Chop System’ by System of a Down.
 
   As soon as the hook started to spin, he couldn’t resist doing his head banger move, while clutching his invisible guitar.
 
   “WAKE UUUUP!”
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
   …Several hours later
 
    
 
   Ace balanced the laptop on his bare, reddened knees as if he were a gymnast. He couldn’t get quite comfortable under the sage green sheets and comforter. Punching his pillow with an iron fist, he made a reasonable indent to comfortably lie his head on. He had come up with nothing on Lynne Henderson. The other investigators were correct; she’d vanished without a trace. This is where most detectives called the client and told them, ‘So sorry, can’t find her. Your invoice will be in the mail.’ But this was the part where Ace’s juices got flowing and his lion heart got to roaring. He relished dead ends. Dead ends meant you had to be brave enough to look over the cliff, to stand there, teetering on a possible fall to your death. It was exhilarating. Besides, he had reason to take the risk due to fundamental science. No one just vanishes. That goes against the basic laws of physics. He detested school, but he paid attention enough to at least realize that vital principle. Once something was created, it lived, moved, and could never be fully eradicated.
 
   “Ugh…” He shoved his computer off of his lap after noting the time.
 
   2:59 a.m.
 
   I’ll go to sleep then get back up in a few hours…
 
   He reached over and cut the light off, then found a comfortable position on the cool sheets .Feeling the cold, he deliberated leaving his comfy cocoon to turn up the heat, but soon, tranquility set in and sleep knocked on the door. How unfortunate that it was short lived. 
 
   3:17 a.m.
 
   “Damn it!”
 
   Ace flung the sheets off of his body, exposing his wrinkled, off-white cotton pajama pants and bare chest covered in a sheen of perspiration. The silver chain around his neck felt cool against his skin. Placing his hands over weary eyes, he fell back against his darkened wooden headboard with the embedded mirror, his heavy breathing loud inside of his ears. Scratching his temple, he sighed, his mouth dry as if he’d been sucking on ash lozenges all night. The nightmares never got easier. He’d had them since he was a small boy, and they only intensified over time. He never discussed them with anyone, and now, as an adult, he was convinced they interfered with his work performance. How could he be at his optimal level without a decent rest? He couldn’t have that, but what could he do?
 
   “Shit!” He reached over to his nightstand, paused as he peered at the curtain-covered window, the wool in his brain thinning as time passed. Grabbing his glass of water, he took a big gulp, then opened the drawer to retrieve an Ambien sleeping pill. 
 
   I fucking hate this shit…
 
   He popped it in his mouth, took another swallow of warm water and slumped back down onto the bed. 
 
   I’m so sick of this…
 
   Ace wasn’t certain if this was his rock bottom or not but he did know one thing: Something had to be done. But that would mean admitting his life was out of control, that things had gone too far. He wasn’t sure he was ready to ask for help, but another day and night filled with dread would be too much to endure. In the darkness, he felt around the sheets until he latched hold to his computer. Although he’d be asleep again soon, his mind was doing odd things as the medicine started to take effect. Feeling as if in a soft bubble, he fumbled around anyway, searching, thinking…He was back on the case.
 
   What if the trail has stopped in Chicago, not because she is dead, like some of the other investigators assumed, or moved on some sort of way. What if she is still here, but under a different name?
 
   He had new gas in his mental tank! Amped and fired, his mind reared to go. He told the Sandman to go to hell as his brain worked overtime and kicked that desert-made motherfucker out of his way. He applied a sophisticated program to age her photo, making her look just as he imagined her to in modern day. This was a typically grueling process that easily took a couple of hours but in his haste to beat the clock of slumber, he stumbled through it, getting as far as he could while his eyelids got heavy. Somehow, he made it through.
 
   There she is…
 
   He looked the damned thing up and down, pleased with his handiwork. 
 
   She is really a looker…
 
   Before he knew it, the game was over. Everything went black and he slumped down on the bed with her image clearly imprinted in his mind. He fell asleep, drifted into a soft, fuzzy world of sublime darkness, one without nightmares, only the aura of a beautiful woman with eyes that reminded him of a doe’s.
 
   Beautiful, dark eyes that sparkled…beautiful, was she…
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 



[bookmark: Five]CHAPTER FIVE
 
    
 
   “This is absolutely ridiculous!” Brooklyn shook her arm loose from Ivy in the crowded hair salon, which was chock full of expensive aerosol hair sprays, elaborate pink leather chairs and enough zebra print to freak out the gaudiest of glamour queens. “I’m not doing it!” She crossed her arms like a little child and glared at the empty chair that awaited her as if it were a tomb of death. 
 
   “Get…your…butt…in…that …chair!” Ivy spat between gritted teeth in her ‘mama’ voice as she pointed to the damn thing. Most bosses would’ve fired their employee on the spot for this sort of treatment, but the thought never entered Brooklyn’s mind. Ivy did good work; she was bossy, at times insubordinate, and a pain in the ass, but she was loyal to a ‘T’ and had Brooklyn’s best interest at heart. 
 
   Before Brooklyn could give another brat-like performance in protest, the meaty woman with the brain of a prodigy and the strength of a pro-wrestler flung her ass in the glossy chair, so fast she almost caught whiplash. 
 
   Here she was on Michigan Avenue, being bullied by a woman she thought was her best friend, as well as her assistant. She didn’t take too kindly to it. Ivy knew what she needed, but Brooklyn wouldn’t be true to herself if she didn’t give her a hard time. It simply had to be this way.
 
   “Now,” her friend huffed as she addressed the seemingly astonished hairdresser with a big, lipstick-gooey grin on her face. “We want an up-do, something elegant like this.” She waved a magazine photo around. “Maybe a few wisps of hair framing her face.” Brooklyn looked up at her friend from her throne-like seat and gently traced her chin with the edge of her index finger as she began to accept her current state. 
 
   The hairdresser nodded and turned Brooklyn in various directions, studying her like a project gone wrong.
 
   “Honey,” the hairdresser whispered as if about to divulge a secret. “I will be honest. You’ve got a lotta split ends, your hair is thick and unruly.”
 
   “Is this how you speak to your clients? Tell them their hair is thick and unruly?” Brooklyn huffed. “I knew my hair was thick, but thank you for the newsflash.” If she couldn’t take her angst out on Ivy, then someone by golly was going to get the wrath. 
 
    “I like to be honest is all, didn’t mean to offend you.” The hairdresser smirked. Brooklyn could feel the insincerity bleeding loud and clear. “Are we keeping your hair natural, or do you want me to flat iron it? Give you a relaxer, or what are we working for here?”
 
   Brooklyn struggled in her seat. She didn’t want her hair cut. The kinky mass reached down to the middle of her back and on the rare occasion that she took a flat iron to it, her length check showed it touched the top of her ass. She coveted her nappy tresses, and wouldn’t have them permanently altered under any conditions, even to receive this award. The thought of her hair being shorter, processed, dyed and fried made her blood boil. She snatched her glasses off her face and struggled with the customary scrunchie that had kept her hair in a dense ponytail for several years. 
 
   “I don’t want it short, and I don’t want it permed or relaxed. If you use heat on it, please use a protectant.”
 
   “Of course. First, let’s get you washed and conditioned.” The stylist attempted to run her fingers through the coarse mane. “You gotta lot of hair,” she repeated, “… and some damage due to dryness, but I have to hand it to you, this stuff is gorgeous and for someone that doesn’t do much with it, it is in fairly good condition. I will need to teach you about moisture and sealing your ends though, honey. I have to detangle this a bit and cut off a few inches, because they are damaged and will hurt your length in the long run.” The stylist shot Ivy a glance. “No lie, this is going to take me several hours, sweetie. You may want to have a seat or go shopping or something.”
 
   “Okay, I will.” Ivy slung her cocoa brown Coach bag over her shoulder. “She’s got an important evening tonight, so work your magic…I’m sure you’d have to be damn near Merlin to make this mess work!”
 
   “I’m sitting right here, Ivy. Don’t talk about me like that! Anyway, do I get a say in this?! How dare you speak of me in third person?” Brooklyn seethed, not really upset but simply nursing a need to defend herself, regardless. Both women ignored her, making her feel even more dejected. The stylist spun her around, faced her and tilted her head ever so slightly as if they were about to have girl talk, sister-to-sister.
 
   “Brooklyn, never fear. I work well with natural, black hair textures. I just needed to know up front what was expected and you needed to be told realistically what needs to happen.” She turned back to Ivy. “Now, while she is in the curlers, I will send her over to get her facial and make-up on, then they’ll do her nails last.”
 
   Ivy shook the hairdresser’s hand as if they’d closed on a house.
 
   “Deal!”
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
   Ace leaned over in the chair, patting his foot impatiently. This was the first day in months he hadn’t gone to his office to work. He repeatedly looked up at the clock in the doctor’s lobby. Soft music played, putting him in mind of being in some grocery store circa 1983, and it grated his damn nerves. Some guy with sallow skin and a navy shirt two sizes too large sat next to him, fidgeting and flipping through a women’s magazine as he mumbled incoherent things and twitched about as though ants lived in his wrinkled pants.
 
   I’m a fucking freak. I made an appointment with a shrink. Why am I even here? Look at this fucker over here! Jesus Christ! Insane!
 
   He shot to his feet, ready to bolt out the door, when a woman approached him. Her thin lips appeared to be drawn with a magic marker — bright red against pale, white skin. Her upturned nose reminded him of a cartoon character, and a bright yellow sweater stretched across a pair of enormous breasts. All in all, she appeared more sweet than harmless.
 
   “Mr. Blackstone, Dr. Rose will see you now,” she announced in a soothing voice.
 
   Ace looked back at the exit in the manner of a lover beholding the object of his affection.
 
   So close…yet so far.
 
   He grunted and nodded in her direction as she led him away into a back area that offered three different offices with closed doors. They navigated the hallway; walking between warm, mellow beige covered the walls. Soft instrumental jazz tunes played and delightful paintings of flowers hung, carefully placed, along the corridor, making his walk of shame a tad bit less irritating.
 
   “Right this way, Mr. Blackstone.” She knocked softly on a light oak door with a tag to the right of it that read, ‘Dr. Rose’. Ace shoved his hands in his slouchy jeans pockets and looked from left to right, nervously moving about as if he were tardy for something crucial but couldn’t escape the clutches of his pending fate. 
 
   “Come in,” came a soft, masculine voice. 
 
   Ace chuckled internally. The man sounded a bit like ‘Mr. Rodgers.’ He imagined seeing a trolley pass by, and the puppet King Friday marching up to him offering to give a tour of his tiny castle. The woman gripped the doorknob and pushed, exposing a scene he didn’t expect. There behind a desk in a dimly lit room framed with two large plants and snow-white curtains over the window sat a tall, thin man who resembled his father. The resemblance was actually uncanny, haunting, and slightly comical. A lump caught in his throat. This must’ve been some act of cruelty, a joke played on him by God himself. 
 
   Nice touch! Goin’ to spill the beans to my father’s doppelganger! For Christ’s sake! This morning can’t get much worse…
 
   “Please.” Dr. Rose pointed to a comfortable looking cream-colored chair. “Have a seat.”
 
   The woman disappeared, leaving them alone. Ace had adopted her as a blanket of protection — the person that kept him in the ‘real world’ before he entered into this surreal land of ‘brain shrinkers’. He second, third and quadruple guessed his decision to be there in the first damn place, but he willed himself to stay put. Clearing his throat, he plunked down in the chair, running his hands nervously up and down his thighs so much, he expected them to catch fire any moment.
 
   “Hello, Mr. Blackstone. My receptionist, Mary, got you in today. Normally I am booked at this time but we had a cancellation. In the future, your sessions will be—”
 
   “Oh.” Ace chuckled lightly as he examined the walls, noting the doctorate the man had received from the University of Illinois. “I’m not planning to come again. No need to talk about future appointments.”
 
   “I see.” The doctor smiled pleasantly, crossed his legs and locked long hands over his knee. Ace wanted to punch him dead in the face. The poor guy had done nothing wrong, but he didn’t care. It was his entire demeanor and he was itching for a fight, someone to blame for his being a fucked up semi-recluse in a shitty world that needed her own ass kicked.
 
   “So what brings you here?”
 
   “Havin’ some bad dreams…”
 
   “Alright…tell me about them.”
 
   “Well.” Ace sighed. “It’s me, crying and screaming; only, I’m a little kid. I don’t know what’s going on, but I’m always terrified. I can feel it. Everything is dark, but I can hear a lot of movement all around me, and then I see them… charging horses. Funny thing is, I actually love horses.” He offered a nervous smirk.
 
   “How long have you had these nightmares, Mr. Blackstone?”
 
   “…For as long as I can remember. Since,” he shrugged, “maybe four or five. Could’ve been earlier than that.”
 
   “Hmmmm, that’s a long time. And it’s always the same dream, precisely?”
 
   “Yes, verbatim. Sometimes it lasts longer, but it’s always the same thing, all the time.”
 
   “And how do you feel after you have this nightmare?”
 
   Ace sighed loudly and flipped about in his chair like a fish on a hook desperately wanting its freedom. He couldn’t help being so dramatic, but that question threw him for a loop. He rolled his eyes and hissed in annoyance. 
 
   “Are you serious?” His eyes narrowed on the man. “What do you mean how do I feel? Wild animals are coming for me. How the hell do you think I’d feel? I feel lousy, that’s how! How would you feel if you were a little kid about to be trampled by horses and believed you were going to die?!”
 
   The doctor smiled ever so slightly and jotted something down. He then cleared his throat.
 
   “This is a process, Mr. Blackstone. I can’t force you to stay or come again, but one session will not get to the root of this problem.”
 
   “It’s not a problem…”
 
   “It’s not? You deem having a dream for almost…” the man grabbed his recently made file and, Ace surmised, checked his birth date, “thirty years as not a problem? I beg to differ.” All the time, Dr. Rose kept an even tone, grating Ace’s nerves even more.
 
   “Okay, well, it’s a bit disruptive. I just need to know what I can take to stop the dreams. Can’t you just tell me that or give me something so I can be on my way?”
 
   “Mr. Blackstone, I am not going to throw a prescription at you. I like to work in preventative means, versus just dealing with the symptoms. A nightmare is just that, especially one that occurs over and over. It is a symptom of something much greater, something that is troubling you to the point that it disrupts your quality of sleep.” He looked at his chart again. “You’ve been taking sleeping aids for over fifteen years.”
 
   “Yes, I have.” Ace looked behind the man, avoiding eye contact. He was feeling a bit warm all over as he pulled at his white shirt collar, fighting to get a whiff of cool air. Even if he were the only person standing in Chicago, that still wouldn’t be enough to get some breathing room right at that moment.
 
   “Is your job stressful, Mr. Blackstone?”
 
   “At times.”
 
   “You’re a private investigator, correct?” Dr. Rose glanced back down at his open file.
 
   “Yes…”
 
   “How did you get into that profession?”
 
   “I met a guy who did it for career day at my school.”
 
   Dr. Rose nodded and smiled. “You were inspired, wonderful.”
 
   “You could say that. It seemed challenging, interesting. I was always good at finding things.” Ace crossed his arms over his chest and shrugged. “I thought, why not blend the two together? His name was Harper Jackson.” He couldn’t suppress a smile.
 
   “From your expression, I take it you liked him quite a bit?”
 
   “Very much so. He was this big black guy, a former cop. He told me I had potential, helped me get the training I needed, and my license. Luckily, I hadn’t gotten a criminal record from all of my acting out. I never got caught, even though I was considered high risk. He accounted for me; I basically became his apprentice in the field. We started slow and easy, with things like intellectual property theft. To this day, I still do cases like that, but I also get a lot of missing person cases and infidelity inquiries. Believe it or not, the fidelity ones are usually the most dangerous. Yeah…Harper was a good man, gave me my self-esteem back. He’s retired now.”
 
   “He was a positive role model. That is very good.”
 
   “Yes, he was. Besides my parents, he was the only person who ever told me I could be something. He then, uh,” Ace ran his hand over his dry lips, itching for a cigarette something fierce. “He took me to his office one day after I spoke to him after class, and showed me hands on what he did. That’s how it all started, really. After that, I was hooked.”
 
   “It says here,” Dr. Rose looked at the papers once more, “that you attended Lake Forest Academy for two years and you were also in a military school for a number of months.”
 
   “Yes, I was at Forest Academy for two and half years.”
 
   “That’s a boarding school.”
 
   Jesus H. Christ! No kidding! So what?!
 
   “Yes, it is a boarding school…” Ace glanced in frustration at the clock on the wall and turned back towards Dr. Rose.
 
   “Do you know why you were placed in a boarding school?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Look, Mr. Blackstone, you are the one that called this office.” The man stabbed his desk with his index finger, causing the pinkish tip to turn white. His dark brows dipped as he shot Ace a disapproving glance. “Are we going to continue along the path of short answers when the topic doesn’t suit you?”
 
   “My time in military and boarding school has nothing to do with the nightmares. You may as well be asking me about string beans or tire pressure. It makes no damned difference.”
 
    “That’s not necessarily true. It could be quite relevant, and I want to make sure no stone is unturned. I understand you are a bit reserved to treatment, but a part of you obviously wants to be here, or you wouldn’t have contacted me. So, we can end the session now, and I wish you the best of luck, or you can make the most of the time that you will be billed for, regardless. The choice is yours.” 
 
   Mr. Rodgers had turned gangsta…
 
   Ace huffed, gripped his knees and looked between them down at the muted gray carpet. He would not look the man in the eye.
 
   “I was in a boarding school, because I had some behavioral problems as a teenager.”
 
   “What type of behavioral problems?”
 
   “Impulsiveness. Rudeness. I talked back to authority figures, including my parents. I hung with kids I shouldn’t have…I defied everyone.” Ace sighed and raised his head, but kept his eyes closed. He placed his hands on top of his head, as if being frisked. “I started smoking cigarettes at age twelve. I dabbled in some drug use, mostly weed but a couple of times, ecstasy…” He opened his eyes and ran a hand across his cheek, scratching it, before he continued. “I partied. I did some under-age drinking. I cursed out my parents on just about a daily basis. I was having sex far too young and not using condoms half the time, with girls I didn’t know that well. I was playing Russian roulette with my life. Anything you don’t want your kid to do, I was doing it and then some. The list goes on and on.”
 
   “And why do you think you were behaving this way?”
 
   “Back then, I wasn’t sure. Lake Forest offered mandated counseling sessions. The military school wasn’t doing that, so my parents pulled me out and sent me to Lake Forest instead.”
 
   “Okay, so this isn’t your first time seeing a psychiatrist.”
 
   “No, but the other times were forced. It’s my first voluntary time and it is my first time willing to tell the truth.”
 
   “Well then, that’s progress, Mr. Blackstone. What truth did you not disclose?” The man uncrossed his legs and peered at him from over his glasses.
 
   “Well, for one, I didn’t tell them anything about the nightmares. I didn’t tell them the real reason I was such an angry kid, just made up some stuff, told them what I thought they may want to hear. I just did what I needed to do to survive there.”
 
   “Are you willing to tell me?” Dr. Rose leaned in close, his demeanor soft, nurturing.
 
   “Yeah, I said I was willing to tell the truth, now. I may as well.” Ace sat back and stared at the tiny gold globe on the man’s desk. “I always wanted to know why my parents didn’t want me.”
 
   “You believe your parents didn’t wish to have you?”
 
   “Not my mom and dad, I mean.” He huffed. “Let me back up. I was adopted.”
 
   Dr. Rose nodded and smiled. “Ahhh, okay.”
 
   “I have three older brothers. They are the biological children of my parents. My parents never treated me differently from them, though. I can honestly say that. I know little about my birth parents, about my birth family, period. I have no idea if I have biological brothers and sisters or not. I find the whole damn thing unnerving.”
 
   “Do you believe if you knew about your birth parents, you’d have a sense of peace?”
 
   Ace shrugged. “I’d like to think so, but I honestly don’t know…”
 
   “Okay.” The doctor leaned back in his seat, causing a slight squeaking noise. “Let’s take a step back for a moment. Here is what I am taking from this conversation, thus far.” He put his hands up as if waiting for a ball to be passed his way. “I want to give you a profile of yourself, of what you have told me, what I am assuming based on those declarations and what is in your psychological analysis which I’ve already read and scored.”
 
   Ace nodded and waited.
 
   This should be interesting…
 
   “You are a successful man, at least career-wise. You are financially secure; you appear to have a pleasing personality when you wish to showcase it. You are quite guarded, at times paranoid. You do not trust easily. You were adopted at a young age. From what you wrote in your evaluation paperwork here, you had a pretty good childhood, nevertheless.” Dr. Rose took a swig of water from a glass that was sitting on his desk, then continued. “You are, by all intents and purposes and societal standards, a handsome man—”
 
   “I’ve never had problems dating,” Ace interrupted, for some undetermined motive.
 
   “Right, but I’m bringing this up for a different reason. People who are deemed more attractive, Mr. Blackstone, aesthetically pleasing if you will, have things a bit easier in life, and can use their looks to their advantage. They can manipulate others. I believe you are so accustomed to manipulating people due to your job and your natural coping, that it has become second nature. So much so, you also manipulate your own self at times, just to get through your day.”
 
   “I don’t like where this is going. Let’s talk more about my good looks…” Ace teased, causing Dr. Rose to grin.
 
   “Very funny, Mr. Blackstone. Now, I’m certain you were only kidding because the topic has changed to less favorable, but I actually think we should talk about your physical appearance a bit more in order to bring another important point forward. Here are the facts…” He counted off his finger. “You are over six feet tall, you have a very masculine face, what appears to be a muscular build and a deep voice. This is what heterosexual women in this country desire, for the most part. It would undoubtedly have an effect on your love life, which we will discuss later. Now, moving along.”
 
   “Must we? I’m rather enjoying this.” Ace smiled, causing the doctor to burst out laughing.
 
   “Let’s add that you have a good sense of humor, despite your struggles. Now we’ll continue with my analysis regarding the other matters.”
 
   Ace nodded.
 
   “Your family was well off financially. You didn’t sustain any verbal, emotional or physical abuse from your adoptive parents or loved ones from what I can tell based on what you’ve shared in your paperwork as well as verbally. Regardless of all of these advantages, somewhere along the journey, you lost your way. This may have stemmed from the mystery surrounding your biological family. You have had recurrent nightmares for almost three decades; thus, you called my office and scheduled an appointment. You stated that they are now interfering with your quality of life, your work, which you value greatly. Your career defines you. It is the most important thing to you in your life right now, though, some could argue, it is simply a veil to cover the fact that you actually need to investigate yourself, so to speak. Why did you pick this vocation, Mr. Blackstone?”
 
   “I told you…it was career day and—” 
 
   “No. Think about this, long and hard.” Dr. Rose squinted his eyes as he pointed to him. “Why did you become a detective?”
 
   Ace sniffed and rubbed his thumb along the inside of his palm until it warmed and reddened from his repeated touch. He crossed his ankles and felt an uncomfortable tickle crawl up his throat.
 
   “I think…I believe.” He raised an eyebrow as he studied his busy hands. “I felt it would give me some sort of peace, some closure, I suppose.”
 
   “Have you been actively looking for your birth parents, Mr. Blackstone?”
 
   “…Yeah, I have, though I haven’t done so in the last year or so. You can call me Ace. You know…” He shrugged, handing the man a counterfeit smile, the kind that said, ‘all is well’, when inside, everything was falling apart. “Nevermind…”
 
   “And so, you haven’t been successful with that search at all?”
 
   Ace shook his head.
 
   “Okay…” The psychiatrist paused for a few moments. “Is this an ongoing personal investigation? You will begin again, correct?”
 
   “Not currently, and I don’t know.”
 
   “How many cases have come across your desk that have gone unsolved?”
 
   “One.”
 
   “And…” Dr. Rose twirled a bright yellow pencil between his nimble fingers and smiled reassuringly, to coax him no doubt into being forthcoming. “I take it, this is that one case?” His brow shot up as if he were having an eureka moment.
 
   “You’d be correct.”
 
   “Let me tell you something, Ace.” He plopped back into his chair and hung loosely to the pencil, which dangled a bit from his grasp, just like the pause after he’d said his name. “Your career is impressive. Surely, you’re aware of this. It appears to me, you’ve become more determined to help others because you couldn’t help yourself. It is as if you put everything into your vocation, on trying to solve other people’s unanswered queries, because yours was never rectified.”
 
   Ace nodded nonchalantly. “Seems logical…”
 
   “How is your relationship with your parents, now?”
 
   “By many standards, unconventional. But that’s what I like about it. It’s good.”
 
   “What do you mean by unconventional?”
 
   “I can talk to my mom about anything. No topic is veered away from. She’s always been that way, very laid back. I get along well with my dad and my brothers, for the most part, too. I mean, no family is perfect. My siblings and I used to fight sometimes and occasionally, in the heat of anger, they’d say something about wishing I’d never been found, something like that.” He shrugged. “We were kids, then. Now, as adults, that sort of thing doesn’t happen anymore. Regardless, they aren’t to blame for my issues.” Ace relaxed a bit in his seat. The thought of his mother and father put him more at ease. Although many people could chart their hang-ups right to their parents, he couldn’t do that to the Blackstones for such a notion would be false.
 
   “Interesting. Well.” Dr. Rose glanced at the clock. “There are two minutes left. I think, in this short time, we really hit on some important factors, and you’ve given me a lot to work with. I believe I can help you, Ace, as long as you want me to help you. There’s nothing shameful in seeing a psychiatrist.”
 
   “…I know that.”
 
   “You know that in your brain, but not in your heart.”
 
   Ace turned away, drifting about inside of his own mind. His anxiety began to mount again but all he presented was a stone face.
 
    “You wouldn’t make fun of someone who saw a cardiologist for chest pain, now would you?”
 
   “No, of course not.” He slicked his hand into his pocket and tapped his cigarettes. The plastic wrapped around the box crinkled as it slid against his fingertips.
 
   “Would you scold a woman for seeing her obstetrician to check on the status of her developing child? Her pregnancy?”
 
   “Her going would be expected.”
 
   “And this is no different. A person’s mental well-being is the most neglected field of the human experience, Ace. Now, we have reached the million-dollar question. The time has come. Do you want my help?”
 
   Ace hesitated, then nodded, and looked the man dead in the eye. 
 
   “Yes, I want your help,” he said gravely.
 
   “I want you to be sure. Would you like to just use this time as food for thought, and get back to me regarding another appointment, or would you like to schedule another session for next week right now?”
 
   “Well…” He looked away, feeling cantankerous and strange.  His mouth wouldn’t say what he knew he needed to, but he had to be strong and push forward. “We can do it now…I don’t want to back out of it. If I do it now, I won’t cancel. I don’t trust myself regarding this. I’m sure I want to come back, but…I just know how I am.”
 
   “Well, at least you’re being honest with yourself.” The doctor pulled a drawer open in his desk.
 
   “I am. I know myself so well that when I look in the mirror, sometimes I don’t like who looks back at me.” It just came out. The admission seemed to have its own lips, and spoke on Ace’s behalf, like a translator in the room. He looked at the doctor in astonishment.
 
   Dr. Rose made no bones about it, and simply acted as if nothing had been said at all. For that, Ace was grateful. The man ripped off a piece of paper from a pad and handed it to him.
 
   “Take this to Mary and schedule your appointment. I will see you next week, Mr. Blackstone.” He extended his hand and a slight smile. 
 
   “Thanks, see you later.” Ace took hold of his hand, shook it with a hearty grip then made his way out the door.
 
   He trudged forward, his feet heavy and awkward. The more he saw Dr. Rose, the more shit would tumble out, the more exposed he’d be. He’d hate it, but he needed it. The issue was so much bigger than the nightmares that tormented him. His entire world had been hidden within him. He’d become a rock, a tomb, lying atop his own feelings and emotions and daring them to try and escape. And now, it was time to turn the light on and expose everything, even the demons, secrets and enemies, and make them known, for once and for all…
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 



[bookmark: Six]CHAPTER SIX
 
    
 
   Brooklyn stood at the top of the white winding staircase of the museum, and caught her reflection in the vast window. She cocked her head to the side, hands on hips and stared —stunned — at her own likeness, for she didn’t know who the hell was staring back at her. She looked like a damn Princess from some movie that had a hokey happy ending. She hated that she loved it. 
 
   I clean up pretty good!
 
   The preliminaries took place as people continued to enter and the last minute mike checks were arranged. With a grin on her face, she spoke to colleagues, shook hands with the mayor and waited to take her seat. She’d be accepting her award and speaking in a few short hours. A feeling of doom made her stomach roil and a nervous itch crept up the side of her neck, as if she’d walked through a spider web and became engulfed in the thing. If anything should go wrong, or her worse fears materialized, the Earth would drop beneath her feet and she’d fall to her miserable death, into a pit of fears come true. Ivy grabbed her hand, bringing her out of her cobwebbed thoughts and into the here and now.
 
   “How ya holding up?” The woman smiled at her, her smooth, perfectly made-up face genuine with exhilaration. She looked beautiful in a shimmering emerald green dress with matching pumps to show off her thick, shapely calves.
 
   “I’m well, thanks!” Brooklyn pushed out, still in her ‘performance’ mode of answers as her gut twisted and bubbled up like a cauldron boiling with a witchy spell-bound brew. Any more words, and the squeaky door to Pandora’s box would be flung open and she had that shit closed, chained, nailed and triple locked as if gruesome monsters were on the other side vying for a taste of her blood.
 
   “Okay, great. Come on over here.” Ivy led her towards some fancy seats covered in white linen and accented with gold bows. “When the time comes, you will sit here and wait, and then they will call your name. That won’t be for another hour or so, though.” The woman glanced at her watch. “Then after the meet and greet, you will go up the stairs and sit while you’re being introduced.”
 
   Brooklyn nodded, distracted by all the well-dressed professionals she admired, dark tuxedos and flowing gowns swirling about as if a miniature fan was attached to each hem. She’d been swallowed by a 1940’s Hollywood movie, yet the film had only just begun.
 
   “So just keep on mingling. I’m so proud of you, Brooklyn!” Her eyes moist, Ivy cupped her face and kissed her cheek before dashing away to tend to her duties. No matter how blunt the little tyrant was, she loved that woman with all of her heart. Not only was Ivy a wonderful assistant, she also held the key to her sanity. Sometimes, she’d look into Ivy’s vibrant dark brown eyes and feel like an awful fool. Ivy deserved more from her than she gave her — than the limited part of herself she let show. Brooklyn stood on a stack of cards, but she was no Queen; she was the joker and the wrong move would cause the whole damn thing to come crashing down, exposing everything she’d fought so hard to protect.
 
   Brooklyn looked down at her three inch black stilettos and smiled, though that gesture was tinged with a dollop of despondency. Never in a million years had she thought she could experience something like this. All she wanted was to live. She wished she could freeze time right then and there, and let nothing change. There’d be no opportunity for a disaster, no chance for derailment, no possibility of a sad climax. No, things could stay just like this until the end of time…
 
   “Ms. Brooklyn Greene!”
 
   She looked up and met eyes with Dr. Brandowel, a professor of archaeology at Wheaton College.
 
   “Dr. Brandowel! So wonderful to see you.” She gave the kind old man a soft hug, then embraced him a bit tighter. 
 
   Yes…this feeling could last for as long as she held tight to the fabric of his black jacket, the material smooth under her sweaty palms. Yes, she was holding on tight…
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
   Two empty pizza boxes stained with red sauce fingerprints cluttered the kitchen, along with an empty Dos Equis beer bottle.  He twitched an eyebrow at the unsightliness for he was allergic to living in a pigsty, and his kitchen had turned into just that. This sort of thing happened when he was in the throes of an investigation and the shit was now at a fever pitch. In typical Ace fashion, he became completely engrossed in his work, especially if it was a hard-nut-to-crack case such as this. He prided himself on order and neatness, though he’d been accused of being a stark raving lunatic at times regarding these matters. Okay, so what? He was a little O.C.D. about it — a token of appreciation from the brutal, albeit brief, time in military school. 
 
   All this did was spurn his ‘tidy-freak’ issues already in seed formation. As he worked on his soapstone kitchen island, he let out a belch that made his throat vibrate. He chuckled, glad to be in quiet, familiar surroundings. He hadn’t been in the mood to go to the office. After his appointment with Dr. Rose, he felt emotionally beaten into a pulp and simply sought the comfort of his home, not the company of two dinged up mannequins from a store that had gone out of business, who, he fancied, refused to consummate their obvious passion for one another. So, he decided to continue his work from his house.
 
   “Okay.” He rubbed his chin, glanced towards the television that he’d set on mute, then back at his computer. After finishing his cleaning, he stood at the counter and stared at his laptop monitor. “So, there is no Lynne Greene that fits the physical description and age, anywhere in the state. I could look outside of Illinois, but…let me dig a little deeper. Mmmmhmmmm… We’ve checked that, got it.” While talking aloud, he tore up the evidence in his mind and perused his paperwork with an eagle eye. He was getting close to something; he just had to hold on steady and not throw in the sweat-covered towel for the night. His fingers fluttered across the keyboard as he hunched over it. 
 
   “So…last night, or this morning, shit, I don’t even remember anymore…” He paused and ran his hand through his hair then down his face, dragging his lips along the way. “Uh, let’s see…yeah…” He snapped his fingers as if having an epiphany. “…so I figure, if she is still alive she either: A. Not in the state or possibly country anymore; B. Being held against her will somewhere — so with those two possibilities, if they are true, then she may have changed her name, right? Now…her father said…” He frantically pulled out the reports from the other investigators and examined them. “Yeah, her father said she was slated to attend college, but she didn’t go. Right here,” he pointed at a spot on a sheet of paper, pressing his index finger into the thing as if it were a treasure map, “… on this report from a detective Jonas, it says she was going to major in bio-engineering.”
 
   Ace spent the next twenty minutes checking local colleges that held such a degree program. 
 
   “Okay, so we’ve got quite a few here…” He peered at the computer screen, as if it were waiting with bated breath to hear his analysis of the situation at hand. “Now, let’s see.” He checked the time, then picked up his phone.
 
   Good. The night is still young.
 
   “Hi, yes, I am looking to honor African Americans that graduated from your college in the biochemistry program, or actually, any science field and I…well no, I didn’t realize you were closed, it’s only… yes, I understand that this is just the information desk, but…uh huh, I see…well, can someone call me back, please? Yes, thank you. My name is Ace Blackstone, and I can be reached at 312-557-5791.”
 
   He kept calling different colleges while he simultaneously flipped through various websites, looking at local institutions and companies that offered biochemical programs or initiatives, checking out their staff photos and profiles.
 
   Goddamn it! If this woman is alive and living by her own devices, someone has seen her! As much as she loved school, she has to be in a field like this! There is just no way that she isn’t!
 
   He hated waiting on others, and he hated when things just didn’t go as fast as he wished them to, but his nature urged him to keep moving. 
 
   “Okay…okay…hold up, Ace!” Irritated, he threw his hands in the air and stepped back from the computer. “What if… Now, this is just a what if — what if she is in a different field altogether, hmmm? Like, it could still be science, since that was her passion, but maybe she chose a different major? That makes sense for someone who doesn’t want to be found…”
 
   “The trail stopped here in Chicago…it stopped here!” He worked the thoughts through, trying to piece the mess together. “If she is free to do as she wants, that is the hypothesis I will use for right now, then she must have a job. Now, she could be selling her body. But…if she was a prostitute, she’d more than likely have a criminal record by now and I would’ve seen her face in the database, false name or not, which I already checked this damn morning! Ahhh!”
 
   He spun around, suppressing the desire to throw something heavy at the wall to break up the frustration that built inside of his skull.
 
   “Wait! Okay…” He turned back towards the computer and pointed at it, as if it could speak back like a witness on the stand. “What if she has a traditional career in the sciences, just like I first though…” He thumped his fingertips against the counter. “And what if…she is under a different name, just as I suspect…and what if, she is still here in Chicago, just as I am assuming for the time being? And what if she is living a low-profile, but…if she is in the science field, she still has to work with people. What fields would help give her a low profile in the sciences? Not a teacher or professor, no; plus, there’d be a rigorous background check for that…fuck! Keep at it, keep on!”
 
   He screamed at the computer, giving it the blame for all that ailed him.
 
   “Okay…okay, Ace…come on… What type of work could she do to stay out the limelight? Well hell, there are dozens of options!” He pulled up a list of scientific fields on his computer and scrolled them. “Fuuuuck me! There are hundreds! Who knew there were so many? This is crazy.” His shoulders slumped and he sighed, resolving himself to the work ahead. “I guess I will go in order, starting from ‘A’. Acoustic Engineering, the study of sound? Nah…I really can’t picture that. Nothing in her profile tells me she’d be interested in such a thing. She didn’t try to minor in music or anything like that, either. Moving along…” He opened a new beer and chugged half of it.
 
   “Okay, Aeronautics, hmmm, that’s possible. I’ll keep it as a maybe. Study of navigation and aircraft design… What’s next? Okay, we’ve got Agronomy. What the hell is that?!” He read up on it and vigorously shook his head. “Oh…soil. Nahhhhh, I will come back to it later if I end up shootin’ blanks, but I doubt it. Anatomy? Hmm, okay,” he nodded, “that’s a maybe…let’s keep moving. Anthropology? The study of the cultural development of human beings…you know, I can see that. Mr. Henderson said she enjoyed that sort of thing.” Tapping his chin, he pulled up her aged-progression photo and stared deeply into her eyes. “I could see a woman with her background being drawn to that. Alright, moving right along. Let’s see… archaeology and astronomy. Hmmm, both of those are possible as well. Okay, let me eliminate the ones on this list that I believe are less likely…
 
   “Bacteriology, ewww!” He grimaced. “Biology, cartography, nah…I can’t picture that, and biology is too broad…” And so he continued, until he had a printout of the list and red lines through the ones not yet on his radar. 
 
   “Now…” 
 
   He began to pace the kitchen and entered the open living room. The first thing he saw was the glossy white piano that he never played and a large open window showcasing the dusk turning into the night. Clear, glass accessories complemented the minimalist feel of the room. 
 
   “Let’s think here…I know what’s in those reports.” He pointed behind himself in the far distance where a spread of papers awaited. “This woman is in her late twenties, which means she’d still crave a social life, even though she is in hiding. She may have had plastic surgery to disguise her appearance. I sure hope not, would make my job a hell of a lot harder, but she may have. She has a tiny beauty mark on the back of her neck according to one photo showing her as a kid at a softball game; that wouldn’t change with plastic surgery unless she got a tattoo over it or covered it with make-up… Okay, I’m getting crazy now, getting ahead of myself.” He shook his head and stomped around, working the thoughts rigorously through his ever-working brain.
 
   Racing back to the kitchen, he snatched the list off the counter.
 
   “Okay, so, which one of these professions would allow her to stay low-key, practice her field, have a small cluster of friends and do what she loves? What she loves…
 
   “Her list of hobbies here says she liked travelling. Now, she’d have to be careful with that, but it could be done if she knew what she was doing. Contrary to popular belief, a fugitive who travels a lot is actually a rather smart move. It would help her remain under the radar because she’d be bouncing around, all over the place. Many of these fields would allow travel. She liked cultural programs in high school, enjoyed working with the Asian Initiative Group at her school and the Swedish Council. She knows Spanish, Italian, French, German and Thai. Who the hell learns Thai?!” He shook his head. “Okay, anyway, so, she’s into that, right? She could be a lot of places and not have a cultural issue regarding language barriers. Okay, got that.”
 
   He swallowed, checked the time and looked back at the list.
 
   “Wait a minute…” He smiled. “Wait a motherfucking minute! Archaeology and Anthropology, right here at the top, would allow her to travel, have the cultural experiences she wants as well. They are in the science field, she could stay low key depending on which field she chose. What company, around Chicago, would afford her that luxury? Which ones would let her do this?”
 
   He stomped over to his computer, typed frantically, and waited. It could take hours, but he felt like he finally had something to hang his damn hat on. Just then, his phone rang. Not recognizing the number, he looked at it inquisitively, then answered.
 
   “Ace Blackstone speaking...”
 
   “Hello Mr. Blackstone, this is Mrs. Patricia Hamel. I am over the Minority Rights Group, here at Southern Illinois University. I was on my way out the door when I received your voicemail. I understand you were offering a benefits program of some sort for any African American alumni who graduated in a sciences field?”
 
   “Yes, yes I am.”
 
   Finally! Someone called me back.
 
   “Well, I have been the Director of the Minority Rights Group since 1989, and I do have a list of all the African American graduates, their respective majors and their year of completion, not only from my school, but from all of the accredited colleges in Illinois.”
 
   “Great! You’ve made my day, Ms. Hamel. You have no idea how much —”
 
   “Well, hold on now. The problem, Mr. Blackstone, is that the information is confidential, though I do applaud you wanting to show appreciation.”
 
   His heart sank down five flights of steps, melted onto an escalator, slid on to China and back, then dripped down the walls of Hell like piping hot candle wax.
 
   “Mrs. Hamel, please! I’m begging you…” He’d never felt so desperate in all of his career. “I’ve wanted to do this for so long,” he lied, laying it on thick as molasses on fruitcake.
 
   “I sympathize, Mr. Blackstone, I truly do. The reason I’m calling you back is that even though I can’t give you the information, some of it is in fact publicly available at the library. Now, these will only detail the ones that have received awards of some sort in their field, but it should assist you nevertheless.”
 
   A light bulb switched on inside Ace’s head, burning hot to the touch.
 
   Yes… acknowledgements. If she’s any good at what she does, she’d have received some…
 
   He hadn’t thought of that angle. He kept his phone cradled close as he pulled up information pertinent to scientific awards given to Illinois residents in the last ten years. The list was endless and he sighed with frustration as the woman rambled on about her time at the University.
 
   “…and that is how that all began. I am actually on my way to a banquet appreciation dinner for a black scientist who has received a multitude of the awards I just told you about. She not only assisted in creating a program for the archaeology department at the museum that has helped people in her field now for years, but her system was adopted and is now used all over the country. She also just recently received another award for an Italian identification of a noblewoman who’d been missing since the Battle of Pavia. Now that is some amazing stuff!”
 
   Battle of the Peas? What the hell is that? Was it against some carrots and potatoes?
 
   Half-listening, he typed on the keyboard with one hand while gripping his phone with the other.
 
    “That is where I was heading out to when I received your voicemail, and I’m running late actually. It is such a blessing to be able to connect with people such as yourself who want to acknowledge and help! We need more people like you because we need more scientists of color to get the acknowledgment and credit they so deserve.”
 
   A pang of guilt seized Ace.
 
   Damn this lying tongue!
 
   But it was part of the job… 
 
   Wait a minute… Maybe where she is going tonight can help me rub elbows with some people who may know Lynne.
 
   “Uh, Ms. Hamel, just out of curiosity, who is the woman that is being honored this evening and where is it taking place?”
 
   “Her name is Brooklyn Greene. She is the one being honored this evening at the Chicago Museum of Natural History. Even though she didn’t attend my school, I have a lot of respect for her. I’ve tried several times to get her to speak at my university, but she doesn’t do public speaking engagements for some reason.” The woman sighed. “That’s why I’m so anxious to see her tonight. Anyway, I think more press should’ve been shared about this event, and no offense to you, Mr. Blackstone, but that is typical of white media…” 
 
   “How do you know I’m not black?” He smirked when the woman started to stumble and stutter.
 
   “Well, I guess, I suppose I don’t, you just…you don’t sound…you know, you don’t sound black…” And she went on and on…but she’d left Ace with yet another golden kernel to grip tight in his eager hands.
 
   “She doesn’t do public speaking engagement for some reason…”
 
   He sniffed and turned his back to the computer, focusing now completely on Ms. Hamel. “Is this fancy? Like a black tie event?”
 
   “You bet it is! This is a prestigious award. I bought a dress specifically for this event. It’s not every day one of our own receives such acknowledgement and —” 
 
   “You know what?” Ace interrupted. “Ms. Hamel, you’ve been a great help! Thank you so much for calling me back. It means a lot. I will go to the library and check out that list.”
 
   “You’re welcome, and…”
 
   He abruptly disconnected the call and thundered towards his bedroom, beating a path down the long hall with pure determination. Opening up the expansive closet doors, he shuffled through the neatly hung attire, searching for anything that looked semi-pressed and workable for such an affair. It was far too late to get a tux. He’d simply have to make do.
 
   Acey boy! Looks like you’re going to a banquet dinner tonight! 
 
   At least while there, I can be up close and personal with some of the people in this field. I can schmooze with the guests, rub elbows. I know it’s a long shot that this Ms. Greeen is the one I’m looking for but she may know Lynne, or someone who does. What do they say? It’s not what ya know, it’s who ya know!
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
   Brooklyn could feel her updo curls swinging about as she leaned over the back balcony, staring into the star-filled night. With her delicate white knitted shawl wrapped tightly around her frame, she gripped the material into a ball with both hands and disappeared inside of herself. She needed to get some air, take a deep breath. She’d run from the thoughts for so long, but tonight they’d caught up with her and wrestled her to the ground. This was the type of event that people she loved should’ve witnessed. She missed her family so badly.
 
   So many times she’d pick up the phone, hoping they hadn’t changed the number, and hang up before pressing the final digit. Everything she’d gone through would be in vain if she threw it all away during a moment of weakness. Besides, it was now her own burden to bear. If she stayed put and kept her distance, no one got hurt…
 
   Swiping moisture off her left eye, she forced a grin as she focused back on the most important thing: she had herself. She could hold her head high, knowing it was all worth it in the end, no matter how damn terrible it felt. Standing straight, she looked over her shoulder. People moved to and fro, holding glasses filled with bubbling champagne and rich red wines as classical musical played in the hall. Boisterous pockets of laughter traveled through from beyond the two black wrought iron open doors. The night was filled with joyous enchantment. Well, at least everyone else is having a damned good time…
 
   She felt an edge of nervousness, though she wasn’t prone to bubble guts. Nevertheless, so many issues, memories, theories, hopes and dreams were riding on an evening such as this. Taking a deep breath, she sighed and made her way back towards the museum doors. For a few moments, all she could hear was her own breathing and the clicking of her shoes against the cobblestone patio. Soon, her steps sounded a tad more muted when she stepped on the marble floors of the main hall area. The tables had been dressed with rich raspberry table clothes, as well as gray and ivory plateware and beautiful, yet whimsical white pen plumes at each place setting. Finding herself unable to suppress a mischievous smile, she chided herself. She had to talk herself out of racing away to the safety of her own office, huddled in the back of the museum like some hidden cave. She’d dive into her work and possibly not come out again until the shindig was over.
 
   But she knew better, and besides, Ivy would never forgive her. 
 
   What type of person wants to brush bones instead of dance the night away? She sighed. Me, that’s who…
 
   She loved that she had the type of occupation that didn’t feel like work at all to her. It felt like her very own blood, kept her alive. She couldn’t imagine not working in her field. Taking this path was the best choice she’d ever made. Everything she had previously done had seemed always so deliberate, so contrived, but in the spur of the moment, things had lined up just so. This blessing sort of fell upon her. So she embraced it and realized it was her true calling. She could thank her surrogate mother for putting the idea in her head. That woman had a way of seeing what she needed. May she rest in peace…
 
   She gently pushed her elbow into a colleague’s side, a researcher.
 
   “Hi Beatrice!” She grinned shyly, batting her lashes just so.
 
   The short, skinny woman donned a show-stopping dark blue dress. Her vibrant hair color complemented a fair skin tone — a flowing reddish brown mane. The woman grabbed Brooklyn around the waist, held her close and gave her a friendly peck on the cheek.
 
   “Brooklyn! I’ve wanted to speak to you all night! Congratulations!”
 
   “Thank you so much…”
 
   She looked out into the sea of people, surprised that guests were still arriving. She had no idea this would be such a big deal.
 
   All of these people are here for me? This is just amazing…
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
   Ace was certain his pants were high water. Should a flood come running through the Chicago city streets like aquatic gangbusters, he’d be safe from the torrential rain. He’d checked himself out a dozen times in any reflection he could catch along the way — building windows, shiny car reflections… He even tugged and pulled at them, double-checking they didn’t show his black dress socks. He wasn’t accustomed to going to fancy places that required such clothing, at least not often. He’d struck gold upon tearing his closet up, creating a mountain of discarded apparel deemed not appropriate. Then, he found an old tuxedo stuffed in the back of his wardrobe from Eli’s wedding all those years ago and it still fit like a dream. The only problem was, the pants were doing something odd, riding up into his crotch and hugging his nuts in an unflattering way, and if that weren’t enough, they twisted a bit at the ankles. Ace blamed it on the drycleaners he’d taken the damned thing to after the wedding. Grunting, he tugged at his balls before racing up the steps of the museum. 
 
   He stopped short at the doors, caught his likeness and fixed his faux hawk. A damn hair had escaped the gel slap and dared to peel back like a banana. He grinned at himself, enjoying the fact that he looked damn good in a suit, then pulled on the heavy gold-framed door. As soon as he entered, he was immersed in what one could only describe as a world of intellectual elites. He knew their look, their posture, their mannerisms. 
 
   “Oh boy.” He ran his hand over his cufflinks as he continued to survey the area. “I’m drowning in a pool of Brainiacs,” he murmured with a lopsided smile on his face as he waved here and there to people, pretending to know who the hell they were. His black Prada perforated toe blucher shoes clicked against the shiny, recently glossed floor. He stopped short and looked down, noticing an insignificant piece of dark blue lint twirling past. As if on a whispering wind, he turned his head to the left and noted a statuesque blond standing with a navy blue gown, her back towards him. She was engaged in conversation with two polished looking gentlemen, one of which wore glasses the color of a pumpkin. Ace raked his gaze along the hem of the dress until he noted a tiny sewing glitch. The damned thing was unraveling and would become a mini-skirt if she didn’t watch her step. He continued to make his way through the crowd, then noticed a row of tables under an in-door style canopy, lit up elegantly with white lights.
 
   He pointed to it, making a mental note that that was where the dinner would more than likely take place. He’d expected to be stopped at the door, asked for his invitation and all that that entailed. He had his lie well rehearsed but was pleasantly surprised that hadn’t happened. He immersed himself into the scene. After awhile, someone stood at the top of the stairwell and made an announcement that the award would now be presented to Ms. Brooklyn Greene. He ran his hand leisurely across his suit jacket, glanced at the closed gift shop off to his right, and checked behind him to see where the crowd was herding. Following the masses, he took a seat in one of the rows of chairs. Clearing his throat, he accepted a glass of white wine, smiled and tipped it to his lips while he waited for others to get settled.
 
   Boy, these people really do it big for these nerd awards, huh? This is nice. Fancy shit, indeed…
 
   A stout man with graying hair and thin, dark glasses approached the podium. His rotund stomach jetted out like the ceiling of the Superdome, straining his black double-breasted tuxedo to the max. He reminded Ace of a pheasant stuffed with rice and cranberries just in time for the holidays. 
 
   “Good evening, ladies and gentlemen…”
 
   Does he really have to sound like Alfred Hitchcock and favor him a bit, too?
 
   “It is with great honor that we present the Gold Medal Award for Distinguished Archeological Achievement to a woman who has brought a special contribution over the years to our field of expertise, that of archeology. Ms. Greene graduated from Illinois State University with honors, and received her Masters in historical archeology. She went on to establish herself as a knowledgeable expert in her field of anthropology archeology, her focus in the last twelve months devoted to Central and Southeastern Europe. Previously, she spent several months studying the Bobo and Ashanti tribes, Brazilian culture.” The speaker paused, ran a hand leisurely down his vest and continued. In that moment, it was so quiet, a light snore would have sounded like a dinosaur’s roar. Everyone sat quiet, expectant.
 
   “Her focus has detailed historical finds tied to the cultural aspects and ethnic diversity of each area she tours. Her understanding and special exploration proficiencies, as well as teaching skills, have led her right where she is today,” he said gravely as he stuck the podium before him with his index finger, “… amongst us, receiving this noble award. Without further ado, Ms. Greene,” he turned and looked behind him at someone who wasn’t quite visible to Ace, “on behalf of the Archaeological Institute of America, we would like to present to you, the Gold Medal Award for Distinguished Archeological Achievement!”
 
   The crowd erupted in applause, jumping from their seats as if the woman was some super star. Ace looked around at the folks, astonished. 
 
   They take this shit seriously…This is no damn joke.
 
   He got to his feet and gave a light applause, then a more feverish one as he fell into his role a bit deeper. His eyes got heavy as he stifled a yawn. And then, a woman approached the podium, her skin light brown, like caramel, with an unforgettable glow. Her lips shone glossy and red, her hair black, thick and piled high in an elaborate up-do with soft, cascading ringlets that brushed against her oval shaped face and brought further attention to her deep, dark brown eyes — the whites, whiter than snow. Ace almost lost his balance as he stepped a bit forward, drawn to her, ridiculously aching to reach out and touch the woman. His tongue tied, his mouth dry, he sighed.
 
   Oh my God.
 
   “Oh, sorry…” he whispered to the man standing next to him as their shoulders brushed together. He swallowed. Hard. 
 
   I don’t believe this…it’s her. It’s really her!
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
   Brooklyn looked out into the sea of people who applauded her as she accepted the gold medal and a gracious hug from the host. Soon, everyone was seated and she was left swimming in silence, gathering her thoughts.
 
   “I do not plan to make this a terribly long acceptance speech.” She glided her index finger along the podium and directed her gaze at the audience now sitting below. “I will get right to the point and say, ‘Thank you’ to each and every one of you in attendance this evening. Because of you and your support of people like me, we have worked as a cohesive team, without even knowledge of one another. We are tied together by a global love of our field of choice, the desire to want to decode the human condition, from past to present, across state, country and continent lines. Since I was a little girl, I’ve always looked at other human beings and been fascinated by culture. I then looked at myself and wanted to understand my own roots.
 
   “As an African American woman,” she ran her fingertips across the bottom of her neck, catching her delicate diamond necklace in a light grasp, “I wanted to know the what, when and how, before slavery. At the age of six, I began to do some research on my own. I lived inside of my local library. I was there so often, I should have been paying rent.”
 
   This elicited a soft roar of chuckles.
 
   “I wanted to know about my family tree. I didn’t just want to know what plantations my ancestors were on; no, that wouldn’t have sufficed. I wanted more, so much more…My history was deeper and richer than that. I also wanted to know what tribes my ancestors came from. What music did they enjoy creating and listening to? What tools did they create to use to gather things and to eat? How did they care for their children? What clothing did they wear? What were their spiritual practices? What did they do for fun and amusement? What did they look like?
 
   “Unlike many other cultures in comparison, the African Americans here in the United States have a jumbled past, with bits and pieces unearthed here and there. We are a stew, a hodgepodge of this and that. Unlike many other cultures that can be directly followed and traced in almost a straight line, African Americans do not have that point A to point B history; and furthermore, none of us has the exact same story. African American is a broad term… 
 
   “Black is even broader. Records were not always kept, and some of the existing ones were later discovered to be inaccurate or incomplete. So, it took people like Dr. Rachel Watkins—” 
 
   A sudden burst in applause at the mention of the woman’s name caused her to pause.
 
    “…one of the first black women I ever met in my field, to show me that I wasn’t the only one with the need to know. My interest in this field began because of my natural curiosity and my preoccupation with other people from varying backgrounds that lived around me. Not in a negative sense, but in a sense of wanting to explore culture, what it means and what it entails.
 
   “John Wesley Gilbert, the first black archeologist, became my idol. I studied his life extensively. His thesis, ‘The Demes of Attica’, I have read more times than anything else I’ve ever gotten my hands on. Whatever this man did, I wanted to do, too. He studied in Greece, so I went to Greece and subsequently, learned the Greek language. If I was told he ate a fried toad skin, then I’d want to try it, too.” 
 
   She smiled as the audience came alive with chuckles. 
 
   “I couldn’t do what I love and not delve into race and racism, because it affects what we find!” She couldn’t control the passion running through her, which bubbled forward like an erupting volcano. “For instance, those of you in sociological studies know and understand that poverty is directly tied to disparity. When we find the remains of a person that starved to death, seldom is it a king or queen or a noble person, and that also fascinated me. I wanted to understand why so many cultures had these caste systems, if you will, that then affected their very DNA after years of inadequate diets and living conditions. I felt undisciplined, flittering all over the place, hopping from one topic to the next — but I didn’t understand until I met others like me, who felt the same way I did. We do what we do, because we… love… people. We are enamored with history, and solutions.
 
   “In order to understand one’s full potential, you must first step into their past and dig with a shovel…” She grinned as more light banter came forth. “Dig…dig…dig, until you exhume the answers. So,” she swallowed and held the medal bestowed to her a bit tighter, “though I have been accused of keeping to myself, being a bit of a wallflower, I am so glad to be celebrating this with all of you this evening. It is not my accomplishment, it is our accomplishment. It…it is such an honor to be around such dedicated people who simply want to help tell the story, weave the blanket, piece by piece, of human existence. Thank you all so very much.”
 
   The crowd gathered to their feet once again, whistling and applauding. 
 
   Brooklyn turned away and took her seat, soon feeling the warm arms of Ivy enclosing her. She gripped her assistant close, hugging her tight as her body shook beyond her control. What a bittersweet moment, a moment she wouldn’t soon forget…
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
   Ace dangled a toothpick from his mouth. It danced in a sideways tilted circle as he chewed the tip nervously. The dinner of roasted potatoes in a peach glaze and filet mignon had been mouthwatering, yet the portions miniscule. The only other option was the vegetarian choice, and he wasn’t in the mood for grilled white asparagus with a sprig of mint. He’d have preferred a heartier meal, but he wasn’t there to dine; he was there to find. 
 
   What he discovered, however, made his heart race and his pulse accelerate to the point that he needed a moment to simply calm himself and breathe. The food was a nice distraction, but once it was gone, he was left with her voice replaying in his ears and the memory of all the heartfelt notions that had poured forth from between those perfect, pouty lips. He couldn’t take his eyes off of her, and it wasn’t simply because he’d found his prize. The woman was fucking stunning. Point blank. From a physical standpoint, she was easily a nine and a half, and he rarely gave anyone such a high score. As far as his task was concerned, all of the nights he’d spent sitting up and struggling with this case were finally over. 
 
   A payday of epic proportions was forthcoming, but that wasn’t the most important accolade on the near-distant radar. He was drawn to Brooklyn. This was as clear to him as the fact he was sitting there in that chair. The way she spoke pulled him into the moment. She wasn’t anything like he thought she’d be, by first impression alone, and that took him for a bit of a loop. He expected some shy, milly-mouthed woman who would say her piece in monotone then take her seat. Instead, she took a risk and poured a bit of herself into it. She gave everyone something they could feel. He had to hand it to her, she embodied class, the kind that only women of his mother’s generation seemed to know how to wield… and she had an innocence about her, almost timid, but when she spoke — she had the voice of a grown ass woman, moving and doing big things. She had power, control, and poise. She knew who the hell she was and what she was doing, and that was a humongous turn on; so much so, the pants that kept playing with his nuts, grabbing them like saran wrap, now had something much more substantial to grip onto…
 
   Her body wore the long gown; the dress didn’t wear her. Each and every curve of the woman’s frame screamed to him. The sweetheart shaped upper portion of the dress glistened in black and hugged her flesh like a second skin. Her breasts appeared small; she hadn’t filled out much in that area since the age of eighteen, but they were perky, something he could envision slicking his tongue across. He was a vile creature, as most men were, but at least he was honest. He’d surveyed her temple as if he would be given a test soon after… memorized every damned detail. Her thighs appeared ample, her ass not too big, not too small, but just right. Everything blended into a pair of legs barely shown through a slit that gave him just enough of an eyeful to make his cock swell further and give a salute. As he watched her hugging and kissing people after dessert had been served, he craved dessert, too, one that came in the form of his client’s daughter, with a bit of whipped cream on top — two scoops to be exact…
 
   Ace was disturbed with himself at this point. He turned away from everyone and put his head down, chastising himself for going there, and letting himself drown in deviant thoughts. For goodness’ sake, Mr. Henderson’s child had been missing but there was something much worse that he felt even more ashamed of… Here she was, a grown woman enjoying the fruits of her hard work of hiding like a cat under a broken down porch all this time, and he was about to spoil it, pull the plug, bring everything to a damned halt. He was going to ruin her night and possibly her life, just like that! She wouldn’t know that it was ruined until dear ol’ dad paid her a visit, but the work was being set in motion. For the first time in his career, he was hesitating on doing his professional duty. It all began with him digging in the proverbial trash of Mr. Henderson’s life, and now here he stood, pussyfooting on closing the damn door on this thing. 
 
   What the hell am I doing? 
 
   He looked across the way and caught a glimpse of her, her head thrown back as she laughed while in the company of another woman. The sight did something to him he didn’t dare describe.
 
   He’d been around attractive women before, he’d slept with his share, but this woman made him go somewhere he’d never travelled. Her beauty was simple. He surmised that she, too, cleaned up well and that it was an epic make-up job that made her look like a damned professional model that evening. Regardless, he could see past that for the woman didn’t even need enhancement…His age-progression photo was right on the money.
 
   He waited to get closer to her, to see that little beauty mark on the back of her neck. In a way, he didn’t want it to be there. He wanted this woman to be someone else, so that he could go ahead and heed the attraction raging within him without any hang-ups…yet, a part of him knew that it was. This was simply a way to torture himself, to allow himself to understand and realize, without a shadow of a doubt, that the woman was who he suspected to be all along.
 
   He made his move to discover Lynne Henderson. He needed to converse with her, see how open she was to general banter, but once he reached her, he paused. He gingerly reached out and touched her arm and she swung around in his direction. All he could do was swallow his own tongue. Hard. Their eyes locked and he no longer had a voice, mouth, a body, nothing…He was just floating there, hanging himself with an invisible thread by the damn rafters.
 
   “Yes?” she broke him out of his trance. Her soft, feminine voice grabbed him and held him close.
 
   “Oh, yes, I just wanted to tell you congratulations.” He rocked on his heels; pleased with the way he’d saved himself from looking like a damned fool.
 
   She smiled at him and tilted her head ever so slightly.
 
   “Thank you…uh, do I know you?” Her brows dipped in perplexity. 
 
   She’s like me. Never forgets a face…
 
   His smile soon faded. He didn’t expect her to engage him in conversation; he figured he’d be doing all the driving. But…hers was a logical question. He kicked himself for spending most of his time staring at her ass versus getting his lines together.
 
   “Uh, I’m not certain. I’m a sociologist, an industrial sociologist.”
 
   So you just came up with that shit, huh? Horrible…
 
   She nodded and smiled, but remained silent.
 
   Have you ever spoken to a girl before, Ace? Have you?! What the hell is wrong with you?! Better yet, have you ever done an investigation? Jesus!
 
   She briefly turned away when someone tapped her shoulder. He glared at the back of her neck, zooming in like a telescope. A few loose curls almost blocked his view, but there it was…the beauty mark. Gently, he pulled at her wrist, a bold move, but one he felt necessary. She turned back to him, her face a bit vexed from his intrusion, but she seemed to quickly soften when he added a smile to the mix.
 
   “My name is…” He hesitated a fraction. “Ace…Ace Blackstone.”
 
   “Well, it’s nice to meet you Mr. Blackstone. You said you are an industrial sociologist? Where do you work?”
 
   “I’m an independent contractor.” His suaveness returned and saved the damn day. “I am hired by various companies to study their workplaces, their people and how they respond to pending changes in their work environment. I enjoy it.” Ace surmised he’d actually told a half lie. He was in fact an independent contractor, hired to study people. Such was a long stretch of the truth, but he felt a bit more at ease that there was some legitimacy to his tall tale. He couldn’t figure out why the fuck he even cared about that detail, but he did.
 
   “Very interesting.” She displayed a slight grin, causing the apple of her cheeks to plump up.
 
    “You mentioned you delved into your family tree, your family history as a child. I think that is admirable, especially if you found what you were looking for…Did you grow up here in Chicago?” 
 
   Her smile faded a bit, but she kept her composure nevertheless as she crossed her arms over her breasts, flattening them.
 
   Her body language tells me she is putting a wall up or that she is about to lie… Whichever she choses, it is to escape my question…
 
   “Uh, no…actually, I grew up in Louisiana. If you’ll excuse me,” She turned back towards the small crowd gathering around her, her eyes searching for someone, possibly anyone to make him fade away. Instead, he remained there, unable to budge even if he wanted to.  Clasping his hands at his waist, he waited — he’d have done so for hours, though it was merely seconds. After awhile, she glanced over her shoulder.
 
   “It was nice meeting you Mr. Blackstone.”
 
   Ace had in that brief interaction, and her earlier address, got more from her than she’d ever imagined. While he listened to her acceptance speech, he noted she did not have a Texan accent. Matter of fact, it had a slight drawl that reminded him of Louisiana, just as she professed but some words were coated in a Midwestern tilt that he himself was steeped in. Chicagoans had a certain way of pronouncing things, as all people did, and apparently she’d been here long enough to inadvertently adopt some of the linguistic warping. He wasn’t buying her Louisiana story however. That slight twang of hers seemed manufactured. To an untrained ear it sounded passable, but she pushed it a bit too hard. Some words weren’t quite right, and Ace prided himself on his skilled hearing. 
 
   Secondly, she was subdued, and she’d hesitated when they first made eye contact. He sensed a mutual attraction. All that did was spur him on for it could only make things easier, much easier. He had his foot in the damned door now and no one was slamming it closed until he got his fill. His question appeared innocent, but due to the nature of her personal situation, she tightened up, became cautious. She’d however looked back at him after dismissing him and spoke kindly, letting him know that, in some regard, she was irritated that their conversation had to end, but he’d made her so uncomfortable, she surmised it more than likely wasn’t worth it anyway.
 
   This was the part where many private investigators went wrong. They’d make her right there, especially if their client was nearby. ‘Make her’ was what people in his field used to describe ‘capture’. These were the unskilled new fellas who were so eager for the ‘kill’, they’d cause their prey to escape into the night. Chances were high in this case that the prey would never be discovered again. Or the P.I. would keep pushing, asking too many personal questions, one after the other, interrogation style. That was a definite ‘no-no.’ You pushed just enough to gauge a reaction, and then you withdraw; the formula had to stay true. The key, was to keep them talking, and since Ace realized at an early age that people enjoy talking about themselves the most, he used it to his advantage. 
 
   This was not true of people who were on the run, however. They wished to talk about anything and everything but themselves; thus, speeches such as this were a rare insight. He took note that she was careful to not delve deeper than the obvious.
 
   For it was clear that she was black, and an archeologist. It was a known fact that most of the African Americans in the United States were descendants of African slaves. These ‘confessions’ were not startling in the least. When people keep talking, however, they do in fact make mistakes, and she’d made some that she was, more than likely, none the wiser to. She only offered facts about her background, but it was the tiny details, both said and unsaid, that he was looking for and sifting through. 
 
   Why would such a bright, pretty woman leave an affluent, loving family to do it all on her own, leave it all behind? What is going on with you, Lynne Henderson? 
 
   He stood there, looking at her back, and staring at that beauty mark on her neck as she continued to mingle with her colleagues. At this point, the case should have been considered closed. He’d found the subject, confirmed her identity. He not only got warm on the case, he didn’t get burnt. She had no clue who he was.  He’d taken a least twenty photos of her with his Samsung Galaxy phone camera, as well as a few using a small, traditional Canon camera. There was nothing left to do but to leave the banquet, return to his office and finish his report. Then, after it was compiled, he should call Henderson, have him fly over there and meet him at the airport so he could drop him off front and center, at the museum entrance, all before Starbucks was swarmed with customers the following morning.
 
   But instead, he tapped her shoulder again. He stared at his fingertip gently indent the fabric there. Such small shoulders…carrying so much weight…
 
   She stirred ever so slightly at his touch, showing her awareness of him. It pleased him at some deep-seated level. 
 
   “Yes, Mr. Blackstone?” She turned towards him, her eyes almost pleading. He didn’t miss her throat slightly cave as she swallowed, then how she ran her hand across her flat stomach, as if she were hungry. A nervous movement, one that women often did when attracted to the opposite sex. He suppressed a grin. 
 
   “I know… that this is rather…” He looked around the room, at the lights and posters of an upcoming Eskimo display. “It’s rather odd, but…I don’t know your situation, don’t want to impose. Would it be possible… for me to take you out for lunch or dinner in the near future?”
 
   Her tight expression relaxed, She dropped her hand and let it swing freely by her side. Her lips curved into a smile.
 
   “Mr. Blackstone, I’d love that.”
 
   Yes!!! His internal cheerleading squad put on a full show, chock full of rainbow sprinkled confetti, a big band that of course featured a tuba player dressed in regal attire, and red pompoms swinging wildly to the ‘win’ song.
 
   “However, I am so busy as of late, I’m afraid I simply wouldn’t have time. Thank you for the offer, though.”
 
   No!!! Boos erupted inside of his head; the crowd in the stands had turned on him, becoming vipers, hissing their dismay. The tuba was tossed on the ground, leaving a sad, wilted groan in its wake…
 
   She patted his hand like a little puppy who was told ‘no’ for the squeaky toy he’d had his sorrowful eyes set upon.
 
   “Everyone has time to eat…”
 
   No, he wasn’t going down without a fight. There were still thirty seconds left in the game…
 
   Did I just say that shit? I did…
 
   Ace was now certain he had a terrible case of Tourette syndrome. His mouth was spewing all the wrong things.
 
   She greeted him with a warm smile, her dark eyes glistening.
 
   “That’s true…”
 
   He relaxed a bit, slid his hand into his pants pocket.
 
   “So, would it be possible to do this in the next few days? I’d really like to get to know you, Ms. Greene. You’ve piqued my interest and if you don’t mind me saying, I think you’re just beautiful.”
 
   And he was sincere about that. A becoming red glow appeared on her face.
 
   She’s blushing…and still smiling. Good.
 
   “Well…” She shrugged. “Thank you, that’s really sweet. I tell you what.” She looked over her shoulder and pointed at someone calling her name in the near distance. “I’ll be right with you, Kevin!” She laughed lightly and waved once more at the gentleman vying for her attention. Again, she raised her hand to rest across her stomach.
 
   Hmmm, she’s a bit nervous.
 
   Her glossy red-painted fingernails shined under the lights, almost more than her sparkling white teeth as she continued to look around and smile at everyone. She appeared to be buying time, stalling the entire process out. Regardless, he wasn’t giving up.
 
   Whatever you say, I’ll say something better, and if you turn me away, Brooklyn, I’ll simply return. I want to take you out, and that’s what I’m going to do…
 
   After she’d completed her stalling, she leisurely turned back towards Ace, front and center. His eyes focused on her damn lips and he found himself rocking closer to her, wanting to see if they felt as soft as they looked. He leaned forward, barely able to control himself.
 
   She cleared her throat, as if trying to wake him up from his daze.
 
   “I will take your number and call you if I get a moment.”
 
   Ace immediately snapped to his senses and eagerly dug into his jacket pocket for his leather wallet. Making a quick decision, he removed one of his plain business cards, the one without the private investigator title below his name. She took the card and looked at it inquisitively.
 
   “I guess you like to keep it simple.” She surveyed the plain thing. “It only has your name and number.” She tapped it, bit her lip and smiled as she turned it over to the back, noting that it, too, was blank.
 
   “Yes, I believe in keeping things simple. And I feel there is no need to complicate an invitation for dinner. As I stated, we all have to eat, and you may as well eat in good company, at least every now and again,” he teased.
 
   She smiled again; a reddish hue blossomed across he cheeks. He’d made the woman blush so many times, he lost count.
 
   “Who’s to say that when I eat alone, I’m not good company?”
 
   Oh, I like that. She wants to get a little sassy, talk to me a bit. Okay, this is going to be gooood…
 
   Despite the mutual flirting, something rather peculiar was transpiring.
 
   They were surrounded by hundreds of people, yet, in that moment, it felt as if  they stood alone and the entire place had vanished. The voices and music because indistinguishable. His body heated up inside, while his entrails knotted with the strings of anticipation. He briefly closed his eyes and inhaled her perfume. The woman was taking him there…
 
   “I know that you’re good company. Why do you think I’m trying so damn hard to be a part of it?”
 
   And at that, he had her. Laughing lightly, she waved his card in the air, turned around and stepped away until they were several feet apart. 
 
   “I’ll be in touch, Mr. Blackstone.”
 
   You better…
 
   He watched her saunter off, then realized the marching band and crowd in his mind had cheered and went home. Everything came to a screeching halt and all he could think was how he wasn’t sure what the fuck had just happened. Except that he had derailed his entire original plan. 
 
   This isn’t right.
 
   But he couldn’t stop himself. He simply could not.
 
   Whatever had just occurred, it felt tangible and real. Despite the lacking rationale for his actions, he had no doubt he’d never be able to live with himself if he hadn’t taken that route. Now, all he needed to do was wait for her to come to him. 
 
   And she would…
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 



[bookmark: Seven]CHAPTER SEVEN
 
    
 
   This is the thing that really gets me.
 
   Brooklyn stood in front of her work area, holding the report in one hand and her cup of ginger tea in the other. 
 
   Shit. I’m going to have to go to the dig site. It’s been compromised by now though.
 
   She stomped back to her seat and sat down, completely drowning in frustration. She’d stopped smoking eight months ago, and the yearning was now stronger than ever. She had never been a big time smoker to begin with, maybe two or three a day, just enough to calm her ass down. Yet, after seeing her teeth darkening a tad, and figuring it wasn’t good for her health, she let the vice go. She now had nothing to cling onto in her time of need — except that she had replaced her slight nicotine habit with a gym membership.
 
   So what to do? Go exercise?
 
   Damn it!
 
   Crucial information was missing regarding her latest project. A colleague and his team had discovered a tomb in San Diego and inside were the remains of a man, obviously centuries old. Once she got wind of the case, she volunteered to offer her expertise on identification. This was her proficiency after all, but she needed at least a little to go on, and all she had was a femur bone and partial skull fragment. All the other parts turned out to be animal carcass. 
 
   …You must be kidding me.
 
   She sighed loudly and glanced at the clock… 6:49 P.M.
 
   She wanted to bum a cigarette off Tyler, another anthropologist in the department, so badly, but fought the urge. She looked around, looking for her bag.
 
   There might be an old pack in here!
 
   Grabbing her oversized black leather purse, she dumped the contents out, rummaged through it as if it were a free pile of goodies at a garage sale. She tossed her chap stick to the side, her leopard print mirror compact and a crumpled ball of grocery receipts along with a fifty-cents off coupon for Frosted Flakes. Reaching into a side pocket, she removed her cellphone, hoping and praying the pack was there, or even that one renegade cigarette had survived her anti-smoking campaign and stayed hidden in the compartment, just for such an emergency. 
 
   Damn it!
 
   She found nothing but balls of lint, a few rusty pennies and a dime, her beat-up red faux leather wallet, a white business card with one corner bent at the end and what she suspected was a Tic Tac that had gotten moist from some unknown spilled substance as it stuck to the downy insides. She rested her eyes on the business card as she huffed in frustration. Picking it up, she remembered who’d given it to her and smiled. She ran her thumbnail against it, feeling the slightly rough texture. 
 
   Ace Blackstone. He was a nice lookin’ guy…funny, too. Hmmm…
 
   She flipped the card around and around, gave her cellphone a shifty glance, then looked back at the card. She hadn’t been on a date in months. It wasn’t that she didn’t get asked. Matter of fact, she even dated a few guys that Ivy insisted she go out with because they were ‘gorgeous’, but many things happened that brought everything to a halt. Either she was simply not into the guy or there was just no spark, nothing that kept her interest. It wouldn’t matter if she was interested or not, though…shit was entirely too complicated. Her life wasn’t normal, and she couldn’t pretend that it was. 
 
   Why do I even take myself through all of this?
 
   She tossed the card aside and sighed. Here was the conundrum, rearing its ugly head again. Ivy had already written her off as bat-shit crazy with her insane trumped up list as to why the ‘latest’ candidates were dismissed, the proverbial door slammed on an otherwise budding courtship. She couldn’t tell the woman the truth, so she had to grasp at bent straws. Sometimes the straws could stand —laced as they were with the truth —but other times, she found herself blurting the first excuse that came to mind. Lie after lie after lie…
 
   Before long, she’d run into a guy who wanted more than just a sweet kiss and a warm body to lie next to. She hated the guys that did this. The man that fit this description would try to get serious, wanting to dive in deep, mark her for a potential relationship and get into her background. 
 
   Hell, it was a reasonable turn of events. She was tired of lying about it, quite frankly, as well as fatigued with the whole status of being single. She teetered on the fence, creating her own issues, but what was she to do? She’d chosen this life, so everything happened by default. What a sticky predicament. She didn’t have to stay solo, but relationships came with strings attached, and those strings could end up wrapping around her throat and strangling her. Thus, she’d made her choice.
 
   If I call this man, it will be the same ol’ crap all over again. But…I would like to go out and have a conversation with someone other than the people here and Ivy. Not that there is anything wrong with Ivy, I just…dunno… I think I’m getting tired, is all. He was interesting, though. There was just something about him. Hmmmm… I need something else, something different…
 
   She ran her hands over her face and leaned back in her seat, dragging her eyes down with her fingertips, making them droopy — it sure as hell matched how she felt. She was a serial dater, but if she didn’t want to be alone she had to and move out of her comfort zone. It was time for a change. She’d remain stuck in this rut, her life a succession of workdays, if she didn’t take a leap of faith.
 
   Grabbing the card and her phone, she dialed the number. A small part of her hoped and prayed he didn’t answer, but another part of her desired just the opposite as she heard the first ring from the other end of the line…
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
   “You’ve gotta be fuckin’ kidding me!” 
 
   Ace waiting impatiently as he watched what he presumed was a man in his mid-fifties showing off tiny white gym shorts wedged tight in the crack of his ass on the stack incline press machine. His damned socks were pulled nearly all the way to his forehead and a too small blue tank top hugged his boxy chest like bandages across a mummy. Young women sauntered by, and this clown was really laying it on thick, vying for female attention.
 
   The man had chosen the best machine out of the whole place to work his exercise routine on. He grunted and struggled, while a line formed behind him; this particular machine was just that popular. Newer than the others, it had all the bells and whistles and cushion in just the right places. Ace had seriously considered changing gyms over this sort of nonsense, but this place was close to his home and typically, he could get in and out fairly easily. The work-out equipment at the penthouse clubhouse was too quiet, too sleepy and depressing. This place had the vibe he wanted, but it came with a price.
 
   The current bane of his existence kept on strutting his stuff, his sweaty head glistening. His scalp offered the landscaping grounds for an obvious hair replacement system. The tiny veins in his neck bulged at every insignificant effort. 
 
   Pathetic weakling. Get the fuck outta the way! 
 
   Finally, after he’d gotten his fill, seemingly oblivious to the death glares and curses from Ace and others, the guy sauntered off, allowing Ace to take his seat.
 
   “Ya left sweat all over the goddamn machine and didn’t wipe it off!” Ace huffed, calling out to the bastard as he continued to stagger away, his gait bowlegged and his pride no doubt intact due to selective hearing. Ace angrily grabbed a wet wipe from his bag, and began to go over the machine with a swift, hard hand before lying back to begin his reps. With a sniff, he got situated and had just fallen into a rhythm when his cellphone vibrated against his thigh. The pocket of his off-gray jogging pants did a bit of a jig as the call came through. 
 
   He rose, looked behind him and noted the glances from annoyed onlookers. 
 
   “Just a minute…” he mumbled as he grabbed the phone and answered the unknown caller.
 
   “Yeah…”
 
   “Um, is this Mr. Blackstone? Ace Blackstone? This is Brooklyn Greene.”
 
   He swallowed hard and caught a reflection of himself in the smudged mirrored wall. He looked damn goofy with that silly ass grin plastered to his perspiring face. 
 
   “Yes, this is he.” He tried to sound less agitated as he grabbed his belongings and forfeited his workout for a conversation with Ms. Greene, much to the glee of the next guy in line. “Just a sec.” The man clamored behind him, eager to take advantage of his lucky break, while Ace made his way back to the changing area and shower enclosures. He slumped down on a slanted bench in need of tightening due to loose screws. It made a clapping noise once he sat upon it.
 
   “Did I interrupt you?” Her sweet voice cut through the crud swarming in his mind.
 
   “Nah, well, yeah, but it isn’t a big deal. I was working out is all.”
 
   “Oh…well, I can call you back.”
 
   “No! I mean…no, it’s fine.” He ran a hand over his knee. Around him, half dressed men paraded back and forth to lockers and the whistle of a freshly turned on shower screamed throughout the enclosure.
 
   “Okay, well, I was just calling per your request.”
 
   “Do you always sound so formal?” Ace chuckled.
 
   “Well…I…”
 
   “Per my request, huh? I’d hope you called because you want to take me up on my offer to have a great dinner, get to know one another, ya know? So, what type of food do you like?” He rose from his seat and paced about, dabbing at his forehead with a hand towel. He had nervous energy and a need to get the spastic vigor out of his system. 
 
   She called. This day isn’t turning out to be so bad after all.
 
   “I’m pretty open. I consider myself rather greedy, actually.” She laughed, poking fun at herself. He detected a bit of edginess in her tone, and found it both refreshing and endearing. 
 
   “I’m greedy, too.”
 
   I want to taste your damned lips…both sets.
 
    “What about Table Fifty-Two? Sound like a winner?” he offered, shoving  lurid thoughts aside.
 
   He was greeted with laughter.
 
   “Wow… Fancy, huh? You’re really going all out.”
 
   “What? You prefer Burger King? Have it your way,” he teased, causing her to spill more soft giggles into his ear. 
 
   “No, no…I’ll take your first offer for five-hundred, Alex Trebek,” she said lightly.
 
   “You’ll take what’s behind door number one, huh?”
 
   “Wrong game show, but I’ll play. Yes, and what did I win, Mr. Blackstone?” 
 
   Flirting…flirting…flirting…
 
   “A date with the most sophisticated man in all of Chicagobut, unfortunately, he was busy, so they sent me instead.” She burst out laughing. “Nah, I’m not sophisticated, that much is true, but I try to be at times. So, do you like to dance? Maybe we could go dancing afterward.”
 
   “Are you serious?”
 
   “Of course I am. Is there something wrong? You don’t like to dance?” He shoved his hand in his pocket and scratched the back of his head; his face was starting to hurt from all his grinning. His lips seemed to be frozen in that position. 
 
   “There is absolutely nothing wrong with dancing, I’ve just…well, I’ve never had a man ask me out to dance before.”
 
   “Hey, don’t get your hopes too high. I wouldn’t call myself the best dancer, but I can cut a rug or two.”
 
   “I like to line dance. What did you have in mind?”
 
   “Oh no, no line dancing. I was thinking of something a bit more interactive. I know this little spot where we can tango.”
 
   “Tango, huh?” He could tell she was grinning wide now. “But I don’t know how to tango. Are you sure this isn’t just an excuse to feel me up, Mr. Blackstone?” she cackled. He absolutely loved it. She was open, like a flower blooming right before his eyes and ears. He never expected the conversation to go this well, so smoothly. Words and chemistry he could hold tight against him, that left him warm and tingly.
 
   “It might be, but I can tango. I can show you how. I’m a good teacher…trust me.”
 
   “You know what?”
 
   “What?” He paused from his panther prancing and braced himself.
 
   “Why not…sure!”
 
   “Alright, great. Now, what is your availability like? We could maybe hook up tonight, tomorrow… or would another day altogether be better?”
 
   I sound so damn desperate, just fucking sad. Oh well, I want to see you again and it’s been driving me crazy…
 
   “Tomorrow would work, Ace. Tonight I think would be pushing it, plus I doubt you could get reservations at Table Fifty-Two this late in the game.”
 
   “I kinda know someone…but yeah, I can respect that,” He ushered the conversation along, rearing to hook her into a time. “…So tomorrow at six?”
 
   He hated how his body continued to warm while he was caught in the rapture of her voice. This crush he had on the poor woman was overwhelming his bravado.
 
   “Make it seven. Seven is better.” He heard a clanking noise, as if she had a set of keys in her hand.
 
   “Got it. So do me a favor. I’m getting ready to finish my workout.” He sniffed again, fearful of a cold on the horizon; it could ruin all of his effort if he had to cancel. He wiped his nose with his index finger as he paced a bit faster, the muscles in his neck and shoulders clenched. “Text me your home address and I’ll come pick you up.”
 
   “Okay, I will. I look forward to seeing you tomorrow...”
 
   “I look forward to speaking with you, spending some time together…”
 
   An awkward silence ensued.
 
   “Mmmm, okay, well, see you then. Bye now.” He sensed again the smile in her tone, and it turned him on.
 
   “Goodbye, Brooklyn…” He disconnected the call, wallowed in the moment a bit and re-played the conversation in his mind as he slumped back down onto the bench, goofy grin plastered on his face.
 
   I am completely losing my cool with this woman, and I’ve never even touched her yet... 
 
   Storming back out into the gym area, he looked for something big to tamp his excitement down a notch or two. He felt good, damn near great. He thundered over to an Elliptical machine, popped in his earbuds and hit play on his MP3 player.
 
   ‘Crawling’ by Linkin Park blasted in his eardrums, giving him the motivation to do one of hell of a back-bending workout that would leave him pleasantly sore and distract him from the boner that strained against his jogging pants.
 
   If I wasn’t careful, I just may have jizzed all over my fuckin’ self…
 
   He laughed at himself as he got into his glide, with pep in his step and vigor in his bravado…
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
   A small silver and gold accented pendulum swung back and forth on Dr. Rose’s desk. Ace kept his eyes keenly upon it as the late morning sun filtered through the vast window behind the man, reminding him of a breakfast commercial.
 
   “Would you like me to close the blinds?” the doctor asked, pointing casually behind himself before crossing his legs in his customary fashion and taking a slow sip of what Ace assumed to be coffee.
 
   “It’s fine.” Ace gave a slight wave of his hand, maintaining focus on the hypnotic contraption. He looked at the damn thing with such intensity; perhaps the stupid thing would fly away if he willed it hard enough. He’d have liked to fly away, too. Everything inside of him wanted to bolt, run towards the exit. The cells in his body did a jittery dance but his heart needed the reprieve; thus, he stayed put.
 
   “So, today I had planned to discuss your family in more depth, but you stated you have another issue you wish to examine, correct?” Dr. Rose placed his coffee mug back down.
 
   “Yes.” Ace sat up, cupped his elbows, held himself for a moment, then took a long hard look at his shoes. They weren’t particularly interesting, but for some reason, he was avoiding eye contact with the man. “Remember how last week we talked about my job a little? Well, I’ll admit that I get lost in my work from time to time.”
 
   “It is a diversion? A vacation from what actually bothers you?”
 
   “I wouldn’t call it an escape, but…it gives me something back. Like, I really need to do it; it helps me, inside.” He stared at the ground. “Other peoples’ problems become my problems, ya know? Until I solve it. The chase for the conclusion excites me. Finding the subject and telling the client I got ’em gives me a charge. I’ve done it thousands of times, but it never gets old…kinda like an orgasm I guess.” He laughed lightly, took a quick glance at the doctor who offered him a kind smile, but no words as of yet.
 
   “Well, recently I did some shi…some stuff that really made no sense.” Leaning back in his chair, he ran his hand roughly over his mouth and slowly shook his head.
 
   Do I really want to get into this with this man? Once I say it, it’s out there, and there is no reeling it back in…
 
   “What did you do that you feel wasn’t rational or out of character?”
 
   “I…”
 
   Here goes nothing.
 
   “… was presented a case that had gone unsolved for quite some time.”
 
   “Mmmm hmmm.”
 
   “Now, I rarely back down from a challenge, Dr. Rose, so I took it. I was already knee deep in other investigations, but I trust my gut on this stuff, and decided to go ahead. It was a bit frustrating, but I did solve the case.”
 
   Dr. Rose shrugged. “So far, so good.”
 
   “I found the subject. My problem is…my problem is, I am now questioning my motivations.”
 
   “Questioning your motivations? If you did not find him or her for the client, then who did you find them for?”
 
   “That’s what I’m still trying to understand. You see…” He ran his hand nervously over his knee, then pulled at the polymer blend material. “It started out normal, like any other case, and me being me, I got lost in it, which is customary. After awhile though, it seemed it turned into a bit of an obsession, more so than usual. I think I get it now…” He was piecing the shit together as he aired his dirty laundry to the man. The mysterious fog in his brain began to clear. “I was driven hard to find her and it was for all the wrong reasons.”
 
   “So…it’s a her.” The doctor paused as if he, too, were putting two and two together. “What reasons propelled you forward that you question?”
 
   “I’m going to admit something that is unprofessional, but you should know, so you can really understand where I am coming from.”
 
   “You’re safe here, Ace…”
 
    “Okay…I saw her photo, provided by the client, and then, when I saw her face to face, I mean, looked into her eyes when she stood up…shit,” he looked back down into his lap, “…something happened. I can’t even describe it.” He took a deep breath. The entire thing unnerved him, but what could he do? This was what happened, and he simply unveiled the facts. “I’ve never felt anything like that before, Dr. Rose.” 
 
   Ace swallowed and looked around the room as he writhed about in his chair, trying to get comfortable. Emotional pins and needles jabbed him in the ass cheeks and thighs. “I looked into her eyes, and it was like… like we had a connection. It was electric.” He smiled and laughed lightly. “I’m so grateful she wasn’t one of the dead ones. I mean,” he shrugged, “I don’t want any of my subjects dead, you get what I’m saying, it’s just…I don’t know. I wanted to meet her but not until I actually really saw her, and heard her speaking, did a change come in me.” His fisted his hand. “It’s like the client disappeared and it was just me and her…”
 
   “So, you feel an attraction to this subject? A physical attraction?”
 
   “Yes, a physical attraction and maybe more. I wish I could be clearer.” He sighed in frustration. “But it’s hard to define something I don’t quite comprehend yet my own self. I can describe a case to you in full detail, but when it comes to stuff like this, I don’t know…I just don’t know.”
 
   “But you don’t actually know her, so, if it is more than you just finding her attractive, then there must be more to this.”
 
   “Right.” Ace nodded, a sad smile budding on his lips. “I don’t know ’er but I know of her. I’ve researched her for so long, I feel I know everything about her. Then, I saw her, met her, you know, and uh, I asked her out on a date, Dr. Rose. We’re going out tonight, matter of fact.”
 
   The man cleared his throat and adjusted his glasses.
 
   “Before you say anything…” Ace held up his hand. “I know I should cancel. I’m bringing it up to you because I just can’t believe I did this. Yet I feel it’s right, even though it’s wrong.” Wincing, he added in a low tone, “And I’m not making any sense.”
 
   “Ace, you’ve never had an attraction to a client or subject before, have you? I take it this is the first time?”
 
   “Nah, not really. I mean, yes, I’ve never had this sort of thing happen before. Hell, I’ve seen attractive subjects before. Rich guys come into my office all the time and some of them have really nice looking wives. They look good, you know?” He shook his head. “But it’s all the same. I see nice looking women all the time; we all do, I suppose.” He paused, reflected on his words. “I don’t get really hung up in that. So I really don’t know why this is different and honestly, it’s making me uneasy.”
 
   “Well, if it is making you uncomfortable, then don’t you think you ought to abort the date, alert the client and consider the case closed before things go further and you compromise your company and code of ethics?”
 
   “I know right from wrong, Dr. Rose.” Ace glanced at the man, then sat a bit higher, eyeing him sternly. “A part of me would like to do that, but I have a feeling I might regret it. This is probably just a damn excuse, but something about her father rubs me the wrong way.”
 
   “He is the client?”
 
    “Yes. I mean, he doesn’t come across as a bad man, per se, but something about him makes me feel like she disappeared for a reason.”
 
   “So this client is the father of your subject, and he is searching for her?”
 
   “Yes…and I’ve already said too much.” He sat a bit straighter as a shred of regret burrowed inside of him. “In my entire career, I have never told anyone about a case I had, past or present, not even my closest friends. You are the first person, and it’s messed up, because if something illegal should happen, you’re a witness to the shit and this is all in my records!” He laughed, though he was far from amused. Ace had jumped into a fiery pit with a gasoline soaked jumpsuit on. He was in deep trouble.
 
   Dr. Rose smiled. “Our sessions are confidential, Ace. The only time I’d have to divulge trusted information is if your life was in danger. I do not feel that that is so.”
 
   “Ethically, I’ve crossed a line, right?”
 
   “I think you know the answer to that, Ace.”
 
   Ace smirked and nodded, then looked back down at his shoes. 
 
   “Well, I’m not cancelling the date. I want to go out with her.” He lifted his head, raised a brow as he clasped his hands over his lap. “I’ve made up my mind.”
 
   “Yet you’ve brought it to my attention… It obviously is bothering you.”
 
   Ace remained quiet as he worked over his thoughts, drenched in the rains of confusion.
 
   “The price of Starbucks coffee bothers me, too. Yet, every now and again I still indulge.” He swallowed.
 
   “You strike me as someone who prides himself on being honest with himself as well as others, Mr. Blackstone. I take it you don’t plan to disclose your vocation or reason for meeting her, initially? You do understand you are creating a situation that could have unsavory results.”
 
   “At this point, no, I don’t plan to tell her. It’s a date, you know.” He sucked his teeth then met the doctor’s gaze. “I know it doesn’t make a lotta sense, but, this is where I’m at...I…”
 
   “You want her.”
 
   “I believe so, yes. At least I need to find out if I do.”
 
   “What would you like from me regarding this situation, Ace?”
 
   “I guess…nothing. I’m not sure what I was looking for you to say or do. I think simply by talking to you, and working it out here, I figured it out — at least, this part of it. I wasn’t looking for approval, or to be talked out of it. I guess I just needed to say it. Well, I’ve said it.” He scratched his head. “What else do you want to do?”
 
   The doctor grinned and glanced at the clock. 
 
   “We have eighteen more minutes together. Let’s talk about those dreams again…”
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
   In six hours, I will be sitting with Lynne Greene, having dinner. Yet, here I am, standing in my parents’ bedroom having an argument with the mistress of the house…my mother.
 
   Ace stared at the woman who met his glare head on, her mouth agape, aging hands clutching her pastel orange shirt in a knobby grip.
 
   “Look, all I want to know is what you know…”
 
   “Ace, I’ve been through this with you a million times!” Her voice rose, alerting him he stood on thin ice. 
 
   He hated to do this to her, but Dr. Rose felt it imperative that he did. The situation had to be revisited again. He hated bringing her pain, but hell, he was in pain, too. 
 
   “Look, young man.” Her eyes narrowed. “Your father and I have been nothing but upfront with you. I told you that you were adopted, I told you all that I knew and, despite how it hurt, I understood that one day you’d have questions and want some answers.” She slumped down into a chair by the bay window with the golden bars. She looked like a bird locked away from the world…just as he always felt his mother was.
 
   “Right, and I’ve yet to receive any!” He balled the paper up in his palm. “This is nothing!” He raised his arm and shook it. The old rage boiled deep within him again. He hadn’t felt it in years, but it was now coming forward, propelling him. “These names lead to nothing, Mom. I need a starting point. All I have is that my name was Ace, per a note left on me when I was found on the steps. My birthday was written by hand on a scrap of paper — October and the year…that’s it! Not even an exact date. I need more than this, so I can find other facts and this is just empty space. There has to be more to this. Why can’t I or anyone else trace my parents’ whereabouts, Mom? Doesn’t that strike you as odd?!” He wanted the woman to care as much as he did! 
 
   Why didn’t she?! His suspicions ran amuck.
 
   The woman stood from her wicker chair and placed her hand on her hip as her dark brows dipped, matching the scowl on her face. “Of course it does, Ace! But…my main concern is you.” She pointed at him, making him once again aware of his presence in her home. He felt as though he’d left his body, become so undone that he’d lost himself. “Ace, this happened over thirty years ago! I barely remember what I had for breakfast let alone all the nuisances from the foster home and adoption agency.”
 
   “You had scrambled eggs, two slices of wheat toast with a slab of margarine, expired peach preserves that should have been thrown out three weeks ago and a small glass of soy milk, two thirds of which are still sitting in the glass on the counter next to a cheap, plastic gray ink pen that you accidentally brought home from the drugstore after writing out a check.”
 
   She rolled her eyes and stormed over to her vanity, plopped down and grabbed her mirrored brush to work on the slight tangles in her long hair.
 
   “Why do you keep expired food for so long?” he asked as he moved towards her, his tone a bit more calm. “Anyway, look, Mom, I’m sorry about getting you upset, but I just would like to know more about the details surrounding my adoption. It seems like you’re not even making an effort to remember, is all. I wasn’t trying to be disrespectful, but I need some resolution.”
 
   She spun around and looked up into his eyes, sincerity on her face. Reaching towards him, she gripped his wrist so hard and strong, he couldn’t move even if he’d wanted to.
 
   “Ace, I want nothing more than for you to be happy. You should know that by now.” Her eyes brimmed with tears, making him feel guilty as sin. “Don’t you know that I realize this is part of the reason you had such a hard time as a child?” She released him to grip her mint green silk robe and hold it tighter against her. “Why would I want you to suffer so? If I knew of anything more, I would tell you, honey.”
 
   He almost drowned in her sorrow. He wished to let it all go but he couldn’t, not even for her. He had to keep at it. His life was turned on its side for he could get no rest; the horses kept charging, and he was tired.
 
   “The agency, where was it located?”
 
   “In Rockford, Illinois. It was called ‘Hope House.’ We’d gotten a call, we were told that a little boy had been abandoned.” She sighed. “I will tell you this story a million times if I have to, Ace. It doesn’t change. Anyway, I’d just signed up and qualified to be a foster parent. We were to keep you for a few weeks, maybe a few months until your family was found, and then the courts would take over. That’s not how it happened though.”
 
   She looked away, regret in her eyes as she began to slowly run the brush through her hair, paying particular attention to the ends. Through the mirror, she stared him with an earnest expression.
 
   “We had you for about three months. No one could find your parents, family, no one. No one knew where the baby boy with the big green eyes had come from…At that point, I’ll admit to you, I was a bit relieved…because I wanted you. I loved you, Ace...just as much, if not more than if I’d given birth to you myself.” She smiled at him, causing him to smile back.
 
   “The only thing I’m guilty of is loving you, because I figured,” she shrugged and looked over her shoulder at him, “anyone who could abandon a two-year-old on some church steps in the middle of the night didn’t need him back, and I wanted you so badly.” She turned away, then back towards him. Tears streaked down her cheeks. “All anyone knew was that your first name was Ace. You were very shy, and though rather small for your age at that time, you looked to be in good health, besides that scar on your head… I think it makes you look even more handsome now!” She smiled pleasantly, though the tears kept coming down. Retrieving a tissue from her robe pocket, she blew her nose. “You had some of the most beautiful green eyes I’d ever seen. People would stop and comment about them all the time…just…beautiful.”
 
   Her eyes unfocused as she seemed to disappear within herself.
 
   “They changed colors. Sometimes they’d be light green, like the sun was shining right on ’em. Other times they’d be dark green with bits of gray, like trouble was looming inside of you. You were a complicated child from a young age. I should’ve known you’d take me through the wringer.” She grinned a bit wider.
 
   He knelt beside her and gave her a gentle kiss on the cheek.
 
   “I’m sorry for all the mess I took you through, Mom. I really am.”
 
   She laughed lightly, her eyes still welling. Sighing, she ran trembling fingers through his hair.
 
   “Yeah, you were a tough one. I told your father you didn’t mean these things, that you just needed some help we couldn’t give you. Ace, let me ask you something.”
 
   He nodded as she took both of his hands into her own and gathered them close, as if needing that closeness.
 
   “Are you still having those awful nightmares, son?”
 
   A lump formed in his throat. He looked down at their clutched palms, kept his eyes glued there, and nodded. He wasn’t in the mood to tell her he’d been seeing a head doctor about the shit. As open as they were with each other, some things he preferred to keep under wraps. He damn sure wasn’t going to lie to her though, either.
 
   “Yes…I still have them, Mom.”
 
   Her face fell. This wasn’t the answer she wanted, but it was the one she got, and she appeared to accept it all the same.
 
   “Well, I gotta get going.” He rose to his feet and kissed the top of her bowed head. “Tell Dad I said, ‘Hey’ when he gets back home from the market…and tell him to pick up some fresh preserves while he’s there. You’re gonna get sick eating that old crap.”
 
   She laughed lightly and waved to him before he made his way out of her bedroom door and exited the house.
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 



[bookmark: Eight]CHAPTER EIGHT
 
    
 
   The sheer red top worn over a black silky tank top gave her just the look she was vying for. Sexy. Feminine. Well put together. After Ivy got her dolled up for the awards ceremony and dinner, she began to give more than just a damn about her attire; she’d even bought some new threads. Tonight she was going to meet the handsome man from the awards event, thus stepping out of her comfort zone. Therefore, she’d try to approach this new man differently than her past ‘hit and run’ episodes. However, if she felt the need to repeat history, she’d given herself a loose leash, just in case she got cold feet. After all, she’d rather be safe than sorry.
 
   Bullshit. You don’t want that again, and you know it.
 
   She paced her living room for a while before heading to the kitchen. Hell, I don’t really know what I want, quite honestly…
 
   Opening her refrigerator door, she removed a Fiji water bottle from the top shelf. The light illuminated the dark, quiet space as she screwed off the cap, tossed her freshly flat-ironed hair back and chugged it. When she’d drained it all, she pitched the empty thing into the recycle bin on her way out the room, and grabbed her silver purse from the dining room table. She grinned as she caught her reflection in the mirror right by her front door.
 
   Not too shabby, my dear.
 
   Though she never put the tips Ivy had bequeathed her to good use until recently, she at least understood the importance of a more well-rounded and dreamy appearance. Amazing what a bit of mascara and a pencil skirt could do to one’s self esteem. Dare she admit it, she was looking forward to conversing with Mr. Ace Blackstone. Besides, it had been awhile and at least she hoped he’d offer good conversation and a meal, which memories she could re-savor like the best leftovers from a gourmet spread. 
 
   He is a sociologist. How interesting. 
 
   She’d never dated a sociologist before; this would be a fascinating twist. Unlocking her front door, she headed out into the vast open hallway toward the parking garage and the restaurant to meet her date. A twinge of excitement danced and somersaulted in the pit of her belly…
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
   Ace traced the slightly raised skin under his eyebrow with the tip of his index finger. He’d never really felt self conscious about it before, until now. After all, it was his trademark. His nerves were on edge, he was excited to see Brooklyn, and a little guilt tore at him, too — but not just due to her pending arrival. 
 
   He’d confirmed the date an hour beforehand, and she responded with a timely text. Fumbling around in his chair at a table boasting the best location by the window, he waited with trepidation, hands fidgeting on the pristine white linen. Not even the bright purple vase, filled with colorful wild flowers, would temper his anxiety. He glanced out the yellow curtained window, noticing the slick road. Rain had begun to drizzle, dotting the glass before him as city and traffic lights broke through the darkness of the night sky. The sidewalk filled with people walking to and fro, people with divergent pasts, but ones they understood and could articulate. He was jealous of the fuckers. Clearing his throat, he turned away from the window, lowered his gaze to the table as if he were on assignment, and reflected deep within. A basket of untouched bread sat there, the kind of bread he hated — the hard kind, the unyielding kind, the kind that never gave up on causing sore gums from it’s hard, outer shell. That sourdough shit…
 
   The soft music and light clatter of forks hitting plates provided a soundtrack to a movie that played in his mind, while he sank in tension and unrest. Those damn nightmares…they were worse than ever. With his date on her way, he tried to get himself together. This was the wrong fucking time to have an anxiety attack, to think about the misery that wouldn’t let him get a wink of sleep. Butit had come upon him like the beast that it was, to steal his happiness and tranquility right before his planned evening of wine and frolicking. 
 
   He’d taken a nap earlier in the day only to wake up in a frigid, cold sweat. Wheezing, he rose from the bed, coughing hard, his bare chest covered in a thin layer of perspiration. He cursed like a demon possessed and rolled clumsily out of bed, stomping and storming towards his master suite bathroom to take a much-needed cold shower. What was supposed to be a leisurely preparation for his night out: a slow, hot shower accompanied by loud music as he completed his ablutions, turned out to be an irritation. He kept pacing around, trying to calm his frazzled nerves and throw himself together to look somewhat presentable.
 
   Fuck it. It happened. Move on.
 
   He ran his palm over his forehead, then heard footsteps approaching his table. Without looking up, he took in the moment. His nostrils flared as he recalled the familiar perfume.
 
   Brooklyn. She’s here.
 
   He slid his hand away from his brow and lifted his head to take her in as the host disappeared, leaving her standing by the table like the prize that she was. Her crimson and black clothing fit her in just the right places, the fabric caressing her rounded breasts. They were small, but he liked them all the same. He scanned her real slow as if his eyes were dripping with molasses and what was before him was oh…so…sweet. Suddenly becoming aware of himself, he got himself together before she took notice of his lustful ogling. 
 
   “Wow…you look really nice.” He got to his feet and immediately brushed past her to pull out her seat. He glanced at her legs, taking note of her perfectly matched, strappy black and red stilettos that he was certain had come straight out of the box that very night. 
 
   The heel isn’t worn, not in the least, and a little price sticker is peeking ever so slightly from the edge of the bottom of the shoe.
 
   On a primal level, it flattered him that the woman had dressed up just for him.
 
   She smiled in earnest and sat down, placing her silver bag in her lap, then slid her glasses farther up her nose.
 
   “Thank you. Sorry for being a few minutes late. I think there was an accident on —”
 
   “Cedar street.” He nodded as he rounded the table and reclaimed his seat. “Yeah, I saw it, but traffic wasn’t as bad yet as I am sure it is now. A small price to pay to eat at Table Fifty-Two, right?” He smiled, making her blush and smile even wider. “Glad you could make it.”
 
   She nodded and tapped her well-manicured finger against a glimmering empty flute, then stared blankly at her glass of water.
 
   “So, uh, Ace…how was your day?”
 
   “It was great,” he lied. If such a magazine existed, his entire week should’ve been featured in the ‘Shitty Chicago Times’, but he kept that to himself. Women didn’t want to hear crap like that, especially not on a first date.  Best to play it cool and if, by chance, a date number twenty-three occurred, then you could say some shit like that, and it would be okay. “How was yours?”
 
   “It was pretty good, long but good. My department is working on a —”
 
   “May I interest you in a glass of wine, a cocktail?” a waiter asked, his dark hair slicked away from his prominent forehead.
 
   “Oh, yes.” Brooklyn picked up the wine menu and scanned it.
 
   Ace swallowed and smiled slightly as he kept his eyes glued to her.
 
   Brooklyn…just call her Brooklyn in your mind so that you don’t mess up and call her Lynne…Lynne is gone now, okay? At least for now. She’s Brooklyn, and don’t you forget it…
 
   “This um—” 
 
   “And get whatever you want,” Ace offered coolly. 
 
   She removed her glasses and looked at him from the corner of her eye, then focused back on the waiter.
 
   “I would like a glass of Napa Valley Chardonnay, please.”
 
   Ace casually leaned over. “Bring the entire bottle, please.”
 
   “Certainly, sir. Would either of you like anything else?”
 
   “I’m fine for now. I need a little time to look over the menu.” She gave a tender smile, placed her glasses back on and perused the appetizer list.
 
   The waiter nodded and walked away.
 
   Ace studied her. She held the menu in an unsteady grip.
 
   Nervous. Nice.
 
   He smirked as he lightly drummed the table.
 
   “This place is really quaint looking. I’ve never been here before.” She peered at him over her glasses and the top of the menu, her dark, beautiful eyes clear and expressive, turned up at the ends from a hidden grin. 
 
   “I know Art Smith, the owner…”
 
   “Are you serious?”
 
   “Yeah.” Ace smiled and casually picked up his menu. “He was a client of mine for his restaurant. He wanted some information gathered that would aid in his marketing and company morale.”
 
   And this is true…
 
   “So you have it like that, huh?” the woman teased, her tone flirtatious.
 
   “I don’t like to brag.” Ace poked out his chest, causing her to chuckle. 
 
   “No wonder you could get in here on a dime.” She looked genuinely mesmerized. “Well, everything sounds so good…”
 
   “Pick whatever you want.”
 
   “Do you always say that?”
 
   “I said that already, didn’t I?” He pretended he didn’t recall. “Only to women that I really want to get whatever their heart desires…”
 
   “Smooth…” She placed the menu down, allowing him to see those pretty lips that framed a set of gorgeous, gleaming teeth.
 
   Ace laughed lightly and leaned back in his seat.
 
   “Seriously, you look really nice. You are a gorgeous woman.”
 
   “Thank you. You look nice as well.”
 
   He couldn’t take his damn eyes off of her.
 
   She is so damn sexy.
 
   “Excuse me for being so forward, and I promise you this is not a segue to get into your pants, but, you really are one of the most beautiful women I’ve ever seen, and the fact that you are intelligent, too? Whew!” He laughed and lightly patted the table, not missing the reddening of her cheeks and the shy smile spreading across her face as she looked away. “This is not a line. I’m being sincere. There’s just something about you.”
 
   “Well,” she put a glass of water to her lips and took a dainty sip. “Thank you, again, Ace.” Her blushing increased ten-fold.
 
   The waiter returned with the bottle of wine, poured some in both of their glasses and took their orders. The attendant dismissed himself and left the two alone in their own little world. Ace ran his hand over his stomach and leaned to the side, eyeing her, his brow arched in a discriminatory way.
 
   “What?” She arched her brow, too.
 
   “You like shrimp and grits, as well?”
 
   “I do.” She removed her neatly tri-folded napkin from the table and she spread it carefully across her lap to enjoy her appetizer.
 
   “Eat up and be prepared to work it off tonight.”
 
   Her gaze shot to his, frowning.
 
   “No!” He laughed and waved his hands around frantically. Now he was certain he was blushing a bit. “Not like that. I mean, for dancing later tonight.”
 
   “Oh!” She reddened even more. “I’m so sorry, Ace. See where my mind was? In the gutter! Guilty!” She laughed lightly.
 
   You have no idea how I’d love to take you to bed, Brooklyn, but I’d prefer to get to know you a bit first. Wait? Did I really just think that?! I did…
 
   “So, now that I’ve embarrassed myself completely,” — she smiled — “Let’s talk about something else. When I called you, you said you were at the gym. I go to the gym, too. It’s a nice stress reliever.”
 
   “It is. I work out almost every day, though lately I’ve been slacking a bit.”
 
   “Yeah, sometimes work hours cause me to as well. I did it to replace my cigarette habit.” She tapped her fingers against the table, slightly bunching the linen.
 
   “Oh, really?” He shook his head. “Yeah, well, if that’s a deal breaker then I need to tell you something right now, make a confession if you will.”
 
   “You ride tiny llamas in your back yard while dressed as Santa Klaus in August? I knew it!” She pounded the table in mock anger as he leaned far to the side, cracking up. “I always get guys like you. Bad luck runs amuck.”
 
   “I can see you’re about as crazy I am.” He pulled himself together. “No, as I’m sure you suspected, I was going to say I’m a smoker. I’ve cut back some, but I still smoke a lot. I like it.” He shrugged. “I know it’s a bad habit, but I’m under a lot of stress sometimes. One day I’ll quit, I just doubt it will be anytime soon.”
 
   She waved her hand lazily in his direction. “No need to explain. I understand all too well.”
 
   “When did you quit?” he asked as he took a sip from his wine.
 
   “About eight or nine months ago. I’ve lost track because I stopped caring as much. I was never addicted, though. I just enjoyed it.”
 
   “How many packs a day?”
 
   “…Packs? Um, well, I only smoked three, at the most, four a day. Sometimes it would only be one or two.”
 
   “Brooklyn, you are not, and never were, an official member of the smokers’ club!” He chortled, soon met with a sly grin from the woman.
 
   “You’ll quit when you’re ready. So…” She picked up her wine glass and took a sip as well. He could’ve sworn she batted her lashes at him, but maybe it was wishful thinking. “Where do you live?”
 
   “I work and play in the same area.”
 
   Jesus, Ace! You better hope the woman doesn’t pop up at your office and start snooping around. He couldn’t believe he’d admitted to something like that, under the circumstances—but then he stared at her again. Why wouldn’t he? If it became an issue, he’d address it later. Besides, there was still no promise he’d ever see this woman again after tonight.
 
   “Downtown Chicago,” he added.
 
   Yeah, just tell the truth on this. It’ll be okay. It looks just like any other office building… “… off of Michigan Avenue. I rent an office there, too. If I tried to work from home all the time, I think I might be too distracted. I have problems with distraction; I’ve worked hard to overcome my own brain.”
 
   “Really?” She gave a slight chuckle, seeming unconvinced. “Something about you seems like you’d be a focused sort of man.”
 
   If you only knew…
 
   “Yeah, but I kinda get scatterbrained when my favorite things are around me.” He ran a hand along his chin, trying to break their mutual stare but couldn’t quite turn away. “Plus, I’m dyslexic.”
 
   “Really?” Her eyes widened in surprise. She clutched her bread a bit tighter. “That is, well, amazing.”
 
   Have I gone mad? No one knew that about him except his past teachers, his brothers, Lance, Eli, and his parents. It was something he’d struggled hard to overcome, and because of which he over compensated by becoming extremely detail oriented to the point of obsession. He’d have things rehearsed in his mind to such perfection, he appeared to be a naturally smooth talker. These days he hardly needed to rehearse anymore. He could simply speak clearly at a moment’s notice. Inside, however, his brain did odd things — complicated things to try and trip him up. What he liked most at that moment however was that the woman didn’t shy away from his admission. She didn’t look at him suspiciously, as though he suddenly seemed stupid or inept. He didn’t have to explain what the disorder was, or deal with the ignorant questions. She already knew what it was, and just like that, she was over it.
 
   “You’ve got an interesting look to you, Ace.” She tore her bread in half and glanced up at him, flirtation glimmering in her eyes.
 
   “Do I?” He picked up his wine glass and took a stingy mouthful, tried to savor the moment and her words.
 
   “Yes. I look at people for a living, well, dead people.” She smirked. “You know, faces, skulls, human remains… That is my specialty.”
 
   “…And what does my face say?” He tilted his head slightly to the side.
 
   “Well, you’re of European ancestry.”
 
   They both laughed.
 
   “Damn… are you serious?!” he teased. “What gave me away? Let me guess, the white skin? I can’t believe you dropped this bomb on me.” They both laughed again, this time a bit harder. “Seriously, I’m certain your work is fascinating and I heard about your Italian find, Brooklyn…” There it was again, the mutual stare. Sexual tension built and built and built around them until it soared high in the air, above the clouds. “It was quite impressive.”
 
   “Thank you. I didn’t find it, actually. I just did the research.”
 
   Ace shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. That takes skill. It takes brains and a level of creativity, I believe. You are filling in gaps to make a complete story.”
 
   Kinda like what I do for a living… Interesting.
 
   “So, how did you hear about my awards ceremony?”
 
   Ace felt the lump in his throat thickening like that hard ass bread that refused to go down. Despite the fact he was there on false pretenses, he hated being deceitful. He realized full well that this could come about…a situation that forced him to lie, and lie again and again until everything had spun out of control like a snowball rolling downhill. He shot her a glance, still working over his response in his brain, figuring it out, piecing it together. He’d been so distracted by his own excitement to see her and how well their date was going, he hadn’t even thought every angle completely through.
 
   Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea, after all. Now, I’m backed against a wall. My dick did this to me…got me into this situation. Now I must fix it…
 
   He’d done a good job skating around the truth all evening, but now she’d posed a question that required he either come clean or tell a complete and utter lie with no semblance of truth, with no entrance or exit door to a thing called reality. He’d be stuck with the shit once it trundled off his thickening tongue.
 
   “A colleague told me about it. She couldn’t attend, but I thought I’d stop by anyway. I was intrigued.”
 
   And yet, he managed a half-truth anyhow…He gave an inner sigh of relief, gave himself a high-five. 
 
   “Oh, okay,” she said in almost a whisper as she played with the napkin on her lap. Soon their appetizers were presented, and then their main courses.
 
   “Smoked barbecue brisket…” He inhaled the delicious aroma. “You want some?” he offered, pointing to his plate with his fork and knife.
 
   “No, thank you, but it looks delicious.”
 
   He glanced at the elegant display of fried Southern catfish, Maitake mushrooms, buttery corn grits, sautéed okra and baked macaroni and cheese.
 
   If this woman isn’t Southern from the top of her damn head to the bottom of her feet, I don’t know who is. First the shrimp and grits, now this. He gave an inner smile. Just like Mom…
 
   “So, you brought me here because you thought this is what a black woman would want, right? This is what we like to eat…” She kept working on her plate, her voice choppy around a mouthful of food. Her expression betrayed her delight at the taste, as though she’d just gone to heaven.
 
   Ace stared at her, his mouth slightly parted and his eyes widened in disbelief.  
 
   Where the hell did that come from?!
 
   He ran the tip of his finger apprehensively down his unused butter knife. This was one of his favorite restaurants and he came every few months, whether he had a date or not…But then, side of her mouth lifted in a smirk. The woman was pulling his damn leg with all of her might.
 
   “You almost had me…” He laughed, scooping a forkful of smoked turkey flavored collard greens into his mouth. The slightly salty, savory vegetable practically melted on his taste buds. He kicked out a wayward, naughty thought that had him wonder what she may taste like, too…
 
   Running my tongue between her legs…I bet she’d melt in my mouth, too…Ace, stop that shit, seriously. Damn, be good…
 
   Laughing, she took a bite of her cornbread, almost as if she could read his mind. But he sensed that bubbly nature was just her — the spirit of a woman who enjoyed simple things and moments like this. She obviously didn’t get to play often; being here with him made her feel like a child being given a new toy. He loved how she didn’t hold back her enthusiasm. If she only knew what she was doing to him…just by being her.  
 
   “No, I’ve always wanted to come here, actually. Fancy Southern cuisine — that’s a novel idea.” She said.
 
   “Yeah, my mother is from the South.” Ace began. “I’m used to this sort of cooking, grew up with it. It was a bit more rustic than this, but the same premise. Even though she didn’t usually have time to cook, after awhile, she made sure our chefs knew how to make all the dishes she grew up with. Now,” he shrugged, “I’m spoiled. I expect this sort of food all the time, so I cook it myself.”
 
   A nearby corner fireplace cracked and burned, the sound becoming music to his wayward thoughts. He paused, unable to curb his mounting curiosity. What a crooked, strange puzzle she was, with missing pieces he was dying to put together. She may be locked, but he was going to pick her apart until he’d gained entrance, even if it took an eternity. He’d work his way, slowly but surely, and if it took a long time, so be it…
 
   Damn, he wanted her… 
 
   He’d been judging characters for far too long. He recognized what to look for, what to notice, and she embodied all that was right with the world. The only problem was, he wasn’t shopping. He hadn’t been looking for this, but here she was, ready to be taken home and unwrapped like a gift… preferably across his bed…
 
   “I know this may sound strange, but there’s just something about you…” He smiled at her.
 
   “You are, well, rather charming,” she blushed and turned away from him shyly, causing his face to warm. 
 
   He looked casually away and placed the rim of his wine glass to his lips. When he turned back in her direction, he was hell bent on finishing his thoughts.
 
   “I think I like you already, Brooklyn. I really think so. You remind me of someone…”
 
   “Who?” She crossed her legs.
 
   “My mother. Trust me, that’s a good thing.”
 
   He wanted to see it, the twinkling, the reminiscing, the words he uttered hopefully provoking a sense of home sweet home in the recesses of her mind. Maybe the memories weren’t so sweet; maybe they were bitter like a lemon soaked in vinegar. He hadn’t said it to set her up, it was a natural choice of words, but once he uttered them he had to see if they moved her in any way, made her sway to an emotion that he just may be able to reach out and touch.
 
   But he was met with an expression devoid of any emotion. Stone-faced, like the statues to be found around the museum from which she worked. Should he be impressed or worried? He stored the lack of reaction in the back pocket of his mind for further evaluation at a later time. 
 
   You’ve been running for so long, you now believe you’re good at it. I will let this go for now, Brooklyn. I just want to make you feel comfortable. 
 
   They spent the rest of the time talking about historic Chicago, the gangster era and jazz clubs, the local entertainment and the latest movies that neither of them had had time to see, but were interested in. A tentative date was set to plop down in some plush movie theater seats of such an establishment, encircled by surround sound, buttery popcorn and a leisurely arm around a shoulder. 
 
   Ace was so wrapped in the conversation, he lost track of time. And he’d had a damn good time; it seemed, so had she. She’d loosened up, laughed hysterically at the silly things he said. A fun and engaging woman, full of stories and insights wrapped in wisdom beyond her years. He didn’t want the night to end. If he could bribe God for another hour there with her, he would’ve done so, but time waited for no one. The restaurant was literally closing around them.
 
   Shit, look what time it is. Not ready to leave this place just yet…
 
   “Oh my God!” Brooklyn suddenly exclaimed. She pushed her half-eaten apple cobbler away and looked around as if she’d just awakened from a dream. “I’ve been having such a good time tonight, Ace, I didn’t even notice the staff was cleaning up around us.” She gave a laugh and rubbed her stomach as she fell back into her chair like a stuffed bird. 
 
   “Same here.” 
 
   The club would be much louder, but he anticipated at least getting near her, wrapping his arms around her small waist and nestling close. “It’s gotten a little later than I’d imagined, but I could sit with you here all night.” He polished off his glass of wine and looked deep into her bright eyes.
 
   He didn’t know whether to be pissed at himself that he’d just blurted those words out, or pleased that he’d dug a bit deeper. One thing was certain — he enjoyed her company immensely and that made his tortured soul all the more concerned. He couldn’t turn back now.  Everything she did, everything she said fed him somewhere deep within, somewhere he hadn’t even known existed and starved inside him. 
 
   She gets me.
 
   Their conversation flowed. The damn thing had angelic wings.
 
   This has started all wrong…but, I’m diggin’ her. I can’t just let this go. I’m not tryna settle down though. Shit, maybe I am. Maybe I just hadn’t met the right woman yet…
 
   He’d hoped, when he was ready to commit, he’d meet someone like her someday.  Yet here his ass was, in the mothafuckin’ flesh… 
 
   Without thinking, he reached for her. His fingertips traced hers until he’d enveloped half of her small hands in his grip. Warm, soft skin, like something expensive with a velvet inlay. He traced her index finger with his own, going over the bump of an emerald ring on her right hand, then focused his attention on the soft brownness of her skin. He ran his fingers along the veins, noticing her short cut nails with a glossy, clear polish. He swallowed as he looked into her eyes and her lips parted. Her tongue licked her bottom lip as she seemed lost in thought, deliberating over something monumental. Suddenly, her eyes constricted and she slowly slid her hand away from his.
 
   “Ace, uh,” she hurriedly reached into her purse, pulled out a tissue and swiped it across her nose, “I hate to cut our date short, but I think I better get going. I’m feeling a bit…tired.” She grabbed her still open silver bag by the handle, bursting with papers and what he assumed was a cheetah print make-up case. 
 
   Ace’s heart sank. She’d pulled the plug, yanked him out of a fancy, snapped him out of a magical, comfortable feeling with her abrupt words and frenzied body movements. Something had gone wrong, and it disturbed him more than he’d ever imagined.
 
   “What is it?” he asked as he surveyed the now empty restaurant, wondering if it was possibly something she’d seen. He looked at his wine glass. Empty. He had an urge to gulp a new bottle of wine like a drunken brute. 
 
   She seemed to be struggling for words as she toiled away with her jacket. Getting a hold of himself, he stood to his feet and helped her out of her seat, not sure what else to say.
 
   Just calm the hell down. Just calm down so you can figure out what’s going on…
 
   “No, everything is fine,” she finally blurted, as if she’d been set to pause and someone finally pressed her play button. “I know we were supposed to go out to dance, but I’m a little tired like I said… Maybe some other time?” Avoiding his gaze, she looked all around as if she wanted to be anywhere but there. 
 
   She’s running from me…running, running, running. 
 
   She’s running from me…from the attraction.
 
   The pull between them had been fierce, electric and just that quickly, she extinguished it with a few curt words. He was now left confused and lost at her sudden retreat — and the feelings it provoked.
 
   He started to second guess himself and his intuition. Had he read her all wrong?
 
   Why in the hell did she agree to go out with me? Didn’t she have a good time?
 
   Before he knew it, he was paying the bill, waving goodbye to the waiter and walking her out of the restaurant while a light rain bathed them in tears from the heavens. With each footstep, the strange mood grew. Things were moving so rapidly, with no room to stop the derailment of things. Besides, he had pride. He refused to ask her to stay with him a bit longer, to have one more conversation or to just sit in his car and make plans for a later date. He wanted to, Lord knew he did, but he just couldn’t bring himself to follow through. He’d never begged a woman to do a damn thing in his life; why should he start now?
 
   But as he bit down on his acrimonious emotions, swallowing them whole, un-popped kernel included, his grasp of his pride started to slacken. The ego was thrown aside like a candy wrapper as he stopped in his tracks and glared at her. He grabbed her hand, startling her, and intertwined their fingers as if they were lovers who’d vowed to be together for an eternity. He felt her tug, then quickly relax, accepting his touch as they walked the pavement. Her body language said it all though — stiff yet conflicted as she squeezed his hands a bit tighter. She kept her gaze ahead, looking as if she were walking to her execution and only there against her will. This gave him all the additional insight he needed.
 
   “Here’s my car.” She pointed to the white, shiny Camry.
 
   Reliable car. New model. White. Pure. Clean. Fresh. She likes things that are a sure bet. Not too flashy, not terribly expensive, but nice enough nevertheless. She wants quality.
 
   “Okay, well, Brooklyn, I had a great time.” He released her hand, allowing her to remove her car key and automatically unlock the vehicle. She never looked at him as she tried the simple task, ending with nervously dropping her damn keys. They clanked onto the slick pavement. She lunged for them simultaneously, but he beat her, his fingers touched the cool, wet metal. Their hands brushed against one another and for a few seconds in time, they seemed frozen.
 
   “I did too, Ace…” He handed them to her and she clutching the keys to her chest like a terrified mouse, hopping into her car seat as if her ass was on fire and it was a bucket of ice-cold water, certain to give instant relief. He’d never been so confused in all of his life.  She settled in the car and prepared to take off, one hand gripping the steering wheel and the other on the gear shift…but he couldn’t let this happen.
 
   The hell with this…
 
   “Ugh!” Startled, she looked up into his eyes when he lunged forward, practically pressing his nose into her window. She took a deep breath and smiled anxiously. “You scared me.” She spoke through the rolled-up window, her tone slightly muffled.
 
   “Roll the window down…” He snapped his fingers and didn’t offer a smile, didn’t wink, didn’t yell. He wasn’t playing any more games. She hesitated, her eyes wide with dread, her teeth chewing on her bottom lip. God, this is insane! Feeling guilty at his tone, he added, “Please.” The word tumbled from his lips, unbidden, surprising even him. Never had he felt this way, and so soon, for any woman. He put on an earnest expression, let it show what was in his heart. After a few seconds, she made a decision and rolled it down part of the way.
 
   Guarded. What’s going on, Brooklyn?
 
   “I had a really nice time tonight, and I want to see you again.”
 
   “Um, well, Ace, I had a nice time too but I don’t know if I really have time to date right now. It’s not you, I promise.” She smiled sadly. “You seem like a great guy, actually, it’s just—”
 
   “Okay, if you don’t want to go out with me again, that’s fine, Brooklyn.” He hated saying it, but he meant that shit, at least in theory. “But since you are telling me this is the last time we are going to go out basically, and you say I didn’t do anything to cause this reaction from you, can I at least have a kiss goodbye?” 
 
   There was a method to his madness and he prayed she fell for the bait. She veered back and swallowed hard, yet her eyes told him she’d comply. Her twitchy lip told him she may not. Ace didn’t ask for kisses, he took them, or they were granted to him without ceremony. Shoving his hand in his pocket, he kept kicking his ego to the curb, telling it to shut the hell up while he put in the work.
 
   She veered back. 
 
   This is all an act. She really wants me to kiss her. 
 
   “Uh, I don’t know about that, Ace.” She crossed her arms around her chest, hugging herself.
 
   “Why not?” He stood straighter. “What? This is all new to you? You’ve never been kissed before?” he teased.
 
   He could see in her eyes she was trying to gauge if he was joking. She was no virgin, she was into him, so what was the damn hold up?
 
   Kiss me, damn it. You’re scared…
 
   “If you are going to blow me off, you could at least send me away with a smile on my face,” he said, egging her on.
 
   She smirked and swallowed again. Hard. That beautiful neck of hers seemed to cover up in goose bumps as he got an even closer look at her. He wanted to layer that neck with kisses, too. But for now, he’d settle for her lips.
 
   He waited for the window to roll the rest of the way down. She did it like he was a damn cop and she’d been pulled over for speeding. As soon as she had, he jammed his head inside and stifled a scream from her sweet, soft mouth. 
 
   “Mmmmm….” He moaned, feeling his own voice vibrate in his throat like an organ.
 
   Wrapping his palm around the back of her head, he brought her close, their noses bumping against one another. He parted her lips ever so gently with the tip of his tongue, slowly, taking his sweet time, just as he would do if he were undressing her. He slicked it inside, then backed out, topping off the oral sweetness with a soft peck, like a wet, seductive ribbon around the gift of their embrace. Then, he pulled his head out of her car as if it were a turtle shell, jammed his hands in his pockets and turned to walk away, a slight smile on his face, even though he was beyond agitated.
 
   “Goodbye, Brooklyn. Take care. I mean that.”
 
   He heard her car start as he made his way across the street to his own vehicle. Something inside of him felt some kind of way. Resentment — and a need to get out of there. The kiss had revealed his suspicions. She’d kissed him back, sighed in his open mouth and relaxed in his grip. She wanted it… Something inside of him desired her so badly, he thought he was going to lose his fucking mind. It wasn’t just physical. His connection to her was an odd sort of thing that he wanted and yes…needed. He also knew her motivation for resistance wasn’t pure. This wasn’t merely a woman playing hard to get…there was more to it. Regardless, he couldn’t make the woman do shit. It would be her choice if she’d want to deal with him again. Life wasn’t fair, he was used to that.
 
   Before he’d gotten to his car, his cellphone rang. He almost didn’t answer, then thought better of it. Pulling the damned thing out of his pocket, he saw her number across the screen. 
 
   “Yeah?” He turned and looked to see her still sitting in her car, her angelic face clearly visible. She whipped her glasses off of her face, her gaze fixed on him as she spoke into her receiver. 
 
   “I just want you to know that I’d love to go out with you, two, three, a hundred more times. This is a first date though, and you didn’t need to hear a bunch of drama. It’s a rotten cliché, but it’s true. It’s not you, it’s me and I don’t want to lead you on.”
 
   “It’s not you, it’s me?” He smirked. “What is this drama you speak of? I may like drama, you never know,” he joked as he returned her stare, ignoring the raindrops that fell onto his jacket and face.
 
   “I just…I have some crap going on in my life that doesn’t lend way to dating a whole lot.” She turned her car off.
 
   She’s attempting to be honest, in a roundabout way. Interesting…
 
    “I hate telling you this; it sounds so stupid and wrong. I should’ve just driven off, but I wanted you to know that I really like you, Ace, at least what you’ve presented. I know it’s only been one date, but…”
 
   “To me, this is date number two.” He held up two fingers.
 
   A glimmer of a smile appeared on her face from their short distance apart.
 
    “I like your energy. Like you said, there is just something about you. I can tell you’re a good guy. I think you deserve someone who can be open with you, and you can get their all… Aren’t you getting soaked?”
 
   Are you? Is that why you bailed, Brooklyn? Do you want me inside you?
 
   He kept starting at her as he gripped his phone. The light rain saturated the strands of his hair now but he didn’t give a damn. 
 
   “I tell you what.” He swallowed and leaned causally against his car, crossing his ankles as if it were a summer night out there where he stood. He looked up the street as cars passed by, then back at her. “Give me what you got, and I’ll make up the deficit.”
 
   She laughed lightly into the phone as she kept staring at him. A car passed, blocking their view for a moment. “I feel like we’re playing telephone. So silly…” She turned away to focus on her windshield.
 
   “You are making it harder to walk away. You’re incredible.”
 
   “No, just a guy who wants a chance with you. I’ll call ya tomorrow, if that’s okay.” He unlocked his car and slid onto the driver seat, unable to wipe the smile off of his face as he turned back to stare at her. She re-started her engine.
 
   “Yes, I’d like that,” she said, returning his smile.
 
   “We’ve all got some drama, Brooklyn. Everyone has a little baggage.”
 
   She chuckled sadly, as if holding on to something emotionally heavy…and he knew that she was.
 
   “Yeah, well, I have more than my share and you are the first person I’ve ever admitted this to. It’s a little scary, actually.” Her voice trailed, as if she’d become introspective.
 
   “What’s scary? That you’re telling me how you really feel?”
 
   “Well, yeah, that and the whole baggage thing.” She sighed. “I’m tired of carrying the weight, but I can’t promise you I’ll unload. But, you do make me feel comfortable. I like talking to you, I really do.”
 
   “Well, when you feel up to it, just set the shit down. Maybe I can be your bellhop. I can take it off your shoulders.” He winked at her, waved, and drove away…
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 



[bookmark: Nine]CHAPTER NINE
 
    
 
   If her hand shook any harder, it would be an 8.5 on the Richter scale. The chunky ice cubes in the slender juice glass filled with water clinked together as her knees slammed into one another, making her bones ache. Brooklyn sat huddled to a beige toss pillow on her sable brown couch in the total, bleak darkness of her modern style living room, equipped with an electric, albeit unused fireplace. She thought over the evening’s events long and hard and felt as mentally and emotionally tangled as she had been hours before. She’d walked into the mouth of a beast, took a seat and dared herself to not be eaten. She hadn’t expected this. 
 
   Why couldn’t he have been just like everyone else, like all the others?
 
   She couldn’t find anything wrong with him! She sat there at that table, hour after hour, wondering who this man was. Why was she this drawn to him? Perplexed, she chided herself on becoming so quickly infatuated. Rather than use him as a temporary cure to loneliness, one to let go of quickly and move on from there, she became more enamored with the goatee, carefully coiffed, close shaven dark beard, and faux hawk grinning fool. His black shirt had a few buttons loose tonight, exposing what appeared to be a chest covered in jumping flames tattoos.
 
   Yes, the motherfucker was hot. And she’d get burned if she stayed in his presence too damn long.
 
   Sarcastic, yet hilarious. Laid back, yet masculine to a fault…and that damn voice, deep, raspy and animated. The fucker was a sexy walkin’ dream.
 
   I should have just driven away and not called him. But that’s silly, I would have just called him later on tonight, then…I doubt I could have resisted.
 
    To have a disturbing yet fulfilling date with someone was a new arrangement. Ace wasn’t creepy per se, but he unnerved her. She crossed her legs and took another sip of water. The clock marked two A.M. and she was still in her date clothing, her heels thrown to the opposite side of the room. 
 
   Everything had gone wrong, or had it all gone right? She shook her head and dug her bare heels into the carpet. The point of the whole evening was to help squelch her isolation for a while, not make her crave his presence. What happened was beyond her control yet she tried to reel the big beast in on a short chain. It broke free…
 
   The beast was her conflicted emotions. Ace had figured her out. He’d looked right through her as if he knew her story, her entire world. It wasn’t anything specific that he said, but his damned eyes. He knew shit, deep shit, things she’d took a lot of energy and time to cover and bury, toss flowers on and walk the fuck away from waving a white R.I.P. flag in the air. The oddest thing was, she felt as if she’d known him for years. Those vibrant green eyes of his made her pussy swell…and her heart skip beats…and her worries soar…
 
   Coming to Chicago had been the hardest, yet most fulfilling challenge of her life. She’d began anew here — touting her story of a fake aunt who had raised her in Louisiana to help compensate for the Southern dialect she couldn’t quite shake. That ‘aunt’ was actually a retired black woman, a widow with no children of her own known to help children in need, and through her, she received all the documentation she needed to begin afresh. She’d heard about her from one of the international amnesty groups she’d heard about as a youth, and funny how three years later, she’d called on that information in her time of need. Brooklyn travelled, wondering what she’d do and who she’d be, and then one day, while mourning the life she’d left behind, she discovered her calling…archeology. 
 
   With her new name and identity, she applied to a few colleges after meeting with a group of ‘professionals’ that were able to handle the tricky matter of her transcripts. She set out to do what she was destined to do — to find out about the past so the people of the present could know more, going into the future. She’d never simmered in the irony before, looked it in the face, so to speak. 
 
   The man asked about her career, the thing she loved most as he buttered thick slices of cornbread and his eyes twinkled all damn night. He didn’t dominate the conversation with overly accessible details about himself; instead, the focus was all on her.  It made her uncomfortable, for here was where the lies started and never ended. Yet, he really seemed to want to know. It wasn’t an afterthought, or him going through the motions. It was truly as if this man wanted her to open up, like a favorite lost hardback, bookmarked on his favorite chapter, and that chapter was HER. She herself had erased her past with a bus ticket and secretly packed small suitcase, but no amount of running could tear the pages away. She wanted a chance in life, and there was no way she could have it if she’d stayed in Texas. It wasn’t fair to her, or anyone else. Things had become too complicated.
 
   Brooklyn’s leg shook violently. She debated high-tailing it out of there and buying a humongous box of cigarettes as the memories engulfed her like a pelican does a fish. She toyed with the notion of lighting six of those sons of bitches at once, stuffing them all in her mouth and puffing like a goddamn dragon approaching a fairytale castle. Slamming the glass on the ivory marble slab of a coffee table before her, she stood to her feet and tore her clothing off as if she were on fire. Then she paced the room naked as the day she was born, trying to sort and sew her tattered, misplaced thoughts together, to make sense of them. She’d gotten a bit comfortable, resolved that she was safe…and then he showed up. The first time she saw the man at the museum and looked into his face, instant attraction hit. 
 
   It wasn’t that he was model gorgeous, well, actually he kinda was, but he seemed so relaxed and comfortable, not pretentious in the least. The man had a damn presence. He was rugged, aloof, yet engaging all at once. After she managed to turn away from the strong-featured eye candy, she took note that she wasn’t the only one taken by him. Women stood about, gawking at him, but he seemed completely oblivious! Or perhaps he wanted her to feel special because his attention never wavered on her. He moved about in his tuxedo, the pants a bit high, which had caused her a moment of mirth, but he looked damn good. 
 
   And then, he drew close. He smelled like a musky dream —woodsy, masculine, and that damn scar that ran beside his eyebrow meandered up across part of his forehead, giving him a slightly dangerous presence. She wondered how he’d obtained it. Was it from his childhood? An accident perhaps? Or a recent bar fight? No, it was far too old in appearance to be recent. She’d stared at it long enough to see that it had aged for quite awhile. She checked it out again over dinner. Instead of detracting from the man’s beauty though, it only added to it. How very odd indeed…Then her eyes dropped to his lips. 
 
   His smile wasn’t sweet, kind or comforting, but genuine, all-knowing, just like those glowing green eyes of his.  She didn’t miss how his hands grazed hers a few times at the table while they dined, and that final time was the real clincher. It felt as if he was making love to her with his damn fingers. Slow…pushing forward, feeling her, caressing her, varying his pressure… It was her undoing. Moments before, he seemed to delight in bringing her to tears with his comical cynicism and timely jokes. He was so laid-back and easygoing; hard to believe that he was stressed out as claimed to be. He seemed to take the world in stride.
 
   Then, as he sat there speaking about people, events and movies, her heart flipped a bit. She cut him short from his digging around in her personal garden, handed him the hoe, and turned the spotlight on him. That was a mistake. He had the audacity to like a lot of the same shit she did, weird shit that she didn’t tell anyone, and here he was, volunteering the information as if he knew her and believed his admissions would be understood and accepted.
 
   Ace said he enjoyed playing ping pong, of all things, and that he loved horses. His parents used to take him and his brothers to a farm in southern Illinois every summer and they’d go horseback riding —one of the highlights of his life. Since she was a child, Brooklyn had been enamored with horses, too. She saw them as majestic and free, everything she wanted to be. 
 
   This man brought so many of her past dreams to the fore. He sat there in his dark slacks and even darker brown hair, and skin that glowed with a slight tan, tantalizing her. 
 
   An intelligent man, his voice was steeped in Chicago dialect, waggish, reminding her of the type of guy a woman would try to claim, even a shy one. She wasn’t shy…but he made her feel that way a time or two with the intensity of his stare, even when he was not saying anything at all. She’d made a sudden decision to call the date short once she realized she was losing the battle and things were getting complicated. The fact that she wanted to go out with him again was a sure-fire sign it was time to pull the plug on the entire operation. No way was she going to get on a dance floor with this person, let him touch her, and seal the deal she was trying to back out of.
 
   If she had sex with him, the attraction would become less manageable, no matter how good or bad he was in bed. Shivering, she walked leisurely past her window up on the ninth floor of her building. She liked him, really liked him…and it sucked. All she wanted to do was get the hell out of there, but what surprised her was that he’d let her get off the hook so easily. She was home free, exempt from having to give a long list of excuses to cut the date short — that is, until the sneaky fucker kissed her. She realized while it was happening, he had it planned all along and now, she couldn’t get away from him. His kiss made her damn body turn to water. She melted right there in the car seat, gripping that steering wheel, while his soft lips pushed against her own for dear life.
 
   She couldn’t let him get away…
 
   She fought herself, but understood she had to make this right. It wasn’t his fault she was living a lie. He still deserved better, but she was too greedy to let him go just yet. Besides, maybe she was wrong. Maybe he wasn’t as great as she thought he was; a part of her wished it to be so. That would be upsetting but liberating all the same.
 
   Why couldn’t he be like everyone else? She asked herself again.
 
   No, the man had to exude sexiness, a glimmer of peril and more. She needed to know more about him, much more, but then that always opened the door to the truth about her as well. She’d yet to tell anyone that, and it pained her this was a secret she had to keep bottled so closely within. Shock still lingered inside her for what she’d admitted in his presence, under his spell She’d never been that honest with anyone before, man or woman. 
 
   Why did I do that? Why did I tell the truth? Well, at least a little bit of it.
 
   All of this because of a life in Texas she’d rather forget…
 
   She knew her parents, especially her father, well. Though she had no proof, she was certain the man had been looking for her, at least initially. There was no telling how many people he paid to try to get their hands on her, but ‘Auntie’ took care of all of that. She helped runaways, abused youth, emancipated young adults who couldn’t quite get themselves together and on occasion, people like her…people needing to get away from a situation that most would never understand. 
 
   Now she’d given Ace, a virtual stranger, a glimpse of past pain and trauma. You know what, Brooklyn? She made a big fuss of cleaning under her right thumb nail, removing a piece of corn bread that had wedged itself there from dinner as she stood by her white sheer curtained window. You might have to stop and deal with this…
 
   I’m so scared though. If I tell someone the truth, it leaves me vulnerable to being discovered and then all hell could break loose…
 
   This was the first time since she’d left her family that she’d even considered letting her guard down. Whether Ace was the man for her or not, wasn’t the issue. How could she know that after one damn date?A date that blew her damned socks off…but he might just be great with first impressions. At this point, she had to push that aside and concentrate on what she could understand as an unchangeable fact. What she did know, was that all of this going on had opened up a gate from which something came charging right in her direction, something big and heavy, threatening to run her over although she carried no red flag. The bull demanded center stage. That ‘enraged animal’ represented the truth…
 
    The magnitude of the situation cast a shadow over her entire life. What other things and blessed occurrences had she missed out on due to her fear of discovery? Had it been worth it? She now had to ask herself a very important question.
 
   When will I stop running and live my damn life?
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
   Ace held the phone with one hand and traced the side of the yellow envelope with his index finger while Mr. Henderson inquired about the latest findings. He wasn’t really listening. This surreal conversation made him feel more like a well-paid Hollywood actor. Even if they had been face to face, he’d be able to pull off the performance, and that made him question himself even further. 
 
   I’m comfortable doing this. That’s not right…
 
   He was lying, lying some more, and a bit more after that. Had God himself decided to teach Ace Blackstone a lesson? After one of the strangest, yet fulfilling, nights of his life, this was happening. He’d spent the previous evening with a sexy woman who wore glasses that framed her slightly slanted, dark brown alluring eyes and admitted to enjoying ping-pong, grave etching and dotting ketchup on her pizza on occasion. The female fiend was after his damn heart and instead of spending hours thinking about her right now, as he wished to do, he had to get on the phone and invent a tale that never occurred. But he had no choice. Brooklyn may be Little Red Riding Hood, and dear ol’ dad could be the Big Bad Wolf. He sure wasn’t any granny; he’d rode in from a different fairly tale altogether. A prince dressed in tights, sitting regal on one of the damned horses he’d told her about, but regardless, he was going to stare that wolf creature in the big, black eyes and let him know that Ms. Hood’s basket of goodies was nowhere to be found…
 
   “Yes, I understand that. I have now realized why so many of the other investigators have run into brick walls,” he lied yet again, and it slightly sickened him how easy it was for him to let the words tumble off his tongue — the same tongue he’d plunged into the subject’s mouth just last night…
 
   “Are you giving up?” The man’s words seemed to be a combination of melancholy and a challenge, all rolled up into one.
 
   “No, of course not. I will be in touch,” Ace offered nonchalantly. 
 
   “Thank you.” And the man disconnected the call.
 
   In Ace’s fifteen-year history, he’d never lied to a client. That realization made his jaw twitch. What he did do was offer Mr. Henderson a cease payment while he reviewed the information and started again. He didn’t feel right taking that man’s weekly fee knowing damn well he not only had found the subject, but was making plans to do some shit that he didn’t even understand even though she’d attempted to back out at one point. 
 
   He knew human nature; she’d acted in predictable ways. But the last thing he wanted to do was scare her away. He’dasked things, probed into her life, and many women didn’t like how he asked questions. He’d been told by other women he’d dated, it felt like he was spying on them. For years, he didn’t know what the hell these broads were talking about. Like his mentor had told him, however, he had something special. He read people fast and accurately and he’d been doing it since he was a child. Despite his dyslexia that that had tried to ruin him during his school-days and prevented him from reading words at a decent pace, he was damn good at reading people. He wasn’t psychic, he was no genius, but he understood human beings on a basic level. They were an easy measurement, because humans moved to a rhythm— the rhythm of life. He found them predictable, and he was good at statistics and observations. Maybe that was it. 
 
   Maybe that was why he was so successful at what he did. He’d beaten the odds. So many people believed he wouldn’t grow up and be worth a damn, but he’d proven them wrong. He was one of the most sought after investigators in the state and beyond, he could read and speak just fine, and even be charming when need be. Despite all of this, human beings both intrigued and disgusted him. At times, he wished he wasn’t one. On occasion, he desired social interaction, but most of the time he just wanted to be left the hell alone. He kept low key, refused many public engagements, board meetings, and the like. He even turned down several media appearances. He had a reputation as Chicago’s best, but very few people knew anything about him personally, even what he actually looked like, and that was how he liked it. Besides, the more people he saw, the more they’d want to know, and he was no goody-two-shoes.
 
   He’d been a bad kid. There was truly no other way to describe it, no need to water it down and make his past look less polluted than it actually was — a cesspool of debris and muck. A hodge-podge of indecency. He owned it, it was his, and it wasn’t going any damn where. His juvenile delinquency was public record, squirreled away in mildewed folders at the boarding school. He had no desire to discuss it with others. It was bad enough he had to look into his mother’s eyes and constantly see the hurt he’d caused her from years of emotional and verbal abuse. He’d been so fucking out of control; having been abandoned and adopted gave him no right to shit on her after all she’d done for him.He blamed her for loving him, and his old man, too. Anyone who gave a damn about him had to have an ulterior motive or be screwed up, he’d figured. These were serious trust issues, which he had to deal with later in life. He’d never fully recovered, and he hated himself for his flaws and his past. For no one was ever exempt from his scrutiny, from an underlying skepticism that colored everything he did.
 
   He looked at his phone then back at his desk, as he slowly spinned in his revolving desk chair. Those emotions had a way of bubbling up and choking him with steely dukes. He’d stolen something from his mother that he could never give her back, and it messed up his mind. No matter how many Mother’s Day cards he gave her, no matter how many necklaces with shimmering diamonds and golden clasps, the truth would always make such acts of kindness appear soiled and less dazzling. And he still suffered for it all. His obsession with his birth parents continued, something he couldn’t shake. In fact, it had become worse than ever and the nightmares kept coming like a fucking re-run that would never leave him alone. They chased him at night when he closed his eyes, tortured him with every opportunity they had. His body heaved with emotions at the realization he was a walking basket case.
 
   In his mind, everyone merited subjection to investigation. He didn’t trust his parents. His didn’t trust women. He barely trusted himself…But why?
 
   He stood from his seat and tossed a black canister of pencils across the damned room, his rotator cuff burning as he did so.
 
   “Uggghhhh!”
 
   The object smashed into the wall, the yellow number twos falling this way and that, rolling across the floor in various directions. Turning away from the scene, he looked out his window and ran a hand over his eye, then down his face. The clouds were moving slow, but they were moving nevertheless. Where were they going? They had a destination, and he didn’t. Even the damn clouds had an objective, an end in sight, and he had nothing. He felt like a man with no beginning and no end, just a run-on-sentence that wouldn’t fucking stop.
 
   That’s not a man. A man knows what he wants and what he’s doing. I’m a fraud…
 
   The conversation with Mr. Henderson brought everything to a head. Ace had to admit something to himself — he was falling apart. Swiveling back towards his desk, he slumped in the chair, then picked up the phone and dialed.
 
   “Hi, this is Ace Blackstone. Uh, I know tomorrow is my appointment, but does Dr. Rose have any availability today, like soon? I’m in a bad spot right now. Something is wrong and I need someone to talk to. I’m afraid I might run out of here and do something foolish…”
 
   He wanted to punch a wall. Hard. It wouldn’t have been the first damn time…
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
   Brooklyn lay in her dark sleigh bed, the deep, red sheets wrapped around her form like a ball gown. She glanced at herself in the vanity mirror straight ahead, a reflection she shared with two old-fashioned bottles of perfume, a silver tray with her Victoria Secrets Pear lotion and a gold and black ornate hairbrush she’d gotten from a visit to China. On her walls hung paintings she’d brought with her from around the globe. They made her feel safe, like she’d done something, been somewhere, seen some things. Despite that, she now sat up, already late for work for the first time in over five years, gripping her ragged photo album. She’d perused photos of her family, all a little worn and battle-scarred, the sight pulling at her emotions and twisting them into knots. 
 
   She slumped forward; a new tummy ache had taken its toll. The stress of the situation was getting worse, so much worse. She couldn’t go on like this. She toyed with the idea of calling in sick…wanting to simply get her head together, to be alone. Instead, she shoved the damned thing away in her nightstand drawer, pushed her bare feet against the soft, black carpet and made her way into her bathroom, adorned with Vietnamese artifacts. Closing the door, she started the steamy shower and let it burst so loudly, it did a damn good job of muffling her cries…
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
   “No, you’re not in the twilight zone.” The doctor grinned. “The office is actually closed.” Dr. Rose set down a purple cup containing half-eaten noodles. A thin white spoon stuck out the side as a slither of vapor rose from the container.
 
   Ace leaned back in the comfortably worn seat and smirked. “Is that your dinner? I can treat you to dinner if I’m taking you away from it.”
 
   The doctor shrugged. “No worries. This is not customary for me to do, but I understand you sounded rather upset. You don’t appear the excitable sort, so, I figured I could make an exception. Now, what is troubling you, Mr. Blackstone?”
 
   Ace sighed and felt his anxiety piling up like stinking, forgotten trash. He bit the inside of his jaw, almost drawing blood, and looked off into the distance, staring blankly at the wall.
 
   “Mr. Blackstone?”
 
   “Uh, yes, sorry.” He grinned nervously. “I lied to a client.” He whisked away a piece of dust on the doctor’s desk with a flick of his hand.
 
   “I see. Would you like to expound on that?”
 
   “I don’t know…” Ace hesitated. “Of course it has to do with the date…I doubt you’re surprised. Anyway, I had another nightmare, too.”
 
   “Was it before or after you lied to the client?”
 
   “Both. It cupped me,” he brought his hands together, “like bookends. I had one right before the date, and then again later, when I got home. Also, I had another one this morning.”
 
   Dr. Rose nodded.
 
   “They seem to be getting more frequent, correct?”
 
    “Not really, but they are more intense. Sometimes I’ll go a week or two without having the dream, and then it will come back for like a month, almost every night. Oh,” he smiled as he changed gears, “I like the woman I went out with — the client’s daughter.”
 
   “Well, I believe you expected to like her.”
 
   “Yeah, I know. I realized something about myself, something I should tell you.”
 
   “And what’s that?”
 
   “I’m angry at my parents for some shit they had no control over. I’m a fucking mess…sorry for cursing so much.”
 
   Dr. Rose nodded, crossed his legs and clasped his hands over his knee.
 
   “Mr. Blackstone, what do you plan to do to help your situation?”
 
   Ace huffed. “I don’t know.”
 
   “At the beginning, you stated you’d lied to a client. In a prior discussion, you had stated you had never lied to a client before. You’ve had another nightmare, actually, a series of nightmares in short succession. You like the woman you went out on a date with, even though you are being deceitful and it is a conflict of interest and you are angry at your parents. That is a lot to sort through, especially all at once. Perhaps, you can take one at a time, or maybe, once you resolve one, the others will be more easily addressed. Could it be that you are trying to sort one issue by creating another? If so, that would be rather counterproductive.”
 
   Ace rubbed his eye. “Yeah, that would be counterproductive, as you say, but I don’t consider this necessarily a mess. Wait, I just said that I was…I don’t know… But what I do know, is that I’m doing something I wouldn’t normally do. I’m being honest with myself about my feelings, though the motivation isn’t completely clear. I feel like all of this is related.”
 
   “Regarding your last statement, yes. I tend to agree. This is symptomatic, Mr. Blackstone, of you trying to figure yourself out. You hadn’t taken the time to do so previously, at least not to this extent.”
 
   “For the first time in years, I had a pleasant dream, too. Not just black space…” He raised his hands in the air as if touching the nomadic clouds he envied. “Not the damn nightmares, I had a good dream. It was right after the last nightmare… about that woman…”
 
   “What is it about her that makes you believe you actually like her? Have you explored that?”
 
   “Yeah.” He smiled sadly and looked down into his lap. “She’s different. She is like me, but not like me, if that makes any sense.” He scratched behind his ear, then stared off into space. “I know things about her that she doesn’t know that I know, and it’s uncomfortable for me, although it helps me understand her. I feel like…I feel like I actually understand someone for a change. Not just the observations, and being able to predict their behavior and responses. For me, that comes easy. Comprehension is totally different. Women are hard to comprehend at times.” He chuckled lightly.
 
   “Do you feel good about the commonalities you believe you have with her?”
 
   “I do, in some ways. I feel like, I don’t know, like maybe we can even help each other out, teach one another. She’s smart, real smart…and I had a sense of peace with her, as though she balances me out.” He brought out his hands, palm up, and moved them like scales. “Our first date — it seemed like I’d known her for years. I had the crazy feeling I could even be straight up with her and say, ‘Hey, your dad hired me, but, I felt like I should get to know you first because something with him didn’t sit right with me. I didn’t want to hand you over to the wolves…” He paused as he thought of his Little Red Riding Hood analogy he’d thought of earlier in the day. “I wanted to see what the deal was myself. I wanted to tell her all of that, Dr. Rose, and I was this close,” he held up his fingers, as if pinching a tiny insect, “to telling her the truth.”
 
   “So, why didn’t you?”
 
   “She would’ve run. I would’ve lost her and if for some reason I discovered that nothing fishy was going on, that she really did need to be found, then I would have basically shot a client in the foot and essentially ruined his life. Let’s not forget about the lawsuit that would soon follow.”
 
   “Yes, those are all possible consequences but are you sure there isn’t more to it, Mr. Blackstone?”
 
   “Nah, not really. What are you driving at?” Ace raised a brow in confusion.
 
   “I’m driving at nothing…just trying to get you to explore all of the possibilities. You came in here nervous, upset. And you sit here, as if nothing is wrong now. Why the change in mood?”
 
   “I’ve calmed down a bit since I had called you…almost cancelled, felt a bit better.”
 
   “I think you just wear your feelings differently.”
 
   “What the hell is the use in crying?” He huffed. “Tears don’t bring people back. Acting like a wuss doesn’t change anything. Then you just become a pussy with the same damn difficulties you had earlier, only you’re weaker. I’ve seen millionaires come into my office, the whole damn world is their oyster, and they’ve lost their shit, their minds, over a damn woman.” Ace smirked. “They hire me, hoping I come back and tell them she is faithful as fuck, when they know deep down that the lady, many times at least twenty years their junior, is screwing the proverbial pool boy. They knew when they met the whore she was a whore, but they tried to make her something else, because they wanted some young ass! 
 
   “The rich older females aren’t any better, just swop out the sexes. She gets ahold of some guy that is fucking her brains out, a young, good lookin’ guy, right? She’s a cougar, and there isn’t anything wrong with cougars, I’ve had a few that had a good head on their shoulders and understood how the game worked, but I digress —the guy works at some nine dollar an hour job, and then acts broken hearted to find out he’s got a kid on the way with his ex-girlfriend and another woman he met at the vacation to Hawaii that she paid for. They cry in my damn arms. It’s pathetic, man. I mean, I got sympathy for ’em, don’t get me wrong, but it’s like, Jeez Louise, woman! Couldn’t you see the damn writing on the wall?!” He’d gone off on a tangent, and Dr. Rose allowed it, so he continued his rant.
 
   “…Falling apart doesn’t help me,” he said calmly as he pointed to himself. “What? Am I supposed to feel sorry for myself because I got left on some church steps? I should be grateful that anyone wanted me at all.”
 
   “Is that how you really feel, Ace?”
 
   “Yeah, that’s how I really feel.” His heart beat a bit faster.
 
   “Then why did you strike out against your parents?”
 
   “I don’t know…”
 
   “You do know.” Dr. Rose leaned over and picked up his noodles, taking a delicate bite. Ace watched him lift the thin, creamy strand away from the broth.
 
   “No I don’t… It was wrong, but I don’t know why I did that to them.”
 
   “I think you do know, but because of your difficulty with wrestling the emotions within yourself, you are incapable of getting to the heart of the matter. You don’t like to feel anything, Mr. Blackstone. You’ve discovered a way to survive the harsh, cruel world. The only problem is, your choice of a survival mechanism has a backlash. It keeps bad people out but good people away.”
 
   “It’s called coping and thus far, for me, the pros outweigh the cons.”
 
   “Obviously not anymore, or you wouldn’t be here.”
 
   “I suppose you have a point…” Ace leaned back in the chair and closed his eyes, needing a breather.
 
   “You want love, Mr. Blackstone, but push it away. You push away anyone who shows you genuine love and concern. Your mind,” the doctor placed the mug down and tapped his temple, “tells you that it is wrong, but you are compulsive. It is a tape inside of your heart that tells you when you love someone, they leave, so get rid of them before they get rid of you. May I speak frankly with you, Mr. Blackstone?”
 
   “You already are. Why stop now?” Ace smirked.
 
   “You are afraid of no one. That scares me for you. You have no fear whatsoever.”
 
   “Funny.” He grinned. “That’s what my mother used to tell me. She said, if there was something stupid and dangerous to do, I’d be the first in line.”
 
   Dr. Rose smiled.
 
   “But, I think I found the one thing you are afraid of.”
 
   “What? Love. If that’s what you’re thinking, it isn’t true. I’ve seen what it can do and what it can’t. Usually it’s just an illusion, but I’m not afraid of it.”
 
   “I believe you, but that’s not what I was going to say.”
 
   “Well then, tell me what my boogey man is, Dr. Rose?”
 
   “Yourself…”
 
   Tongue-tied, Ace slumped and looked between his knees, feeling some sorta way. The truth walked in the room, smacked him across the face and fucked him like a long lost, lustful lover.
 
   “You are afraid of yourself because you don’t know who you are and now you don’t know what you’re capable of. You thought you understood yourself and your complexities. Now you realize that you don’t, and never have. It is a wake-up call. You don’t know who you are genetically, you don’t know who you are as it pertains to how people perceive you when it comes to emotionally driven matters — and you didn’t care to know until fairly recently. Tell me, have you ever had a successful romantic relationship, Mr. Blackstone?”
 
   “It depends on what you mean by successful.” He dug nervously in his jacket pocket. “…And I really need a cigarette right now.”
 
   “Please don’t smoke in my office, Mr. Blackstone.” Dr. Rose leaned back in his seat, looking a bit perplexed.
 
   “I had no intentions of lighting up a cigarette in your office, Dr. Rose. I’m just letting you know I’m getting a little pissed is all. Would you rather I not tell you?”
 
   “Why are you angry? You told me I could be frank with you?”
 
   “You’re talking in that little Mr. Rodgers voice and sitting there all smug ’nd shit.” Ace’s heart raced as he grit his teeth, seething from the depths of his core. He hated himself. He wanted to reach across the desk and punch the shit out of the man. This sort of rage had landed him in the boarding school, rearing its ugly head. “This is bullshit. You know what you’re doing. I came to you because I acknowledge that I’m fucked up.” Ace squirmed on his seat as he barreled out of control, yet he couldn’t simmer down. The man had pushed a hot button, which ignited something deep within.
 
   “Yes, I do know what I’m doing.” The man clasped his hands and paused, looking Ace up and down with a discriminating eye. “I’m doing what you hired me to do. Finding oneself is never easy, Mr. Blackstone. It’s a lot of hard work. You’re not fucked up, by the way. You’re lost. There’s a difference…”
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
   “Oh my God!” Brooklyn’s back arched as another orgasmic wave flew through her. She pressed into her pillow as she stared up at her ceiling, her gown tightly wound around her waist as if she’d been caught in a fabric tornado. Her legs quaked until she relaxed, and the powerful climax finally released her. “Oh…my…God,” she repeated breathlessly as she sat up, her legs wide open under the sheets. Spent, she ran the back of her hand over her forehead and sighed, her eyes closed as her chest continued to rise and fall.
 
   She’d had a wet dream…about him…and he was giving it to her ruthlessly…
 
   “I have…to leave that…man alone,” she panted. 
 
   But who was she kidding? She had no plans on that; she couldn’t if she wanted to. So, she simply lay there she would not jump his bones the next time she saw him. He’d called her earlier that night, and they spoke of all sorts of things, things that made her appreciate him all the more. Now, she didn’t trust herself alone with him, not after such wet, sticky, delicious imagery…
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 



[bookmark: Ten]CHAPTER TEN
 
    
 
   Ace swallowed, closed his eyes and took a few deep breaths. Here he was once again, in Dr. Rose’s office, lashing out at the man without reason. Yes, he was mad about the whole damn thing, but it wasn’t Dr. Rose’s fault. The truth was the truth, no sense in trying to color it differently.
 
   “Can you help me find myself? Am I another unsolved mystery? That would make two then, that I couldn’t settle the score with.”
 
   “You’ve been trying to settle the score with yourself since you were a little boy, Ace. As far as what will I do to help you find yourself, well, I’m doing that now.”
 
   “You are angering me. I know,” he sighed and ran his hand across his forehead as if trying to swipe away sweat, “I know that this is to help me, not hurt me. I know you’re on my side, but you are purposefully upsetting me right now. I don’t mess with people unless they mess with me, or someone I care about. I keep to my goddamn self. Why would you try to provoke me like this? How in the hell can this possibly help me?” He wrestled with the lint in his pocket until he traced the tip of his lighter with his fingertips in a gentle, loving caress, like a kiss to a cheek.
 
   “You are becoming combative because that is how you deal with adversity. This is how you react when things don’t go your way, when you are pushed into a wall. Now you tell me, right now,” his brows furrowed, Dr. Rose pushed his index finger into his desk, “why have you pushed those that you loved away, and have you ever had a meaningful, successful relationship with a woman before that went beyond sex?”
 
   Not this again. The conversation picked up right where they’d left off the previous week.
 
   Ace glared at the man for a long while. His panting short and choppy, he took a moment to catch his breath. The whole conversation was leaving him emotionally winded. “I keep pushing people away, because…” He swallowed and ran his hand over his chest. He felt a bit dramatic, but his heart was hurting, like a mild heart attack was taking place deep within him. “Because I want to help people, but from a distance. I don’t like people getting too close to me. I realize now, I can’t have it both ways. I can’t get what I want, what I need, and still keep people at arm’s reach.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “Now, I think I want something else, Dr. Rose. I want this woman to get close to me…I want her to feel okay, to feel safe. I’ve been speaking to her, opening myself to her, a part of me anyway. I want to tell her the truth before this goes too far. I want to see her, get to know her. She is the type of woman I want to invest that time with and no, I haven’t felt this way about anyone else before. I’ve been in love a couple times before though. I’m not afraid to fall in love, that’s not it.” 
 
   “…But you are afraid to stay there…”
 
   Ace nodded in agreement. He took a moment to collect his thoughts. “Yes, I’d have to agree with that.” He sat a bit straighter. “I don’t like being that way, though. I don’t want to be that way anymore.”
 
   Dr. Rose nodded. “When was the last time you ran away from it?”
 
   “There was this one woman I had met when I was twenty-five. She was beautiful, you know?” He licked his lips and leaned forward. “She was a manager at this coffee shop I used to go to, over on the west side of town. I had a client with company offices in that area, so I’d stop in there after the visits. I would flirt with her. My objective at the time was just to go out with her, maybe sleep with her, maybe remain friends after that. I never wanted a relationship, ever. I know that sounds bad, but it’s true. If it happened, it happened, but it wasn’t something I actually sought out. I’ll admit that.”
 
   Dr. Rose nodded and continued to listen.
 
   “But then, I realized I’d fallen in love with her. It was a messed up situation. Instead of being happy about it, I felt livid, like I had been tricked or some shit.” He laughed grimly. “I loved that woman very much, but I wouldn’t let her get too close. Spent two years with her... My attitude ended up causing us to break up.” He scratched his scalp, digging deep, rearing to somehow hurt himself. “She was a good woman, but she deserved better...”
 
   “You said some time ago that you had trust issues, and you mentioned women as far as the lack of trust. Where do you think that stemmed from?”
 
   “Because I’ve seen the sneaky things they do to their husbands and boyfriends. The male cheaters, quite honestly, were usually stupid. The women…” He shook his head and clasped his hands together. “Cunning creatures. It always takes me longer to get the goods on a chick. She goes through great extremes to cover her dirty tracks.”
 
   “Her? You say it like you are thinking of someone in particular?”
 
   “Nope, just lumping them all together, unfairly.” He laughed lightly. “I know that not all women are cheaters and liars and all that other shit we throw at people we consider to be scumbags. When it comes to dating and playing games, we are worse, because we do it more often, but women do it better…I have both respect and dislike for that sort of foul behavior. Some of the shit I’ve seen is just unbelievable and let’s not forget, I was dropped off on church steps by my biological mother...and she got away with it.”
 
   “How do you know that for certain, Ace? You said yourself, during your last visit, that you don’t know the particulars and even if it were true, that does not determine your worth.”
 
   “I know it for a damned fact because my parents live less than a mile away from that fucking church and it was in all the newspapers! A woman was seen leaving the scene. It had to have been her.”
 
   Dr. Rose was right. Ace didn’t know this for a fact, but who else could it have been? No one claimed him… What kind of mother does that?
 
    “My worth isn’t based on the bitch that popped me out of ’er lousy pussy and abandoned me, it’s based on my own self image and I’m not shit!” His eyes became blurry with something foreign — a well of moisture that threatened to expose him for the fraud that he was.
 
   Fuck!
 
   Dr. Rose was quiet while Ace swallowed down his hurt feelings, trying to banish them away. The tears burned in his eyes, his throat constricted. He’d never dealt with this before; the shit hurt, it hurt bad. He’d never spoken of feeling abandoned, unloved, uncared for. He never expressed the hollowness in his heart — trying to fathom how a mother could leave her baby alone in the dark, all alone, and not even look back. Dr. Rose had exposed things about him no one else had, but he’d signed up for this. How could he properly love himself or anyone else unless he addressed the problem?
 
   “I don’t want to be that man anymore, the man that doesn’t care…” Ace’s voice waivered as he scratched the side of his head and the tears continued to stream down. “I want a good life. I want be happy. I deserve to be happy!”
 
   “You do…What makes this time different?”
 
   “I’m older now, more mature.” He sniffed and quickly removed the wetness from his face with a tissue from the doctor’s desk. “I am seeing myself for what I really am.”
 
   “And what is that, Mr. Blackstone?”
 
   “A coward.”
 
   A silent pause ensued, one made of prickly steel wool that grew between them. His words hung in the air like old, ratty Christmas tinsel in July. Pretty interesting, but out of place and unwanted. The truth was ugly, but it sparkled in a wondrous sort of way. 
 
   “Mr. Blackstone.” The doctor removed his glasses and rubbed his eyes with tight fingertips as if tired. “You do realize that you may never find out who your birth parents are. I would like for you to, but you have to accept the possibility that it may be a dead end. You have to create your own closure from this. You have to look at what you do know about yourself and build upon it. Yes, parental involvement, acknowledgement, and knowing one’s genetic history are beneficial, but if for some reason, such as in your case, that information is missing or unobtainable, your life still has meaning! You have given two people that created you the power to control your destiny. Is that fair to you, Mr. Blackstone?”
 
   Ace sat there quietly and thought about that question for awhile. “Life isn’t fair. But I understand what you’re digging at.”
 
   “When do you plan to do something about it?”
 
   “I am…I want that woman.”
 
   Dr. Rose grinned, tapped his desk with his knuckles then laughed lightly.
 
   “Normally, I would encourage a client to use whatever they needed, as long as it doesn’t hurt them or another, to get over a hurdle. I’m on the fence with this. For once, you are going after someone, knowing full well that a relationship could evolve and you aren’t shying away from that possibility. This shows progress. On another hand, you’re sacrificing your company’s integrity and your reputation by going forward with this and you also are leaving the situation one-sided, since she doesn’t know your original true intentions. A woman isn’t going to solve your problems. You realize that, don’t you?”
 
   Ace sighed and sat back, clasping his hands together. “Let me take your last statement in reverse.” He felt a bit calmer now. That angry purge had been liberating. The damn tears felt good. He couldn’t recall the last time he’d cried, but now that he had, and it was over…it was an absolute relief.  “I built my company, The Blackstone Agency, by myself, with my own mind and these two hands.” He held up his fists. “I am a solo operation. It has made my tax man very irate,” he chuckled and shrugged, “but that is what it is. If someone wishes to destroy me over this, I will simply build again. I’m good at that. I’m good at walking into disaster areas, into messes, and conducting a transformation. My job requires it. Every case is a puzzle, a sort of calamity. Whether I’m doing an identity theft case, a basic company investigation, chasing a missing person, or a workman’s compensation case, it all stems from suspicion, many times based on a broken heart. 
 
   “People are willing to pay me thousands of dollars for information they already know…but people are visual, Dr. Rose. We torture ourselves with proof. We know our mate is cheating, yet we need a photo or a video of some other bastard banging our woman, of her gobblin’ his knob, or some guy fucking her until she can’t breathe. Then, and only then, do we then say, ‘Okay, this bitch is cancelled from the payrole and I’m filing for divorce as soon as my lawyer answers his fucking phone.’ Year after year, I have to obtain footage like that…Sorry for my crudeness, but this is just how I see the world. The world is cruel, crude, rude, fucked up, and gives birth to people just like it, with the same sicknesses. I’m one of those people.” He pushed his finger into his chest. “I can tear shit up, and I can rebuild it bigger and better than it ever was. I fix shit, make it right. That’s what I do.”
 
   “You have a lot of confidence in yourself. You should use some of that same confidence to believe that you are bigger than your past.”
 
   “It has nothing to do with confidence. It has to do with facts.”
 
   “It is a fact that you are self made?” Dr. Rose’s brow rose and a smirk creased his face.
 
   “No, that’s not what I mean. I’m saying that all men and women who don’t know who the hell they are but are vocationally successful are self-made. I’ve been through hell. That’s why I’ve got a damn tattoo of flames on my chest, to remind me of that in case I get too complacent and forget. I don’t know who the hell made me, so I have to be self made, Dr. Rose.”
 
   “Interesting perspective.”
 
   “As far as the woman being able to change me or make a difference…” He shrugged. “I tend to disagree. I think a person can help lead us to a better version of ourselves. Can she or anyone save me? Nah, not at all.” Ace shook his head. “But maybe I need a tour guide for this part of my life. If I’m open to her, that means something. You said yourself, it’s a step in the right direction. Maybe I’m drawn to her not just because she’s sexy, funny and smart…but she makes me feel something I’ve never felt before. I think about her all the time. I long to talk to her on the phone. We are constantly laughing, even when the topic isn’t funny. It’s not some gushy, silly shit; it’s real. Yeah, the romance and chemistry are there, but it’s like…it’s just deeper than that. Something about her calls me to her and I have to acknowledge that I hear the demand. I have to say, ‘Hey, I hear you baby, I’m coming.’”
 
   He watched the doctor’s face split in a smile. He may not have agreed with Ace’s self-analysis, but he knew at least portions of it had merit. 
 
   He zipped up his jacket, prepared to haul his ass out of there. “Thank you for granting me a platform to work out all of this mess that has been trapped inside of my brain, for giving me an outlet. I’m never still long enough to think about this sort of thing, and when I am, I don’t do it. I don’t like doing it.”
 
   “So, what is your plan when you go out this door?” Dr. Rose pointed behind him.
 
   “To keep on lying until I can tell the truth, as fucked up as that sounds. I want to tell the truth as soon as possible, but I gotta know that she’s worth it.”
 
   “Aren’t you worth it, Ace?”
 
   “No, not really. I could get up right now,” he turned and pointed to the closed door, “and call my client, tell him her coordinates, get a very nice check and go on with my life. Or, I can follow my hunch that this man has no business finding her, get to know her, and see if she could be someone I could be with…let inside. She may need me as much as I need her. I don’t know. She’s got some problems but no one is aware of ’em.”
 
   “Kind of like you.”
 
   “Yeah, I guess you could say that. All I know is that I’m a grown ass man and this is embarrassing. That’s why it took me so long to get help about it, you know?” Ace smirked and shook his head in disbelief. “Having nightmares all the time…waking up screaming, too. Being that angry son of a bitch that everyone hates but envies. It’s a fucked up, lonely life. I hate it. I hate being lonely yet I chose this.”
 
   “I’m glad you’ve taken accountability. Now, before you go, I want to talk a bit about your parents and your abandonment issues.”
 
   “My abandonment issues? There isn’t much to say. I was adopted because my parents didn’t want me.” He shrugged, feeling detached from any sort of emotion. “Wait…they aren’t my parents, actually. I need to stop calling them that. No, Sarah and Gregory are my parents. They raised me. They took care of me, stuck by me. They are getting up in age, and all my mom wants is to forget about the past. She told me she forgives me; she’s told me that a million times but it still haunts me. I did some rotten stuff, Dr. Rose. Things that… if I ever have kids, I don’t know what I’d do if my son or daughter did or said some shit like that.”
 
   “You were hurting, Ace. You were a different person then.”
 
   “Was I?” He laughed lightly — without mirth. “I’m not sure about that. In some ways, I’m still rotten. Look at me.” He put his hands up. “I’m lying to two people who think I am a great guy. That’s a fucked up thing to do, don’t you think?”
 
   “Yes, actually I do. However, I understand where it is stemming from. This is bigger than that. I encourage you to follow your own truth and extend it to others, as you stated you wish to do. If you were so rotten, Mr. Blackstone, you wouldn’t be bothered by your lack of truthfulness to the parties involved.”
 
   “You know what’s so messed up about this whole situation with Brooklyn?” Ace leaned back in his chair.
 
   “Is that her name or simply what you are calling her?”
 
   “Does it matter?”
 
   “Not really. I was just curious.”
 
   “Her name is Brooklyn. Anyway, what’s so messed up about all of this is that if I came off as a slime-ball, I may have been able to sleep with her that same night. I’m good at reading people, just like I told you. From that one date, I found out so damn much.”
 
   “And what did you discover?”
 
   “She has a tan line on her ring finger, yet she isn’t married. She wears it to ward off unwanted attention. That is what attractive women who don’t want to be in committed relationships do. Yet, the night we went out, it was gone. That tells me she desires me on some level and doesn’t want to appear completely closed off. The woman also wears glasses for God’s sake, and is still sexy as hell. I love her glasses, actually. They suit her.”
 
   “Tell me more about her…what you like about her, physically.”
 
    “Well, last I saw her, she had on very little make-up, but she looks good without it, as well as with it. I’ve seen her all dolled up and dressed down. She’s just a naturally gorgeous woman.” His thoughts drifted off a bit as he reminisced. “…Her tits are small, too…sorry, breasts. I’m usually into big jugs, but with her, it doesn’t even matter. Anyway…” He wiped his nose. “She’s built real nice and one part of her seems very confident, as you stated, like me. This other part is dark and clandestine, mysterious. It draws me in. I like solving mysteries and she is one. I think I have a hidden attraction to bad women, Dr. Rose.” He laughed. “Not shitty, like cheating-on-me-‘bad’, but just enigmatic. Part of me is attracted to her because of this fact. And it concerns me.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “If I solve this mystery, will I walk away from her?”
 
   “Well, that is part of the problem we’ve been discussing. You aren’t afraid to fall in love, you are afraid to remain in such a state. So, back to your question, I don’t know, you tell me…”
 
   “I don’t believe I will. She will always be a walking paradox in some regards. One thing I really like about her is, she has some Southern charm, like my mother.”
 
   “Your mother, hmmmm… and I take it you like that?”
 
   “I love that.”
 
   “She kept playing with her hair, tucking it behind one ear. That is a sign of attraction.”
 
   “I agree, it customarily is.”
 
   “I think she may have believed I was a prime candidate for a one night stand...before we got to know one another, of course.”
 
   “What would make you come to that conclusion?’
 
   “She kept playing with her keys… When someone is playing with their keys or watch, or their coat even, it means they are anxious to leave. These objects denote time, motion, departure. Yet despite being uneasy, she was attracted to me. This compounded the problem, at least for her. For me, it wasn’t an issue. I don’t use women for sex. That is never my intention. I mean, I enjoy sex. I enjoy intimacy, period. I want it regularly, if at all possible, but it isn’t something that rules my mind all the time.”
 
   “And you believe it may rule hers?”
 
    “No. That’s not what I’m saying. I believe that if I had taken it there, and not shown any depth as a man, she may have been fine with that. Not that she wanted to be used, but she, too, is skittish about commitments. She walked into the restaurant with a certain look in her eye. I rose to allow her to sit down, and her eyes went immediately to my crotch.” 
 
   Dr. Rose adjusted his glasses.
 
   “And you’re not accustomed to women viewing men openly as sexual objects, or someone they could derive sexual gratification from?”
 
   “Of course I’m accustomed to that.” Ace chuckled. “It’s just that I didn’t really expect her to be so obvious. Once I noticed, I formed a hypothesis as to why. Regardless, as funny as it is, although it didn’t seem to really match her ‘classy’ demeanor, she wanted to know what I was working with.”
 
   “Working with? I don’t understand.”
 
   “Sorry, that means she was trying to make an assessment of how many inches my…my package offers. Look, this woman is an anthropologist. She looks at bones all day. She was trying to gauge my bone’s measurements and then bone me, too. Make no bones about it...it stroked the hell out of my ego.”
 
   Both men burst out laughing.
 
   “Women associate shoe size with penis size. I’ve always found that odd.”
 
   “You’ve switched directions a bit.” Dr. Rose gave a slight smile.
 
   “Yeah, I suppose I have.” Ace glanced down at his footwear. “I wear a size ten and I’m six foot two, maybe three depending on who is measuring. I have small feet for a man my height. Not that you care, but if she relied on that, she’d be mistaken. My shoe size can’t be trusted…”
 
   The doctor let out a slight groan and attempted to hide a sheepish grin behind his now cold mug of noodles.
 
   “So what happened on the date?” He stirred the limp things around.
 
   “She cut the date short. It was one of the best, if not the best, date I’d ever had. But…she ran. I got it back on track though. We’re going out again.”
 
   “Why are you going through all of this, Ace?”
 
    “I’ll tell you why. Let’s go back to the wedding band… Even though it is a front, a part of her wishes it were real. She wears it too much, has gotten accustomed to it. She is a sexual being, just like the rest of us on this planet. She can’t freely date or be herself, because she is in hiding. She abruptly ran away from me. That let me know she knew I was about more than sex. She felt a connection with me and, knowing herself as well as she does, she figured she needed to leave me alone or everything could come to a head. 
 
   “She wore red and black…red is passion, black is to hide oneself. She is a dichotomy. She wore a black dress when I first met her and asked her on a date, as well as blood red lipstick and a red cocktail ring. She looked at me, scanned me real slow. Her eyes met mine and we looked at one another for a long ass time, like we were afraid to blink. Then, she looked at the hem of my pants, and my shoes.”
 
   “Ace, you’re quite an interesting man.” Dr. Rose’s eyes narrowed as he stared deeply into his eyes, seemingly taking all the information in. “The hem of your pants, though?”
 
   “Yeah…they were too short. Anyway, she is constantly travelling between two masters. She is being torn in two.”
 
   “You are very good at this, Mr. Blackstone.” Dr. Rose smiled, nodding with an expression that showed nothing short of admiration. “I am duly impressed. This is a gift. Or, maybe I’m mistaken. Did you learn these things during your training with your mentor, this heightened skill of observation?”
 
   “No, just from scrutiny. I like watching people. I like collecting information and piecing it together. I can tell someone a lot about themselves, just by being with them for, say, ten minutes. The fucked up part is, I’ve spent over thirty years with myself, and can hardly tell you anything about me…nothing that matters, anyway. And do you know what is even more fucked up than that, Dr. Rose?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I’ve been happy to be my own worst mystery up until this point. I want to be solved...”
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 



[bookmark: Eleven]CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
    
 
   “I like to complete everything I start. I told you I was takin’ you dancing, and that’s what I meant.” His head bobbed to the heavy bass infused music as he tapped his left foot and seemed to be warming up for something monumental.
 
   “I see that…” Brooklyn stood inside of the entranceway of the Late Club and Bar on West Belmont. She looked around the place, surprised that it was so jam packed at nine at night. It was obviously a popular haunt, and Ace blended right into the environment. Fact was, she’d felt as giddy as could be when she saw his number flash across her phone for the umpteenth time since they’d met, and her heart had flipped when he’d asked her out again, despite her rather childish display at the end of their first date; she’d run out into the street like some wounded animal chased by a ravenous predator. She would not let that happen again…
 
   “Hey.” He slid his arm around her waist, drawing her close, nice and snug, and led her to the dance floor. She felt as if she had no control over her movements and simply followed his lead. Once again, his cologne sent her there; she had a thing for masculine scents. It did things to her, made her insides vibrate and, dare she admit it, raised the lust factor up a notch. His skin gave off a woodsy, spicy scent with a hint of ginger lily, alluring and rich. 
 
   “Let’s stand over here. These guys are getting ready to salsa. Let’s watch and then, you can dive in.”
 
   “I doubt I can dive in.” She laughed and rolled her eyes. “I’m not I’d classify as a good Latin dancer, Ace. I can do basic stuff, and trust me, I’ve seen plenty of dancing like this all around the world and I’m just not cut out for it.” She hated that her nerves were getting the best of her. Normally, she’d jump into something like this not giving one damn about how awkward she may appear, but with him, well, she didn’t want to look too silly this evening.
 
   He glanced down at her legs and feet. “You will be just fine. Your legs were made to tear up a dance floor.”
 
   “Hmmmm, flattery will not turn me into a female Fred Astaire.”
 
   “It won’t hurt, and if need be, do you need a little taste to loosen you up?” He shot her a glance, his upper lip lifting ever so slightly at the corner, giving him an air of mischief — and a man up to no good. “You’re kinda rigid, like you need to take the edge off.” He pointed to the bar.
 
   Did he really just call me rigid?! Well, I am, but damn!
 
   She forced a smile, wishing to appear unfettered. “No, I’m good.”
 
   “Yes, you are...” He released her and casually walked a few feet ahead.
 
   She looked at him, trying to read between the lines, but he kept his face turned straight ahead, watching and observing. He expected her to do the same, but instead, she focused on the way his body swayed to the beat, then scanned the room. Just like when they’d met, women were eyeing him and once again, he seemed totally oblivious. 
 
   “Men are looking at you…”
 
   His words made her damn heart stop and plop to her toes. That uncanny, creepy shit was happening all over again. She smiled and shook her head. What else could she do?
 
   “I don’t see what you’re talking about and besides, I’m here with you so it doesn’t matter,” she said. 
 
   “You’ve been looking at all the women in the room, not the men.” He motioned for her to get close and she heeded that call. Before she knew it, the man’s arm was wrapped around her waist, while he continued to bob his head and look straight ahead towards the dance floor. Her body warmed as she became flustered with internal heat.  “No need to try to say otherwise. Anyway, you didn’t notice the men. Many of them find you attractive, but you don’t pay attention because you’ve had years of practice on how to block them out. I bring this up to let you know that I feel like the luckiest bastard in this damn room. You’re here with me, and that means a hell of a lot. Now, the song is almost over, and it is time for your first salsa lesson. Are you ready?”
 
   “But you said tango when we first discussed this! Oh no, I can’t salsa, Ace!”
 
   Before she could finish her protest, he dragged her farther onto the dance floor and held her close while the first song finished. The second one began, and his deep voice vibrated in her ear as he held her tight, pressing his groin into her. She sighed aloud, unable to control herself when she felt the damn monster between his legs twitch against her gut.
 
   “Believe me, you will be a natural at this…Now, pay attention.” He veered back from her, holding her wrists out. “Now, just stand there and watch me…” Suddenly the salsa music seemed to grow louder as he began to twist his body. She’d never seen anything like that. He looked so serious as he moved effortlessly to the beat. 
 
   “One, two, three…five, six seven. One, two, three, five, six, seven…Watch my waist, watch my feet. It’s all in the timing. Timing is what makes the dance work. You wanna start with a basic step, step one. Move your left foot like me,” he yelled over the music.
 
   “That should be easy, since I have two of ’em!”
 
   “Two of what?!”
 
   She rolled her eyes; he was so engrossed in teaching her, he’d missed the joke. 
 
   “Two left feet!”
 
   He grinned for a fleeting moment, then drew serious again.
 
   Following his lead, she felt like a damn fool. She believed she appeared clumsy and awkward, and here he had her in front of all of these damned people, letting them know without a shadow of a doubt that her dancing bone didn’t exist.
 
   “Good, I told you that you’d be fine,” he encouraged. “One, two, three. The fourth step is your pause, now step back with your right foot…yeah…you are getting it!” He grinned. 
 
   She felt a bit better, he was right. It wasn’t so bad after all. As soon as he ushered her into a comfortable groove, gliding into the moment, melting into the element, he snatched her so tight to his frame, she gasped. She found herself unable to utter a word when his fingers pushed into the small of her back while he still held her wrist high in the air. 
 
   He was still doing the steps, faster and faster, daring her to slow down, lest she get left in the dust. His green eyes darkened as the vibrant, colorful lights spun around them. They whirled about like umbrellas in a cocktail glass, turning her dizzy and light-headed. Everything transported her to another world — the thumping music, his intense stare, the way he held her so close she could hear his breathing, ironically in time to the tune.
 
   She heard him swallow as she placed her forehead on his chest and danced like her life depended upon it. His muscular, hard body pressing into hers turned her on, churning up the naughty girl just below the surface. If the man propositioned her, she’d be in his damn bed, naked and ready, sooner rather than later. 
 
   “Are you enjoying yourself?” His lips brushed softly against her ear lobe as he continued his sexy moves. He stood too close to her to be doing the salsa effectively. They were so ensnared, they probably seemed like one person with four legs, an extension of each other. 
 
   She nestled her mouth next to his earlobe and wrapped her fingers tighter around his own. With a squeeze, he acknowledged the touch, the closeness she craved. He heard her though she hadn’t said a word.
 
   He heard her heart.
 
   “I am, I really am.” She smiled wide, accidentally bumping her lips onto the side of his neck. “Oh, damn it. I got lipstick on your ear.” When she paused to wipe it away with her thumb, he gripped her chin and brought her to him so close, her nipples compressed against his chest. His breaths came out harsh as he pressed his mouth unapologetically into hers. He slid his fingers real slow up and down her back, and for the love of all worthy and holy, the man was still dancing, though at a much slower pace. At each turn, he thrust his tongue in her mouth, to the damned beat. At each lunge, he pressed his nature harder into her. It sure as hell wasn’t a sock in his pocket. To regroup, she broke away for a split second, then glanced down between them to note his pants slightly tented.
 
   My, my, my…and he probably isn’t even fully erect.
 
   She turned away, disgusted that she was going down her all too familiar perverted path with this man. But he didn’t let up. Grabbing her by the back of her head, messing her do up — the one she’d spent thirty-two minutes and five seconds working on with a curling wand that left her confused and burnt her pinky finger — he reeled her in.
 
   “Where do you think you’re goin’, hmmm?” He grinded forcefully into her pelvis as they continued to dance, bumping into her over and over, hiking her shirt in the process. His scent had transferred all over her, his soft lips brushed against her face and his touch made her pussy pulsate.
 
   He is fucking me on this dance floor!
 
   Should she smack the daylights out of him or whisk him away into a bathroom stall to finish the deal? Before she could make up her mind, the music softened into a whisper, his dancing ceased, and he turned away from her to clap, giving thanks to the band.
 
   When he turned back towards her, she swallowed hard and tried to steady her frantic heart. He took her hand, his touch gentle, and led her to the bar as if not a damn thing had happened. But oh, it had…and her pussy had sprung a leak in her panties that required a professional clean up on aisle four…
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
   Ace sat at the bar with the woman of his dreams and whooped himself good. He wasn’t sure exactly what had happened. His intention was to teach her to salsa and tease her a bit, play on her desire to ‘dirty dance.’ Instead, and with no control of his own, his body responded to the movements and the music, and he found himself trying to practically impregnate her on the fucking dance floor. If she wasn’t so damn receptive, he could have calmed down. But then, her stiff nipples rubbed against his shirt as he ran his hand along her back, driving him insane. While holding her close, someone bumped into him ever so slightly, causing his hand to break free and brush against her thigh. He felt a slight coolness…she was wet. A faint moan escaped her lips as his dick responded to the discovery. 
 
   He decided to shut the shit down, to pull himself together, or he’d end up taking her somewhere to finish what he’d started. So when the music stopped, he thanked God and gave the man upstairs a ‘high five.’ They sat down at the bar and he enjoyed listening to her talk about her job as he curled next to her, grinning from ear to ear with a cigarette dangling between his fingers. She’d replaced her glasses with contact lenses, giving him a glimpse of the woman he’d seen the very first time he met her.
 
   “You look good with glasses and without them,” he said as their beer bottles were replaced with fresh ones. 
 
   She twirled around in her seat, her brow arched. “Now, where the hell did that come from?” She chortled.
 
   “I was just looking at you, doing a comparison in my mind.” He pointed to his forehead.
 
   “Don’t hurt yaself,” she teased.
 
   “Hurt myself with thought?” Aching to touch her, he ran his hand along her leg. She looked down at his hands sliding back and forth against her fitted, dark jeans. “If thinking hurts, then I guess I like to live dangerously.”
 
   She clasped her hand over his, stopping his maneuvers, but imprisoning him there.
 
   Gripping her beer bottle, she took a healthy swig. He noticed excessive blinking, and looked away to hide a grin. When he turned back to her, he noticed his reflection in her eyes. Light jumped off of the glasses above their heads, and there he was replicated in her iris, concave. The reflection made him feel confused, guilty, and introspective. His face must’ve told on him.
 
   “What’s on your mind? Why are you frowning?” Her smile was wide, her lips covered in matte, nude lipstick. 
 
   “What would you say if…I told you I had a fantasy about you? About being your man…”
 
   She tilted her head to the side, holding tight to the brown neck of her beer bottle. “Hmmm…” Her smile grew wider as she looked down into her lap.
 
   “I don’t want you seeing anyone else…Are you? I just want to get to know you, exclusively.”
 
   “Well, isn’t that something…” She tipped her head back and took another sip of her beer. “How would I know that you are worth getting rid of all my other guys for?” she joked, eliciting a half-hearted laugh. 
 
   He found it unnerving that the words evoked a bit of jealousy inside of him, nonetheless.
 
   “I’m worth it.” He wrapped his hand tighter around hers.
 
   “Ace, what are you up to?”
 
   “I’m up to nothing. I’m down for whatever…so, what do you want to get into?”
 
   She winked at him and slid her tongue slowly across her upper lip.
 
   “I think you’ve had too much to drink.” He smirked.
 
   “Hmmm, maybe.” She looked at him from the corner of her eye as she bobbed about on the bar stool, rotating to the music.
 
   “It’s time to have an adult conversation, Brooklyn. There is a situation we’ve been dancing around.”
 
   “And that is?” After taking another swig of beer, she leaned back against the bar, her arm hanging loosely from the bar rail.
 
   “Sex.”
 
   “Hmmmm, interesting topic. What do you think about sex, Ace?” she asked in a low voice, her gaze averted.
 
   His groin stirred.
 
   “We’ve been flirting with one another for weeks. There’s been a lot of sexual innuendos going back and forth.”
 
   She laughed lightly.
 
   “We’re both grown ups, so let’s not play games.”
 
   At those words, she put on an astonished face. He barely contained himself from rolling his eyes at her theatrics. 
 
   “We both want it, okay? Our last conversation was rather intense. Anyway, allow me to let you know where my head is at regarding this.”
 
   She shot him a glance, and they both burst out laughing.
 
   “Is nothing I say off limits?!” He chuckled. “Anyway, seriously though, I won’t have sex with you unless you tell me that we are going to see each other exclusively.”
 
   He didn’t miss the smile fade from her gorgeous face.
 
   Pausing, she tilted her head. “You’re really serious…”
 
   “You’re damn right I’m serious. I’m hemming you in. I wouldn’t joke about something like that.” He gently reached over and brushed a few strands of hair out of her face, eliciting a shy grin.
 
   “A man asking for a commitment before sex…” Shaking her head in disbelief, she swiveled on her stool. “You are definitely a strange bird, Ace Blackstone — strange, in a good way. I guess that’s admirable. It’s just,” she shrugged and turned away from him, staring into space, “you don’t really hear guys say that sort of thing, is all.”
 
   He cleared his throat and faced the dance floor, observing the people milling about. “I told you that I wanted to get to know you. I meant that. I don’t want to blow this, Brooklyn. We talk practically every day, we text each other, we’ve finally managed to go out again, and I’m not trying to let this opportunity go, to just have it ruined because I can’t control myself.”
 
   She nodded, smiling. He wondered what she was thinking, what was going on inside of her gorgeous, complicated head. 
 
   “The situation on the dance floor? Yeah, that was beautiful.” He laughed. “But to go further than that we need to have a serious discussion beforehand. I really like you. This is important to me, Brooklyn.”
 
   “Wow.” She appeared truly speechless. The woman spoke eloquently, and even veered towards long-winded, but now, he’d actually stumped her. He supposed that was a good thing.
 
   “Look, you already know I want to be intimate with you. You’re beautiful, but if we are going to take it there, then I need to be the only man that you’re seeing. I can’t compromise on this.”
 
   “Are you the jealous type, Ace?” she said, her expression flat, but something simmered in her tone, something beneath the surface.
 
   “Not in the least, but with you I do feel a bit possessive. I’ll admit to that. I don’t want anyone to get next to what I have…”
 
   There it was again, that shy grin he was growing to love.
 
   “You have me?” she asked, not daring to look him in the eye.
 
   “This is not even up for discussion.” He grabbed a toothpick from the bar table, thrust it in his mouth and twirled it around and around as he worked the nerve to finish his declaration. “You’re mine.”
 
   And he meant that shit.
 
   She turned towards him, but no words flowed from her mouth in answer to that possessive declaration. They simply stared at one another, understanding that everything was about to go from one to ten in a millisecond. Then, her eyes dulled; sadness darkened her expression. He wanted to know so desperately what thoughts floated in her mind, to ease her worries away. He took her hand and squeezed it gently.
 
    
 
   Alrighty then, let’s take this conversation elsewhere. 
 
   Reaching behind him, he pulled his wallet out his back pocket. He paid the bartender, took her by the wrist, and led her through the amped crowd. They stood outside the club, clutching onto one another, taking in the moment. Wrapping her warm arms around his body, Brooklyn rose on her tippy toes and kissed him. Soft, sweet, perfect. He kissed her back, hugging her a bit tighter as he returned the act of affection. Then he forced himself to pull away, led her to his black Bentley and opened the passenger side. She slid inside, mumbling under her breath.
 
   “…I must be crazy.”
 
   He lifted her chin and stared into her eyes. “And I’m the nut-job guy who likes you just the way you are…”
 
   Smiling, she looked away. As he got in and pulled away from the curb, a welcome silence settled between them, giving them each a moment to gather their thoughts. He held her hand, while she looked at the world pass by beyond her window.
 
   “You’re not crazy.” He pulled his fingers away from hers and gripped the steering wheel with both hands. “Look, I’ve got feelings for you, Brooklyn. I don’t fall in love fast, none of that…but I care about you and I want this to go somewhere. I just want to be clear about how I feel.” 
 
   “I…understand. I feel something with you, too. And I do feel a bit crazy, actually. We have—”
 
   “A lot of chemistry, a strong connection…” he completed her sentence and she nodded emphatically. 
 
   “Like…I think about you all the time. This doesn’t seem like a second date, it feels like the one-hundredth time. We talk on the phone and when we’re not talking, I’m thinking about you. I was so glad I did this, I’m glad you didn’t let me back out after our first date, and I’m glad that you called me, and that, well, we’ve got something here. I really like this. It feels right.” She looked at him in earnest.
 
   “It was hard for you to admit that, wasn’t it?” He smirked as he changed lanes.
 
   She burst into a fit of laughter.
 
   “I hate that you know me so well, before you actually know me so well…” she confessed. “It’s like you read my mind or something. Here’s the deal, Ace.” She slapped her hands together, Her half bangs blew subtly in the wind from the partially rolled down window. It was chilly, but he supposed she wanted some fresh air. “I told you I’m in a strange place in my life right now. Like you, I want to be different than I was this morning, but still true to myself. I’ve got some shit to work out. But…I see you as an opportunity for change. You scare me a little, too — not in a spine-chilling way,” she clarified. “I’ve just never encountered someone like you before, so it’s different. Takes some getting used to.”
 
   “Take all the time you need to get accustomed to it, because this is who I am…” He cleared his throat.
 
   “I can’t figure you out.” She slung her purse to the floor. “Oh,” She looked around. “Where are we going?”
 
     “I’m taking you home. Look,” he took a deep breath, hating what he was about to admit, but he had to think with his big head and not the other one, “I need to say one more thing about our prior conversation, regarding intimacy.”
 
   “And what would that be?” She crossed her legs and shot him a sassy look.
 
   “Once we make love that first time, Brooklyn, you won’t want it to stop…”
 
   “Oh my God!” She cackled. “Okay, now you sound like a lot of other guys. Thank you for bringing me back down to Earth.”
 
   “Laugh and make jokes if you want to, but I’m serious.” 
 
   She quieted down.
 
   “So, I gotta make sure you’re okay in here…” he pointed to her chest, at her heart, “before I show you what I can do down there…” He looked at her groin, then back into her eyes before turning back towards the road. 
 
   I’m not playing around with you! Because of how I feel about it, I know it is going to be good…better than good. We’ll know when the time is right…
 
   She shook her head and reached over, taking his hand.
 
   “Whew…you really have a way with words. Dyslexic my ass.” She laughed, drawing a big smile from him.
 
   “Yeah…let’s go to my place and talk some more,” she said casually. “If you are nothing else to me after this evening, I can say from this point forward, you’re my inspiration, and my new friend. You’re a breath of fresh air. I believe what you’ve been telling me, too. I believe…that you’re sincere.” Her voice trailed as she floated in her own thoughts.
 
   He took her hand and intertwined their fingers just so. His heart was fucking flipping. He’d gotten her over a hurdle, tore another wall down. There was no doubt in his mind that she meant what she said. Her Olympic racing was over, and now, he had to consider the fact that he was ALL…IN…
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
   “And this is what you do all day for fun?” She picked up her glass and tasted her cranberry juice mixed with a stolen splash of his orange juice.
 
   “I do.” He winked at her. “Like them over there.” Ace pointed across the room. “You see that man with the gray shirt?”
 
   Brooklyn craned her neck, looking over her shoulder. “Yeah, what about him?”
 
   “What do you think his story is?”
 
   “Hmmm.” She set her glass down and tapped her fingers against the restaurant table as she deliberated, pleased to play his little game. “He might be a bus driver, or something of that nature.”
 
   Honestly, she had no clue. Her mind had been a blur for the past few weeks during which time she’d had a succession of breakfasts, lunches and dinners with the man. His schedule was much more flexible than hers as of late, but she managed because she wanted to be with him and he made it clear that his free time was dedicated to nurturing their budding relationship. He had her.  While Ace spoke, she thought back to the evening she realized that, without a shadow of a doubt, she was going to be with this man and even worse, she had strong feelings for him…
 
   The night he drove her home after their second date had been one of the best evenings of her life. She knew this emphatically, though it left her in some ways rather perplexed…
 
   Ace took possession of her couch while she went to grab them two chilled flavored water bottles. At the back of her mind, she suspected things may happen if she’d allowed him to come inside her apartment, especially after her shameful flirting back at the salsa club. She was now slightly ashamed of her actions as she took inventory of the way he eyed her. Well, she couldn’t erase what had transpired. All she could do was grab the waters and put one foot in front of the other and start afresh.
 
   She sat down next to him, unsure of what to do, but she kept her expectations low. Maybe that was due to her being perturbed. Not with him, but with herself. Her mood shifted quickly once he opened his mouth. Instead of sports talk, or a quick retreat to the bedroom, he began an elaborate discussion about human nature…yes, human nature. Not only was it right up her alley, it opened a gateway for her to discuss various cultures, and the notion of what is expected of everyone, that things aren’t always black and white. The man could hold his own. His demonstrated his knowledge of sociology and good grasp of the human condition. It was, after all, his job. They sank knee deep in conversation, and she was learning from him — a rare treat indeed.
 
   “Not everything is as it seems, Brooklyn. Two people can come from different backgrounds, but have so much in common. It’s human nature to be curious about others. Curiosity can either get you killed, in big trouble, let you change the world, foster a genius mind, and follow a path that is less travelled. Human nature is both a death trap and a kind of salvation to those in pain...”
 
   Ace had a unique way of looking at the world. In a way, he seemed rather pessimistic. She wasn’t completely certain where the distrust originated from, but no one got even an inch from the man without earning it. Of that, she was certain. She now realized that his chosen profession of sociological studies for various companies was a perfect fit for the man. His observation skills were paramount and appeared rather instinctual. 
 
   She found this part of him sexy and disturbing all at once. Despite that, and his inability to allow trust to come easily, she was treated differently. For whatever reason, with her, he appeared to have high hopes. She wasn’t so sure she deserved that, but she would certainly try — as was he, who played the ‘gentleman’ role well and most importantly, it seemed more his nature than a mere ‘role’. 
 
   That theory had been tested. At one point, feeling hot, she unbuttoned the top fastenings of her blouse and he deliberately turned away, clutched his half consumed sparkling lime water and focused on the drawn curtains that offered nothing but fabric and blandness in the late hour. She wasn’t trying to seduce him, but it could have been construed as such. Finally, he looked back at her, slumped a bit further on the couch and put his damned feet up on her coffee table like he lived there.  
 
   Then he had the nerve to cross his ankles, take a swig, look up at her and say, “I thought you were about to do a strip tease. I wasn’t trying to see it… Okay, not true, yeah I was, but you know what I mean.” And then he burst out laughing, him with his bizarre self.  
 
   She then thought about her actions for a minute. Why’d she do it in the first place? She felt so comfortable with him, she didn’t even think twice about working the shiny, slim buttons through the skinny slots.
 
    She liked this son of a bitch, and at that moment, she accepted it. The rest of the night made things even worse — well, better, depending on how one viewed it. They kissed…a lot. They talked…a lot. They hugged…a lot. And she divulged some secrets; little secrets, but secrets nonetheless. She never admitted to having siblings; she left that out. She appreciated that he let her speak without probing further, although she expected him to. Before long, she was sitting on his lap, running her fingers through his dark hair. It felt soft despite an obvious binding agent, more than likely hair gel. He told her funny stories about people he’d met, about his travels in life,  and she listened intently, feeling something for him that both disturbed and drew her to him.
 
   The man made her laugh and then he made her sing when he reached for her again, his eyes intense, to devour her lips as if they were candy. Ace Blackstone was an intelligent, sensual and sarcastic man indeed.
 
   “I like you so much, so fucking much, Brooklyn…” he whispered in her ear, his breathing choppy. All she could hear were their soft murmurs and the fabric of her blouse shifting under his exploring hands.
 
   The entire encounter turned her inside out. She was getting it bad, real bad, and he kept pushing her ‘on’ button until it malfunctioned and sparked. He slid his hand over the front of her blouse and with sleight of hand, it landed on her breasts. Like a wind ushering her forward, his touch was subtle but deliberate. Respectful, lust-filled and sweet. He didn’t push beyond that, kept his exploration contained, not too fast, not too slow. Just enough to let her know he was burning for her, but had the self-control to move forward with consideration. With his other hand, he gently cupped her ass as she cradled closer on his lap, then squeezed it hard when she took his face between her hands and planted a devoted kiss, just for him. She squirmed a bit on his lap, feeling the pressure of his nature rising. The sexual tension now stood at new heights. At this stage, ‘subtle’ would no longer work…so he did what any gentleman would do: He gently set her aside, rose and promptly excused himself. 
 
   Grabbing his jacket, he kissed her goodnight on the cheek, and walked the fuck out of there, leaving her standing with a waterfall flowing down her damned quaking thighs and his empty bottle in her hands. She was certain she’d cum on herself as she continued to look at her closed front door and hear his footsteps growing fainter and fainter until she could no longer make them out…
 
   “Brooklyn!”
 
   “Oh, huh?!” His voice snatched her from her daydream, crash-landed her back to the present. She had no choice but to cross her legs. Tight.
 
   He picked up his water glass, tapped his cigarette in the ashtray and left it there to burn out. This members-only club also sold one of a kind imported cigars, expensive, rare wines, and the like. It was one of the few places where one could still smoke indoors, due to a special license. Ace admitted he liked to visit the place a few nights each month. Brooklyn had never been inside before, believing it would be chock full of men standing around in suits and smoking until their lungs collapsed — and she’d been correct. The all-too familiar scent made her stomach roll with envy and forbidden desire. She watched the swirls of smoke bellow upward to the domed ceiling, and dissipate into the air.Just like her torrid thoughts it swirled free.
 
   “You went far away, didn’t you?” He smirked and cast a lazy eye out the window then turned back towards her. “A bus driver? What made you think that?” He cleared his throat and sat a bit taller.
 
   “Well.” She swallowed. “He has a light blue shirt on and a badge, like the bus drivers. He walks kinda stiff-legged, like he’s been in a seated position all day.”
 
   Ace’s eyes brightened. He nodded, then stared down into his empty plate. Only the renegade juices of the steak remained from a satisfying meal. 
 
   “That’s very good, Brooklyn. Would you like to know the truth though?”
 
   She sucked her bottom lip as her thoughts danced in confusion. Between being with him here and relishing the memories of their times together, she was coming undone, but tried to keep focused.
 
   “What? Do you know him?” She looked over her shoulder, only to discover the man had moved and was now sitting down at a table nearby.
 
   “No, but there is a way to figure someone out. I take it you are an observant person?” He lifted his glass and took a sip, his lips pursed and brows dipped ever so slightly. “You’d have to be, for the job, your work. Your interpretations and reflections have awarded you prestige and acknowledgement in your field.”
 
   “Yes, I consider myself observant.” 
 
   “Well, let’s take our subject, here.”
 
   She shot the stranger a glance, then gave Ace her full attention.
 
   “The light blue shirt, yes, it is sort of like a bus driver’s; however, there is a small badge on it, as you noted. It’s not a bus driver badge, however. The badge has three white dots. Those three white dots are the symbol for the Stamford group. The Chicago Stamford Group is—”
 
   “The project management team for the railway system.”
 
   “Correct. Now,” he retrieved a fresh cigarette, lit it and pushed out copious rings of smoke, a smile playing at his lips. It was then that she noticed the dimple on his left cheek…
 
   “He is a manager, and doesn’t sit long at all. The stiff gait you notice, where his knees aren’t bent at full capacity, is due to one of two reasons.”
 
   “Which are?”
 
   “He doesn’t get enough exercise and he has had a hip or knee replacement. One leg bends a bit more than the other, which is unnaturally stiff. A knee or hip replacement will look similar in slacks. The walk of the person will be slightly less seamless, especially if they aren’t working the muscles enough.”
 
   “Ace, you’re pulling my leg! No pun intended.” She cackled. There is no way in hell you can get all of that from looking at that man.”
 
   He grew quiet, and his smile faded. Before she knew it, he was on his feet and approached the guy, right before her eyes. He navigated through the few tables, confident, like he was someone important. To her, he was. He spoke loud enough so she could hear him. When Ace reached his quarry, the man raised his face from the greasy burger he’d been attacking with relish and looked up at him. He removed his hand from the bottle of wine which he no doubt planned to pour before the interruption. The man didn’t look too pleased.
 
   “Hi, my name is Ace Blackstone. You look like a guy who used to work with my brother.” Ace was close enough for Brooklyn to make out the words.
 
   The man hesitated, then shook Ace’s proffered hand with his clean right one, the one without the mayo and ketchup graffitied all over his fingers.
 
   “What’s your brother’s name?” he asked around a mouth full of food.
 
   “Brian Blackstone,” Ace lied. “He is a nurse at the physical rehabilitation center in Elmhurst.”
 
   “Brian…hmmm, it sorta rings a bell. I was there a couple of years ago. You have a good memory if you remember that long ago.” The man laughed and bit into his sandwich again. “After I had my knee replaced there were a lot of great nurses and orderlies there that helped with my rehab. Your brother must’ve been one of them.”
 
   Brooklyn ran her fingers along her jaw, trying to figure out if she could get it wired so that the damned thing would close once again. Ace went on with his spiel until he was soon back in his seat, sipping on his water and perusing the wine listings.
 
   “I…can’t…believe you!” She laughed. “You knew him, you had to have!” At the end of the conversation, Ace had even gotten the man to admit where he worked by weaving in a compliment to the guy about the railway project. He was a smooth enigma all right.
 
   “Bullshit.” He laughed. “I don’t know that man. It’s all just basic observation. You do the same thing; only, the people are deceased. I could never do what you do. It takes a different type of focus, and I admire that you excel at it.”
 
   “Well.” She plucked a cold, pathetic looking fry from her plate and popped it into her mouth. “What have you observed about me today, since you’re allegedly so good at this?”
 
   “Hmmm.” He took another drink of water and looked back out the window to stare at the clouds. “Today, you wore a different perfume than you normally do. This one is more floral. My guess is that it has jasmine infused in the formula. You haven’t flat ironed your hair in a long time...it’s puffy. I prefer it this way.”
 
   “What in the world…?” She rolled her eyes and cracked up.
 
   “What do you call them?” He pointed to his own scalp, his gaze still focused out the window. “You have two different hair textures, and in times past, when we’ve went out, I could smell certain products in your hair when it was straighter. I don’t smell them today. They probably were heat protectant products, right?”
 
   “Excuse my shock and bluntness, but why in the world are you so knowledgeable on black hair care?” She grinned. “You’re talking about the kinky stuff growing out my scalp, right? Yeah, I didn’t flat iron it today. It needs a break. That is just an occasional thing.”
 
   “I like to know about the woman I’m with...all aspects of her.” He shot her a quick glance then looked away again. “Also, you keep fidgeting in your seat and playing with your earlobe. You’re becoming sexually anxious.”
 
   “Not this again…”
 
   “It’s true,” he smiled a bit wider and ran his fingertips down the windowsill. “You always move around in your seat when you get turned on. It happens practically every time we kiss or when I say something that you can twist into a sexual suggestion. You have a very dirty mind,” he teased.
 
   “I do.” She nodded her head in agreement, a smile as big as day on her face. 
 
   “I could go on, but I refuse to give you all the tricks of my trade.”
 
   “That’s pretty extraordinary, Ace.” She couldn’t help but compliment him. Someone who could do that sort of analysis was exceptional in her mind. 
 
   “So…” He turned back towards her, tightly balling up a napkin in his hands as if he’d just enjoyed another meal. “It’s not true that I have a brother named Brian, but I do have brothers. Three, to be exact. I believe I told you I had siblings, but we didn’t get into much detail about it.”
 
   “Yes, you told me.”
 
   “I know you said you had siblings, but are you close to them?”
 
   She gripped the edge of the table. The normal, mundane question should have had a ‘yes’ or ‘no’ answer, but in typical fashion, from years of conditioning, she froze.
 
   He looked at her inquisitively, but waited, remaining quiet as if giving her time to stall and concoct some half cooked plan. No, Ace was different. Thus, she’d be different, too…
 
   “Not really. I don’t see them much.” It was the truth, but she kept it short and sweet. He opened his mouth to speak more, then withdrew. She sighed with relief. It would be difficult dating Ace with him being like this. It was just her luck that she’d fall for someone so ‘in the know.’ But, she had to admit one upside of this: Maybe, in some ways, it would let her off the hook. If he figured out certain aspects of her, and she didn’t have to actually admit them, it would make things easier. Perhaps then, they wouldn’t have to talk about it. 
 
   Hey, a girl can dream, can’t she?
 
   Brooklyn felt the trepidation building higher inside of her. It was awful enough that he was sexy, smart, financially independent and go-getter. To make things more complicated, he could understand people from a mere glance.
 
   This is either my last chance to run away from this man, or a sign that it really is time for me to trust someone, once and for all…
 
   And she wanted to trust him. It was already beginning; the horse was out the gate. He’d already cracked her open like an ice cold soda can and was prepared to take a drink. Now, it remained up to her to determine the flavor: bitter or sweet?
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 



[bookmark: Twelve]CHAPTER TWELVE
 
    
 
   Ace stood in the middle of the museum, fear crawling over his flesh, causing goosebumps. He didn’t scare easy, but the place seemed fucking bloodcurdling under the cloak of night, eaten up by darkness with only a few stingy lights to guide the way. He waited for Brooklyn to lock up her office after she buzzed him inside through the employees only side door. Tonight, he was getting a private tour. It wasn’t that they’d planned it so late, but both had had a hectic work day and what had been originally scheduled for four that afternoon had to be pushed back. The woman had come up with the idea to allow him inside after closing hours, and he jumped at the chance, eager to see the place up close and personal.
 
   His steps echoed against the floor as he scanned the empty information desk with all the pamphlets and brochures neatly tucked behind the circular enclosure. In the daytime, the place was chock full of school children, teachers, and parents on vacation. The old, majestic building sat on the shores of Lake Michigan, a place he’d only visited it a time or two, and that had been over a decade ago. The last time he was there, Brooklyn had come down a marble flight of stairs and stole his damn heart…
 
   “Ace.” He heard her call out before realizing she was approaching. In the dim light, she reached for his hand then planted a kiss on his cheek. “Well, are you ready for the graaaaand Field Museum Tour?” She was all smiles. 
 
   He had to pause and take her in. Her hair was pulled back with a light pink headband, the thick strands falling softly against her shoulders. She wore a matching pink sweater, paired with flared gray slacks and a low-heeled oxford shoe. Her glasses sparkled, competing with the glare from her teeth and the twinkle in her eye.
 
   “Yes, I’m ready.”
 
   “Alright, let’s begin.” She cleared her throat and led him to the right. She didn’t say much until they’d reached a display of animals — African antelopes, rhinos, giraffes, all carefully preserved for educational purposes.  
 
   “Now, these are all obviously taxidermy conserved. The most popular display in the animal area here are the African cats of Tsavo.” She pointed to the feline beasts, their glass eyes still full of life, as if they’d just woken from slumber. Ace read the sign next to the display, ‘The Man Eaters of Tsavo.’
 
   “…The Ghost and the Darkness…” he mumbled as he continued to read.
 
   “That’s right!” Brooklyn clapped enthusiastically. “You saw the movie about these man eating lions, huh? It was a great movie and depicted quite accurately what happened.”
 
   “Yes, I saw the movie.” He swallowed as he got a whiff her perfume. Taking him again by the hand, she led him further into the museum.
 
   “This is the Granger Hall of Gems. It is obviously under tight security, but lucky for you this evening, your tour guide has clearance.” She looked back at him and winked. “This area is always under surveillance, so keep in mind, we are being recorded by at least seven cameras…no funny business.” She waved her finger at him as a naughty grin meandered across her face in faux warning.
 
   “If anyone needs to be monitored, it would be you,” he mock chided, causing her to playfully hit him across his shoulder.
 
   The damned place was beautiful. Ace wasn’t into fancy jewelry, but a place like this with its magnificent artifacts could surely change his mind. She gave him time to walk around and take it all in, her arms crossed, patiently waiting while he surveyed the displays.
 
   After a few moments, they entered the ‘Hall of Jades.’ This was right up Ace’s alley. He had a thing for Asian art and culture. 
 
   “This area shows Chinese artifacts, Ace.” She stepped ahead of him, waved her arm around as she spoke. A spotlight marked the spot where she stood. “It spans eight thousand years of Chinese collections.”
 
   “That is incredible. These are really amazing. Thank you for showing me.”
 
   After a few minutes, she led him into the ancient Egyptian exhibit, explaining details along the way. Everything she said, even the way she explained it, captivated him. Brooklyn made the most mundane details appear riveting. He cared about what the hell she was describing, and she became more and more beautiful to him as each second matured and flowed into another. The tour continued, and the more time passed, as they moved from exhibit to exhibit, she drew him in, fueling his attraction, lighting the fire within…
 
   “…That’s why, because this door was considered to be a portal to the afterlife.”
 
   Ace nodded as he continued to listen intently to her explanations. The fire inside him grew, stoked to roaring flames. All the time they were spending together represented another coin in the bank of his desire for her, and not just a physical need. For three nights, he’d had no nightmares…just dreams of her. 
 
   “…These hieroglyphs are five thousand years old. We have one of the largest mummified human displays in the country. Twenty-three in all.”
 
   And so she continued. And he listened. And didn’t miss her glances in his direction that took a wee bit too long. 
 
   “This is my absolute favorite.” Her face lit up in exuberance. “It’s the Evolving Planet display. It trails the history of life on Earth, over four billion years. Ace, this should be right up your alley.” Her hands clasped, she moved in front of him, walking backwards, and explained the details of the exhibit so well without having to look at it. She had it all down pat.
 
   “You aren’t a tour guide, you’re a scientist, but you sure seem like one.” He glanced at an exhibit of a zebra.
 
   “I’ve witnessed so many tours and learned about my work environment is all.” She smiled. “I’ve been here so long that I could tell you just about anything you’d need to know regarding any one of these exhibits.”
 
   He glanced at a sign that read, ‘World of water. And yes, he felt like he was drowning, dying a bit…under pressure. Then he turned in another direction and found, ‘The Evolution of Sex.’ He quickly broke his concentration from it, not wishing to arouse himself even more than he already was.
 
   “These dinosaur displays are amazing…” he whispered as they exited the area. 
 
   “Okay,” he put his hands on his hips and nodded as he looked around, “now, we are in my baby’s stomping grounds — the ancient Americas exhibit.”
 
   “Yes indeed!” She began to explain specific items, but Ace’s cell phone rang.
 
   “Oh, I’m sorry, Brooklyn. Hold on a sec.”
 
   She nodded as he removed it from his pocket, his back towards her. He’d forgotten to turn it off. Lance’s number appeared on the screen.
 
   “Hey buddy, what’s up? Oh really? I can’t tonight…mmm hmmmm…I’m with my girlfriend…okay, I will. Talk to you soon.” He disconnected the call, turned the thing off and turned back towards her. “Okay, now where were we? I want a run down.” He crossed his arms and waited, not missing the appreciative smile on her face.
 
   Yes, you’re my woman. What did you expect me to say, baby?
 
   “This area covers thirteen thousand years of accomplished, artistic, human resourcefulness in the Western Hemisphere. We start here with the Ice Age, and you see here, the Clovis people.” She pointed to various displays.
 
   “You know that intelligence is my jones, right?” He stood directly behind her, his arms around her waist, his erection rubbing along her lower back. He kissed the top of her head, caressing and loving on her, loathing to let her go.
 
   Her breaths got heavier as she leaned into him. He could see their muted reflection in the glass; like the display behind it, he’d treasure her. She was his recent history, his remarkable present and, he hoped and prayed, his blessed future. 
 
   “Uh…the hunters and gatherers…they…they…” she began to explain, her voice slightly quaking. 
 
   Pushing her soft, kinky hair aside, he placed a kiss on her neck. She sighed as he applied a bit more pressure, then found himself grinding ever so slightly into her ass. 
 
   “…And…if you…push this little button…you can see…how cotton was…Oh God…” She almost lost her footing when he ran his hands over her breasts, double palming them as he continued to trail his lips and tongue along her neck. 
 
   “Baby, are we under surveillance right now?” he asked smoothly between slow pecks, his pelvis still pumping as he clutched her close.
 
   “Uh huh…yes…”
 
   He swallowed, not quite deterred. 
 
   “So, if I undressed you, and laid you down right here…by this ancient American artifact display, and…made love to you…” He kissed the back of her neck down and caressed along her shoulder blades. “It would be caught on tape, right?”
 
   “Um hmmmm….” she answered weakly.
 
   “Well, we wouldn’t want that, now would we? So…how about your office? Is that watched, too?”
 
   “Nuh…no…it’s not,” she rasped. He pushed his fingers through her soft curls and yanked, ever so slightly, forcing her head to fall back towards his chest so he could cover her temple with soft pecks.
 
   “Very good. Thank you for the tour, but now I have to declare it officially over…”
 
   She grabbed his hand and briskly led him away. With a self-satisfied grin, he let her drag him away. Their frenzied footsteps echoed in the damn place as they climbed and descended steps until they reached a stark white area with rows of matching white tables, walls with ceiling high shelves of tagged plastic bags, ancient trinkets, artifacts and shiny things, and a miniature display of planet Earth spinning on its axis. Once past a table with a large, black microscope in the auditorium-sized room, she pulled a key out of her pocket and unlocked a door at the back that had her name framed in gold on it. An attractive office, albeit without windows, greeted them. Posters of prehistoric animals and an assortment of awards were all around. 
 
   He actually heard her swallow when he started to unbutton his shirt.His cock pushed so hard into the front of the pants, he feared they’d rip. The way she was tugging at her blouse, the pale pink material twisting and turning in her frantic fingers, the skin delicate and brown, let him know she felt the same. 
 
   He tossed his shirt across her desk and walked to her chair. Quickly deciding it would do, he sat down and reached for her as she struggled with one of the buttons. She took his hand; he ushered her to the desk, then removed her glasses, setting them aside. Pushing her computer aside in a one arm swoop, he cleared a path.
 
   “Sit on it,” he said, his voice raspy.
 
   Gently drawing her hands away, he deftly unbuttoned her shirt and tossed it aside. Then he reached for her pants, undid the button and zipper until they puddled around her ankles and fell to the ground. Sitting back, his pants zipper undone, he took her all in, his eyes hungry as his groin filled with desire for her.
 
   “Look at your damn body…Jesus Christ…Baby, you are even more beautiful than I imagined,” he drawled in great appreciation as he gently caressed her knee cap. 
 
   Grinning, she ran her finger down the center of her breasts, cupped from a silky white bra. He scooted closer to place his hands on her lush thighs, as if she were a cafeteria tray and he was surveying his dessert with sweet anticipation. Without preamble, he slicked his tongue across her stomach, then up and down, dipping it into her navel as he ran his palms across her covered nipples. A light moan escaped from his muse, urging him on as he drew circles on her skin with the tip of his oral pen, outlining unique designs just for her until he returned her navel to kiss it. Her tummy trembled each time he layered her flesh with affection. As he continued, he gently plucked one breast from its confines, then ran a finger over the nipple, feeling it immediately harden to his touch.
 
    “Uhhh…” She leaned back on her hands and sighed when he gave the other breast the same treatment, until they were both hardened and begging for his mouth to emit a delicious heat. Getting to his feet, he looked her in her eyes, then laid a kiss on her supple lips. He did the same to her chin, and her collarbone, until he found himself level with the ‘twins’ he craved to worship.
 
   “Mmmmmm!” He engulfed one, then the other, taking turns, not wishing to pick favorites or make the other jealous. “Your breasts are so soft…I love them,” he managed between delicate sucks.
 
   The dark chocolate Hershey drops felt supple in his mouth as he nursed from the woman, enjoying her femininity to the fullest. Her scent aroused him further and soon he felt her touch meander through his tresses. 
 
   “Oh God, yes…that’s my spot.” She hissed, her thighs wrapped tight around his waist. 
 
   Ace now loved those tiny titties more than ever. The sweet, little motherfuckers were giving him life.
 
   “That’s your spot, huh…” he panted, sucking a bit harder. Cupping the other one with his hand, he squeezed, causing her to squirm against him. Then he reached between her gaping thighs, ran his fingers over her panties, giving special attention to the place just above her moist slit. Even through the damn white fabric, he could feel her flower budding. Kissing her breasts goodbye, he worked his way down her form, administering the loveliest smooches along his journey. She dug her fingers in his hair a bit harder, no doubt guessing where his thirsty tongue was headed…He had a way one ticket to her soaking wetland of milk and honey.
 
   Snapping his arms around her back, he brought her body closer, delighting in her widened eyes as he watched her watching him. He then leaned forward, slid his tongue up and down over her panties, flicking it faster and faster, burying it deeper and deeper. The only thing stopping his oral penetration was the damn white silk, now slick with pussy Patron. He reared back.
 
   “Take your panties off for me…real slow…”
 
   Swallowing, he watched as she hooked a thumb on each side and leisurely guided them down to her knees. He snatched the damn things off and reclaimed his previous post. She screamed out in pleasure for he was nose deep, pressing the fucking temptress to him so hard he could barely breathe. He inhaled her essence and righteously devoured her pussy as if his life depended on it. 
 
   “Mmmmm! Mmmmm!” he mumbled between thirsty laps.
 
   She was so wet, so damn juicy, she filled his mouth in no time flat, and the slurping and sucking of the delicious banquet only grew louder and louder. 
 
   “Do you know how good you fucking taste?” He paused, just long enough to utter those words before going back to his feast. Dropping his hands around her ass, he squeezed tight, making her buck against him as he swirled his tongue inside of her sweet zone.
 
   “Damn, Ace! Damn!” 
 
   “I warned you…” He sucked on her clit, bringing it tight between his lips and drawing hard before releasing it, then rapidly flicked the tip of his whipping tongue across it, over and over and over, until she could barely sit up straight. “…that when we do it…”
 
   “Ahhhh!” she screamed, pulling on his hair  as another orgasm rolled from her quaking hips.
 
   “… you wouldn’t want to stop. I meant what I said...” 
 
   He gulped her juices, getting high off of her excitement and soon, she shook violently as she came harder than ever — a third time.
 
   “Ahhhh! Shit! Oh God! Ace! Shit!”
 
   A part of him wanted to crack up, hard. He rarely heard the woman curse, and the way it sounded rolling from her mouth was beautifully hysterical. He gave her a few moments to settle, then made quick work of removing his pants and kicking them under the desk. He delighted in the way her eyes landed on his light gray boxers. The head of his cock bobbed out the slit, and he was damn proud of his endowments, happy to finally let her see that she would get everything she’d more than likely hoped for. More importantly, he knew how to use the thing, and he was about to let her find out. Brooklyn slicked her tongue over her lips and swallowed as she leaned toward him…closer, then closer still. 
 
   “Uh uh…” he warned, pushing his hand out, stopping her. “No blow job right now…” 
 
   He’d been waiting weeks for this. No, he wanted to be inside of her. Right now, it was all about Brooklyn, and her sweet, lovely pussy…
 
   He took her arm and abruptly yanked her from the desk, bringing her over his crotch. “Pull my underwear off…”
 
   Winked at him, the little fiend dropped to her knees before he could stop her. She yanked them down and popped the head of his now fully exposed and erect cock into her mouth, sucking that motherfucker like the last popsicle on Earth. 
 
   “Ahhhh, fuck!”
 
   Ace reared back, gripped the armrests as she proved to him that she, too, was a master at oral affections. Unable to utter a word, he gasped and pressed on his toes, rearing back as his balls tightened and constricted from the delightful tongue massage.
 
   “Ace, your dick is big, baby.” A wicked smile curled her full mouth “…’nd juicy...” She hummed against his hot flesh as she wrapped her hands around the damned thing and sucked it hard and tight, drawing a thin strand of pre-cum from the head. Stopping briefly, she pulled away, then devoured it again, making him grit his damned teeth. 
 
   I knew it…she’s a goddamn closet freak! How did I get this lucky?!
 
   The notion threatened to bring sentimental tears to his eyes.
 
   The woman had turned the tables and shocked the hell out of him. He yanked her hair, trying to look into her eyes, plead his case, but that only seemed to make her more determined to pleasure him.  He wasn’t going to accept this…Sweet, little innocent Brooklyn was a head doctor, professional in every sense of the word as she twirled the tip of her tongue up and down and along the underside of his shaft. It was now official. She was going to make him lose his fucking cool and blow his load right then and there. Oh no…this had to be stopped, immediately — but only for now.
 
   “Hold on...” He pushed her away with one hand while he stood to his feet, a little wobbly on his legs. His cock bobbed about, slick with her spit. Before she had the chance to protest or wrangle him back into the chair, he lifted her, placed her on the damn desk, and pushed her thighs open, making her coo. He surveyed her from head to toe, still under the rapture of this heavenly sent package.
 
   Wait a second…
 
   He swooped and reached for his wallet.
 
   This shit wasn’t planned. We’ve not discussed precautions…
 
   He sheathed himself and climbed onto the desk, aroused from the wanton look in her eyes as he yanked her forward. She clasped her arms around his neck as he pressed his body onto hers, then planted a gentle kiss across her pouty lips and stroked the sides of her hair. They were in the moment. Quiet. And everything turned serious…
 
   “Ace…” She ran her fingertips along her collarbone.
 
   “Yes…”
 
   “I…really care about you...” Her voice trailed away. She smiled lightly, her eyes a little wide as he moved his arm between their bodies and adjusted himself.   
 
   He knew she wanted to say more, so much more. Instead of giving her a sappy response or pretending this was less than it was, he sealed their fate with a kiss. With that kiss, he made a promise to her, one she could hold onto and never have to abandon or fear. He shivered upon contact. 
 
   “Ahhhh….Ahhhhh!” Her eyes rolled back and she screamed out while he entered her.
 
   “Mmmmm….feels….so…gooooood!” He moaned, stroke after leisurely stroke. His body shook, felt as though he melted within her softness and heat. 
 
   “Baby, you’re so tight…”
 
   He thrust a bit harder, stronger, her walls constricting around his wide cock. The warmth of her thighs wrapping around him had him bite his bottom lip and close his eyes, disappearing in the sensations. Sliding his hand behind her neck, he took her lips, sucking the top one, then the bottom one, savoring them after each and every thrust. Her warm breath and sighs entered his mouth as he lavished her and increased his stride. The peg-legged desk began to rock as he moved harder and faster within her.
 
   “Ahhhh…that feels good, real good,” she coo’ed, seemingly unable to speak as his ass clenched and relaxed with each thrust. 
 
   “Uhhh…Uh!” He pumped harder, loving every second of it, calling her his own in his mind and with his cock. “Uhhh!” All the pain inside of him dissipated, ran away like the wild horses…With each thrust, he knew her more. With each sigh that tumbled from between her lips, he knew her better. Her pussy coated him, the warmth driving him crazy. He could still taste her in his mouth…a delicacy he never wanted to let go. He knew, before he laid her down on that damn desk, what was happening. He knew, as he looked at her from behind in the museum, as she explained so eloquently to him about the first tools discovered on Northern American soil, that not only did he want to use his own tool to plough into her sweet Earth, but he understood that they were falling in love…
 
   He picked her up on impulse, causing her to gasp. Wrapping her legs tightly around his waist, they diligently kissed one another as he gently carried her, their naked, warm bodies pressed tight. He stopped at a wall and pressed her against it.
 
   “Hold on tight to me, baby…” he said, then pushed strong and deep within her. 
 
   She gripped him, the heels of her feet pressed into his lower back. Her lips parted on a loud sigh. He couldn’t get enough of her sliding up and down the damn wall as he pounded upward inside her, his groin having a mind of its own. 
 
   “Uh! Mmmm….Uhhh! Your pussy feels like hot caramel running down a sundae…”
 
   He caught her smile as her gaze hooked his.  
 
   “It’s just you and me…I hope you understand that,” he admitted, unable to control himself as he held her steady and felt his climax approaching. 
 
   Mine! 
 
   “Just me and you, do you understand me?!”
 
    “Yes! You have me.” She grabbed his face in between her trembling hands and kissed him hard. Returning her fervor, he lunged inside of her, faster and faster, their bodies slamming together.
 
   “Uh! Uhhhh!” He gasped and pressed hard into her… She moaned. “Uhhh, shit!I’m cumming…” He thrust so fast and deep into her, the pictures on the wall vibrated, threatened to fall and shatter.
 
   “Uhhhh! Uhhh! Mmmmm!....Uh….uh…shit…” He smiled in the crevice of her neck as his body jerked, until he slowly settled. 
 
   Mine…
 
   And then, they simply held one another. Looked at each other, exchanging a gentle smile or two. After a few moments, he carried her in his arms back to the desk chair and sat her on his lap. He leaned back, placed his arm behind his head and took a deep breath. He drifted in thought as his sexual release and exuberance slowly subsided, and made a decision.
 
   “So, how’d you like to go horseback riding with me next week?”
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
   Dr. Rose’s checkered sweater looked good over his crisp white shirt. His eyes darkened behind the veil of his glasses as he clasped his hands, no doubt feeling like a bit of a prude due to the change in discussion. Ace normally didn’t discuss his sex life with others, not even his closest friends — it just wasn’t his style. But under the circumstances, there simply was no way around it.
 
   “And this has been ongoing?”
 
   “Yes…” Ace leaned back in the seat. A chill brushed past him, causing the hairs on his wrists to rise. “We’ve been having sex most of the week, now. It is constant. I can barely get my work done. We meet for lunch.” He scratched his cheek. “Sometimes lunch would turn into swinging by her apartment, or going to my place... She’s been to my house several times now, to spend the night, too.”
 
   “And how do you feel about this new development?”
 
   Ace sighed and crossed his arms, sat back thinking for awhile. “Well, we’re even closer. It feels good, actually. The timing was right. I’m…in love with her.”
 
   Dr. Rose swallowed and tapped his fingers against his desk.
 
   “This has gone on far enough, don’t you think? I would be irresponsible if I didn’t bring up, once again, the fact that—”
 
   “I know.” Ace slid his hand against his chest as if he had heartburn. “She still doesn’t know…I know what I need to do, I’ll do it. Now that we’ve made love, it’s even harder, though. I am certain she feels the same way about me, Dr. Rose.”
 
   “Well, if she does, then she’d respect you coming clean.”
 
   “Respect it?” Ace laughed lightly and shrugged. “I don’t believe so. I know I’m hurting her by doing this…I know I am. I need some time to figure this out. I think, shit…” He rubbed his forehead as his thoughts became muddled.
 
   “Just take a deep breath, and take your time,” the doctor reassured.
 
   “We had a discussion about our future, even. It was a pretty serious talk.”
 
   “What did you say to one another?”
 
   “That, you know, I want to be with her, and she wanted to be with me. I wanted her to open up to me, and she did. She didn’t tell me that she was on the run or anything like that, but she was frank about leaving home. I couldn’t believe it…” He ran his hand down the side of his face as he replayed the conversation in is mind. “She said that people don’t know. That she was real close to her family but because of a situation that she still refuses to tell me, she had to leave… I was shocked actually…you know, that she’d do that for me. It had to take a lot out of her; the woman really trusts me, now.”
 
   “Mmmmhmmmm…go on.” Dr. Rose twirled an ink pen between his fingers.
 
   “We talked about being together, not knowing exactly what the future holds, but…admitting we want to find out. We even discussed what we want, like kids, things like that.” He swallowed. “I never wanted children, Dr. Rose. Well,” he nodded and raised his hand, “Let me take that back. I didn’t care either way, actually. I figured that if I ever got married, which I believed was doubtful, my future wife might want kids and if she did, fine, if she didn’t, that was even better. But with her, I can see it as a possibility, you know? I think she’d make a great mother actually. She is very nurturing and caring.”
 
   Dr. Rose sat back in his seat and glared at him.
 
   “Mr. Blackstone, are you prepared for the situation to become even more complicated by, say, an unplanned pregnancy?”
 
   “I don’t know.” He shrugged. “I have some fears, but probably not for the reason you’re getting at.”
 
   “What fears?”
 
   “My disorder. I’m dyslexic. I’m sure you saw it in my paperwork.” Ace nodded at the manila file lying on the man’s desk. “I mentioned it where it asked about my health history.”
 
   “And you’re concerned because it is believed that dyslexia is hereditary, correct?”
 
   “Yes. I never gave it much thought until now. So, if she and I do have a baby, the baby could end up messed up.”
 
   “Ace, your dyslexia isn’t a ‘mess up.’ If anything, it has aided you in your profession but I don’t want to get too off track right now.”
 
   Ace nodded. “Yeah, but it still bothers me.”
 
   “Okay, let’s look at this way, though.” Dr. Rose smiled. “Wouldn’t you want a father like you, someone who understands and is overcoming the disorder? Not only that, you said she is a loving, nurturing person. Wouldn’t she be ideal, if such a thing were to happen?”
 
   Ace sighed. “You know, you’re right.” He grinned. “You’re absolutely right.”
 
   “Now, back to the possibility of fatherhood, the dyslexia aside. Are you concerned?”
 
   “She’s on the pill. I used protection the first couple of times, before I knew, and then we talked about it, so I stopped using the condoms.”
 
   “Is that customary for you?”
 
   “What? If a woman is on birth control I stop using condoms and do her bare back?” Ace smiled. “Hell, no. I would still use the rubbers. I was like, seventeen, the last time I did something that stupid, you know. A girl tells you she’s on the pill so you don’t strap up. Nah, I stopped with Brooklyn because I feel differently about her. I know what you’re thinking, and I know how this sounds, but she and I are committed to one another. I trust her.” Ace shrugged. 
 
    “Mr. Blackstone, I need to ask you a question.” Dr. Rose slowly swiveled in his chair. “Do you believe you want to marry her?”
 
   Ace swallowed.
 
   “I don’t know.” He felt himself withdrawing. The emotions were becoming a bit too raw.
 
   Dr. Rose smiled and nodded, as if he knew a secret he refused to disclose.
 
   “Ace, it’s okay…” he said calmly, his eyes smiling as much as his upturned lips. “I think you do know, and that’s what concerns you…”
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 



[bookmark: Thirteen]CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
    
 
   It was rather odd to see a multitude of cars from the highway, and twelve horses running wild in the field. Ace shuffled his feet on the semi-frozen ground and watched the mares move from one end to the other, their burnished, flying manes and tails waving about, reminiscent of russet, white and ebony flags flapping about in the brisk wind. It had been awhile since he’d been horseback riding, but after mulling over how much Brooklyn enjoyed horses as well, but had not ridden one since she was a child, he surmised the timing was perfect, and it was long overdue.
 
   “Mr. Blackstone!” the trainer called out, a pointy-chinned man with reddish skin that appeared wind-burned and sun damaged. He approached at a brisk pace, his steps eager, pounding the ground. Ace grabbed the trainer’s offered hand while Brooklyn stood in the background, holding herself with an unmistakable look of giddiness on her face, at least the portion he could see that was not cloaked by her long, woven brown scarf.
 
   “Wonderful to see you. It’s been a while. So,” the man clapped his hands and looked towards the field, “you wish to ride Duke and Georgia, correct?”
 
   “Yes, those are my choices.” He rolled back on his heels and ran a palm across his neck, working out a crick. Duke was a honey stallion that Ace had selected for Brooklyn — big, powerful, yet gentle. Georgia was a midnight black mare with a temper, but she rode so smooth, you’d forget she’d tried to buck a man to death sometime before. Regardless of her past, she always behaved for Ace when he came up to ride, and she’d been mated with Duke several times in the past.  He viewed them as a couple, just like his office mannequins whom he’d paired without their consent.
 
   “Okay, Janet is saddling them up for you, just wait right here and I’ll see you after your ride.” 
 
   Ace nodded, backed away and took Brooklyn by her wrist.
 
   “It’s so pretty out here…so peaceful,” she said as she peered at the light blue sky.
 
   “Yeah, it is.” He intertwined his fingers with hers.  Briefly, he turned away from her, fixated on the sizeable reddish-brown barns, then looked back into her eyes. Her hair blew in a million directions, the kinky twists swaying in the wind, spiraling out of her scalp like dark, winding floral stems. 
 
   “Hey, Brooklyn…” He pressed into her, wanting to steal a kiss before the great reveal. He was not only there to give her a date she’d not soon forget…but to tell her the truth.
 
   Looking into his eyes, she wrapped a hand around the back of his neck. “Yes?”
 
   Suddenly the horses were brought forth, their hooves beating against the ground while Janet, a groundskeeper he’d known since forever, handed over the reigns.
 
   “Nice to see ya again, Ace.” The older woman with long, blond braided hair nodded and winked, then turned on her booted heels and walked back towards the grand barns.
 
   “So beautiful…” 
 
   Brooklyn seemed to drift into a dream world as she ran her fingers across each horse’s back. Ace wasn’t sure she remembered he was there anymore, and he was okay with that, because she was enjoying herself. He could sense the change. She relaxed as she laid eyes on the two majestic beasts, going somewhere deep inside of herself, somewhere safe, free from harm. After a few moments, he came up behind her, wrapped his hands around her small waist and helped her onto Duke.
 
   “He is big! I feel like I’m thirty feet tall.” She laughed as she got situated. “I hope this is like riding a bike. I hope I’ll remember how to do this.”
 
   “You will.” He turned and got on Georgia, petted her sweetly and then, the two trod side by side at a slow pace. Though brisk, the sun was bright and pure, making the sky look clean, as if it had been drenched in cerulean watercolor paint. The air had a cool sweetness about it, and the grass was so green, the fall weather hadn’t kissed it quite yet to turn it brown, short and stubby, like their blade cousins in the city. 
 
   She reached over and grabbed his hand as they went on, keeping her gaze ahead. He looked at their fingers wrapping around one another for a good while, then turned away to look straight forward. The only sound was the occasional barn door opening and closing, and the horses’ gentle gallop.
 
   “I used to ride horses during the summers with my family…then after that, we’d ride them in boarding school.” 
 
   There. I’ve said it. Start at the top, and end with my hiring…
 
   Brooklyn kept holding his hand. He glanced at her to gauge her reaction. The damn woman didn’t have one. Sure, everyone has a reaction, but this was unreadable. He wasn’t sure what to make of it, but he continued.
 
   “There’s something I haven’t told you. Actually, there are a few things I haven’t told you. One of which, I had a rough start in the world. Luckily, two people tried to make that better, change it for me, change fate. My parents got me when I was about two. I was adopted.” It’s not that he had intentionally not told the woman. But being with her, he actually managed to not think about it for a change. She kept him at peace, at ease with the fact he considered Sarah and Gregory his parents, not these phantoms that had left him all alone. 
 
   He sensed her looking at him, but he hesitated to return the gaze, not sure if he wanted to yet see a change in her disposition. But then he chanced it, and there she was, showing the most peaceful, authentic smile on her face. Not a big smile, but it was there, and he wanted to press his lips to it. Adoption was common, not a secret, but all the details surrounding it were so. He’d never told anyone else before…but with her, it seemed like a good starting place.
 
   “You seem like you turned out well and I’m glad a good family found you, from the sound of things.” She squeezed his hand a bit tighter. “Ace, why didn’t you tell me this sooner? We’ve talked about our families, all sorts of things. Not once did you mention it.”
 
   “I’m sorry for not telling you sooner. It wasn’t that I wanted to hide my past; it really wasn’t anything I put much thought into. I’ve spent the better of two months trying to focus on other things, more positive things, and I just,” he shrugged, “I just didn’t say anything.” 
 
   For moments on end, the clip clopping of the horses was the only sound to be heard.
 
   “You said you were in boarding school?”
 
   “Mmmm hmmm.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Why?” He shrugged and grimaced. “Shit, because I was a bad kid.” He laughed dismally.
 
   “It’s hard for me to think of you that way…but now that I actually do think about it, smart kids sometimes have peculiar struggles.”
 
   “It wasn’t because I was smart.” He released her hand to slow down Georgia, pulling on the reign ever so gently. “I was acting out. I wasn’t controllable and my parents didn’t know what else to do with me.” He looked at her earnestly. 
 
   “Adopted, dyslexic, boarding school…those were all challenges in one way or another. Despite that, look how you turned out? A good person…” Her voice trailed away.
 
   “To some degree, but I’m a work in progress.”
 
   “Aren’t we all?”
 
   “No. Not everyone wants to be better or improve, so nah, we all aren’t.” He swallowed, his heart feeling heavier and heavier, understanding that the woman he was in love with, and wanted to spend all of his waking hours around, may curse him out soon, and leave him there all alone if he continued.
 
   All alone…abandoned…not wanted…not loved.
 
   “But aren’t we supposed to be?” She interrupted his thoughts, bringing him back to the present.
 
   “I think we are supposed to be whatever we want to be.”
 
   “Can I ask you a personal question, Ace?”
 
   “You can ask me whatever you want to, Brooklyn…whatever you want.”
 
   “Did being adopted make you mistrustful?”
 
   “Not the adoption itself, but the motivations I assigned to it had a hand in that.” He slouched a bit and readjusted himself on the saddle. “I didn’t have the complaints you hear about so much. My parents never treated me worse or better than their biological kids. Like I told you, I’m pretty close to my family, actually.”
 
   “What do you think caused it all, then? The trust issues? Funny though, you seem to trust me.”
 
   “I do trust you. I trust you completely.”
 
   He felt like a whopping piece of shit. He did trust her, yet, he knew she couldn’t return that emotion in kind. It hurt like hell. How could he be trusted while still harboring such crucial, life-changing information? Guilt had grown legs, walked up to him and punched him in the gut. 
 
   “As far as what caused it, I’m still trying to figure that out.”
 
   “That’s fair. Ace?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   He twisted around to face her. The sun filtered through her hair, making her glow as if she were adorned with an angelic halo made of golden rays. His gut wrung a bit tighter. For the first time in his life, he was afraid — knowingly afraid. And as fate would have it, he feared losing the woman he loved…
 
   “Do you want to talk about it? You can talk to me, you know?” She reached for his hand again, held it even tighter.
 
   “Thank you…Yeah, I’d like that.”
 
   “Can we uh, stop for a minute?” He heard a slight tremble in her voice.
 
   “Of course.”
 
   She reined in the horse and the stallion slowed, as did Georgia.
 
   “I want to tell you something, too.”
 
   All he could do was look at her, though he tried to look through her, straight to her heart.
 
   “I’m…I’m not from Louisiana. I’m from Texas.”
 
   His heart started to beat loud in his ears.
 
   “I’ve been lying, not to you directly, I just never cleared it up. Like I told you, I had some stuff happen…” She looked away, as if ashamed. “And I just wanted a new start. No one knows this but you. You’re the first person I’ve told. I should’ve told you sooner, but I’m now at the point where I feel comfortable enough to do so.”
 
   Jesus H. Christ!
 
   If he could’ve stretched his foot to his ass, he would’ve kicked himself all over that damn field. Hard. This was the part where he should’ve come clean, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it. She’d opened up, so how could he hurt her like that? Allow her to spill her guts and then do a, ‘Oh, by the way, dear ol’ dad sent me. Thank you for flying Betrayal Airlines, piloted by Ace Blackstone, the wrong motherfucker to trust.’
 
    His feelings for her were growing so fast and serious; he didn’t want their story to end. He couldn’t stand the thought of that happening. He hadn’t expected her to offer any truth of that magnitude just yet, but she seemed relieved to have torn a few bricks away from her towering wall. He stuck his head in the opening she provided, and the view was spectacular…
 
   “I really don’t know what to say, Brooklyn. I guess I want to encourage you to come to me, to talk to me, like you just did.” He sighed, slid off his horse and tied her to a nearby post, doing the same to Duke. 
 
   Ace, just do it…you have to tell the truth.
 
   “Come on, let me help you down from here so we can have a chat.” He led her away, moving forward, but unsure where he was going. His skin felt slightly wet with perspiration as his anxiety built and built and built until it was so high and lofty, he could no longer see it clearly. 
 
   As he drowned in his own thoughts, trying to figure out what the hell to say or do, she grabbed him by the nape and brought his face abruptly down to hers. The kiss was searing, urgent, desperate, and he returned it with the same fervor, until they tumbled to the cool ground, causing the horses to nay and move about. Before long, he had her pinned against the dirt, his hands eagerly romancing her body as their tongues danced in each other’s mouths. He paused, looked into her wild eyes, awakened to new possibilities. Wrapping his hands tightly around her waist, he sucked hard and feverishly along her neck and jawbone, kissing her and pouring all of his building emotions for her into his touch. 
 
   Their labored breathing was loud as they lost themselves in each other. Their bodies twisted, their movements hectic and all-consuming, as if a fire raged within him. This was a different emotion, a different feeling. Not lust, but a need to purge himself, although fear stuck her neck in the picture and made him a coward, the very thing he despised. He bit down on despair, hoping and praying he could have her just once more, in all ways, before the plug was pulled.
 
   Why did I have to meet you this way?! Why couldn’t it have just been at a store or in traffic?! Why do you have to be a missing person, a ‘Most Wanted’?! Why?!
 
   His body trembled as she moaned and grinded against his bumping pelvis. He wanted to be inside of her, deep within, to feel her surrounding him physically, mentally and spiritually. He tugged at his belt, fighting angry tears as his need for her rose so hard and high, it could no longer be corralled. 
 
   She looked between their writhing bodies for a moment, unzipped her jacket then pushed her shirt up, exposing a lacey cinnamon colored bra. Her small, perky breasts heaved and he lowered his face to devour them over the thin fabric covering her soft flesh. She sighed as he landed his tongue against her nipple, licking it to erection, sucking it through the material.
 
   “Uhhhh, Mmmmm!” he moaned, tugging away at her, his need making him thrust into her pelvis through his jeans.
 
   “Ahhh….” She rolled about, taking him with her. The horses stirred around them, causing her to look up and past his shoulder but he didn’t have the will power to stop just yet.
 
   “Ace…” She tapped his shoulder lightly, then a bit more urgently. “Ace!”
 
   “What?!” he said breathlessly, annoyed he had to halt his caresses. He’d kissed and sucked both twin peaks and was eager to return to his original station. 
 
   “The owners…the owners are coming.”
 
   Ace quickly followed her eyes and saw Janet stomping toward them. He couldn’t quite make out the boxy woman’s face but by her body language, she wasn’t coming over to sing them an early Christmas Carol.
 
   “Shit!” He got to his feet, unable to believe that in that brief moment, he’d forgotten space and time. He helped Brooklyn get her clothing situated, though her hair, in obvious disarray, made it quite clear that some frolicking had taken place.
 
   Janet finally reached them, her thin lips curved downward, her expression forbidding. She held a long, tattered lasso in one hand, and a thick, old flip cellphone in the other. Huffing, she glowered at them like a disapproving grandmother who’d spotted her grandbaby digging their dirty fingers in the freshly baked cake.
 
   “Ace, ya know we got cameras ’round here! Now, I understand you called and arranged a romantic time with your girlfriend here.” Her eyes narrowed. “But that doesn’t mean you can take each other apart on the damn ground in a public place! Kids and everything come up here, and we can’t have—” 
 
   He held up his hand, still out of breath. He looked a mess with his dark brown leather jacket unbuttoned and his shirt practically ripped off his body, partially exposing his tattoo of black jumping flames.
 
   “Janet,” he breathed out, staring at the woman through half hooded eyes while his cock twitched angrily in his pants like a snake thrown in a potato sack. “I’m, so sorry.” He could barely catch his breath. “I got a little carried away…it won’t…” he turned in a circle and ran his fingers through his fauxhawk, “…happen again. I’m really sorry, my apologies.”
 
   The older woman looked as if she wanted to scold both of them again; her hands fisted and unfisted while her meager lips slightly quaked. He kept staring at her, bewilderment mounting inside of him and soon realized what was going on. She was stifling a damn laugh. He’d known Janet since he was a little kid, even through the boarding school days, and he was there so often, they let him ride whenever he had the urge. He even donated money to the horse farm so that they could buy a few more ponies for the kids that came up from the Special Needs programs. So instead of reading them the riot act, she nodded, shot them both an additional disapproving glance — for good measure — and stormed back off.
 
   He sighed and watched the woman get smaller and smaller, then turned back towards Brooklyn, fully expecting her to be bright red with her purse in hand ready to get the hell out of there. Instead, she stood bent over, wrestling with a belly full of chuckles. She soon broke into bellowing laughter, and he found himself following suit.
 
   “Oh my God!” she shouted, laughing so hard, her eyes narrowed to mere slits. She held her gut as if she had a tummy ache. “So embarrassing! Did you see her face?!” Brooklyn continued on, laughing hysterically before mimicking the woman. “Ace! Kids and everything come up here!” she said in a gruff voice, sounding very much like Janet.
 
   He laughed a bit louder now. “You are so silly…” He delighted in her amusement. “Yeah, of course I saw her face, she was less than a foot away from me…She’ll probably call my mother and tell her. A thirty-two year old man, being tattled on…un-fucking-believable.”
 
   Brooklyn continued to laugh until she tumbled back onto the ground, tears welling in her eyes while she tried to catch her breath. Ace’s erection was finally subsiding but he couldn’t wipe the crooked grin off his face.
 
   “Ahhh.” Brooklyn sighed and got back to her feet. She dusted off her knees, wiped her eye with the back of her hand and looked at him, her face growing serious. “Well, it was fun while it lasted.”
 
   We’ll continue this later…
 
   He walked towards Georgia and gently petted her face.
 
   “…So, now that mood was ruined from Janet the cock-blocker of the year, do you want to finish this horse ride?”
 
   “Of course!” She bounced over towards him, allowing him to help her again atop Duke. Ace did the same, getting on his horse and commanding the regal creature to gently stride. They were quiet for sometime. He rolled in his thoughts, trying to figure out what the hell he was going to do. Things were getting out of hand. He had to tell her the truth, sooner or later. He owed it to her, especially after what she’d just confessed to him.
 
   “Why are you so quiet?” She turned towards him, a silly grin on her face as Duke kept a slow, even pace.
 
   “You’d be quiet too, if your nuts were constricted and twisted up like a damn pretzel!” He readjusted, but it seemed to do little to help.
 
   Brooklyn burst out laughing again, causing him to do the same. As he watched her, he figured out something —he relished it. Hearing her laughing didn’t merely stroke his ego. The damn truth was, it filled him with joy. He knew the woman hadn’t laughed that hard in a long ass time, and he’d given that to her. She was laughing because they were together, and they were doing things that couples do. For that, he was grateful, and for a split second, he could pretend that everything between them was just perfect…and he had no wrongs to make right…
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
   How can a curious cat ignore the yellow canary flitting about in the room? Ace thought of his motto as he stood on Dallas, Texas soil in the wee hours of the morning, across from the police precinct. He was away for business, in the truest since of the notion.  The situation had gone on far too long. He needed to know more about Mr. Henderson, and why the woman who stole his heart had fled from what appeared to be such a perfect childhood, almost as if it belonged in a glass menagerie with pink and blue glitter falling about the gorgeous scene of her life. That was just the thing — he was in love with the woman, and he needed to know everything about her. In his world, the more he knew about someone, regardless of the nature of the information, it drew him that much closer to that person for, to him, information about a subject — this one happening to be living in his very soul — ignited the power within.
 
   Going on four hours of sleep, he still felt invigorated as he slicked his hand in his gray jacket pocket. A mere 65 degrees, it was refreshing to dress lighter, knowing that the day would soon heat up with more than just sun rays, but riveting material he couldn’t access from his innocuous confines in Chicago.
 
   Day three…
 
   Three must’ve been his lucky number. He leaned against his car, clicking through his brain as if it were a camera, going over the news he’d excavated in his mind. Thus far, he confirmed that Mr. Henderson was a head mothafucker in charge. Of that, there was no mystery, but one incident the year of Brooklyn’s disappearance that wasn’t even a bread crumb, not big enough of a wrinkle in the perfect family fabric to bring the fiend any attention, drew him in the limelight— front and center. It was a tiny little shred of something, and plain as sullen black text on thick white parchment in Ace’s eyes, but small, all the same.
 
   “See.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a cigarette, lit it, tilted his head to the side and blew out smoke as he squinted under the welcoming beams of the sun. “It’s the little things that change all this shit. It’s shit like this that people fucking miss…” he mumbled to himself, a sense of pride now flowing through his analytical veins. He glanced over at the police station once again, smirked and crossed his ankles.
 
   “Y’all missed this… It was right there, and you missed it.” He hadn’t stepped foot inside the place, had no intentions of doing so, but he needed to take a look at it, to be there, as his mind continued to race.
 
   He opened his car door and slid inside. Taking a sip of his hot coffee, he sighed and picked up the worn, yellowed obituary notice. He read it again and again. To the normal person going about their business, stumbling through life, this didn’t look the least bit out of the ordinary, but to Ace, it was the fucking gauntlet —for Mr. Henderson was no stellar, whistle clean pillar of the community.
 
   A motherfucker in sheep’s clothing. I got it now…I got this, baby. Everything’s gonna be alright…
 
   He didn’t have all the pieces. Matter of fact, most of the damned answers were missing, but this tiny kernel was just enough to fill in the most important gaps of all. He picked up the newspaper clipping, scanned it leisurely for the one-hundredth time then cast it aside onto the passenger’s seat. Timing was the biggest clue to all detective work. Minutes meant something; even one second could change an entire outcome… and when Brooklyn took off at the age of eighteen, she wasn’t just running away from Mr. Henderson. The woman had simply run out of time…
 
   Baby, it’s okay. Ace will protect you. You can bet on it…
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
   “I missed you...” She crooned into her cellphone, gripping it as she tossed about.
 
   “I missed you too, honey, you know I did.”
 
   “Hey, I was thinking the other day.” Brooklyn yawned as she stretched far out on her bed, a tapestry of sage and red sheets covering her naked body. “Like, about us, about you in particular.”
 
   “Well, I hope it was good,” he said gruffly through the phone line. His voice had a way of tickling her deep within. 
 
   “It was…it is…”
 
   The gruffness, the simple yet wisdom-drenched way he spoke... Shit, she never got used to it. It matched him so perfectly, as much a part of him as the spikey, dark brown fauxhawk, his close shaven beard and the wild fires that ran across his upper chest. He even had matching flames on his arm…The fire burned all around. That chest though…mmmmm, yes. The chest she’d laid her head on countless times now and felt so safe and protected there. 
 
   “Hey, let me ask you something.”
 
   “Mmmmhmmmm…” he responded.
 
   “How’d you get that scar on your face?”
 
   A brief silence ensued.
 
   “I’m not sure. I had it before I was adopted. I used to be a little self conscious about it, but now, it is kinda like my calling card. I’ve grown to appreciate it I suppose.”
 
   She could hear his smile through the phone and caught the distinct sound of the man blowing out swirls of smoke. She could envision him lying across his bed as well, possibly on his stomach, ankles crossed and feet bunched in the sheets. She wondered what he had on. She heard J. Dilla’s, “So Far To Go” playing in the background and couldn’t help but break out in a smile as Common rapped over the jazzy tune.
 
   …A story called, ‘Go’…
 
   “…I thought you only listened to heavy metal? You have my mind all messed up now. I can’t figure you out, Ace,” she said, her voice husky from sleepiness. Three a.m. crept up on them and threw her eyelids down like half pulled blankets up to the knees. This was a nightly thing now. They’d stay on the phone forever, never growing tired of one another, a comfort level she wasn’t used to. She was able to relax in this man’s presence yet still, something about him kept her on edge. He was the very thing she ran to and away from but now, she just wanted to be in his molecular structure…around him all the damn time.
 
   “I can only like one thing, huh? I can’t explore this big wide world and listen to other stuff?” He laughed lightly.
 
   “Yeah, but I’ve never heard you play anything like that before.”
 
   “Well, that’s true. I heard it in the record store in the mall. I bought it ’cause it reminded me of you. I’ve been playing it all night, actually. I just turned it up a bit.”
 
   “See! I knew I wasn’t losing my mind.”
 
   She heard him deeply exhale. She sighed, hitching her sex drive on the man’s utter sexiness even when the fucker didn’t utter a word.
 
   “I want you to feel like you can conquer the world with me… Do you understand? I need you to feel like you are unstoppable.”
 
   She had no idea where that had come from, but she liked it.
 
   “Yeah, I get it.”
 
   “I want you to feel safe, too…like you can just be with me, and everything will be alright. That’s important to me, baby. I want to take care of you, Brooklyn.” His voice grew raspy as he exhaled more smoke. She knew that sound all too well…
 
   She smirked. “But you said you wanted me to feel like I can do anything I want, like nothing in this world can stop me.”
 
   “I do…and I want you vulnerable, too. But…only for me.”
 
   Her pussy cried. This man was going to kill her. Not only did he make her lose her natural mind in bed; he made her heart bleed out, and it did so happily. Now, she was happy with her decision to step out on fate, to have a life outside of work, to trust love…
 
   Damn, I am…I’m truly in love with this man…
 
   “What do you have on?” they asked each other at the exact same time, causing both of them to burst out in wispy spells of laughter.
 
   “Want me to go first?” She pointed to her chest as if the man could see her.
 
   “Yeah…”
 
   “I have on a white nightgown that has…um, what is this?” She peered down towards the hem. “I guess that’s magenta bows. Yeah,” She leaned back down, pressing her head onto her pillow.
 
   “Sounds pretty…nice.”
 
   “My turn?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I have on some boxers. That’s it.”
 
   “Ace, that’s not how you play the game. We’ve done this a million times now.”
 
   “What?” He chuckled.
 
   “You have to be descriptive…don’t make me beg.”
 
   “As if you would. Anyway, yeah, the boxers are green with a white stripe down the sides. Hold up, let me put this cigarette out.”
 
   She resituated herself on the bed, drawing her legs up, and stared blankly at her vanity, then shot a glance towards the black television screen.
 
   “All right, I’m back.” She heard him shuffling around, as if he were under the sheets. “By the way, I love you.” And there. He said it. He didn’t make it into a big production, just eased it into the conversation and then had the audacity to ask her the most ridiculous follow-up question: “Have any of those big fake elephants in the museum ever fallen down? One of them was kinda leaning to the side the other day, like he was a gangster or something. I didn’t know pachyderms were like that.”
 
   “You are the most ridiculous man I’ve ever met.” She couldn’t help but laugh, though she hated that his ridiculousness amused her so. “Ace, let me ask you something.”
 
   “Yeah,” he said coolly. 
 
   “Well, let me take that back. It’s not a question I have, it’s a statement.”
 
   “Tell me.”
 
   “I…” She stopped, unable to go on. For a fleeting moment, she had been ready to unleash all of her secrets. She couldn’t allow this right now; besides, they weren’t face to face. Doing it over the phone was entirely too risky. She felt terrible about the whole thing. Here the man was, telling her his deepest feelings, and he didn’t even know her birth name. The lies were becoming too much, mounting and mounting. But her feelings for him were true. She’d tell him, she had to. This was exactly what she had been trying to avoid all her life, but it was too late now; she was in deep.
 
   “What is it, baby? You had something to say.”
 
   “Just…just that I love you, too.”
 
   “Prove it.” He laughed.
 
   “What do you mean, prove it?” She smirked, relaxing a bit now that the focus had changed. “We’re moving along, moving forward. That’s proof, right?”
 
    “Possibly. Speaking of moving forward, I want to ask you something.”
 
   “Mmmm hmmm…” She stifled a yawn.
 
   “I know you don’t have family here. I know, from our conversations, you’ve spent your holidays with Ivy or other friends from work. This year, I’d like that to be different. You want to come to my mom and dad’s house for Christmas?”
 
   She couldn’t believe her damn ears. Was he asking her what she thought he was asking her? He sure the hell was…
 
   “You’re cooking?’
 
   “No, and I’m done being your personal chef, at least for one night.” He chuckled. 
 
   “You shouldn’t cook so well and it wouldn’t have happened.”
 
   “I bring you one damn home-made dinner and get turned into a kitchen slave. You’re lucky I like to do it. I liked licking that whipped cream off your breasts, too…at least you fed me in return.”
 
   Her face flushed with heat, her stomach went aflutter. She felt like a teen in love for the first damn time.
 
   “I want to take you home, baby.”
 
   “You want me to meet your mother and father and brothers? Wow…”
 
   “Why? Is that shockin’ or something? We’re together, we’re a couple, you’re my lady.”
 
   She wrapped the sheets around her body a bit tighter. “I’m just surprised, is all.”
 
   Silence stretched between them.
 
   “Well, the invitation is out there. It’s your choice, of course.” She heard him suppress a yawn.
 
   “Why do we stay on the phone when we both know we are dead tired?”
 
   “Because we never get tired of talking to one another… I think that’s a good thing.”
 
   “…I do too…’scuse me.” She yawned once more.
 
   “You know, thinking about Christmas and all, my mother loves Christmas. Me bringing you there she’ll see as a real gift.” He laughed.
 
   “Well, say no more. I was already coming, but that’s a bonus. I’ll be there. Thanks for inviting me.”
 
   “Why wouldn’t I bring the woman I love with me for Christmas dinner?” He’d done it again; it came out of his mouth and made her heart quake. She so loved the way those words sounded. She also could tell he wasn’t waiting for an answer; it was more of a proclamation than a query.
 
   “Why would she see me as a gift?”
 
   “Because my mom wants me to be like my brothers, settled down, established.”
 
   “You are established.”
 
   “Nah, not just vocationally. She means married. She’s real funny about things like that. She doesn’t believe it’s prudent for someone like me to be running around single. She knows I’m seeing someone now, but not even that’s enough. She wants me to give her grandkids. She thinks I’m some playboy. She doesn’t like that sort of thing…goes back to her childhood.”
 
   “Well, good for her for not wanting her son to go around breaking hearts.”
 
   “…Don’t run arooooound, breakin’ young giiiirls’ hearts! Heeee, heeeheee!” He sang like Michael Jackson, causing her to roll over in the bed, giddy and free with laughter rumbling through her.
 
   “You are an absolute lunatic. I think that’s what I love most about you.” 
 
   “I like how you say that. Of course, who could resist a man such as myself?” Even he had to laugh at that.
 
   “Resist you, huh? Were you always a catch?” She toyed with him.
 
   “I doubt it. Everyone grows up eventually. Well, not everyone but you get my point. But I’m not a playboy.”
 
   “Where you ever one?”
 
   “No. I don’t believe so though I’m sure there are some women I’ve dated in the past that would disagree. I dated a lot, but I’m not a cheater or anything like that. If I wanted to be with someone like that, a serious relationship, then I’d be in one. I’ll admit that was seldom. When I didn’t, on occasion I’d get talked into it…that never worked out ’cause I really didn’t want it. With you, it’s different. I really want this with you, Brooklyn. I can say, emphatically, this is a relationship that I pursued and wanted, and you know what? That feels really good.”
 
   She lingered, mulling over the man’s confessions.
 
    “Let me ask you a real personal question, one that should have been asked a long time ago, actually.”
 
   “…It must be about sex.”
 
   She couldn’t help but chuckle.
 
   “You’re right. Do you know the number of women you’ve slept with? Not that I’m asking for it, just curious.”
 
   “What? Why do women ask stuff like that? No answer will be to your liking.”
 
   “Not true! And you don’t even know why I’m asking.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter what the reason is, because if I said I was virgin before we had sex that first time, you wouldn’t believe me, and rightfully so. If I said I’ve slept with five hundred women, you’d be skeeved out, and rightfully so. If I say I slept with forty, you’d still think that is too much. I can’t win here. I really don’t mind the question, but this is one of those set-up things, ya know?” He laughed.
 
   “But I didn’t ask you for the actual number. I just want to know if you know.”
 
   “Actually, I do. Do you?’
 
   “I don’t sleep with women.”
 
   “Real cute,” he said sarcastically.
 
   “I thought you preferred to be called handsome?” she teased.
 
   “I want to make love to you one day in the ocean.”
 
   “Where the hell did that come from?” She grinned. “You just come up with all sorts of mess out the blue, no warning, no nothing.’
 
   “It’s how my mind works, all over the place. My thoughts are just drifting around is all. I’m tired and woozy…sleepy…and horny for you.”
 
   “Hmmm, are you now…”
 
   She bit her fingernail, a huge grin on her face.
 
   “Yeah…I wish I was making love to you right now actually, but I know you have work in a few hours. Before we hang up, let me paint this picture for you though.”
 
   “I’m listening, baby.”
 
    “We’re naked, standing up in the water close to the shore. I’m holding you real close to me. The water is crashing around us and you’re holding on to me with all of your might as it gets a little rough. It’s just us, no one else around. The sun is setting, it’s real pretty. I spread your thighs apart, hook a leg over my arm, and push my cock inside of you. You moan, like you always do when I push the head in…”
 
   Her smile got even wider…
 
   “I’m moving inside of you, feeling you. You’re even wetter than the ocean, and you tell me you love me…just like you did tonight. I’m kissing you all over your face, neck and shoulders. Touching your hair, tasting your warm, salty skin. I’m massaging your clit, and you’re just lulling back as I continue to thrust deep and hard inside of you, over and over, to the rhythm of the crashing waves around our lower legs. And then, I feel you shake in my arms. You have an orgasm that sends me into my own, and I cum inside of you, baby…deep inside. Yeah, I want to make love to you in the ocean, baby…”
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
   Ace sloshed the last bit of red wine in his glass as the clock struck four in the morning. His eyes hooded and his lips felt blubbery as sleepiness knocked at his bedroom door. He blinked, feeling himself nodding off ever so slightly. Soon, Lady Slumber burst into his subconscious and tried to beat up on him with her soft and gentle fists. J. Dilla’s beats now carried Jontel’s rap lyrics and Blu sang, ‘Sun In My Face.’ Yeah…he got all of J. Dilla’s songs after hearing Brooklyn playing the CD in her car. It made him feel like he was with her when he wasn’t and he was surprised that he liked this shit. He was heartbroken to find out the music maestro was deceased; he liked the notorious producer’s style, but not more than the harmony coming out of his favorite lady’s mouth…
 
   Brooklyn had been asleep for about ten minutes, of that he was sure. He heard her soft purr on the other end, imagining her mouth slightly open, maybe a little drool coming out of it… That thought made him smile. He fantasized about lifting her little nightgown, sliding it up around her waist, exposing her silky, smooth skin and checking to see if she had on panties. If she did, he’d gently push them aside, and bury his head between her fucking legs. If she didn’t, he’d just dive in, sucking and licking her love just the way she liked, all the while begging him to stop but meaning no word of it… He drifted further in thought, this time, about his last counseling session…
 
   The word ‘coward’ came up again…
 
   He kept the phone close, still wanting to hear the woman breath as he imagined her lying next to him. Placing the cellphone on his pillow, he stared at it as if it were his lover’s eyes.
 
   “A, Brooklyn…” he whispered into the phone, knowing she couldn’t actually hear him, and that’s how he preferred it. “I need to tell you something. But, before I do, I want you to know one thing I haven’t a told a woman in years…and I mean this, with all of my heart. You don’t have any idea how hard this is for me to admit but…I’m so damn in love with you that…I’m starting to not understand the difference between right and wrong anymore. If I could change it all, make it better, I would. I think…losing you would make me not want to even get up in the mornings anymore. I never knew I could feel this way about anyone. It’s exciting and it doesn’t lessen with time, only gets stronger each day.” His eyes watered. “I’d do anything for you…anything but…tell the truth.”
 
   He blew a kiss into the phone and disconnected the call. That night, the nightmares didn’t come to visit…
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 



[bookmark: Fourteen]CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
    
 
   Christmas afternoon…
 
    
 
   “But you’ve been seeing her for months! Why wouldn’t you want her to know your true profession, Ace?” his father asked as he set another clear blue plate in the sink. The older man’s wrinkled, frail hands danced in the sudsy water, regardless that he’d been shooed away several times and told to relax in the main parlor. 
 
   “Look, it’s complicated, okay?” He rolled his eyes at the man. His mother came into the room, her hot pink housecoat wrapped around her statuesque body and a large, silver ladle in her left hand.
 
   “What’s complicated?”
 
   “Our son here hasn’t told his girlfriend, whom we are supposed to meet for the first time this evening, that he is a P.I.” His father nodded his head at her, urging her to jump in and take a swift kick at Ace’s toppling ego, take him down a notch of two and knock some sense into his thick skull…as if she needed encouraging. His mother’s brow shot straight up, almost running out of her forehead. She’d wrapped a burnt orange silk scarf with tiny oriental white flowers around her head, over her dark strands. She’d slept long and deep but now appeared completely alert.
 
   “Why would you do that, Ace?” she asked calmly, much to his surprise.
 
   Exasperated, he sighed and slapped his thigh, then leaned against the kitchen wall before being promptly pushed out of the way by a host of well-dressed caterers in stiff, starched white attire. “Because I need to, okay? Look, just don’t bring up my job, don’t say anything about it!” He waved his arms about as if he were a referee at a baseball game screaming, “Safe!”
 
   “If you would just tell her, we wouldn’t have to worry about slipping up,” his father reprimanded. “This is disappointing. It’s not like you’re some criminal or have something to be ashamed of. That’s an honest profession.”
 
   “That’s not the point. Look,” Ace held his hands up and briefly closed his eyes, “if you can’t respect my wishes, then maybe I shouldn’t bring her here.”
 
   “Ace!” His mother’s voice trembled as if he’d said something truly blasphemous. Maybe he had. “How could you threaten to miss Christmas with your family?”
 
   “No, I’d be here, Mom, just not Brooklyn.”
 
   “Brooklyn…” His mother broke out into a grin as she put the ladle down and checked on her much sought after purple punch, the one and only thing she was making herself for the celebration, and the one thing the family refused to allow her to not serve. The house would be chock full of family and friends, most of which didn’t exactly know what he did for a living in the first place. He never called himself a P.I. or private investigator and, besides his parents and brothers, he didn’t much care for his cousins and the like. They did treat him like an outsider, he wasn’t blood, they made that quite clear, yet they were always acting nosy, asking him a host of questions that he didn’t give one flying fuck to acknowledge. 
 
   “I like that name. I’ve been begging you to tell me about her, but you act so hush hush.” Now her hand was on her hip.
 
   “I want you to form your own opinion.”
 
   “I can, even with a name!” She laughed. “Goodness, you’d think she was in the witness protection program or something!” she joked, causing his blood to turn to ice in his veins. “Her name sounds kinda… I don’t know.” She closed the refrigerator door, smacking her lips after tasting the sweet concoction with kiwi, strawberries and sugar soaked cherries floating atop it. “…Ethnic. New York is a great place.” She sighed. “Is this young lady from there? You’ve barely told me anything about her!” she scolded again, as if she hadn’t been heard the first twenty times of the week, and now today.
 
   “No, she’s from Texas…”
 
   “Texas? You know Lisa is from there, too.” The woman’s eyes narrowed on him and he turned away, trying to stop her observations. That effort was surely in vain. 
 
   “Look at him, Gregory,” she teased, making Ace heat a bit. He was being ganged up on— all in fun, of course. “He’s practically sweating bullets! My baby son must really like this woman.” He risked a glance at her. Her grin was so wide, it practically split her face.
 
   “I can’t believe it, but you actually look nervous about bringing this girl over here! That’s not like you.” His father chuckled as he crossed his arms, mirroring Ace’s stance.
 
   “No I’m not.”
 
   “Yes, you are.” His old man shot his mother a wide-eyed look, a smirk on his drawn in face. “I think Ace likes this woman a bit more than he was trying to let on. Don’t worry son, we won’t embarrass you too bad…but we will show her the slideshow photos, especially the one with you butt naked at age six with that Mickey Mouse cape on, carrying a yellow water-gun.”
 
   Ace had forgotten all about that embarrassing situation but of course his parents hadn’t. He waved them off with a laugh and walked out of the room, needing fresh air in the worse way. Soon, he’d be picking her up to bring her to his crazy family. He had to brace himself.
 
   Where’s my fucking lighter?!
 
   He dug into his black pants pocket, snatched it out, and lit that damn cigarette. He needed it bad, like a diabetic needed insulin. Sucking on the shit hard, he finally exhaled, letting out smoke rings that blended with the cold air from the early afternoon. More caterers raced passed him as he shook a bit from the chill, the damn snow piling up and not going anywhere anytime soon. He wanted out of there so badly. He stood there on his parents’ massive front porch, expensive cars lining the side of the dwelling as early-riser guests started to arrive. 
 
   What the hell have I gotten myself into?
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
   Brooklyn’s feet hurt. So did her face. A natural result of the permanent smile she had broadcast across it and the damn holiday shoes she wasn’t accustomed to wearing. Mrs. Blackstone would not let her arm go as she took her on an extensive tour of the massive grounds. The house was a damn mansion. Ace said his parents were well off, he even said the house was big, but that bastard sure downplayed it. This took the cake. Her own parents’ home was elaborate, but this seemed even more so. She’d been raised around the finer things in life but managed to stay humble; that was important to her, especially since she was fully aware of how the rest of the world lived. 
 
   “An archaeologist! That is truly fascinating!” The woman was excitable; at times, it was hard not to laugh. Physically stunning despite her middle age, the woman could hold her own. She was spunky, comical and charming — welcoming, reminding her of warm rum over ice. She held Brooklyn’s hand so tight, as if she were afraid she may flee from her grasp. Her kindness was genuine, and she looked exactly how Ace had described her. To make matters melt her heart even more, the woman had a slight Southern drawl, which opened a chasm of sadness inside of her, on the Lord’s birthday of all days. Holidays were hard, but this one was a bit easier to swallow — she had Ace.
 
   Mrs. Blackstone continued the tour, her white furred sweater brushing against her prominent cheekbones. Wisps of blue-black hair framed her face. She stopped to introduce Brooklyn to various clusters of people dressed in thick cardigans, pretty dresses and stockings, and children with pale faces and ruby cheeks holding sticky balls of gourmet caramel popcorn. She couldn’t help but take notice of the multiple dining room tables as the woman whisked her past them. It wasn’t time to eat yet, but they were all decked out with large trays of food that looked like something out of a Rachel Ray culinary ad.
 
    “And this right here belonged to my mother,” the woman said proudly. She drew close to Brooklyn; so close, Brooklyn couldn’t help but study her a tad more closely.
 
   What an odd, fascinating woman.
 
    Her raven hair was pulled away from her pale face, exposing slanted blue eyes and a long nose. Yes, she could see her much closer now. Brooklyn received immeasurable pleasure from observing the nuances of faces and the stories they told. She simply couldn’t help herself. She reminded Brooklyn of some old movie star with exaggerated movements for an extra dramatic flair and the way she clutched her, as if they were being filmed for some scene, was the icing on top. She imagined she may actually be getting ‘pranked’, but that was highly unlikely as the house was crawling with people, some with hideous holiday sweaters that made her inwardly chuckle. 
 
   Notwithstanding, this was one of the events of the year. Droves of kinfolk had flown in or driven from out of town, all to attend the Blackstones’ annual Christmas extravaganza. Brooklyn’s knack for eavesdropping that evening had provided her with an assorted potluck of information, and this was just one ‘treat’ she’d collected along her travels in the massive home, filled with holiday cheer. Sarah Blackstone sure made her feel comfortable. She could definitely see what Ace had talked about regarding Sarah and it tickled her so. 
 
   She had been a working woman, as well as her husband, yet they’d turned their hard, elbow grease into money that boomeranged, returning to them tenfold. Ace had already let her know that his parents were savers and thanks to his father’s good business acumen, they’d made smart investment moves in 1984, and the fruits of that were now quite prominent. Not to mention, his mother was still getting royalties from a movie she’d done in France that was now some cult classic.
 
   I feel like I’m in some fantasy… 
 
   Brooklyn also felt like a bit of a Scrooge. In all honestly, she hated the holidays. It always brought back haunting and debilitating memories. Not because her Christmases had been marred with atrocities, but because she could never get pieces of those broken times back. She was here now, and those people were back there, almost in another world. It hurt her deep to her core but right now, for the first time in years, she was surrounded by smiling, laughing people on Christmas who treated her like the turkey…no, not in a bad way…but making her feel like she was supposed to be there. Not one unkind word was spoken; she was passed around like a trinket, the room spinning and glowing in colors of sparkling gold, blinding white, flashing red and shimmering silver. A quartet played jazzy holiday music in the corner of the great room, tunes soothing to the soul. Ace had vanished a time or two, but kept nearby, somewhere in the crowded room. She could feel him. Sometimes he’d startle her with a low chuckle close to her ear, like right at that moment.
 
   “I see you finally escaped my mother. She’s a real cut up, isn’t she?” He teased as he took her hand and led her to a sitting area filled with far less people.
 
   “Your two brothers pulled her away to let her know your dad was going to set himself on fire.” Apparently the man was meddling with the fireplace, and that was cause for alarm in the Blackstone household. She’d looked over her shoulder at Brooklyn, a bit of melodramatic melancholy on her face, and asked her to wait just a moment as she disappeared into the swarm of people, no doubt beginning a seize and rescue mission.
 
   Laughing, Ace turned and said hello to a red-headed woman with porcelain skin; she assumed it was a relative. Brooklyn took that time to once again survey the area. This was just as beautiful, if not more so than the others. The place was adorned with blue and white furniture, things that Brooklyn knew were hand-made and well put together and would last three lifetimes. She ran her fingers across a chaise, then sat down. 
 
   “My mother will be looking for you again soon.” He caressed her cheek with his finger.
 
   “I like her. She seems really nice.” She looked up into his eyes, watching them change colors right before her.
 
   “She is. She is a good person. She really likes you.” He looked away, rolling back on his heels as if he needed a moment to sort through his thoughts. “My father does, too. I can tell.”
 
   She felt her face warm, and she placed her palm against it. He sat next to her; soft Christmas music played in the room that had been piped through speakers from the great room. Aromatic, creamy eggnog poured in abundance, sugared-up children ran about and the piping hot lobster and artichoke appetizers were absolutely delicious. Soon, they were called to eat. Everyone gathered in the vast dining room, taking their respective seats at any given table. Ace didn’t hide his affections for her; instead, they sat side-by-side, gripping hands and gazing into each other’s eyes. She did find one incident that evening rather odd however, despite how perfect everything else had appeared. 
 
   Ace got mighty irritated with a fella who’d been enjoying too many free libations. A man with shoulder-length, wavy, dark hair, half intoxicated, careened towards them with a tilted glass of white wine talking about he’d heard that Ace was a one-stop shop for cheaters, and he wanted him to check out his wife. He busted out in hearty laughter, but appeared to be genuinely waiting for a response. She twisted her lips, then sank her teeth into the smooth flesh as she tried to dissect what had transpired in the odd interaction. Before she knew it, Ace was yelling at the guy, telling him to sober up, and yanked her away from the scene.
 
   One stop shop for cheaters? What in the world? What did that mean? 
 
   She made a mental note to inquire more about that later…
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
   This can’t go on. I love her too much, to tell her, and love her too much to not do so.
 
   He stood in the ivory and ebony bathroom, his palms planted firmly on the white marble sink counter as he stared himself in the mirror. Tonight, his green eyes had a glossy, slightly pink sheen as if he’d been nipping the evening away. At that moment, he hated those eyes. They’d seen so much and denied even more as of late. He hated himself for he’d trailed down a rocky, dangerous path he knew was forbidden, and rightfully so. He was tired of lying. 
 
   How do you tell her some shit like this on Christmas day?
 
   He shook his head and slumped against the wall. Someone knocked on the locked door.
 
   “Go away, someone’s in here!” he barked. There were three fucking bathrooms on that one floor alone, yet that one was constantly being inundated with guests. He supposed it was because it had a bidet. People enjoyed looking at them, if for nothing else for pure amusement. He walked back over to the sink, washed his hands, ran his fingers through this hair and retreated. His head feeling stuffy and swollen, he stomped out of the room, bumping into people as he meandered down the hall, murderous and suicidal urges nipping at him. All perverse reactions, because he found Brooklyn with his two eldest brothers surrounding her on each side, framing her like two damn bees fighting over the same flower. She gripped a white mug with a peppermint stick hanging out of it and looked rather comfy between the two plotting weasels. He slowed his approach.
 
   His eldest brother, Reid, winked in his direction — a signal that he ‘approved.’
 
   “We’ve been talking to Brooklyn here,” he offered, smoothing his light blond hair away from his alabaster skinned face, fair like their mother’s. He said his little announcement as if it were some mystery. Ace stood before them and crossed his arms over his chest, his feet spread far apart while he waited to yank her away. “Her job is fascinating.”
 
   No shit.
 
   “You know,” Reid’s mischievous grin grew a bit wider, “I had read an article about her find in Italy, that woman….mmmm, didn’t even know it was Ms. Greene here. Of course,” he narrowed his gaze on Ace, “we’ve just found out about her a few days ago. You’ve been holding out on us, bro!” he smirked, making him feel even more uneasy. “Where the hell did Pierce go?” Reid popped his head higher like a jack-in-the-box. “He’s gotta get a load of this. He loves archeology stuff, shit like that, too.”
 
   Brooklyn grimaced, then smiled. She winked at Ace, letting him know she was just fine. For now…
 
   Jett nodded, his dark hair gleaming under the Christmas lights. A sheepish grin took over his face, then widened to a full grin. 
 
   Oh no…you motherfuckers aren’t going to gang up on me for your own amusement right now…
 
   “Yeah, that’s great. Can you excuse us for a second? I’d like to talk to her alone, please,” he said curtly, taking Brooklyn by the arm and shoving his shoulder into Reid like some brute. He eyed him as he did so, challenging him to say one more goddamn word. The two men glared at one another until, finally, his brothers backed up a step or two, shrugged and glanced around, as if there were no other place they’d rather be.
 
   “I guess,” Reid conceded with regret. 
 
   The three had been in their share of physical altercations, as brothers often were. Pierce and he fought like cats and dogs, too, only eventually; they’d formed an alliance against the other two — believing they’d be able to take them if they joined forces back in their teen years. Ace was sure that Reid recalled the humiliation of receiving a violet and black eye from his younger sibling, and then lying about who’d given him the shiner once he returned to school. Who in their right mind wanted to admit their punk little brother had beat the crap out of them? They had a history, and though they loved one another, there was always a strange tension, as if Reid were competing with him for their mother’s attention. Ace had never given it much thought, until today. Reid and the others had been told to keep hush about his work, yet, Reid more than likely realized there was more to it and he was going to play that card all fucking night, rev up the anxiety like a crank bar until it broke into a million pieces.
 
   Yeah, it’s time to get her outta here…
 
   “Brooklyn, we’ll talk more later!” Jett waved.
 
   She waved back, took a sip of her mug and looked into Ace’s eyes.
 
   “Is something wrong, baby? You look a little upset.”
 
   “Brooklyn, I need…I need to tell you something. Can we walk out to my car, please?” He pointed towards the front door. It felt so far away, as if the hall had extended itself tenfold, like something out of Alice in Wonderland. He wanted nothing more than to keep her cocooned in the house, in that well of good cheer, festivity and mistletoe. Yes, mistletoe — so that he could steal another kiss he believed was rightfully his. But it was now a struggle to keep going this way. He had two options: stay and fight the dragons, begging them to not open their mouths and spew the fire, or simply tell the truth, regardless of how hot hell had gotten…
 
   She nodded in agreement and set her cup down. He disappeared for a short moment, returned with her coat and helped her into it, then led her out the door. Cool air blasted them in the face as they meandered past the elaborate decorations and life-sized ice sculptures of the nativity scene through the front yard. Soon, they reached his car, parked near the front of the circular drop off of the house. When he opened the passenger’s side door, the scent of cigarette smoke and leather billowed out. She took her seat, confusion written all over her face.
 
   Getting in the driver’s seat, he gripped the steering wheel at the same time a deathly fear took a hold of him.
 
   She’s gonna go crazy…
 
   “It’s cold in here. Can you turn on the heat?”  She blew into her hands and rubbed them together, her back arched as if ice had already frozen her solid.
 
   He didn’t hesitate. He started the car, feeling like cotton had lodged in his ears and under his tongue, too. His heart pounded painfully, the vessels working overtime. As the engine roared, J Dillas’ ‘Sun in My Face’ began to play again. His heart sunk as the chorus played:
 
   As I open up my eyes, and finally see the world…I discover victory…and the sun…is in…my face…
 
   Is it? Is the sun in my face? he questioned himself as he choked off the words he hadn’t yet emitted.
 
   “What’s going on, Ace?” She turned towards him, her eyes growing darker.
 
   “Brooklyn, I’ve been lying to you.”
 
   “About what?” The tone of her voice dropped, and she veered back from him as if he told her he was married, or something devastating like that.
 
   This was probably worse.
 
   He swallowed, still gripping the steering wheel, still looking straight ahead into the ice-covered window. Tiny portions of it were scraped away, revealing bits and pieces of ice and snow covered branches from trees that dwarfed them. He used to love those trees — swung from them on a tire many years past when he was small and full of promise…
 
   He snapped back into the moment when the finger of chill started a slow climb up his spine, or maybe it was his nerves. In his haste, he’d forgotten his own coat, yet, the cold soon dissipated, replaced by intense heated emotions.
 
   Just say it…just man the fuck up and say it!
 
    “We met because I was sent to meet you.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” 
 
   He looked at her. Her brows practically met in the middle. The skin around her lips drew downward, as if shesucked her teeth. He’d never seen Brooklyn angry before…and from the looks of things, it was something no one wanted to view, not in their wildest nightmares.
 
   “Brooklyn, I’m not a sociologist.” He reached for her hand; his fingers trembled against her own. He’d never seen himself shake like this before. Right now, he felt like a demon had entered his body. It must’ve…to make him deceive her like this. He lightly gripped her loose fingertips but she snatched them away, as if he were the filthiest thing she’d ever seen and he hadn’t even told her the worst of it.
 
   “What do you do then, Ace? What do you do for a living?” She spat the words out, flinging them at him as her face distorted even further in disgust. 
 
   “I’m…” he looked down, filled to the brim of his gut with incredible shame. 
 
   How did you let this happen? Look at her! Look what you’ve done…
 
   His stomach caved; the muscles contracted as he tried to pull himself together. Claws had reached within and scratched his innards, leaving him with no guts at all… No, truly, he’d never been so ashamed in all of his life.
 
   She’s gone after this. You know that, right? Everyone you love, leaves you…
 
   He wanted to tell the voice in his head to shut the hell up, but there was no use, it wouldn’t stop.
 
    “I’m a private investigator. Your…your father sent me to find you…”
 
   The air become viscous, as though the dark clouds above were made of splintered heavy metal and had crash landed on top of him, leaving him flattened and bloodied, damn near dead. The car reeked of shattered, broken hearts, lost trust, abhorrence and some torturous shit he’d classify as unadulterated sorrow. She’d not said one word since he’d laid his torn cards on the table, but hot, angry tears welled in her eyes that had become deep, dark, bottomless pits. 
 
   Her lips quivered, her entire body soon followed, and then, she clenched her teeth and screamed out, as if she were being tortured, as if he had her by the damn neck and had attempted to choke the shit out of her. He looked at her helplessly, wanting to touch her, wanting to make it all better. Then, she began to move spastically about in her seat, rocking everything as she lost her shit right before his eyes. Her jittery movements shook the vehicle tremendously hard, as if a hurricane was erupting inside of her. It seemed almost as if she were having some sort of seizure. He realized, within a matter of seconds, that it was actually a nervous breakdown…
 
   “How could you?!” she screamed, punching at the glass in her fury. He grabbed her arm, and she wrestled and fought, gnashing and screaming.
 
   “Stop! You’re going to hurt yourself!”
 
   She had no control over her own body. Her mind and heart wreaked havoc inside her, and she was losing her mind right before his eyes. 
 
   “Baby, please! I need you to calm down…calm down!” He leaned over and pinned her with his body, forcing her to breathe harshly in his ear, her chest heaving up and down beneath him. He fastened her wrists back and kept her knees bent at an angle, to prevent a hypothetic kick to the groin that he was certain had crossed her mind right at that moment.
 
   “Listen to me, please, Brooklyn,” he begged as she continued to buck against him.
 
   Her mouth straightened in a thin line, her eyes danced with an unholy light. 
 
   “I’m going to tell you everything. Everything. Let me start at the beginning.” He waited a few moments, gauged her closely, then released her from his grasp. Slowly, she sat up, her head pushed against the side window as she glared at him. “Mr. Henderson…hired me.”
 
   She looked around, panic stricken, filled with instant paranoia. It was as if she expected a SWAT team to barge in at any moment. He cried inside for her; she looked like a puppy trapped in a cage. The anger had run away, leaving this scared little girl — the most pitiful thing he’d ever seen…and he was the cause of it.
 
   “He’s not here! I promise!” He reached for her, to reassure her he’d never set her up that way, but was met with a hard shove in the chest with both hands. She put all her strength into it, rendering him a bit sore.
 
   “Don’t… you… touch… me! Don’t you dare…touch me!” She pointed at him, looked at him as if he were some stranger, some odd man bent on attacking her.
 
   “Brooklyn, everything is a fucking mess. What I’ve done is inexcusable but…how I feel about you, about us, isn’t a lie, baby. It was all real!” He stared at her, feeling lower than shit in hell. He’d never felt so much pain in the depths of his soul, knowing he was the cause of this entire, sordid scene. This was so much worse than he’d ever imagined, than anything he could have possibly conjured up. But he had to do it, because it was only right.
 
   “Everything we shared, everything we did, was authentic. All the times we’ve made love, that was real, because I’m in love with you, Brooklyn, Please believe me!”
 
   She shook her head as if in disbelief, as if she were trying to wake from a bad dream. Then, she turned away and fumbled with the door to get out. He grabbed her once again, refusing to let her go.
 
   “No! Brooklyn, don’t leave…please!” His voice quaked as he fell the hell apart. He turned her away from the door; brought the trembling woman close as she kicked and screamed so loud, he was sure someone may hear and believe the worst.
 
   “Get off me!!! GET THE HELL OFF OF ME!!!” Her feet flailed, her heeled boot caught in his chest, making him grunt in pain, and she slapped and smacked her hands against his crouched body. After awhile, the hits felt like feathers, no harm done, because he was unable to feel anything at all. She kept swinging, yelling and cursing, but it all sounded muffled to him, as if coming from a distance. He was drowning in a pool of utter defeat filled with the acidic waters of deception…and this was the aftermath.
 
   “Brooklyn, please listen to me!!!” 
 
   The woman was fighting because she was petrified. He had seen it in her damn eyes. Did she think she would die at his revelation, and had she decided she wouldn’t go down without a fight? She’d turned from a sophisticated, fun, intelligent woman he envisioned spending the night with in front of his fireplace on New Year’s Eve to an angry animal trying to tear his throat out.
 
   The passenger door swung open, and she fell halfway out, moving in reverse until she got to her feet. The snow grabbed her ankles, tugging at them like weights of stone. He raced towards her, the snow slowing his trek as well, but his adrenaline propelled him forward. He couldn’t stop. He wouldn’t let her go…
 
    She sobbed as she tried to get away, to go anywhere but there. 
 
   “Where are you going?!” he yelled, worried for her safety.
 
   She paused, looked over her shoulder and glared at him. “You’re the private investigator…you tell me?!” The hatred in her declaration coated it like ice at the end of a dagger, the blade directed towards his damned heart, prepared especially for him. The way she looked at him shook him down to mere nothing, a stare thick and all-consuming. He choked on it like bile. He slowed, then lunged, grabbing her squirming body close. Her struggle was intense, but he fought it — he fought it hard. 
 
   Jesus, she’s strong!
 
   He pressed her to him. His heavy breathing made him feel as if his heart would jump right out of his chest. She brawled and tussled until they almost tumbled to the ground in the deep, stiff snow.
 
   “How could you do this to me?! Is this how you earn a living? Setting people up, lying?! I trusted you!!! It was all a big game, huh?!” Now that she couldn’t back up any further, she was finally talking, letting him know what was on her mind.
 
   “No! It’s not like that. I love you, Brooklyn!” He made her face him as she tried to once again get away. “Everything is real…Your father doesn’t even know I found you; you’re safe, baby. I promise you, you’re safe!”
 
   “I can’t believe a word that comes out of your double-dealing mouth!” She moved her hand back to slap the shit out of him, but he caught her wrist. She jerked as her eyes widened. “He paid you good, didn’t he?” 
 
   “No.”
 
   “You expect me to believe that! All this time, I’ve been opening up to you, spreading my business! I’ve told you things that could cost me my job, my safety and this whole time, I’ve been confessing to the devil! You already knew!” She snatched her arm from his grip, turned away and began to walk again. He had no idea where she was going, but he was chasing her. He couldn’t stop. 
 
   Grabbing her writhing and cursing form once more, he gripped her chin, bringing her face to his.
 
   “Look into my eyes, baby! LOOK AT ME, GODDAMN IT!”
 
   She slowed a bit, either in fear or curiosity, but at least, he’d got her undivided attention. Snow fell onto their bodies, and soon, it was coating her hair.
 
   “Brooklyn.” He swallowed. “I love you more than anything in this whole fucked up world. I should’ve told you! The moment I realized I had feelings for you, I should have told you what was going on. Can’t you see? I was afraid you’d run, or I’d lose you! You want me to prove to you that he doesn’t know anything about this? That I screwed your father over?!” He whipped out his cellphone from his pocket, clutching her arm with one hand so that she couldn’t escape.
 
   “Look at this! Look at all these emails from your father asking me what the fuck is going on, what’s taking so goddamn long!” He quickly scrolled through the messages, then thrust the phone in her hand. “Does that shit look like someone that is gettin’ paid well? That ratted you out?!” She hesitated, then shook a bit as she scrolled through the text messages and emails, her eyes scanning fast and furious. “Does that look like someone collecting money?! I’ve been going into my office this entire time, Brooklyn, working on other cases, and closing them too. I’ve blatantly lied to the man for months now! Months!” He pointed to the phone and released her, taking a couple steps back as he collected his thoughts.
 
   “Brooklyn, shit!” 
 
   Around them, the Christmas lights glowed and sparkled, the muted Christmas music from the house, soft and patronizing to the fucked up, ramped emotions and horrid scene. After a few minutes, she seemed to get her fill of the reading material. She stood there, staring at him, then she turned away — but at least she didn’t run. 
 
   “My name is Lynne…” she started, her words drenched in melancholy. She kept her back towards him, the phone still in her grasp.
 
   “Not anymore. You’re Brooklyn to me…will always be Brooklyn.”
 
   “Yes, but I legally changed it.”
 
   “I know…”
 
   She kept facing away, as if hiding her heart from him so he couldn’t hurt her anymore.
 
   “Tell me…” she said in almost a whisper.
 
   “Your father came to me five months ago. He came to Chicago all the way from Texas after chasing you since the day you left. No one could find you. I worked hard on your case; it was difficult. You were good at hiding, so very good at it. It was…admirable.” Her shoulders rose and fell as the snow continued to cover her.
 
   “I went to your awards event to make you. ‘Make you’ is our professional term for confirm the subject. But then… I saw you.” He turned, wiped his nose with the back of his hand and glared at the open doors of his car before turning back towards her. “When I saw you, Brooklyn, I thought you were the prettiest damn woman I’d ever seen in all of my life. And then, when you spoke, you blew me the hell away. You were so zealous about your profession, so refined. You appeared confident, self-assured, yet extremely ladylike and feminine. You are everything I’d ever wanted in a woman. When I met you, I had no idea that that wasn’t even the half of it. I hadn’t even gotten to the tip of the iceberg. Our conversation afterward…” He swallowed hard, his eyes becoming blurry in the process. “Something inside of me couldn’t give that feeling up. I wasn’t looking for love, Brooklyn. I wasn’t looking for sex, either. I wasn’t looking for anything, or so I thought. But, I have been looking for myself, to find out who I really am as a person. Something inside of me told me I’d be happier…doing that…with you…
 
   “The moment I saw you,” he gulped and wiped a small tear from his eye, “my heart fucking fell into my damned shoes. You floored me. You humbled me. Then, as we talked, and started going out, getting to know one another, I realized that I was changing. I was becoming a person who understood value, versus worth. All this time, I’ve been finding other people, but I never found myself.” He stormed towards her, disrupting the piled high snow. Pulling at her shoulder, he forced her to face him. 
 
   Her skin was silky with fresh tears. He gently wiped them away with the side of his thumb.
 
   “You showed me more of who I was.” Cool air billowed out from between his lips. “I found out that…I can love someone, really love them and want it to be that way. I want to feel this way, baby. It’s not something for me to flee from. All I want is for you to be safe and happy. If you can’t be safe and happy with me,” he pointed to himself, “Then those are the consequences of me not doing the right thing at the beginning of this. But I want you to know, as long as I’m drawing breath, I would never letanyone, and I mean anyone on this goddamn planet, hurt you.” 
 
   “…But you did. Only…it was you.” More tears rolled out of her eyes.
 
   That hurt…that hurt real bad…
 
   “You’re right, I did, because I was selfish. It wasn’t to mess you up or play games, but because I knew how I felt about you, and not having you was too much for me to even contemplate. It’s fucked up, I’ve admitted it, and if…if you want to hit me again, curse me out, not talk to me, that’s fine. But whatever you do, please, don’t leave me…please don’t give up on us. Everything I’ve told you regarding how I feel about you,is all true,” he reiterated, wanting her to hear him loud and clear now that she was a bit calmer. He grabbed her in his arms, squeezing her so tight, she gasped. 
 
   “It all makes sense now,” she whispered. “How you observe people…the questions. They were so well placed. You never pushed too much. You played me.” Her tone turned angry once again, but at least she wasn’t yelling anymore.
 
   “I played myself, too, Brooklyn. I want you to know something though. Don’t stay with me because you’re scared.” It killed him to offer her this, but he had to; he owed it to her. “If you tell me to fuck off and you never want to see me again, I’d have to eventually accept it, but don’t stay with me because you’re afraid I’d tell your secrets. I would never do something like that to you. Everything about me, except this one part, is legit. I don’t roll like that. I deserve anything you do to me, because of this.” He gently pulled her closer and kissed her forehead. “But, you, your career and your privacy, will be maintained. I want you to stay with me because you love me…”
 
   “You know that I love you, Ace…but what is love without trust?” She looked up into his eyes, while her lashes collected bits of snowflakes. 
 
   “It’s not much. Let me prove myself to you, earn your trust all over again. I’m begging you to give me this chance.” …And he truly was.
 
   She stood there, silent, looking here, there and everywhere…everywhere but at him. Minutes passed, and he didn’t speak. He gave her space, even though he was still holding her in his arms. And she still felt so far away. After awhile, she crossed her arms in his tight grip, hugging herself. She sighed and looked him dead in the eye.
 
   “So how could we recover from this? I don’t even think I can stand here and look at you right now!” She shook out of his hold and turned away.
 
   Ace felt the chill in his bones now becoming unbearable. 
 
   “Then don’t look at me…but hear these last words. No matter what you do, no matter where you go, I will always be in love with you, Brooklyn. I’m not going to keep doing this right now, taking you through all these changes. I fucked up!” He threw his hands up and took a few steps back. “I can’t make you do anything. I can only keep repeating myself and apologizing. You’re standing out here in the cold, on Christmas, crying…because of me.” He took a deep breath. He’d left the house earlier in the day to go and pick her up. The woman had no way out, so he provided one for her.
 
    “I’ll get my brother to take you home…” He turned to walk back up the sidewalk, towards the steps of the grand house.
 
   She’s gone, that’s it.
 
   His bottom lip trembled as the tears began to fall down his face. He angrily swiped them away as he stomped the slick steps, uncaring that he could fall back and bust his damned head open.
 
   “Ace!” she called out as he made it half way towards the huge door.
 
   He stopped and looked back at her still standing there in the near distance, her hair now completely white. 
 
   “What am I supposed to do now, huh?!” She threw up her arms in resignation. “My life is a mess now! What…the hell…am I supposed to do?!” she screamed at the top of her lungs. He started to answer, but she stopped him in mid-thought.
 
   “You fucker! You jerk!” She jumped on the spot, pointing at him, fueled with rage and remorse. Her voice echoed. “I love you, and you know it! And I hate you right now, too!”
 
   He began to walk back down the steps, towards her.
 
   “Not only that, you son of a bitch, but what the hell do I do about my father?!” The poor woman’s voice quivered as she fell helplessly to her knees. She was there, and then gone, almost completely covered by snow. Putting pep in his step, he raced towards her, picked her up and caught her firmly in his arms. 
 
   “Come on, let’s go back to my car and get out of all this snow.” He ushered her to his vehicle and closed his passenger door before settling in his seat, believing in his heart it may be their last conversation, ever. On their way, a jazz band played ‘It’s beginning to look a lot like Christmas.’ 
 
   It was beginning to look a lot like something all right, but of what, he wasn’t sure…
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 



[bookmark: Fifteen]CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
    
 
   She looked at the man and abhorred him. Her eyes burned with searing tears on her frozen face. She felt like a damn fool. She’d fallen in love with a man she didn’t know…or maybe she did. They were so much alike; she hated and embraced it all at once. Now, the asshole wouldn’t look at her. Those green eyes had gone into hiding — the selfsame ones she’d looked into countless times while he moved inside of her body, making her feel things she hadn’t thought humanly possible. The messed up part was, she felt like a hypocrite when he turned and walked away to get his brother. Why? Because she’d been lying, too…
 
   Yeah, he knew a lot, but she doubted the man knew everything. No way could he be aware, for some of the information was internal, kept deep within her, and some of it her father would never in a million dreams attest to. Ace wasn’t the only fraud in that vehicle. She looked towards the house, the lights shining bright. She hadn’t even told the man her real birth name up until a few minutes prior. She’d neglected to relay important details regarding her life, yet, he had enough reserve to not bring that up as they argued and she read him the riot act. As horrible as what he’d done was, that had to say something about his character. 
 
   All of that didn’t stop her strong desire to tear him apart, though. All she could see was red, and he was her target. 
 
   Regret filled her. Yes, he’d deceived her, but he’d protected her, too. She doubted any other man would have kept her secret, regardless if the motherfucker in question found her ‘cute’ or not. Ace was different, but she was still angry. How could she not be? Angry not only at him, but at herself. As she saw him going away, she realized in that moment, she really didn’t want the bastard gone at all. This crap was foul as fuck so here now this big man sat in the driver’s seat, cradled up in a ball and looking like he was about to lose his mind. She’d done this to him, with his fears of losing her, and that had to account for something. All of his confidence seemed to be tossed to the side as he sat there, withdrawn and distant. She had to feel something for him, and at that moment, that something was a tinge of sympathy.
 
   “You asked what to do about your father…” he said in a muffled voice through hands covering his face. “He doesn’t know, and as you read, he thinks I am still looking for you. Brooklyn, it hurt me to see you lose it like you did. Not just because I told you the truth of how I came to meet you, but because when I mentioned your father…I just…I’ve never seen anyone that afraid before. It broke my damned heart. You are still as frightened as the day you left.” He paused and looked at her.
 
   A tear ran down her face. Ace reached into his glove box and pulled out a small satchel of tissues, handing them to her. He looked as if he hadn’t slept in days, and that was odd, because he appeared so refreshed and happy earlier in the week. She took a tissue out of the pretty gold and red cloth container, wiped her tears and blew her nose. Just then, his cell phone rang. She dug into her pocket, glanced down at it and handed the phone to him.
 
   “Yeah…” he answered. “Yeah, I’m still here at the house, I’m just outside…yeah, uh huh… I’m having a conversation with Brooklyn. Yes, everything is fine…I’ll be in in a moment…okay.” He disconnected the call, glanced at her and smiled. “My father, wanting to make sure I hadn’t run off.”
 
   She swallowed and nodded in understanding, then she looked out the window. Fake deer stood covered in white, soft flakes. The scene looked like something out of a Disney movie. The house was shrouded in pine trees, the vast porch now partially covered in fresh snow, adding authenticity to the slew of glittery decorations and structures that gave it the appearance of a winter wonderland. She raised her finger and drew a picture of a star in the condensation-covered window.
 
   “One Christmas,” she began, nervously twirling a fringe from her silver holiday sweater, “when I was a little girl, my father took me to see Santa Claus. Me, my brother Earlwood Jr. and my little sister, Claudia.” She smiled, and her reflection smiled back at her. “I was so scared, Ace. He sat me on that man’s lap and when Santa asked me what I wanted for Christmas, I burst out in tears.” She laughed lightly. Beyond that, the atmosphere in the car remained disconcertingly silent.  He sat still, without moving a muscle. “I was afraid. All I wanted was my daddy. I didn’t like strangers. I didn’t trust people. My family kept me so protected, especially my father…so shut off from the world that I scared easily. 
 
   “All that man dressed up in the red outfit did was ask me one little question, and,” she shrugged her shoulders, “I almost peed myself. I hated that about myself years later, the shyness… It caused me to clam up and have anxiety. It was debilitating. 
 
   “I wanted to change it, so, in high school, I made an effort to be more social. It worked. I went to a very prestigious high school with hardly any black people there, but despite that, my junior and senior year, I was voted most popular. I was still a little timid though at times…and then, I saw they were having this trip from my Spanish class. People from the Spanish Club were going to Portugal. When that was over, I went to Spain on my own, despite my father’s protests. It was too late. The travel bug had bitten me. I was addicted to running around and running away, escaping into new places. I entered new worlds, all by myself sometimes, and that was the only time I wasn’t anxious!” She felt her heart racing, then a warm hand land on her thigh. She didn’t dare look at him, just kept on talking.
 
   “I found out that nothing was scarier than being a hostage to one’s own fears. I was finally free, Ace, I was free! I spent that next year between my studies, and sometimes for them, going all over the place. I saved up all of my birthday and holiday money so I could travel, discover new places. I began to visit all the museums I could, too — but I never put two and two together at that time, that my true calling was archeology. I would be at museums, learning about all sorts of people and their cultures until the place would literally shut down around me.” She paused and grinned. “The museum security at any given place had to escort me out on more than one occasion. It was like…an obsession. This way, I could still keep to myself, stay cocooned, while being around a lot of people. They may have been dead, but their stories lived on in my mind. I always wished I could get into a time machine and interview some of these tribes that have long vanished…
 
   “Things were going too well, I guess. My father had been promoted and our nice house was being remodeled. He built two additional bedrooms, a rec room, all sorts of stuff. It was a beautiful house.” She looked out at Ace’s childhood home, the big house on a hill with the Christmas lights around it still twinkling just so. “…Much like your parents’.” She sniffed and blew her nose. “I was the happiest I’d ever been. I got accepted into all the colleges that I was interested in, all of them. I had my pick of the litter. I got into Harvard, too, just to see if I could.” 
 
   “I was very close to my parents. We were a close family back then…”
 
   He grabbed her hand and squeezed it, as if he knew, this was where the truth would be revealed. A gift, from her to him…
 
   “But then…I saw something so terrible, so horrible, Ace, that it all ended!” She wanted to scream, but no sound came out. Spent with grief, she relived the scene in her mind.
 
   “Lynne Henderson died the day I saw my father…do something unconscionable.” Falling apart, she blew her nose again and began to rock herself, arms crossed around her chest. She’d run from the memory for so long, refusing to venture there again, but here she was, in the thick of it, on this glorious Christmas now soiled with sooty memories, horrid revelations, and her world crashing all around her feet.
 
   “Give me a minute.”
 
   “…Take your time.”
 
   “I went…I went to his job. He was running late. He was rarely late from work. I remember being so excited about the acceptance letter I’d received to start a co-op program for biology studies at a medical facility. It was hard to get in that program…and everyone who did went on to get really good jobs, you know?” She blew her nose. “What an exciting time. I’d been the first black woman ever accepted, Ace. This meant a whole lot to me, and to my family.” She wiped another tear. “This was a big deal, you know…so…uh, I went…um, I mean, I got in my little Honda, all ecstatic. I wanted to tell him to his face, to see his reaction. I knew he’d be so happy!” She sniffed. “I kept thinking, ‘Where is my Daddy so I can tell him this news?’ I thought maybe he got caught up in a meeting or something since he was running late. Well, I couldn’t wait to tell him. I got to his office building. It was dark outside, but I could see a few lights on.
 
   “So, um, I walked in. No one was in there. Even the receptionist had left. I got on the elevator, gripping that letter so tight, a big ol’ silly grin on my face.” She couldn’t stop sniffing and wiping tears…then Ace scooted a bit closer and dabbed at her left eye while she ran her fingers through her wet hair. His gentleness warmed her throughout.
 
   “I got up to his floor, where his office was. I heard a strange noise, so, uh, I stopped. Something inside of me, something in my gut told me to hide…things just didn’t feel right. I guess they call that intuition. So, I did. I stood off to the side, behind a wall. In the reflection of the glass office door, I could see my father pulling someone by their shoulders…across the floor. The body was slumped over, lifeless and bleeding, too. I had to…I had to put both of my hands over my mouth to keep from screaming. I didn’t understand what happened, but I knew something very bad had taken place. My father was huffin’ and puffin’, dragging that weight until he disappeared into the elevator, and then, he was gone. I stood there, tryna figure out what I was going to do…I had recognized the man’s face, too.
 
   “He was a friend of my family’s. My godfather, Ace. I’d known him my whole life. Me and my brother and sister, grew up with this man’s kids, for God’s sake! I couldn’t believe my father could do something like that!” she hollered out, the pain fresh once again. Ace grabbed her, holding her tight.
 
   “Don’t you see?! My daddy, the best man in the world, the man that was in my heart, my protector…he was a monster! I could barely move, but I managed to get out of there. I couldn’t eat or sleep for days. Then, on the news, my godfather’s body showed up in a field. I had to excuse myself and go throw up. My father just sat there on the couch, as if nothing had happened. He didn’t even bat an eye. I was afraid of him, Ace! 
 
   “I was afraid to even be in the same house with him, to be…with someone who had done something so awful. I had to leave, Ace. I had to get out of there. I didn’t want to be the only witness to that…I didn’t want to chance him finding out that I knew he did it! Would I be next if he knew? Though, I didn’t want to believe that. I didn’t know what to believe any more at that time. I’d never been so afraid in all of my life. Santa Claus was no boogeyman and no one to fear; my father was the biggest beast of all! Don’t you see?!” Panic gripped her as she felt like that teenager all over again. “My father killed a man, Ace! Killed him and dumped his body in a field, like that man was just nothing!”
 
   Ace grabbed her wrists, bringing her to him like she was a fallen angel in need of help. He shook her, knocking her back to her senses as she fell from the heavens of reality, losing her valuable faculties. Planting a firm kiss on her lips, he ran his hands roughly through her hair, then stopped and looked down at her, their lips grazing one another’s as his heated breath warmed her.
 
   “Baby, don’t you think I already know that?!”
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
   Brooklyn lay still with Ace sprawled protectively over her form. They’d been there together for several hours, not saying a word. They’d rejoined the party earlier that evening, putting on smiling faces, while tension simmered between them — but also, the promise of a new playing field. Much to his surprise, while he was driving her home, she told him to turn around, that she wanted to sleep at his house instead. She didn’t want to be alone, and she didn’t want her own surroundings.
 
   Naked, he lifted himself up from her to lie on his side. He reached for a cigarette and lit it with a match, then sat up to lean against his headboard.
 
   “We switched places. You had a nightmare last night…a bad one. You’re moving in with me,” he announced gruffly as he scratched his thigh and took another puff.
 
   She sniffed and rubbed her nose as she rested on her belly. He was sure she’d caught a damn cold. 
 
   “Do I have a choice?” she asked in a muffled whisper, her lips still pushed into the pillow.
 
   He blew out another puff of smoke and cast his eyes towards his wide window. The sun shone bright, moving around the clouds with her big yellow ass, taking the stage that she owned and commanded. 
 
   “You always have a choice.”
 
   “Hmmm…” She groaned and turned towards him, her eyes still closed.
 
   “Are you hungry?” He tapped a few ashes in the ashtray on his nightstand.
 
   “Not really…”
 
   “You need to eat.”
 
   “I can’t…”
 
   “You have to. I’ll make you something. Anyway, I’m glad you’ve at least considered taking a vacation from work. You had so much time racked up, you could have stayed away for three months and been fine.” He gave a small smile and reached forward, gently stroking her back. “Of course, when you travel all over the place as part of your job, I suppose vacations are taken for granted, so to speak.”
 
   “Yeah.” She yawned. 
 
   Ace put his cigarette down, took her hand and kissed it. Emotion welled inside him. That night, she tossed and turned and yelled out. The scene felt all too familiar. He’d awoken a deadly sleeping giant within her, which now tormented her. Earlier, he’d reached out to her, held her tight, certain she’d begin to fight him again, but she didn’t. Rather, the fear drove her further into his grasp. Before he knew it, she was kissing him, all over, crying and kissing, kissing and crying until he was inside of her, making love, collecting her tears along his chest as The Passengers sang, ‘Let Her Go’ on his CD player…
 
   You only miss the sun when it starts to snow…
 
   “I don’t want to go back home, Ace. At least not right now.”
 
   He knew that feeling, the one of wanting to start over, to build a new bridge and cross the fuck over into something new, go into a place where one re-builds oneself and forgets from where one came.
 
   “Fine. Let’s arrange to get your things. I’ll hire someone to get your stuff packed up. It’s probably for the best, anyway.”
 
   “Why? You said he didn’t know anything.” Her nose wrinkled.
 
   “He doesn’t, but he isn’t stupid. I’ve been avoiding him too long. Whether or not he suspects me of lying is not even the issue anymore. He is going to return and tear this city up trying to find you. He knows you’re here. He knew too much about me before he came. He knows my reputation.”
 
   “And to just think if I’d done a Google search of you, I may have, too.” She snickered, but clearly not amused. 
 
   “Brooklyn,” He picked up his cigarette and took a long drag. “That’s just it. I think from the beginning, baby, a part of me wanted you to find out on your own, so I wouldn’t have to tell you.”
 
   “Funny…I had the same desire, too.”
 
   He smiled faintly. “I never give a subject my real name in the event I actually have to speak with them, interact. I have business cards with other names, all of that, but…I didn’t want to do that with you. I even thought about it after I did it. I knew what I was doing. Somewhere inside of me, I wanted to get busted.” He retrieved his cigarette and took another puff, closed his eyes and leaned back, exhausted. A telling silence reigned for a while. He slowly opened his eyes and scanned her. Her hands were crossed over her chest. Then, she sighed, and looked down at her sheet-covered lap. He glanced at her exposed breasts, then turned back away. 
 
   “I’ve always been so careful,” she offered quietly, now looking up at the ceiling. “I’ve chosen to not get close to many people. I didn’t tell anyone the truth about where I’d grown up. I got my identity changed, new name, new social security number, the whole bit. I’ve always been paranoid, too. A part of me…” She paused and swallowed. “A part of me was just tired, Ace. I was so…exhausted. I just wanted to live my life, you know? I felt like you might be the person that let me do that. I liked you, and then, I loved you.”
 
   He continued to smoke until the room filled with the scent. 
 
   “I even thought about telling him I believed you were dead…”
 
   “Well, why don’t you?” She rose up on her elbow, looking at him as if that was the solution to all of their problems.
 
   “Because he’d need proof, and you have to get certain documents for that. It would be tedious. I could pull it off, but that wouldn’t be enough for a man like your father — you know that. He’d need to see your corpse, a verified death certificate, something. He won’t give in, he won’t ever give up. That’s why he’s been so successful as a businessman, and just about everything he does. He and I have that in common…”
 
   She turned away, gripping a pillow tightly against her lean, naked body. 
 
   Oh, no…where do you think you’re going?
 
   He quickly smothered his cigarette and rolled on top of her, pressing his chest into her back. He kissed the back of her shoulders and spine, while caressing her shoulder. She moaned and wiggled a bit.
 
   “Make love to me again,” she murmured.
 
   “Why do you think I’m over here, baby?” he slurred.
 
    He traced her skin with his fingers as he ushered her legs open with his knee. The wet, smacking noises of his pecks along her skin intertwined with their mutual heavy breathing. Tenderly grinding and bumping against her, he felt her love wetting, her sighs increase, as he worked her system, waking the pussy from its rest. Reaching beneath her with one hand, he gripped her small, soft breast in his palm and kneaded it. Then, he pushed the head of his cock hard inside of her, eliciting a sweet moan as she arched her back into his chest and whimpered from his intrusion. 
 
   Rising and lifting her with him, her butt cheeks round and warm against his groin, they stared at at themselves in his mirror that ran along the center of the headboard. He braced himself on his knees, holding her around her waist, and entered her the rest of the way, making her scream out and her eyes roll as she took a fistful of pillow with her. Keeping her steady with a steely grip, he grunted and moved in and out of her with increased pressure and speed. He gasped for breath, bringing her ass to his groin over and over as he fucked her with due diligence.
 
   “You’re safe…you’ll always be safe with me. I love the shit outta you!” His balls slapped against her soaked pussy lips. He briefly looked down at his cock disappearing over and over inside of her, the bed catching their liquid love. He shuddered and gripped her even harder, wanting to keep her as close as possible. Bending a little, he covered her body with his, humping her ass. He glanced at the mirror to see her eyes closed as she fucked him back, working her ass against his nature. He held her possessively, his thrusts more determined and wild.
 
   “Uhhh!”
 
   “I love you…Ace.” Her lips parted as he jarred her body back and forth. The sweet, solemn words were what his heart needed. His stomach caved as he relished the lyrics.
 
   “But do you forgive me, baby…?” 
 
   “I’m trying…I know, ahhh…”
 
   He moved his hips in a circular motion, churning and turning his hard ass dick inside of her like a cement mixer.
 
   “Ahhhh, shit. Ahhh, I know, you weren’t trying to…hurt me…”
 
   “As long as you can one day forgive me, we’ll be okay. I’ll never lie to you again, Brooklyn, I promise… Do you believe me? Uhhh!” He wrapped his arms around her waist, buried his chin between her shoulders and pumped in and out of her like a damn throttle, eliciting a scream as her body twisted and twerked beneath him.
 
   “Yes…I…” She couldn’t even finish the sentence. Her arm extended outward, she grabbed a handful of sheets and trembled beneath him. Her orgasm continued to tumble through her body, making her shake. He slowed down, watching her, taking it all in. 
 
   So beautiful.
 
   Gently taking a few strands of her hair, he twirled it around his hand, forcing her to lift her face from the pillow. She sighed, opened her eyes and tossed him a lazy glance through the mirror. Rearing back, he then re-entered her at full force, making her claw and climb the fucking bed beneath him.
 
   “Oh shiiiit! Ace, shit!” With his other hand, he reached below her and rubbed up and down against her clitoris, pushing her further against the bed with his weight, and building friction and momentum against her special bud as he continued to thrust hard and heavy inside of her. 
 
   “Uhhhh! Uhhhh!” He kept going at her, taking her there, making the shit leave an impression, a mark. He wanted her to feel all of that, feel all the love he had for her, pouring out into this very moment. “Uhhh! I could stay in your pussy all damn day…all damn week! Uhhh! Fucking tight ass pussy! Stays fucking wet! Shit! Uhhhh!”
 
   The woman’s eyes watered, not due to tears, but another damn orgasm had seized her. He sucked and gently bit her earlobe, then looked at them once again in the mirror as he drew close to exploding within her. 
 
   “Mmmmm! I can’t…ever…lose you. I will…make sure…I do nothing…to…Uhhhh! Fuck!...make that a possibility…again! Uhhhh! Baby I’m about to cum, about to cum! Uhhhh!”
 
   “Cum for me! I want to feel it…cum in me…” she pleaded as he continued to hammer her.
 
   “Uhhhhh!” He pushed deeper, as far as he could go without hurting his precious angel. His dick quaked inside of her, shooting over and over. “Uhhhh! Uhhhh….My…God…mmmm….” His heart beat so fast, he dared not move for a while. Then, spent, he slumped down, eyes closed, sweat rolling down his face like raindrops. 
 
   He felt the woman reach down and grip his hand, hard. She squeezed it with all of her might. He didn’t open his eyes, happy with being dead weight — needing to relax against her flesh, needing to just lie there and smell her hair, the sweetness of her perfume and feel her body against his.
 
   “I’m not going anywhere, Ace. You made a mistake in judgment, a terrible mistake…but…I wasn’t perfect, either. We are starting fresh, okay?” 
 
   He waited a moment, too caught up in thankfulness to speak. He’d been rendered speechless by her act of love and trust, when he so didn’t deserve it.
 
   “Thank you, baby…for another chance.” He slowly opened his eyes and kissed her upper back, his mouth curved in a grateful smile. Lifting himself up on his elbow, he looked down at her. There it was, giving him solace, that little beauty mark on the back of her neck. The one that let him know he’d found his subject. He stared at it for a long time, with the knowledge that now, he’d discovered and claimed her as his own, for she was, officially, the love of his life…
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
   “This is a nice place!” Ivy set her olive green crocodile skin purse on the couch, looking around to and fro in Ace’s home. She tucked her bobbed hair behind one ear, leaned back onto a beige pillow on the black leather sofa and crossed her thick, shapely legs. “You live here now, huh?”
 
   Brooklyn handed her an ice-cold Coca Cola can with a straw in it and made her way to the other side of the room, taking a seat as she put the television on mute. It was seven in the evening. Ace had been kept up at his office working on a case, and all she wanted to do was stay indoors and relax. She’d taken his advice and put in for a few days off.
 
   “Yeah, he asked me to move in with him.”
 
   “You are sneaky!” Ivy’s thick, pale pink lips twisted as her eyes glossed with new life and vigor. “I didn’t even know you were dating anyone seriously, let alone had a boyfriend. How could you keep something like this from me?”
 
   Before Brooklyn could answer, the woman continued on, tugging at her magenta mini-skirt.
 
   “I should have known. You had stopped wearing your ‘B.B.G.’ ring.”
 
   Brooklyn tilted her head in confusion as she took a sip from her straw.
 
   “You know!” Ivy tapped on her left ring finger. “The ‘Boy Be Gone’ jewelry you were known for!”
 
   They laughed simultaneously. Brooklyn settled further into her seat and crossed her legs, feeling comfy and cozy in brown leggings and an over-sized matching sweater. She took a moment, exhaled, then, coming to a decision, she placed her drink on the coaster to her side. She leaned forward.
 
   “Ivy, there is something I need to discuss with you.”
 
   The woman gave her a quizzical look as she took a sip from her red and silver beverage can. 
 
   “Okay, what is it?”
 
   Brooklyn sighed, her gaze drifting to a wall with a large abstract painting of what appeared to be a woman’s silhouette. She loved the painting and thought Ace had remarkable taste for having it. She continued to scan the area. Due to his intense O.C.D., the man had everything just so, arranged neatly, in the perfect spot. She hated to move about too much or touch things, for he never failed to notice when something was even slightly out of place. 
 
   “Are you pregnant?” Ivy blurted. “Ahhhh! I bet that’s it! You’re pregnant!”
 
   Brooklyn looked down into her lap and shook her head.
 
   “No…I’m not pregnant, Ivy.”
 
   “Then…what is it? You look like you’ve lost it all.” Ivy laughed lightly, though her face showed genuine concern.
 
   “Ivy, I owe you an apology. I want to tell you that I’m sorry, first and foremost. I had my reasons, but I can’t keep running. I can’t live like this.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “My real name isn’t Brooklyn Greene; it’s Lynne Henderson.”
 
   Ivy covered her mouth with her palm and gasped, then, she burst out in laughter.
 
   “Girl, stop playing!” 
 
   “No, I’m serious. I’m not from Louisiana, I’m from Texas. I’ve…I’ve had an entirely new identity, due to something that happened to me many years ago. I can’t tell you what happened though, at least not right now. I didn’t tell you my name…because…I was afraid if I told anyone, the wrong people would find out. I’m telling you now because it’s just time for this to stop.”
 
   “Why wouldn’t…why couldn’t…” For the first time, her friend appeared to be at a loss for words. Surprise then morphed to anger. “Why would you lie to me all this time, Brooklyn? I thought we were better than this!”
 
   “We are! Look, I can’t tell you everything, but you deserved to at least know who I really am.” Now, she felt like Ace. This must’ve been a small taste of what he endured as he tried to come clean, and it felt absolutely horrible.
 
   “Is there anything else I should know?” Ivy said with a ’tude after taking a sip of her drink. She slammed her can down on the table and clasped her hands together.
 
   “Please, don’t tell anyone. I will let Mr. Jamison and everyone else at work know in due time, but right now, no one can know but you. I am telling you, because…well, I’ve had a lot of time to sit here and think, and you are the only person that has had my back from the day I was hired at the Field Museum. You’ve made sure I had everything I needed, you’ve been a shoulder to cry on, and I’ll never forget the tour of Chicago you gave me when we first met. We’ve been friends ever since…and I love you, Ivy…and, I’m sorry.”
 
   “So…that’s it, right? You’re not some Russian spy or anything like that?”
 
   Brooklyn couldn’t help but twist her lips to the side and cross her arms in disbelief. “You’ve got to be joking…”
 
   “No I’m not joking, Ms. Greene.” She huffed. “I want to know the whole story, but you’re telling me I’m not privy to it right now. You shouldn’t have told me shit if you were only going to say this to me, and leave it at that. You should’ve brought this up to me when you were ready to lay everything on the damned table, not giving me little pieces here and there. This is even worse!”
 
   “This…can’t be happening…” Brooklyn dropped her head and rubbed her ears with her palms, warming them, as she tried to settle her nerves.
 
   “Yeah, it’s happening.” Ivy grabbed the soda can again and took a long swig. “I’m serious. You wanted to clear your conscience, and now you’re doing it in a half assed way. Look, I won’t say shit to anyone,” she pointed an accusatory finger at her, “but you’ve made me mad with this half assed confession. You don’t trust me enough to tell me the whole thing, Brooklyn? Lynne? Wait…your name isn’t Brooklyn.” She closed her eyes and shook her head. “I’m so confused.”
 
   “Don’t be…I legally changed my name to Brooklyn. I chose that name because it sounded a little like Lynne, and Brooklyn was the first place I went to when I travelled to New York for the very first time, and it was a wonderful experience. Plus, I’ve always liked that name…”
 
   “Hmmm, makes sense.” Ivy shrugged. “So, will you ever tell me the entire story, Brooklyn, or will I have to pull it out of you?”
 
   Brooklyn looked at her friend, her eyes slightly hooding as she felt mental exhaustion coming upon her.
 
   “I promise you, one day, I will tell you the entire story. I’m not trying to be mysterious, Ivy. Really, I’m not. It’s just that other people are involved, and… I can’t say and do everything I wish, just to be on the up and up. You are right though; I did wish to clear my conscience…because telling you was the right thing to do.”
 
   The women were quiet for a long while.
 
   Ivy leaned forward, a serious look on her face aimed right at Brooklyn, as if she were sorting her thoughts in alphabetical order.
 
   “I knew more about you than I think you realized.”
 
   Brooklyn remained quiet, waiting, wondering. She brought her legs up and tucked her feet under her behind.
 
   “Because I’ve spent so much time with you over the years, Brooklyn, and because you and I work together and go on all of these business trips together,” she rolled her eyes and waved her wrist lazily in the air, “and all that jazz, I’ve gotten close to you. I knew you were hiding something. Of course, I wasn’t sure exactly what, but I knew it had to be something big. Some shit just wasn’t adding up.”
 
   “I was a born introvert, Ivy. It wasn’t a leap for me to keep quiet about my private life. As I transformed into an extrovert, pushing myself to reach my potential, I still kept my privacy in tact, even before the name change. It was just in my nature. What gave me away?”
 
   “Well, for starters, you never spoke of your family much. And, you seemed opposed to dating for any long duration of time. It seemed like every time I’d let some guy from work talk me into hooking him up with you, you’d toss him to the curb.” She shrugged. “Yet still, you liked men, enjoyed their company, and we had enough conversations about guys, dating, sex, all of that, that I understand you had some experience in that department. You’re an intelligent, beautiful woman, and it just seemed odd to me that you would be so alienated. It was self-imposed, I figured. As far as I was concerned, I was the only person remotely close to you. Then, a few months ago, I noticed you working less and smiling more. I’d overhear you on the phone, giggling. I knew it was a man.”
 
   Brooklyn smiled down into her lap.
 
   “Since you seemed to not want me to know, I didn’t ask, though I was tempted several times. I figured maybe if I just kept quiet, you’d eventually tell me. Of course, I didn’t expect to hear about it quite in this way…Anyway, I’d noticed you the night you met Ace by the way.” 
 
   Brooklyn shot a glance towards a picture of her and Ace from his parents’ Christmas party, then looked back towards her. 
 
   “I think a lot of the ladies did, actually,” Ivy said.“I was asking people who he was as you stood there talking with him. I figured maybe you knew but then I forgot to ask you later on.”
 
   “No.” Brooklyn shook her head. “He just…came up to me, introduced himself and started talking. I had no idea who he was.”
 
   “I gotta hand it to you, he is really good looking, got a kind of rough neck, like a rugged look about him. He’s sexy.” They both laughed.
 
    “And,” she shot a glance around the place, “he’s got great taste. Not just in a home, but in a girlfriend.”
 
   Brooklyn’s gaze dropped to the carpet in appreciation.
 
   “Thank you, Ivy.”
 
    “From the big smiles you both have in that photo, and him asking you to move in, he must really like you. I haven’t seen you smile this much, well, ever. I’m happy for you, honey.” Melancholy sneaked in Ivy’s tone, as if she were still disappointed in her, but didn’t want to beat a dead horse. Brooklyn figured that was fair. 
 
   “Ivy, are we going to be okay after this? Are we cool? I guess…I probably should’ve waited to tell you, just like you said. I guess it was a bit impulsive. I’ve just been sitting around here thinking, and I felt so guilty about not telling you all of this.”
 
   “Yeah, we’ll be fine, but let me ask you something.”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me about Ace? That you had a boyfriend?”
 
   “Plain superstition!” 
 
   “Superstition? I don’t get it.” The woman’s face twisted in confusion.
 
   “Every damned time I tell you about a man, Ivy, I find an excuse to get rid of him, or it doesn’t work out. I decided this time to keep my trap shut until I was certain he was the one.”
 
   “Oh.” Ivy’s brow shot up. “So now I’m a bad omen, a bad luck charm, huh?” she teased, causing Brooklyn to burst out laughing as she shrugged.
 
   “I don’t know…but funny how I’m in a long term relationship now. Coincidence? I think not.”
 
   Ivy showed her the middle finger, causing both of them to burst out laughing together.
 
   “Well hell, maybe I am bad luck to you in that regard, but if it weren’t for me, you wouldn’t have landed your little ‘Ace’ in a hole!” She chuckled, finishing off her soda.
 
   “How do you figure?!”
 
   “Remember the beauty salon and me basically dressing you from head to toe? That man wouldn’t have noticed your ass if I hadn’t stepped in and saved you!”
 
   “You can’t be serious. I just didn’t wear a lot of make-up; it’s a waste of money.”
 
   “Well then, why ever since then, do you look like a walking black Barbie doll, huh? Everyone at work is talking about it. You…look…gorgeous! I’ll tell you why, Ms. Brooklyn Lynne Greene Henderson! Your new man loves it! You caught that fish because of yours truly!” The woman stomped her finger emphatically into her chest.
 
   Brooklyn rolled her eyes.
 
    “Oh, please! You act like you were polishing a turd and trying to sell it off as chocolate cake. What a crock of crap, Ivy!”
 
   “What a perfect choice of words. That’s right, a crock of crap with glasses shoved on its non-exfoliated face! I had to beg you to get a facial! You looked just an absolute mess until I got you in check, squandering all your good looks! Now you’re walking around like some prima-donna, thanks to good ol’ magic fingers, Ivy! I dialed the Tress Gods up, and made your ass a much needed appointment. That hairdresser had to charge me extra, almost twice the quoted price due to that ratty nest, with a family of doves living in it!”
 
   “A family of doves, Ivy?!  Really?! I have no idea why I put up with you.”
 
   “Prince said that is why they cry…because they are trapped in your damn hair! All that beautiful hair, lookin’ like a big ass black cotton ball on your scrawny stick of a neck. And another thing…”
 
   And so the conversation continued, just like old times. If she and Ivy weren’t arguing and slinging insults, then there was something wrong. Finally, at least at that moment, everything was all right in her world…
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 



[bookmark: Sixteen]CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
    
 
   “You’re not chopping it evenly,” Ace muttered as he stood in the middle of the kitchen by his island, mixing the flour with the butter.
 
   “I am, too.” Brooklyn picked up the cutting board, shaped like a loaf of bread, and tipped the thinly cut red and yellow bell peppers into the clear bowl.
 
   “Baby, hand me that knife right there, please,” he said.
 
   Daft Punk played in the background — the song, ‘Within’, featuring Chilly Gonzales. Brooklyn handed him the knife while the smell of melting cheese, warm bread and homemade Italian dressing filled her nostrils. 
 
   Brooklyn sighed. Red candles burned in the adjoining dining room, one of her favorite bands serenaded her, and she was making dinner with her sweetheart. Out the corner of her eye, she watched him meticulously stirring and stirring until the batter was just as he wished it to be. He was making her a pie, with the crust from scratch. He’d learned from his mother — Hail to Queen Blackstone.
 
   Brooklyn finished slicing a thick, red tomato then grabbed the head of lettuce and chopped it up into fine bits, adding a bit of purple cabbage to the mixture. Feeling his gaze on hers, she smirked as she sprinkled a bit of olive oil, pink Himalayan salt  and black pepper on it. After tossing it, she picked up the bowl and approached him. He pretended he hadn’t been ogling her, but the tilted smile on his handsome face gave him away.
 
   “What?” he said in a voice so low, she almost didn’t hear him as he kept working his batter.
 
   “Taste this salad…”
 
   He paused, looked into her eyes and opened his mouth so she could slide a forkful of lettuce into his mouth. 
 
   “Mmmm, that’s good. The right touches of everything…”
 
   He chewed and swallowed, his eyes fixed on her, while his flour and butter sat there in the bowl, waiting for his tender care.
 
   “Did you add the sugar and eggs to the batter?” she whispered as she stepped a bit closer.
 
   “Yes…”
 
   “Do you want me to preheat the oven?”
 
   “No…” He hooked his arm around her waist and swooped her in his arms, eliciting a laugh from her. He lifted her up in the air and spun her around like a brand new baby. She felt giddy and light in his arms and then she noticed — his expression was dead serious. Gently, he placed her back down on her feet. Like the soft caress of silk against her cheek, he ran his finger along her skin, and then her lips. A slow, sweet peck here, then another until he found her lips and gently pulled at them with his own. She surrendered, opening her mouth to allow his long, warm tongue inside. As he explored her, he moved them both across the room to the window, where the moonlight and street luster crept in from the city street. 
 
   He sighed loudly, then brought his fingers to the top button of his black shirt. He slowly licked his lips, then swallowed, making his Adam’s apple bounce. Before long, the man was naked in front of her. His tall, muscular frame called to her as he reached for her to relieve her of her clothing. His movements slow and sensual, he undressed her, building up a flame within her. He sucked his bottom lip as his chest rose and fell; the tight abdominal muscles of his physique clenched even more when he reached her panties. She stepped out of them, her excitement growing. Before she had time to take another breath, he pushed her into the window. The coolness of the glass startled her senses, which screamed for her to back away from the damned thing — but his body was so warm, it soon enveloped her in its heat, making everything all right. 
 
   “My greatest find was you…” 
 
   In a swift move, he turned her body towards the ceiling to baseboard length window. The moon shined bright, while the city lights danced and sparkled, welcoming her gaze. He pushed her against the damned thing, the ledge wide enough for her to stand upon. Even with her on the low platform, he stood taller. Hecupped her breasts, his soft lips dragging down her back, drawing a shudder from her. How vulnerable she was with her body fully exposed to him. 
 
   “I spend my life searching…finding…looking…discovering…and then, I find you.”
 
   She dropped her head, causing her freshly pinned wash ’nd go curls to fall forward. 
 
   “It doesn’t matter now why I did it. It only matters, that it came to be.”
 
   “Ahhh…”
 
   She gasped when his hand cupping between her legs, holding steady, unmoving, in a commanding grip. Not painful. Just…assertive.
 
   Then, he slowly caressed her zone, gingerly opened up her folds, drawing an impulsive guttural moan. Her pussy poured out a slick stream, which he caught in his palm. Then, her knees bucked the moment she felt his tender lips on her valley, sucking her diligently. She looked down to see his face buried between her legs. He cupped her knees and looked up at her, his gorgeous green eyes hooded, as he sucked and swallowed all that she offered.
 
   “Ahhh…Ahhhh….” She tried to steady herself, fearful she’d lose her mind. The man ate her pussy to perfection. If she said so herself, he was truly gifted.
 
   Twisting his tongue to the side, he worked it all over her clitoris in a quick motion, applying more and more pressure until she couldn’t take it anymore. He slipped a finger, and then another inside of her. The sensations overwhelming her, sheleaned for support to the side of the window, bracing herself, holding on. He gripped her thigh, keeping her upright as he continued on, until she lost it completely.
 
   “Ahhhhh! Oh my God…” The orgasm caused her head to throb. He kept milking her, now massaging her ass with his fingers as he took in the last of her juices. Standing, he wrapped his arm around her stomach. She braced herself, knowing full well where his other hand was. The head of his cock brushed flirtatiously down the center of her ass. She felt it again and again, until he forced her to lean further into the window and bend slightly at the waist.
 
   “Ohhhhh! Oh!” she screamed as he pushed within her. His large, thick dick plunged inside of her wetness, moving upward like a rocket soaring for the stars. He began to slowly thrust, and in the reflection, she saw him rising slightly off his feet at each forward movement, sinking all of his dense inches inside of her, making her go crazy. She reached behind herself to place her hand on his lower stomach, trying to keep him at a certain pace, but it was no use. He wanted her, and he was going to have her — on his terms. He continued to push upward.
 
   “Ohhhh!” She started to cum again, her breasts pressed into the glass as he increased his stride. Holding her hips steady, he continued to lunge. The man was breathing fast, huffing and grunting as he took her, but otherwise said nothing at all. Rather, his body did all the talking. A few moments later, her groin seized up, and yet another unbelievable orgasm took her over. This time, he gently cupped her chin as he continued to move in and out of her, popping his hips. He filled and stretched her, bringing on a wild addiction to his loving. She trembled so hard, her muscles locked. He caught her under the arms when she started to slide down, limp and satiated, then leaned her back against the window as if nothing unusual had occurred, and kept on. His hard, sweaty chest pressed into her back as his pubic hair brushed tightly against her ass with each thrust. His mouth now close to her ear, he talked dirty and sweet, said things…unbelievable things that made her cum on herself all over again…
 
   “I want you to be mine, forever, Brooklyn… You like to dig up artifacts, hmmm…I like to shove my dick inside of your treasure and find your sweet spot to make you explode on my cock…”
 
   “Uhhhh!” He sucked his pinky finger, confusing her…but not for long. She tightened in astonishment when he slipped it inside of her ass, making love to her in all ways. The double penetration caused a torrent of sensations to wash over her. A series of tumultuous orgasms claimed her and tossed her ass around like the dough in an authentic pizzeria. Once again, he came to her aid, helping her back up by maneuvering his body just so, and sliding her where he wanted her…but he kept that finger jerking in and out of her ass and that hard, stiff cock doing double duty in her pussy. 
 
   Exhausted, she accepted what he was giving her. Minute after minute, he maintained a brisk pace with no signs of letting up. She’d never experienced so many back-to-back orgasms in her entire life. But it wasn’t over. He sped up, grunting and gasping…and she felt it. He was close. She urged him on, wanting to feel his creamy warmth inside of her. She bucked her ass into him, popping it. He loved that, and she was going to take him there, return the favor.
 
   “Uhhhh! Yeah, just like that…” he rasped. “Uhhh!” He gripped her hips hard, pushing into her over and over, straight to her damn womb. From the muted reflection, he was looking down at her ass as she worked it, so she showed out, did it harder and faster, winding it, driving him insane.
 
   “Uhhhh! Yesss…Brooklyn…Yesss! Uhhh! Like that…like…that!”
 
   She kept right on, knowing he wouldn’t be able to hold out much longer. She’d gained new energy and used it to take him to the edge.
 
   “Uhhhh!” He thrust hard, slamming into her, making her shudder. “Mmmmm! Uhhhh, shit!”
 
   She felt it inside of her then; over and over he shot his essence, warming her insides with the man-load she craved. 
 
   “Uhhh!” He kept thrusting, fast and hard, until he was drained and breathing harshly against her ear. She heard him swallow as he cupped her breasts once again, this time lightly, as if he didn’t have the energy to do much else. After awhile, he stepped back from her, then turned her around to face him. He placed a tender kiss across her lips, then walked to the kitchen sink and washed his hands. She stood there, her pussy wet and throbbing, watching the muscles in his back and shoulders contort as he lathered up his big hands. A scene reminiscent of a daydream, so surreal it seemed…and she loved that.
 
   The music continued to play, and Ace took his post back by the dough mixture in the clear bowl. Standing there, now butt naked, he leisurely picked up his spoon and begun to stir. Without looking at her, he said ever so sweetly, “You can pre-heat the oven for me now, baby…”
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
   Mr. Henderson adjusted his Rolex ever so effortlessly across his brown wrist. He sat at his desk, listening to the people mulling about outside of his office. His numbness was melting, exposing a simmering concern. He stared at his computer…and stared some more. He’d been sitting there for over an hour, thinking and growing weary. Then, the anger came. He read and re-read the emails from the man he’d hired, the notable Mr. Ace Blackstone. The man had been so helpful initially, even seeming sympathetic to his plight; then everything stopped, as if instantaneously frozen in time. He’d been given some half-assed report about the trail running cold, but this time, Mr. Henderson had done his own research. Mr. Blackstone was a pit-bull. A bit of a hermit, sly, intelligent, and had a commanding presence. He could see that as soon as he met him.
 
   Something had made the man run in the other direction, drop a one hundred thousand dollar investigation and disappear into thin air. Previously, Blackstone had sought him out, kept him abreast of the developments. However, not long after, Henderson discovered he was the initiator of the majority of the calls. And then, they all but stopped communicating. Blackstone turned into a phantom. Now, the detective’s correspondence was completely non-existent. He almost felt like an abandoned lover. Sucking his teeth, he shut his laptop down, leaned back in his seat, making the comfortable leather purr as he moved about, shifting his weight. He found himself gripping his desk, feeling like he was going to break the thing with his bare hands. The ten-year anniversary of his daughter’s disappearance had come and gone. This was the first time, in a long time, that he believed maybe she really was deceased…but why was Blackstone so quiet? Was he on to something but didn’t want to get his hopes up? Maybe…it was a possibility. At that notion, he relaxed a little.
 
   Henderson had scoured the country for leads, placing her photo up with promises of an award. This had gone on since the day she disappeared, and his other two children felt neglected. He couldn’t stop though; he simply had to keep searching for his baby. Lynne was special…
 
   All of his children were extraordinary, at least he believed so, but Lynne had a magic about her. For one, she looked like the spitting image of her mother — a beautiful woman he’d chased all over the state to have her hand in marriage. He knew one day, a man would do the same with his daughter, for hers was an undiscovered beauty that simmered just below the surface. Lynne also had the curiosity of a cat with nine lives. She’d been a precocious child, always asking, ‘Why?’ and ‘How does this work?’ She wanted answers. All. The. Time. She could be found behind an avalanche of books or periodicals, her nose pressed into the chunky computer monitor in her bedroom. 
 
   While other young ladies her age were boy crazy and purchasing bright red lipstick, Lynne spent time in the library with Harry Potter on one side, and the Law of Physics on the other. He loved this about the young child but, as she matured, things changed. Due to her good looks, which she appeared unmindful of and didn’t cultivate, she’d unknowingly garnered attention that he didn’t appreciate. She seemed unaware of the motivations of boys snooping around the house and calling to speak to her, but her naïveté just made her more endearing. He suspected this may have been part of her downfall, and his fault for sheltering her so. Though brilliant, surrounded by friends, witty and, by all appearances, able to take care of herself as she toured the world, she was still a quiet child who trusted far too easily.
 
   She was a good, bright girl, and he just didn’t understand where his baby had gone to. Just when he was ready to throw in the towel, Blackstone’s cat and mouse game let him know there may be hope after all. He was never known to be a sitting stooge, and why should be begin now? He looked over to his left and ran his finger down his plane ticket, then stood and straightened his suit jacket. It was time to see firsthand what was going on in Chi-town…
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
   Ace looped his arm inside of Brooklyn’s as they moved about the displays. For the life of him, he could not understand how she was supposed to be relaxing visiting yet another damn museum. She’d insisted upon it, stating she rarely got to visit The Art Institute of Chicago. They perused the art pieces, while she stopped and explained in detail each piece that struck her fancy.
 
   “Like this right here, Ace.” She tugged on him as he daydreamed. A pregnant woman with a long, flowing green maternity shirt over stretched pants had caught his attention when he was supposed to be looking at the picture in question. “See how the couple in the painting have their backs to one another? But they are supposed to be in love. I like this, because it’s realistic and beautiful. The colors are fantastical, but the painting is so convincing. It takes your mind through a journey.”
 
   “A journey? To where? The land of bullshit?” He looked back at it. “Looks like a rainbow colored unicorn took a dump on the fucking canvas and shit skittle-like turds.”
 
   “Ace!” She reprimanded, smacking his shoulder in annoyance.
 
   “Well hell, it does. I don’t like it.” He casually scratched his nose as they went on to the next piece. 
 
   “Now this is nice…” He paused and viewed the painting she was pointing at. In the center was a skull with a Mexican styled border and motif. “This reminds me of the Mayan art.” She shot him a glance from over her shoulder. “What do you think?”
 
   “I think it’s a fucking skull that is ablaze. Burning heads…Hey, do you like the ‘Talking Heads’? Good group. My dad had got me hip to them, but I only got into their music around last year. This painting right here could be like, the cover of their hit song, ‘Burning Down the House!’”
 
   Brooklyn’s lips tightened and twisted as she angrily leaned back and crossed her arms, glaring at him.
 
   Why stop now?
 
   Ace began to sing, garnering unwanted attention, but he didn’t care.
 
   “Burnin’ down tha house!” He began to bop and dance about, causing her to redden to the point he was certain she’d explode. This only spurred him on even further. “Wait ’til the Party’s Ova!”
 
   “Oh, the party is definitely over, Ace!” She grabbed his arm, hauling him away like some used, stained mattress that she didn’t want anymore.
 
   He couldn’t stop laughing and as he caught his reflection in another piece of art, he could see that he, too, had reddened. She got him alone, ready to lay into him when she, too, suddenly started laughing, veering unexpectedly off course. And with that, she’d fallen from reprimanding grace.
 
   “You are impossible!” was all she could blurt out as she continued to shake with laughter and grip his elbow. 
 
   “I’m sorry, baby.”
 
   “No you’re not, Ace. I should’ve known you wouldn’t be mature enough to handle going to the art museum.”
 
   “Right, that is why I have you…my adult escort.”
 
   She grinned and turned quickly away from him. Grabbing her, he made her hold his hand as they continued to peruse the paintings and sculptures. 
 
   “Okay, now look at this, Ace.” She paused beside a grand painting, obviously not wanting to give up on him just yet. It took up practically the entire wall, depicting wild horses running alongside two Native Americans. “This painting is over three hundred years old. From the headdress and markings the artist painted on these two men, these are Cherokee Indians. What an amazing job and look how vibrant the paint still is, even after all this time?” She stood a bit closer to it, totally enthralled. “I’m certain it’s had some restoration… Do you know how long it would take an artist at that time to create something like this? Years!”
 
   He simply stood there, frozen, his bottom lip twitching and his eye jumping. His breathing became choppy and harsh. Suddenly aware of his silence, she turned towards him.
 
   “Ace?” She ran her hand lightly along his cheekbone. “Ace? Are you okay?” Not waiting for an answer, she took him by the hand and led him to a nearby bench. “What’s going on? Are you getting sick?”
 
   “No…” He gripped her hand. “I’m okay now. I just needed to sit down.”
 
   You said you wouldn’t lie to her anymore…
 
   “Wait, that’s not true.” He turned towards her, glanced back at the painting, then looked into her eyes. He sniffed and took a deep breath. “Brooklyn, you know those nightmares you see me have sometimes?”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “It’s always a bunch of horses…”
 
   “Oh, Ace, I’m sorry!” She looked over her shoulder at the painting.
 
   “I know it’s a bit confusing, since I like horses…go horseback riding. I’m actually drawn to them. The…the painting is beautiful, actually. It’s just so large, and there are so many of them; it looked almost exactly like my dream. I’m okay now…it’s just a painting.” He ran a trembling hand over his face.
 
   “Baby, let’s get you something to drink. Come on.” They stood from the bench and she slid her cellphone out of her pocket to check the time. “It’s almost lunchtime, anyway. They have a really nice restaurant here from a chef out of Spiaggia. Are you hungry?” She shot him a slight smile as he kept his head somewhat down, working on reeling himself back in.
 
   “Yeah, I’m hungry,” was all he could muster. 
 
   Soon, they were sitting at the cream linen covered tables in the grand, high-ceilinged Terzo Piano Room while the scent of hot coffee tickled his senses. He ran his tongue along his dry lips and clasped his hands together. Fact of the matter was, he didn’t want to talk about it anymore. He wouldn’t lie to the woman, but he sure as hell didn’t want to delve into that discussion. He’d talked it to death with Dr. Rose, and he saw it more nights than not. No. He was out with his girlfriend, relaxing and taking in some classic and modern art — no more wild, tromping horses, please.
 
   “Uh, I think I should get a glass of wine…” he said, lifting a hand to get the waiter’s attention.
 
   Just then, a woman in a wheel chair with her face wrapped in layers of white bandages rolled in. Despite her appearance and obvious ailments, she held her head high as she was escorted to a nearby table, close to a window. He and Brooklyn both glanced at her, then turned back towards one another.
 
   “What are you thinking about her?” she asked with a coy grin. “What’s her story?” She took a sip of her water, then shot a look back at the subject of her question before turning her sights back to Ace.
 
   Ace glanced at the woman briefly. “Well, she hasn’t been in an accident. That’s the result of plastic surgery. She is rich. She’s been wheel-chair bound since she was a child… See, her legs are much smaller than the rest of her body, denoting that they’ve never received the same muscle tone or exercise. She was born in money, had the best doctors, but she was probably always plain looking. Everyone, despite their physical limitations, wishes to feel good about themselves on some level.”
 
   “I love it when you do that…” She smiled at him.
 
   “I love it when you ask me, too.”
 
   “The only thing I look at with such a stern, discerning eye are bones,” she joked.
 
   “And that’s important…Ms. Italy.”
 
   She grinned and took another drink of her water.
 
   “Well, it is, just not nearly as exciting to some people but to me,” she shrugged unapologetically, “it means the world, literally.”
 
   “Bones…skulls…yes, you seem to have an affinity towards them.”
 
   “They tell us so much; the remains of someone tells a rich history and story.”
 
   Brooklyn then startled him by leaning towards him and running her fingertips down his face, applying pressure in her touch. That surprising act turned him on. His groin stiffened as she continued, while staring deeply into his eyes. She kept feeling his bone structure, jamming around the hollow of his cheekbones and jaws. 
 
   “Am I hurting you?” she asked softly.
 
   “Not really…” He leaned toward her, allowing her easier access. After awhile, she leaned back and crossed her legs, fixed her napkin across her lap.
 
   “So, you’re just going to stick your hands all over my face and not offer any information?” He laughed.
 
   “No,” she smiled at him, “I was going to. First of all, you—” 
 
   The waiter came up and took their order, stopping her mid-sentence. Ace asked to view the wine menu, then set his sights back on Brooklyn. Her head was tilted ever so slightly to the left and her thick, dark hair was pulled back with a paisley, silk band, showcasing her own amazing bone structure and lips that he never got tired of kissing.
 
   “There is something in my field that we call ‘mandibular traits’.” Ripping open a packet of sugar, she tapped half the contents into her cup of white tea. Soon, the tinkling of the spoon swarming about the hot mixture became the music to her words. “Though it is not an exact science, we can sometimes figure out a person’s race by their bones. The jawbone is particularly helpful.” She took a thoughtful sip of her tea.
 
   Ace swallowed, extended his leg and leaned back in his seat as he tapped the table with his fingertips.
 
   “Your forehead is average sized, yet width wise, more expansive.”
 
   “So you’re saying I have a big head?” He laughed lightly, drawing a slight grin from her.
 
   “No, but that is more common with certain European and Asian races. It can occur in other races as well; it is just not as prevalent.” She took another sip, still looking down into the cup as if relaying a moving story. “There is a slight bump on the bridge of your nose, and the soft part, the septila cartilage, is narrow, yet also has a slight bulge. This is more common with Italian, Spanish and Romanian races.”
 
   Ace slicked his tongue over his bottom lip, taking it all in. He found himself crossing his arms and tucking his hands under the armpits, while he listened intently.
 
   “This is difficult, however. It’s not an exact science, but with historic bones it is much easier versus modern man, due to marriage between different races, resulting in offspring that can take on various aspects of each race.”
 
   “This sounds like forensic science.” Ace leaned forward and clasped his hands on the table. “You know, I use a similar concept when doing age reconstruction for different people. I developed a software program for age progression. Now, it is not nearly as sophisticated and scientific as what you’re describing, but I’ve found it to be fairly accurate.” 
 
   “I think your work is fascinating, Ace. I believe I’ve told you that, despite it being the vehicle that caused us to meet.”
 
   “In a way, you’re an investigator, too. We kinda have the same profession, don’t you agree?” He took a red glass of wine from the waiter, nodded and took a sip before placing it back down on the table. 
 
   “In some ways, I suppose you’re right. That is rather interesting.”
 
   “I believe so. I have a healthy respect for what you do. I like how you can explain complicated things like bone structure in a way that everyone can understand. Biology wasn’t my forte in school, unless it was sex education.” He smirked.
 
   She rolled her eyes dramatically. “Why do I find that not hard to believe?” 
 
   She glanced back at the woman in the wheelchair. He followed her eyes. She was now sipping a white liquid through a straw. He assumed it was milk. 
 
   “I’d like to do that to you one day.”
 
   “What? Put me in a wheel chair?” He joked. “I thought you were working on forgiveness?”
 
   “You’re an absolute crazy lunatic.” She giggled. “No, cast your body. We do that sometimes when bones are missing and we are trying to figure out exact height. We will use what we do know and make a cast, filling in the gaps. I’ve had it done, my whole body cast. I underwent the process in my apartment. You moved my cast body for me. It’s now in storage.”
 
   “That was you?” His brow rose. “Hmmm…not nearly as impressive as the real thing.” He scanned her body real slow and nasty, not hiding the intentions of his words.
 
   “You really are something else, Mr. Blackstone.” She picked up her tea cup and took another sip.
 
   “So I’ve been told. But, you are my everything.” He raised his wine glass in the air, inviting her for a toast. Grinning, she raised her cup as he brought his glass to it. “To a beautiful woman…a smart lady. I thank God for discovery of all things, Brooklyn…”
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 



[bookmark: Seventeen]CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
    
 
   Brooklyn had spent the last two evenings holed up in her office. She couldn’t stay away from the museum long; it beckoned her. She’d cut her vacation short and immediately jumped into a pool of work until she was happily drowning in those waters. She opened the front door to Ace’s empty high-rise penthouse and walked into darkness. He hadn’t even left the hall bathroom light on. A new project had been consuming her time, and she was grateful for it, especially because it softened her worries via distraction. She navigated through the darkness and flicked on a light, then made her way into their bedroom.
 
    She didn’t want to bring it up to him anymore, but she was running on pure adrenaline more times than not. Her life had been turned upside down. She no longer blamed him for it, though, It wasn’t Ace’s fault her father wouldn’t shake the rabbit loose. As she admired the new curtains she’d purchased and the painting she’d placed in the spare bedroom, she still realized she missed her old place. Ace was doing all he could to make her feel at home. They were going to turn this room into her very own office, and the purchases had already begun.
 
   I’ll come in here and box up some more of this stuff tonight…
 
   Nevertheless, she was happy in Ace’s home, their home. His place was stylish, modern, clean. He had a maid come in three times a week, and his refrigerator was always so neat and tidy, with the bottles all turned the same direction — the labels front and center. He said he’d been conditioned that way due to boarding school, and it just never left him. He kept a running tally list on the refrigerator of all the card games she’d lost. The man was shamelessly competitive, and she vowed to not play with him anymore since he’d make much ado about nothing. Ridiculous.
 
   Setting her purse down, she made her way back up the hall to the living room.She grinned to herself as she slid her shoes off and slumped down onto the couch, tossing her coat aside, versus hanging it up like a good girl. She sat there for a good while, rubbing her foot until she heard tiny whimpers. A chill ran down her spine. She was certain she was home alone, and Ace had stayed at work late. Who could it be? The whimpers grew louder. She calmed down a bit when she recognized his voice. Shooting up from the couch, she hurried down the hall and she pushed the master bedroom door open. The shrieks grew louder. She had no idea he’d even come home. 
 
   There he lay, seemingly still asleep but screaming at the top of his lungs, shaking and arching his back like a maniac.
 
   “Ace!” She raced to him and cradled him in her arms, squeezing him, calling his name and gently smacking him to bring him out of the damned thing. “Ace! Wake up!” 
 
   His body felt hard and stiff in her hands, his muscles taut, and his flesh cold. His pajama pants had ridden up to his knees, exposing muscular, kicking legs bunching the white sheets. Eventually, he settled as she cradled him like a baby, but his eyes remained alive with frenzy. His pupils dilated in rapid speed, as if light were cast his way, and retracting. It was the damnedest thing. Not only did he just have a nightmare, but also a hallucinogenic experience. His body was truly responsive to whatever his brain had tortured him with. Since her short time living in his home, she’d noticed him tossing and turning rather often. Usually, she’d just nudge him and he’d awaken, then fall back to sleep with no problem; but this time, it was different. Her baby was suffering, and she wanted to know what haunted him, to get into that discussion once and for all.
 
   “Ace…”
 
   “Yeah…” He swallowed and closed his eyes, his mouth ajar as his chest rose and fell while he fought his shortness of breath. 
 
   “Do you know that you have a lot of nightmares? I mean, a lot. We’ve talked about this briefly, but it seems to be getting worse.”
 
   He slowly opened his eyes and moved away from her, wrapping the sheets snugly around his waist. Lying against the headboard, he continued to breathe uneasily, opening and closing his eyes as if he were fighting sleep all over again. He’d heard her, surely, but he appeared reluctant to open up this door, to show full disclosure. Was it to be permanently locked? 
 
   No more secrets, please.
 
   “Brooklyn, yeah, I know about the nightmares…the frequency, that is. I’ve been havin’ ’em since I was a little kid.”
 
   She crawled across the bed towards him and hitched her arm around his waist, then kissed his temple. Sweat beads covered the bridge of his nose and his hairline. 
 
   “Well.” She ran her hand affectionately up and down his bare chest. “You’ve said they are about horses, but what does that mean? What are these nightmares about?”
 
   “I dunno…”
 
   “That doesn’t make sense.”
 
   “What I mean is, they are fragmented. It is always me sitting there, screaming, horses running everywhere and even louder screams of other people around me.  The details aren’t important, Brooklyn.”
 
   “Ace…tell me. I want to know.”
 
   He sat there despondent, , his body hunching. He fell deeper under the covers as if the sheets had a mouth with which to swallow him up in one fatal gulp. His expression grew so weary. The man had all but given up. 
 
   “I’m sitting on a dirty floor, or maybe outside at night but everything is pitch black except these shadows and clouds of dust. The horses are coming towards me, ready to trample me, but then they veer off and miss me. It’s the same thing all the time…” He sighed. “Please, Brooklyn. There isn’t much else. I…I’m done talking about this because there is nothing else left to say, really…but I’m sorry if I scared you.” He exhaled loudly and his head fell forward, as if he were spent. 
 
   Ace was troubled and all she could do was wrap her arms a bit tighter around her love. She comforted him in her embrace, making him bend into her frame. Initially he kept still and unyielding, then he turned into freshly churned taffy, pulled and manipulated, limb by limb, until they were wrapped up together like two octopi with interlocking tentacles. She dotted kisses along his face, nose and chin as she ran her fingers roughly through the back of his short, cropped hair. 
 
   They shared no more words, just that simple embrace. An act of kindness in the midst of uncontrollable mental cruelty, a ghost haunting him in his most needed hours — precious moments of peace. The nightmares robbed him of that serenity, and though she could never recover his stolen balance, in her kiss, she wished to restore a bit of his lost vulnerability…
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
   Once again, the woman has me doing some shit I don’t want to do…all because I love her.
 
   Ace lay still in the bathroom while Brooklyn continued to lather his face with the wet bandages, dipped in some home-made flour batter. The crap was drying his skin out, and he was warned that if he moved one more time, she’d inflict physical harm. He couldn’t speak, only listen, and that was fine by him since his protests had gone on deaf ears.
 
   “…And that’s when my brother, Earlwood Jr., said he liked the green one better anyway!” She laughed, her stories of fun days spent with her family sweet and endearing that evening. She relished speaking about her family, about the good times, before she found out what her father was really made of.
 
   “Mmmm!” He sounded like a mummy as the plaster of Paris mess dried even further onto his face.
 
   The woman rolled her eyes, annoyed by his antics, but he didn’t give a damn. He was thirsty! He pointed to the water bottle on the sink counter.
 
   “You can’t drink right now. Just fifteen minutes, babe.” Then she did the unthinkable. She got off her knees and walked out, leaving him there to his own devices. He refused to allow her to do his body. He didn’t want that shit all over his cock and ass. 
 
   What if it dried in the crack?! I’d never be able to shit again!
 
   His arms draped over the tub, he sat there, looking at his stretched and warped reflection in the chrome bathtub fixtures. His legs, clad in jeans, looked extremely long, while his head looked tiny and warped, as if wrapped in snow. He wanted to laugh so bad, his bare stomach caved with the effort to hold it in. If the mask peeled sooner than necessary, Brooklyn would be piping hot, and worse yet, she’d insist he do it all over again. No, he couldn’t have that, so he settled down once and for all and made do with a small smile when he heard her put on some music.
 
   Ahhh, Hi-Tek, ‘The Sun God’…
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
   “You’ve never watched Dick Tracey?”
 
   Ace thumbed his nose and leaned back on the couch as the woman pushed the buttons on the remote control.
 
   “No, and give me my remote control, back. You’re going too far.” He lunged for it, but the little heathen jumped to her feet, escaping his grasp. He cleared his throat and leaned back onto the pillow, crossing his arms over his chest.
 
   “How could a private eye not watch Dick Tracey?!” The woman was truly astonished, and he couldn’t believe his ears.
 
   “I’ve heard of the damn movie, Brooklyn. I’ve seen the old books. I have no interest in it. That’s not how my job is…that’s all fairy tale shit.”
 
   “How do you know that isn’t how your job is? You’ve never seen the movie.”
 
   She turned back towards the television and crossed her ankles, flipping channels with one hand while the other loosely held on a kitchen towel. 
 
   “Have you seen all the movies about archaeologists?”
 
   “I’d imagine not.” She kept surfing, grating his nerves. “Do you even know the name of a movie about any archeologists?”
 
   “Indiana Jones…”
 
   “You just got lucky.” She snapped the towel in his direction; he blinked, but stayed still as she turned back towards the television.
 
   “I’ve not gotten lucky in three days…” he whispered, then bit his bottom lip as he ran his palm over the bulge in his pants. With a sigh, he focused on her tight, high ass moving about in her pants. His face broke into a mischievous grin. He glanced over at his stereo, picked up another remote and turned it on.
 
   Daft Punk sang, ‘Get Lucky.’
 
   Before she knew it, the television went black. The blue and white lights from the stereo gave slight illumination to her form.
 
   “What the?” She looked at the remote control in her hand and tapped it, then pointed it back at the television, trying to turn the damn thing on. He lay there watching her, stifling his laughter at the fact he’d managed to grab his spare television remote, without her seeing him.
 
   “Come here,” he said gruffly, the living room now shadowed in darkness, minus the burning embers of his cigarette as he brought it to his lips.
 
   “What for?” He could hear the defiance in her voice. This was the wrong time to play games.
 
   “Stay there, then…”
 
   “Ahhhh!” She screamed out when he got on the ground and grabbed her ankles. She clumsily fell down, and the wrestling ensued. “No!” She giggled, now fully aware of his intentions. “Ace, stop…Stop it!” She laughed louder as he tugged at her pink and silver checkered pajama pants, almost tearing them off her damn body. 
 
   “Good…no panties.” He caressed her hips with hungry hands as she settled in his grasp. “Another movie featuring an archeologist was, ‘Tomb Raiders.’ In this version, it’s called, ‘Panty Raiders.’”
 
   The woman burst out in laughter and began to squirm in his grip again, then, just like that, as if a light were switched, she gave out a sigh and moan when he placed his wide, open mouth, upon her love, sucking hard while caressing her partially exposed stomach. Her tank top had ridden up in all of the commotion, and he delighted in the feel of her satiny skin as he devoured her pussy, over and over. 
 
   “Uh…ahhhh…” Her legs relaxed as he worked her over, sucking, licking and tasting her completely. Reaching low, she gripped his shoulders and raised her thighs. Ace lost himself in the scent of her and brought her closer and closer to the point of no return. Then, he stopped. 
 
   “What are you doing?” she protested, agitation clearly in her tone. Ace reached across the nearby couch, and grabbed the kitchen towel she’d snapped him with earlier. Before she could speak again, he wrapped it around her eyes, blocking out her vision.
 
   “Now.” He rested on his knees as he laid her back down on the floor. “I want you to just feel everything I’m doing to you, and I want you to talk to me about it, to describe it…blind observation.” He rolled her shirt the rest of the way up, removed the straps from her shoulders and exposed her erect nipples. Running his fingers along her breasts, he relished seeing her swallow and sigh. Her body stirred, as if coming slowly to life.
 
   “I want you to tell me when you really like something, or if you don’t…” He leaned over, flicked his tongue across her nipple and sucked on it, drawing it further into his mouth as he moaned against her flesh.
 
   “Ahhh…” she whimpered. “You’re…sucking my breasts. It…feels good.”
 
   He went to the other one, cupped it, massaged it, loved it. 
 
   “You have the softest skin I’ve ever had the pleasure to lie against…” he complimented between gentle licks that built in pressure and momentum. “Mmmm…” He kissed down her body, until he found himself sliding his tongue up and down her sweetness. “Mmmmm! Honey… I loooove your pussy,” he murmured, gripping her ass cheeks to bring her closer to him. Her soft, trimmed pubic hair tickled his nose as he began to suck her clit, making it swell in his mouth. “Stay with me, baby… What am I doing?”
 
   “Lick…licking my clitoris…and…I like it.”
 
   “Mmmm…you like it, baby…yes…I can tell.” He paused and looked up at her. All he could clearly make out was the sheen on her bottom lip from her gloss, the curve of her neck and the small, jade necklace around it. He gently slid his finger inside of her, and disappeared once again between her warm, inviting thighs. “You taste like salty caramel…” He kissed her pussy, slid his finger out of her and quickly climbed up her body.
 
   “Open your mouth…”
 
   She did as instructed, took in his wet, warm finger.
 
   “You taste that, baby? That’s you…so good….” His cock swelled impossibly hard against her as he watched her suck her juices from his digit. Soon, he went back to his oral attentions, worked her harder and faster, determined to make her orgasm right then and there.
 
   “Ohhhh….oh…uhhhh…” She sighed and wiggled beneath him. He held her down, steady, in place as he continued to ravish her pussy. Her wetness poured into his mouth, making him swallow over and over again as he relished the delicacy of the love between her legs. “Let me have it! Let me have all of it…” he murmured, feeling her shaking and more of her essence pour into his mouth. 
 
   “Tell me what you want me to do to you, baby. I want to give you whatever you want…whatever you desire.” He slid up her body, removed the blindfold. The poor woman vibrated hard in his grasp, the climax raging through her. She wrapped her swarthy arms around him, her eyes full of something strong…must’ve been love. As he caressed the side of her face, she reached between their bodies to run her hands over the head of his thickening cock. He licked, kissed then sucked the side of her neck as she continued to masturbate him, making him moan and hump.
 
   “Uhhh…that feels good, baby…” The wetness of her pussy now covered the head of his dick as he bumped into her over and over. After awhile, she released him and pushed up on his shoulder. He moved away from her and sat back on his haunches. Sitting before him, she wrapped her arms around his neck and opened her thighs. The scent of her pussy caught him in its net. Ravenous, he pushed her back down and shoved himself inside of her.
 
   Damn, she turns me on so fucking much…
 
   She glided her fingers along his face, over and over, lovingly enticing him with her ultra feminine ways. Taking her hand away from his cheek, he kissed her palm. She came closer, then a bit closer until their noses bumped. He could see her smile in the dim lighting, a stunning sight with the colors of the music system bouncing around, casting a shimmering caress along her bare skin. Her soft, full lips touched his, softly, their tongues lightly danced along one another. Sliding a hand around her nape, he then deepened the kiss. His heart beat a bit faster; yeah, after all this time, she still made his heart do this.
 
   “I really…” he paused, pulling slightly away from her, “have no idea how I survived before I met you, Brooklyn.” 
 
   Her smile grew. She gave him a quick, sweet peck.
 
   “All I know, Ace, is that, my love for you grows a bit more each day. You make me feel so safe. It’s like being in love with my best friend and…I like that. I like that a lot.” She dug her fingers in his short hair, her fingers spread wide like Asian fans.
 
   “If you make me fall in love with you even more, things could get…dangerous,” he teased, right before kissing the tip of her nose.
 
   “Well then, call me Indiana Greene. Rolling boulders, danger, and sparkly treasures are my claim to fame.”
 
   He couldn’t help but smile, a crooked smile that she kissed the side of and reciprocated. 
 
   “When I close my eyes, you chase the nightmares into a corner. When you’re close to me, I see you, and you scare ’em away.” He gripped her a bit tighter. 
 
    “I told you I was dangerous,” she quipped, holding him tight and kissing him again on the cheek.
 
   They both laughed lightly and enjoyed a delightful pause as Daft Punk continued to serenade them with a new song, ‘Around the World’. Then, she removed one of her hands and ran it along his cock.
 
   “Mmmm.” He threw his head back in abandon, so caught up in this intimate moment, he’d almost forgotten they were making love not only with their words, but with their bodies. 
 
   It takes a hell of a woman to make me forget my own dick…
 
   Lying on his back, he moved her ass over his face to suck and nurse from her swollen clit and pussy lips. She bent down, bestowed the same attentions to his cock. Curling her hand around the base, she worked it over in her hot mouth, until it was trickling with pre-cum and saliva, dripping along his testicles like running water down a wall. He slipped two fingers deep within her, making her buck against his lips. 
 
   “I love you!” he gasped when another orgasm rolled off her. Sugary sweetness ran along his tongue. 
 
   “Mmmm! Ahhh…I love…you, too…” She released him, tumbling to the side as if falling off a bike. He swooped forward to cut her fall and laid her down gently on the floor. Without preamble, he spread her legs wide open and pushed inside of her, savoring that customary sweet gasp she offered at his invasion. She held his face tight, looked up into his eyes as he drove deep within her. He kissed her cheek.
 
   “Mmmm! Baby…shit…you’ve got gold between your damned legs! Shit!” His abs clenched, his balls tightened. Was it the love he felt? Or the way he liked to fuck her? Or was it because she could suck dick like no one’s business, or the fact she had the audacity to be a cute ass intellectual with a smart alec mouth? Or yet again, all of the above?
 
   No matter the reason, when they made love, every time they came together, he felt like his damn head was going to explode from the pending orgasm they mutually climbed towards. Nothing could beat this. Nothing could top fucking her brains out, and he never got enough of it. He loved that she, too, would initiate sex many times, for she liked it just as much. He loved that he could learn from the woman, and that she gave a damn about him! She didn’t care about his money; matter of fact, she didn’t even know he had much of it until they’d already become a steady couple. She didn’t care about anything but being his damned friend, loving him, and building a life together. He couldn’t take it; he just couldn’t take it one second longer…
 
   “Oh, God!” He thrust his hips, feeling like his lower body was on hydraulics. He’d never fucked her so hard, butit felt so good. He planted a tender kiss on her as she wrapped her damn legs around his waist and clenched him in, letting him know without words that she wanted it just how he was serving it. “Oh shit! Shit, baby!”
 
   He caught the naughty expression on her face, the glimmer in her eye. Then the little tyrant reached between them and gently grabbed his balls, rotating them in her warm hands. 
 
   “Mmmm!”
 
   “Cum for me…”
 
   “Brooklyn, I hope… you remembered to…uhhhh…take your fucking birth control, because… I’m going to explode inside of you!” 
 
   She cracked up laughing, but stopped short when he pushed completely inside of her and clenched, holding her ass hard and tight in his fists. The woman yelled, cursed and dug her nails into his back, tearing at his flesh as he parked his throbbing cock deep within her. 
 
   “Shit, Ace!” 
 
   His cock blasted within her, shooting the precious semen out, making him slump and shake on top of her for quite a while. He closed his eyes and finally settled. They lay there for awhile, tangled together, breathing hard. She caressed the side of his face while he rested on her breasts. For the first time in his life, he wasn’t terribly worried about whether she’d taken her birth control pill. That sort of thing used to have him on edge, so he typically just wore condoms, not trusting whomever he was with to take care of it. But with Brooklyn, he could see her being the mother of his children; even better, his wife. He could see it clearly in his mind. And, the vision looked good…
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
   It was four in the morning and the streets of Chicago were fairly quiet. Henderson stood outside the towering building he’d entered almost six months earlier to hire a man he was certain could give him some answers — bring him closer to closure and understanding. How disappointing the reality turned out to be.
 
   He looked at the massive place, hating that he would have to resort to means he hadn’t utilized since being a bored youth in southern Texas. As soon as the building was unlocked — and according to the sign on the glass double front doors, it would be in one hour — he’d gain access and slip inside. He surmised Ace Blackstone would be in his office around seven, at least that was the schedule the man kept the past week as he observed him from a distance. The guy went home around the same time as well. He’d gotten a bit spooked on that first day, when Ace looked over in his direction suddenly as if he’d known he was being watched. The experience unnerved him so much, he made sure to not follow him home anymore.
 
   Regardless, with the man keeping that sort of schedule, this gave him an hour window to get into Mr. Blackstone’s office and see what he could find. He still wished on a tiny prayer that he was simply being unreasonable, and that everything the man reported, or lack thereof, was on the up and up. But his damn gut gnawed at him like a parasite, eating its host and leaving nothing but a hollow shell.
 
   The motivation was still unclear, which perplexed him. He ran the gamut of possibilities, but they all pointed to desolate, empty places where even shadows never dwelled. The frustration was causing migraines and millions of seconds lost on constant worrying. Time to put this crap to rest. Henderson clicked his long, silver stemmed black umbrella on the ground with a firm snap. He gently tugged at his derby hat, then made his way across the street towards a local bakery. The scent of cinnamon buns, hot coffee and something spicy all swirled together invited him inside to sit at a small booth in the back of the establishment. 
 
   He snaked a carefully wrapped cigar out of his pocket, which he intended to savor later, and placed it on the table. He tapped it gently as if it were the hand of a woman he wished to know better, then ordered a large coffee as he waited for the damn clock to strike six…
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
   “It couldn’t have been more than a minute or two.” Ace cradled his cellphone to his ear while he worked the key to the storage closet in the lobby of his office. “No, I’m sure. Look, I’ve already completed the surveillance but you still need to come in, Mr. Jacob….uh huh.” 
 
   Ace continued to fumble with the keys, temporarily handicapped as his arms were laden with file folders and his laptop computer. 
 
   “Um hmm…Yeah…” He nodded towards the mannequins, acknowledging their presence as if it would be rude to do otherwise, then reached for his office door. Placing the key inside, he opened it and flicked on the light.  “No, I refuse to do that. I never address these matters over the phone, Mr. Jacob.” He sniffed the air— a faint smell of smoke caught his attention; it didn’t smell like his Marlboros. He set down his computer and the loose files on the desk, then looked to and fro in hazy confusion.
 
   “Uh huh…I guess so. Yes, but I cannot tell you that. Mr. Jacob, it was made clear in the contract how I conduct my research. I never tell a client the results of the surveillance over the phone. Call me old fashioned, but I find it unprofessional as well as a risk that could compromise privacy clauses. The only exception to this is if the client is in the hospital at time of closure, or bedridden per a doctor’s orders, and that would have to be verified.” 
 
   He sniffed the air again, thinking he may be losing his mind. He didn’t see anything out of the usual, and he was scanning, hard. He veered to the left, then the right, and all around. All of his items appeared to be in their appropriate place. He pulled at various drawers from his file cabinets and desk, and nothing looked disturbed. Scratching his head, he listened to his client ramble on the other end.
 
   Hmmm…the smell could be coming from one of the vents from an adjoining office space.
 
   “Mr. Jacob, let me look at my schedule and set up a final wrap up meeting with you... No, today won’t work, that I know. I don’t believe it is…I just finished that portion, and need to get your packet together. I can have it complete by tomorrow morning if I rush and put all of my other assignments on hold…yes. Good, I will see you at noon tomorrow.”
 
   Ace disconnected the call and placed his hands on his waist. His mind must’ve been playing tricks on him, wouldn’t have been the first time, but regardless, he wasn’t a person prone to illusions, hallucinations and the like. The only thing that came remotely close were those damn dreams, but that was a non-factor right then and there. He sat down behind his desk and fumbled through his bag to remove his laptop, set it up, and begun working on his newest case after he wrapped up the Jacob one. The guy was seriously falling apart as he waited to find out about his work colleague. Ace had spent the last several nights doing long hours of surveillance for the case. 
 
   It sure as hell wasn’t helping his love life, and he was dead tired, but it was a requirement of the job. As he continued to maneuver about, he noticed something that put him on edge. Then, out the corner of his eye, he spotted two envelopes. He’d left them there overnight, but they were turned slightly to the right. Ace’s OCD about the matter jumped in. They weren’t straight.
 
   I don’t leave shit tilted. I just don’t!
 
   He looked at the damned things as if they were growing a fungus right before his eyes. The cleaning company that worked his floor had not been in last night; they only came in on Wednesdays and he’d gone over the rules extensively with them, and staunchly stated they were to never touch anything on his desk. He tried to imagine how in the world the envelopes were spun just so. Standing slowly from his chair, he peered around the area, taking long leisurely steps as he meandered past his desk, the empty pitcher of water and two glasses for clients set neatly out on a white tray. He looked towards the window that showcased the morning rain drenched city streets; the curtains were just as he’d left them, too.
 
   Hmmm, maybe I bumped them in my haste last night before I left; my leg may have touched the table as I rounded it. It’s possible, I was in a hurry. He touched the envelopes, anticipating how Brooklyn would react when their contents were presented to her. One held a love letter to her, something he’d never done in his entire life, and the other held tickets for a special surprise event. He turned them in the correct direction, then returned to his seat. He grinned from ear to ear as he anticipated taking his sweetheart for a much needed evening out on the town later that night…
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
   Brooklyn could not un-pinch her tight expression. Her lips twisted as if being swirled on a conical stick and her frustration would not dismount; this shit only built skyward like a pyramid.
 
   I can’t believe this.
 
   The rolls of imperative research had been documented on a Rwandan excavation, and here they were, reverted. 
 
   How does this happen?!
 
   She flung the photos onto her desk, snatched her office phone up and dialed.
 
   “Do you realize that the film for the Rwandan slave remains is all capsized? They are like negatives, but are also blurry…No, I didn’t receive any other emails or files. I picked these up myself, from the film lab.” She snatched one of the photos she’d just flung off from her desk, took a deep breath and peered up at it, the light flowing through it, showcasing once again the horrid mistake.
 
   “Well, there is nothing I can do with these.” She hung the phone up and slumped in her seat. 
 
   How am I going to reconstruct anything from nothing?
 
   Oh yes, this had happened before, but she had a bit more to work with typically. She spun around to her computer and pulled up a database on the ‘Crown Enterprises LLC’ software that she and the museum information systems director had co-designed. The software had become so popular and used by so many other archaeologists, that it had rendered her very first award and notable accomplishment, eight years previously. A patent was even applied for and processed, something she hadn’t taken into consideration at the time, but luckily for her, her business partner had the forethought to think that matter through well in advance. The ‘Crown Software’, a database for authentication of human bone identification and categories, had spread like wildfire, making work in her profession more efficient. With her archeological knowledge and her colleague’s software innovation experience, it had been a match made in heaven. However, with this great attention and sudden fame came the desire to document…to document, her. Brooklyn simply couldn’t have that. 
 
   She was in a state of panic as people from the science community swarmed in to conduct interviews and then when cameras were whipped out, she had to demand that she not be photographed and God forbid, that any photo of her be published. Many had bluntly told her these requests struck them as odd. 
 
   But Brooklyn, in her young years, had managed to do something archaeologists had only considered a pipe dream. Full of life and vigor for her occupation, she never considered the consequences. So she played herself down, stayed humble, stating in explanation that what she looked like was inconsequential; the development and crucial breakthrough in their industry should always be the focus.
 
   Beyond frustrated, Brooklyn typed in various bone coordinates. At this point, the sex of the remains couldn’t be determined, either. She was going to keep on trying nevertheless; besides, this was what she did…this was her life.
 
   The clock continued to tick, and she’d all but lost track of time until her cell phone rang. Grasping the thing, she curtailed her annoyance once she realized it was Ace.
 
   “Hi, baby,” he said smoothly.
 
   “Where are you?” She could hear outside noise, as if he were on some busy sidewalk with buses trolling by.
 
   “Still at work, but leaving soon. Are you ready?”
 
   “Just give me a few more minutes.”
 
   “Okay, but start getting ready to leave. I don’t want us to be late. Would it be easier if I just picked you up from the museum?”
 
   “Nah, I have to change clothes anyway. I’ll leave now, honey. I promise.”
 
   “Okay…see you soon. I love you.”
 
   Every time he spoke those three words, he said them with meaning. So when they tumbled out of his mouth, she’d melt a little bit inside and warmth would consume her from head to toe.
 
   “I love you, too.”
 
   “You better, see you soon.” And they disconnected the call.
 
   After a couple of moments, Brooklyn rose from her seat, tossed her phone into her purse and headed towards the door. Much to her surprise, Ivy was standing there with her mauve pants suit on, dulled by a laboratory jacket that always snatched the woman’s awesome fashion sense and tossed it in the waste can, hidden from their world. The woman placed her hand on her shoulder, and her eyes, made smoky with lavender eye shadow, hooded.
 
   “Leaving almost on time? He must be layin’ it down!” She teased. “Brooklyn finally has a man!” The woman giggled as she moseyed past her and entered the main lab, leaving her boss standing there all alone.
 
   “Good night, Ivy,” she called out, her face hot with embarrassment, and headed towards the exit of the museum.
 
   That’s right. I do have a man, and he loves me to death…
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 



[bookmark: Eighteen]CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
    
 
   Chicago dazzled at night like a treasure chest full of vibrant jewels infused with electricity. The little surprise Ace said he had planned for her wasn’t little at all. She clutched her blouse as she screamed out, jumping up and down in place. After he’d managed to get her calmed down, she began again. This time, she grabbed him tightly as she bubbled over with exuberance while they enjoyed a tour of the town inside of a helicopter. 
 
   She’d been in Chicago quite awhile but had never experienced the city from such a vantage point. As the helicopter slowly meandered through the sky, Ace pointed out various landmarks. He appointed himself her own private tour guide, and she was impressed with his knowledge of the place in which he was dwelled.
 
   “…And that’s the Chicago Bee Building.” He cleared his throat and leaned back, running one hand along her back as she strained to look. He took a generous sip from his wine flute, filled with bubbly champagne, and cleared his throat. “It used to be a black-owned newspaper.”
 
   “Oh, you keep up on black history?” she teased, looking briefly over her shoulder, then back out the window.
 
   “I’ve been here my entire life. I know these streets and businesses better than a cab driver. Besides, it’s my job to know everything about this place, and it’s fun.”
 
   She nodded and sat back, cuddling close to him. Taking a dainty sip from her glass, she set it aside and melted into his embrace, her head on his chest. He took another taste of his drink, and placed it down, holding her a bit tighter now with both hands. He kissed the top of her curly head and they marinated in the silence, while the sky sparkled with stars all around them.
 
   After awhile, she looked up into his eyes. Their gazes met; they stared at one another a good while, not uttering a single word. He traced the edge of her chin with the tip of his finger, tried hard to not stare at her lips, to stretch the moment, but he couldn’t resist. He leaned down to gently kiss her, once, then yet again. The pecks turned longer and longer, until at last, his tongue was slow dancing inside of her warm, awaiting mouth. 
 
   “Ahhhh,” she moaned lightly as he briefly pulled away, then went back to his oral obsession. The pilot kept on his task, probably oblivious to the two lovebirds making out behind him. Ace rose and closed a partition between them and the front of the craft, affording them a bit of privacy. Returning to her, he slicked his hand down the front of her blouse, feeling her soft breasts against his fingers while he continued to kiss her. Soon, her nipples turned hard as he slowly ran his thumb back and forth across them, arousing her further.
 
   “Mmmmm….” He moaned as his cock throbbed in his pants. He explored her, rubbing her stomach and finally, her honey-coated entrance. Pressing two fingers against the crotch of her pin-striped navy slacks, he gently moved his digits back and forth, eliciting a feminine squeal followed by a tempered moan. The helicopter confines were small, but he’d make do. She opened her eyes, when he ushered her backward onto the seat. “Aye…Ace, we can’t…we can’t do this here,” she whispered, her body tense. But he ignored her, slowly undid the buttons on her silky, ivory blouse.
 
   “I beg to differ. I believe we can…” He groaned and looked down at her now exposed bra, her breasts heaving from beneath the light pink material. Her brown nipples stabbed the thin fabric, ensuring he’d no longer be able to contain himself. Swooping down, he sucked one vigorously over the bra, while busying himself with the other, gently removing it from the lingerie confines. Brooklyn ran trembling fingers over his hair, messing it up. He didn’t care; he wanted her so badly, his vanity flew out the panoramic window. 
 
   “Ahhhh….” She sighed.
 
   He tugged at her pants, unbuttoning them until they fell to her ankles. Next came her pantyhose. Holding her around her waist, he gently rolled them down until they, too, would no longer be a hindrance. He dropped lower, kissing her quaking stomach and slicking the tip of his tongue over her navel. “Mmmmm!” 
 
   Dropping lower still, pressing her body down with his weight, hepushed her panties aside and, without further ado, licked her pussy hard and fast, making her buck and hiss her pleasure like a kitten.
 
   “Ahhhhh! Oh my God! Oh my God!”
 
   She took a tight grip of his hair as he proceeded to drive her mad. The clicking of his tongue over her juicy slit seemed to echo throughout the helicopter. 
 
   “Mmmmm!” he moaned, relishing the sweet, seeping, wet buffet before him. “Tastes wonderful…” He worked her over until her clit swelled up and invited him to play. Gently taking it into his mouth, he sucked the tiny nub, making the pink perfection harden a bit and the owner of the masterpiece fall to pieces beneath him. She vibrated underneath his frame, biting into her purse to keep her screams at bay. “I wanna hear it…”
 
   Snatching the bag from her, he forced that melodic sound of climax to escape her sensuous lips. 
 
   “Ahhhhhh!!!” She sat up in vain, only to be slammed back down so he could continue to draw on the lovely nectar from her pulsating core. Gripping her ass with both hands, he brought her as close as she could come and licked long and hard all over her love. “Ahhhhh! Ace, Oh…Oh God!” She let go of him and gripped the seat. He slightly turned and noticed her knuckles straining under the skin, and soon, she came again. Yet he continued on, slowly letting go to offer a gentle landing. Her harsh breathing grew quieter. 
 
   After she’d regained her composure, she swiped the back of her hand over her forehead and exhaled.
 
   “Oh my goodness…” she said, exhausted. 
 
   He grinned into her pussy, gave it a polite kiss goodbye,then rose up onto his arms. She looked up at him, as if trying to read his thoughts. There was no need, as he soon made his intentions clear. Reaching down between their bodies, he undid his zipper, all the while keeping his eye on her. He didn’t feel like smiling, didn’t feel like joking; he simply wanted to experience her incredible body inside of this aerodynamic vehicle, and nothing would get in his way.
 
   He brought his pants and underwear down just enough to expose his rod. She looked at it with stark hunger, her eyes narrowed as she bit her bottom lip seductively. 
 
   “Don’t tease me. Put it in your mouth, baby.”
 
   She wrapped her hands around the base, and with a naughty twinkle in her eye, slowly extended her tongue, flicking it over the tip. He swallowed and gently ran his palm over the top of her hair, then threw his head back on a sigh when she enveloped the tip into her hot mouth.
 
   “Ahhh, baby, yeah…that’s it. Mmmmm!” He slid his hand behind her neck, bringing her a bit closer, and gently thrust his cock in and out of her mouth. She sucked harder and deeper, making him shudder and utter things beyond his control.
 
   “Ohhhh, shit!” Closing his eyes, he arched his back, surrendered to the pleasure. After a short while, he simply could take it no longer. Pulling himself out of her mouth, he settled between her legs, and guided his cock to her entrance. At the same time, the pilot changed directions, going over a towering building aglow with office lights. Ace looked into her eyes.
 
   “I need you…” he said with urgency before he pushed inside of her, drawing a moan from both of them. They clung to one another. Her legs wrapped around him, he found a rhythm in and out of her.
 
   “Uhhh…uh….” He shot a glance towards the front of the helicopter.The pilot couldn’t see them, but there was no doubt in his mind, the man knew full well what was taking place in his aircraft. Ace put that out of his mind and focused solely on her, loving her…
 
   “Does it feel good, baby?” he murmured. He drove inside of her in fast, hard jabs. “Does my cock feel good in your pussy?!”
 
   “Mmmm hmmm!”
 
   Breathing heavy, he built up his momentum. “Feels good to me too, baby…so damn good.”
 
   He caught the side of her mouth with a lip lock, then swirled the tip of his tongue inside, eliciting a throaty moan. She enveloped him tighter, her feet digging into the small of his back. He kept his pace, wanting to time it just right. “I want us…to do it together.” Her eyes widened as she pumped her hips, flowing with his rhythm. She’d read his mind… “Uhhhh! Cum…with me!”
 
   He sensed she was close, so he sped up, bumping his pelvis into her clit at each turn, holding the back of her head with one hand and her leg in the air with the other. He looked down at her pussy, his dick pounding it at rapid speed, and his climax got within arm’s reach. 
 
   “Mmmmm, baby! Uhhhh! Uhhh! Uh!”
 
   “Yes, baby!” she encouraged, her mouth open, her eyes dilated. “Feels so good!”
 
   She wrapped her arms around his neck as he gripped her ass, thrusting far within her. They stared at one another, not giving a damn about the spectacular view that they were missing. He’d paid a pretty penny for this rendezvous, but he didn’t care. What was happening at that very moment would forever stay inside of his brain.Finally, she pulled him to her and shuddered, unraveling. She sucked on the side of his neck as her juices flowed down his cock, her orgasm causing her pussy muscles to squeeze him tighter.
 
   That was the last straw.
 
   “Ahhhh! Ah!” she moaned, shaking beneath him, cumming undone.
 
   “Mmmm! Ahhhh!” he grunted as he felt his nuts tighten. His stiff dick wouldn’t take no for an answer. He shot within of her, over and over, keeping her close to ensure each drop flowed inside of her beautiful body. “Uhhhh! Uhhh, mmmm baby!” Falling atop her, his forehead to hers, he tried to gain his composure. He slowly came down from the high, snuggled close with his woman.
 
   It wasn’t long before the pilot announced through the intercom: “Thank you for travelling with ‘Hellicopters Over Chicago’. I hope that your experience was a pleasant one… Uh, I believe that it was.” And then the pilot burst out laughing but quickly cut his microphone off.
 
   Ace chuckled as he rose and helped Brooklyn re-dress. He then pulled his underwear and pants up and got comfortable while the pilot prepared for landing. Brooklyn grasped his hand and looked out the window, avoiding eye contact. His curiosity got the best of him. He gently leaned onto her shoulder and took hold of her chin, bringing her face to his.
 
   “Is something wrong, baby?”
 
   Her eyes glossy and bright with brimming tears, she smiled and shook her head vigorously. He then noticed she’d removed the hand-written love letter she’d read earlier that evening from her pocket and gripped it tight.
 
   “No, not all.”
 
   “Then why do you look that way? I just want to make you happy, Brooklyn.” He laid a tender kiss on her cheek. “I’m happy…because I’m with you.”
 
   “You do make me happy. I’m just glad I didn’t let fear stop me from us being together. Even after everything that’s happened, I know if I’d left you, it would’ve been a mistake I’d live to regret. I’m in love and it feels so natural, and...it’s real.”
 
   She glanced down at the letter, then back into his eyes.
 
   “I know you meant every word in here, too, Ace.”
 
   He caressed the side of her cheek and placed his hand across her knee, then kissed her forehead, followed by her lips. In the end, he squeezed her hand.
 
   “It’s every bit real and I said nothing in that letter that didn’t come from the heart. I love you so much, and I’m not sorry about falling in love with you. It happened, and it’s what I needed more than anything else in this world…”
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
   Giggling, Brooklyn clung to Ace’s leather jacket and tried her damnedest to step on his new shoes. After the helicopter ride — well, helicopter fuck — they stopped at an elegant downtown wine tasting and that was when the real trouble began. She wasn’t a big drinker, only a glass or two a few times a week, but tonight she let loose and the liquor had her woozy.
 
   “Stop!” Ace barked as he struggled to get the house door unlocked. The keys jangled in his grasp while she hung on his back like a cape. She just couldn’t stop laughing.
 
   “Here, let me help you with that, baby!” She got off his back and reached for his zipper, almost falling over into a heap onto the floor in the process. He angrily swatted at her hand until he finally had the thing open. The door swung so hard, it hit the wall. Then, he grabbed her around her waist, hoisted her up, and ushered her inside.
 
   “Don’t…don’t turn on the light just yet. It’s too bright.” She grimaced and ran her palm smoothly across her forehead as if it were a one hundred degree day.
 
   “Yeah…too bright. It wasn’t too bright for me to let you keep drinking all night! I can tell you that fucking much! I have no idea what I was thinking taking you there. You can’t hold your liquor,” he reprimanded.
 
   Digging in his pockets, he removed various items and placed them on a nearby table. 
 
   “I know exactly what’s going on. I’m not,” she hiccupped, “intoxicated.”
 
   “You’re not drunk, but damn near close to it. And stop trying to step on my shoes, goddamn it!” Indignant, he tossed his wallet on the credenza. She slumped against the wall, laughing so hard she could barely catch her breath. Every attempt at reining in her mirth failed, and it only grew worse as each second passed.
 
   “You shoulda…you shoulda seen your face!” She pointed at him, moving around in the darkness like a maniac. “You are so O.C.D.! Oh my God! What is with you and the shoes?!”  She cackled.
 
   “I don’t like dirty shoes!” he barked as he took his coat off and hung it on the rack. “And your ass was walking around like Fe, Fi, Fo, Fum! Trying to be funny…crushing everything as if you are some giant! You’re not funny, Brooklyn. Far from it!” 
 
   “I told you I couldn’t tango dance.” She went quiet for a moment, then burst out laughing again.
 
   “There was no dancing, just walking in a straight damn line and not banging your spiked heels on my big toe like you were hammering a nail.”
 
   He didn’t have her fooled. Ace tried to sound tough right then, but she could hear in his tone that he was slightly amused. Still, he did glance down at the footwear, remove the shoe and cradle it, turning the black leather loafer to and fro, as if it were a little baby that had been trampled by a herd of angry elephants. This only caused more hysteria. She couldn’t believe her blurry eyes. She stumbled closer to her hulking man, until she’d latched her hands around his broad shoulders. 
 
   Ace took a deep breath, turned to look at her with a wounded expression on his face. She could see him clearer now, as a thin stream of light crept across the bridge of his nose from a nightlight. Those gorgeous green eyes glowed so bright as he lowered his gaze and ran his fingers over her glossy lips. Quiet now, she kissed him. 
 
   She lingered there, her lips against his, together creating something beautiful. He cupped the back of her neck, urging her to continue. A slight moan crept from between his lips. She lifted his shirt, feeling that muscular ‘V’ she craved and loved to watch as he flexed. Her pussy ached for him, wanting to give it another go. Hitched to her, he walked backwards, leading her along with him towards the hallway that led to his den of pleasure. Then…suddenly, he stopped.
 
   “What? What is it?” she whispered.
 
   “You smell that?” He sniffed the air and stepped away from her.
 
   “Smell what? I don’t smell anything.”
 
   “Smoke…not my brand.”
 
   She yelled out when he gripped her wrist and practically dragged her back across the room, to their starting point, and flicked on the living room light.
 
   “Ahhhhh! Oh my God!”
 
   And there her father sat, his dark gray trench coat soaked with raindrops.
 
   He lounged on an armchair, his long legs crossed and his eyes hooded. The remains of a cigarette had been snuffed in an ashtray on the coffee table before him. Their eyes met, and her body instantly convulsed. Ace grabbed her, shielding her body with his own, but kept his eye on her father. Before she knew it, the man who’d brought her into the world got on his feet and raced towards Ace like a steroid driven bull.
 
   “Nooooo!” she screamed out when her father latched onto him, and a flurry of fists danced in her vision like blurred lightening. She stumbled to the ground, hearing items falling faster than she could make heads or tails of what was happening. Both men moaned and yelled as their bodies turned into a violent ball, but soon, Ace had the upper hand and set about pummeling the older man.
 
   “Ace! Stoooooop!”
 
   But he didn’t hear her…or maybe he did, yet didn’t care. Blood sprayed in all directions. She desperately raced towards them and tried to grab Ace’s arm, but there was no stopping him. His flesh felt like frozen rock dipped in concrete. He kept rearing back his fist, and going towards the man’s face and chest with full gusto. She couldn’t believe her eyes and her screams were continuously falling on deaf ears. 
 
   “Aaaaaaccccccceeeee! Pleaaaasssse! Stop! Stoooop!”
 
   After a few more punches, with a grunt and a curse, he let up and stood from his bloody victim, his chest heaving. He stumbled backwards and blinked hard, as if coming out of a trance. Brooklyn stood there for a moment, her eye darting back and forth, until finally she rushed to her father.The blood from his lip smeared across her cheek as she held him close. She cradled his face in her hands as his eyes welled in tears. The man looked at her, then back at Ace, then again at her. The corners of his mouth lifted, exposing blood covered teeth and a hearty smile. He reached upward and caressed the side of her face, the tears now brimming over.
 
   “Lynne…you’re alive. I always knew it. I’ve missed you so much…”
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
   Ace ran his hand across his bruised and sore knuckles. He didn’t expect to have to get into a physical altercation anytime soon, especially with his girlfriend’s old man. 
 
   How the fuck did he get into my home? 
 
   His jaw twitched. The two of them lay huddled together on the floor with blood splotches all around ’em, soaking into the carpet fibers. A tender scene unfolded before his eyes; nothing like he expected. He danced with anger, resentment and confusion until he could take it no longer.
 
   “I thought you said you were afraid of him?” Ace blurted as he fisted and unfisted his aching knuckles.
 
   They both looked up at him, as if realizing once again that he was in the room after a long hiatus. 
 
   She looked at him, as if working out something in her brain and he had a feeling that whatever her conclusion was, he wouldn’t like it.
 
   “Ace, I think I need to speak to my father…alone please.”
 
   I don’t believe this shit.
 
   “I’m not going any damn where. I’m not leaving you alone with this man!” He pointed angrily at the two of them, then at the floor, driving his point home. 
 
   Over my damn dead body.
 
   “I know you’re concerned for me, but he’s here now. We kinda expected this, remember? I need to talk to him.”
 
   “Well, then talk. I will be in the bedroom…with the door open.” He shot Henderson a foreboding glance. “And don’t try anything slick, Mr. Henderson. I know all about you.” The threat was real. “I’d hate to have to take matters into my own hands.” He cracked his knuckles, uncaring that they were swelling up, then stormed off…
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 



[bookmark: Nineteen]CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
    
 
   A warm, wet cloth, several Kleenex and a tossed pair of heels were the order of the day. She sat across from her father, a glass of water in her slightly shaking hand and a headache of epic proportions forming inside of her skull. He dotted his mouth with the towel, treating his wounds, wincing along the way.
 
   “So he told you he was a detective?” The man shook his head in disbelief.
 
   “Not right away, but yeah, I know now. That doesn’t matter though. Ace isn’t the problem...” She brought her knees together and ran her hands over them, nervously trying to gather her wits. The alcohol at the elaborate wine tasting had done strange things to her. In retrospect, she surmised it was a good thing. It made her a bit less fretful, but her stomach was a ball of nerves all the same.
 
   “I can’t…wait any longer,” the man choked out. He coughed into one of the balled up, pink-hued tissues and eyed her. His posture slumped, as if he were a snowball under the blazing sun. He looked one hundred years old compared to how she remembered him. She wasn’t sure if it was due to the beating her boyfriend had given him, or years of stress. “Answer me, Lynne, please. Why did you leave?”
 
   She sat there for a good while, ogling her thumbs as if she’d never seen them before. She pushed them together, side-by-side, and simply stared at them. A mundane focal point to center her, bring her back to reality. 
 
   “I was…” She paused and blew into a tissue. “I didn’t want to mess the family up.”
 
   “Lynne, honey, what are you talking about?” He stretched his leg and tapped his foot as if a good beat were playing. She’d forgotten that he did that — a nervous habit he had. She smiled inwardly at the memory.
 
   “I…witnessed something...something horrible.” She heard her own voice, and she sounded like a damn child. She recoiled into herself, feeling that eighteen year old all over again, and everything that had transpired then seemed once more fresh and new.
 
   “Like what?” He snaked a cigarette out of his pocket, flicked his lighter and lit it. Puffs of smoke poured forth. His eyes narrowed, almost in a threat. Suddenly, she felt brazen; her back stiffened. The fear she had for the man during those last few days had resurfaced, but now, as she studied him, she fought releasing the hounds of her wounded inner soul. Yes…Ace would be there in a moment; only one scream from her lips was needed, but even if he weren’t, she believed this new emotionless wave would roll over her, and left the fearful woman behind.
 
   “Well.” She shrugged. “I guess there is no time like the present…”
 
   “Tell me. I have the right to know!” her father yelled as his fist punched the couch. “I’ve been looking for you everywhere! Calling here, there, all over the country! Running towards false leads, putting up posters… Your mother cries all the time, still, to this day!” His voice quaked with anger as he laid into her hot and heavy. “You’ve put us in a terrible spot, Lynne! Here you are, laughing, having a good time…and all the while we’ve been suffering! How could you do something like this?!” Before she could utter another word, and cool from her shock over the man’s audacity and declarations, Ace showed up in the arched doorway, a cigarette ember burning bright orange with waving churns of smolder twirling between his fingers. He stood bare-chested, his elaborate tattoos in relief, the flames the most prominent.
 
   “Is there a problem, Mr. Henderson?”
 
   The man snapped his neck in Ace’s direction, and for the first time ever, Brooklyn saw a bit of fear in her father’s eyes.
 
   “You’ve done enough!” The man pointed to Ace, getting over his trepidation rather quickly. “I paid you to find my daughter, and instead all you did was lie and make her your damned girlfriend! I was in your office and saw that letter in the envelope on your desk. Imagine my surprise to open it and discover a damn love letter you’d written my daughter, telling her she was safe from me, whatever the hell that means, and how you were so damn happy to have her! I hope you two had a great time with those two tickets for a helicopter ride over Chicago! I should have you reported, you sneaky, lying, two-faced son of a bitch!” 
 
   Ace pounded towards the man like a wild cat gone rogue.
 
   “Ace! Please, stop! Enough!” Brooklyn shook her head and put her hand up. Her lover stopped in his tracks, and then she noticed a shiny black gun in his damned pocket. He wasn’t fucking around. She watched her father’s eye go to it as well, and he simmered down a bit, drew back, recoiling like a frightened snake. Ace gritted his teeth and pointed at her father, his finger straight at the man’s face.
 
   “You have a lot of fucking nerve, you know that?! Don’t push me, Mr. Henderson. I’m not sure who you believe you are, what status you hold, but that only works on your own turf, down in Texas. You’re in my world now, and your daughter is a part of my domain so if you want to pop off at the mouth and start screaming at her again, threatening me, and getting out of hand, then I’m going to address it just like I did the first time you ran towards me like you were fucking crazy. Only this time, you won’t be getting back up.”
 
   Her father laughed mirthlessly; his teeth gleamed as he bared them at Ace.
 
   “I will make sure your license is revoked and you are in jail.” The man patted at the side of his mouth with the Kleenex. “That’s what you deserve. I told you to find my daughter, not fuck her!”
 
   “Fix your fuckin’ face.” Ace took a casual puff of his cigarette not getting riled up from the man’s declarations. “I’m solution driven, and you are not a problem that is hard to solve…if you get my drift. Don’t come in here,” he pointed at Brooklyn but didn’t look at her, “pushing your weight around, making demands, acting as if you are a damn victim! Lower your goddamn voice when addressing her, do you hear me?! Don’t make me come back in here again, and watch what you say to me, too. If I have to return, please believe that I’ll finish what I started.” And then he disappeared. 
 
   Her father kept staring at the doorway long after Ace exited the room. His jaw contracted, his fists grabbed at the air and the ends of his coat as his anger seemed to teeter at the edge of a cliff, ready to dive off and explode. He wanted to harm Ace, to make him pay for adding to his misery, but he was frozen in his tracks and no doubt confused as to what all was going on. Here his daughter was, missing for over ten years, and with the man hired to find her. Only, they’d been kissing…laughing…and her things were in his closet.
 
   “Dad, again, this isn’t about Ace, so let’s not get distracted. He’s just protective of me.”
 
   “And so am I. That man has known you, what? Five, six months?” He pointed at the spot where Ace had stood and his smoke still lingered. Now the only thing left was the odor of his long-gone cigarette haze intermingling with her father’s, one strangling the other for top billing. “You’re my daughter!” 
 
   She nodded and smiled sadly, then looked back down into her lap to compose her thoughts. 
 
   “Yeah…I am your daughter, Dad.” She looked up at him, holding back the tears she refused to let fall. She was getting stronger, so much stronger now. Each minute comprised a spiritual body building moment, and as she looked into that man’s eye, she felt within her soul that God’s promise was right. No weapon formed against her would prosper. “So, I will tell you…I will tell you the truth.”
 
   “Thank you, Lynne. I think I deserve that much.”
 
   “…It’s Brooklyn, now. I had it legally changed,” she said in a hard tone.
 
   The man’s eyes dulled, his chin jetted out in defiance. He didn’t have to share his thoughts; they were obvious. He would not be calling her Brooklyn, and that was final. 
 
   “I had come down to your office one day,” she wiped her nose with the balled up tissue, “to tell you some good news. Mr. Turner was there…”
 
   As soon as the words left her mouth, the color from her father’s face seemed to drain away into some invisible gutter, leaving behind a paler version of something that had been shocked by a blinding light of truth. She remained speechless for a spell as he gripped the material of his suit pants, his long, dark fingers bunching it up and twisting it hard.
 
   “To this day, I don’t know what happened.” She picked up her glass of water, shaking. She took an unsteady sip then placed it back down, staring at it ripple until it settled. The water in the glass was at peace, the complete opposite of her mind, body and soul, but damn it, she was getting there...one lonely second at a time. “All I know is, you killed him and took his body away…” There, she’d said it.
 
   Her father sat there for a long while. He offered nothing but a blank stare. She imagined his heart had plummeted into his shoes as if dropped from a rooftop onto the busy traffic of reality, straight below.
 
   “And then I saw he was found, you know, on the news.” She crossed her legs and sucked her teeth. “And I realized — either I could tell the police on my father, and ruin his life, my mother’s life, my brother and sister’s life, too. Or, I could sacrifice myself, and simply…disappear, act like it never happened…vanish like magic.” She held her hands in the air and moved her fingers as if they were falling glitter. “I couldn’t stay in that house! That’s all I wanted to do — fade away. That way,” she shrugged and swung her foot, “I could live my life, and you’d all be okay. I couldn’t stay with you knowing what you’d done. I couldn’t be around you, knowing you did something like that! I tried, but it was too much!”
 
   He exhaled loudly and picked up his cigarette from the ashtray. It had waited there for him like a dog for its owner after a long day’s work, and he eagerly puffed the thing, his eyes dancing and speculating.
 
   “I didn’t expect this,” he finally uttered.
 
   “What did you expect?” She tried to take the bass out of her voice, to sound soft and open, but something in her was shutting down. Her insides had grown hot with fury. Initially, a small part of her was jubilant to see the man after her shock had waned. For a brief moment, all she could think was, It’s Dad come to make everything all right…come to tell me it was all a bad dream.
 
   This man had been her favorite person in the world for such a long time in her early childhood. He had been a pivotal role model in her life, nurtured her desire to learn and grow, told her she could be anything she wanted. For so long he wore the king’s crown in her life. Then, tremendous indignation overtook her when she realized he had no concept of recognition on how he’d turned her life around. She needed a moment away from the whole thing, so her mind wandered. She wanted to know how her boyfriend was doing; she wanted him to return and sit by her, hold her hand.
 
   Ace’s temper regarding the matter was palpable. She could still feel his tension, his energy hanging in the room like a dense fog. Then she thought of the gun, shiny and lethal, at his side. He had tossed her father around like a feather in a dryer and would not hesitate to do it again.  She imaged her father felt degraded and humiliated, but had more pressing matters to address. Not only had he gotten his ass beat, the man that did it had played him like a damn fiddle.
 
   “I thought…I thought maybe you were abducted.” He sniffed and sat back as if the wind were knocked out of him. “I thought, maybe you’d even gotten into drugs or something. Never in a million years did I think this had anything to do with…Mr. Turner.
 
   “I’d like to tell you what happened that night, Lynne. I think…the whole story, the truth, is needed right now. By telling you this, I’m…confessing, but, there may be some aspects you are unaware of. I need to set the record straight.”
 
   Brooklyn wasn’t in the mood for any tall tales. She inwardly prayed that that wasn’t the ride her old man was going to try to take her on. She’d heard enough cover-ups, lies and schemes to carry her through three more lifetimes, and some of these mendacities were her very own. No, that was all over. Either come clean and correct, or don’t come at all.
 
   “Okay.” That was all she was in the mood to offer. She sat back and crossed her arms over her breasts, as she looked nonchalantly at her father. Amazing how many emotions she’d run through in that short span of time. She’d spent all of these years running away, and now, what she believed she feared most, was sitting right there, in front of her, and she didn’t give a damn. Resentment gripped her. She needed him to speak all right, to tell her something she could grab hold to. Something that would stick to her bones and give her some nourishment straight to the soul because she’d been starving, living on the fumes of fear, disaster, loneliness and deprivation.
 
   “Mr. Turner was not only a good friend of mine, Lynne; he was a business partner.” He took a nervous puff of his cigarette. “We were going to start our own construction business together. You may or may not recall those discussions at that time. I wanted to venture out on my own, and he was the only person I trusted to come along with me, make a go of it. I had taken all our savings, almost all that I had,” he set his cigarette in the ashtray then placed his hands out in front of him as if they were holding the world, “and invested in this idea we’d been working on for years. We both were tired of working for other people, Lynne, making other people rich. He was like my brother.We confided in one another, trusted one another.”
 
   “And then you killed my Godfather. So much for trust.” She sucked her teeth.
 
   He paused and looked up at her, his momentum ruined. Then he shook his head, and continued on, pushing her words aside. “But then, I found out that…I found out that Richard had taken the money and didn’t do as we agreed upon.” He looked up at her woefully, an expression almost as if to say, ‘I can’t believe I’m telling her this, but I must.’
 
   “I confronted him about it, about what he’d done, told him I was going to the police if he didn’t come up wit’ my money in the next twenty-four hours, and he acted like he didn’t know what I was talking about. Then…” He hung his head. Now the world had moved from his hands to his shoulders as he sank even further down in the chair, wilting like a flower. “We agreed to sit down and meet the following day, but instead he came up to my job after everyone had left.  Beforehand, you know, when I’d confronted him, he kept telling me he had a good explanation, that it wasn’t what I thought. 
 
   “So, when I saw him pop up at the place, at work, I was ready to listen, but I still didn’t believe him. After he was done, I told him that, just like I said it to you.” He lifted his eyes to hers, his expression firm. “I said, ‘You are lyin’.’ Just like that. And I let him know that he’d be reported, that I wasn’t fooling around. He’d put everything I had built, earned and worked for in jeopardy. In that moment…while…while we argued, he must’ve got spooked. He…pulled a gun out on me, Lynne!” His voice trembled. “I…I just went by instinct; it was a matter of survival. I grabbed at him. The gun went off but missed us both and in the scuffle I turned his arm in, and he got shot. I don’t know, to this day, if I pulled the trigger or he did, but I panicked! He was going to kill me…I didn’t want anything to happen to you, to your mama, to your brother and sister, baby. I’d already lost all of my money; I couldn’t have that, too. In an instant, I saw my life flash before my eyes!
 
   “I would’ve left all of you destitute. You were going away to college. Yeah, you had scholarships, but you still needed money for food, your car and other stuff. All of you needed things to pursue your dreams and I was going to make sure all of you never had to worry. It was all set up, things were just right.  But, your godfather stole from us, he tore that all up, made the dream go away. If I’d died, then things would’ve been even worse. But…no, I didn’t die.” He looked at his palms as if they had the answer. “Turner did. No jury would hear me out; of this, I’m certain, Lynne. I’d be strung up for shooting a rich, white man…a man I thought I could trust, my best friend! I grew up with Richard, but Texas wouldn’t care. I’d be just another ungrateful nigger that took matters into my own hands…”
 
   Brooklyn couldn’t believe her ears. A part of her wanted to bolt out of the room, and another part of her wanted to rush into the man’s arms. 
 
   “So, I panicked. The man was dead.” He shook his head and looked at his knee. “I grabbed him and took him out of there, then placed him in a field. I…wanted him to be found. That’s why I put him there, so he could have a funeral. I spent the rest of that night crying my eyes out. It was the worst day of my life!” His voice clogged. “The only person that knows about this…is… your mama, and now, well, and now, you…”
 
   “Why? Why would Richard do something like that? Go to that extreme?” she said softly. She could barely squeak the words out but she had to inquire, to figure out the loose ends.
 
   “To this day, I don’t know, Lynne. It was totally out of character for him. He never did anything to harm me, loved you all as if you were his own children and I gave the same love to Cheryl and their kids. You all used to play together. We spent a lot of holidays under the same roof.”
 
   “Yes, I remember.”
 
   “I’m telling you the truth!” His voice shook and a tear cascaded down his satiny, dark face. “Look at me, baby.”
 
   She’d been staring at the front door, drifting off into odd thoughts and daydreams.
 
   “You know me! You know, you gotta know, I’d never hurt anyone that wasn’t trying to destroy me, to do any of you all harm. I’d never shoot Richard, of all people, on purpose! I’ve lived with this every damned day, since the night it happened!” He jammed his finger into his thigh, driving the point home. “It has been a horrible thing to live with! I didn’t want to go to prison for something that I couldn’t control, honey…and on top of that, leave you all alone. But it seemed a little in vain, because my baby was gone, anyway. I had no idea…I had no idea you were there to see that…” His palms lay facing up on his knees as his body shook and tears continued to fall like rain.
 
   Brooklyn stood to her feet and took timid steps towards him. In her heart, she knew it had to be real. In her heart, what he relayed now made sense.  She took her seat next to him and enveloped him in her arms. He hugged her back, a stiff embrace, unyielding, solid with confusion.
 
   “Ace Blackstone!” her father called out angrily as he grasped his daughter’s fingers tightly, sniffed and wiped his nose with the back of his other hand. “Come here, please!”
 
   In no time at all, Ace stood in the doorway, his arms crossed over his chest.
 
   “I know you heard the whole damn thing.” Her father took a deep breath. “I suppose this is where you pick up the phone and call the police... No need to wait until I’m gone; do it to my face. Now that I know this is what caused my daughter to run off, I’m done hiding…” His voice trailed, as if he’d lost his luster for life. Brooklyn looked back at Ace, her eyes filled with tears, pleading in the depths of her heart for this to not be really happening.
 
   Ace scratched his nose with the edge of his thumb. He stared long and hard at Brooklyn, then broke through the horrible silence.
 
   “I’m not calling anyone...”
 
   Her father relinquished her hand and swung around in his direction, rising to his feet and holding his head high like the regal man that he was. “You are a servant of the law. Police work with you all the time and you were licensed by the state of Illinois. Even the government has given you awards for your work. I know all about you, Mr. Blackstone.” Her father seethed as he stared Ace down.
 
   “Good, and what do you want in return for that?” Ace asked smugly. “You think I’d delight in sending the father of the woman I love to prison?!” His voice echoed as he yelled at her dad. “Now, if you want to go to prison, Mr. Henderson,” Ace crossed his ankles, his eyes narrowed, and pointed at her father, “you’ll do so but not because of me, or anything I heard or said. I’m not concerned with you, I’m concerned with her…” He pointed to Brooklyn.
 
   “Brooklyn, are you okay?” Ace asked in a softened voice, but kept a respectable distance.
 
   She nodded and ran her hand down her father’s back.
 
   Ace sighed. He ran his hand slowly over the back of his head, seemingly trying to piece some fragmented words together to form a sentence or two.
 
   “I want to apologize for thumping you the way I did.” He shrugged. “I saw you coming for me, and…it was just a reaction. I lost it, and I couldn’t stop. I was trying to defend my girlfriend and myself. I didn’t know what your purpose was for breaking into my house and sitting there like that, whether it was to kill us or not...”
 
   Her father stood there awhile, then gave a faint nod.
 
   “And I also apologize for lying to you all of this time, but I didn’t know what else to do. I have fallen in love with your daughter, Mr. Henderson, and at the point that I realized such, my obligation was to her, no longer to you. Furthermore, it was believed you were a cold blooded murderer, so it would have been in poor taste, to say the least, for me to hand over a subject to someone who’d done such a thing, especially without further information…I did my own investigation of you, confirmed her story long before she’d actually confessed it to me.” Ace turned away, as if he needed a moment alone.
 
   The older man pushed his hands into his blood stained coat pockets. A slight smirk budded across his face.
 
   “This is a strange change of events, indeed. Mr. Blackstone, despite what has happened, I still owe you a ‘thank you’ for finding my daughter. No one else had. Regardless, I can’t take that away from you. That’s the silver lining, that’s all I ever wanted. It speaks of your abilities. You’re remarkable, just like I thought you were.”
 
   Ace turned back towards him and offered a nod of acknowledgment. 
 
   “I’d like to…call your mother, if you don’t mind, Lynne, and tell her the good news.”
 
   “No.” Brooklyn shook her head, then reached for her purse. She removed her cellphone. “Is the home number still the same?”
 
   Her father smiled and nodded, and took his seat back on the couch.
 
   She dialed, almost losing her breath with each number she pushed, drawing closer and closer to the destination.
 
   After three rings, a woman answered the phone, her voice weary, as if she’d been in a deep sleep.
 
   “Mama?” Brooklyn choked out, almost losing it right then and there. “It’s me, Mama. It’s Lynne...”
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
   The heat from the laptop warmed his thighs through the pajama pants. The evening had been so long, so stressful and overwhelming. He twisted and turned in the bed, uneasy at the lack of her presence. Passenger sang, ‘I See Love’ over his mp3 player. He’d made love to her so many times to this song, it seemed fitting, but at this moment, it only fostered his melancholy. He’d grown so accustomed to having Brooklyn next to him night after night; she’d become a good luck charm, chasing the demons away simply by being there. He had far fewer bad dreams with her near, and he’d told her so. They didn’t cease, but the reduction was a welcomed change in his life. 
 
   Still, he had to let her go…
 
   He couldn’t hold her, protect her. She’d ventured out with her father, stating that she wanted to speak to him further. Why wouldn’t she? She hadn’t seen the man in over ten years, and before the death of her godfather, they had been as close as a daughter and dad could be. They’d gone to a twenty-four hour coffee joint nearby, and he conceded, putting his faith in trust. That was a pipedream, however. Even trust couldn’t be trusted. After pacing the bedroom until he’d run the carpet flat, he popped into the bed and dug around for information about a missing someone, a corpse later found in a grassy field chock full of overgrown weeds. He couldn’t just let this shit go. People lied convincingly all the time. He’d seen it a million times — the tears, going through the motions. He immediately got to work, the moment she closed the door behind her…
 
   One detail bothered him, made his hair stand on end. 
 
   Motivation…
 
   What prompted this best friend, this dear Mr. Richard Turner, to stab his best friend in the back this way? His curiosity wasn’t born out of his own need, but for the sake of his beloved. So, he took out his mental shovel, and did what he did best…
 
   He dug…and dug…and dug some more until the minutes turned into hours. He made several long distance calls, and every little noise he heard, he hopped up, hoping it was Brooklyn returning to him…but she didn’t. He slumped back down, slightly disappointed, and continued on until he found a kernel on top of the mountain of mystery. 
 
   So, here we have it…
 
   He stared at the article on his computer, worn with age and time, that had been scanned and emailed to him, per his request from the library. Having jurisdiction to call a library and require such pieces worked in his favor at a time like this. Barely legible, it gave him the lead he needed, and he ran with it. After he was finished, he rolled over on his side and set to worrying. 
 
   Is she coming back? She’s gotta come back…Why wouldn’t she? I love her just too much to let go…
 
   His susceptibility was getting the best of him. His love for her overwhelmed him, choked, and while it stood alert and awake, the fear of losing her left him paralyzed…
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
   A finger, then two, touched his ear. The coolness of a silky material pushed into his bare back. He opened one eye, then the other. The sun had come in the room, ushering the afternoon heat and, he’d just be damned, someone had pulled the curtains back and let that bastard shine all over his face. His irritation soon faded when he caught the aroma of scrambled eggs and pancakes. 
 
   A late breakfast…
 
   Ace yawned and sat up straighter, stretching his arms high as he took in the beauty standing before him.
 
   “There you are…” he said in a gravelly voice. He reached for her, hoping she wasn’t just a mirage. “I thought…nevermind.” No, he couldn’t go out like that. He refused to admit to her how worried he was. The woman simply left out to speak to her father — a man she hadn’t seen in eons, but still her father. He knew this, but deep within his soul, he couldn’t stop the doubts. It seemed to him, that he had an old tape buried inside of his body, right next to his heart. Maybe it was inside of his heart, ruining every beautiful damned relationship he had from the onset. 
 
   Shit, Dr. Rose was right.
 
   Regardless, that old tape would play. Once he opened himself up to someone, a fear of abandonment would sneak in on its tippy toes and steal all of his self worth and turn him to dust. He hated that shit. He was never afraid, but losing her? Well, that scared the shit out of him. He’d finally let someone in. He let Brooklyn get inside of his system, to touch his soul and make that ticker beat louder than ever before.
 
   He dreamed about the woman when he was awake, and when he was asleep, he dreamed about her some more. Now, everything he did revolved around her. When he worked out, he’d do an extra set of reps to make sure he was always in good shape, and around to share yet another day with her. He even contemplated letting the cigarettes go. Matter of fact, he was going to sincerely try. It was no longer for his health, or because he thrived on looking good. Those reasons were true, but now, he had a third reason, something bigger and better than himself. 
 
   Love.
 
   While working on various cases, he attempted to be a bit more sympathetic. He’d watered down his jaded behavior, tried to be milder, less acidic. When he spoke to his family, he thought about the fact that one day, he just may be standing there, not with a girlfriend, but with a wife — and that wife, would be a part of his family. This woman made him contemplate this for the second time so far. He’d never really thought about children before, a family house, all that shit, but now he did, because of her. From that point on, he’d think about it every damned day.
 
   “Are you going to eat or just keep daydreaming?” Her voice yanked him out of his unruly thoughts. “He’s not here right now. Get up. I made you something to eat.”
 
   She rose up on her knees to crawl off the bed, but he grabbed her from around the waist and yanked her towards him, eliciting a playful scream from his sweetheart. 
 
   “Hey, baby, I need to tell you something.”
 
   Her face grew serious. She knelt a bit closer to him.
 
   “I’m planning to talk to your father about what happened…all of it. But uh,” he turned away and looked towards the window, running his index finger along his chin as he deliberated, “I believe I know why his friend, your godfather, messed him over like that.”
 
   “Really?” She sat up a bit higher, urgency in her tone.
 
   “Yeah…he owed a lot of money to a lot of people, baby…bad investments, things of that nature. Of course,” he shrugged, “I have no concrete proof of this, but it is based on reasoning and what I could dig up in this short period of time.”
 
   “How did you come to this conclusion?”
 
   “Well, the man had several deals fall through. Back when this happened, it seems the internet articles were few and far between, so, it is making my search a bit harder. But I did find he had development deals with local malls, garages, storage companies, the works, but he couldn’t put up the funding for the projects once the costs bloomed out of control. He must’ve bitten off more than he could chew, and it looks to me, people were coming after him, demanding to be paid. He must not have told your father he was in trouble — maybe he was panicking, I imagine so — but my theory is that he needed your dad’s money to pay these people back or he’d be in big trouble. See, your father’s nest egg was his solution out of this mess. It all makes sense to me. Once your father threatened to blow the whistle, he freaked and maybe lost his mind a bit, I don’t know… But, he was in a lot of trouble and when people get desperate, they do crazy stuff, even steal from and try to kill their best friend.”
 
   She turned and looked at the wall across from their bed, all covered with Asian artwork, beautiful Geisha women in strokes of black and red, framed in gold. She gave a sad smile.
 
   “Well, at least now we know. I am still in shock that this is how it all happened, that Richard would do something like that. He destroyed our family to some regard, but, I’m glad you found something to corroborate my father’s story. I believed him, well, mostly…but a small part of me was still suspicious and I honestly didn’t know what to do about it. This happened so long ago, I knew it would be harder to get answers and people are pretty tight-lipped about stuff like this.”
 
   Ace nodded and sat back against the headboard, enjoying the sun shining on her glorious skin and the way her nipples swelled right before his eyes. There was a cold chill in the room. Her smooth, caramel flesh would break in goose bumps.
 
   “I feel confused but better, if that makes any sense.” She shrugged.
 
   “It does…I get it.” They were quiet for awhile and as he looked at her, with the way the sun glowed around her and through her hair, his heart skipped a beat or two. His heart welled with love and hell, he just wanted to touch her.
 
   “Is…is this a bad time?”
 
   She looked at him in a confused manner, her head tilted to the right, her eyes questioning.
 
   “A bad time for what?”
 
   “…To make love.” Hesitantly, he drew closer to her, wanting her, needing to taste her so badly…
 
   He tugged at her pants.
 
   “Ace!” she softly protested. Her eyes bucking in astonishment, she rolled around on the bed.
 
   “What? Is he still here? I thought you said he wasn’t here?” He suddenly got ahold of himself and drifted back into reality. Was the guy loitering about in their living room again? The last thing he wanted was for the man to hear him having his way with his damn daughter. That would only throw salt on the wound.
 
   “No…he’s gone. Actually, he is on his way back to Texas. I’ll talk to you about that later.”
 
   His groin stirred at the green light given, and he was soon back to his old tricks. He yanked her ankle when she tried to scurry away, pinned her to the bed and undressed her while she half-heartedly fought him off.
 
   “Your eggs will get cold! Don’t!” she screamed, laughing in between gasps for air.
 
   “What I want to eat is right here.” He hugged her thighs and buried his lips into her exposed love, making her shiver. Exploring along his shoulder blades then up the sides of his neck, she let her head fall back and closed her eyes. He watched her reactions as he sucked from her swollen bud, the sweet nectar coating his lips in the salty sweetness he’d come to love. 
 
   “Ahhhh…” She sighed.
 
   Pausing, he positioned her on the bed so her head was flush against the footboard, then kept on with his task. Shoving her thighs open like a hungry brute, he lapped hungrily at her swollen folds.
 
   “You’re delectable,” he muttered between licks, smacks and sounds of delight as though savoring his favorite candy…and she was. “Mmmm, baby.” 
 
   She sighed and moaned, springing against his mouth when he pushed a hand to her lips and snaked his finger inside. She sucked with due diligence.
 
   “You taste that? Mmmmm…so good! Better than anything you could’ve cooked me, baby…” The vulgar words struck a chord. She shuddered, her ass vibrating against his shoulders as she came in his mouth. 
 
   “…oooohhhhh…ouuuuuuuuuu!”
 
   He slurped up her goodness, her wetness only delighting him and driving him further to make her go completely insane. 
 
   “It’s so soft…so wet and sweet,” he whispered, then scooped her ass in his palms and looked at her pussy, his was bubbling over with lust and deep affection.
 
   “What’s that? You want me to eat you again?”
 
   He didn’t miss Brooklyn’s lethargic giggle. 
 
   “Mmmmm!” Bringing his lips back to her core and pressing her thighs far apart, he drew her clit into his oral embrace, making her bend, wail and shake. 
 
   “Ohhh no, I…I can’t!” She tried to bring her thighs together, but he didn’t let her. She clawed at the sheets, struggling. He laughed, looked up into her eyes, landed a final kiss on her pussy and helped her to her feet. Looking at him from over her shoulder, she picked up her panties from the floor.
 
   “My eggs are getting cold.” He grabbed his cellphone and stuffed it in his pocket.
 
   “And whose fault is that?” 
 
   When she regained her wits and strength, she sprinted ahead of him out of the bedroom, making her way up the hall and towards the kitchen. He grinned mischievously and raced after her.
 
   “It’s yours! I’m like an overgrown child; at least that’s what you tell me. How could I resist eating candy before breakfast?!”
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 



[bookmark: Twenty]CHAPTER TWENTY
 
    
 
   The grand house looked even larger than she remembered. Brooklyn sat in the taxi right outside the gated entrance, the engine still running. The white ribbed pillars beckoned her, reminding her of the majesty within, but the curtained windows appeared soft in contrast to the vast structure. The winding porch had been one of her favorite places to sit and read, play on her computer, relax and chill with her peers, while shoo’ing her younger sister away. The memories rolled and rolled in her mind, until warm feelings enveloped her. She looked down at her lap, then grabbed her purse. Emotions whirled within her. She found herself swallowing several times, as if that would make the anxiety disappear. After paying the cab driver, she got out the vehicle, looking over her shoulder back at the house. Shadows moved about on the first floor of the dwelling. The yellow cab with the loud exhaust rolled away down the gravelly path, leaving her there, all alone. She kept staring at the car until she could no longer see it, and then, she stared some more.
 
   She turned back towards the house. Her purse slung over her shoulder and a small mustard yellow travel bag filled with all of her necessities. She put one low, charcoal heel in front of the other, until she’d reached the large, burgundy front door, the peephole larger than she last remembered. Even from outside, she was instantly hit with the scent of cinnamon, onions and spicy peppers… Mama was cooking. She raised her fist to knock and hesitated, knowing full well people were inside, watching her, waiting. Her heart beat a bit harder when her knuckles finally collided with the damned thing and in a mere second, the door flew open and there stood Mama, her petite frame and reddened eyes glistening with fresh tears.
 
   Hands, voices, bodies, soul grabbing gospel music, a baking ham, and a boar’s head atop the fireplace grabbed her attention as she floated through the doorway, being touched, being hugged, being revered. In the near distance, her father stood in the vast living room. He held a brown pipe in his hand, his chin high and a healing black eye delivered from her beau…
 
   He simply nodded in her direction amongst the talk and chatter as she was whisked away into the kitchen, surrounded by some people she didn’t even recall. They’d been little children at the time of her departure…
 
   She stood there, staring at big bowls filled with freshly chopped onions, crisp parsley, home-made flavored butters, and pans of cornbread and biscuits. This was how she remembered home, and for a split second, it felt like she’d never left.
 
   “Mama?” she called out amongst the sea of people. She needed to touch the woman, to feel her. No one had even given her a chance to get near her mother, and it irked her deep within. Fighting tears, she turned frantically in circles, until she heard, “I’m right here!” in a jerky voice, the woman’s hand high in the air as if a mosh crowd had absorbed them both, and in a way, it had. People hurled questions and comments at her, but Brooklyn could barely understand. Soon, she heard her father’s commanding voice.
 
   “Let’s give her a little room, please, family.” 
 
   His pipe smoke eddied past her. She caught his eye, then watched him disappear once the crowd finally released her from its frantic grip. Her mother made her way through once again, gripping her shoulders and looking her up and down. Her grasp grew tighter and tighter as the small woman with auburn, naturally curly hair previewed her daughter. The sight of her pursed slightly-glossy lips, her make-up done to perfection, and the tiny black apron wrapped around her frame had knocked Brooklyn in the gut — bringing back memories of the woman in an apron, fixing breakfast every day in times long past. 
 
   “You…Lynne.” Her mother wiped her nose; a tear cascaded from her tired eyes. “You look beautiful!” 
 
   She shook in her mother’s embrace, held on to her for dear life.
 
   “So do you, Mama…so do you.”
 
   Out of the corner of her eye, she spied her sister and brother.  Claudia stood there, her eyes just as bloodshot as Mama’s. Boy, had she grown. She seemed a bit taller and definitely more filled out. She had on a pretty ivory blouse, and was looking down, as if ashamed. She soon realized her sister was silently crying. Earlwood Jr. stood right beside her. She almost didn’t recognize him…he looked so grown with his short, cropped beard, broad shoulders and glasses.
 
   “Lynne.” Her sister lifted her head and made timid steps towards her. Though her body seemed stiff, her voice, the way she’d called out her name, had a sense of urgency. “Lynne!”
 
   Brooklyn turned from their mother and grabbed hold to the little girl she’d cursed and told repeatedly to stay out of her room. Now, that little girl was a grown woman, with a wedding band on her finger. With a loud and harsh sob, she barreled into her, laying her head on her chest. Brooklyn took her sister in her arms and held her in a tight embrace. Claudia’s heart palpitated through her shirt, thumping against her chest. Soon, Earlwood Jr. joined in, then their mother, then their father. Though others moved about, just the five of them seemed to exist at that moment, lost in a huddle of love, of amnesty.
 
   Yes, I forgive you, Dad. I forgive myself, too….
 
   A few hours later, the house had cleared. The vast dining room table was covered in empty pans from a meal that had been demolished like the Last Supper. All that remained were Brooklyn, Claudia, Earlwood Jr., Dad at the far end of the table, and Mama at the other. Brooklyn glanced around, looking at the unlit fireplace, the shiny, wooden accent wall reminiscent of a log cabin and then, at the enormous chandelier above their heads, covered in small, twinkling yellow lights. She picked up her glass and downed the last drop of merlot then toyed with her napkin. It had been a stressful night. Everyone was asking the million-dollar double jeopardy question: ‘Where have you been, Lynne, and why did you go?’
 
   She had her canned answer prepared and ready to go:‘I went to Chicago. I had run into a bad crowd and lost my way, but straightened my path and started a new life.’
 
   ‘Why didn’t you call your family? Why would you do such a foolish thing?’ This would usually be the question to follow, even from people she barely knew. She resented it, for they made her lie again, and it wasn’t any of their business. Nevertheless, she’d smile, act polite and say, ‘Because I was ashamed.’
 
   This answer seemed to be okay; anything that pointed the finger back at her was readily acceptable for the time being. The judgment in their eyes, despite the warm greeting, said it all. As family and friends stuffed their faces with lemon cakes and candied yams, they eyed her, judging, forming opinions and conclusions. Surely, the honorable Earlwood Sr. did nothing to cause such a fiasco. The man was as good as gold to them. He was envied in the community. A black man who had come from nothing, and now practically owned an empire. He was articulate, had a long, Southern drawl, been faithful to his wife, was active in the church, charitable, strong, tall and dashing…and he had a God-fearing wife who was sweet as honey, as well as two children who’d done right. Two out of three wasn’t so bad, Brooklyn figured the naysayers surmised. She was now the white sheep, in a black, wealthy family, considered noble and meek for they’d come from sharecroppers and housekeepers and now they lived on a hill —in a house sitting atop acres of land and hiring housekeepers with blonde hair… They’d made it.
 
   Brooklyn took a deep breath and continued to fold that napkin up until it was tight as a cigar. She was feeling some sort of way, her mood morphing to something dark. Something hovered in the room, something ugly and vile, a big problem, and no one dared to point to it just yet. Rather, everyone kept their seats and their mouths shut, too.
 
   “Lynne,” her father broke the silence and placed his palms on the table before him, looking at her with narrowed eyes. “I’ve told your mother what actually transpired as well as why. I thanked Ace for contacting me earlier today, and letting me know.”
 
   Her mother nodded, but remained quiet.
 
   “I wish…I wish you would have come to me years ago, so that we could have sorted this out, but I understand fear. I know what it’s like to be afraid. I’ve been afraid ever since it happened…afraid someone else may find out.” He cleared his throat. “I am still rather alarmed that that was what caused this, that I caused this. I never thought in a million years that you were running from me.” 
 
   Claudia shot her father a look, one of complete perplexity, while Earlwood Jr. kept his focus straight ahead, his eyes resting on an empty plate. 
 
   “What…what are you talking about, Dad?” Claudia questioned.
 
   “Lynne, we’ve had this celebration tonight, not only to welcome you back, but for another reason as well. It marks a beginning.” He placed his napkin on the table. “As well as an ending. I’m now prepared to tell my other children what happened.” He turned and looked into his son’s and youngest daughter’s eyes. “Ten years ago, I did something that changed my life and that of others, forever, Earlwood and Claudia.” He looked down at the table, as if the wishing there was some way out of this.
 
   Dad, don’t…
 
    “I took another man’s life in self-defense.”
 
   Claudia gasped, scooting her chair back three spaces. Earlwood Jr. remained stone-faced and Mama crossed her arms, unmoved or startled by the revelation.
 
   “Claudia, I doubt you recall the man very well, but he was a good friend of mine. Without wasting essential time with pointless details, he’d stolen some money from me, practically all that I’d worked for. He and I had been working on a project to own our own construction company. Everything was lined up. He was to take the money to his bank, add it to his own investment, which was double of mine. He ended up stealing that money from me. I’d known this man for over twenty years. I had no reason to not trust him. Regardless of how devastating that was, I didn’t kill that man over that, though. Money is replaceable, human life is not.” He shot Lynne a look, then continued.
 
    “When I confronted him, he pushed a gun in my face. At that point, things were moving so fast, I was just trying to survive. We fought, the gun went off, he died. Instead of calling the police, I panicked. Now, this isn’t an excuse, it’s the truth…but, there were people who wanted to see me go down, to see me struggle, get in big trouble. Going to prison would’ve been a cherry on a sundae for them. There were some white people I even worked with, who felt I didn’t know my place. That ‘good ol’ boy’ mentality was and still is, to some degree, real.”
 
   Lynne tried to read his expression when he looked at her again. What did that look mean? Did it have to do with her being in a relationship with Ace? Or was it something else?
 
    “In any case, I knew I’d never be believed, nor would I receive a fair trial. I didn’t kill that man in cold blood…he was the one that stole from me, and came for me, to kill me. I told him I’d call the police on him, about the money he’d taken, and I guess…” he ran his large palm against the black runner on the table, “that was the wrong thing to say. It set him off. I had proof of what he’d done, and he knew it, but he was my best friend, so I wanted to hear him out before I did anything, give him a chance. 
 
   “He came to my job, that’s where the argument ensued and he pulled a pistol on me. I had no idea that your sister was there. She didn’t see that part though. All she saw was me…” —he hung his head as his tone turned woeful — “…taking the body away…”
 
   Claudia covered her mouth with both hands and shot looks between Brooklyn and their father. Her fragile world was no doubt collapsing. Earlwood Jr. swallowed real hard, so much so, his Adam’s apple bobbled as if he’d tried to gulp a baseball whole. 
 
   Their father took a deep breath and surveyed the room, clasping his hands loosely together. “So…your sister confessed to me that was why she took off, Earlwood and Claudia. She was afraid of me; she didn’t want there to be any trouble…and she didn’t believe she could be a part of this family anymore, because of it all.”
 
   “I didn’t want Dad to go to prison.” Brooklyn sat up straighter, interjecting. “I felt that…if I stayed, I might be tempted to tell. It was too heavy of a burden. I loved… I love Dad, and our family. I always have. Some would say I should have run to the police. Others would have said I’d done the right thing. But, it doesn’t matter what everyone else thinks. I knew I didn’t want Mama and everyone else to suffer, and I was afraid that if I said anything, I’d be hated by you all. I still worry about that, even now that Dad has explained what happened.” She sighed. “I didn’t want to mess everything up for everyone. So, since I couldn’t erase what I’d seen, I erased myself, so to speak…I went away.”
 
   Earlwood Jr. stared at her hard, his eyes narrowed. “I never knew how or why, but I figured you’d left because of something bad going on right here under our roof.” His lips were tight, as if he wanted to cry, but instead, only an angry pitch poured out. “And…I never admitted it, but when Mr. Turner came up dead, I thought just maybe, that Dad had something to do with it.”
 
   “Why would you think that?!” Claudia asked, still obviously in a state of shock. “Daddy would never hurt anyone!” She pleaded their father’s case, holding on to a slippery dream that had already turned to water in her grasp.
 
   Earlwood Jr. glanced at the naïve girl and rolled his eyes. “’Cause Claudia, he was acting different right after he’d gone missing. We used to joke around, and he wasn’t doing that anymore. Trust me, I didn’t want to believe it. Matter of fact, I spent most of my life telling myself that I was wrong, but in the back of my mind, I knew the possibility was there. Why’d you tell us this now, huh?”
 
   “Your sister is…”
 
   “No,” Earlwood Jr. crossly interrupted as he gripped the side of the table. “Lynne left to avoid this very thing right here, and now it’s all in vain, worthless. You shouldn’t have told us!” he said, his voice both angry and tinged with sadness. “Now, we’re all accountable!”
 
   “I had to tell the truth, son! It’s been eating away at me and it’s not fair that your sister was gone all of these years, and would have to be looked at like this, like she’d done something wrong! Did you not hear what everyone was saying to her tonight, huh?! They blamed her!” He pounded the table. “I refuse to have that happen, all on account of me!” He pointed at his chest. “She’s been through enough…” He hung his head, and everyone was quiet for awhile. “Besides, it’s long overdue. Look, I said this dinner was for two reasons. To celebrate Lynne’s return and…because I’m turning myself in.”
 
   “What?!” Claudia rose from her seat. She looked around in a panic — as if each person in that room were in some way to blame for what was transpiring. “You can’t!”
 
   “I can and I will. All I can do is hope and pray for a fair trial. I…I hope the new evidence will help me. I’ve already contacted my attorney after Ace contacted me and forwarded me some information. You all will be fine now. There is enough money to—”   
 
   “I don’t care about the money!” Claudia screamed. “Dad, you can’t! You just can’t!” She broke down, lost it right there in the middle of the dining room.
 
   “Stop. This is not debatable.” Their father rose from his chair. He walked over to Mama, wrapped his arm around her quaking body, bent low and kissed her cheek. She just held on tight, more tears streaming down her face. Their father then disappeared into the den and returned with his jacket on. “I’m going down to the police station.” He sighed, took a deep breath. “I don’t know what’s going to happen, but...pray for me, for our family.” Everyone got up and swarmed him in a tight huddle. They kissed him as he sobbed, and everyone else did, too. At last, he maneuvered away from them and stepped to the front door.
 
   “Dad!” Claudia screamed out. She almost tripped racing towards him, her hair bouncing with each step. She gripped his sleeve; the poor thing refused to go down without a fight. Earlwood Jr. glared, his face twisted in a mixture of hidden emotions. He casually approached the two, and unhinged his baby sister from their father’s arm.
 
   “Claudia, stop it,” he said calmly. 
 
   Claudia’s expression was unmistakable as she glared back at Brooklyn. In that moment, she knew her little sister hated her. Everyone no doubt could see it. Her father stepped in.
 
   “Listen, Claudia,” Their father grabbed his youngest child by the shoulders. “I’ve had a long time to think about this. Lynne’s leaving wasn’t in vain.” He shot his son a glance. “She did nothing wrong. She was tryin’ to help us…and she was afraid of me, her own father!” His voice trembled with regret. “All this time, I’ve been chasing my little girl. Chasing a woman that was hoping I’d never find her!”
 
   Brooklyn approached her father, silent tears running down her face. Their mother returned to the table, her back turned — quiet, so very quiet.
 
   “Do you know how painful that is for me?! On the ride back home, on the plane, I couldn’t stomach myself. It don’t matter that she didn’t know all the facts, it’s that for ten years, she ran and stayed away. Your mama has been through hell over this! She lost her daughter and her husband to some degree, too. I became a different man after that night. My marriage, my family, everything has suffered because of this. My godchildren are the Turner children! Do you understand how painful it is to look in those peoples’ faces all these years, knowing what I know?! They send us Christmas gifts and cards every year. His eldest daughter, Constance, sends photos of her new baby. She tells me I’m her father, since her own father is dead. There is no greater guilt than what is in my heart!
 
   “All this time, I had to smile in that woman’s face, knowing what happened. A part of it was selfish, but the other part…the other part, I didn’t want her to know what her Daddy had done! His memory would be soiled. It’s time…for itto stop!” He snatched himself away from her. He staggered and marched off, without looking back. The last thing they heard was the front door slamming. And the last thing Brooklyn felt was her heart breaking into a million pieces…
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
   A slither of light meandered through the bedroom from the illuminated master suite bathroom door, left slightly ajar. Like the night before, and the night before that, she was unable to rest, let alone fall into a restful sleep. She lay under the white sheets that twisted around her body, her head sunk into Egyptian cotton covered pillow cases. Everything was warm and fuzzy, the exact opposite of the tightness that constricted her throat and stiffened her muscles from anxiety. Brooklyn’s father had been promptly arrested, per his confession. This came as no surprise, yet it hurt all the same. An investigation was underway. To make matters worse, there were talks of exhuming the corpse that lay in the Grove Hill Memorial Park, the birthplace of her godfather, Mr. Turner. When she’d returned home to Chicago, barely able to get through the door without the threat of falling apart, Ace grabbed her and lifted her chin high, assuring her that the bit of information he’d found would surely assist in her father’s legal matters. 
 
   Still, she knew they were in need of a miracle. Claudia blamed her. Though her sister never uttered the words aloud after that front door slammed, it was clear on her face and in the lukewarm hug she received right before leaving to return to Chicago. Her mother pleaded with her to move back home, and Earlwood Jr. simply said he wanted her to be happy. The family had fallen apart anyway, and though she knew it wasn’t her fault, it sure as hell felt like it. 
 
   Ace began to fidget, bringing her out of her sullen world filled with the dank falling glitter of self-pity. He raised an arm over his face as if he were trying to block out a blinding light. His body shook, then shook a bit harder, so much so, the bed movedlike a prop in a movie scene created to horrify and shock an audience. It was as if the damned thing was possessed; but no, it wasn’t the furniture…her sweetheart was the one consumed.
 
   “Ace!” She shook his shoulder, gently at first, then with more muscle. He was slow to rouse. He began to fight, lash out, then uttered a raspy moan as his eyes remained shut. “Ace! Wake up! You’re having a nightmare!” She pinched the man under the arm, gripping the fine dark brown hairs and twisting.
 
   “Ouch…” he said sleepily, slowly opening his eyes. He shook his head and looked around the room, as if unsure of his surroundings. Then, his narrowed eyes, still clouded with remnants of slumber, focused on her. He grabbed her hand hard. She endured the pain that provoked for a while, until he settled. He hung his head.
 
   “Sorry…you wouldn’t wake up. You had another nightmare.”
 
   He nodded in understanding, released her hand and slid his palm across the sheets, making a ‘sleigh on snow’ sound. He sniffed, swiped his knuckle beneath his nostril then flung the sheets off of his naked body, exposing the tanned muscles and intricate artwork. He stood immobile, his back turned, as if waiting to cross the street, or was frozen in time or possibly, had fallen asleep on his feet. Then, he proceeded to the bathroom, closing the door quietly behind him. Soon, she heard the water from the faucet, then the shower. She turned back towards the front of the room and pushed her fingertips in her kinky hair. They jammed. She figured she’d braid it up later, maybe some twists. Out the window, the city could be seen through the sheer curtains. From the bed, she made out the rooftops and murky sky that threatened to bring bursting clouds carrying bulging, cottony bellies pregnant with rain.
 
   I’ve gotta help Ace. I’m not sure how, but I need to do something. It will take my mind off everything, it could help. He sent all that stuff to my dad’s attorney, talked the man down; it’s the least I could do.
 
   Flinging her legs over the side of the bed, she clasped her hands together. She felt like defeat was a woman sitting right beside her, placing her icy arm around her shoulder, kissing her temple and saying, ‘Now, there, there, baby, everything will be just rotten. Just you wait ’nd see…’
 
   She had no idea how’d she’d gone from over the moon in love to the place she was at right now. None of it was Ace’s fault or hers, but the shit happened and made all the good stuff look a bit less fantastic. Anguish felt like a mold spore. The rotten fungus never stayed in one spot. It had to spread, branch out and taint the whole damn thing. It spoiled the entire fruit, made it inedible, rotten, unsightly and grotesque. 
 
   The bathroom door opened, but she kept sitting with her back towards him. From the energy flow between them, she sensed he just wanted to be alone. She could feel him, as a woman who knew her man well. Ace tended to become quiet at the height of anger. No throwing of chairs, curse words, and the like. No, he simply stiffened and turned introspective. He was upset now, tired and worn out. The nightmares wouldn’t stop. They’d lessened, but, though he didn’t admit it, while she was gone, they no doubt got the best of him. He was a prisoner of sleep, a captive to his own dreams.
 
   “I can’t…I can’t even get any decent fucking sleep,” he finally said. “These fucking nightmares… I’m fucking tired. I’ve never been this exhausted in my entire life.” 
 
   She looked over her shoulder at the poor man as he grabbed his cigarette from the nightstand and lit it. With a deep red towel wrapped around his waist and his hair in spikey disarray, he looked scrumptious, but this was not the time to try to engage the man in a little sex play. She sure could use the release, but she kept her wishes to herself.
 
   He blew out smoke, then glanced towards the window, his green eyes unfocused. They simply wandered, just like her own thoughts.
 
   “What does your doctor say about all of this now?”
 
   “It’s a process.” Ace sighed. “It takes time. He prescribed medicine to me a long time ago so I could get some decent sleep, but it’s stronger than anything I’ve ever been prescribed. He didn’t want to give it to me.” He shrugged. “But things haven’t gotten to a good place and stayed there…I don’t want to take it. I don’t want to be out of my mind.”
 
   “Ace, maybe you should try it.” She turned towards him. “You can’t go on like this. With the work you do, the at times hectic schedule you keep, honey, you have to get some decent sleep. This will age you, take years off. Like water, sleep is essential. You don’t sleep, Ace…”
 
   He looked at her for awhile, then turned back towards the window, his cigarette dangling in his hand. 
 
   “Maybe you’re right…I’ll think about it.” Then, removing the towel, he put on his white boxer-briefs, slid his black pants on and buttoned up a black and gray striped shirt. He dressed so quickly, almost in a blur. Moments later, he was sitting on the bed, lacing up his shoes. He returned to the bathroom, and she heard his electric shaver. He said he’d missed a spot…
 
   Yeah, it was one of those types of mornings.
 
   Before long, she felt his soft lips graze her cheek, then he was gone, as quickly as her life had raveled out of control. All she had now was the faint scent of his soap, cologne and the cigarette smoke. It all mixed together, concocting and creating his special blend, the scent of a man, the smell of Ace.
 
   I’m going to be late for work.
 
   She stood and began to pace the bedroom. Not until recently had she dreaded going to work. Her heart just wasn’t in it. So much was going on that tore her apart from the inside out. Crazy, twisted tales and rebellious deliberations clouded her brain as she tried to piece together the things she wanted to do, the things she could do, that she could influence.
 
   First, I have to accept that I can’t stop my baby from having nightmares. But, what can I do to help him? 
 
   She sighed, and then once again, as if easily derailed, her thoughts drifted to a happy place, the first time they’d made love…at the museum. The gallery…
 
   She remembered his silliness at the art museum while she was on vacation — his jokes that day, how he didn’t want to really be there, but because she wanted to attend, so he surprised her that morning with her heart’s desire. Later, they sat at the restaurant, eating, and she leaned over and touched his gorgeous face, traced it with her fingertips. He had a hell of a bone structure… 
 
   She had felt the hardness, the contours, the loveliness of his frame...  She couldn’t help but smile at that, even catching herself in their bedroom mirror at that moment as she hugged herself, falling deeper into the memory that brought her so much pleasure and comfort. His kisses were so perfect. His voice in her ear, his touch so unbelievable, and when she opened up to him that day, she realized it was the best decision she’d ever made. She held on to that feeling, that realization, with an iron fist. And then, she saw his mask across the room. The white, strappy thing with a slit for the lips and a small triangle so that he could breathe…
 
   Wait…wait…wait!
 
   She tapped her chin with her index finger and crossed her legs.
 
   Ace’s doctor believes the nightmares stem from his childhood. From his account to me, he knows nothing of his birth parents, but…what if I could…? Why not? I could try!
 
   She quickly got dressed, pushed her hair back in an afro bun and raced out the door to her job. There was giddy-up in her emotions, in her drive to explore. Now, she could sink her teeth into a possibility, a chance to make a difference for someone she loved. If she failed and came up short, she was prepared for it, but at least she had an idea, a pier to walk on and from which to look over the damned edge to see if anything lay below…
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 



[bookmark: Twentyone]CHAPTER TWENTY ONE
 
    
 
   I was supposed to be back home by now…
 
   Ace looked at the clock in the parlor of his parents’ home, then turned back towards his mother, the woman he could confide in, the woman he could always trust. She crossed her legs, clad in pastel yellow pants, her expression mellow. Her bare, pale feet with the toe nails painted blood red pushed into the softness of the carpet as she lounged to the far right of the couch, lazily playing with her hair. She eyed him shrewdly. 
 
   “You really love that girl,” she finally said, smiling at him, all knowing. “I told your father on Christmas evening, that she was the one. I could just feel it.” She patted her chest. 
 
   “Don’t go gettin’ ahead of yourself.” Ace grimaced, feeling a bit embarrassed. He didn’t know why, but he did. 
 
   His mother laughed and twirled a piece of hair around a finger, then released it and repeated the process. “My sweet Ace…helplessly in love. This condition has relaxed you somewhat. I like this. Your father and I are quite happy for you.”
 
   “Yeah, well.” He looked up at the clock, then back at his mother. “I better be getting home.” He rose, and she followed suit, stepping to him to accept a warm hug. Her fragrant perfume made him feel even more at ease. As he turned to leave, she called out to him.
 
   “Ace, I had a dream the other night. I forgot to tell you about it.”
 
   He stopped in his tracks, his hands in his pockets, and faced her. “Oh yeah? What was it about?”
 
   She slowly walked up to him, a broad smile on her face. Then, she cupped his cheeks with her frail fingers, framing his cheekbones.
 
   “You were a little boy, no more than five. In the dream, you were sitting on my lap while I brushed that silky, dark brown hair of yours. I kept brushing and brushing, and you looked up at me with those big eyes and said, ‘Mama, why’d you name me Ace?’ And I looked down at you and smiled, kept on brushing, and said, ‘I didn’t, your real mama did.’ Then, you looked kinda pouty, and my heart felt bad. I thought I’d hurt your feelings, you know? But then you smiled and said, ‘No, you’re my real mama, Mama. I love you more than anybody in the whole wide world and always will.’ And I hugged you tight, kissed the top of your head and said, ‘Is that so? Well, guess what? One day you’ll meet someone, and you’ll say the same thing to her and you know what? I won’t be sad. I’ll be happy that my baby boy found someone that he could call his very own.’”
 
   She kissed his cheek and released him.
 
   Ace stood there a long while, staring at her, taking it all in. 
 
   “That’s some dream, Mom.” He cleared his throat, trying to hide that it moved him a bit. 
 
   “Yeah, funny thing though.” She turned away from him and began to walk away, her steps soft against the cool marble of the foyer. “That wasn’t no dream at all, Ace. My mind was simply replaying a golden memory. What I just told you, well, it really happened…”
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
   The cup of coffee had sat there for almost eight hours, untouched. The evening had snuck up on Brooklyn, but she refused to pack her bags and bail. No, this was far too important. Photos of Ace that she’d printed out from her phone lay spread all over her work area. So did the mask, now with lines and numbers written all over the damned thing. She’d made hundreds of 3-D images, entering them all into the Crown database. The results were at first inconclusive, so she kept at it until finally, the light on her computer flashed, grabbing her attention. The software was finished with the latest analysis.
 
   “Holy shit…” She read the screen and printed out the report, pacing back and forth as she read the damned thing.
 
   Romanian…I knew it! I freaking knew it!
 
   Hope filled her, and she couldn’t wipe the damn smile off her face. 
 
   That would explain so much! He’d been searching for his birth parents, using the few leads he had. Ace, baby…what if you were looking in all the wrong places? What if the adoption papers were wrong, and they’d just guessed? What if you weren’t born in America? What if you are directly from Romania?!
 
   The possibility was definitely there. After she felt his skull mask and now looked at the diagrams and report, everything made sense. Due to racial mixing in the United States, the Crown system was far less accurate. However, for ‘pure bloods’, it was almost always right on the money. Though it was still controversial in theory, Brooklyn always wholeheartedly believed that different races had different shaped skulls. Not brains, but the hardware, the hard shit that protected it all, was definitely distinctive. Ace’s jawbone, the hollow of his nose, his broad, low forehead, all pointed to one place and one place only — Romania. And after hours of testing and loading images, the Crown system stated with 94.3% certainty, the man was one hundred-percent Romanian. He was not a second or third generation, he was first. That meant one thing and one thing only — he was brought over as an immigrant, and his bloodline was pure.
 
   This changed everything. This was surely something the man could work with. A fresh starting point. She grabbed her coat, stuffed the report in an envelope and inside of her purse, and hot tailed it out of there, overwhelmed with excitement. In her heart, she knew this was what the man needed… and maybe, just maybe, she could soothe him. 
 
   She could make it all make sense. 
 
   Make it all better for once and for all…
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
   Ace’s eyes burned and his hand shook like a damned leaf as he held the odd, thick ass report containing designs of his damn head from various angles. He held it in one hand, and held his cigarette in the other. Across the room sat a woman he was in awe of. A woman who’d opened up some shit that his mind had never even considered. He’d read the report, and she kept quiet. Then he read the shit again, circling things, asking her questions if there was something he didn’t quite understand. He sat a bit higher, tossed his cigarette in the glass of water before him and watched it fizzle out. 
 
   “First of all, now that I’ve calmed down, I want to say, ‘thank you.’”
 
   She smiled at him and slumped to the side, sitting just like his mother did earlier. He found it unnerving, yet pleasant all the same. 
 
   “Would you like for me to tell you about the Romanians?A crash course, if you will?” A sly smile brightened on her face. He nodded. That was all he could do…all he could offer for he brimmed with emotion, boiling over with some shit that blew him the fuck away.
 
   I’ve called myself a red-blooded American, and I’m not. This is almost funny…
 
   “First, Ace, let me say that due to your age and other factors, it is doubtful that you were actually born here. There would have been more paperwork available to you. From what you’ve told me this evening, you only have an adoption paper. That document never gave reference to your birthplace. Since you were found here in Chicago, it appears it was simply assumed that you were also from here. You look white. Well, you are European, and you have light eyes and skin. Your hair is straight. The cuticle and root of your hair doesn’t have much of a curve. You didn’t speak a foreign language to help tip anyone off; matter of fact, despite being age two, according to what you shared, you barely spoke at all.”
 
   “My mother said…” He paused and took a deep breath. “She said I refused to even talk until I was almost four years old. No one knew what was wrong with me. I would only nod or say ‘Yes’ and ‘No.’”
 
   “You may have been in shock. I don’t know much about child psychology, but what I do know, is a child refusing to speak after some sort of trauma, is not unheard of. Anyway, It would be mind boggling to think that someone would come here, all the way from Romania, just to abandon their child. However, it is possible, especially with what we now know. At this point, we can only make assumptions, honey. Now, I don’t want to bombard you with a whole bunch of factoids you can’t do much with.” She leaned close, her hands in front of her and obvious excitement in her voice. “However, I can tell you that in the 1980s, the decade you were born in, there was a huge Romanian migration to the midwestern and western states. Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, California and Nevada were areas that received this influx.” She swallowed and paused, giving him a moment to take in the news. “This is about the time when there were rumors of gypsies in Chicago, okay? Romanians are known to be gypsies. However, that is a misconception. Gypsies are actually a separate group of people who live in Romania, a subculture if you will. This now has a very derogatory connotation, but really, it is a rich, colorful history that is, in my opinion historically significant and a beautiful legacy. 
 
   “Ace, the more I look at you right now,” she grinned a bit wider and shook her head, “there is just no doubt in my mind that your birth family had ended up here from one of these many migrations. We can do a blood DNA test if you like, but more than likely you don’t have an ounce of any other blood in your body. You are pure Romanian — and not to creep you out or anything, but there was also a time period when it was believed — and highly plausible — that there was quite a bit of inbreeding. Romanians are one of the European races that did not cross over with other ethnicities, at least not in ways as prevalent as some of their other European counterparts.”
 
   “Yet here I am, in love with a black woman.” They both burst out laughing.
 
   “True, but anyway, you understand what I’m getting at here. Many people know little about Romanians. They just think of Dracula, or something like that. Actually, Romanians are a huge population! Romania is the largest country in southeastern Europe. Due to an invasion from Russia during World War II, your culture now also sports quite a bit of Russian influence; however, your people were able to maintain their language and other important aspects, despite this fact.”
 
   “Isn’t Romania communist?”
 
   Yes, because all true-blooded Americans need to know this, and that was all Ace knew. Up until now…
 
   Brooklyn smirked. “Well no, not anymore, but yes, it used to be true. But bear in mind, in the ’80s, the United States was anti-Russia, in part due to communism, but Romania’s president at that time, Nicolae Ceausescu, was speaking out against the Soviet Union so he got brownie points from the U.S because of that. Now, unfortunately, starting in the late ’60s, early ’70s, Ceausescu borrowed a bunch of money after making a gang of alliances, to try and get his country up to par, to keep up with the Joneses, so to speak. This led to Romania becoming bankrupt. Thus, you had people fleeing to other countries because now people were waiting in long lines for food rationing, heat, and the like. All sorts of terrible things were happening. In 1989, the people revolted and the violence was so bad, President Ceausescu and his wife were murdered — executed to be exact. It was during this time period, Ace, that your family more than likely had either already left, or were preparing to do so.
 
   After a pause she said, “Romania boasts some of the most beautiful castles in the world. That is where the story Dracula comes from.”
 
   Ace nodded in understanding.
 
   “Over thirty percent of the land is covered in mountains…”
 
   “Have you personally been there?” He scratched the back of his head.
 
   “Yes, Ace, I have. Twice, to be exact and I must say, it is one of the most interesting places I’ve ever had the pleasure to travel to. These people have been through a hell of a lot, historically, but they have persevered. Some were able to get away during one of the worst times of their history…I suspect your parents were two of those people.”
 
   He sucked his bottom lip and looked up at the ceiling, then out the window. His thoughts, concerns, and worries swirled within him. 
 
   “You come from warm people, Ace. Your culture is rich. For the most part, it is intact. And…you came from smart stock. Did you know that the second most common language spoken at Microsoft is Romanian?”
 
   He smiled and laughed. “Now baby, how would I know that?” He threw his hands up. “That’s what I have you for.” He kept trying to stuff down his emotions, but his eyes betrayed him. He could feel the moisture building up.
 
   “Yes, that is what you have me for.” She clasped her hands together. “You got your brains from these people. Ace, you’re a brilliant man. The way you can find people, that computer system you created for age progression; it’s amazing! You’re a natural with computers, and stuff like that. I can barely figure out my phone half the time.” She chuckled. “The way you know human nature… you got it honestly. Your people invented the jet engine and insulin for diabetics. I could go on and on!”
 
   “Oh, come on, that’s like saying all Japanese people are smart, Brooklyn. You’re just tryna make me feel better is all.”
 
   “Ace, you bullheaded egg head!” She grinned. “No, and as far as that comparison, well, sorry, but some stereotypes have some truth. Many Asian cultures score higher on their standardized tests, so,” she shrugged, “if the shoe fits! Now look, I am your one stop European history shop; well, any kind of history as long as it has to do with human beings. I want you to stop sitting over there acting like you don’t want to get up, dance and shout. I know you…”
 
   At that, he couldn’t help but laugh.
 
   “Yes, baby,” he looked down into his lap. “You do. And, I really can’t thank you enough for this. I can start over now. I can investigate my own life with fresh information. Finally, a new lead.”
 
   “Well, let me give you another piece of information to start you out.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “In 1988, in the migration of Romanians to Chicago, there were several adoption agencies that had sprung up, and suddenly went under just as fast. If I were you, I’d start there.” She stood and removed another packet from her purse, handing it to him. 
 
   He looked at it, swallowed, and his stomach flipped. He gently took the packet from her hands. 
 
   “That’s information about the migration and some of the families, Ace. Your family may or may not be listed, but…it’s something.” She bent low and kissed his forehead. Then, as if she knew what he needed, she turned and walked away, disappeared down the hall and closed herself off in their bedroom. Now, he was alone to think and decompress. In that moment, when he was certain he was safe, he clutched the envelope so tight, he feared he may rip it in half. He moaned and sighed, felt the vein on the side of his damn neck pulsating as he tried to maintain his composure to no avail. Relief moved throughout his body, releasing the prisoner within. He’d never felt so free. Tears streamed down his face, startling him, though they’d already warned of their pending arrival. 
 
   He sat there for a long while, until he’d built up the courage to open the information, and start to read it page by page. As it got dark, he paused to turn on the standing gold lamp beside him, and read some more. He stayed that way, gripping that packet of paper, until he’d unknowingly fallen asleep. Strange thing was, when he awoke, he was in his bed…and there she was, beside him, asleep, her head on his chest. He didn’t recall walking in there, but he must’ve. He looked over to his left. There on the nightstand was the packet of papers, and on top of it, that damned white mask, smiling back at him…
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 



[bookmark: Twentytwo]CHAPTER TWENTY TWO
 
    
 
   Ace’s fingers kept moving. His pinky finger rubbed his index finger, and they twitched, as if a nerve had gone bad. He sat there at his parent’s dining room table, amongst a heap of papers scattered all about, while sweat beads ran down his face. The last few weeks had been pure hell. Brooklyn had tossed him the ball, and he’d taken it from there. This shit consumed him. Dr. Rose had been brought in on the ordeal, and gave him food for thought, healthy advice, but it all went by the wayside. Ace was now staying up long nights, digging and digging, until he’d unearthed the mother of all bullshit, and underneath her fat ass was a flattened, hidden away pile of shit known as the Carthage Agency. Just as Brooklyn had stated, the files showed there were a number of adoption agencies that had seemed to open overnight, catering to adoptable children, most of which were immigrant children. 
 
   There was just one problem. These were ‘black adoptions’, also known as illegal. The children had no American residency, yet they were being adopted, given American names and social security numbers, and after a few months of business, the agencies would mysteriously disappear. After that, a brand new one would pop up in its place. His mother, father and brothers sat around the table, sipping their respective beverages as they listened to him explain what had transpired. In the background, a song played on the radio, making his nerves even worse. The Eagles serenaded him while the full moon shone through the window, belting out, ‘One of These Nights.’.
 
   He tapped his fingers against the table, leaned back in his seat, and twirled a toothpick at the corner of his mouth. 
 
   “And that’s where everything stopped. I couldn’t get further than that. The agency went under. They were under investigation, and I was left on the steps of St. Paul’s Church the day before the police came with a search warrant.” He took a deep breath, and exhaled. “So…here the hell we are.” 
 
   “Ace, we…we had no idea!” His mother threw up her hands. “Everything looked legitimate.”
 
   “I know you didn’t know, Mom. Many adoptive parents didn’t know, actually. Some did, but the ones like me, that came through the foster system first, well, you’d have no reason to suspect anything.” He said it, meant it, but he didn’t care anything about that anymore. All he knew was that he had been in an illegal adoption agency; the owner fled and left him to his own devices. He was entered into the foster care system and subsequently saved by Sarah Blackstone. He’d kept digging and what sucked most of all, he felt he’d gone no further than he had weeks previously.
 
   How did I get here? Who brought me to America?
 
   That was the million-dollar question.
 
   If my mother didn’t leave me on the steps, who did? And where were my parents all that time I was waiting for adoption? Why didn’t they try to find me?
 
   He shook his head and rummaged in his pocket, trying to find his cigarettes. They were gone.
 
   “Shit!” He’d forgotten he purposefully left them in the car. 
 
   “Ace.” His brother Pierce stood to his feet. “Look, I know you being adopted has been an issue for you. You never really talked about it, but everyone knew it was an issue for you, okay?”
 
   Ace looked at him coolly. “Are you goin’ somewhere with this, man?”
 
   “Yes. I love you, we all love you. If there is anything that I can do to help you, let me know. I’m glad you’re starting to get answers. If what you’re saying is true, then there is probably a pretty watered down paper trail. In retrospect, some of this makes sense, though.”
 
   “Yeah, it does,” Reid piped up, crossing his arms. “I remember,” he swallowed hard, then took a sip of his gin as if something were lodged in his throat. “Excuse me…uh, I remember when Mom and Dad brought you home. They explained you’d be with us for a few months.” He sniffed and wiped his nose. “I was just a little kid back then myself, but I remember staring at you, real close, too. There was nothing unusual about how you looked or anything like that but, after a few weeks, I was in your room helping Mom with your bookshelf.”
 
   Their mother’s sad grin blossomed a bit as everyone listened.
 
   “I picked up one of the books. I think it was ‘The Three Little Pigs.’ Yeah, that’s what it was. Anyway, I was learning to read pretty well, so, I thought I’d show off and sit you down and read you the book…like big brothers are supposed to. I gotcha, sat you down, and we flippinged through the book. In one illustration there was a house, a little brick house, just like how the story goes. You weren’t really talking much, you’d make little noises, say ‘yes’, sometimes, but that was it. Everyone thought something was wrong with you.”
 
   Ace cleared his throat, agitation eroding his patience. He shot Reid a look of warning. He wasn’t in the mood for this crap.
 
   Stop trying to take fucking shots at me, and just get to the damn point!
 
   “Regardless, you seemed to understand, you know. Like, when someone said, ‘Come here.’ You’d come, stuff like that. Anyway, I pointed to the house in the book as I read to you, and I said, ‘house.’ But you said, ‘casa.’”
 
   Sarah gasped. “Reid, you never told me this!”
 
   “Ma, I didn’t even know what ‘casa’ meant! I didn’t think he was actually talking, I thought it was just babbling! I thought it was just gibberish.” He looked back at Ace, a hint of remorse in his eyes. “I didn’t know Spanish. I didn’t know that ‘casa’ is also house in Romanian, until I just looked it up right now.” He held his phone up and moved it around like an exhibit for a court room. “As you were sitting here telling us all of this, that story came back to me. I had to see for myself. I had to see…” His voice trailed. He bent his head low for a moment, then looked back at Ace.
 
   “I’m sorry, Ace.”
 
   “For what? There was nothing you could’ve done.” Ace leaned back further in his chair. “Anyway, I don’t remember anything at that age. It’s all just a blur, I suppose, as if it never happened. I’m going to keep searching but I’ve exhausted myself and need to take a break from it, for now.”
 
   “Of course,” their mother whispered, reaching over and patting his hand.
 
   “If I find out more, I’ll let everyone know. Thanks for coming by.” He stood and grabbed his jacket from the back of the chair. He thought he may be safe, be able to just drop and run, but he should’ve known better. The damn family swarmed him, enveloping him in warm arms, loving on him. At first, he didn’t want to hug back. He wanted them off of him so he could go lick his wounds in peace, but his heart did want them around. His heart got its way, so he surrendered to it. Mom’s perfume and Dad’s Old Spice aftershave comforted him. And his brothers, smelling of liquor, were the missing touch that sent a wave of peace through his body. Right then, at that moment, everything was okay. When he walked out the door, that would be another story, but he’d deal with that when the time came…
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
   Dr. Rose’s amber colored sweater had five lint balls on the right shoulder. Ace surmised he must keep a backpack over that shoulder, causing the fabric to rub and bunch. Those lint balls had become his focus as the man told him in no uncertain terms, he must accept closure, at any given time.
 
   “You may never get more information than you currently have.”
 
   “I’m aware of that.”
 
   “Are you pleased that you at least know more now, however?”
 
   “Of course I am. But now, I have different questions that I didn’t have before. So though I can close one door, three more are opened.”
 
   “Hmmm, do you regret that you know your parents were possibly immigrants? That you weren’t born in America?”
 
   Ace stretched his arm and scratched the underside of his elbow. “How could I regret that? That’s part of my identity. My girlfriend has given me a boatload of books about Romanian culture and I am gobbling that shit up. It is a relief, actually. It also explains why I wasn’t circumcised. My parents had it done to me when I was six…talk about traumatic.”
 
   Dr. Rose grinned and shook his head. 
 
   “How does your girlfriend, Brooklyn, feel about all of this now?”
 
   “She just wants me to be happy. If I want to stop, she supports me. If I want to continue, she supports that, too.”
 
   “And this week, I was pleased to hear that the nightmares have lessened. That is wonderful news, Ace.”
 
   “Yeah.” He massaged his kneecap. “It is good. I’m not sure what triggered it.”
 
   “Well, I have a theory. Would you like to hear it?”
 
   “You know I would.”
 
   “It’s because though you are terribly stressed out right now, you still have a sense of relief. You know who you are. You have unearthed an important layer.”
 
   Ace sat there for a long while and thought about what Dr. Rose way saying. He finally nodded, agreeing that that very well may be the case. 
 
   “I believe,” Dr. Rose continued, “as stated during your very first visit, that these nightmares are the result of something traumatic in your childhood. Now that you know a bit more about that period of your life before your adoption, there is some relief. You are forming your own conclusions now, making peace, because you have a bit more information to go on. 
 
   “Apparently, that is something you need, even more so than many others. You are systematically trained, your very brain,” Dr. Rose tapped his temple, “to compartmentalize information. This is also illustrated by your excessive tidiness and need for order. You are compelled to put everything in a box and label it inside of your mind, Ace.”
 
   “Part of that is due to my dyslexia.”
 
   Dr. Rose nodded in agreement.
 
    “That is how I learn and retain information. I taught myself to put labels and pictures in my mind, of words, so that they’d look correct to me when my brain would misfire.”
 
   “Yes, you did. Everything in your mind, in your world, has to be in its rightful place. It isn’t really because you give a damn if something is clean or turned face forward — it is about what that means to you. It means—” 
 
   “Completion.” 
 
   “That’s right!” Dr. Rose blurted excitedly. “You’ve got it.”
 
   “I need everything to be clean, accessible and cataloged, not because it looks nice, but because to me, it signifies a beginning and an end. I get it.” Ace smiled and nodded. “This therapy stuff ain’t so bad…”
 
   Both men looked at one another and busted out laughing. 
 
   “You’re going to be okay, Mr. Blackstone… You’ll be A-Ok.”
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 



[bookmark: Twentythree]CHAPTER TWENTY THREE
 
    
 
   Brooklyn stared at her phone for a long while. She’d never expected to play her voicemails back on her cell at the start of her lunchtime, and hear such a thing. She could barely breathe as she slammed her meal down on her desk, raced to call her mother back, while rushing to her car, panting and carrying on. She sat huddled close to the steering wheel, as if that would give her more privacy. It was clear. Her father’s attorney was confident that he wouldn’t have to serve much time, especially with a surprising turn of events. Her godsister, Constance, had come to her father’s defense! Apparently, although clueless about what transpired or who was directly involved, the family knew of their father’s money woes. Constance thus wanted to testify for the defense, which caused her to be an outcast in her own family and circle of friends. No one could understand why she did it; perhaps because of her bond with Brooklyn’s father. 
 
   “Daddy had gone astray. Mr. Henderson took care of us before, during and after,” she said with a face full of tears.
 
   Regardless of that, guilt had pushed her father to make sure they were financially okay after Turner’s death, he did not shy away from that responsibility — and Constance seemed to be grateful for it. After all, he had also put her through medical school. The woman was now a plastic surgeon. 
 
   It seemed that things were favoring their side. Brooklyn sighed and gripped that steering wheel even tighter as tears of relief started to fall. Then, pulling herself together, she returned to the office, only to find Ace sitting in her seat, eating a pickle from her turkey pastrami sandwich. He was looking into her microscope, as if he really knew what the hell he was doing.
 
   She put her hand on her hip. “How the hell did you get back here? You don’t have clearance!” She laughed, but honestly wanted an answer.
 
   “Dennis let me in,” he said around a mouthful of food he seemed to relish with gusto, keeping his eye glued to the microscope. Dennis was the security guard in the back wing.
 
   “So much for safekeeping…” she grunted with a smile as she approached him. “And what do you think you’re looking at?” She slung her purse over the chair he sat in, and dabbed at her eyes, trying to erase any smeared mascara. 
 
   “What is this nasty shit? I thought it was a rock, but something is moving on it!” He paused and looked at her, his mouth still full.
 
   “Ace, get out of my chair!” She shouldered him, pushing with all of her might until the weasel removed himself, but not before he took another big bite of her sandwich.
 
   “I was hungry…but just help yourself.” She took her seat and glared at him as he looked around the place, more than likely trying to find something else to busy himself with at her expense. “Guess what? My dad called my mom and told her that things are looking good. He won’t get much time, if any. My godfather’s daughter is testifying on his behalf. I can’t believe it.”
 
   Ace swung around and looked at her, a big smile on her face.
 
   “That is the best news I’ve heard in a long time.” He stared at her a bit closer, slowing down on the chewing. His eyes narrowed on her, all knowing, so she hung her head, trying to shield her face. But it was too late. In a flash, he was upon her. He hooked a finger under her chin and forced her to look up at him.
 
   “You’ve been crying.” He grabbed a seat from a nearby table and brought it close. Like magic, his touch soothed her as he gently stroked her back. 
 
   “I was just happy. I needed to hear that. I’ve been feeling so guilty about everything. Everything has just been so crazy.”
 
   “Tell me about it.” He swallowed and looked around. “Hey baby, you got something to drink?”
 
   “Ace, you sure have a lot of nerve. Coming up here sitting in my seat, eating my lunch; next, you’ll be asleep in my office.”
 
   “Sounds like Goldilocks and the Three Little Bears.” 
 
   She playfully shoved him and handed him her half full bottle of water. He took a big swig, gulped it down then leaned back in his seat.
 
   “What are you doing here, honey? I thought you had that Jackson case to deal with.”
 
   “I do, but this was more important.” He picked up her sandwich again and took another big bite.
 
   “You ass!” She reached for it, trying to stop from laughing as her stomach growled. “That’s it, you owe me dinner tonight, Ace. I’m not cooking either, you are. I am going to be lying in the bed waiting for my dinner, and you better bring it in on a tray, with a flower in a vase and violin music playing…or Daft Punk, one of the two, but I want the whole nine!”
 
   The man turned red he was laughing so hard. He squirmed in his chair. 
 
   “It really isn’t that funny…” She pretended to be angry as hell as she riffled through a top drawer, looking for her glasses.
 
   “Mmmm…” He was trying to goad her, but she ignored him. He wiped his hands together, beating off the crumbs. “Now.” He worked his tongue in the side of his mouth, more than likely removing a speck of stolen food. “In all seriousness,” he leaned forward and clasped his hands together as she slid her glasses on and opened up a blue folder beside her, “I came here to tell you… Wait…look at me.” He gently turned her his way, and leaned in close. She looked into his eyes, getting high off his all-too-familiar scent as he pulled at her chin, forcing her mouth to open. Before she knew it, his tongue was inside of her mouth, and he was laying sweet kisses on her that tasted of a deli fantasy, making her snicker within, and weak at the knees. “Now.”
 
   He clapped his hands together as if preparing for a presentation. “I want you to know how much I love you, how much you mean to me.”
 
   “I know that, honey. You tell me every morning that you love me, and every night, I tell you, too.” She pinched his cheek. But, he wasn’t smiling. It was as if someone had come in and sucked all the fun out of the room. They’d left this serious man behind, a guy who held her hand and kissed it as he looked deeply into her eyes. 
 
   “No, baby, I mean, I really love you and…wait, let me back up. This isn’t going right.” He took a deep breath. “I don’t play games with my life.”
 
   “I know…”
 
   “I don’t play to lose.”
 
   “I know that too, hence the childish game tally you keep on the refrigerator of all of my losses.” She tried to strike a light of humor, but he didn’t take the bait. He rolled right over what she’d said as if his mouth were a tractor trailer and her declarations a dirt covered road. 
 
   “You moved into my house to feel more at ease. I knew you were afraid, so I did what any man would do in my position — I offered you safety. This whole damn time, I was serious about you, but it looked like I was playing with you, running a game on you, messing with your life, your time. I wasn’t, but that’s what it looked like.”
 
   “Ace, there’s no need to bring this up. We—” 
 
   “No.” He put his hand up. “Let me finish, please.”
 
   She sank in her seat and paid attention, not daring to interrupt again. 
 
   “It seems everyone out here,” he pointed around the room, “is playing games. It seems everyone in the world thinks life is a big joke, that it is all funny, haha, but it’s not!” His brows dipped. “If I had to do it all over again, I would have told you right after our first date, let you get to know me a bit first then let you know what was going on. But I didn’t, because I was afraid to lose you, to not have the chance to get to know you better, to convince you that even though your father sent me, my heart was leading the way. Something inside of me knew that you were the woman for me. I can’t even describe it, Brooklyn. The minute your father walked in my office and showed me your picture, you seemed familiar to me, though I knew I’d never really laid eyes on you in my entire life. When I saw you at your awards ceremony, a little voice in the back of my head said, ‘That’s the woman you’re going to be with for the rest of your life.’ I’d never heard that voice before, and I’m crazy as fuck. I talk to my goddamn self, out loud, all the time…”
 
   Brooklyn covered her face with her hands and burst out laughing. She couldn’t help herself. Ace was all sorts of crazy, but she loved him so.
 
   “I hear all sorts of voices.” He grinned. “Voices telling me to sky dive, crazy shit like that. And,” he shrugged, “I go and do the shit, no big deal. I’ve never been scared of anything, nothing, but I was scared of what would happen if I fell in love with you. But…not knowing, not even seeing if we could get to that point seemed even scarier. You think I found you? No, I didn’t, Brooklyn. You found me.”
 
   He reached into his pocket and removed a black box. At that moment, her heart about exploded out of her chest. Her laughter ended like someone had turned off an internal faucet, and she simply gasped. 
 
   “Games. Playing. Running. Being afraid. We’re done with that…I’m done with that. When I’m serious about something, I solve it. It has a beginning and an end. I never want us to end.” He pointed to her. “You are not a game to me, and I’m done playing house with you. I want you to have my last name, to be my wife, Brooklyn.”
 
   He opened the box, exposing a large, oval shaped diamond ring in a sterling setting. 
 
   “Oh my God…Oh…my…God!”
 
   Ace smirked, but kept right on, driving her crazy. “Nobody is in here but us. Not because they are taking a long ass lunch break,” he cackled, “but because Dennis made sure I had the room to myself after I explained my plans to him last week. Everyone knows what’s going on in here right now, baby. Everybody is right outside that door.”
 
   He pointed to the closed door. “Now, don’t make a fool of me, please…I do a good enough job of that on my own.” They both laughed lightly. “I never thought I’d be asking anyone to marry me. At least no time soon… Yet, here I am, wanting it more than my next breath of air. So, what do you say?” 
 
   He cocked his head to the side and grinned at her, reaching for her hand. “Can you handle being my better half, until death do us part? I want that, I need that. Baby, you found me…thank you.”
 
   “Yes, Ace…yes, I’ll marry you!” her voice creaked. He slid the ring on her shaking finger. 
 
   “Alright!” he called out. “She said ‘Yes!’”
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
   Suddenly the double white doors swung open. Ivy was first in line, yelling and laughing so loud in front of the crowd. Ace rolled back, giving them room as they surrounded her, looking at the ring and congratulating her. He just wanted to watch, to get a moment to himself, and be thankful. He received about twenty seconds, and then, the crowd descended upon him, too.
 
   He was caught up in boisterous laughter and jokes, and the heavy-chested Ivy pressed herself tight into him, promising to hurt him something awful if he hurt her girl. He promised not to, gave her a kiss on the cheek before she sauntered back off to admire Brooklyn’s engagement ring a bit more.
 
   Yeah, today had a beginning, a middle and an end. To me, that’s perfection. Thank you, baby…thank you for being my happy ending…
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
   Six months later…
 
    
 
   “Oh yes, please keep the champagne pouring!” Ivy boomed as she gripped her boyfriend’s neck, completely inebriated, and waved her hand around the room, being the life of the party that she was. Brooklyn couldn’t help but smile at her assistant as the woman reeled back in her chair, cracking jokes and keeping everyone entertained during the wedding rehearsal dinner. She and Ace sat shoulder to shoulder, on the floor of the Katsu Japanese restaurant on Peterson Avenue while their loved ones gathered around them, in similar fashion.
 
   After awhile, Reid stood, holding his small cup of Sake in the air. Everyone grew quiet when Ace’s mother ‘shushed’ the crowd. 
 
   He rubbed the side of his neck, a crooked grin on his handsome face. Though he and Ace were not blood related, they were definitely brothers. Their movements were similar, and that smile on the man’s face glowed warm as he waited for everyone to settle down before he spoke.
 
   “I’m not a long-winded sorta guy, so I’m going to keep this short ’nd sweet. Tomorrow is a really big day. My little brother, Ace Blackstone, is getting married. None of us,” he waved his arm around, “honestly thought Ace would ever settle down. Not because he wasn’t a committed sort of guy, but because it seemed he never slowed down enough to really see who was around him.”
 
   Ace lowered his head. Brooklyn had no idea what was going on in his mind, but she wrapped her arm around his, comforting him all the same.
 
   “He was so busy investigating what was going on in other people’s worlds, that I think he somewhat neglected his own. So…when he told us that he’d proposed to Brooklyn,” he shot her a friendly glance, “we were all elated. We’ve gotten to know her over these past few months, and she is a wonderful woman. I wish…I wish you the very best, little brother.” He raised his Sake cup higher. “Now, you can slow down and smell the flowers. Cheers!” Everyone clapped and shouted, ‘Cheers!’ as Reid sat back down.
 
   Brooklyn swallowed, watching her father stand next. Her mother grinned and winked at her, as if she were in on some secret. Her stomach flipped a bit with trepidation. He could say all sorts of things; she had no idea what to expect. The man cleared his throat, causing the soft chatter to simmer low and cease. He raised his glass of wine in the air.
 
   “Tomorrow, my daughter is getting married.” He smiled a sad smile, his eyes glossed over. “She is no longer a little girl, but an adult. She is a woman, who has met a man whom she has given her heart to. In some ways, I believe I should be thanked for this match-making event.”
 
   The room erupted in laughter.
 
   “Now sure, I had to pay for it, a premium price I might add.”
 
   More laughter came.
 
   “But…they are together nevertheless. Ace, please always love and protect my daughter. I have a feeling that my worries will never be real. I know in my heart, you will do just that…because you’ve already done it a time or two before…”
 
   Ace nodded when the two exchanged knowing looks.
 
   “I used to keep her safe and now, it’s your turn.” Her father gulped as he briefly looked down at the ground. “I’ve…missed some time in your life, but the next chapter of your life I will not. May it be beautiful, blessed and bountiful! Cheers!”
 
   “Cheers!” Everyone shouted, Claudia being the loudest while her father re-took his seat. Brooklyn stared at him a long while, and then, he winked at her, causing her to grin proud and wide.
 
   More and more people stood to speak, telling funny stories and jokes about the couple. The night wore on. Finally, it was Mrs. Blackstone’s turn. Ace’s father helped his mother to her feet. She stood so elegant with her hair wrapped high, a chic black pant suit, and her black, satin slipper covered feet, a gold anklet with a pearl pendant glimmering on her skin. She cradled her empty glass with both hands. The woman scanned the group, a delicate smile on her face.
 
   “I wish to thank all of you for coming out tonight, to have a pre-celebration of the events to follow tomorrow afternoon. Tomorrow before noon, son! I want you there at ten sharp! Not a second later, Pierce!”
 
   Everyone burst out laughing when she glared at Pierce, who was notorious for being late to everything.
 
   “What?! I’ll be there on time, Ma!” the man protested.
 
   This only caused more laughter. The woman gave a dramatic grimace, rolled her eyes, then returned to her previously peaceful disposition. 
 
   “Seriously though… Ace.” She paused and quickly wiped her eye. “There are no words I could say that would properly describe how elated I am that you’ve found love.”
 
   Ace gripped Brooklyn’s hand a bit tighter as he stared up at his mother.
 
   “When you brought your lovely fiancé to the house on Christmas evening, I could see, without a shadow of a doubt, how much you two loved one another. Everyone could see it. Anyone who knows me is aware I’m protective of my boys, but all of them have grown to be men that I’m proud of. No one is perfect, but there is someone perfect for all of us in this big, wide world. Son, I think you may have believed that I wanted you to be married because, well, that’s what expected and it’s traditional. Yes, that was part of it, but I know all of my children well, I believe. I knew, Ace, that you needed love in your life. Not just from me, your father, your friends, your brothers and extended family that are all gathered here tonight, but from someone you could share your life with. Out of all of my children, you were the angry one.”
 
   Ace dropped his head.
 
   “And…I loved you for it, because it reminded me of myself.”
 
   He looked back up at her.
 
   “You were angry with a purpose, though some couldn’t see it. You discovered early on that anger got you results. Then, you used that energy, poured it into something positive, and made peoples’ lives better. You’ve brought together long lost lovers, you’ve brought the truth to people, so that they could move on with their lives and heal. Now, you’ve finally done the same for yourself. At one point, well honestly, for the longest, I didn’t think that your profession was good for you. In the last year or so, I realized I was quite wrong. Not only did it bring you your wife,” —she smiled brightly at Brooklyn — “but it brought you to a better understanding of yourself. I am so proud of you, Ace.”
 
   Brooklyn looked at the man she loved; her heart warmed at the sight of his growing smile.
 
   “I look forward to getting to know my daughter-in-law better. Brooklyn, it’s been a delight spending time with you, helping you and your mother plan this wedding these past few months.”
 
   “For me, too…”
 
   The woman gave her an earnest look. “My daughter-in-laws are notjust my daughter-in-laws. They are my daughters… Welcome to the family, Brooklyn. May you and Ace have a wonderful life together. May you grow and all your dreams come true; and most importantly, may you give me more grandchildren as soon as possible, please...”
 
   She took her seat as if her last sentence was nothing more than a mere afterthought, causing everyone to roar with laughter. As people began to speak again, Ace leaned in close and whispered in Brooklyn’s ear, “Tomorrow is too far away…”
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
   The penthouse seemed awfully quiet. Brooklyn was fast asleep while Ace sat in his home office, watching a litany of senseless hidden camera YouTube videos. He couldn’t sleep. No horses charged his way, but he felt a bit nauseous. He imagined the wedding jitters had come to pay his intestines a much-unneeded visit. Running a heavy palm across his gut, he bent forward a bit, hoping that would ease the discomfort. 
 
   Maybe it was something I ate tonight…
 
   He clicked on another video, and couldn’t help but laugh as he watched a man bend over and accidentally light his hair on fire. When it hit four in the morning, he knew he’d regret not getting a bit more shut-eye before the showdown, but what could he do? 
 
   Oh yeah, may as well do that now, versus later…
 
   He clicked off the browser and pulled up Word on his computer. After taking a big swallow of water from the glass next to him, he began to type.
 
    
 
   To Whom It May Concern:
 
    
 
   My name is Ace Blackstone and I live in Chicago, Illinois, in the United States. It has come to my attention that a possible living relative of mine may be dwelling at this address. I obtained this information via a private investigation conducted by myself. Unfortunately, I could not locate a telephone number, and I hope that this letter arrives to the proper recipients. To my knowledge, I was born in the month of October, in 1983. I do not know my biological mother or father’s first or last names. However, I did find the name of the town in which I was possibly born, located in the Carpathian Mountains near Brasov. Only five families lived there at this particular time during my estimated birth year due to political and economic upheaval. Only one of those families consisted of a married couple under the age of thirty, according to your census. One elder, from my investigation, also lived in the home and would’ve been approximately fifty years old at the time of my birth. The rest of this letter consists of an educated assumption and hearsay, so please bear with me. 
 
   I know little about the Romanian people, country and culture, yet it is a high probability that that is in fact my ethnicity and where I spent approximately the first two years of my life. My birth mother, according to my adoptive mother, Sarah Blackstone, named me Ace. Clearly, this is not a common Romanian name, so optimistically, I am eager to believe that my first name will assist with recollection. I still reside in Illinois and would appreciate any correspondence deemed appropriate regarding this sensitive matter.
 
   I wish to receive nothing from anyone who may obtain this letter, and wish to assist, beyond the truth which could help me gain a better understanding of my biological background. I am enclosing a photograph of me as a child as well as one taken less than one week prior to the date of mailing of this letter.
 
   Thank you kindly in advance for any help you may give. 
 
   Sincerely,
 
   Ace Blackstone
 
   This is a shot in the dark, a long ass shot at that.
 
   Sighing, placed the letter into an envelope and licked it closed, then spent the next few minutes staring at it. Finally, he rose from his chair, the correspondence tucked neatly under his arm, clicked off the office light and headed back to the bedroom. For a long while he stood in the doorway, leaning against the wall, staring at his sleeping beauty, his bride-to-be. Brooklyn’s silky, pale pink gown clung to every dip and curve of her body. A faint smile creased her face in slumber. He’d have no problem standing there for the remainder of the morning, staring at her, because she was the epitome of what he desired. Her eyes moved lightly under the lids. He surmised she was having a pleasant dream. So peaceful, so serene…
 
   That was how he wished her to feel for the remainder of her life — in love, without a care in the world…
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
   Everyone had arrived and taken their seats at the Crystal Gardens, located on the Navy Pier. Ace had had to pull some pretty short strings to get Brooklyn her dream wedding. When they were checking out venues, they soon discovered the best, most lavish places were at times booked out two to three years in advance.  With a little finagling, and agreeing upon a Friday afternoon wedding, everything came together with only a slight hitch here and there, such as a misplaced black and white garter belt. The area was swallowed in lavish plants, and he felt like he’d been drop-kicked in the Amazon forest, or had become a contestant on the show, ‘Survivor.’ Yet, although a bit odd to him, the place looked magnificent, and as long as his wife was happy, he was happy, too.
 
   Speaking of his wife, he hadn’t seen Brooklyn in hours, and his curiosity was getting the best of him. Luckily, his best friends, father, brothers and mother stood nearby, joking with him and reassuring him that everything would be fine. He’d invited Dr. Rose, though the man let him know he did not do such personal things with his clients. Ace extended the invitation all the same, placing the luxury, emerald green embroidered invite with elegant calligraphy in the center of the man’s desk.
 
   Funny I’m thinking about him right now… 
 
   Ace nodded and grinned, half-listening to people as they spoke in in chirpy tones. 
 
   He helped me get to where I am now. I don’t know if I would have been able to sort all this out without him. Matter of fact, I’m certain I wouldn’t have been able to.
 
   He caught his reflection in the seven-foot mirror inside of the elaborate dressing room, equipped with water bottles in a chilled, silver bucket and a fruit and cheese tray from which his father kept partaking. Soft music played in the background. He nodded in approval at his reflection, acknowledging he didn’t look too bad in a satiny green tie after all. Before long, he was standing beside the officiant, Reverend Locke. The short man with a jutted chin and swooping salt and pepper hair stood there stoically, cradling his worn, dog-eared Bible. Ace’s brothers and friends stood to the side of him in their tailored suits, while Ivy, Claudia and a couple other women from Brooklyn’s job did the same, dressed in their satin green gowns. Ace caught himself daydreaming as he stared at the minister’s bible. He disappeared within himself. He was thinking about God, about religion. He had questions, lots and lots of questions…
 
   Just as fast as the thoughts of drilling the man upstairs with a long Santa-Claus-letter style list of inquiries popped into his mind, those same thoughts puffed away into thin air when Brooklyn made an appearance. The sight of her had him so weak at the knees, he had to work hard to stay upright. Silently, he gave thanks for the beauty that floated towards him. Her gown, off one shoulder, made of ivory satin with unbelievable detail, left him breathless. She looked chic and sophisticated, thanks in part to his mother who collaborated heavily on the design. Brooklyn wasn’t certain what she wanted, so his mother took one look at her and led her away to a tiny bridal boutique downtown where she shopped at for custom dresses. The rest was history. 
 
   Mr. Henderson’s eyes seemed suspiciously glossy as he walked up with her and gave her away, but then, his face registered pure delight. Ace nodded at the man and bowed, giving a bit of reverence to the father of the bride. He did the same to Mrs. Henderson, who sat there by her son, dotting her eyes with a Kleenex. 
 
   “Dearly beloved, we are gathered here in the sight of God and in the presence of these witnesses, to join together this man and this woman in holy matrimony...”
 
   The ceremony went on as planned and surprisingly, Ace found he didn’t get in much of a joking mood. He was too busy swimming in disbelief that this day was actually happening, and stealing glances in her direction. 
 
   “I, Ace Blackstone, take you, Brooklyn Greene, to be my wedded wife, to have and to hold, from this day forward, for better or for worse. For richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and to cherish, ’til death do us part, according to God’s Holy Word. This is my solemn vow…and I mean that,” he added at the end, causing a few hushed chuckles. He wasn’t trying to amuse, but felt compelled to say it. He squeezed her hand a bit tighter. 
 
   Brooklyn looked into his eyes, and repeated her vows. Now, he got an even better look at her, and she left him in absolute astonishment. Her dark eyes sparkled, accented with earth tone eye shadow, barely noticeable had it not been for the way the make-up sparkled under the strung white lights. Her lashes were their typical long, thick illustriousness, only helping to bring attention to one of his favorite features about her. He then lowered his gaze to her supple lips. Flashes of how he’d pressed his lips over them that morning when she awoke popped into his head like the white lights from a snapping vintage camera. He couldn’t wait to do it again. They glimmered and shined, summoning him to get closer. Dare he admit it, he felt a bit possessed, caught up in the physical, emotional and spiritual connection between them, which left him damn near paralyzed, yet thirsting for more. 
 
   He couldn’t stop his mind racing, running wild. Soon, he felt the cold metal on his finger. She’d slid his wedding band on…He looked down at the thing, sprawling his fingers for a better view as the minister continued to talk. Everything seemed so surreal, strangely enchanting. Alas, it was over.
 
   “May the blessing of the Lord rest upon you and the home that you are establishing for all of your days and years of your life. Amen.”
 
   “Amen,” the audience responded. 
 
   “You may kiss the bride.”
 
   The room drew quiet. All that could be heard was the tinkling of a nearby indoor waterfall. Ace studied the woman for a moment, then put his index finger on her chin, bringing her mouth to his. Her silky lips parted, exposing brilliant teeth. He turned his head ever so slightly to the right, then a bit more, and moaned deeply as their mouths connected. They remained that way for a few moments, while a flutter of applause sounded. 
 
   Finally, the minister said, “I now present to you, Mr. and Mrs. Blackstone!”
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
   “That’s just the thing, I’m tryna, relax, baby.” Ace gritted his teeth as the alcohol began to make him a bit woozy. It was impossible to take Brooklyn anywhere without getting some sort of history lesson. What had once seemed cute was now just plain annoying — but she did it so well, he usually didn’t have the heart to tell her to cut it out. Fact of the matter, he just wanted to chill. He didn’t want to hear about the history of Santa Maria del Giglio while the man on the gondola serenaded them, and he didn’t want his wife to point out every single semi-submerged building during the tour of Venice. The woman had been there countless times, yet, even this one evening on her honeymoon, she couldn’t simply sit back and enjoy herself. He’d had enough. Gently, he tugged at her shoulder, made her listen.
 
   “Brooklyn, baby.” He cleared his throat and kept her firm to his chest as he gently strapped her in, seatbelt style, with his arm. Her light jacket blew in the soft breeze and wisps of her hair followed the same flow. “Look, you’ve been here…what? A hundred times? I asked you where you wanted to honeymoon at, you said Venice, so here we are. This is the first time you are here for a non-business related venture. This is your damn honeymoon, with your man…your husband…”
 
   “But I—”  
 
   “No, no…” he whispered calmly in her ear. “Hush. You’ve been talkin’ way too much. Don’t get me wrong; the shit is interesting, okay? It smells like fucking garbage over here, but you manage to make the shit romantic, lovely, with all your factoids. Still, I arranged for us to get this ride, this private tour all to ourselves and for this creepy little Italian dude to sing to my woman while he keeps staring at your damned breasts and thighs and giving you the eye. He looks like a fucking mime, but I’m going to make him scream if he keeps that shit up.”
 
   A chuckle escaped her mouth. “You’re paranoid! He’s not looking at me like that!”
 
   “You’ve got to be kidding me… If someone could be undressed with just a mere thought, you’d be sitting here in your damned panties thanks to Mr. Luigi over here. I’d like nothing more than to push his black and white striped shirt wearin’, perverted, little bar-handle mustache sportin’ ass right over this goddamned boat, for ogling my girl…but I gotta keep cool.”
 
   At that declaration, she erupted in an avalanche of guffaws. He shook his head, grinned, and kept her close while he buried his chin in her hair on top of her head. 
 
   What a beautiful night…a perfect night. But one thing was missing — and he couldn’t wait to get to it…
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 



[bookmark: Twentyfour]CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR
 
    
 
   The Luna Hotel in San Marco was one place that Brooklyn hadn’t had the pleasure of experiencing while cracking open the world of Venice in her prior visits. First of all, it was out of her price range. Despite her handsome salary, the thought of a four digits price per night made her eye twitch as if she had endured a caffeine blood transfusion. Notwithstanding her monetary knee-jerk reaction at such a hefty fee to lay headfirst in the lap of opulent luxury, her new hubby insisted upon it, stating in his typical nonchalant way, “You only live once…”
 
   Little did the man know, as he paraded around in his black swanky robe singing into his fist that she ‘gave love a bad name’ with twisted lip guitar riffs, that he’d nailed the very thing she wished to embrace. Life was truly for enjoyment, and in her own self-conditioning of ducking and dodging, living under a proverbial rock from her one-woman self-appointed protection agency, she hadn’t had an opportunity as of late to truly live up to the motto. Seeing ancient human remains day in, day out, had a way of doing that to a person. How could she not contemplate mortal existence, quality of life, and how we have a short span of time to embrace the Earth, to experience all that life has to offer? It would be impossible to get everything checked off her imagined bucket list, but damn it, she’d die trying.
 
   Her soap-sweetened skin felt still slightly damp from the shower. She glanced at the emerald and gold bed, noting her silky dark red nightgown lying neatly across it.  The overhead glimmer of light from the Murano glass chandelier above the bed caught her eye as she continued her survey of her surroundings, wrapped in the arms of awe. The hotel room dripped with sophisticated, lavish décor, the kind wealthy Italians were no doubt accustomed to. She slid on her gown and sprawled on the bed, lazily turning onto her side. Ace now stood by the window, his fingers holding back the curtain, observing the view from side to side, as if watching a slow-paced contact sport. She loudly patted the bed, getting his attention.
 
   “What are you doing way over there?” Her lips curled in a smile. “Come here and sit by me.” She sat up on her elbow, grinning, as he bobbed over, slid under the cool sheets and brought them up to his narrow hips. The faint sound of chimes could be heard as the Venetian evening wind blew outside of their window. 
 
   “Those sound like Tibetan bowls during meditations.” She slid her hand across his. They sat in their respective silence while the tranquil breeze ballad continued. 
 
   “Ace.” She gathered closer to him, wrapping her arm tight around the man’s hard frame. A citrusy scent, mixed with a hefty musk, billowed from his fresh, clean skin, made her groin twist with impending anticipation.
 
   He always smells so good.
 
   She ran her fingers along his upper chest, tracing the flames of the dark, foreboding tattoo. 
 
   “If you could re-do anything in your life, anything at all, what would it be?”
 
   He leaned back a bit into his pillow and ran his palm over the top of her hand, looking straight ahead at nothing in particular.
 
   “I can’t really say that I would re-do anything. I have some regrets, but they taught me more about myself, helped me get from A to B.”
 
   She nodded, traced his shoulder blade and curled into him. 
 
   “What about you?”
 
   Brooklyn was quiet for a long while. He wrapped his arm around her waist and kissed her crown. 
 
   “I don’t regret leaving my family, but…I do regret that talking to them again took so long. I think, maybe, if I had of known what really happened, I could have saved everyone a lot of grief.”
 
   “Baby.” He moved his hand slowly up and down her arm in a warming caress. “People are ready when they are ready. Nothing can be rushed beforehand. Your father may not have been ready to tell you the truth until the very moment he saw you…you really don’t know. You may not have been ready to see him until you actually saw him, after such a situation. Trauma has a way of changing people, you know?” He paused, shuffled his legs under the sheets. “It changes who we are. But, I believe pain gives birth to new meaning and a transformation that we were destined for. Kinda like a caterpillar transforming into a butterfly. There’s a struggle, but without that struggle, the realization wouldn’t come to fruition. Kinda like…kinda like me and you…” His voice poured out like velvet, deep and rich.
 
   His heartbeat went strong right under her ear as she settled comfortably on his chest, speeding up as he spoke.
 
   “The entire time, we were both struggling. We both wanted something else, something different than what we had. I didn’t know I did; you knew what you wanted, you just weren’t sure how to get it. You led me along, simply by being you, and then, I could see. I knew without a doubt what I needed.” His voice cracked a bit. She stared at his wedding band gleaming on the ring finger as he ran his hand up and down his thigh.
 
   “I agree with you, Ace.” She wiped her nose, her heart swelling a bit. The memories were painfully true as his words went along the pictures of their courtship in her mind. “We were getting to know one another, and that pull between us was so strong. I realized I loved you way before I told you. It was a wonderful feeling that I was able to let go and find someone I could be myself with. I don’t like how it all happened, but, I can’t say I regret it, either. It seems it was necessary, just like you said, to get us where we are right now. I can’t promise you that I would’ve continued dating you, if I weren’t in love with you first. Matter of fact, I will tell you the truth right now. Had you told me early on, we would not be married right now.”
 
   “I figured as much… That’s not a confession, that’s just the truth, a natural, normal truth, considering the circumstances.”
 
   “It took me to actually love you to be able to get past that, Ace. Even while we argued, after you admitted everything, I was hurting so bad. Not just because you’d misled me, kept something so important away from me…but…because I knew I didn’t want to lose you. I hated that I didn’t want to lose you, even after what you’d told me; you seemed so genuine. I believe that is what convinced me to keep standing there, listening. You…seemed sincerely sorry, honest in your love for me — and that’s what I needed.” She pointed at herself.
 
   “The first time I saw you in that museum, Brooklyn, I knew I was going to blow my case. Once I looked at you, and you looked at me, something happened to me. Though I stood upright, I was still walking in the middle of a nightmare. The angry, scared horses ran all around me, but when I looked at you…it’s like, they vanished. My anxiety, my stress, everything went away. I remember standing there and feeling the most relaxed and at ease I had in years. Your eyes were some magic pill. You had something I needed. And…I had something you needed, too. I believe now that those angry horses are me, baby.”
 
   She lifted her head to look into his moistened eyes. The damned things turned jade, then a bit brighter as a melancholy smile twisted upon his face. He stroked her wild curls.
 
   “Isn’t that something…” she whispered, curling her hand into his chest. She brought her face to his and poked out her lips, begging for a kiss. He obliged and pressed his mouth into hers. A comfortable silence stretched between them while the chimes continued to sing to the newlyweds. Their bodies tangled together under the protection of the luxurious sheets. 
 
   “I believe I’ve been an angry person since the day I realized that, in here,” he pointed to his heart, “I wasn’t loved in the manner I felt I deserved. I was also a very sad little boy, which I expressed through fighting and getting in trouble. Nothing was ever enough. My parents couldn’t love me hard and strong enough. No teacher could help me. I’d walk away from anyone who showed an interest in getting close to me. I didn’t want anyone’s love…because…I didn’t even love myself anymore. Yet I was never able to even really think about this stuff, this way, until I was with you. The horses kept charging, because I kept charging. I’ve been attacking myself for an eternity.”
 
   Brooklyn tried to not cry, but it was impossible. A slow tear ran down her cheek, a tear for her husband. It took its leisurely time, twisting and turning past her cheekbone to her collarbone, and stayed there awhile until her husband’s thumb came and swiped it away.
 
   Moving beneath her, he grunted as he attempted to reposition himself. Soon, he had her flat on her back as hovered above her. Like a perfectly wrapped package, he removed the gown she’d slid on; it never had a chance. He tossed his towel on the carpet by the bed before he lowered himself back upon her and forged a trail down her neck with his bottom lip, dragging it along the side of her face and shoulders.
 
   “Ahhhh…” she moaned. She placed a hand around his neck but then he evaded her, went lower and lower, his well-trimmed, beard tickling her flesh while his fingers dragged in his wake. He continued to trek down her body, taking his sweet time, while those chimes seemed to grow louder and louder, as if they were playing just for them.
 
   “Ahhhh…ahhh….” He tenderly kissed her stomach, then ran his hand along her small thatch of pubic hair. He slid his finger gingerly up and down the valley, not daring to enter the soft doors that led to a place now overflowing with an intense internal heat. She stole a glance at him as he worked below her waist, his finger shiny with her juices massaging her, moving a bit faster, and then faster yet. Before long, he pushed the finger inside of her, and his lips found her bud. A deep, throaty moan escaped her; she arched her back slightly from the bed. Her hips pumped ever so slightly as he held her in place, slicking his tongue over her clit in seductively slow circles. 
 
   “Mmmmm….” He moaned his need, a verbal nuance of appreciation. His voice echoed against her, causing her to stiffen as an orgasm built in the pit of her pelvis, taking her to the edge of the inevitable. He inserted another finger inside of her, then another. His thick fingers pushed her wide open, causing the gates to fully open and her liquid potion to escape, trailing out along his digits while some coated his mouth. He didn’t stop. Twisting and turning, she gripped the pillow beneath her head, her sighs louder and louder, her face pressed to the side on her pillow. It didn’t sound much like her own voice at all in those sighs — but it in fact was her, speaking in a language she’d just learned with each measured ministration of the man’s skilled tongue.
 
   Damn, he can he eat some pussy!
 
   Her hips rose from the bed as a myriad of bright colors flashed before her eyes…pictures, fragments. After each bright light inside of her mind exploded, her wetlands soon followed.
 
   “Ahhhh! Ahhhhh! Oh…God! Ahhh….Ace…Ahhhh…mmmmm….”
 
   The chimes kept on, as if competing with the man’s now vigorously moving tongue. He shook his head back and forth between her legs, receiving the last of what she had. 
 
   “…Ahhhh….” She gentled down; aftershocks and shivers covered her like glitter, made her feel sparkly and alive. She ran her fingers lightly through his hair as his warm breath caressed her folds. Soon, he stopped, and the kisses began on a return trail…
 
   Up…up…up he climbed until he was lavishing her neck with tiny pecks, then deeper kisses, then sucking. He wakened her flesh, one inch at a time. He ran a thumb across her nipple, hardening it so. Ace then lay between her legs, his lower body motionless, yet, she could feel the thickness of his cock heavy against her zone. Lifting himself up onto his hands, he looked down at her. His eyes partially closed, and a delicate smile creased his handsome face.  He appeared so relaxed, languid as he reached between them and took hold of the thick base of his manhood. Still looking down at her, still wearing that seductive grin, he pushed his knee against her inner thigh, opening her legs further for his complete access. 
 
   As if a fresh sheet had been thrown across her body in slow motion, the man fell upon her, his heated weight compressing her breasts, and pushed hard inside of her.
 
   “Ahhhhh!” She clawed at his back as he lavished her with tantalizing, soft kisses across the bridge of her nose and mouth.
 
   His girth stretched her open and his deep thrusts made strangely erotic sensations crawl up and down her groin until her damned toes curled. Her thighs propped open, to the max, as he pumped with due diligence inside of her. 
 
   “Uhhhhh!” he groaned, his strong arms around her. He bit gently on her earlobe. “Uhhhhh! Baby! Mmmmm!”
 
   He’d become her stallion. He ran a marathon inside of her. The heaviness of his dick throbbing within her reminded her of his masculinity, while his sweet kisses along her face and neck gave renewal to his inner strength and confidence. The bed shook with each lunge as he dove back and forth within her, holding her to him. 
 
   “Uhhhhh!” He thrust so deep, she gasped, then he paused, looking desperately into her eyes as he filled her core, sweetly and lovingly beating her into submission. He retreated, then came again, causing her to crawl up the bed on her back. But he wouldn’t let her go…He grabbed her shoulders, brought her back down and hooked his arms even tighter around her frame, forcing her to accept each demanding thrust.
 
   He made love to her hard and strong.
 
   Another orgasm built within her, and then another until she’d all but melted right there in his ardent embraces. 
 
   “Mmmmmm! Uhhh! Uhhh!” He nestled in the crook of her neck, the heat from his open mouth bathing her in warmth. He pumped so hard and fast, there was no way the man could turn back. “Uhhhh! I’m cummin’…” he blurted.
 
   She tilted her chin back, dug her head into her pillow, and held on tight, a smile on her face. Waiting…waiting…waiting…
 
   “Uhhhh!” She felt the first expulsion, and then the next, and the next. “Oh God! Uhhhh! Uhhh….” He filled her like the vessel she was, cupped her hard. His breathing was erratic and strained as he tried to settle, yet his hard, muscular temple vibrated against her for quite some time. She heard him swallow deep and hard, then, after a short while, he reached low and slowly pulled his dick out of her body. Swinging his legs over the edge of the bed, he sat quietly for a while, gripping the mattress, and he stared towards the window.
 
   Her body still remembered him, as if he was still inside of her. Her zone throbbed and a trail of his semen ran down her inner thigh when she turned on her side. 
 
   “I’m on my honeymoon, in Italy, with my wife…” He chuckled lightly, as if coming to the realization for the first time. He gripped the mattress a bit tighter. “…My wife.” He glanced over his shoulder at her, reached out to caress her chin then turned back away. Meanwhile, the chimes continued on and on…
 
   “You will never have any idea how much I love you.” He paused, scratching the side of his face. The window remained the focus of his attention. “That would be impossible… I believe you’re my cure. I’ve been sick…and didn’t even know it.”
 
   She reached for him, caressed his back with her fingertips.
 
   “When we hold hands, when we hug, kiss…and especially when we make love, I can feel us becoming stronger, even more connected. As I see it, you ran away from Texas straight into my arms — and I hid from love, but…it found me. It found me, through you…” He kept his back turned. She scooted closer, placed her palm across his shoulder. He raised his hand to touch hers, keeping it there, intertwining their fingers.
 
    And that was how they stayed, for quite a long while…
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
   Two months later…
 
    
 
   Ace opened his office door and immediately navigated to his coffee machine. The little woman had him hooked. She’d brought back this Hawaiian blend from her recent five-day business trip there, and he was O.D.ing on the stuff. He glanced at his nicotine patch on his forearm, the rolled up sleeve revealing his latest scheme to kick the habit. Just in case, a fresh pack of cigarettes lay in wait in his desk, though thus far, he’d gone three days cold turkey. Unfortunately for his bride, this revved up his libido even more so than usual, as if that were even conscionable — as proved by the three back-to-back sessions in the evening she stated would leave her wheel-chair bound if he didn’t cut it out. 
 
   He removed the small satchel of coffee grounds and prepared it, then as it brewed, he made his way over to his desk. In customary fashion, he removed his laptop from the case, placed it on his desk, and turned it on. He glanced at the pile of mail on the corner of his desk, and decided to go through it. 
 
   Bill. Junk. Extremely late Christmas card. Bill. Car flyer. Paper. Blue envelope with a bunch of strange stamps…
 
   “Blue envelope?”
 
   He tore into the thing after noticing the poorly scribed address at the top:
 
   727 716 VatraDorne, Str. Rune nr.89, jud.Suceava, Romania
 
   He took out a hand-written letter with neat calligraphy on crisp white paper and began to read:
 
   Dear Ace Blackstone,
 
   I received your letter. My name is Alexandru Gabor. I understand spoken English very well, but have difficulty reading and writing it, so, I got someone to help me construct this correspondence. I want to first say that I have not cried so hard in a very long time. You see, I am your grandfather.  I had five children, your mother being my youngest. Her name was Laura Vaduva. She married your father, Laurentiu Vanduva, in 1979. I called the number you left, but received no answer. I don’t like voicemails, so I wrote. I would like to speak to you, if at all possible. My number is as follows:
 
   0040210775036
 
   Regards,
 
   Alexandru Gabor
 
    
 
   Ace almost knocked everything from his desk as he stumbled about to grab his cellphone from his pocket. The percolating coffee brought him out of his frenzied state. He quickly jumped up and turned off the maker with one hand, returned to his seat, took a deep breath and dialed the number.
 
   Calm down. Calm down. Calm down!
 
   There seemed to be a delay in ringing, and every second felt like an eternity. Finally, a deep, husky voice answered, worn with age.
 
   “Buna Seara…” (Good evening)
 
   “Uh…” Ace knew that bueno, in Spanish meant ‘good’. He figured it was a greeting of some sort. “Yes, Buna Sera…Um, I was calling to speak to a Mr. Alexandru Gabor. This is Ace…Ace Blackstone from Chicago, Illinois...”
 
   He was startled by a sudden wailing on the other end of the phone, a deep sobbing that touched his very soul. The man seemed inconsolable. He wanted to reach through the phone and pat his shoulder, tell him everything would be just fine, but there was no way he’d get a word in edgewise. During all of this, he heard people speaking Romanian in the background, but the sounds were somewhat muffled. A woman started speaking to him, her accent thick, but he could still clearly understand.
 
   “Oh my! Ayyyyce,” She dragged his name out, her voice choppy with what he perceived was emotion as well. “So happy you called! I am your aunt. My name is Ela, I’m your mother’s sister. That was our father, whom you wrote to earlier. He will be okay.” She laughed lightly. 
 
   Ace could not believe what was happening. It was as if he’d entered a dream world. He didn’t expect to hear back from anyone, let alone multiple family members. 
 
   “It is nice to…speak to you, Ela.” He looked around in his desk cabinet for a bottle of water and discovered he had none.
 
   “I saw pictures…your pictures. So handsome!” He could hear her smile through the phone. “You look like us, we’re all good looking!” she joked, causing him to laugh in response. His tense nerves eased a bit. He had so many questions but no idea where to start, where to begin.
 
   “I…I was adopted by a very nice family,” he finally blurted. “They raised me and I have brothers. Is my mother or father around there? Um, do I have any brothers and sisters, too, biological ones? Uh…I’m sorry…I just…I’m a little excited is all.”
 
   “Nu-i, problema!” From the phonetics, he assumed that meant ‘no problem’.“Ayyyyce, I can answer some questions for you, and my father can answer some, too. We are so happy to speak to you!” 
 
   “I’m happy to speak to you, too…”
 
   “You have older twin brother and sister, you see? They were born about one year before you. They are not here, they live in Bulgaria, but they know about your letter and they are excited to speak to you, too. Their names are Alex, that’s your brother, and your sister’s name is Catalina. Ah, hold on, please. I will put my father back on the phone. He wants to speak to you.”
 
   He heard some commotion in the back, and then the raspy elder’s voice broke through, soothing him.
 
   “Hello Ace!” The man was obviously grinning on the other end now. “So good to hear from you. My grandson!” His voice shook. “We never knew what became of you…” he said woefully. 
 
   “Yes, well, I asked Ela about my parents. There is so much I don’t understand, that I don’t know.”
 
   “I will tell you everything! Everything!” the man said excitedly. “Laura, your mother, grew up here, in the mountains with my wife, who has passed on. Your grandmother’s name was Voctorita. We had a simple life, didn’t go out much back then. The young people don’t want to be here.” He chuckled. “We were…how do you say it, uh…very poor, Ace. Your mother wanted to move away, get more opportunities. I didn’t want to move away. This is my home. She wanted to take her children away from here, though. Things were very bad. We sometimes didn’t have food, nothing. She was afraid you all would starve.”
 
   Ace listened intently, not even wanting to breathe for fear he’d miss a detail. The man coughed heavily, then continued.
 
   “She and your father planned to leave. I gave my blessing. Laura loved her children very much. She was concerned for your safety. Everyone had moved away by then. So…” He blew his nose. Ace waited impatiently, but didn’t dare interrupt. “The week they were set to leave, something very bad happened.”
 
   “What happened?” His heart was now beating a bit faster.
 
   “A group of people from the government came to try to move us. People protested, the officials wanted to take the land. For what, I’m not sure, but they wanted us out of here. Problems started. Your parents were set to leave the country soon, but they threatened to make them stay, revoke their plane tickets and passports during an argument. Your mother saved up for two years, right after you were born, to leave. She wasn’t going to let this happen, they wouldn’t even let us pack. Your…parents were very upset, so much so, that your father declared he wasn’t leaving. Your father, Arashk, protested, got in their face, and…because of…that,” the man sighed, “he was shot and killed.” 
 
   Ace lowered his head into his hands, his body trembling with grief for a man he didn’t know. But that didn’t matter. That man had been his father.
 
   “They kept shooting and shooting! All of that drove our horses crazy. You were on the ground playing outside, right before bedtime as you always did. The horses were going and going. I ran outside and picked you up as they charged past. You were almost trampled, killed! I got you safe just in time…”
 
   Ace could not believe his ears. The nightmares! They were real!
 
   “You loved the horses, and you screamed out when the men shot at the horses, over and over, killing some. They were our life, our work, that was all we had. We were desperate. Your father was dead in the middle of the floor. You saw the horses lying about and you were scared. You were just a baby…I’ll never…forget how you cried.” Now, the man was sobbing again. The phone was taken away from him, and his aunt came back on.
 
   “He’s upset, he will be fine,” she reassured. 
 
   “Is that how I got…the scar on my head?”
 
   A long pause ensued.
 
   “Ohhhh! The scar, I almost didn’t remember! Tata, the scar, yes! No, it wasn’t from the horses.” She laughed. “You’d gotten out of your bed one day, as you were known to do, but this time, you got into mischief. You pulled the cat’s tail and that cat didn’t like that!” She laughed louder now.
 
   You mean to tell me a mean ass cat did this to me?! There is no war story, nothing that I can brag about? It was a cat attack?! How embarrassing and lousy!
 
   “We nicknamed you ‘Tiger Stripe’ for awhile after that,” she teased. He had to admit that was rather funny. “You had to get stitches.”
 
    “I see…Well, my grandfather was in the middle of telling me—”
 
   “Yes, I will tell you what happened, okay?”
 
   “Yes…”
 
   “Your mother managed to leave a week later, anyway, as planned. She could now only afford to take one child but she was more determined than ever, after what happened. The other tickets were lost after we were forced away from our home, but she had yours and hers. She was in terrible grief over your father, and was doing this for him, too. She was to send for the other children later. Myself and our other sister, Ana, watched over Alex and Catalina. At first, we heard from your mother often. She phoned us and wrote. When she arrived there, in Illinois, she told us about all the beautiful things she saw. We had a relative there to help her. But, when she arrived, she couldn’t find our cousin. She later found out he was in jail and they threatened deportation. He was falsely accused of a crime he hadn’t committed…stealing from a shop I think.
 
   “She had to stay in a shelter. She told us a nice woman offered to take you and her in. Well, I don’t know what happened…but…something went wrong. She called us, sounding crazy, uh…what’s, um, upset, shouting. You were gone. She said an old woman took you, and she couldn’t find that woman any more, a woman she trusted. That woman was feeding you, and gave you all shelter and clothing before you disappeared. Then your mother woke up one morning, and you and the woman were gone, vanished.
 
   “She said she looked everywhere, and could not find you. We didn’t hear from her after that, for weeks. Then, we found our cousin, and he found out that your mother…had died. I’m…sorry.” Ela sniffed, hesitated. “Tata had trouble forgiving himself, for letting her go…but it was her dream. She wanted a better life for you, for her children. We don’t know how she died, but…my cousin gave her a funeral. We couldn’t afford to come there. I’m sorry…” she apologized again.
 
   “It’s not your fault…thank you for telling me.” His gut churned. He didn’t expect this sort of resolution.
 
   My parents are dead. My mother didn’t give me away. I was stolen by someone…more than likely one of those damned runners for the illegal adoption agencies. No wonder the adoption papers never made sense. By the time I was in foster care, they just tried to get me placed. No wonder no one really could confirm who’d left me at the church with that little note that said, ‘His name is Ace.’
 
   He swallowed hard and itched inside of his own skin. He slowly slid the desk drawer open, and stared at the pack of unopened Marlboros.
 
   As if sensing his needs, his aunt spoke again, a smile in her voice.
 
   “Do you know how you got your name?”
 
   “No. I only knew that my mother named me that, according to the adoption agency my parents got me from.”
 
   That final adoption agency that handled his paperwork was actually established and legal, but Ace had discovered they didn’t have much information regarding him and his biological parents, due to the previous chain of events. No one even knew he was Romanian, an illegal immigrant, let alone what had occurred.
 
    “That’s what they told my mother, anyway, I mean, my adoptive mother, the woman who raised me.”
 
   “I will tell you the story. On your mother’s birthday, she got a present in the mail. She was pregnant with you at the time. It was a deck of cards. She’d never seen cards like this before. She had signed up for some prizes in a magazine, and they sent these things from different countries. Sometimes, it was a music record. Sometimes, it was candy. Well, for her birthday, they sent another gift.
 
   “This time, it was a deck of cards from America. She opened it up, and on top was the Ace of Diamonds. She liked it so much, and wanted to go to America so bad, that she decided to name you, ‘Ace.’ She felt you were her good luck charm.” His aunt laughed, though it was evident from the choppiness in her banter, she was holding back tears. 
 
   He quickly wiped his eye, brought a hand in front of his eyes, welcoming the darkness. “Thank you for telling me.”
 
   “Estibinevenit. That means, you’re welcome.”
 
   He smiled. He needed a pause. Sitting up, he ran a hand across his chest.
 
   I need to call Brooklyn, tell her what’s going on. I can’t believe this…
 
   “I want to thank you and my grandfather for speaking to me,” he managed to choke out.
 
   “You can’t thank us, we thank you. I know you have more questions. Family…is important, Ayyyce.”
 
   He grinned. He liked how she said his name. 
 
   “Yes, it is very important. I would like to meet all of you, and my sister and brother, too.”
 
   “We would like that, as well, but my father, your grandfather, is sick, and can’t travel that far.”
 
   “No worries, I will make arrangements to come to you, if that is okay?”
 
   “Yes!” she said giddily. “Yes, please come! I want to know so much about you! What do you do, you know, work? Is your adoptive family still nice to you? What do you like to eat and do?!” She barraged him with questions, making him chuckle. He heard his grandfather speaking Romanian in the background.
 
   “Ahhh.” His aunt laughed. “Your grandfather said if you come here, he will cook for you. He likes to cook. He cooks well, too!”
 
   “What a coincidence. I also like to cook. My wife says I cook well, too.”
 
   “Wife?! Tata! Ayyyyyce is married! Children?” 
 
   He burst out laughing and slid his desk drawer closed.
 
   “No, no children yet. Just got married.”
 
   She thinks she may be pregnant, actually…
 
   But he kept that detail to himself until they were certain.
 
   “Actually, I’m a detective here in Chicago. I have my own business.”
 
   “Ahhhh! Important man!” She laughed. “Tata!” she yelled out, “Ayyyce is a big detective!”
 
   He was really laughing, now.
 
   “As handsome as you are, I bet your wife is beautiful and fun! Will you bring her, too?”
 
   “Of course. Matter of fact, let’s make arrangements now.” He pulled up his schedule on his computer. “I see a good time period right…here. Okay, how about a month and a half from now?”
 
   “Yes, yes! I wish you could come tomorrow!” 
 
   “I wish I could, too. But I need to get some things together first, and my wife has a couple of important work related presentations and trips. So, it is a bit delayed, but I can’t wait to come.”
 
   “I will tell your brother and sister. They will come here, okay? They are not very far. I will also give you their number, so you can start speaking to them. I’m so excited!” the woman screamed. It even sounded like she was jumping up and down. “Tata! Ayyyce is coming in less than two months! He is bringing his wife! She is beautiful and fun.”
 
   Ace grinned all through the rest of the conversation. He didn’t understand how he could be so sad and so happy at the exact same time. He called his wife immediately afterwards, and she soothed him over the phone, understanding his words despite the tears that wouldn’t stop falling from his eyes — and not minding how he repeatedly choked over his words as his chest filled with heaviness. 
 
   The horses…
 
   And all the Romanian king’s horses, and all the Romanian king’s men, couldn’t put Ace Blackstone back together again…
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 



[bookmark: Twentyfive]CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE
 
    
 
   The flight from O’Hare airport to Otopeni International Airport was rather grueling. True enough, Air France had taken great care of Ace and Brooklyn, but thirteen hours later, his legs felt stiff as wooden boards. At times, they’d run into fog, creating armrest bracing anxiety. Not one to typically lose much sleep over flight turbulence, this time, he was a ball of nerves. The tiniest thing set him off as he took a seat in the airport and watched the love of his life make her way into the ladies’ room. In less than thirty minutes, they would be in a cab, being taken through a wooded area then flown up a foothill to the enchanting city of Brasov, nestled in the Carpathian Mountains. 
 
   He’d gotten word from his aunt that his sister and brother were at their grandfather’s home right at that moment, waiting, and she made no apologies in letting him know that a feast awaited him, along with a shopping extravaganza planned for his wife the following afternoon; just she and all the women. He wasn’t invited. Instead, he had to stay with the menfolk. 
 
   He slowly reached into his pocket, pulled out his wallet and removed a photo of his parents that his aunt had emailed him soon after their first phone call. Slowly running his fingers down it, he looked into his mother’s eyes — a woman he wished he remembered. He imagined a part of him did; yet, it was hidden away, tucked neat and clean, so that her memory would not be soiled. From such trauma he’d emerged; no wonder he’d ended up in such a state of affairs.
 
   Charging ebony, white and brown horses had ran so fast past him, they looked as if they were on fire, lighting up the night sky, and their blood sprayed across a black canvas of weeping stars. His father lay only several feet away from him, dead at his then tiny feet while his grandfather swooped his tiny self up in his arms, protecting him from the animal rampage caused by a militia with arsenal aimed at anything that moved. His mother wailed and yelled, having to be held back as she screamed her children’s names, while her husband remained in a puddle of his own blood on the dirty mountain road. All the anger issues, a military and a boarding school, pulsating cries for help, mysteries solved and mysteries unsolved — and so the cycle continued. He’d never forget his Sarah’s face, his true mother, when he told her that he’d found his birth family. 
 
   Being her — the woman he adored so much — she grabbed him and hugged him hard, almost breaking him into two, tears streaming down her face. Then, she cupped his face in her hands, looked up at him and said, “Sad green eyes, now you’ll be happy? Now my baby boy will be at peace…” 
 
   Ace stared at that printed off photo long and hard. His parents appeared happy. From his understanding, they were dirt poor, too, but in love. He looked at his father, and a feeling of warmth washed over him. Ace realized he had his father’s eyes, his mother’s hair color and texture, and a combination of their features. They were a couple, a family. They had children, and people they loved and cared about all around them. The world had done them wrong, dealt them a bad hand to play, and they tried to work those cards the best they could. His mother found the Ace, and believed it was her ticket out. She’d left one hell and unknowingly entered another, and somehow, the game had ended before she’d even had a chance to finish the round.
 
   He’d spent a month trying to find her grave, and he finally did. A plain and cheap one, right there in the middle of Mt. Hope Cemetery. He contacted his family in Romania and gave them two options: He’d set her up nicely, give her an elaborate new tombstone, or have her remains sent to Romania. After a few discussions, they decided to leave her in Chicago. They surmised, that was where she wanted to be, so best let her rest there. He agreed, and made arrangements to fly them all in the next summer to visit her gravesite. Though his grandfather wouldn’t be able to attend due to his poor health, he planned to send video footage to him so that he could see his child’s final resting place. Brooklyn helped her husband ensure the gravesite looked spectacular, but it did little to ease his sorrow. He’d hoped for more. He knew one day, once the dust cleared, he’d dig, and try to find out what in the world happened to his mother. It could take him the rest of his life, but he would keep trying, no matter what.
 
   Ace looked around the airport as people moseyed past with their luggage, spoke into their phones, or sat in chairs with their computers open. He scratched his ear, taking it all in, as he waited for Brooklyn. She was taking forever, but that was okay. Pregnant women tended to do that. He was becoming accustomed to the frequent bathroom breaks and knew not to give her any grief about it, despite how anxious he got as each minute passed. 
 
   “Hey baby.” She bounced towards him, a balled up brown paper towel in her hand as she dried her fingers. “Are you ready?”
 
   “Yes, whenever you are.” He looked at the photo one last time, slipped it back in his wallet and grabbed their carry-ons so they could start navigating their way to luggage claims. She wrapped her arm around his waist, giving him instant comfort, their steps in unison. They walked in silence, the people around them turning into a blur, and the sounds seemed suddenly amplified. Flight announcements came over speakers in various languages, and what should have felt completely odd to him, did feel a bit like home already. As they reached baggage claims, a little boy stood by whom he presumed were his parents. Ace glanced at Brooklyn’s stomach, knowing that inside of her grew the continuation of an almost lost generation. He’d now be able to tell his child about his heritage, about his father’s side of the family. The whole notion was dreamlike. They didn’t know the sex yet, but they knew that their son or daughter, conceived during their honeymoon, was in good health, and nothing else mattered to him.
 
   He reached for a large black bag, seeing the small, fuzzy red heart that Brooklyn had attached to it coming around. As he took it off the conveyer belt, he saw out the corner of his eye a woman standing by herself. He stopped and stared. His heart froze. She looked so much like his mother, Laura. If time had stopped, no aging had occurred, he imagined she’d look much like that. Sadness registered on the woman’s face as she stood there dressed in dark gray, her hands clasped, watching the bags go round and around. For a moment, Ace paused, and did something that he knew didn’t make much sense, but he felt compelled. He began to mumble to himself... a bit louder than a whisper, but too low to be intelligible to the people around him.
 
   “Mom, I know that’s not you over there…but I just want to pretend for a moment, if that’s okay. If I could see you right now, I’d tell you how much I love you, and how sorry I am that I never got to have a relationship with you. I’m sorry that you tried to make a better life for me and ended up losing everything in the process, including your own life. I’m sorry I assumed that you and my father didn’t want or love me. It is obvious that you did; you died trying to show me just how much. I can’t bring you back, but I can tell you…that I’m here.” He wiped a stray tear from his eye. “I’m in your home country, and I’m grown, and I’ve changed. I appreciate life, Mom. I appreciate the opportunity you gave me. It took me a long time to find myself, but I think I have now, thanks to a great mom and an awesome wife. You were a great mom and awesome wife, too…and you didn’t die in vain.” 
 
   He felt Brooklyn’s shoulder against him, and then she laid her head on his shoulder. 
 
   “Oh, there it is,” she said, pointing to his big brown luggage bag. 
 
   He jaunted over to get it, and when he returned his gaze to the spot where the woman once stood, no one was there. He looked frantically to the left, to the right, everywhere. How could she get away so fast? As if she’d vanished…
 
   Ace grunted as he heaved his bag off the belt, then walked hand in hand with Brooklyn through the rest of the airport. Each step seemed to echo, and his heart was beating in a ridiculously crazy rhythm. He paused to look over his shoulder, back at the luggage claim area. Sure enough, that woman was gone.
 
   “You okay, honey?” Brooklyn asked, her face full of concern.
 
   “Yeah, I’m fine baby…just thought I saw something.” He forced a smile. “Let’s go.” He squeezed her hand a bit tighter as they walked out of the doors and into a brand new world that he’d once known, so very long ago…
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
   I was born into a world
 
   Where love had died from pain-
 
   The mountains rolled, of Romanian stories untold
 
   And gave birth to a boy with a strange name.
 
   I ran amongst wild horses
 
   And spoke in ways I no longer recalled at all-
 
   From communist governments and growling bellies,
 
   My grandfather still stood proud and tall.
 
   I was told by a wise person
 
   Many years ago, that tragedy brings rebirth-
 
   I held tight to my mother, Sarah’s words
 
   But saw them as a curse.
 
   A man walked into my office
 
   One autumn day and desperation dwelled in his eyes-
 
   My world would change, after that fateful morning
 
   The old Ace Blackstone would die.
 
   So it seems
 
   That Mom was right.  Rebirth was where pain did roam.
 
   I turned over the rock, and found love,
 
   And there stood Ace Blackstone…
 
    
 
   ~THE END~
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 



[bookmark: Bookclub]BOOK CLUB QUESTIONS
 
    
 
   1. In this book, “The Unearthing of Blackstone”, the two main characters are on separate journeys to find themselves when their paths meet. In what ways are Ace and Brooklyn similar, and in what ways are they different?
 
   2. Ace was drawn to Brooklyn in a way that he wasn’t accustomed to experiencing. What do you believe it was about her, that drew him to her?
 
   3. Brooklyn was ready to make a change in her life around the time Ace entered it. What about Ace do you believe made her feel as if he was a good person to take a chance on?
 
   4. Ace’s past caused him to act in ways that were self-destructive. Even though he had a good family, what do you think caused him to behave this way and lack trust in others?
 
   5. Ace’s mother, Sarah, is a unique character. Why do you think she and Ace got along so well?
 
   6. Earlwood Sr. is a layered character who the reader doesn’t know completely until further towards the end of the book. Do you think he had a problem with Ace dating his daughter because he was white? Or was it strictly because of the nature of how they met?
 
   7. Do you think Earlwood Jr. actually knew what his father had done, despite his declaration later on in the book?
 
   8. Ivy, Brooklyn’s best friend, is a cherished friend. Why do you think that Ivy and Brooklyn’s unconventional boss/employee relationship worked so well?
 
   9. The book is purposefully layered with symbolism. The horses, the weather, etc. For example, the horses were from an actual incident, but they did in fact represent Ace. What other symbolism did you find in the story?
 
   10. At the end of the book, we see that Ace sees a woman at the airport who looks like his birth mother. He is unsure, after it is all over, whether he’d seen his mother’s ghost or not. What do you think? Do you believe it was his mother’s ghost come to visit, or just a woman waiting for her luggage?
 
   11. Dyslexia is a neurological disorder that affects how a person reads and writes language/data/information. It is triggered by an impairment in the brain's ability to decipher images received from the eyes or ears into comprehensible language. Imagine looking at the word: CAT, but your brain tells you it is TAC or ACT. This disorder does not result from vision or hearing problems. It is not due to mental retardation, brain damage, or a lack of intelligence. Ace has this disorder and it caused him to try even harder, to find ‘odd’ ways to compensate and cope. This aided in him being OCD, due to his need to compartmentalize information in his mind, so that he was able to read and write better. We know the struggles he had with this disorder, but in what did it possibly help him in his life and his profession?
 
   12. Ace and Brooklyn are deeply in love, despite the original nature and reason for their initial meeting. What do you believe enabled them to get over their hurdles, as a team?
 
   13. Brooklyn is a highly intelligent, attractive, at times socially awkward person, in part due to her need to stay hidden. She is also loving and kind, and sometimes sacrifices her own happiness, to help other people. As her character develops, you see she desires for this aspect of her to change, thus, she goes on a date with Ace. What similarities do you see with yourself regarding this character, and what differences?
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   Tiana Laveen was born in Cincinnati, Ohio and resides in the Midwest with her husband, two children, and twisted imagination. She enjoys a fulfilling and enriching life that includes writing books, public speaking, drawing, painting, listening to music, cooking, and spending time with loved ones.
 
    
 
   Tiana Laveen is a uniquely creative and innovative author whose romance fiction is geared towards those who not only want to temporarily escape from the daily routines of life, but also delve into social taboo as it pertains to interracial relationships. Tiana creates a painting with words as she guides her reader into the lives of each and every main character. Her goal is to entertain, enlighten and engage the reader.
 
    
 
   Her works include: "Cross Climax I," "Cross Climax II," "The Slave Master's Son," "The Naughty Sins of a Saint," "I Want Candy," "When Saint Goes Marching In," "Swirled Satin Sheets I," "In My Sister's Shadow," "Swirled Satin Sheets II," "Saved and SAINTified," "Addicted In Cold Blood," "Forgive Me Father For I Have Loved", “Saint’s Sacrament – Sins of the Father”, “The Tale of the Blood Diamond and “The Unearthing of Blackstone.”
 
   If you wish to communicate with Tiana Laveen, please contact her at www.facebook.com/tianalaveen.
 
    
 
   WEBSITE: www.tianalaveen.com
 
    
 
    
 
   



  
 



 
   To the reader:
 
    
 
   Thank you for purchasing, “The Unearthing of Blackstone.”  I appreciate you taking the time to read my book and I hope that you found it entertaining and enjoyable. This book meant a lot to me, in the sense that it deals with some heavy topics such as family secrets, poverty, behavioral problems, learning disabilities, racism in the workplace and mental health. Readers like you, are the reason why writers like me wish to keep providing stories that will entertain and enlighten. When you purchase our books that money goes into the next book and the book after that. Thank you so much for your support, patronage and encouragement.
 
   Sincerely,
 
   Tiana Laveen
 
    
 
   ~***~
 
    
 
   If you would like to help children with dyslexia, please go to this website to read about the disorder, as well as make a contribution towards a cure and/or tutoring for children dealing with this condition on a daily basis:
 
   http://www.childrensdyslexiacenter.org/donate
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