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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    A blue Honda Civic. 
 
    A blue Honda Civic. 
 
    …and here it comes.  
 
    Thursday.  
 
    Seven on the dot like clockwork. 
 
    I wanted to believe that my marriage hadn't turned into a verse of a post K-Ci, Mary J. Blige song but nevertheless, here I was.  Camped out in the parking lot of the Hilton by the airport with a cold, half-eaten dollar menu cheeseburger on my lap, calculating my odds of beating a murder charge.  
 
    I should've just carried my ass home and made my spinach lasagna like I planned to, but he just had to cancel… again. It was the fifth time in the past two months and I probably would've never noticed but it was becoming a habit on the night of our standing tv show ritual. We would indulge in some form of pasta, usually with a red sauce or pesto, drink Pinot Noir from our Mr. and Mrs. wine glasses we received as wedding gifts, and then watch the Shonda Rhimes lineup.  I mean the whole thing was nothing special, probably even a little cheesy to outsiders looking in, but it was our thing.  
 
    Well it was our thing. 
 
    The first time he texted, not called, to say he would miss out, I was cool. It happened from time to time.  It was nothing for me to DVR it for him, so he could play catch up on the weekend. Elliot taught African-American studies at the University and there was always a last-minute meeting or event that required his attendance. His infectious personality and intelligence made him popular amongst the administration and his students which is why his presence was often requested in the room.  And if I’m being honest, I’m certain his appearance didn’t hurt his position either.  
 
    It's hard to explain but I considered my husband a second look kind of fine. At first glance, there was nothing to take your breath away.  Average height, black-framed glasses, unadventurous colored Oxford shirts, khaki or black ironed pants depending on his mood.   
 
    But. 
 
    If you gave yourself just a couple of creepy staring seconds, you may catch the dimple on his left toffee-colored cheek or maybe the panty dropping smirk he gives when he's in the middle of a heated debate and thinks your point is irrelevant. The way he absent-mindedly grazes his thick and curly trimmed beard when he's in deep thought. Kind of like what he was doing before this slut model of a vehicle pulled up. 
 
    Is this negro smiling? 
 
    He is! 
 
    And it's a genuine one too. Not the no teeth showing one he’d given the two Jehovah witnesses at our front door this past Saturday morning. 
 
     My stomach tightened, and a wave of nausea hit me. I leaned forward. Hands on the steering wheel, gripping for dear life. Holding my breath. I had to see for myself. I needed to see her. The woman who had him changing the lock code on his phone. The one on the opposite end of his whispered conversations. The reason that sex hadn’t been occurring for some months now. 
 
    He reached for her driver’s side door to open it and when she stepped out….  
 
    “You have got to be fucking kidding me.”   
 
    I unhooked my seatbelt and scrambled out my seat with a speed that sent the burger, made with a non-Chick-fil-A effort, flying in the opposite direction. I crossed a lane of the parking lot, dodging a minivan in the process, and stopped just short of their lingering embrace.  My hands trembling in anticipation of who I should choke out first.  
 
    “I hope she was worth it,” left my mouth as Elliott’s head, which was currently nuzzled in her neck, jerked upward.   
 
    "Cassie?" He stumbled back like he suddenly realized his inappropriate proximity to her.  
 
    Ole girl's head whipped around faster than the Exorcist, and at the sight of her face, I felt the first blow to my ego.  I could tell she was younger than me when she first stepped out of her car by her style of dress – a little social media boutique-ish - but seeing her this close was a completely different experience. She was younnng. Not the Law and Order SVU kind but she had to have just turned twenty-one yesterday...or maybe next year.  Not one single blemish or line of age on her very attractive exotic face which only further pissed me off.  
 
    "What. The. Hell. Is this about Elliott?!" My jaw flexed at the attempt to keep my composure.  
 
    "I...Cassie...man...I," He looked utterly lost as his hands went from the top of his head, to his face, back to his head.  
 
    "No, speak up!" I inched closer to the two love birds. "It's evident you had more than enough words to give her behind my back," I pointed in the infant's scantily clad direction, catching another glimpse of her in the process. And instead of this trick's expression giving me some form of remorse. Guilt even. She genuinely looked annoyed. Like my presence was clearly unwanted. Like I was the outsider in this situation. 
 
    Her eyes rolled away from me. "Papi, are we going in?"  She asked as she folded those underfed arms, noticeably aggravated. 
 
    No, she didn’t.  
 
    "Look here little girl." I stepped towards her ready to pounce.  
 
    "Victoria," Elliott’s tone now authoritative as he maneuvered to block my path to her and the face altering blow he knew I had no problem delivering. 
 
    "What?" She whined out to him like the child she obviously was. Seams of her cheap spandex dress about to pop off like the Fourth of July. "You're getting what you wanted." She shrugged. 
 
    "And what's that?" I asked her, then him. "What is it that you couldn't just be a man and say to my damn face?!"  
 
    "Cassie." His entire posture slumped making my fists ball up.  
 
        As eloquently as Elliott spoke about the civil rights movement or social injustice to his students, him fumbling over his words right now was annoying me to the depths of my soul.  "Negro, you only have but one more time to say my name before I slap it outta your mouth." 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    "You know what?" I pushed out a laugh as I realized a small audience had gathered around us. Some of them rushing to get their phones out. And what I would not do is become a social media post shared by a bunch of strangers. This was my life, not a quick chuckle for somebody's lunch break. 
 
    "You and Dora the Underaged Explorer can go y'all asses to the room and play video games or whatever the hell it is you do with her." I fastened the top button of my coat that must've slipped out upon my hasty exit from the car. "If you come anywhere near the doorstep of the residence we used to call a home, I'mma El Chapo your tamale so your little chica can't el sucko it anymore. Comprende?" 
 
    I tried to ignore the snicker from an elderly white woman to my right as Elliott's eyes bulged. I don't know if it was from me threatening to castrate him or the slew of insults I was throwing out about his little rice and beans hoe. 
 
    To hell with the both of them. 
 
    I turned on my heels and headed back to my car. Brain and body on autopilot.  I got in and started the ignition, right along with my rant to my windshield. Screaming about how I was going to wipe our joint accounts clean right after I burned all of his shit on the front lawn. 
 
    "Yeah, that dumbass comic book collection too!" 
 
    I pulled onto the highway, barely paying attention to oncoming traffic. 
 
    "All these years I put into this bullshit!" I pounded the dashboard.  "And for what huh?! For what?!" 
 
    The Volvo I sped up behind apparently didn't have a destination in mind, further aggravating my already tainted spirit. I switched lanes, pressing on the gas to try and get past them. The sudden brake lights of a black SUV about two car lengths in front of me, forced me to slam down on my own. My head jerked forward, hitting the top of the steering wheel and then flew back to the headrest. Stunned, I sat there while the SUV I failed to collide with turned left towards their destination. The trickle of something in my left eye made me touch my face. I looked at my hand and the bright red blood now coating my fingertips triggered a rush of emotion from the pits of my stomach, up through my mouth in a gut-wrenching scream. The pain in my heart and head fighting for dominance. My ugly reality slamming into me like a freight train.  
 
    My husband of seven years cheated on me. 
 
    Correction: My pro-black husband of seven fucking years cheated on me with a younger non-black woman.   
 
     The hysterical crying started. Could barely catch my breath, placing my hands over my eyes to catch the droves of tears falling.  How could he do this to me? To me?!  
 
    Wasn't sure how long I sat there like that, but a not so subtle knock on my window startled me and as if shit wasn't already bad, a cop stood there. His flashing blue and red lights overtook my rearview mirror. 
 
    I let down the window, still semi-hyperventilating. 
 
    "Ma'am, are you ok?"   
 
    I nodded profusely although his wide, sapphire blue eyes told me he wasn't buying it.  Hell, I didn't buy it.  
 
    "You're bleeding. Hold on." He disappeared from the car before I could respond.  
 
    Sniffling, I dropped the visor and at the sight of my face in the vanity, the waterworks commenced again. 
 
    "Ma'am, I'm opening your door," the officer's voice reemerged but I was too caught up in my bloody face to react.  
 
    "Can you tell me your name?" 
 
    "It's...It's Ca...ssandra," I blubbered out. 
 
    "Ok Cassandra. My name is Lucas. Can you tell me what happened?” 
 
    I angled my head up towards him. "I... almost hit a car...and ...my husband," I stumbled through the words. "He...My marriage." I broke down again.  
 
    "Everything is fine. Everything is going to be fine." I felt a firm grip on my shoulder. "Is it ok if I take a look at your head?" 
 
    I managed a nod. 
 
    After his blue, rubber glove encased hands, inspected a few spots on my face, he stood straight up. "Well Miss Cassandra, I think you're going to need stitches and to check on any additional head trauma. Even if you feel fine, it's better to make sure. I'm going to call an ambulance." 
 
    "No! NO!" I grabbed onto his uniform shirt panicking. "Please don't! I can't. I can't. I can't."  A fear I thought I had gained control over, reared its ugly head. 
 
    "Ok. Ok." He held up his hands, motioning them in a calming manner. It took me a second to snap back to reality.  I'm acting crazy as hell right now.  And as far as this officer knows, that's exactly what I am.  His reaction could have been completely different.   
 
    Like my name becomes a hashtag on the internet different.   
 
    I took a deep breath and tried to calm down as best as I could. "I'm sorry sir. I promise you I'm not crazy."  I placed both of my hands on my lap remorsefully. 
 
    He rolled off the gloves. "Ma'am I've seen crazy and you ain't it." He smiled which somehow managed to get one out of me too. I think it was more so the fact that Lucas sounded like he grew up down the block from me despite the whole “I play rugby and wear Bermuda shorts" vibes he was giving off.  
 
    "But, I must insist you get checked out," his tone firm. "Is there anyone I can call right now? I'm assuming not your husband." His eyebrows lifted already seeming to know that answer.   
 
    I looked away, too embarrassed to even admit that he was right. Who could I call?  Denise had an event at Tyler's school that I didn't want to interrupt and other than Elliott, I had no other family that lived close enough to come see about me. Didn't make sense to go panic my already worrisome parents who were a time zone away. 
 
    "No," my voice trailed off. 
 
    "Well, I'll take you. I mean you’d have to ride in the back of the unit but I think it's better than leaving you to do it on your own." 
 
    He must’ve read the hopeless look on my face and for that, I was thankful.  
 
    “Ok.” 
 
    I started to gather up my things aka all the random crap I grabbed for my impromptu stakeout. 
 
    Purse.  
 
    Phone.  
 
    Snacks.  
 
    Box cutter.  
 
    “I can probably get your car parked at the Hilton up the street until you can come pick it up,” he offered while helping me out of the driver’s seat.  
 
    “Fuck that place,” I mumbled under my breath.   
 
    "What was that ma'am?" 
 
    "Nothing sir." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Six stitches, one CT scan, and a hospital dose of pain meds later, I was pulling up to the front of my house, courtesy of Officer Lucas. I assumed his chauffeuring me to the emergency room would be his good deed for the day but while receiving my discharge papers and instructions on a follow-up from the nurse, he knocked on the hospital room door. He stated his reason was to check up on me and to inform me that he had gotten my car moved to the Hilton's parking lot. I politely thanked him once he handed me my car keys, which I somehow forgotten that I even gave to him, and continued on with my conversation.  Although he closed the door, I could still see the silhouette of his body standing just outside of the room's large frosted glass window. 
 
    Upon my exit, I stopped in front of him. Nervousness tickling the back of my neck.  
 
    "Officer Lucas, am I being arrested or questioned for a crime or something?" My mind automatically thought the front desk workers of the Hilton may have called in my little confrontation. 
 
    "No ma'am," his hands gripped his utility belt.  "Just doing my job." 
 
    "Which is?" My eyebrows furrowed. 
 
    "Uhhh serve and protect. Well in your case...protect," he stated matter of factly. 
 
    "From?" 
 
    "Yourself." 
 
    I wasn't sure if it was the meds were starting to kick in but my confusion took over. "Come again?" 
 
    He smiled and brushed his hands over his sandy brown hair. "I don't need you in anymore self-caused car accidents or confrontations in front of the Hilton. 
 
    They did snitch! 
 
    Embarrassed, my eyes wandered to my feet.  "Thanks, but I assure you I'm good."  
 
    The same couldn't be said for my cheating ass husband if he came home though. Got me out here looking like some stereotypical, crazed angry black woman. 
 
    "You may be right but how are you getting home?" 
 
    I held the bridge of my nose. The headache I had on the ride to the hospital may have been fading but was still very present. "Taxi. Uber. I'll get there." 
 
    "I'll drop you." 
 
    Look dammit. His helpfulness was becoming a bit too creepy for me. Before my parents found a way to move our family to the suburbs, I spent the early years of my life in the St. Thomas housing projects wayyyy before they were transformed into the lovely mixed income townhomes they are now. A cop could be helpful alright. Help you right to a pair of handcuffs, a bullet, or their personal favorite: a Rodney King-styled ass whoopin'.    
 
     "I told you I'm good. Thank you again."  I walked off towards the waiting area. I pulled out my phone and went to my Uber app. 
 
    "Cassandra." I heard his voice behind me. I was tempted to do a spin move off to the ladies' room, but today's chain of events had me feeling something tired couldn't even describe. I'd probably just end up breaking an ankle in the process. 
 
    "Officer Lucas," I turned around. "I don't know what your deal is but once again, I'm good." 
 
    "No offense ma'am but I can tell you're not." 
 
     We were no more than a stride's distant apart.  He still looked as cool as a cucumber, yet my nostrils were flared. The fact that he thought he could empathize with anything going on in my life better yet my marriage was laughable.  The absence of a wedding band on his finger was all the proof I needed.  
 
    "And you being able to see that I'm not ok does what for me exactly?" My eyes were wide, hands thrown up in the air looking for a justifiable response. I really wasn't trying to be bitch, especially not with a damn cop, but he was pushing me.  All I wanted to do was go my ass home and attempt to get some sleep so that I could escape the shitty reality that had been thrown at me. "Does it fix this gash on my head? Does it tell me why husband was unfaithful with a girl that looks young enough to be his student?" 
 
    "No," he responded quickly, eyes never wavering. "But getting things off your chest, like you're doing right now," he motioned, "is way more helpful than you going home and plotting on ways to kill him. I mean, don't get me wrong, I don't think you're a killer, but I wouldn't push you." 
 
    "What makes you think..." I stopped mid-sentence. My eyes blinked rapidly in recognition. "Did you just indirectly quote Tupac?" 
 
    "I did," he regretfully moaned out with the palm of his hand on his forehead.  
 
    "Wooowwww," I whistled out and broke out laughing. "I'm not sure if I should be offended or not but oddly enough, I'm kind of impressed." 
 
    "Good," Officer Lucas joined in on my amusement looking more relieved than anything, "because I wasn't trying to be disrespectful. I guess listening to it the majority of my shift today wasn't a good idea.  Lyrics must be floating around in my subconscious." He twirled his finger by his head. 
 
    "It's fine," my tone and mood softened at the thought of this preppy white boy jamming out to rap in general, much less Tupac.  
 
    "Well," I looked down at my phone, noticing it was already after eleven. I had work in the morning and I needed to get home to attempt to prepare for it. I refused to allow Elliott to ruin one of my happy places even if I felt like somebody had trampled on my emotions while I was at it. "Again, thank you for everything you've done for me today and I assure you that the only thing I'm going to murder is my shower and then some sleep." 
 
    He nodded seeming to finally accept my dismissal.  
 
    "Ok," he reached in his back pocket and produced a card. "But if you ever need to talk about anything, especially on this matter," he held it out towards me, "call me. I like to think of myself as a pretty good listener." 
 
    I hesitantly took it from him. I was too exhausted to decipher if he was being genuine or trying to hit on me. I nodded and placed it in my purse. "Will do." 
 
    I turned around and proceeded to order my Uber. Ten minutes later, I was waiting outside the emergency room's doors for a four-star rated James in a burgundy Nissan Altima to pull up.  It said he was only a minute away.   
 
    My attention was caught up with some man being wheeled into the sliding doors and screaming about a tingling sensation in his leg, when a black Suburban pulled up in front of me.  I couldn't see anything through the limo tint but when the passenger window rolled down, I would have had to been blind to miss the full two rows of gold teeth. 
 
    "Aye, you Cah-sandwich?" He looked back down at his phone screen, I'm assuming for my picture.  
 
    Jesus, I was grateful that I had makeup on and my hair was fully relaxed and past my shoulders on that pic. A complete opposite of my current naked face and flexi rodded bushy hair. I looked down at my own phone trying to figure out why the hell James looked like he drove here straight from a Cash Money Records video shoot. His profile picture was clearly from the nineties. 
 
    "Nah, I think she went to the restroom," I pointed behind me and took off walking away from the vehicle.  
 
     I guess I was going to have to make that call to Denise after all.  
 
    I started to dial her number when I heard some laughing nearby. I popped my head up to see Officer Lucas cackling by his steering wheel.  
 
    I walked over to his unit and stopped just shy of his window, biting my lip to keep myself from laughing too. I swear this shit only happens to me.  
 
    "Is that not your Uber ma'am?" He blocked his mouth with his fist. 
 
    "No," I replied sarcastically.  
 
    "Oh ok. Again, are you sure you don't need a ride?" His question now laced with amusement. 
 
    "Whatever," I grabbed the handle of the backseat door and got in. 
 
    After that laugh, we didn't talk much on the ride to my house. His only question was whether the address from my license plate he ran earlier was where I was going. I confirmed it and that was that.  
 
    I waved him off and now here I was, back at...home? I dropped all of my things onto to the sofa and walked into the kitchen. The ingredients for my lasagna were still sitting out, waiting to be used. I thought about cleaning up, doing the wifely chore of keeping the kitchen nice and neat, an obsessive pet peeve of mine, but you know what?  Fuck that. Elliott obviously didn't appreciate it or anything else I provided for him. I instead opted for the wine bottle I opened before I left and took it with me up the steps, chugging down a mouthful of it as I made it to the second story.  
 
    I kicked off my tennis shoes and took another swig. I placed the bottle on the nightstand and climbed into bed fully clothed, jacket included, and pulled the cover up over my legs. I took one more gulp of the wine for good measure and then hit the switch on the nightstand lamp. I was comfortable, almost to sleep, when I distinctly heard the front door of the house close.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    My eyes popped open at the reality of an intruder breaking into my home, tonight of all nights. I mean there's no night that would have been better than another to get robbed but commmme oooooon. 
 
    I sat straight up, contemplating on what I could use from the bedroom or bathroom to protect myself. Calling the cops was out of the question with my cell being on the sofa downstairs and we hadn't had a house phone for over five years now.  
 
    Rat tail comb?  
 
    Oil Sheen? 
 
    Ooh.  
 
    Oil sheen and the lighter that I use for my incenses. Yeah, that's it. A makeshift flame thrower.  
 
    I carefully climbed out of bed walking almost cat-like with my back hunched to prevent any unwanted creaks in the floorboards. Approaching the entrance way of the bathroom, my meds and wine cocktailed mind slowed down its racing enough for me to come to a reasonable conclusion.  And if that assumption was correct, Officer Lucas may have been right about that homicide theory of his.   
 
    I backtracked towards the nightstand and thanks to the moonlight peeking through the curtains, was able to make out the outline of the wine bottle.  In one fluid motion, I picked it up and proceeded to finish off every ounce of liquid in it. As I heard footsteps near the unclosed bedroom door, I flipped the bottle upside down and held it by the narrow end. 
 
    My beloved husband treaded not so carefully into the room, bypassing the switch for the ceiling fan's light, on a path to the bathroom. A habit of his he had developed with our opposing sleep patterns.  I was usually in bed by ten o'clock at the latest whereas he would literally be up grading papers or watching tv until the wee hours of the morning.  He wouldn't turn on any major source of light for fear of waking me and had learned to maneuver in the darkness of our bedroom. 
 
    "You must be either deaf or ready to die." 
 
    I reached behind me and flipped the switch on the lamp.  Elliott nearly stumbled into the closet doors at the sight of me.  
 
    "Cassie," he tried to regain his stance, “I didn’t know....what happened to your head?”  
 
    "So, which is it?" I threatened again as I bounced the bottle in my hand.  My blood boiled the more my nostrils filled with the distinct scent of the cologne I purchased for him this past anniversary. Something made by Versace that I could barely pronounce but I remembered how it had caught his attention one day at the mall as we were passing through Macy's. Now he was wearing it for his mistress whose idea of expensive Italian was probably eating spaghetti with a non-plastic fork.  
 
    "Cassie, I just need a few minutes to talk to you," he stammered. 
 
    "Talk? No," I shook my head methodically. "We're past the point of a talk," I bounced the bottle again. 
 
    "Cassie," he held his hands up. His beautiful face that I loved to kiss for no reason at all, filled with remorse. "I'm...sorry."  
 
    "Sorry?" My head flew back in disbelief.  "Seven years of marriage.” I pointed the bottle in his direction as the wound on my head began to throb. The effects of the wine pulsing my heartrate to a dangerous pace. "You owe me more than a fucking sorry."  
 
    Elliott’s alarmed eyes went to the bottle and then back up to my face, "Cass, I know I hurt you but..."  
 
    “But what?!” I swung the bottle at his head, but he jumped backward with enough speed to dodge it.  
 
    “Are you crazy?!” His voice reached a level I'd never heard from him. "I know you're upset but put that damn bottle down!" He puffed out of breath.    
 
    "I'm not putting shit down!" I charged completely forward this time hoping to connect with anywhere that could cause damage. It would be justifiable. He deserved to feel what I felt. It didn't matter to me where the pain was rooted from. 
 
    Elliott caught me by my wrists, shaking them with enough force to send the bottle flying out my grasp and rolling into the hallway. I screamed like a rabid animal trying to break away from his hold.  
 
    "Get off of me!"  
 
    When I realized there was no use in trying to hurt him with my hands, I started kicking wildly.  
 
    "Cassie...Stop!" Elliot wrestled with me towards the bed. My knees folded at the edge of the mattress sending us both backwards onto it. I scrambled to regain some control, but he pushed my hands firmly above my head and hovered his weight above my waist to prevent my legs from hurting him.  
 
    "GET. OFF. OF ME!" I screamed into his face, jerking and bucking my body to break free.  I hated him and that tormented expression on his face. He was the cause of all of this. 
"GET OFF OF ME!"  
 
    "Cassie," his tone was gentler.  
 
    "Nooo," my tears broke through, deflating any energy I had left. I closed my eyes and repeatedly banged my head back against the comforter. "Just get out."  
 
    "I don't I think I-" 
 
    "GET OUT!" I screamed up to the ceiling. The heaving of my chest from trying to catch my breath was becoming painful. I got so lost in the sound of my tears that I hadn't realized Elliott had released his hold on me.  I could still sense him there even though I refused to open my eyes to the sight of him. My stomach wouldn’t be able to take it.  
 
    A minute or two later, I felt myself being lifted up but I didn't care anymore. All I wanted to do was sleep this pain away. Sleep the years I gave him away. 
 
    My head landed on the pillow I knew was mine from the smell and I turned my body in the opposite direction. Elliott pulled the covers up to my neck and I suddenly felt the weight of his head on top of mine.   
 
    "I'm so sorry I hurt you baby," he spoke into my hair with his beard grazing a part of my ear.  The scent of cognac heavy on his breath.  
 
    I squeezed my eyes shut even tighter. This enduring gesture was similar to his goodbyes in the morning for work, but they were laced with 'I love yous' and promises to see me later. Not this bull that seemed to be falling from his lips with every syllable he spoke. There's no way he could be sorry for what he did because he wouldn't have done it in the first place. 
 
    "I swear baby. I swear on my mother that I didn't sleep with that girl," he sniffled. 
 
    I didn't respond nor would I. If he wanted to lie on his dead mother, that was his business.  
 
      Wetness slid down my neck and it took a second for me to realize that he must’ve been crying too.  Getting caught must be the thing that gets some form of emotion out of you. Elliott was stone walled when it came to anything related to conveying his feelings.  A typical man that thought emotion made him look weak. Oh, but not when it came to getting his students riled up for a protest or taking action in their communities. Nah, that was his calling. To teach others to become better than they were. Every single person but his god damn self.  I can't even recall witnessing him shed a tear about anything personally, not even at the funeral of the same mother he was swearing on.  
 
    We sat there in that awkward moment for at least another minute until he realized I wasn’t responding. He removed his head. 
 
    "I'm gonna go by Trevor for the night." 
 
    Whatever.  
 
    I honestly didn’t care if he went back by Victoria's ass as long as he wasn't breathing the same air I was. I didn't have the energy to inform him that he was going to be crashing over by his best friend Trevor way more nights than tonight. His footsteps moved away from me and I heard a few of the drawers slide open. About ten minutes later, I heard the sound of a zipper. 
 
    "I love you Cassie.” 
 
    I pulled the cover over my head, ultimately dismissing that statement. When I heard the front door close and lock, I finally succumbed to the exhaustion that had overtaken my body.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    The distant sound of pounding and ringing was the first thing that broke my sleep. My dear sister shouting my name like a mental patient off their meds, was the second. My body jolted upward quicker than my brain was prepared to do, and I held my head as all the painful memories of last night came flooding back at once.  My swollen eyes attempted to adjust to light of the blinding morning sun while my stomach reminded me that wine was the closest thing I’d eaten to food since that crappy burger.  
 
    I felt like shit. Emotionally, mentally, and physically.  
 
    I used the little energy I had to struggle out from under the covers and mustered downstairs to the door.   
 
    “Cassie! Open this d-” 
 
     I swung the door open, catching Denise in mid-knock. I unlocked the storm door and she frantically rushed in. 
 
    “Thank God! I’ve been calling you all morning! And what happened to your head?” 
 
     Her soft hands cupped my face, inspecting me similar to how she does Tyler after he trips and falls over his clumsy feet, which was pretty often. Even with his new glasses, my poor seven-year-old nephew’s hand-eye coordination was that of a stringed puppet.  A trait he definitely inherited from his father.   
 
    “I’m fine, I’m fine," I swatted her away.  “And can you please stop screaming," I simmered her down with both hands.  
 
    Her forehead wrinkled and she removed her hold on me. "What? I'm not yelling." 
 
    "Just shhhh," I held my head in my hands and staggered toward the kitchen. I needed coffee. No cream. Unflavored. Quiet ass coffee.  
 
    I pulled a mug from the dishwasher and placed it by the coffee machine. I stared at it for a few seconds hoping the coffee would magically appear in it. 
 
    "Cassie, you need to tell me what happened," Denise demanded from my left.  
 
    Or was it my right?  
 
    "Elliott called me and said to come check on you and-" 
 
    "Denise!" I squinted my eyes, narrowing my sight on the machine, pushing my hands down on the counter for support. I always adored her squeaky voice but right now, I couldn't deal with the siren like pitch of it. "I will tell you whatever you need to know if you can just make this coffee and let me drink at least half of it first." 
 
     After a hard stomp of her foot and a few grumblings, she pushed me out of the way, "Move then." 
 
    I was grateful for the big sister privileges that never wavered from our childhood, as I trudged to the living room and fell onto the sofa. I yanked the neatly folded brown throw blanket near my head and pulled it over my face. I wasn't sure of the time, but I had a strong inclination that going to work wasn't in the cards for me today. Hearing the disappointment in Dan’s voice wasn’t going to be fun but he'd understand, especially since this was out of the norm for me. I closed my eyes for a second until the smell of my French Market brand, dark roast sent a tingle up my nostrils.  
 
    Dammit that Denise knew me well.  
 
    I slid the blanket down just enough for peeking purposes and turned on my side in an attempt to get comfortable. Looking towards the fireplace, my heavy eyes gravitated towards one of my wedding pictures on the mantle. It stood directly in the center, towering over the others from that day and those of past vacations and outings. It was of only Elliott and me. We were engaged in a loving kiss, eyes connected, while my chapel styled train neatly pooled behind me. My lace-encased arms were looped around his neck as his hands were locked onto my waist.  All my hair was pulled from my face in a low bun that housed the veil cascading down my back. Elliott was clean cut. Baby faced. Way before the beard and his sponged brushed hair.  The botanical garden at City Park served as the background, breathing life to the scene with vibrant colors of the spring. That day was nothing short of amazing. More than I could have ever dreamed of for myself. 
 
    Before Elliott came into life, my feelings towards relationships, whether platonic or intimate, were of abhorrence. Manifested from my college years after I tragically lost the only roommate that had become like a sister to me in my junior year, and the guy that I thought I was going to spend forever with, left me at the lowest time of my life.  I retreated from the world, only leaving my dorm room, and then my parents' house, when necessary for either class or work. I knew it wasn't normal and far from healthy but nothing and no one was important enough for me to pour my energy into. I was never diagnosed but I'm sure it would've been some form of depression. I was spiraling. Fast. All because I thought I could handle Shanice’s suicide and Julian's departure on my own.  
 
    Until one day I did that thing where I assumed my gas tank being on E meant I had at least fifteen to twenty miles left in it. 
 
    Wronger than wrong. 
 
    I literally coasted to the gas station as my '95' Grand Prix sputtered off just shy of the pump. The damn hose of the nozzle couldn't even reach the tank and coming off an open to close shift at the GAP had my feet and stomach howling. I stood there looking all kinds of busted, trying to figure out what to do next, until a fifteen-pound smaller Elliott with his all black framed glasses, stepped from around the backside of the pump offering his assistance.  
 
    He produced a gas can from the back of this truck, paid for my gas despite my constant objections, and filled my tank up.  I thanked him a million times over and tried to offer money, but he kept smiling with that dimple of his telling me not to worry about it.  When he realized that I wouldn't let up, he said I could thank him by going to dinner with him. My immediate thought was to refuse but because of the uniqueness of the situation, I obliged. It was just one time and I told myself I could cut the date short whenever I felt like it.  We exchanged phone numbers and parted ways.  
 
    Three days later I found myself back in his presence, sitting in the courtyard of a hidden gem of a restaurant, completely engrossed by his explanation of Louisiana’s Code Noir. I faintly remembered it from my Louisiana history class in high school, but to hear the passion in his voice as he explained the contrast between slaves of the Spanish and French to those of the British, was like watching a live action documentary narrated by Morgan Freeman.  And only a soulless person didn't love Morgan Freeman's voice.  
 
    I was by no means a history lover, but I could’ve listened to him speak about that subject all night.  That's the conversation that prompted me to tell him that he should go into teaching, to which he responded that he was enrolling in a doctorate program for African American studies because it had been on his mind to go in that direction as well. That entire night, we never once discussed anything too personal, and for that, I was grateful. It felt refreshing to just...talk. 
 
    None of our demons.  
 
    No fears.  
 
    No hang ups.  
 
    Just the things we found interesting that kept us going on a daily. Even though I hadn't fully figured out the keep going part yet, I talked about my love for Mexican food, my job, and the music I was into. Before we knew it, the staff at the restaurant were performing closing procedures around us. Elliott paid for our meal and walked me to my car. My nerves were on edge praying he didn’t try anything remotely close to a kiss, but to my surprise he opened my car door and allowed me to get in.   He told me how much enjoyed dinner and bid me goodnight with a pat on the hand.  I can admit that although I didn’t want the pressure about calling him or making plans for another date, the lack of it left me…well…confused. It made me wonder if I had said or did something wrong throughout the course of dinner. Not that I should've been caring anyway. 
 
    Two days later, there was still nothing besides the "did you make it home safely?" text he sent that very same night.  It was frustrating to check my phone every ten minutes for a missed call or text that wasn't there.  After four days of no contact, I did something unusual. Instead of wallowing in my bed for my entire off day, the preferred choice, I got up and took a walk around the block of my parents' neighborhood. It felt...good. Rejuvenating. Not only to my body but my consciousness. 
 
      Once I made it back to the house, I continued my upbeat streak and decided to take a chance by sending Elliott a text. I played it cool by only inquiring about his day. Funny thing was that he responded back in less than five minutes. I never pressed him about why he hadn’t contacted me since our date because our conversation seemed to take off instantly. From that day forward, we stayed in touch with each other all day, every day.  Slowly but surely, I was emerging from my shell and wanting to be in his presence more and more. He had a saint-like patience with my intimacy fears and often reassured me that he was here to stay in my life.  He made me fall for him... hard. I trusted him with my heart. My life.  
 
    That's why this shit hurt so bad.   
 
    "Here," Denise's voice emerged, directing my attention to her while she placed the mug on the coffee table in front of me.  We stared at each other briefly, and the sudden watering of my eyes made me look away first. I was trying desperately not to have a meltdown. 
 
    "Cas," her tone oozed with sadness. "What happened?" She took a seat by my feet, patting my thigh. "Talk to me." 
 
    I closed my eyes trying to prevent some of the rogue tears from falling.  "Elliott cheated on me." 
 
    Denise's reaction fell somewhere between a gasp and a sigh, "Ohhh no."  She placed her head on my thigh and reached her arms upward, almost bear hugging me. "Elliott? I would’ve never thought...I'm so sorry. I...I don’t know what to say." 
 
    "There's nothing to say," I quickly wiped my face. 
 
    "I just...wow...how'd you find out?"  
 
    "Saw it with my own eyes. In front of the Hilton on Airline," an image of the girl's face flashed in my mind. "She can't be any older than one of his students." 
 
    "Nooo," Denise's head flew up. Her short curly do was now smooshed on the side she was laying on. "What the fuc-, what the hell is wrong with him?" Her pointy nose wrinkled. "I know that trick ain't have something to do with that, right?" She referred to the stitches on my head. 
 
    "No," I forced myself to sit up. "That was self-inflicted," I sighed wishing I would've whooped ole girl’s ass. "Rushing from the parking lot I almost collided in the back of somebody. I broke so hard, that I hit my head on the steering wheel," I reached for the mug and held it by my mouth, savoring the perfect smell of the brew and then took a sip. 
 
    "What?! Why didn't you call me?!" She crossed her arms. Her upset facial expression looking every bit like our dad's.  
 
    "Because I knew you had that thing at Tyler's school and I honestly was so embarrassed that I didn't want anybody to know," I admitted 
 
    "But I'm not anybody," she reminded. 
 
    "You know what I mean," I took a deep breath. "I didn't want to be a burden." 
 
    Denise scooted closer to me and grabbed my free hand. "Don't do that. You know I'd never feel that way about you." She gave it a squeeze. "How many times have you come through for me when me and Gerald were at each other's necks?" 
 
    I didn’t respond because she did have a point. I became a referee numerous times for Denise and Gerald's marriage that was on a completely different planet from mine. Unlike Elliott and me, fighting with each other was their kumbaya. I would have never thought that my first time meeting Gerald though. He looked like every bit of a timid virgin with his comic book related vintage t-shirts and dusty Chuck Taylors to match ensembles. I assumed he allowed my sister, who had the tendency to act like the older sibling, to walk all over him but I learned quickly how wrong that was.  For every smart remark she made, he had two. For every critique she had about his video game playing, which I discovered he made a shit ton of money from, he had one for her overzealous spending habits and lack of cooking skills.  
 
    She placed her head on my shoulder. "You know I broke one of his stupid headsets the other day?" 
 
    I shook my head and took another sip from my mug, "I don't know why you insist on terrorizing that poor man." 
 
    "Poor man?" she scoffed. "He told me he couldn't come to Tyler's open house because he had a game he needed to review before it was released. So, I told him he was a selfish asshole. And do you know what he had the nerve to say?" 
 
    "What?" I already knew it was something good. Gerald never disappointed. 
 
    "That that game was paying for Tyler's future college tuition and for food on the table, like the rice I can't boil." 
 
    I chuckled before I could catch myself. "Where was the lie Denise?" 
 
    She poked me in my side and unexpectedly made me laugh even harder. 
 
    "I knew I could make you smile." 
 
    I came down from my giggles and laid my head on top of hers. "How did I get here DeeDee? I thought he was happy. That we were happy." 
 
    "I don't know," she sighed. "You should ask him." 
 
    "If I could stomach the sight of him, I would.  All I wanna do is stab him with the closest object and make him hurt like I'm hurting." The pain in my chest started again as my cheeks became wet with tears. "I haven't felt like this since...since…Shanice." 
 
    "Don’t say that," she wrapped her hands around me tightly. "I don't want you checking out on me again. I felt like I lost you too when she died." 
 
    Denise and I weren't only sisters, we were best friends. When I left for college, I still called after her school let out to see how her day was and inquire about homework and upcoming projects. She'd ask a million questions about the boys on campus, how difficult my classes were, and the latest parties. I spoke to her more than our own parents.    
 
    When Shanice died, so did my need for communication. We went from talking almost daily to weeks…to months. I stopped taking Denise’s calls period. She got to the point where she would leave long voicemails, telling me about her day on her own. Always making sure to tell me she loved me. I didn't realize how much my actions were affecting her until I heard her crying on a few of them. 
 
    "I promise I'll never do that to you again. I swear on everything," I sniffled. "It just hurts and I don't know how to make it stop." 
 
    "We'll find a way," she said abruptly and looked up at me. "I'm here. If I need to stay here with you until you're ready to talk to Elliott or until you figure out what's next, I will." 
 
    I knew she meant that too, but I wasn't sure if her staying with me was going to change anything. My issues were with one person and he owed me an explanation, whenever I was ready to hear it. 
 
    "Ok," I responded. 
 
    "Well, drink up," she kissed my cheek. "I took the day off and I assumed you did too." 
 
    "Yeah. I need to call Dan though. He won't be a happy camper," I internally cringed. He was a moody so and so when he wanted to be. 
 
    "Puhh lease," Denise rolled her eyes and got up. "Since the day you decided to take on his store his sales have been through the roof. His weird ass will be alright." 
 
    I managed a smile. It was no secret Denise loathed him. "Now why does he have to be all of that?" 
 
    She placed a hand on her narrow hip, "Because he's a fifty something year old who has a lingerie boutique but no wife. Not even a girlfriend. I bet you he's wearing thongs and stuff at home. " 
 
    "Denise," I warned trying not to laugh.  
 
    "What?" Her eyebrows hiked. "If he's a cross-dresser, that's fine with me. I ain't judging. That's between him and Jesus," she pointed upward. "Amen." She hummed and then turned on her heels towards the kitchen. She stopped and turned back around, "Before I forget, where's your car?" 
 
    I moaned holding onto my head. I completely forgot about needing to pick it up from the parking lot.  "At the Hilton," I paused looking over to her, "by the airport." 
 
    Her eyes told me she'd kill me if she already didn't feel sorry for me. "Lord, let me go get a cup of coffee too. You got some more explaining to do." 
 
    I sure did. That whole Officer Lucas situation needed to be told to somebody.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    My Hubby: Can we talk? 
 
    I rolled my eyes at the same text message Elliott had been sending no less than five times a day for the past week. I hadn't physically laid eyes on him since the wine bottle royale and still was in no hurry to. I was too consumed with trying to regain control over my life. Waking up almost midday, only to cry or scream or break something of his and then continue on until I drank enough wine to pass out.  If it wasn't for Denise coming by before and after she had work, eating wouldn't be in that routine either. 
 
    I shoved my phone back into my purse and placed it in the bottom drawer of the lone file cabinet of the stock room. Elliott’s constant attempts at communication reminded me why I decided to come back to work today—I needed the distraction.  
 
    I smoothed my hands down the front of my form-fitted black dress and adjusted the black lace bunny ears on top of my head. A uniform element I requested all the employees wear. A touch of mine that I explained to Dan, added a little naughtiness to his “Sultry” brand. 
 
    Dan, short for Danny Sylvester, sought out my help last year after I appeared on the news for helping a local seventh ward seamstress revamp her custom dress shop. I brought her four-year decline in sales completely out of the red within two months of rebranding her entire business. It's a career I never thought I’d be in but it kind of fell in my lap during my time working at GAP. I had a knack for picking up on management and policy mishaps during my various shifts, so whenever our district manager would come to visit, I’d bring them all up to him. To my surprise, he’d have a candid conversation with me about possible solutions and even took some of my ideas up the chain of command. After his third or fourth time visiting our store, he encouraged me to get a job at GAP's headquarters in the business development or quality management departments. I knew I would never relocate to San Francisco to pursue them, but I did work out a deal to become something like a consultant for which they paid me very well to do. Unfortunately, even with the money, I quickly realized that I hated the technicalities of the corporate sector, which gave me the idea to assist smaller businesses. I wanted things to feel more personable and interactive. It’s a path I'd been on ever since. 
 
    I strutted towards the front of the store in my comfy black pumps, masking my inner turmoil with Mademoiselle colored lips. There were already three or four customers browsing around the store and we'd only been open for less than an hour. The change in the front window signage and the free chocolates must be working for the foot traffic.   
 
    Or just the chocolates. 
 
    Whatever it was, I was happy, and I knew Dan would be too.  
 
    I rounded one of the curvy mannequins and adjusted its red, laced baby doll ensemble. This was one of the “thickum bodies” I added to the lineup. In the city where food is literally on every corner, the mannequins needed to reflect that. Women should be able to visualize themselves in Sultry's negligee, as well as the men who may be purchasing it for them.  
 
    I looked up from my task and noticed an older gentleman holding up a royal blue thong like a dirty diaper. His expression every bit of confused.  
 
    "Hey, Erica," I whispered over to one of the employees who opened the store with me today.  
 
    "Already on it," she responded amused, heading in the man's direction.  
 
    This was one of the reasons I wanted to help this store. The employees welcomed me like family. It can be hard having some stranger step into your territory and try to alter your familiarity but not here. We had a store meeting, I explained my ultimate vision, and made it clear that they could come to me personally about any of the changes they had an issue with. To date, no one has ever complained and that informed me that I was on track with my progress.  
 
    I had gotten so caught up speaking with new customers, I hadn't realized that it was almost lunchtime and oddly enough, I was hungry. Who knew coming to work would help with that? 
 
    I grabbed my debit card and ID from my purse, slid my Olivia Pope inspired tan trench coat on and informed the other two workers that I'd be back in an hour or so. I walked the two blocks to my favorite taco spot and almost died when I saw the line curving from the entrance. I thought the place was one of the city's best-kept secrets, but obviously other folks had been bumping their gums about it. 
 
    I crossed my fingers and bypassed the line, hoping for a seat at the bar.  When my eyes landed on the empty yellow stool, I almost broke out into a full sprint. If I had to fight somebody over this spot, so be it. I deserved this little ray of sunshine.  
 
    I clenched the back of the barstool for dear life and quickly hopped up onto the seat.  In no less than five minutes, I had placed my order for my fresh guacamole and chips and a three-taco platter.  I pulled out my phone to scroll through the latest fuckery on social media, but a familiar voice caught my attention.  I looked over to my left and noticed Officer Lucas himself engaged in a conversation with another man. Looking all regular degular with a Corona in his hand. 
 
    Should I say something? 
 
    I mean I didn't have to, of course, but I felt like it was needed. I did half-ass thank him for the ride that night but then again, wasn't that his civil duty? My taxes paid for that unit he brought me home in anyway, so wouldn't that be more like chauffeuring? I shook my head at myself for the amount of thought I was putting into what should be a simple gesture of gratitude. 
 
    I hopped off the stool and placed my coat on the back of it.  As I approached him, I saw his eyes widen followed by a subtle smile. 
 
    "Well, hey there," he nodded, making the guy he was with follow suit. I could tell they were related based on their eye shape and color but that's where it stopped. This guy’s hair was blonde, and he was clearly conceived or born on a weight bench. A steroid taking Zack Morris if you will. 
 
    "Hi," I threw up a little awkward wave.  "Didn't mean to interrupt. Just wanted to thank you again for the other night," my eyes rolled up towards the ceiling and back down. 
 
    "No need for that. I'm just glad you're ok," he continued grinning. "Oh," his expression dropped, and he swatted the other guy in the chest. "This is my brother Derek. Derek this is Cassie. She's..." 
 
    "A crazed woman he saved from killing her cheating husband," I interrupted with a shrug. 
 
     Derek did about three mortified blinks before doubling over with a howl.  "Whoa.” He popped the cap off a fresh bottle of beer and held it towards me. "Here sweetheart. Sounds like you need this way more than we do." 
 
    Amused, I held up my hands in protest. "No can do. I'm on the clock." 
 
    "Well, you know what they say about all work and no play," Lucas interrupted, trying to lure me in.  
 
    "Yes, but I'd rather be miserable with a really nice paycheck," I smirked, making them both laugh. "You guys enjoy the rest of your meal. Thanks again," I nodded without waiting for a response and retreated back to my seat just in time to see my guacamole being delivered.  
 
    The second that heavenly green mush covered chip hit my tongue, I realized that the food gods were real. Only something supernatural could create that kind of a masterpiece with avocadoes.   
 
    I sat there inhaling the rest of my order until I was swiping my finger around the bowl for whatever was left of it.  Was it shameful? Yes. Did I care? Not in the least. I had bigger problems than somebody thinking I was raised by wolves.  
 
    As the bartender removed the remains of my appetizer, I heard the sliding sound of the chair next to me.  
 
    "So how are you really?” I looked over to see Lucas now sitting adjacent to me, taking a swig from his bottle.  I wanted to ask why he was so concerned about my well-being from the jump but decided against it. His past actions told me he was one of those Boy Scout types.  
 
    “I’m as good as to be expected. Whatever the hell that means,” I glanced up towards the television now showing the midday local news.  
 
    “That bad huh?” He placed the bottle down.  
 
    “Worse,” I took a brief pause as my mind started drifting to my torment, but I quickly shook it off.  “But that’s my crappy life to deal with. Trust me. You’ve done your duty and above.” 
 
    "My duty?" He sounded offended. "Is that why you think I've been involved?" 
 
    "I mean no offense," I placed my hand on my chest, "but what other reason is there? Some sort of redemption? Too much unarmed executions or something?" 
 
    Lucas' entire expression dropped. "Wow." He looked away and then stood up and reached into his back pocket, pulling out a wallet in the process.  "You know," he tugged out a few bills and placed them on the counter. "I wondered what kind of man your husband was to do what he did to a beautiful woman like you but," he put his wallet back in his jeans. His face was almost the color of the salsa sitting in front of me. "It's pretty clear to me that whatever fucked up issues you two got going on, you're probably the source of it." 
 
    "Excuse me," I snapped.   
 
    "Oh, you're more than excused," he picked up his beer and threw the rest of its contents back. "Fix your attitude and maybe, just maybe, you can get your husband to stop cheating on you," he placed the empty bottle down and walked away. 
 
    I blinked rapidly trying to subside my sudden rage and surprisingly, the sting those words caused to my eyes. I swallowed hard as I faced the bartender who was now placing my order in front of me.  And just like that, my appetite was gone again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    My feet felt like weights as I made my way up the walkway to the front door. Going to work was a great idea but it was evident my body hadn't caught up with my enthusiasm.  
 
      After lunch, I went back to Sultry and hid out in the backroom with my laptop. Truth be told, only thirty minutes of my post-lunch were dedicated to spreadsheets. The rest of the time, I sat there staring at the screen trying to figure out why Lucas' words affected me so much. Don’t get me wrong, I didn’t believe they held any validity, simply because he knew nothing about my marriage except for the jacked-up situation he stumbled into.   
 
    But… 
 
    Maybe I could’ve chosen my words better in regard to his occupation. Could he really blame me for that though? He’s a stranger that keeps pressing me about how I’m feeling and the state of my marriage like we’re some sort of old friends, yet, doesn’t want me to think he has ulterior motives?   Oh please.  
 
    I unlocked and pushed open the door. Mouth already watering for a glass of whatever wine I hadn't demolished over the past week. I quickly slid off my pumps and turned to remove my coat but froze at the sight of Elliott sitting on the edge of the sofa, staring at me. The instantaneous desire to fuck him up shot up to one of my eyeballs, causing a twitch.   
 
    "Do us both a favor and leave,” I swung back open the door, clenching onto the knob like a stress ball.  
 
    Not this bullshit.  
 
    Not after the day I had. 
 
    “No, not until we talk.” 
 
    “Talk?” I repeated to the point of amusement.  “Talking should’ve happened hmm I don’t know, maybe before you started disrespecting this marriage.” I looked up to the ceiling at what should’ve been a thought of common sense. “Wouldn't that have been more logical?” 
 
    Elliott stood up noticeably frustrated, “If you’d just listen to me for a minute-" 
 
    “Or you can just get out,” I motioned my hand towards the chilled air.  “You don’t have a leg to stand on in the department of things you want.”  
 
    “No,” he countered.  “We’re married Cass. It doesn’t stop here.  Not without us attempting some sort of resolution.” 
 
    What the-Was he serious?  
 
    “Oh, I got a solution for you.  You can either getcho ass out voluntarily or involuntarily? Those are your options." 
 
    Elliott approached me and for the first time I noticed how exhausted he appeared. His college sweatshirt and jeans were wrinkled and for him, that was extremely out of character. He was a big believer in always appearing as if you mean business, even if you were in the depths of hell that is Walmart. His beard was even taking on an ungroomed look. 
 
    He stopped at about an arm's length to me and I wouldn’t be surprised if that was on purpose. Probably fearful that I had an extra wine bottle hiding somewhere. 
 
    "Cassie, I know that I messed up," his tired eyes connected down to mine. "But if you'll give me a chance to explain some things, I promise everything isn't what it seems." 
 
    Oh, how I wanted to believe that. Hear him out for the honest man I always knew him to be.  Listen to him explain how this whole situation was just a little misunderstanding. 
 
    But fuck that and fuck him.  
 
    I know what I saw, and it wasn't a damn extra credit session, or him helping some defenseless little girl. The way he looked at her told me everything I needed to know. So, no I didn't want to talk because it would only hurt to know his reasons why.  And for that, I wasn't ready yet. 
 
    "I can't...we can't talk," I held my head up high, fighting the urge to fall apart. "You made a decision and you, better than anyone, know that decisions have consequences," my eyes watered. "Even before we got married, you vowed to never hurt me," I took a few deep breaths. Stupid tears were threatening to fall yet again.   
 
    "And I've kept that promise to you Cassie, I swear!" His hand lifted like he wanted to cup my cheek but decided against it. "I didn't sleep with her!" 
 
    "Elliott stop! Just stop," I shook off his words. "You went behind my back and that alone says your motive was worth being secretive over." 
 
    "Cassie-" 
 
    "No Elliott. Even after I told you about Shanice....about Julian. You know-" 
 
    "AND I’M TIRED OF WALKING ON EGGSHELLS BECAUSE OF THEM!" He belted out making me swallow the rest of my statement. All of my thoughts went to shambles.   
 
    "I've never made you-" 
 
    "Yes, you have," he interrupted. Nostrils flaring. "But you're too caught up in your own head to see that," his finger went to his temple.  
 
    I stepped closer to him already realizing what time of day it was. “If you wanna do this deflective, bullshit game, do it with somebody who doesn't know any better. Don't you dare try to turn this around on me. Your lying ass," I tried to poke a hole through his chest, "and your lying ass alone is the reason we're here." 
 
    "No, I know exactly why we're here," his tone screamed sarcasm.   If I didn't know any better, I would take that as a jab at me.  
 
    "Get out," I swallowed the obscenities that were dancing on the tip of my tongue. If he couldn't admit his wrongdoings like a man, we had nothing to discuss. 
 
    "At some point you’ll need to hear me out," he challenged.  
 
    "Oh, this marriage will be long over by the time I decide to hear you out," I countered. 
 
    His expression told me he wasn’t expecting something as final as divorce.  
 
    “So that’s it? You’ve already sealed our faith? No trying? No nothing?” He exhaled with a shrug. 
 
    Was that it?  I wasn’t one hundred percent sure, but this pain and anger I felt in his presence was unhealthy and unnatural. I just wanted to be free of it even if it was temporarily.  
 
    “I don’t know anything right now Elliott except that you can’t be here.” My eyes landed on my feet. “You brought us into this predicament and this is me coping with it.”   
 
    “Please,” he took my hand without hesitation.  “I swear I’ll do everything under the sun to gain your trust back, but please don’t think about a future without us together in it.  I wouldn’t survive.”   
 
    I wasn’t confident I would either, but I knew that was just an emotion to go through. Plenty of women before me learned how to pick up the pieces from their broken marriages with way more years invested than ours. 
 
    “I need time Elliott,” I withdrew my hand from his. “That’s what’s best for both of us right now.” 
 
    "Time like I need to pack a few more bags or...." 
 
    "You need boxes," I finalized.   
 
    Saying that twisted a knot in my stomach.  
 
    "Cas...ok....ok," he barely murmured rushing out of the door. His pained expression told me he felt the same way. 
 
    I closed and locked it behind him, trying to stop the shooting pain in my chest.  I slid down to the floor, grabbing the collar of my dress.  
 
    I couldn't breathe.  
 
    My vision blurred with tears.  
 
    I couldn't breathe.  
 
    What did I just do? I cried through ragged breaths. I could literally feel my heart shattering and I had no idea how to stop it.  
 
    Why would I say that to him?   
 
     I scrambled to my purse to find my phone.  My fingers trembled as I tried to press call on his name. The bottle of pain medication prescribed by the ER doctor, rolled towards the kitchen, catching my attention.  
 
    I stared at his name with my finger still hovering over it, and then back at the bottle. What if I never went to the Hilton that night?  What would he be doing?   Still lying to me? He claimed he didn't sleep with her, so would tonight be the night he would've?  Would he eventually come clean on his own? 
 
    As much as I wanted to call Elliott back to subdue my heartache, I couldn’t.  We could make up and try to get past this, but I'd never forget. And this ugly scar on our marriage would leave me fighting an internal bitterness.  And who wanted to be that woman?   Paranoid by every action he'd make. I'd seen it enough to know that I wasn't built for it.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    A particular laugh made my fingers freeze above the keys of my laptop. I knew that chord and the signature sigh that always followed right behind it.  Despite Sultry's surround sound of instrumental jazz playing, I could hear it as clear as day.  
 
    I took a few steps away from the backroom and did a quick survey of the store.  
 
    Nothing.  
 
    No one that laugh could belong to. The lack of sleep these past few nights must finally be catching up to me.  
 
    Not having Elliott in the house for the first week or two was bearable. It was no different than when he went on trips for work. Now? The one-month mark was approaching and although he hadn't physically moved out, I hadn't seen his face or heard from him since I made that suggestive divorce comment. I knew he'd been there from the way certain clothes or shoes were shifted around the bedroom but that was the extent of that.  Now my paranoid ass was on edge most nights, jumping at every little sound because apparently our house makes tons of strange noises, especially when the damn sun sets. On top of that, me wanting to see Elliott and wanting a divorce lawyer in the same thought were causing extreme insomnia. I didn't want to keep relying on wine as a sleep aid and then have to explain to my nosey neighbors why my recycling bin looks like I have daily dinner parties with the ghost of Rick James.  So, for the past few nights, I've been attempting to fall asleep naturally and failing quite miserably.  
 
    "You’re telling me this is the first time you've shopped for lingerie?" I heard Erica's voice nearby. She was being playful and doing a little more than her job when a giggle ended her question.  
 
    "Yeah, I mean should I be under arrest for that?" The smooth bass tone replied sounding entertained by her advances.   
 
    My breathing hitched as my eyes landed on her customer. His back was to me, but it didn't matter. I knew him.   
 
    I approached the two with conflicted emotions. Erica smiled at me, but I couldn't return it. I was too focused on the need for him to turn around. And as if he heard my unspoken request, his head swiveled, and those familiar rich brown, inquisitive eyes fell to me.  The world went silent as I stood there staring at a ghost. 
 
    "Ca...ssandra?" Left his lips but not quicker than the right-handed slap that echoed off his cheek. 
 
    A loud gasp fell from Erica's mouth as I stood there fuming. He flexed his jaw, holding his face, but was still staring at me like he was trying to figure out if I was real or not.  I, on the other hand, was determining how many more hits I could get away with before I lost my contract with Sultry. 
 
    "I deserved that," he spoke up. 
 
    Erica rushed towards me and pulled me in the opposite direction, towards the back of the store. "Cassie, let's go." 
 
    I resisted and tried my best to get back in reaching range of him.  
 
    "You... are a piece of shit!" I yelled out, fumbling over my own feet. Erica was pulling my arm so hard that my heels were sliding against the newly waxed wooden floors. 
 
    "No, no let her go," he nodded to Erica, one hand still holding his face.   
 
    "Yeah Erica, you can let me go," I glared at him. I'd have one of those silks thongs on the display he was standing next to, shoved down his throat before he could see it coming. 
 
    "No offense sir, but this is a place of business and I can't allow her to do whatever it is she's going to do to you.  And neither should you," her grip tightened. 
 
    "I'm cool," I looked back at her trying my best to appear calm. "I just need a minute with him."  
 
    "No ma'am," she shook her head, obviously not buying it, and continued with her tug of war. "Not while I'm on the clock. Can you just... please?" She pleaded. As much as I wanted to continue to resist, I had a brief snap back to reality. Erica shouldn't have to be involved in any part of this. 
 
    I dropped my head and sighed, letting myself give into her.  When we made it to the back room, she pulled me into the office and closed the door.  I plopped into the chair I was originally working in. My leg bouncing with rattled nerves.  
 
    "Now I know we don't know each other outside of work," she stood on the side of me as I stared at the screen of my laptop, "but woman to woman, don't let no man have you actin' a damn fool on your job." 
 
    Shit. 
 
    I knew that.  I knew that well.  
 
    But my dealings with men overall this past month had been a shit storm, and this just threw a whole new element into it. 
 
    "You have no idea the hell that man put me through.”  I tapped my fingers against the desk.   
 
    "You’re right, I don't, but is it worth losing your reputation over?" She advanced towards me. Her face more serious than I'd ever seen before.  "Your reputation is what got Dan to notice you. What's gotten this whole store turned around. Don't let somebody take that from you." 
 
    Sigh. 
 
    I wanted to ignore her but deep down, I knew she was right.  
 
    Why’d she have to be right? 
 
    I'd come too far with building up my clientele to have it fall apart over unstable emotions.  
 
    "I hear you," I slouched back in the chair allowing my adrenaline rush to dissipate. When I felt comfortable enough not to run back to the front on full Marvel Avenger mode, I gripped her hand, “Thanks girl."  
 
    "No problem at all," she smiled warmly and for the first time I realized that outside of Denise, other people were looking for me to succeed.  Weird time for the revelation, but I was grateful for it.   "And Cassie?" 
 
    "Yes," I rubbed my tired eyes.   
 
    "I don't consider myself nosey, but I know that's not your husband," her eyebrows hiked like she was awaiting my answer.  
 
    I chose to bite the inside of my cheek rather than offer a confirmation to her correct assumption.  Suddenly she wanted to play Inspector Gadget.  
 
    "Hmm." She gave me a quick glance over and then proceeded to the door.  "You stay back here, and I'll go make sure all hell didn't break loose.  Thank God it's been a slow day. " 
 
    I offered up a quick thank you again, but she had already exited.  
 
    Julian.   
 
    The one person in the world that if I never saw again, I wouldn't have been upset. But out of all the stores, in all of the cities, he decides to reappear after all these damn years in mine.  
 
    Of course, right?!  
 
    Disappeared without as much as a letter, smoke signal, nothing.  I often wondered what my reaction would've been if I ever saw him again, and I guess I got my answer. That slap must've been brewing in the shadow for years, revving up enough force and speed to literally knock the taste from his mouth.  It felt good too. Really good.  And if I saw his pretty boy, freckled-face ass again, I'd wind up my other hand.  
 
    Both Erica and I decided that I should stay in the back for the rest of the day.  Well really, she thought I should just go home, but that wasn’t an option for me.  It was either be miserable at work with the distraction of other people around or be miserable alone.  That obviously wasn’t a hard decision to make.  
 
    Normally I'd be out of the store before closing procedures took place, but folding undies turned out to be therapeutic.  I even helped Erica and the other worker, Kate, who came on shift after my whole ordeal, sweep the floors.  I said my goodbyes to the ladies as they finished up some last-minute tasks Dan called to remind them about, and quickly walked to my car parked next door, in a lot we shared with another boutique store on the strip.  
 
    I pressed the unlock button on my fob with mind already on the long bath I was going to take with my lavender bombs and climbed in.  I started to close the door, but something caught it. 
 
    "Cassie." 
 
    Startled, I looked up to find Julian holding it open. 
 
    "What the hell?!" I held my chest trying to prevent my heart from taking off down the street. 
 
    "I'm sorry. I'm sorry. I just wanted to talk to you privately," he took a small step back, probably realizing how stalkerish he was coming across. 
 
    "Was it not clear that talking was the last thing I wanted to do with you?!" I pulled the strap of my seatbelt over my chest. "You know what...I don't even have the energy to do this with you."   
 
    "I just want to explain..." 
 
    "Save it," I held up my hand in his direction.  
 
    Both he and Elliott could write a book about the amount of shit they needed to explain to me. 
 
    "How many years has it been and you're just now coming around offering an explanation.  Nah, I'm good.  Do you mind?" I motioned towards his hand holding onto the door. 
 
    "You deserve an explanation. For everything. For Shanice." His head dropped briefly, tone turning somber. "I'm just trying to right my wrongs with you. Just let me do that and I swear I’ll leave you alone." 
 
    Hearing him even mention Shanice's name made my eyes water.  I assumed he could give two shits about me or her. That's what I made myself believe to try and get past his disappearance. To hear him acknowledge her triggered moment of weakness for me. 
 
    "Fine," I took a deep sigh. "You can have twenty minutes. Nothing more and it might be less." 
 
    "Thank you. Thank you." He held his hands in prayer. "I saw this twenty-four-hour donut spot up the block. Can you follow me, or I follow you there?" 
 
    I rolled my eyes in the opposite direction, "Yeah...whatever." 
 
    "Ok." He finally let go of the door and walked away to wherever his vehicle was.  
 
    I slammed the door shut and started the ignition. "Why is the universe fucking with me man?" This felt like some cruel joke.  The Big Man above must have a sense of humor alright. 
 
    A horn honk alerted me that he was ready, so I backed out and followed suit.  
 
    It was a less than five-minute drive to the place. I found a spot directly in front of the diner's entrance and quickly exited my vehicle. Julian stood there holding the door open for me and I politely glided past him without a glance and headed for an empty booth in the back, nearest the bathroom signs.  Although Elliott and I were in this broken state of our marriage, we were still very married and me being out with a man that wasn't him, could look very inappropriate to an outsider.  I still respected my vows even if I was the only one.  
 
    I slid in the booth and folded my arms, barely allowing Julian to do the same, "Let's hear it." 
 
    "Uh," he adjusted his posture looking completely uncomfortable.  It's crazy how much he still looked like the man who used to sit across from me in the "caf" at school, telling me about his day.  His sandy brown hair was still cut low with the waves people swore came from wearing a cap all night. Eyebrows still thick and neat which made my own struggling arched ones a bit envious.  He had put on some weight...I mean shit we all did, but it suited him. A step up from the stick figure that used to try and lift me in the air on our walks from class.  The only thing noticeable was the absence of his smooth babyface. It was now replaced with this five o'clock shadow situation that I wasn't sure if I liked on him or not yet. Not that I was looking to like anything on him. It's just that if I had to sit here across from him...nevermind. 
 
    "I don't know exactly where to start," he cleared his throat. 
 
    "That's easy," I clasped my fingers together on top of the table. "Just start with why you felt the need to run off without a trace like the coward you were...are," I corrected with hunched shoulders and the hugest sarcastic smile plastered on my face. 
 
    "It wasn't exactly like that Cassie," he countered. 
 
    "Oh," I perked up. "Did the letter you wrote me get lost in the mail? Carrier pigeon got confused on the direction to my dorm room?" 
 
    "Cassie, I was twenty–one. Twenty-one," his voice elevated. "I didn't know how to deal. Not with that." 
 
    "And I did?!" I slapped the table catching myself off guard. "I just needed someone to understand how I felt. Someone who experienced the same thing as me. Help me process all the emotions that were coming at me, but no. I got to dive head first into a depression that I thought was going to send me in the same direction as Shanice," I looked away with that admittance.  
 
    The sudden warmth of his hands covering mine made me turn back. 
 
    "I'm sorry. I'm so sorry," his grip tightened. "I was young...and stupid...and scared. You didn't deserve it and my apologies will never be enough to rewrite history, but I hope it's a start to having some closure when it comes to me. " 
 
    I didn't know if closure was the correct word but hearing him apologize did bring a bit of calm. With all the chaos surrounding me, I finally had an area of my past that I could place a "why" aspect to.   
 
    I nodded in response trying to process our interaction. We were still joined at the hands, staring at each other with this weird telepathic conversation of forgiveness.   
 
    "Y'all need some coffee?" is what thankfully, interrupted whatever that moment was.  Our designated waitress, who looked like she should've been home on her plastic covered sofa watching reruns of Murder She Wrote or knitting an item of clothing nobody would wear, stood there....well, hunched there, waiting for an answer. 
 
    "No ma'am, I'm ok," I spoke up first, relocating both of my hands to under the table.  
 
    "You sure?" Julian glanced at me.  
 
    I nodded. There was no way in hell my battle with sleep would go over well with caffeine in the mix. 
 
    "We're good,” he smiled at...Doreen?  
 
     Lord, this poor woman.  
 
    She nodded at the both of us and took off like a sloth to wherever she came from. 
 
    "Well, I need to be getting home," I reached for my keys already deciding this would be the perfect time for an exit. 
 
    "Ok,” Julian’s hands smoothed over the waves of his head.  “Thank you for taking time out to listen to me." 
 
    That’s funny.  
 
    It's not like he really gave me an option but ok.  
 
    I scooted to the edge of the booth.  "I would apologize for that slap earlier, but then I'd be lying for the sake of being cordial." 
 
    Surprisingly, he chuckled. "It's all good. It was nice to see that grown woman, fiery side of you." 
 
    I humorously rolled my eyes at that statement.   If he only knew how much things had changed with me. Young, impressionable Cassie that hung onto his every word died along with Shanice. Getting my back turned on by the only two men I’ve ever had relationships with, jades you whether you want to be or not. 
 
    "Goodnight Julian," I nodded and stood up.    
 
    "Hold up." He leaned over and dug into his back pocket.  He retrieved a wallet and opened it, pulling out a sleek, all-black card. "Here," he held it towards me.   "I'm in town for a while and I mean, I'd love to catch up with you minus the violence," his lips curled into a smirk.  
 
    I purposely took the card with my left hand. My goal was to obnoxiously blind him with my wedding ring, but being the idiot I was, I hadn’t been wearing it for over two weeks now.  
 
    "Freelance cinematographer huh?" I scanned it over.  "You stayed on track with your passion, I see." 
 
    "To an extent," he cleared his throat. 
 
     I didn’t bother to ponder on that implication.  Didn’t need a reason to add more time to this conversation I was trying to end.   
 
    I slipped the card into my purse and held up my car keys, signaling that I was once again leaving.  
 
    I'd gotten about two strides past Julian and heard him call my name. 
 
    "Yes," I looked over my shoulder. 
 
    "You look good. Real good Cass," he hummed out.    
 
    I'd never lacked in the booty department, not even as a teenager, so I had an idea as to where that compliment was directed.  
 
    There was no point in telling him he did too, so I turned back around and continued on my walk. I made it just shy of the entrance and stopped in my tracks as Lucas walked in.  
 
    I hadn't seen him since the day he told me off and I couldn’t decide if to completely ignore him or be two for two today and cuss his ass out too.  He was in uniform though, so I decided to follow my first mind and just keep in route to my car. 
 
    "Hey there," his surprised baby blues landed on me.  
 
    "Hi," I kept it short, almost death glaring him. 
 
    He must've sensed my mood. "Hey, about the other day. I shouldn't have said what I said." 
 
    "But you did," my arms folded. 
 
    "And you did too," he refuted. "You can't be a culprit and the victim."   
 
    I mean whatever.  He had a point but whatever. 
 
    "Whatever. Stop using cop terms on me," was the only thing I could think of to avoid apologizing. I didn't completely regret what I said to him, but I recognized how disrespectful it may have come off, especially to someone who had been, in my opinion, overly helpful to me.  
 
    He stared at me briefly and then his lips curled into a smile. 
 
     “Apology accepted.  What are you doing over here anyway?” 
 
    “Catching up with an old friend,” I pointed to the booth I’d just left from but Julian wasn’t there.  
 
    Must’ve went to the restroom. 
 
    “And what about you? About to get some donuts?” I tried my best not to giggle at my implication.  
 
    “Ha... Ha,” he replied sarcastically. “Like I haven’t heard that one a million times.” 
 
    “And yet, here you are.” 
 
    “Because they have good sandwiches,” he held up his hands amused.   
 
    I squinted up at his face not buying that response.   
 
    “….and good buttermilk drops,” he finally admitted.  
 
    We both laughed at that one.  
 
    An awkward silence followed as we looked around in opposite directions. 
 
    "Well, I need to go-" 
 
    "You can join me." 
 
    We started simultaneously and stopped again to laugh at each other. 
 
    "I've had a day from hell," I sighed. "I really just need to go home and attempt to sleep." 
 
    "Attempt?" 
 
    "Yeah. It's been eluding me since all this shit with my husband. It's fine though," I shrugged. 
 
    Lucas was already shaking his head in disapproval. "No, it's not fine. I have something for that in my bag in the unit.  I'll walk you out and get it for you." 
 
    He held the door open for me to exit.  
 
    "What are you, like Mr. Fix it?"  I stepped out of the diner. 
 
    "No," he smiled. "Just prepared."  
 
    He opened the door of his unit and reached in the black duffel.  He pulled out a small white and green bottle and placed it in my hand. \ 
 
    "You'd be surprised how well these things work." 
 
    "Melatonin," I read the label aloud. "Now why the hell didn't I think of this?"  I looked up at Lucas, but his attention was behind me staring intently at something.  I followed his line of vision but didn’t see anything or anyone he could be looking at.    
 
    "You ok?" 
 
    "Yeah,” he blinked a few times before returning his gaze to me.  "Yeah.  Just take one tonight and let me know how it goes." 
 
    "Uhhh how do I know this is what it says it is on the bottle?" 
 
    "What do you mean?"  
 
    "I mean you’re pushing pills to me that don't have a packaging seal on the cap," I showed him. "How do I know you ain't drugging me?” 
 
    "Seriously?" He gave me an incredulous look. "You're the one standing there complaining about not getting sleep and now I have to be a drug dealer cop too? You are truly one for the books." 
 
    "So, you don't have an unopened one?" I replied somewhere in between playing and seriousness. 
 
    Lucas took a deep breath and grabbed the bottle from my hand and went back in his bag in the car.  Couple of seconds later, he was placing a bottle of the same kind in my hand, but with an untouched plastic seal.  
 
    "Thanks!" I held up the bottle and turned on my heels. I was almost to my car when the thought hit me.  
 
    "Now how exactly will I let you know if these work on me or not?"   
 
    We’ve only been seeing each other in passing.  
 
    "I guess you'll finally have to use that card I gave you Cah-sandwich," he started cackling as he went into the diner.  
 
    But I’m the asshole? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    "Are you planning on being fake fancy tonight?" Denise asked with her face fully engulfed in her phone. 
 
    "Umm when the hell have I ever been that?" I looked away from the bathroom mirror. She was one to talk. The woman puts on an entire face to go to the gas station. 
 
    "Oh, don't front," she gave me a stupid look. "You get in those moments when you wanna eat food that comes on a toddler plate with parsley for decoration. I mean I know I have high quality taste," she crossed her long legs with her heels that screamed you can't afford me, "but not when it comes to my stomach." 
 
    I rolled my eyes and went back to applying my lipstick.  Who had time for Denise's foolishness was not me. I can always tell when she gets into it with Gerald. She turns bratty and annoying, but I was going to be the adult and ignore it.  This was going to be my first time, in a long time, actually leaving the house for a place other than work. All I wanted was a nice meal and a big glass of something with fermented grapes mixed in it. 
 
    "Have you talked to Elliott?"  
 
    I popped my lips making sure the deep pink color was even. "Not since the day he showed up here when I got home from work." 
 
    "Sooo are you done with him?  Like for good?" 
 
    "Christ Denise, I don't know. Why are we talking about Elliott?"  I threw the lipstick in my purse. He was the very thing I was trying to clear my head of. 
 
    "Because you aren't," she stood up from the bed. "Every time I ask you about him or the next steps, you do this. Get mad at me like I'm asking something outrageous.  Eventually you'll need to actually have a conversation with him or at least have a plan." 
 
    "I don't have to do shit," I walked past her and slid on my grey-heeled booties.   
 
    "Really Cas?"  
 
    "Yes, really Denise," I stood by the bedroom entrance. "Are we going or not?" 
 
    "You're really hard-headed, you know that?" She rolled her eyes walking past me. 
 
    "So, I've heard," I trailed her down the steps.    
 
    We were both quiet on the drive to the hibachi spot, but it didn't bother me. Our squabbles were pretty standard and would be over by the time the vegetable tempura landed on the table. I needed her to realize that this was not just some normal argument between Elliott and me. This was infidelity.  Betrayal.   Things you can't just talk out and fix. 
 
    Denise was a grown woman, still pouting as the special sangrias I ordered were placed in front of us.  I took a sip from my own and glanced out of the window at the passing streetcar. 
 
    "I saw Julian," I opened my dinner napkin and placed it over my lap. 
 
    "What Julian?"  She replied faster than I expected her to which told me that regular Denise was back. 
 
    "How many Julians do you know?" 
 
    She quickly adjusted her posture in the chair, leaning over the table like she was getting to the good part of a movie. "Holy shit.  I mean How? What did you do?"  
 
    "Slapped the shit outta him," my left eyebrow raised as I took a long suck from my straw. 
 
    Denise's jaw damn near hit the floor. "No, you didn't. Tell me you didn't cut up that bad." 
 
    "Girl," I held my mouth trying my best not to laugh my drink out over everything, "I was on him like a spider monkey.”  
 
    "Yo ass is really crazy?!" She hooted, slapping her legs in the process. "Oh, I wish I could've seen his face after that." 
 
    "A cat in headlights sis. A cat in five finger headlights." 
 
    The situation was pretty funny looking back on it despite the complete opposite as it was happening. 
 
    "Well, what happened after that? He just left and shit?" She paused and thanked the waiter who had just delivered our clear soups and ginger salads. 
 
    "I thought he would've, but he popped up at my car after I got off, wanting to talk, well explain himself." 
 
    "And you talked to his high yella behind, didn't you?" She held the salad filled fork by her mouth awaiting an answer. 
 
    I closed my eyes and sighed. 
 
    "Just open. Nose was always wide open with him," she started chewing and shaking her head.  
 
    "I deserved the explanation Dee Dee. He owed me that," I whined and took a sip of my soup. 
 
    "I'm not arguing that he didn't. I'm just saying that he was hard to shake the first time, so I'm assuming now would be even worse." 
 
    "Who said I was reconnecting with him?" I gave her an odd look.  "Umm I'm still married," I reminded.  
 
    I had no plans of any sort to take it there with Julian. He was an ex and an ex for a reason.  My thoughts and emotions were still being sorted out with Elliott. I didn't have the time nor the desire for anybody else. 
 
    She sucked her teeth, "Yeah, ok.  " 
 
    I waved her off.  "So why was your mood so shitty earlier? Period started?" 
 
    "No," she rolled her eyes. "It's nothing." 
 
    "Nah heffa, it's something. Coming at me damn crazy like I don't have enough stuff going on," I raised an eyebrow. 
 
    She took a few sips from her soup. "Gerald won't come,” she finally spoke up. 
 
    "Come where?"  
 
    "No...he won't....cum...like orgasm?" She corrected.  
 
    Immediately, I started choking on a piece of lettuce. "I'm sorry, what? Why? Why is this happening? Why are we talking about this?" 
 
    Of all the things that could be wrong with her, this? 
 
    "I'm serious, Cass. He'll have sex with me but lately won't do that." 
 
    "Is he half mutant?  How the hell does he stop himself from doing that?"   
 
    "Fuck if I know," she threw her hands up. "We've been arguing about his video games more than usual lately, but our arguments usually lead to some mind blowing.  sex. But now, it's missing some umph and the umph is that."  
 
    I couldn’t believe I was actually having this conversation with her. 
 
    "So, have you confronted him about it?" 
 
    Denise took a long sip of her drink, "No. I don't know how." 
 
    Shit, me either. 
 
    "Well you gotta try something to get him to open up about it. It sounds psychological." 
 
    "Yeah, I'll figure something out," she looked out of the window.  "My bad for pressing you about Elliott earlier," she sighed.  "You just seemed so happy with him and I just want that for you again," her eyes floated to me. "All I ever want is for you to be happy." 
 
    "I know," I smiled already knowing her reasoning. "I'm not gonna lie. I miss him. I miss him so much it hurts to think about it, but I don't know if we're fixable. I don't know how to not feel pain when I think about him and that girl." 
 
    The waiter came back with our salmon hibachi dinners and took away our depleted bowls. 
 
    "A call may help. Or even a text to him. You never know," she shrugged a little. 
 
    "True."   
 
    I had been toying with the idea of reaching out to him for a few days now.  I felt stupid every time the thought hit me though.  Why was this burden on me?  He messed our good thing up now the weight of our future was in my hands. It was unfair and infuriating but still...we had years in our marriage. This wasn't some fling or high school boyfriend.  We needed a resolution, even if it resulted in us parting ways permanently.  
 
    The rest of dinner was enjoyable once we got past our marital discussions.  We gossiped about our favorite tv shows and some of the weird parents at Tyler's school. I don't know why they stuck my nephew in that private school with kids who barely interacted with black people on a daily basis.  There was always some drama DeeDee had to end up at the school over. 
 
    As we were walking to the car, Denise squealed, “Let’s split a slice of white chocolate raspberry cheesecake like we used to do."   
 
    "Uh uh," I looped my arm in hers. "This depressive shit finally took off the weight I gained from being married.  My lil coke bottle coming back and you want me right back to a gallon milk jug." 
 
    Denise fell over laughing and so did I. Clearly, those drinks were working their way through both of our systems. 
 
    "Oh, stop it!" She playfully pushed my arm. "When have you ever not been fine? Especially with mama's hips and ass." 
 
    "But you took all the boobs," I countered. 
 
    She touched her chest, "Them shits still sittin' pretty too." 
 
    "Show off," I fake fussed at them double Ds.  Them thangs were envy worthy. 
 
    "No, you're the show off," she slapped my ass making it jiggle. "You ain't even gotta try and twerk and it moves but look at this struggle." She stopped a few feet from the car and bent over in her jersey material skirt, bouncing her butt cheeks. She was working hard too. 
 
    "Dee Dee!" I cackled. "It's moving!" 
 
    "Nah man," she was still bent over. "I want my shit to move like an ocean wave." 
 
    I almost fell onto the pavement.  "I hate you I swear!" 
 
    "I know, I know! With my non-cumming husband having ass!" She stood up laughing with tears falling from her eyes.  
 
    "Man!" I was trying to breathe from laughing so hard.  "Get in the car fool!" 
 
    We were both still reeling when I turned to her, "You know what?! Let's get some damn cheesecake! Two of em!"  
 
    "Yasssss! That's what I'm talking about," Denise strapped on her seatbelt. "Calories be dammed!" 
 
    I pulled off in the direction of Cheesecake Bistro, turning up the volume to the music already playing. 
 
    We pulled up to a red light, singing the bounce version of Anita Baker's "No One in The World". As we approached the restaurant, Denise started tapping my arm with a sense of urgency. 
 
    "What, girl?" I turned the volume down trying to decide if I should valet or attempt to find a parking spot.   
 
    "Is that Elliott?" Her head was damn near out of the window. 
 
    "Where?' I asked, slowing the car down to see who she was referring to. 
 
    Sure enough, he was standing off on a side street, with the same hoe from the Hilton.  
 
    "That's her! That's the same girl!"   
 
    I couldn't pull the car over fast enough, but Denise beat me to the punch, jumping out before I even fully stopped.  
 
    "Listen, I don't know what the hell is going on between you two," she approached them first, already clapping her hands together. "But one of you better start explaining before I get the swinging." She pulled off her expensive heels. Something I hadn't seen her do since we were school age.  
 
    "Denise, I swear it's not like that! You know how I feel about your sister?!" 
 
    I headed straight for Elliott, "You love embarrassing me, don't you?!"  
 
    "Cassie, this girl is crazy man!" He started. 
 
    "Shut up! Just shut up!" I pushed him in the chest to the point of almost stumbling.  "You already hurt me and just won't stop. Why?! " 
 
    "Nah, let him talk," Denise cut me off. I don't know why she was looking for explanations when it was obvious what was going on.  "You got any answers, Tamale?" She directed that to who I now knew was Victoria. 
 
    "Look, me and my man were having a conversation until you interrupted," Victoria snapped with no signs of backing down. 
 
    "I'm not your man!" Elliott barked at her. 
 
    "Well somebody's lying!" I glared at both. 
 
    Victoria folded her arms and placed all her weight on one foot. "I ain't got no beef with you," she looked at me. 
 
    "Oh, bitch you had beef when you started messing with a married man," Denise took the words from my mouth as her manicured finger pointed a few inches from the girl's forehead.   
 
    "I didn't know he was married," Victoria rolled her eyes upward. 
 
    "My God," Elliott's hands went to the top of his head. "She's lying! She's really standing here lying."  He almost laughed out. "Please don't tell me you believe this, Cassie," he stepped closer to me.  
 
    "This is the second time I've seen you with her Elliott. Why wouldn’t I believe her?" 
 
    "Because I love you!" He held my face. "I've never loved anyone the way that I love you! I messed up but not like this! Believe me, baby!" 
 
    I started crying as the words left his lips.  Why was all of this so confusing? The proof of his infidelity was standing right there, but I could see the sincerity in his face. Could hear it in his voice. 
 
    Or was that because his ass was getting busted again? 
 
    "Cassie, baby, it's me and you. Always. Forever. You know that,” he connected his forehead to mine, wiping my tears away.  
 
    "Double moles," Victoria's voice emerged.  
 
    "What?" Denise questioned first. 
 
    "He has double moles on his right thigh," she spoke up. 
 
    I froze and closed my eyes, desperately trying to hold onto the air leaving from my lungs. "How does she know that? 
 
    The lack of speed for a response was all I needed.  
 
    I opened to regret in Elliot's eyes, "It's not in the way you think." 
 
    "Not in the way I think?" I was suddenly aware of the situation taking place, backing up away from him.   
 
    This man lying to me was not my Elliott. Not the man I loved more than myself at times.  "I gave you everything,” I held my face wishing I could disappear. "I would've given you my life if you asked me to," I felt sick at the thought of that. 
 
    "Please don't do this to me," Elliott collapsed to his knees.  
 
    "C'mon Cass," Denise took my hand. "Let's get you home." 
 
    "Please don't...Cassandra...Please," Elliott's words were breaking up through his audible tears. "She's lying." 
 
    "No, you should've been a man and told her about us in the first place," Victoria continued to grill him even as we started to walk away.  
 
    "Fuck this," Denise muttered under her breath. I turned back just in time to see her casually walk up to Victoria, cock back, and clock her in the eye.  The blow sent her and her long-sleeved, scrunchy dress to the sidewalk. 
 
    "That bitch was a little too mouthy for my liking," she coolly came back and cradled me in her arms as we started on our walk back to the car.  
 
    “I’m pressing charges bish since you wanna go around hitting pregnant women!” Victoria’s thick accent yelled out. 
 
    That stopped both Denise and me in our tracks. That one word was a bullet to my chest. 
 
    “She’s pregnant?” I turned back around barely able to formulate the question. 
 
    “No. No,” Elliott got up from the pavement and ran towards me frantically. “If she is, I promise you that it’s not mine!” 
 
    “She’s pregnant?” I asked again like it still wasn’t registering. 
 
    “Let’s go Cass,” I could tell Denise was trying her best not to lose it.  
 
    “You have to believe me!” Elliott was still pleading his case. 
 
    I swallowed back every vicious thing I was thinking and any hopes of a reconciliation, “Stay the fuck away from me!” 
 
    I stormed off, with Denise keeping up with every step. Both of the damn doors to my car were still wide open which surprised me that the cops hadn't shown up yet. 
 
    Denise guided me into the passenger seat, locked my seatbelt on, and carefully closed the door. She got in, started the car, and pulled off.  Silence overtook the ride back home just like the trip coming.    
 
    I reached in my purse for a stick of gum for my dry mouth and Julian’s card fell onto my lap.  
 
    I picked it up and stared at it longer than I expected to, trying to figure out if it was a sign.  
 
    Maybe it was or it wasn't, but the thought of reaching out to him was now in the forefront of my mind.  I didn’t see the point of spending another millisecond crying over a marriage that didn't exist anymore.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    I zipped up the last section of my peek-a-boo shoulder black jumpsuit. The fit and style were perfect despite taking a chance on an online store I'd never purchased from before. The last time I did that, my package showed up two months later missing a sleeve.  
 
    But I owed myself this.  
 
     Couldn't remember the last time I'd bought anything new and I figured doing it was a step in the right direction to feeling better. Even though I realized I was done with Elliott that night he made the ultimate fool of me, it took me another two weeks of crying and boxing some of his shit up to finally decide to actually dial Julian's number. Now, no way was Julian in the clear for basically ruining a portion of my collegiate life, but I didn’t mind being showered with a free meal and the chance to look kind of cute for a man that still found me attractive even though my boobs no longer defied gravity. The weird thing was Julian’s reaction when I called though. He seemed more relieved than surprised which made me think he expected me to, but I couldn't recall giving off any indication that I wanted to eventually meet up with him. 
 
    So yes, confirming a meet up with Julian did give me a push for a new addition to my wardrobe, but that didn't change the fact that it was something I deserved. Honestly, it felt weird looking for something to wear to go see an ex, in a closet I somewhat still shared with Elliott. He had yet to fully move all of his things out despite me making it very crystal clear that a reconciliation wasn’t in our future.  
 
    My phone pinged, and I assumed it to be a text from Julian with the address of the restaurant. My phone started ringing and I answered it on my way out of the bedroom and down the steps.  
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    "So, you're still going huh?" Denise questioned me for the third time in two days. She made her stance clear on the matter.  It was fuck Elliott, but it was double fuck Julian. 
 
    "Yes, heading out the door now," I grabbed my car keys. 
 
    "I don't like this Cass," she sighed. "I don't like this at all." 
 
    "It's just dinner,” I reminded as I locked the front door. 
 
    "With Julian," she added. 
 
    "And?"  
 
    "And it's Julian," she fussed, "that left you high and dry.  Never even tried to contact you. The same Julian you admitted wanting to kill yourself over!" 
 
    I squeezed my eyes shut at that reminder. That was an entirely different version of me and I was sick of it being thrown in my damn face.  
 
    "Denise!" I screamed louder than I expected as I sat in my car. "I don’t need your shit right now!" 
 
    "I'm just trying to look out for you!" She sassed. 
 
    "And stressing me the fuck out in the process!" I gripped the steering wheel. "I'm not a child and I'm not your responsibility," I ended the call before she could respond. 
 
    What was the big damn deal? She saw Elliott with her own two eyes out here disrespecting me but wants to be the moral police for a damn dinner outing. Yes, outing not date because it wasn't that. We were catching up and that was the end of it. I had no plans of doing anything past a church hug and I was tired of trying to convince her of that. 
 
    Denise was, of course, calling me back to curse me out no doubt, but I ignored it this time. I was in a pretty decent mood before her call and decent moods had been far and few between these days.  
 
    I found Julian's message and put the address he provided in my GPS. Twenty minutes later, I was pulling up to the valet stand in front of a restaurant I’d never been to before. I could've opted to find street parking, but God knows that was a challenge I wasn't up for right now with these heels on my feet.   
 
    One of the attendants assisted me out of the car and I approached the large gold entrance doors, searching for any sign of Julian.  
 
    "Ms. Cassandra Taylor?"  
 
    A petite Asian woman approached me with a smile. I was confused as to why she would be referring to me by my maiden name but then I remembered that I had no contact with Julian since before my marriage. He probably didn't know what my new last name was or that I was even married.  
 
    "Yes," I smiled, pushing a few of my freshly moussed curls away from my face. 
 
    "Please follow me," she nodded and took off in the opposite direction.  
 
    We passed up a few occupied tables of lively conversations and ended up down a darkened hallway only to enter a room of about five large red booths accented with tall black curtains on each side of them. I almost lost my footing at the sight of Julian standing from the seat of one. All black tailored suit with a black tie and shirt to match, commanding my attention. 
 
    "Thank you," he nodded to the hostess.  
 
    She returned the gesture and disappeared. 
 
    "Cass...you look," he took my hand, grazing his lips across it, "absolutely perfect." 
 
    I unexpectedly blushed, temporarily breaking the game face I made myself put on. "Thank you. And you...you look aight, I guess." 
 
    He smirked holding the sides of his blazer open. "You know I have to up my game with you."  
 
    "Whatever," I waved off.  
 
    He laughed and offered the seat to me.  The fact that we were about to sit in close proximity to each other was starting to make me nervous, so I decided to be blunt about it.  
 
    "Kind of intimate for a catch up, don't you think?" I scooted into the booth.  
 
    "Or just being discreet," he took his seat.  "I’m aware of your situation." 
 
    Well, that was news to me.  
 
    My head drew back as my eyes narrowed. "Why have me addressed by Taylor then?”  
 
    “Because I’m aware, not necessarily concerned." 
 
    I swallowed the lump in my throat, "So, you make it a habit of meeting up with married women?" 
 
    How often did he do this type of shit? 
 
    He brushed his hands over the scruff on his face that I decided in that moment did look pretty good on him.  Gave him an edge he didn't possess back then.  
 
    "Nah, just trying to make up for lost time with you. You tell me how concerned I should be about a man who would let his woman, who looks like you, dressed like this," he bit his bottom lip, “come and have dinner with me. You'd be too busy being fucked." 
 
    I snatched the glass of already poured water and gulped it down, hoping to cool the involuntary heat radiating from my body. This was not how a conversation between us should be starting off. A few talks about what he was doing now and if he had kids, a relationship, or hell, even a damn dog, but not flirting. And definitely not talking about fucking.  
 
    How in the hell did we go from ‘hey” to “fucking”? 
 
    "Julian," I scooted away, closer to the edge of the booth, trying to create as much distance as possible. "You're being inappropriate." 
 
    "How so?"  He gave me a look laced in confusion making me wonder if maybe I was overthinking this. 
 
    "Your choice of vocabulary."  
 
    "What? Fucking?" 
 
    I shifted in the seat, "Yes... that." 
 
    He slid to the middle of the booth in my direction. A mix of amusement and amorous intent in his expression. 
 
     "When has fucking," he dragged out, letting the intention hover in the air, "ever made you uncomfortable?" 
 
    I closed my eyes from the dizziness I was suddenly experiencing. The smell of his delicious cologne was attempting to swallow me whole.  
 
    "I'm not," I pushed my curls away from my face once again trying to get some air.  Why was it suddenly so damn hot? "I'm not uncomfortable with the word. Just-" 
 
    "Me using it?" He slid even closer, diminishing the space I'd created. We were now sharing one side of the booth. 
 
    I was paralyzed. Stuck between wanting to end the night right there and wanting to push the limit of this conversation. Intrigued that a lewd word like “fucking” could make me uncomfortable and aroused at the same time. I shouldn't have been surprised though. This is what Julian did and had always done to me.  Made me unravel whether it was emotionally or sexually.  It’s why his absence sent me spiraling the way it did. 
 
    That was then.  I had developed some sense of strength and willpower over the years, no matter how desirable he made himself.  
 
    “You need to simmer down,” I put my hand up ceasing his advances. “Can we actually have a conversation? You know, like adults?” 
 
    A laugh erupted from his chest, “Sure, I can do that too.” He brushed his hands over his waves and sat back but still didn’t bother moving away from me. 
 
    A waiter appeared wanting our order, but I hadn’t even had a chance to browse the menu. 
 
    “You mind if I order for us?”  Julian’s eyes glanced over to me. 
 
    “Ummm, yes I actually do mind,” I replied even though I hadn’t the slightest idea of the type of food even being offered. Who’d he think he was?  I barely allowed Elliott to order for me. 
 
    I continued perusing until I heard a subtle throat clear. I rolled my eyes in his direction only to see this smug look on his face. 
 
    “Order the damn food,” I mumbled. 
 
    I could tell he was trying to contain his amusement as he directed his attention back to the waiter.  
 
    “Can we get a dozen charbroiled oysters for our starter and two orders of the Redfish Ponchartrain.” 
 
    “Awesome selection and any drinks other than water for the two of you?” 
 
    What the hell? Was he going to ask what the capital of Idaho was too? 
 
    I quickly looked over the drink menu still in my hands, but I couldn’t decide which type of wine I was in the mood for. Especially around him.  Couldn’t afford to be tipsy and have a lapse in judgement. 
 
    “Sex on my face.” 
 
    My eyes bucked as I looked over at Julian who was wearing a devilish grin. 
 
    “Excuse me?” I muttered out, embarrassed that he would say something like that in front of a total stranger.  
 
    “She’ll have a Sex on My Face and I’ll take a Crown and Coke.” 
 
    Oh...duh. 
 
    The waiter who was obviously in on the joke, nodded and took off.  
 
     "I wanted wine" I placed the menu on the table a tad irritated. 
 
    “Why? That's probably something you drink every day. Am I right?”  He clasped his hands together on the table. 
 
    I rolled my eyes, “And if it is?  I like what I like.” 
 
    “You can like what you like but step out of that little bubble every now and then. Let your tongue get a taste of something new.” 
 
    Even the way he said tongue had my mind drifting to impure thoughts.   
 
    “Anyway,” I crossed my legs.  “So, cinematographer?  What does that entail?” 
 
    He gave me a look that told me he knew I was changing subjects but went with it anyway. “Everything you can think of. Commercials, some indie films, and even a few music videos. The creatives explain to me what they want, and I get to make their visions a reality. Evoke emotions just from shooting at a certain angle or time of day. It’s on some mad scientist type of shit but it’s whatever for me. Whatever lets me tell a story.” 
 
    I smiled at that personal tagline of his. Whereas everyone had normal occurrences happening around them, Julian saw stories unfolding. We would people-watch for hours in the downtown area of our little college town and he would create these elaborate scenes and stories from watching strangers interact, no matter how brief it was. 
 
    “Wow, that’s a gift,” I shook my head in awe. “You’re able to have others see what you see. I’m happy you’re living your passion.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he nodded appreciatively. “Yeah it can get hectic at times. Long hours. Demanding as hell especially for artists who don’t like to get out of their damn heads sometimes, but I wouldn’t trade it for the world. The seclusion of it all is the best part. I don’t ever have to be seen to make my impact.” 
 
    Hearing him describe his work reminded me so much of Elliott. I could never be upset with someone who found their purpose. I must have a knack for men who were flawlessly devoted to their crafts. 
 
    The drinks were dropped off and I stopped the waiter before he could leave.  
 
    “Hey, can I get a glass of Merlot?” 
 
    “Of course,” he nodded and disappeared.  
 
    “Really Cass?” Julian sat back and shook his head. 
 
    “What?” I shrugged. Did he think I was joking about wanting wine? 
 
    I looked at the frosted, tall glass in front of me with all the tropical fruit stuffed in it and around the rim.   “Now what in the Caribbean crayon box is this mess?” I stirred the straw around a few times.  
 
    “Something you’ll appreciate,” Julian took a sip from his brown liquid filled glass. 
 
    “This is too damn busy,” I kept stirring.   I did do cocktails every now and then, but wine was always my weapon of choice. 
 
    “Look, I’ll show you the way to appreciate this drink,” he scooted so close to me that our legs were touching. He grabbed my glass and held it in his hands. 
 
    “Close your eyes.”  
 
    My breathing hitched.  
 
    “Julian,” I started to object. A warning for him better yet myself. I hadn’t been this close to a man who wasn’t my husband since...well since him. 
 
    “Close your eyes, Cass. You know you’re good with me,” his tongue grazed his bottom lip.  
 
    Shit this felt wrong.  So wrong. 
 
    “I can’t. I need to go.” I got up from the booth, snatching up my keys and purse, and walked as fast as my heels would allow me towards the hallway.  
 
    “Cass!” Julian was on my trail. Within seconds, he grabbed a hold of my hand forcing me to turn in his direction. “What’s the problem?” 
 
    I backed away from him in the almost non-existent lighting of the corridor. “This is the problem. Being here. With you. It’s just wrong,” I pinched the bridge of my nose. “And you need to back off.” I found myself angry at how uncomfortable he was making me.  Acting like everything was all good. Like our history wasn’t a train wreck.  
 
    “So why did you come?” He stepped closer as I took one back, running into the wall. “Where’s your husband?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I muttered barely above a whisper. “I don’t know,” I repeated as my eyes drifted to my feet. 
 
    He was probably with Victoria. Making up with her since I was fully out of the picture. Planning a baby shower or some shit now that he didn’t have to hide and lie about it anymore.   Touching her the way he used to touch me. Rubbing her stomach or feet.  The thought of it made me physically sick to the point that I felt my entire body shaking. 
 
    “Cass,” Julian guided my chin up, snapping me out of my daze. “There’s a reason you’re here. A reason you reached out to me,” he traced a vein down my neck with his finger sending a tingle to every part of my body. 
 
    I slapped his hand away, hating how good it made me feel. My mind distinctly remembered every single tear I shed over him, but my body seemed to be practicing forgiveness. Wanting him to trace that very same vein with his tongue instead.  
 
    “Julian, stop.”  
 
    He pulled me by my waist to him as I pushed my hands against his chest.  
 
    “I can’t,” I nearly moaned out as his finger traveled downward making a painfully slow circle around my nipple. “Please stop,” I pleaded in desperation.  
 
    “I’ll stop if you agree to finish dinner with me,” his lips hovered inches above mine. So close I could almost taste the Crown from his breath.   
 
    “Okay,” I closed my eyes. Whatever it took to end this torture. “Okay.” 
 
    “C’mon then,” he released me and interlaced our fingers, guiding us back to the booth. 
 
    I took my seat, unsure of how to proceed with the rest of dinner without the awkwardness I created because of rogue sexual hormones.  
 
    “Tell me what happened with him,” Julian resumed his position next to me, this time soothingly rubbing the knuckles of my hand. A gesture that was surprisingly relaxing.  
 
    “Honestly, I don’t feel like talking about it.” I sighed. The shit was exhausting living it, much less explaining it. 
 
    “So we’re just going to sit here and act like ain’t shit going on?” 
 
    I took a sip, well a large gulp of the wine that I didn’t realize had been placed next to my other drink.  
 
    “Or we can talk about your life. That’s what catching up involves you know? Maybe you’ll be inclined to tell me who you were buying lingerie for that day you came into Sultry,” I added. 
 
    “That was for a casual fling,” he looked amused.  “And shit, what do you wanna know?” He removed his hand from mine. “Matter of fact. Let me help you out.  First,” he started counting on his finger, “I don’t have any kids, hidden kids, step kids, or hidden baby mamas. Two, I’ve never been married and haven’t considered it with anybody...well,” he gave me a look.   “Never mind,” he stopped.  “Three, I love my job, it pays me well. And four, it may be weird that I’m in my thirties with no prospects, but these women are either after my pockets, after my dick, or can’t boil water,” he held his hands up. “It’s slim pickings out here and I don’t want just anybody.” 
 
    “Oh please,” I waved off taking another gulp. “You’re probably the problem.  Can’t settle down because you got some baggage and shit happening.” 
 
    Even married, I had to realize that maybe men were all alike.  They love options. Can’t be happy with just one woman who would love the hell out of them down to their funky ass, afraid to get a pedicure because it’s not manly, feet.  
 
    “Maybe, but it sounds like you’re the one with the baggage and shit,” he took a sip of his own drink. 
 
    “Fuck you,” I hissed, feeling more comfortable saying those words. He was such a know-it-all. 
 
    “Gladly and twice,” he smiled with the glass near his mouth.  Same ole Julian.  
 
     Fuck it. I finished off my entire glass.  
 
    “I busted him with the same woman twice and she’s pregnant,” I tried to rush through that last part. “I want out.”  
 
    “Wow,” he let that sentiment linger. I’m sure he wasn’t expecting me to unload that much. “I’m sorry.”   
 
    If I wasn’t mistaken, that was remorse I heard in Julian’s voice. And I almost believed him. He either sincerely meant what he was saying or was just a damn good liar. He leaned back against the booth. “Damn, that’s fucked up.” 
 
    “Tell me about it,” I caressed my glass with my free hand.  
 
    The oysters being placed on the table prevented my thoughts from drifting too long on Elliott. My face morphed as I stared at the shells. 
 
    “Why are you lookin’ at them like that?” Julian chuckled. 
 
    “I don’t eat oysters.”  I shrugged. “Probably should've mentioned that while you were ordering, huh?” 
 
    Julian sat up. “You don’t like how they taste?” 
 
    “Actually, I never tasted them. They just look... disgusting.   Like globs of spit.”  My nose wrinkled. “Thick ass spit globs.” 
 
    “You’re serious right now?” Julian held one of the shells near his mouth. “How can you not like something you’ve never had?” 
 
    “It’s easier than you think,” I admitted as he put his uneaten oyster back on the tray and put both of his hands on the table.  
 
    “Ok so check it,” he adjusted his posture. “Tonight. For the rest of this dinner. Cass with the fucked up marital problems who doesn’t like fruity cocktails and oysters gotta go sit her ass down somewhere.  I need spunky, down for whatever Cass, that I remember, to make an appearance.” 
 
    “I am spunky,” I took offense. “I just don’t like freakin’ oysters.” 
 
    “Man, I know the legend of Cass Taylor who took three girls out in the dodgeball tournament with one curving ball,” he held up a finger for emphasis. “Used to talk shit and dared anybody to challenge her. And you’re telling me that this same Cass, runs from oysters?” His eyebrow shot to the ceiling making me laugh. “Nah man, get the waitress. Get the check. This dinner is done before it can even get started.” 
 
    “Hold up now,” I held up my hand. “I am a legend. I know what your freckled-face ass is trying to do.”  
 
    I couldn’t have anybody testing me. Old Cass still lurked around from time to time. I knew Julian was just trying to loosen me up and dammit it was working. I mean...on top of the glass of wine I drank like some blue Kool-Aid. 
 
    “Prove it,” he taunted with a seemingly genuine smile on his face. 
 
    “I’m sorry, was that a dare?” I held my hand to my ear.   
 
    “A double muhfuckin dare,” his head bobbed with a twinkle of playfulness in his eyes. 
 
    “Oh, we double daring?” I rubbed my hands together staring at the gross little globs covered in...was that cheese? God, I hope I don’t throw this up.  “I got you. Count me down from three.” 
 
    Julian closed in on my face. “Three.” 
 
    I picked up the shell. 
 
    “Two.” 
 
    I held it by my mouth. 
 
    “One.” 
 
    I slurped the shell clean only to be surprised by the taste of parmesan and something else. It was good. No wonder Denise always raves about them. 
 
    “Yeaaaaah,” Julian started howling and clapping. I could only imagine what the other patrons were thinking of our obnoxious behavior.  
 
    “You sir, are an enabler,” I laughed deciding to finally take a sip of my confused drink that tasted like something I should’ve been wearing a bikini by the beach to receive.  
 
    “And you are sexy as fuck when you’re being free,” he countered, smashing the playful atmosphere into a carnal one.   
 
    I licked my lips from what was surely rum as my eyes gravitated to him. “Yeah I’m sexy alright. So sexy I can’t keep my husband from having a wandering penis.”  
 
    Shit. 
 
    “My bad,” I held up my hands. “Spunky Cass is still here. A minor slipup.” 
 
    Julian didn’t respond but shifted over to me, making me swallow whatever I planned on saying next. 
 
     “Look I don’t know him and I’m not trying to.” The stubble of his chin grazed the only exposed skin of my shoulder but unlike earlier, I didn’t run this time. “But I know personally, that fucking up with you only leads to torment and shoulda couldas.” 
 
    “Julian.” 
 
    “I just want tonight,” he looked into my eyes, so I wouldn’t confuse his words.   
 
     “And then what?” I stared down at the empty oyster shell. “I’d wake up tomorrow still hurt. Still having to live my crappy reality. Still having to figure out my next moves.” 
 
     “Cass,” he guided my cheek towards him.  “I can’t stop those things from happening to you, but maybe I can ease them.”  
 
    His lips were on mine before I could object.  Tasting every bit as good as I could remember. Soft as silk but forceful enough to ignite something I hadn’t felt in God knows how long. I had every reason and intention in the world to say no to this man, but my body wouldn’t allow it.  
 
    I hadn’t had any intimate moments in over four months, way before things went south with Elliott.  Yes, we had hello and goodbye pecks but that real connection. The kind you got lost in. That fuck being late for work because I needed to feel him in me for however long it took. That kind? No. That had died down in the rhythm of our day-to-days. We fell into a routine of not making it a priority. Our Thursday ritual was supposed to help with that, by giving us a guaranteed date night in our hectic schedules. I got the idea from an online article I stumbled across. People in the comments were swearing by it. But when his cancelling started, so did my interest in trying.    
 
    “Can I have you?” Julian’s voice still bold with his question as I fought to find my own.  His hands had moved between my thighs I stopped trying to squeeze them shut.  I was unraveling. Quickly. 
 
    “Yes.” I hummed into his lips. “Just for tonight.”  
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    Denise may not have been able to cook boxed mashed potatoes, but she made up for it with other household chores. Gerald took Tyler to see some weird movie about a superhero ant and it gave her time to finally get to the laundry she'd been putting off for the past two days. It never ceased to amaze her how filthy a little boy could get eight hours away from home.  It was like he intentionally participated in activities and ate food that stained his uniform shirts.  
 
    She gathered all his little clothes up, along with hers, and made her way to the laundry room. The thought of leaving Gerald's clothes to fend for themselves crossed her mind since he still wasn't shooting off, but she decided she could use that ammunition for a different day. Maybe get some nice apology jewelry or shoes if he felt bad enough.  
 
    With that motive, she went into their room, and started retrieving his stuff from the hamper.  As she made it towards the bottom of the basket, her expression twisted at the sight of an assortment of single-sided socks, each slightly rolled up. One-by-one, she pulled them out, realizing how stiff they were. She stood there trying to figure out what the hell had spilled on them to cause that type of hardness.  It wasn't until she sniffed one of them, that she realized exactly what was going on.  
 
    "That muthafucka!" She hissed throwing down what had to be number twelve of the bunch.   
 
    The harsh reality was that Gerald didn't have a physical problem cumming, nope not at all.   The truth in all its glory was right there in front of her face, stacked up like a pile from a pubescent boy's room whose parents left him alone without the parental controls on the internet for the evening.  
 
    An overwhelming amount of emotions and questions came at her at once, but the why is what would make her crazy. What had she done so different to cause this? Their arguments may have been petty and outrageous compared to anyone else's relationship but for them, it was as normal as going to the bathroom.  
 
     So, what changed?   
 
    Gerald.   
 
    No, he would never cheat.  Hell, he was in disbelief the first time Denise even looked in his direction but there was something she found so irresistibly adorable about him and his periodic table element shirt, that she approached him amongst his equally odd-looking friends to tell him that. She didn’t anticipate his slightly cocky response of “Thanks I know”, which made her extend the conversation further. That random conversation led to drinks and those drinks led to laughter. Laughter led to comfortableness and comfortableness led to Gerald’s jeans at his ankles while Denise rode him into oblivion on the sofa of her apartment. The rest was history.  Yep, she loved Gerald Edward Townsend's dorky ass down to his tidy whities.  
 
    "Oooo he better pray I don't find shit," she said aloud to herself fumbling through the pockets of his shirts and pants.  
 
    Gone were the days of writing phone numbers down on random pieces of paper but that didn't mean a receipt couldn't narrow down some things. Gerald was a creature of habit and particular about the types of food he ate. There were only about two places in their immediate neighborhood he frequented often for food since he was usually stuck in place with his gaming.  Anything outside of that or a high total amount would raise a red flag.  
 
    Nothing. 
 
    “Fuck!” She bit on a freshly manicured nail as her brain went on overdrive trying to think what else she could check. Her eyes landed on the desktop computer.  A device she hadn’t touched since Gerald bought it over a year ago. Her laptop and tablet usually provided her with everything she needed to answer emails or surf the net.  She scurried over to it, shaking the mouse to awake it.  
 
    Password? 
 
    The hell did he need a password for?  
 
    Tyler had his own laptop and rarely came in their room unless he was in his words “dying of hunger”. 
 
    “What could it be? What could it be?” Her fingers hovered over the keyboard. 
 
    The street they lived on.  
 
    No. 
 
    His birthday. 
 
    No. 
 
    Denise blew out a sigh of frustration.  Gerald wasn’t normal, so she couldn’t think normal but what could it be? What did he love enough to protect his secrets with? An involuntary snort escaped with the thought of his beloved game system.  
 
    “That’s it!” She perked up and quickly typed it in.   
 
    No.   
 
    “Shit.”    
 
    A sudden idea made Denise go grab her phone off the charger in the living room and search for the year the system debuted.   She flew back into the desk chair typing their last name and that same year.   When the screen started loading, her fists pumped in the air. Apparently, she did know her husband better than she thought. That celebration, however, was short lived as two faceless, naked animated breasts popped on the screen, followed by the rest of the voluptuous coke bottle shape of a body. The only thing covering -- what she was sure was a perfect Brazilian-waxed vagina -- was a tiny pair of panties.   
 
    Denise swallowed the lump in her throat as she clicked on another open window.  Same body sitting backwards on a chair.  Pink thong swallowed by her precisely drawn ass cheeks. Denise’s hands shook as she quickly pressed CTRL+ALT+ DELETE.  
 
    She turned away and stared at the pile of socks. Almost on the brink of tears, her mind bounced between anger and hurt. Sex was when she felt closest to Gerald. It’s when they were both on the same playing field absent of the things they didn’t understand about each other. Well, mainly what she didn’t understand about him but this? Some sick anime-like porn addiction was nowhere near the conclusions she would’ve drawn.  
 
    Her eyes fell to her legs and the sweat shorts she wore.  A reminder that her body wasn’t as stallion-toned as it was when she met Gerald, but she didn’t think it had gotten so out of shape that he would result to... this.    
 
    But hold up.  
 
    He had a nerve.    
 
    He didn’t push Tyler’s heavyweight frame from his damn body. Who was he to judge? 
 
    “Wait Denise,” she told herself.  She was jumping to conclusions a mile a minute when what she needed to do was just confront Gerald about it.  That’s something she should’ve done at the beginning but how? How do you approach your husband about something of this magnitude?  It’s not like he was fantasizing about a real woman she could put her hands on.  She needed help sorting this out and decided to call Cassie since she was the only person she confided in about the situation. 
 
    Denise knew she was actively on that stupid “date” that she shouldn’t even be on with Julian but despite her hanging up on her, she needed to talk.    
 
    She called three times to no avail. Even decided to leave a voicemail and still got nothing.   
 
    Denise knew Cassie’s head was probably so far up Julian’s ass that she couldn’t remove it just enough to recognize the out of character message she left. Denise stood up and paced, trying to actively figure out her next move. If she remained in this house with just her thoughts, she’d break all of Gerald’s gaming shit, along with this very desktop.  She needed a drink. Just one. Just to relax.   
 
    “Yeah, to get cute and relax,” she nodded into the closet.   
 
    Twenty minutes later she was sliding inter her car headed to the upscale-ish bar about fifteen minutes away.  Using the valet service, her long legs took some mean ass strides against the curve hugging material of her black dress as she walked through the entrance. She surveyed her surroundings, noting the different sets of people on dates. All of them smiling contently like they were having the time of their lives. 
 
    Bullshit.  
 
     She approached the pink and purple lit bar quickly searching for an available seat.  Just as she was losing hope amongst the crowd that didn’t seem to be lessening after getting their drinks, she saw a girl to her right paying for her tab.  She excused herself through the one or two people near the seat and placed her hand on the back of the stool. 
 
    “Oh My God!  Don’t I know you?!”  Denise smiled. 
 
    The girl gave an unsure smile back, trying to hide her confusion.  “Uhhh I’m not sure. “ 
 
    “It’s gotta be you,” Denise persisted with the lie. “What high school did you go to?” 
 
    “St. Mary’s,” the girl stood up, smiling with pride at the all-girl school name drop. This was a customary interaction in New Orleans. You never recognized people by their job or what college they attended.  It was either their neighborhood or high school.   
 
    “Yes! That’s it!  Oh my god and you still look the same girl.  Just gorgeous!” Denise beamed. 
 
    “Well thank you!”  The girl delighted in the compliment, still oblivious to who Denise was. It didn’t matter though. Once she offered the seat to her that she was leaving vacant, the mission was accomplished.  Denise’s legs crossed with victory upon the girl’s cheerful departure.  
 
    Waiting for an available bartender to flag down, her fingers tapped to the contagious upbeat of “Get Me Bodied”.   
 
    “You mind if I sit here?” Came from the left of her.  
 
    “Oh no, go ahead,” Denise nodded, barely paying attention to the person as she attempted her first flag down of a bartender.  
 
    “Your method is wrong,” the same voice stated.  
 
    Denise finally decided to give the stranger her full attention this time.  “And are you the spokesperson for the How to Get a Proper Drink Committee?”  
 
    The man laughed off her statement.  “No, not at all. I’m just a sucker for helping beautiful women out.”   
 
    “Smooth,” Denise sat into her chair. “Smooth one.  And I appreciate the compliment.”   
 
    Thank god somebody recognized her magnificent MILFness amongst the sea of the just legal crowd.  
 
    “So, if I can get you that drink you’re chasing, would you allow me to get to know you better?” 
 
    Denise’s eyes drifted downward to her wedding band as his followed suit. “As long as you know nothing happens outside of this bar then we’re good.” 
 
    “Scout’s honor,” he held his hand to his chest.  “The name’s Cooper.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    I fought for balance.  
 
    My hands were pressed against the massive hotel window Julian didn’t bother pulling the curtains closed on. I’m sure the view of the river he mentioned in the elevator ride up was breathtaking, but my eyes were slammed shut in anticipation of what was coming next.  
 
    Bent over.  
 
    Spread open.   
 
    In the most compromising of positions. My heartbeat was almost deafening.  A mix of fear and longing. Wanting him to do every freaky thing he whispered in my ear throughout the rest of dinner but worried about how I’d feel once the sun was up and the second drink he ordered for me wore off.  
 
    I held my breath at the initial feel of him. His thickness stretching me for the perfect fit. Foreign but somehow familiar, my body accepted every inch as my toes curled in the heels still housed on my feet.   
 
    His big hands gripped my shoulders for leverage as I helplessly gasped from the methodically slow but deep thrusts. The increase of pressure in my core would surely drive me insane if I didn’t try to position myself more upright.  
 
    I took a step forward only to have Julian move with me, digging deeper if that was even possible to fathom.  
 
    “Ju...lian,” I whimpered on now shaky legs. 
 
    “Uh unh.” He wrapped his hands around my stomach. “Not yet.” 
 
    I don’t know what kind of magical powers he thought I had, but me trying to prevent this much needed orgasm was useless. 
 
    He stilled behind me, weakening the buildup forming within me but in no way diminishing it.  He walked us forward, still buried in me as one of his hands moved down between my legs, leaving the other snaked around my stomach. My nipples steeled from the initial contact of the window’s cold glass. My upper body now fully pressed against it.  
 
    “You don’t know how long I’ve waited for this,” he spoke into the back of my neck with his fingers flicking my overstimulated bud. I rocked into him, back to chasing that erotic high like a fiend.  Yet still, he controlled our tempo, keeping a steady pace no matter how much I wanted to explode.  
 
    “Patience.” He nibbled on my shoulder. “I want you to feel...everything.” 
 
    “I do. I swear I do.” I bit my lip trying to keep my breathing stable.  
 
    “Shit,” he muttered through gritted teeth. “I see she still remembers me.  You’re dripping,” he growled. 
 
    This excited him. A small victory I wanted to take advantage of, so I rolled my hips against his hardness and fingers, hoping his temporary weakness would allow me to release. 
 
    “Cass.” He bit into my neck. “You gotta slow down.” 
 
    “I can’t,” I panted. “I need this.” 
 
    Realizing I wouldn’t let up, Julian backed up, putting me back in my original position. A scream left my lips as he started driving into me like deranged person.  I was tightening up, starting to peak. 
 
    “Right there. Right there.” My fingers clawed and slapped the window.  
 
      I yelped as my heels left the floor, bouncing in the air like a rag doll. Screaming every obscenity known to man as my entire body sparked with a pleasure that made my sex go numb. Julian groaned in between huffing and I knew he was close. With one last hard bounce, he moaned, holding tight to me, my legs still dangling freely.  Seconds later, I was placed gently back on my feet. My body still reeling from the aftershocks.  
 
    “God Damn,” he huffed through exaggerated breaths.  
 
     I wobbled towards the edge of bed and fell forward. Planting my face in the comforter. “What the hell was that position called?”  
 
    “Fantastic,” he hummed as I felt him lie next to me. He pulled my body into his and oddly, I loved the warmth of it.  
 
    “You wanna get cleaned up?” He kissed my ear then made his way down my neck. 
 
    “Honestly?” I moaned with my eyes closed. “I just want to sleep.” 
 
    Post-orgasm sleep was right up there with that post-Thanksgiving meal one. The one your heavy-set aunty with the stiff wig started preparing two days beforehand.    
 
    “I can do sleep.” His nose nuzzled into my neck. “I can do anything you ask me to.” 
 
    “Ok now. Don’t go making promises,” I playfully warned. 
 
    “This feels like back in the dorms, doesn’t it?” He murmured. 
 
    “Like hell it does!” I laughed.  “Us trying to squeeze onto that twin size bed was a feat in itself. Cricks in my neck and dozing off in my classes.” 
 
    “No, you know exactly what had you dozing off." He squeezed my hips, brushing his semi-erect member against my butt. 
 
    “Stop,” I grinned and weakly pushed him off. “And maybe that too. We used to think we were being soooo quiet and Shanice would turn over and give me this smug look the next morning after you left.” 
 
    Shanice and that smile of hers. Big, gorgeous set of perfectly white teeth that she rarely showed off.  She was always upbeat and bubbly when it was just us but I swear she would turn into this timid and closed off person with the rest of the world. It took her like six months to even get comfortable talking to Julian when we started dating. I never complained though. It was her personality and I loved her despite it.  
 
    “I still miss her,” I sighed. “You would think after all these years it would go away.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Julian snorted. “And I try to do the opposite.” 
 
    My eyes popped open. “Why? You say it like you’re annoyed.” 
 
    “Honestly?” He unwrapped his arms from around me. “I am.” 
 
    “What?” I turned over shocked but curious.  
 
    His hands went behind his head. “She caused one of the worst experiences of my life. I left any thought of her in the past.”  
 
    “Really Julian?” I sat up. “You don’t think that’s a bit harsh? I mean she’s dead.” 
 
    “Of her own doing,” he countered. “It was unnecessary.” 
 
    “Or maybe she was hurting from something she couldn’t explain,” I defended and rightfully so. I was always taught to never speak ill of the dead and besides that, Shanice wasn’t here to speak for herself.   
 
    “Cass, you were her best friend. Wouldn’t she have discussed whatever that was with you?” His eyebrow raised. 
 
    As quickly as my mouth opened to answer, it shut.  To be honest, that was one of the questions I always asked myself. We were like sisters and I thought she trusted me like family since she never spoke of her own. I knew about her running away from home a few times in high school, and even about one her ex's that gave her a black eye, but I always felt like she was holding back something.  Something I couldn’t quite pinpoint. I drove myself insane thinking about it still sometimes. Always wondering if she thought I wouldn’t be able to understand or handle it.  
 
    "I don't know," I felt defeated.  
 
    "Hey," he pulled me down onto his body, wrapping his arms around my waist. "I didn't mean to come across like a dick." His grip tightened. "I'm just saying we always think we know somebody until we don't.  Instead of driving yourself crazy on why she did what she did, try to think about it like maybe she had demons bigger than your friendship.   That's not on you though." 
 
    "Yeah." I hated to admit that, but it was looking more and more like the truth every time I thought about it. It's not like she was going to come back and answer the questions I had anyway.  "I guess you're right." I decided not to harbor on it for now.  
 
    "Of course, I'm right," he planted a kiss on my lips, squeezing my ass in the process.  "I got something else that's right too."  
 
    Jesus, is he not tired. 
 
    I hadn't participated in a sex marathon in God knows how long. Sex wasn't so much for fun as it was for necessity these days. I was either too busy or too damn tired. Elliott was usually in the same boat so there wasn't much complaints coming from him, but I needed to get my head out of that mindset.  
 
    "Oh yeah?" I nibbled on his bottom lip. "I'm all yours." 
 
    "Music to my damn ears," he moaned and flipped me over on my back. "You'll sleep later." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    I managed to successfully sneak out of Julian’s hotel room without waking him.  Staying the night wasn’t the plan but my tiredness said otherwise.  Heels in hand, I unlocked and pushed open my front door. 
 
    “Well, well, well. Good morning to you,” Denise sat up from the sofa, fully draped in my favorite robe. 
 
    I rolled my eyes. How the hell did I miss her car?  
 
    “Don’t you have a child, a man, and a house you belong to?” 
 
    “Yes, even though one of those is questionable,” she put her naked feet up on the coffee table that was scattered full of one hundred calorie snacks she obviously raided from my pantry. “But let me guess where you were. All night bible study?” 
 
    “Aren’t you observant,” I sarcastically sang as I dropped my heels and purse to the floor.  A hot shower and coffee were both calling my name, but I hadn’t decided who to answer to first.  
 
    “So, you fucked him, didn’t you?” Denise wasted not a second asking. 
 
    Coffee it is.    
 
    “Tell me why that is any of your concern.” I headed into the kitchen with a pleasant soreness in my step. 
 
    “What the....you’re still married Cass!” She shuffled behind me. “You of all people should be concerned!” 
 
    “First of all,” I spun around, “my marriage is nearly out the door just like you’re about to be.” Denise gave me a skeptical look, folded her arms and popped her hip out, making it clear she wasn’t budging. Not that I expected her to, but a girl could dream. “And second of all, what I do with my body is my business and my business alone.”    
 
    “No,” her accusatory finger pointed in my direction, “what you do with your body is our business because I always end up in the wrath of the consequences and the Lord knows you just looooove doing stupid shit with it.” She snapped.  
 
    That one stung.  I wasn’t sure if that was a jab at Julian or my decision to tie my tubes. I didn’t want kids and it was a move Elliott didn’t fully accept but respected it which is why him getting this girl pregnant threw me completely for a loop. I disclosed it to him at the very beginning of us dating and never wavered from that decision. He could’ve said something, hell anything to me if he felt differently. My parents and Denise, however, weren’t as forgiving. I only opted to tell them because I was growing tired of the “when am I getting a grandbaby or little cousin for Tyler” talk. 
 
    “You know what? I don’t have time for this from you of all people.” I went for my mug. 
 
    “Excuse me,” Denise moved closer. “What is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “What it means is that you love trying to save me when you need to be caping for your own shit. Figure out why the ying to your yang ain’t yinging and then maybe I’d let you attempt to fix my life. Stones and glass houses or whatever the fucking saying is.” 
 
    “Well at least my ying is still around and I’m not hopping on the first dick with a pulse,” she challenged almost making me drop my mug. 
 
    “Fuck you DeeDee.” I slammed my eyes shut. “You don’t know shit.” 
 
    “Tell me I’m lying then,” she leaned against the counter nearest to me. “Tell me you didn’t fall for his bullshit and end up sleeping with him just like I said you would.” 
 
    I maneuvered past her for a new coffee filter straightening up my posture.  “Julian and I had a conversation like adults and came to a mutual decision about a one-time night of sex.”  
 
    Denise walked away. “Oh, well excuuuseee me.” She dramatically bent her knees throwing her hands up to the heavens. “Forgive me for being wrong. Pandora’s box apparently can be closed.  She says it’s just going to be this one time, Lord.” 
 
    “It was,” I cut her off. That wasn’t the plan. We both needed a fix and we got that. End of story. 
 
    “And with a straight face, you can tell me that you believe that?”   
 
    My neck rolled in her direction. “Yes, I can actually.” 
 
    Denise kissed her teeth as she went back into the living room, reemerging seconds later with a clutch purse and heels in her hand.   
 
    “I know this shit with Elliott hurts. I swear I do but when this blows up in your face, because it will, remember this conversation. Remember my warning and remember that as your sister, one of my goals in life is to always protect you. I’m not grilling you because I have nothing else better to do. I do it because I care. Genuinely care.” 
 
    "Whatever,” I rolled my eyes. “Where are you going anyway? I didn’t see your car.” 
 
    “That’s because it’s not here,” she removed my robe, revealing a cute little black dress. 
 
    “What are you doing over here anyway? Where’d you come from last night?” 
 
    Denise bit into her bottom lip, wrestling with it. “It’s not important anymore. My Uber will be here in a few.” 
 
    “Uber?” My face twisted. “Why would you Uber when I’m right here?” 
 
    Denise took a deep sigh, attempting to fluff out her short curls. “Maybe if you would’ve answered your phone for me, after the third time I tried to call you, you’d have more answers than questions, but once again, if it ain’t about Cass, it ain’t important right?” She backed away and left out the front door.  
 
    What was that supposed to mean? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Sushi. 
 
    That’s all that agreeing to lunch with Julian was supposed to be about. A little avocado roll here. Eel sauce there. 
 
    But as my back slid up and down the thankfully sturdy stall of the women’s restroom, I can admit that players fuck up. 
 
    “This pussy so fuckin good,” Julian was in my ear, pumping into me with a sense of urgency. 
 
    If he didn’t have on this polo, I’m certain he’d be bleeding at his shoulders from my nails gripping onto him for life support. Shallow breaths were all I could manage to get out. He was continuously working a spot that was pushing me to the point of bliss and pain.  
 
    His secure hold on my thighs gave me the confidence I needed to let my head fall back without fear of falling. 
 
    “Shit,” he grunted a little louder. 
 
    “Shh” my scolding came out more like a moan.  “You’re gonna get us busted.” 
 
    I‘d never done some wild shit like this before. I was way too paranoid for this type of adventure.  Elliott would always hint at pushing the boundaries of our lovemaking, wanting me to jump on him whenever the mood struck me. The furthest that ever got him was me jerking him off in the car while he was driving.   Nothing like this porno scene I was currently pulling off. The thrill of someone walking in at any moment was a powerful aphrodisiac.  
 
    Julian's thrusts slowed as his eyes met mine. He was letting seconds linger between each deep plunge. The intensity of his gaze increasing the buildup in my core.  
 
    “Oh God,” left my lips before I could stop them. 
 
    “Now who’s being loud?”  He spoke into my neck, breathing controlled like he had mastered this technique.  And from the way my body quivered from each stroke, I would say he had. 
 
    “Fuck, fuck, fuck this shit good,” Julian spread my legs apart further as I looped my arms around his neck.  
 
    At the first feel of him throbbing inside of me, I exploded, biting into his neck to muffle my scream. Julian started groaning and even in my daze, I rushed to cover my hand over his mouth.  It took us a few seconds to catch our breaths but when we did, a hushed laughter commenced. He put my legs down, one at a time and helped me adjust my dress back down over my hips. 
 
    “Shit. Where’s my underwear?” I whispered with my eyes roaming the tiled floor.   
 
    Julian quickly discarded and flushed the filled condom. “In a safe place,” he tapped his side pocket. 
 
    “Umm, kind of need those so I can go back to work. You know... without a draft.” I attempted to fix some of my curls. Thankfully, I wore them wild today so they couldn’t have looked too out of place.  
 
    Julian tucked his polo back into his navy-blue pants, sealing the deal with the re-buckling of his belt. 
 
     “Nah,” he grabbed me by the waist, devouring my lips as I helplessly allowed him to. “Every time you walk and that sting of cold hits, I want you to remember why.”  One of his hands crept up my thigh. His thumb strumming the smoothest song between my lips.  “I’m seeing you later tonight, right?” 
 
    I bit my lip as my body heated up again. I wanted to say no. Wanted to tell him that five days ago should’ve been it and we couldn’t do this anymore. I couldn’t get wrapped up in a situation with him again, but as one of his fingers slid into me...thy flesh was too damn weak.  
 
    “Yes,” I almost cried. 
 
    “That’s my girl,” he kissed my forehead, removing the torturous digit. 
 
    He went to unlock the stall and I grabbed his arm, “Wait, how do we leave?” 
 
    Julian’s smile reached his eyes. He was obviously amused with my amateur question. “Just be cool. The place wasn’t packed. I paid our bill so we’re just going to walk out like nothing. Give me your hand.” 
 
    A back road in Mississippi nervous, I did what he asked. We interlocked fingers and Julian casually led us out of the women’s restroom like that wasn’t a big ass “Ooo Ya’ll Nasty” red flag plastered on us. However, just as he said, no one even looked our way. I almost wanted to sprint through the exit. I didn’t realize I was holding my breath until I released it when we made it to our cars.  
 
    “I’m picking you up tonight,” Julian stated rather than asked.  
 
    A spell of uneasiness gnawed at me. “No, I don’t think that’s a good idea.”  
 
    I could tell Julian was a bit taken back. “What’s the problem?  You told me your husband moved out, right?”  
 
    Yes, I did tell him that, but something felt wrong having a man come get me from a home that still wasn’t solely mine. Not on paper at least. 
 
    “He did but I just don’t want any confusion.” My eyes floated up to his. 
 
    “With who? Me?” He seemed surprised. “Stop acting like I'm some stranger Cass. We have history. Tarnished history but history nevertheless and like I’ve said before, I know your situation.  I thought we were just having fun?” He questioned innocently. 
 
    Fun? Yes, this whole thing with him was that and more. Fresh air to an emotionally smothering situation. 
 
    “I know, I know.” I nodded. “I’m just in my own head so much.  It’s cool. I’ll text you the address.” 
 
    “Cool.” He patted his pocket where my still soaked Sultry thong resided. “Enjoy the rest of your workday.” 
 
    “Nasty ass,” I muttered with an unavoidable smirk right into my driver’s seat. 
 
    ***** 
 
    “I don’t think I’ll ever get tired of hearing you moan my name,” Julian’s husky voice hummed into my sweaty neck. We had just gone at it for a second time tonight like our restroom rendezvous hadn’t happened earlier. 
 
    I got all cute for dinner, rocking a new updo style I learned how to do from YouTube. Curls hanging to one side and everything.  It was all pointless the second I hit Julian’s peanut butter leather seats. Dinner became whatever room service had to offer. 
 
    “Trust me, it'll eventually get old to you,” I sighed. “Nothing good lasts forever.” 
 
    “That’s just your divorce talking,” Julian casually brushed me off. “When do you plan on following through with it anyway?” 
 
    I was glad that our positioning didn’t allow him to see the scowl I was now wearing.  Did he assume it was like cancelling a cable subscription? Go to the judge with my marriage license and say “Hey, I’m not liking the service this one’s been giving me. Can I return it and receive my youth back?” 
 
    “I mean Elliott is just barely out of the house and even getting the paperwork started is a task in itself. We have combined assets and all that jazz." Just thinking about it gave me anxiety. Our married life was going to be analyzed and financially calculated by strangers with no emotional attachment to us whatsoever. 
 
    “But you’re still going through with it, right?” He persisted seeming to ignore everything I just said. 
 
    “Yeah, of course.” What was the point of repeating myself? I know he heard me the first time.  
 
    When his arm wrapped securely around my waist, I took that as he got the answer he was looking for. 
 
    “You never mentioned anything about kids,” Julian started up again forcing me to assume that these questions had been marinating in his thoughts for some time now.  
 
    “That’s because there’s nothing to mention. I don’t have any.” 
 
    “Well I figured that much, but why?”  
 
    “It’s not something I want.”  
 
    Brief silence followed. “You used to. I remember us talking about it.” 
 
    What the hell was his deal tonight?  
 
    “And you used to tell me you would always be there for me.” I sat up and glared over at him.  “Obviously shit changes.”   
 
    “Damn, chill.  You act like I’m asking you something outrageous.” He sat up too. 
 
    “Having fun doesn’t involve this,” I continued. 
 
    “What? A conversation?” He countered. 
 
    “No, it’s the direction the conversation is going that’s the problem.” 
 
    "Because I’m actually interested in learning about this new Cass? That’s a problem for you?” 
 
    That was exactly the problem. The status of my personal life wasn’t up for discussion. It was none of his business. There were a million other things we could’ve been talking about other than me. 
 
    Annoyed, I stood up from the bed and started collecting my clothes. “I’m ready to go.” 
 
    Julian sighed. “Look, my bad. We don’t have to talk about anything you don’t want to. I don’t want you to leave.” 
 
    Too late for that.  
 
    “Julian,” I huffed. “Just bring me home.” 
 
    It took him a minute, but he eventually removed the comforter from the lower half of his body and stood up, revealing a mouthwatering view that I forced my eyes to pull away from.  He approached me, not bothering to shield himself back into his boxer briefs. Purposely I’m sure.   
 
    “Tell me you’re not mad at me,” he held my cheek. 
 
    I kissed my teeth and rolled my eyes away from his handsome face.  
 
    “Cass, c’mon.  I’m sorry. I got carried away with the questions. My bad. Fa real.” 
 
    I still wasn’t budging. 
 
    “Stop acting like that before my dick gets back hard.” 
 
    Wait. 
 
    “What?” I broke out in a fit of laughter.  “What does that have to do with anything?” 
 
    Julian grinned. “Nothing. I just needed to see that.” He playfully pinched one of my cheeks. 
 
    Ok so maybe I may have been overreacting. He had to understand that I was on guard most of the time now. Completely exhausted by everyone, parents and friends who were aware of my marital situation included. Always asking me how I'm feeling, how I’m doing, what’s next, like I know any of that shit. I just got to the point where I’m not looking for Elliott on the side of me in the mornings.  
 
    “It’s fine,” I held his gaze. “I just have a long day tomorrow and some projections I need to calculate for my client.” 
 
    “So, we’re good?”  
 
    I offered a soft smile. “Yes, we’re good.” 
 
    “Good,” he pecked me on the lips. “Can’t have my girl mad at me.” He turned away and then proceeded with putting on his things. 
 
    His use of the term “my girl” had my mouth itching for the context he meant it in, but I swallowed it back. I planned on addressing him soon to make sure we were still on the same page about what this thing between us was and wasn’t.  
 
    “So, when are you free again?” Julian asked as we pulled up to the front of my house.  
 
    “Not too sure yet but you know I’ll let you know,” I lied, holding onto the car door handle. I didn’t need him upholding me to dates and times. The randomness of this thing we were doing is what made it work. 
 
    “Aight. Don’t work too hard,” he leaned over, and I met him halfway for a quick kiss. 
 
    I started up the walkway, glancing over at the row of hedges under the large living room window. They were neatly trimmed and shaped, informing me that they were taken care of while I was at Sultry. I must have missed them the first time I came home today. It was a reminder that Elliott was still keeping up with that as well as the mortgage and our credit card bill. Even when he wasn’t around, he still was. 
 
    “Who the hell was that?” Elliott’s distinct baritone emerged, scaring the house keys from my grasp.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    I scrambled to pick them up from the welcome mat with shot to hell nerves. “Why are you here?”  His clothing told me he’d just left work.  
 
    “Answer the question,” he persisted, holding his own set of keys out that I failed to tell him were now useless.  
 
     I glanced to the street, praying that Julian had already pulled off.  “That’s none of your business.” 
 
     I didn’t need this type of crap right now. A full day of bomb ass sex shouldn’t be ending like this.  
 
      “Cass, you ok?”   
 
    Please God tell me this isn’t happening. 
 
    Julian was already walking up the driveway, now catching both Elliott and my attention. If looks could kill, Elliott would have had him laid out right next to the potted gardenias he was standing by. 
 
    “She's always ok around me,” Elliott turned completely in Julian’s direction, sizing him up. A lose-lose situation by means of comparison. Julian had him by at least a foot and thirty pounds. “The real question is who the fuck are you to be addressing my wife in front of our house?” 
 
    “Oh, now she’s your wife?” Julian brushed his nose with a tilted head, getting some amusement from the statement. To be honest, I did too. It was complete bullshit for somebody who had done every action to show how non-committed he was to this marriage. I mean he was about to have a whole ass baby! 
 
    “Maybe if you would’ve been acting accordingly, then I wouldn’t have to be around… Professor,” Julian’s taunting forced me wedge myself between the two of them before anything could escalate further.   
 
    I don’t recall divulging Elliott’s occupation to him but under the influence of alcohol and sex, who knows what came out of my mouth.  
 
    I couldn’t tell Elliott, who legally had rights to this house and things he still needed to move out, that he couldn’t come in, so I directed my attention to Julian. “Hey,” I patted his chest. “It’s cool. I’ll call you later.” 
 
    Julian’s eyes were past me. Murder in his eyes. “You sure?” 
 
    “Yes, she’s sure. Now get the fuck off my property, Big Man,” Elliott countered, swiveling my head in his direction. To date, I’d never heard that kind of hostility from him. It wasn’t his style. Let’s just say he was a Dr. King in a world full of Malcolm X’s.  
 
    Julian kissed the side of my head, for spite no doubt, and in a strange manner, quietly walked back to his car, pulling off within seconds. I knew him to be a hot-head back then. Ready to pounce on anyone who even sniffed in my direction, but it would seem age did him some good on that front. 
 
    I finally released the breath I was holding and rushed to unlock the front door. I walked in heading straight to the kitchen while Elliott, hopefully, got whatever he needed to get and left.  His footsteps behind me told me otherwise. 
 
    “I’m going to ask you again. Who. Was. That?” He stopped just shy of the kitchen isle.  
 
     I snorted reaching for a wine glass from the cabinet. “You have a nerve questioning me.” 
 
    “Cass,” he said my name like I was trying his patience.  
 
    The fucking audacity. 
 
    I browsed my wine selection, deciding on a Riesling to mellow out. 
 
    “You’re sleeping with him.” It was a statement rather than a question.  
 
     I pulled the bottle from the colorful rack and went for a corkscrew, figuring it was best to  ignore him entirely.   
 
    “No man is that comfortable stepping to a woman’s husband unless he was given the authority to do so.” He moved closer to me, tie loosened, noticeably frustrated.  “So what, that’s supposed to be your boyfriend? Is that it?”  
 
    I popped the cork open, humming a song I randomly made up in my head.  He’ll eventually get tired enough to get the hell out of my face. 
 
    "I’ve been trying to talk to you for months now and this is your response? I’m barely out the damn house and you’re already one foot into something else.” 
 
    “Which is who’s fault?!” I finally snapped. He was the one dragging his damn feet getting his shit moved out. “I told you there was no fixing this. You’re the one with the baby coming! And you’re the one stringing this along!” 
 
    “Seven years?!” He slammed his fist on the counter making me jump. “You don’t think we should try something?! Hell anything?!” 
 
     I stopped pouring into my glass. “You’re the one who decided to step out on me and to add insult to injury, got her pregnant in the process.  Now you wanna sit here and be on this hypocritical high horse because the shit doesn’t feel that great when it’s being done to you. Does it?” 
 
    "God Dammit!" Elliott snatched the bottle from my hand and sent it flying in the nearest corner, shattering it into pieces. “How many times do I have to tell you, that is not my baby?!” 
 
      We were engaged in a stare down with his chest heaving and my hands shaking from the shock of his actions.  Elliott snapped out of whatever trance had overcome him and wiped his hands down his face.  "I'm sorry." His expression softened. "It's just frustrating that you refuse to hear me out." His head shook repeatedly. “It's like you're trying to pay me back. I mean you would rather be with some random man than your husband.” 
 
    “Julian isn’t random and -” 
 
    “Julian?” Elliott’s eyes narrowed.  I internally cringed at that colossal slip up. “Julian from college?” 
 
    This conversation wasn’t going to go well...I mean not that it started on a good note.  Elliott knew everything about Julian. I cried on his shoulder enough when I finally felt comfortable telling him about my past.  
 
    I took my glass with the little bit of wine I did manage to pour and walked past him towards the living room. Again, he was on my heels. 
 
    “The same Julian I’ve spent our entire relationship picking up the pieces behind? I know it's not that Julian.” 
 
    I turned to face him, taking offense to that.  “You decided to be with me of your own free will. Nobody held a gun to your head,” I rolled my eyes back to my original task of kicking off my shoes.  
 
    “You’re absolutely right. Nobody did because loving you was enough for me to want to do that. You uplift somebody you’re in love with. Help them be a better version of themselves.  Stay on the phone with them all night because of the insomnia their ex helped create.  Constantly tell them how beautiful they were and still are until they start seeing it themselves. But that’s a foreign concept to you. It’s always been.” 
 
    “Excuse me.” I spun on my heels. “What the hell do you think I’ve been doing the entire time we’ve been together? 
 
    “Hell, you tell me.” He stood firm in his stance, catching me off guard with that response. “Before all of this, name a non-selfish thing you’ve done for me in the past month, hell past year if you can recall.” 
 
    Now he was just being an asshole, reaching for air in support of a baseless argument. I stepped into his personal space. 
 
     “Oh, I don’t know. Cook your meals. Make sure our house is in order on top of my own job that I do. Support every move you make.” 
 
    “Enlighten me.” His hands went up in an exaggerated shrug. "When was the last meal?” 
 
    “Well, since you wanna go there, it was supposed to be spinach lasagna but oh yeah, you were too busy knocking somebody up that night. My bad for that one.” I tapped my head as if my memory was bad.  
 
    “Even if that was true, it’s not like I could knock you up though, right?” His jaw flexed as did mine. “But that’s beside the point,” he said sarcastically delighted. “Was it spinach lasagna, Cass? The same spinach I don’t eat and have never god damn eaten since you’ve known me.  Or the pasta I’ve repeatedly told you I don’t want because I wanted to lose the few pounds I’ve gained in the past two years.” He bypassed me and stood behind the back of the sofa. “On the night of watching shows that I can’t stand but do it because it makes you happy.” 
 
    What? He never told me... 
 
    “That confused look on your face is exactly why we’re here.  You want honesty? You want truth?  You lost interest in me and anything that’s concerned me for a while now." 
 
    “That’s bullshit!” I found my voice. “Now this entire thing is on me? You wanna play the blame game for your infidelities?” 
 
    “No, I stand in my truth and own my mistake.  I regret it all, but you don’t wanna hear it.  Don’t wanna accept it.” He circled back towards me.  “But listen damn good this time since you’ve already decided we’re done.” He entered my personal space as I fought the urge to slap him, livid that he was trying to make me accountable for his actions.  
 
    “I. Did. Not. Sleep. With. Her but yes, I lied to you.  Had hotel meet ups with some woman ten years younger than me. Gambled with the vows of our marriage. All for the sake of conversation and a failed ass attempt at getting head.” His nostrils flared. “I’m not out here trying to play tit for tat like some adolescent by fucking somebody the first chance I got.”  
 
    Before I could stop myself, the wine in my glass was now dripping down his face. I don't know who the hell he thought he was talking to with this typical double standard BS. Now the whole world is ending and I’m a hoe because I’m doing the same thing. I hope he didn’t think that even though he claimed “it” didn’t happen, that all of his deceitful actions were now irrelevant. If anything, it made it worse. All the time, energy, and sacrifices we poured into making this thing between us work and that’s who, or rather what, he throws it away on.  
 
    He wiped his shirt sleeve across his face seemingly unfazed. “You used to tell me that you could listen to me talk for hours about the color blue.” His tone went somber. “Would pop up in my lectures every now and then. Top row. Careful not to distract me. Do you even remember our first date?” 
 
    I was still reeling so he had to excuse me if I didn't feel like strolling down memory lane with his disrespectful ass. He must've expected me not to respond because he walked away towards our wedding pictures observing them like he'd never seen them before.  
 
    "You wouldn't let me hold your hand. Noticeably uncomfortable if I stared at you too long. And you had this sadness in your eyes that told me you were carrying the weight of the world around. But when I started talking, like really got into my bag discussing slavery...The Code Noir to be exact, your eyes lit up and I knew that's how I'd get you to open up to me. Fall in love with me." He picked up the very picture I was crying my eyes out over the morning after I found him cheating. "Word by word. Syllable by syllable." 
 
     Silence fell over the room as I continuously fought off the memory. “Maybe I’ve been going about this all wrong. After all these years, maybe I was just a temporary fix for you.  You’re still in love with him, aren’t you?” 
 
    "What the hell are you even talking about?” I backed away. “No...I don’t love him.” That implication was preposterous.  Yeah, I probably could've pulled any dude I wanted but it just so happened to be Julian because I ran into him.   
 
    And he was apologetic.  
 
    And he was still fine.   
 
    But being with him was no way related to love. A sort of high maybe. Whatever it was, it made me feel good enough to forget about all of this, even if it was temporary.   “And you’re changing the subject of what this is really about.” 
 
    “No. No, I’m not.” He took his tie off completely.  “This is about my wrongdoing and how we got here but everything just became so clear to me. You have baggage you refuse to let go of and I’m done trying to unpack it for you.” He began unbuttoning his newly stained shirt headed in the direction of the staircase. “You never got your closure. With Shanice. With...Julian.” He said his name like it made him ill.  
 
    “That was over ten years ago. It has nothing to do with this.”    
 
    I had my god damn closure. Shanice had demons that trumped our friendship and Julian was just as scared and confused as I was and chose to run away.  
 
    “You say that, but I remember us in the beginning. You couldn't even stand the sight of your own face. This look of terror in your eyes at the hint of anything related to intimacy.” He headed up the stairs with my full attention. “You don’t think I sensed that the first time I met you.”  
 
    This was the first time he’d spoken of it. Anytime he talked about the day we met, it was usually about how beautiful he thought I and my gliding car was. I didn’t realize my emotionally fucked ways were that transparent.  
 
    “So afraid that if you got close to anyone, they’d abandon you. And in some sick ass twisted way, you’re back, dealing with the same fucking person who caused this trauma. Well...one of em.” 
 
    I followed behind him, two steps at a time. “Since you seem to have answers for every single thing about me, why would you move forward with me knowing all of that? Could’ve saved me and you from further heartbreak.” 
 
    “You still don’t get it.” He grabbed one of the empty suitcases from the open corner of our bedroom. He threw it on the floor near the closet door and unzipped it as I stood by the doorway watching him. 
 
    “What am I not getting?”  
 
    He hugged the last bit of his clothes that were hanging up. He unhooked them from the rack and dropped them into the suitcase.   “I tried to fix you, but it wasn’t my place to.” 
 
    “There is nothing wrong with me!” I slapped the top of the dresser. Exhausted by this reverse psychology ploy. “You’re saying all this stuff to try and confuse me and it’s not fair.” 
 
    “I’m not doing anything but finally admitting some things to you that I should’ve done a long time ago.” He dumped a drawer of ties into the pile. 
 
    He then reached for our purple box of memories we kept at the top of the closet. Movie tickets, Broadway playbills and anything you could think of that we experienced together. When he pulled out the final notes from his doctoral dissertation, I bolted over to him. 
 
    “You can’t take that!” I snatched the papers from his hand along with the box. 
 
    “Why? They’re mine.” He stood there bewildered. 
 
    “Because...” I stuffed the papers back into the box searching for a suitable answer to offer. 
 
    I stayed up countless nights helping him with his proposal, researching possible topics, letting him bounce ideas off me to see if he was headed in the right direction. Now that I think of it, him choosing to write about saving our black women as it relates to our struggle with black men and the world, was irony at its best.  I earned that degree right along with him. He didn’t get to pick and choose what he wanted to take from this box. They were our memories. 
 
    “Because what?” He stared at me curiously, as if he knew the exact thoughts on my mind. Like he was testing me. 
 
    I walked away from him and slid the box under the bed. I took my seat, frustrated that I couldn’t voice why those memories were important to me when I shouldn’t have to.  He should be kissing my feet, begging me to stay with him because he messed up. Not this. 
 
    “What's your next steps with her?” I sat at the edge of the bed, glaring at him. 
 
    “There are no next steps with her. I haven’t seen her since that night and I wasn’t trying to see her even then because once again, having a baby requires sleeping with her.” He zipped up the suitcase and positioned it upright. “But do you even believe that?” 
 
    My eyes dropped to my naked feet.  I honestly didn’t know if I did or not and Elliot’s deep sigh told me he understood that response. 
 
    “You say you don’t love him but allowed him back in the very part of you that was reserved for me. We had something special once upon a time, but you won’t attempt to reconcile with me.  I hope once your anger and hurt settle that deep down this isn’t some sort of therapeutic revenge tactic for you.” 
 
    I tilted my head upward just enough for eye contact. “Revenge?” 
 
    “For how he abandoned you. For how I hurt you.  Yes, revenge.” 
 
    I stood to my feet. “Sorry to disappoint you but I’m not into spiteful games.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said dryly as he picked up the suitcase. “Me either.”  
 
    He paused momentarily glancing over me, then around the room. “I think that’s the last of everything besides some of the old boxes in the attic.  As soon as I find a lawyer, I’ll send the information over for you.” He said it so formally that it threw me off.  Speaking to me like some associate at work. 
 
    “Ok”. I suddenly felt that prickly sensation in the back of my eyes. Why was I even reacting like this? On top of him basically calling me a revengeful hoe, he hadn’t stayed at the house in months. I should be putting my foot in his ass to help get him out the door even faster.  
 
     But this time felt so real. So permanent.  
 
    I needed to hold it together at least until he made it out of the front door.  
 
    “Ok,” he nodded but it wasn’t as confidently as the rest of his declarations. It seemed like neither one of us knew the correct move to make. To be honest, I don’t think there was one.  
 
    We stared at each for a brief minute and then he turned to leave. I didn’t attempt to move from my spot on the bed.  When I failed to hear his heavy footsteps down the stairs, I froze wondering if maybe he was reconsidering doing this. Maybe he was going to fall on his knees and come groveling with tears to beg me for another chance.  The sound of him approaching the room made me adjust my slouched position into a more upright and confident one. 
 
    “Before I forget,” he held up two keys and placed them on the dresser. “I’ll call before I come over next time.” 
 
    He left without my response as I swallowed the lump in my throat at the sound of the front door opening and closing.  
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    "You ok?” Cooper questioned across from Denise who was stirring her barely touched bowl of broccoli and cheese soup. 
 
    “Yeah... Yes.” She perked up smiling.  “Sorry if I’m being a shitty lunch partner.” 
 
    Denise reached out to Cooper letting him know that she’d planned on coming to this specific sandwich shop for lunch and if he wasn’t busy, he was welcomed to join her.  
 
    “You wanna talk about it?’ His eyebrows hiked hoping she’d be inclined to disclose what was obviously bothering her.  
 
    For a brief moment, she stared out the large window debating if she should. He was still a stranger by all definitions but their conversation that night at the bar was different, genuine in every sense of the word.  She never felt like he was trying to hit on her or make her uncomfortable, which in this day and time was hard to do. It was never her intent to reach out to him in person, but she honestly felt like being around somebody who wasn’t the cause of her crappy day. Gerald was still carrying on like nothing was wrong between the two of them and she had no interest in calling Cass. It was pretty embarrassing to discuss the situation about her husband, so she opted for her sister instead. 
 
    “Got into it with my sister and it’s taking unusually long for us to get past it. Well me rather.” She shrugged, bringing her attention back to him.  
 
    Cass did text her a couple of days after their argument but Denise didn’t find herself interested in responding. She refused to get over her sister foolishly walking into a complete disaster of a situation.  
 
    “Ahh,” he sighed. “Sibling rivalry.  I’m fluent in it.”  
 
    He leaned back against remembering his war of a childhood with his own. 
 
    “Yeah, well...she’s being really naïve about a man, who is not her husband may I add, and is pissed at me for telling her about herself. Crazy right?” Denise put her spoon down feeling herself getting worked up again.  
 
    “Yikes. So, she’s cheating on her husband?” Cooper played into the story, attempting to act oblivious to a situation he was already familiar with. 
 
    “No,” Denise quickly defended. “It’s not like that. Her and her husband are separated. I mean I guess that’s the best way to put it. The problem is that she hasn’t sorted her emotions with the separation and now she’s carrying on with this man, that I just know isn’t good for her.”  
 
    Now this was what Cooper was waiting to hear about. 
 
    “Well, what makes you think he isn’t good for her?” 
 
    Denise was hesitant about putting anymore of her sister’s business out there but maybe hearing an objective point of view could prove to be helpful. 
 
    “She used to date him back in college and even though I was still in high school, she just started to seem...different.” Denise reflected on her sister’s change in behavior even before Shanice died.   
 
    “Different?”  
 
    “Yeah, different. Everything she talked about had Julian’s name tossed into the mix like she couldn’t make a move without his permission.” 
 
    Cooper’s hope deflated if that was the most information she could offer.  “Hate to break it to you but it sounds like she was in love and you being the younger sister, weren’t getting much of her time or attention anymore.” 
 
    Denise shook her head in disagreement. “No, it’s more than that.” 
 
    Cooper opened his hands urging her to continue.  
 
    “Ok, so, I remember one time I was on the phone with her, telling her about my school’s homecoming dance that was coming up. We were doing that whole girly thing of discussing what I should wear and how to do my hair and his voice comes booming in the background, questioning her about some guy he saw her walking with after one of her classes.” 
 
    Seemed like a justifiable argument for a couple at that age Cooper thought to himself.  
 
    “She didn’t hang up or anything. She laughed it off telling him it was this guy that grew up in the same neighborhood as us and automatically I knew she was talking about Jeremy. Jeremy lived like a block down from us.  Our parents were friends with his so he was always around in some form or fashion, but it was always platonic. Truth be told,” Denise gave Cooper a look, “I think Jeremy shared our interests in boys but that’s neither here nor there.” 
 
    That sentiment got an amused snort from Cooper. 
 
    “Anyway,” Denise started back up. “Even after she tells him that, he’s still yelling at her and then he starts cursing her out and I’m just sitting on the phone trying to figure out why the hell he was talking to her like that and even more so, why was she letting him.  As much as she swooned about how sweet and charming he was, she never mentioned him acting like that when he got mad.” 
 
    Cooper hummed. “You don’t think it was an isolated incident?” 
 
    “I wish I could believe it was,” Denise fidgeted with her fingers. “Thinking about it more and more lately, he was just downright possessive. What she did. What she wore. How often she talked to me or our parents.  I mean I was a teen, but I wasn’t stupid and although she never told me he physically did anything to her, I just feel like his muthafuckin ass did.” She held her mouth seeming to catch herself. “Sorry.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” he disregarded it. “So why would she be ok dealing with this guy again? I mean, he kind of sounds like a dick.” 
 
    “Exactly my whole point!” Denise annoyingly threw her hands up.  “I don’t know if she thinks he’s changed but men like that only get worse if they don’t think they have a problem. He’s lucky he disappeared before I was old enough to put him in his place.” 
 
    She thought about the time she wanted to drive the two-hour trip up to Cass’s dorm and introduce Julian to her dad’s Louisville Slugger.  Her lack of a driver’s license was the only thing that put a wrench in that whole scheme. 
 
    “Disappeared?” Cooper leaned forward this time. 
 
    “Yeah,” Denise finally took a sip of her soup. Discussing her sister seemed to be lifting a weight from her. “That’s a whole additional element of drama. Her roommate, God rest her soul, committed suicide and then this same guy went and left her high and dry. It was all bad. It seemed like she’d been getting the short end of the stick until she met my brother-in-law. Well, until he up and pulled this cheating slash baby mama shit.” 
 
    Cooper kept his poker face intact, but he was thrilled with this info.  “Damn. Sounds like your sister’s been through it.”  
 
    “Yeah,” Denise reveled in that same belief.  “I’m tired of being the bigger person though,” she borderline whined already knowing she was going to be the one reaching out to Cass first. 
 
     “But, that’s still your blood and they deserve to be looked out for even if they’re being too blind to see it.” 
 
    “Stupid,” she quickly corrected. 
 
    “Or that,” Cooper smiled. 
 
    “You sure you’re not gay?” Denise asked casually with her nose scrunched up making him choke on his spit. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I mean you’re here offering me advice about my sister. Never tried to hit on me and I’m just spilling all my business out to you. Oh, and I hate to break it you,” She leaned over the table.  “But you’re white.” 
 
    Cooper panicked and started touching his face. “Oh shit. Give me your sunglasses before somebody notices.” 
 
    Denise squealed covering her laughter with both hands. He was sexy no doubt, and the whole blue-eyed thing was distracting. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    A fog. 
 
    That’s the best way to describe my current state of mind. 
 
    After Elliott left, I sat there at the edge of the bed staring into space for God knows how long. Constantly trying to reassure myself that this heart stabbing feeling was normal. That the waves of anxiety would eventually pass. That the unknown of what tomorrow would bring was ok.  Yet, even when the sun came up, all those feelings were still hovering. Clenched to me like the Louisiana summer heat. 
 
    I somehow managed to get dressed to go to Sultry. I didn’t plan on staying long today and could honestly skip going entirely but I refused to let these feelings confine me to my bed or this house.   
 
    I went to drop my phone in my purse and happened to notice the combination of missed calls and texts from Julian. Fifteen in total to be exact. A bit excessive but then again, he did have a run in with Elliott and was probably worried about what happened between us following his departure. 
 
    “Hey. I’m so sorry about last night,” I said the second he picked up. “I didn’t mean to get you involved in anything between us.” 
 
    “Shit Cass. You had me driving by your house to make sure he ain’t do something crazy to you.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” I sighed. “Elliott wouldn't hurt a fly, but I do apologize for making you worry.”   
 
    “Yeah, ok. Men have done crazier things behind a woman they love.” Julian persisted. “I’d hate to have to beat his ass in front of you.” 
 
    Didn’t I just say Elliott wasn’t like that? I understood the whole bravado act but he needed to scale it back a few.  
 
    “Like I said, we’re good. I’m about to leave out for work though, so I’ll call you later.”  
 
    “You sure baby? You don’t sound too well. Maybe you should stay home today. I could come over to help you relax,” He offered.  
 
    Something about the way he said “baby” hit a nerve. Or was it him assuming he was invited into my home? Whatever it was, he was being pushy when all I wanted was a moment to breathe. A damn minute to deal with everything Elliott unloaded on me. 
 
    “Nah, I’m good. Hit you later.” I hung up without his response. 
 
    **** 
 
    I walked into Sultry, tossing my hand up for a greeting at Erica who was organizing a few of the new Mardi Gras inspired lingerie sets at one of the large display tables. 
 
    “Ooo chile, rough night?” She gave me a pitiful look which informed me that I looked every bit of how I felt.  
 
    “Like you wouldn’t believe,” I shook my head on a path straight to the back room. A spot I didn’t anticipate leaving unless I was going home for the day. I whipped out my laptop and got to work.  
 
    Submerged in the details of the final phase of Sultry’s marketing plan, the sound of heels approaching made my head pop up. 
 
    “Uhh Cass,” Erica approached with an uneasy expression. “The guy from that day, is out in the front asking for you.”  
 
    Automatically I knew that was a Julian reference. Erica didn’t have to, but she kept that situation quiet for me and I appreciated her discretion.   
 
    “Did he say why?” I asked already borderline annoyed. 
 
    “You’ll see,” her eyebrows hiked. 
 
    I stood up and walked out the backroom with Erica following suit.   Standing near the two registers, Julian held what had to be more than two dozen long stemmed roses in his hand with a smirk that could part the Red Sea. 
 
    I managed to plaster a smile on my face and approached him. “Julian...to what do I owe the pleasure? And at my job?” I muttered that last bit out.  
 
    “Well Beautiful, I could tell you weren’t feeling your best today so I decided to give you a reason to smile.” He held up the roses towards me and for the sake of saving face, I happily took them. 
 
    “Hooooow thoughtful,” I sang uncomfortably.  
 
    Now, it’s not that I didn’t appreciate the gesture. It was sweet, romantic, and all that other tooth decaying mess but again, did I or did I not tell him that I would call him later?   
 
    “Erica,” I turned behind me to see her wearing this look of adoration. “Can you please put these in the back for me?” I almost shoved them into her chest. 
 
    She seemed a bit shocked but quickly rebounded and disappeared from view.  
 
    “Julian, let’s walk outside.” My hand landed on the small of his back as I guided his large frame out of the entrance and stopped just shy of the curb. 
 
    “Thank you for doing that,” I looked up to him, shielding my face from the blinding noon sunlight. “But next time, I’d appreciate it if you didn’t do it here.” 
 
    Julian’s smile dropped into a scowl. “What? I come over here to try and put a smile on your face and that’s your response. The fuck is up with that?” 
 
    I folded my arms. “This place is a temporary space for me Julian and I would like to keep my personal life separate from it,” I admitted. “And since we’re talking about it, lately I think the lines of this thing we’re doing, are starting to become blurred.” 
 
    “This thing?” He repeated with in an offended tone.  
 
    “Yes, this thing.  Weren’t you the one who said we were having fun?” I reminded.  
 
    “So, I can’t be a little romantic while we’re having fun?” He challenged.  “The fact that I like you outside of your pussy is a problem for you?” He was now louder than I appreciated as a few people walked by looking noticeably uncomfortable with his choice of words.  
 
    “Julian,” I attempted to calm him. 
 
    “Nah Cass, you’re coming at me real reckless right now and I don’t appreciate this bullshit.” 
 
    See what happens when I try to be respectful.  
 
    “Quite frankly, I don’t give a fuck what you do or don’t appreciate. Now I told you how I felt so you can either deal with it or move the fuck around but whatever you choose, keep it away from this damn store,” I snapped, giving him one hard final look as I prepared to walk off.  
 
    Just as I barely passed him, I was snatched at the arm and spun back in his direction. 
 
    “You need to watch how you talk to me. You owe me more than you realize,” he spit off as I stood there shaken up with wide eyes. It only took me a second to realize what had just happened. 
 
    “Julian,” I tried my best to sound calm. I should’ve asked him what he thought I owed him but that wasn’t the problem at hand. “I don’t know what’s going on with you right now, but you need to get your hands off me.” My eyes bounced between his grip and his eyes.   I wouldn’t dare show it, but it honestly scared the hell out of me. 
 
    He immediately released his hold, shaking his head in the process.  
 
    “Shit, I’m sorry Cass. My bad baby.” He shoved his hands in the front pockets of his Khaki’s. “It’s just that we go from having these great times with each other and then all of a sudden it’s like I’m a problem today.” 
 
    “I’m not trying to frustrate you,” I admitted honesty, still backing away some as a precaution. “I just need you to understand that this thing with Elliott is fresh, real fresh. There’s a bunch of things that I have to wrap my head around. It's emotionally and physically draining. I need you to understand and respect that for me.” 
 
    He nodded remorsefully. “I do, and I apologize again. I didn’t realize I was still this high strung when it comes to you.” 
 
    High strung aren’t the exact words I would have chosen but I did recognize this Julian. The possessive one that wanted me to be in his face twenty-four hours a day. I mean that was fine for me when I had no other obligations and responsibilities to worry about, but we weren’t those “kids” anymore.  
 
    I took a deep breath. “It’s fine but I do need to get back to work.” 
 
    “Ok.” His head dropped a bit. “Are we good?” 
 
    Although reluctant, I grabbed his hand and gave it a squeeze. “We’re good.” 
 
    He accepted that response with a nod. “Text me later.” 
 
    “Will do.” I waved goodbye and made my way back inside, breathing a sigh of relief. I felt like I had just deescalated a bomb threat. 
 
    Erica was completing a purchase with a customer and at first sight of me, quickly handed them their bag and receipt. 
 
    “You ok?” She asked me off to the side.  
 
    “Yeah,” I rubbed my forehead. “Yeah I am. “ 
 
    “Ok good. I take it that he wasn’t a welcomed surprise?” 
 
    “Surprise? Yes. Welcomed? No,” I admitted but then again that was my fault for not having boundaries laid out.  
 
    “What should I do with the flowers then?”  She asked, seeming to read my mind. 
 
    I started to tell her to throw them in the dumpster in the back but had a different idea at the sight of this young couple looking at different items, specifically some garter belts. 
 
    “Give her one,” I pointed to the woman of the pair. “As a matter of fact, give them to every female customer that walks in here. That just might solidify a purchase.” I gave her a wink before heading to the back. 
 
    I immediately started packing up my laptop bag and purse. I needed to make a stop when I left here.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    “Please don’t slam the door in my face,” I pitifully begged from the steps of the porch.  
 
    The door cracked open just a little bit more. “Give me one reason why I shouldn’t.”  
 
    “Because I'll tell mom that you snuck that grown ass man in your room when you were younger.” 
 
    Denise opened the door fully with an annoyed scowl, “I was seventeen and he was a sophomore in college. Stop trying to make him sound like a pedophile.” 
 
    “Tomato. Tomatoe,” I shrugged. “You know damn well she wouldn’t see it that way.” 
 
    Denise still didn’t make a move to let me in which prompted Plan B. 
 
    “I brought food.” I held up the bag filled with fried shrimp and fries from one of our favorite spots on the Westbank. I knew she saw the logo. 
 
    She rolled her eyes and retreated inside. “This doesn’t change anything.” 
 
    “I know,” I admitted following her into her house that reminded me just how much money her and Gerald made as a unit.  It looked like a photo plucked directly from a Southern Living magazine. Denise was a style mastermind which is why she opted for becoming an interior decorator. She didn’t have to work every day but when she did get involved in a project, you could expect greatness followed by a hefty bill. 
 
    I placed the now greasy bag on one of the kitchen counters nearest the entranceway. Denise opened up one of the large walnut cabinets and pulled out two turquoise dinner plates.  I started to ask if she had any disposable ones but then I remembered who I was dealing with.  She was the weirdo that actually didn't mind washing dishes.  
 
    “You’re not going to ask me why I’m here?” I watched her take her own portion of food from the boxes, retrieve a bottle of ketchup from the pantry and carry it all to the kitchen table. 
 
    “Nope,” she sat down and plopped a fry in her mouth. 
 
    I dumped some of the food on my own plate and took a seat next to her. Her sudden loud smacking on piece of shrimp to annoy me, told me she wouldn’t stop until I spoke up first.  
 
    “Elliott and Julian crossed paths with each other last night,” I opened the ketchup bottle and drizzled it over the contents on my plate.  
 
    Denise briefly stopped chewing, taking in that information I’m sure but then resumed. 
 
    “Elliott was so mad. I mean pissed. Like... I’ve never seen him like that.” I stared down at my food. “He said some things. Well a lot of things about our marriage. About me,” I swallowed back the tears that suddenly popped up. “It really hurts to know he views me like that. That you view me like that.” I finished. Even Julian’s reaction earlier played a part in this epiphany I had been struggling with. “It’s fucking with me.” I quickly wiped my eyes and ate a few pieces of fries. “I didn’t know I had become that horrible of a person.” 
 
    When she didn’t respond, I looked up to find her staring sympathetically at me. “You're not a bad person Cass.” 
 
    I snorted, sniffling back some tears, “Yeah ok. I just suck at marriage, being a sibling, and apparently, being a decent human being in general.” 
 
    “Stop.” She held my hand. “You have some ways about you that aren’t the best but don’t confuse that with who you are.” 
 
    I huffed, “That sounds pretty much the same to me DeeDee.”  
 
    Denise shook her head. “It’s not.” She scooted her chair closer. “When that kind of trauma that you experienced with Shanice happens, there’s always going to be a residual effect.  Yours just happened to be a two-fold kind of situation. You got past the depression but created this persona in the process and Elliott, like the rest of us, fed into it, instead of attempting to correct it. Nobody wanted you to hurt like you did before, so we constantly excused some of your actions.” She sighed. “We kind of all dropped the ball and I’m just sorry all of this is coming at you all at once.” 
 
    So... I was a bitch and everybody knew it. 
 
    No…I was a selfish bitch and everybody knew it but me. 
 
      I didn’t think it was possible to feel worse than I did last night but here I was. “I don’t wanna be this person,” I held my face in my hands. “I’m sorry DeeDee. I’m sorry for everything over the years and not being there like I should’ve been. And Elliott...” My voice cracked at his name. I held my mouth to keep from spilling out how much I regretted things that went down between us. 
 
    “I accept your apology, but you should tell Elliott whatever that is you’re feeling.” Denise offered a lop-sided soft smile. 
 
    “No, I can’t.” I shook my head profusely. “There’s no point. You should’ve seen the way he looked at me last night. I felt like a stranger. And then this whole baby situation.” 
 
    “There’s always a point,” she cut me off.  “You don’t know impactful hearing that from you may be for him. Just try.” 
 
    I didn’t agree to it, but Denise patted my hand to inform that she knew I would. She went back to eating but looking noticeably flustered. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked, sobering up from my own helpless feelings. 
 
    She chewed on her bottom lip. “I’m here offering advice about what to tell Elliott and can’t even confront my own damn husband.” 
 
    “About the thing?” I implied. “You found out more info?” 
 
    “Did I,” her eyes got wide.  
 
    She then proceeded to tell me everything she said she tried to tell me the last time we saw each other which was some shit that I didn’t think could confuse me more than I already was about the situation. 
 
    “So how are you going to ask him about it?”  That was some uncomfortable mess to bring up to anybody much less Gerald. 
 
    “Well Cooper thinks I should just be straightforward about it.” 
 
    “Who the hell is Cooper?” I sat there trying to run names through my memory banks. I’m sure I would've recognized a Cooper. 
 
    “Oh,” she smiled shyly. “This guy I met at the bar and...” 
 
    “Umm no,” I cut her off. “Don’t be confiding in some random man you just met. Are you trying to be divorced right along with me?” I fussed.  No way in hell was I going to be ok with this and neither would Gerald if he found out. 
 
    “It’s not like that Cass,” she whined.  
 
    “Is he gay?” I countered. 
 
    “No but...” 
 
    “But nothing.” I held my hand up. “If he ain’t roping another penis with his own, then he has no business trying to be your friend. That’s a tactic and I know you know better.” 
 
    “Ok fine,” she conceded with an eye roll.  
 
    “So, let’s work on what you’re going to say to him.” I finished eating.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    I tried to blend in with the few stragglers filing into the room, taking the first available seat I could find in the back. My hands involuntarily quivering at my attempt to play it cool. Rattled nerves competing with the rattling my phone had been doing non-stop in my crossbody purse. I didn’t bother checking it because I was well aware of who it was.  
 
      Julian started with a few text messages that evening after our “incident” in front of Sultry. Mostly making sure I was good and then inquiring about how the rest of my workday went. Now in my defense, I did plan on responding but when I finally made up with my Denise, spending time with her became top priority.  When I left her house, I felt like I needed a quiet moment to myself to digest a lot of the ugly truths that were thrown at me by both, her and Elliott. I mean it’s not every day you hear how fucked up your ways are from two people that close to you. So yes, I stayed away from my phone, social media, and even tv to use that time for my own personal reflections and no, I wouldn’t apologize to him or anybody else for doing so. A normal person would’ve given me a few days to get back to them, but Julian wasn’t proving to be in that majority.  
 
    “Good evening everyone” were the words that quickly brought my attention to the center of the large lecture room. 
 
     Elliott walked in, dropping his leather satchel on the table near the large digital whiteboard and heading straight for the podium. “Keeping with our colorful discussion on integration, no pun intended,” he flashed his students a brief smile that oddly made me do the same, “did anyone see the news last night?” 
 
    A few hands went up. 
 
    “So, you saw the story about the double murder in the East?” He logged into the room’s computer. 
 
    “Isn’t there always a double murder in the East?” A male voice from the right of the room responded. 
 
    Can't argue with that.  
 
    It wasn’t a secret that New Orleans East had not so creatively been nicknamed the Wild Wild East since its rebuilding post-Hurricane Katrina. The shock was when a crime occurred anywhere else in city. 
 
    Elliott nodded in agreement to that sentiment, “Can’t debate you on that but my question is, how did it make you feel when the story came up?” The presentation for his lecture popped up on the screen and he walked back in front of the single table, leaning against it. “When they told you the ages of the victims? The ages of the shooters?”  
 
    Something about his laid-back stance and the way his brown tweed jacket complemented the dark blue and white plaid shirt in addition to his dark blue tie, made me bite my lip. I’d never seen either one of those items of clothing and if he did own them before he moved out, he never once put that combination together.  His beard was still curly but lined up to perfection right along with his hair. He looked good.  Real good.  
 
    “I mean it’s sad something that senseless keeps occurring but to be honest, I barely blink an eye at it anymore.” A female in the front row responded.   “That’s just our city.” 
 
    “That’s. Just. Our. City,” Elliott repeated, drawing out his words for emphasis.  “And is it alarming that this type of crime is occurring at higher rates in the area of the city we are heavily populated in?”  
 
    “Dr. Watson, please tell me you’re not buying into this black on black crime propaganda the media keeps shoving down our throats to distract from the senseless yet constant wrongdoings of certain white people of power?” Another female to the front asked sounding annoyed. Her question wasn’t relevant to what he was asking but I was curious to see how he’d handle it.  
 
    “Is it propaganda or poorly placed, ill-timed facts?” Elliott challenged with that dimple of his threatening to reveal itself.  
 
    “Propaganda,” she repeated.  “There’s white on white crimes too. Hell, none of the nutcases that carry out mass shootings look like me or you,” she finished getting a few others to amen her.  
 
    “That’s not the discussion we’re having Miss Waters. I’m talking about what’s happening in our communities. Getting to the root cause of it. Remember that integration is the theme we’re on. How that affected our communities. Good and bad.”  
 
    “We’re going to commit crimes based on who we’re sharing our community with.  Again, I don’t see why it’s alarming.” 
 
    Elliott stood up.  “What if I told you there was a more than fifty percent hike in crime in 2006 than 2004.  Just in New Orleans. Does that hint at that issue?” 
 
    When the girl didn’t respond, something in me pushed words from my mouth before I could stop myself. “Our city has been racially and economically lopsided since Katrina hit in 2005.” 
 
    Elliott’s eyes shot up to me. His surprise was evident, but he didn’t waver in his demeanor. “Continue,” he rebounded, folding his arms in front of him. 
 
    “Gentrification,” I attempted to speak louder, “or the new age segregation, has pushed us, to the East for more affordable housing, yet we lack the basic essentials in our neighborhoods like major grocery stores, decent schools and most importantly, sufficient jobs.” 
 
    Elliott nodded. “And what happens during those types of situations?” It was a question that should’ve been directed to the class, but it felt more and more like we were having a one-on- one.  
 
    “Desperation,” I stated. “We will rob, steal and kill as a means to get what we need for our own survival and that of our families.” 
 
    “A case of the Have and Have Nots,” the same girl who initially responded, chimed in as if she finally understood what he meant. 
 
    “Exactly,” Elliott pointed at her. “Thank you for that insight Miss Taylor.” His eyes went to me, delivering a gut punch that we still weren’t on good terms.  
 
    I bit the inside of my cheek, to prevent an outward display of emotion but I refused to leave. Not until I got what I needed to get off my chest with him. 
 
    Completely enthralled with his words, I didn’t realize how quickly an hour and a half passed until he dismissed his students. I stayed put, watching them each pass me by. When the close of the door signaled the last person’s departure, my gaze went to Elliott who was packing up his things. 
 
    “You must’ve been pretty bored to come waste an hour in here,” he snorted with a mix of seriousness and comedy. 
 
    I got up and descended down the large steps. “Hearing you speak is always an adventure, Dr. Watson.” 
 
    “Be careful,” he placed a few papers in his bag, “I may actually take that as a compliment.” 
 
    “You should,” I stepped in front of him, my eyes reaching up to his. 
 
    He held my gaze for a few seconds but quickly directed his attention back to his things. “How can I help you Cassandra?”  I couldn’t remember the last time he’d called me by my full name. 
 
    “I heard you loud and clear the other night,” my tongue felt heavy. Sorrys weren’t a big part of my repertoire. “And I wanted to apologize for the part I played in our disconnect.” 
 
    “What exactly did you hear?” He placed the strap over his shoulder sounding unmoved. 
 
    “That... I stopped paying attention to your needs and wants even though you were satisfying mine.” My eyes then drifted to my purple ankle booties.  “And maybe I need to seek outside help for my unresolved issues.  I wasn’t a good wife to you...for you Elliott.” I brought my now watery eyes back up. “I know that now. I’m just sorry it took so long.” 
 
    Elliott took a deep breath and closed his eyes like he was attempting to process what I was saying. He opened them back and grabbed my hand, squeezing it. “Thank you for saying that. I have somewhere to be but thank you for coming here to tell me that. It means a lot.” 
 
    I nodded. “Well,” I wiped away a stray tear. “Don’t let me keep you.” 
 
    For a second, there was silence between us and then Elliott leaned forward placing the softest kiss on the corner of my mouth. “Have a good one, Cass.” He said before exiting the room. 
 
    I stood there for a second, feeling relieved yet empty. I don’t know what else I expected him to do with the apology.  Go back to being married like nothing ever happened? I don’t know. Did I even still want that? Hell, did he even want me?  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Julian: YOU NEED TO ANSWER YOUR FUCKING PHONE 
 
    I couldn’t dial his number fast enough. “What in the entire hell is your problem?!” Was my warm, opening line.   
 
    “Problem? You’re the one with the fucking problem! Where the hell you been at Cass? Why a nigga gotta talk to you crazy for you to answer the phone?” He belted. 
 
    “Julian, contrary to what you think, I’M. NOT. OBLIGATED. TO. CALL. YOU! Didn’t we already have this conversation?!” 
 
    “Our conversation was about me showing up at your job and boundaries, not about you ducking me like I’m some kind of lame! Who the fuck you think I am?!” 
 
    “I don’t know who you are, but an overstepping asshole is what you’re becoming. Doesn’t feel too good when somebody goes ghost on your ass, does it?” 
 
    “Yo, you serious right now?” He paused. “This a fuckin game to you?” 
 
    I wasn’t purposely ignoring him, but he didn’t need to know that. He was confusing my wanting to be around him as an obligation rather than a choice and he needed to be corrected or leave me the hell alone. The sex was amazing but not that mind-blowing for this type of bullshit.  
 
    “I’m not playing games just like I’m not your fucking woman.” 
 
    “Bet.” Is how he ended the call, hanging up in my face.  
 
    “Stupid ass,” I took a huff of frustration and tossed my phone on the sofa. I had better things to do than argue with a man, I was in no shape or form, in a relationship with.  
 
    The knock at the front door made me freeze. My mind automatically going to Julian. I cussed myself for letting him know where I lived. As a precaution, I scurried into the kitchen and grabbed the swiss army knife I kept in the junk drawer, hoping like hell I didn’t have to use it but if Julian wanted to get crazy, we could go there. I carefully opened the door surprised to find Elliott on the other end. I unlocked the storm door and allowed him in.   
 
    “Hey, sorry about dropping in on you,” he rushed in. “I can’t find my lucky tie in all of my stuff and I have a big meeting with the school’s Vice President first thing in the morning.” 
 
    “The vintage one?” I asked hiding the knife behind my back. 
 
    “Yeah. I looked through everything twice and still haven’t run across it. Please tell me you’ve seen it.” His expression hopeful. 
 
     I shook my head, “I haven’t but then again, I wasn’t looking for it. You can go check if you want.” My head tilted in the direction of the stairs. 
 
    It was brief but Elliott’s glance over of my body, made me realize how inappropriately dressed I was. Braless in a grey razor back sleep shirt that barely made it to my thighs. Shit, I wasn’t expecting company and even though it was only Elliott, it felt...weird.  
 
    “Ok, I shouldn’t take too long,” he nodded and then disappeared up the stairs.  
 
    I prayed he hadn’t noticed my embarrassingly hardened nipples. It was his fault anyway for coming over here smelling like a fresh shea butter shower.  
 
    A few loud thumps and a distinct “Shit” made me toss the knife back in the kitchen drawer and go upstairs to investigate. 
 
    I walked in the bedroom to see a few of my shoeboxes scattered on the floor of the closet and I assumed Elliott's head was used to break their fall. 
 
    “You okay?” I held back my amusement at the sight of him rubbing his forehead. 
 
    “Yeah man. When did you start putting your shoes up there?” He questioned already back shuffling through my hangers of clothes.  
 
    “Since I had space to finally fit them all in here,” I raised an eyebrow. I didn’t have to use one of guestroom’s closets as a backup anymore since his side was available. 
 
     “Hmm,” he continued with his search, now shifting it to the few drawers and compartments he had built into the closet a couple of years ago. Rather than continue to observe him, I decided to start looking too but in the dresser his socks and underwear used to reside in. He still had a few random things here and there that I assumed he didn’t deem important enough to take with him. Pulling open the second drawer, the prized burgundy tie laid flat under a few pairs of his dress socks. I held it up. 
 
    “Hell yeah!” He shouted before I could inform him of the discovery. I pushed all the drawers back shut as he approached me. 
 
    “Thanks for that,” he smiled as I placed it in his hands. 
 
    I nodded my you’re welcome.  “You need anything else?” 
 
    Elliott shoved the tie in the pocket of his sweats, his face twisting uncomfortably. “Don’t ask me that.” 
 
    My expression had to be showing my sudden confusion. “Why?” 
 
    “It’s nothing.” He quickly shook whatever it was off. “Have a goodnight Cass.” He left out the room almost in a hurry.  
 
    I trailed him just shy of the top of the steps. “Elliott, what’s wrong? What did you mean by that?” 
 
    He was nearly to the last step. 
 
    “Elliott. Please tell me. I can take it.” I was pleading but I didn’t care. I didn’t want him reserving his thoughts when it came to me anymore. If he was delivering another harsh reality check, so be it. I deserved it. 
 
    He stopped. Taking a second before he spun around. He looked up at me with an iron clad poker face.  I braced myself, preparing to take whatever he was no doubt going to give. He was now headed back in my direction, skipping two steps at a time, eyes ablaze. He was moving so fast that I took a step back for fear of him running me over.  Coming off the top step, he grabbed the sides of my face. crashing his lips into mine. I backed up into the nearest wall with my confused arousal finally registering what was happening. My hands carelessly paraded all over his body, greeting every familiar crevice and line.  
 
    “I tried Cass. I did,” he said through rushed breaths. “But I needed to touch you.” His tongue back to fighting for dominance over mine. 
 
    I felt dazed when his hands began massaging my breasts. Thumbing my cotton covered nipples to the point of a delicious pain. My knees were weak enough to collapse at any given moment.  I didn’t know what his full intent was, but I put mine out there, once I tugged down his sweatpants.  I freed what was already fighting to come out. 
 
    “Do whatever you need to do to me,” I declared barely above a whisper. Our eyes locking with my willingness to submit my body to him. Elliott didn’t respond but as he freed me of my red panties, I had my answer. 
 
    He wrapped one of my thighs around his waist, allowing me to remain standing upright as he guided himself inside of me.  Both of us hissing at his full length reaching its capacity. One hand kept my thigh locked in place while the other held my face. We stared at each other with a fire I hadn’t felt since our first few years of dating.  Back when I thought our love was the answer to world peace. It was so raw. So uncomplicated. So beautifully natural.  
 
    Each unrushed thrust brought my emotionally charged pleasure to the forefront. Whereas Julian could deliver that back-aching kind of sex, Elliott took his time perfecting it like a work of art. Careful but precise with each stroke, turning the act into an overall experience. His forehead connected to mine as he buried himself deeper like he wanted to be closer than we already were.  And that feeling, I understood.   
 
    A throaty cry left my lips as my body began to shake. Peaking uncontrollably while my head moved from side to side. I couldn’t stop the numbing waves from hitting me nor did I want to.  
 
     “That’s what I needed to hear,” Elliott groaned into my ear. 
 
    His breathing hitched as his unusually noisy grunts signaled to me that he was joining my high. He bit his bottom lip and squeezed my thigh for support. We stood there in our rugged breathing, our eyes finding each other again. I was too afraid to say anything. Wanting to live in this euphoric bubble just one more second longer before he could say it was a mistake. Something I wouldn't agree with. 
 
    “You ok?” He asked placing my leg down. 
 
    I was more than okay. I felt like I had just screamed from a mountain top, but I simply nodded. “You?” 
 
    He nodded as well, bringing his forehead to mine. His change in demeanor already showing me what I was expecting. “Cass, I didn’t mean-” 
 
    “Don’t.” I stopped him. “I wanted to. I needed to.” I corrected. 
 
    He stared into my eyes and then my lips. His mouth back again covering mine as I looped my arms around his neck, swept right back up into his sensuality. Eventually, we both found some willpower to break away. 
 
    “What do we do now?” I spoke up first trying not to sound as eager as I felt. 
 
    He sighed, still not releasing his hold on me, “I don’t know...I don’t know.” 
 
    “You don’t have to go,” I gently fixed him back into his pants. 
 
    “I do,” he sounded regretful. “I gotta wake up with the roosters in the morning and all of my clothes are at my apartment on the other side of town.”  
 
    That slapped me back into reality informing me just how far removed we were from us. “Your apartment?” 
 
    “I couldn’t crash by Trevor forever Cass. You know that’s not me,” he admitted. 
 
    And I did know that but an apartment? A lease was so permanent. 
 
     Yeah dummy, just like the divorce you were shoving down his throat.  
 
    “Hey,” he brought my chin up, seemingly reading my thoughts. “We have a lot of things to talk about and we’ll start tomorrow, ok?” 
 
    I leaned in and kissed him on the lips. “Ok.” 
 
    “Come lock the door.”  He turned away, heading back down the steps.   
 
    I followed behind him, sadness tugging at me. Even though he said we would talk, I was still unsure of what to expect. We had so many things to address, especially Victoria’s plus one and even Julian. He opened the door stepping one foot outside but stopped and turned around pulling me by the waist. 
 
     “Tomorrow,” he repeated again. It was confirmation that he was looking forward to it as well.  
 
    “Tomorrow,” I repeated, allowing a small smile to slip out.  
 
    “Get some sleep.” He kissed my forehead and made his exit. I watched him from the doorway until he pulled off. 
 
    Shutting the door, I grabbed my phone and the bowl of grapes I was attempting to eat before Julian lost his mind in that message and headed up to my room to take a bath.  I unintentionally smirked at my underwear balled up near the top step. A reminder that maybe I hadn’t completely lost Elliott like I originally thought.  I swiped it up, tossing it into the dirty basket on my route to the bathroom. 
 
    A few minutes later, I was submerged neck deep in hot water and bubbles.  Jasmine candle burning, Prince blaring and eating from the bowl of grapes at the corner of the tub like a queen. I was in the middle of hitting a rather high note in Diamonds and Pearls, when the sound of glass breaking jolted me upright.  It was loud of enough for me to know it was coming from in the house versus outside. I got up, wrapping the towel around my dripping body, making sure to grab my phone when I finished. I carefully walked out of the room, looking over the banister, checking for an origin of the sound. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    I descended the steps slowly, my eyes scanning every area that came into view but there was still nothing out of place. Midway into the threshold of the kitchen, I hissed at the sudden stabbing pain in my foot.  Leaning against the kitchen isle, I turned my foot up for observation, removing a bloody penny-sized glass piece from it which prompted my eyes to gravitate to the only glass items in that area- the large bay windows surrounding the kitchen table.  There was a rock the size of baseball sitting on the tile floor just shy of one of the chair legs.  Somewhat limping towards it, I spotted another. 
 
    “What the hell?” I tightened the towel wrapped around me.  
 
    Darkness suddenly overcame the room, freezing my body in fear. 
 
    My feet opted for flight, taking me as fast as they could into the walk-in pantry. Forcing me to slam its door shut, holding onto the knob to the point of pain.  My free hand shaking as I dialed 911.  I didn’t even know what to report this as. Vandalism? Break in?  
 
    Oh God! Was somebody already in the house?  
 
    I whispered out to the dispatcher about somebody possibly still being there for a faster response and she thankfully informed me there was a unit in route less than two minutes away. 
 
    She wanted me to stay on the phone which I obliged, still fighting t0 quiet my deafening breathing.  
 
    “Cassandra!” I heard a hard pound at the front door.  “It’s Lucas!  Are you okay in there?!” 
 
    I took the biggest sigh of relief hearing his voice, but I was still too afraid to move. It was still dark despite the normal glow of the moonlight and I honestly didn’t know if whoever did this actually left. 
 
    I hung up on the dispatcher and dialed Lucas’ number, praying he had his phone on him. 
 
    He picked up on the first ring. “Cass! Where are you?! I heard your address on the radio call.” 
 
    “I’m in the kitchen. In the pantry. I..I don’t know if I’m in the house alone,” I admitted still squeezing the knob.  
 
    “Ok...Ok. Your kitchen is to the right of the house?” He asked. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Is there a back door connected to it?  
 
    “Yeah..yeah if you go to the back of the house,” I spilled out. 
 
    “Ok. Sit tight and don’t move.” 
 
    “Ok.” I tried not to panic. 
 
    I heard the crunching of grass coming from the left and I knew it had to be Lucas walking near the busted windows. 
 
    “It’s just me,” he called out reassuring me 
 
    The toggling of the back door, then his flashlight led footsteps nearing the pantry gave me the courage I needed to finally let go of my grip.  I pushed the door open, rushing to wrap my arms around him for safety. I’m sure it caught him off guard, but I didn’t care. 
 
    “We need to get you outside until everybody else shows up.” He cloaked me in his arms. “Shit, you can’t go like this.” He removed his coat draping me in it. 
 
    **** 
 
    I hugged Lucas’ coat tighter around me as I sat in the back of one of his colleagues' units. I was able to give him directions of where to find my t-shirts and bottoms, but I was still freezing with my wet hair. In between answering questions like “who I thought would’ve done this?” and “if I had made any enemies recently, I was trying desperately to get in contact with Elliott. The fact that he wasn’t answering was frustrating the hell out of me. It was out of character for him. Unless he was in class or a meeting, he was answering my calls.  Thankfully I was able to get ahold of Denise and that was only because I called Gerald. I knew he would’ve still been up with his gaming.  
 
    “Any luck?” Lucas approached me in a long-sleeved NOPD logo covered t-shirt and jeans. 
 
    “None with Elliott but my sister and her husband are on the way.” My eyes floated up to his. 
 
    “Ok, good.  Well, we’ve looked all over the house and nothing’s been damaged besides what you already know about. You sure you don’t have any idea who could’ve done this?” 
 
    My mental alarms were already ringing Julian’s name. “Remember when I ran into you that night at the diner? And I told you I was meeting with a friend?” 
 
    “Yeah.” He folded his arms awaiting more. 
 
    “Well it was an ex of mine and shortly after that night, we...” my mouth suddenly went dry with admitting what the real situation between us was. “…became intimate and I think he’s upset because he can’t have more than what I’m offering him. Well, was offering him.” Was the best way I could put it.  
 
    Lucas nodded with understanding. “Ok. I need his name and where he lives so we can question him about his whereabouts.” 
 
    “Ok.” I lowered my head almost in shame.  Lucas didn’t do anything that made me feel like he was judging me for my actions, but I wouldn’t be in this kind of situation if I would’ve never dialed Julian’s number. Could’ve chosen another way to deal with my hurt.  
 
    I wrote down Julian’s hotel information and handed over to him.  
 
    “Alright, make sure when your family gets here, you grab some things and stay by them for a few nights. You know for precautionary measures.” He slid the note pad in his back pocket. 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “Well, let me go wrap up everything and get out of here.” Lucas did a quick glance behind him at the two uniformed officers speaking to each other.  Seeing them prompted me. “Hey, how come you aren’t in uniform?” 
 
    “I had just gotten off my shift. Caught the radio call as soon as I got in car.” He shoved his hands in his front pockets.  
 
    I nodded and sat back, thankful things fell in line the way they did. “Well damn, how fast were you going? I didn’t know there was a station nearby.” 
 
    I thought he was in the neighborhood or something already with how quickly he made it to the front door. 
 
    “Well,” he held up his hands over his head with a guilty look, “you’ve busted me.  You can’t tell anybody...but... I’m a superhero crime fighter that can move faster than a speeding bullet. I have the whole spandex thing on under this. A little uncomfortable to switch into when there aren’t phonebooths in existence anymore, but I get it done. Gas station bathrooms. Grocery store parking lots. Wherever I can,” he whispered. 
 
    “Boy!” I managed to somehow laugh.  
 
    Lucas joined in before slapping the top of the car and walking off.  
 
    I glanced back down at my phone and tried calling Elliott again. 
 
    Still nothing. 
 
    “Cass!” I heard Denise’s distinct voice in the distance. I looked in that direction as I watched her rush over to me with Gerald trailing her.   “You okay?!”  I stood up, wrapping her in a hug, that she wasted no time returning. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m ok now,” I admitted as we broke apart, even though I was still a bit shaken up from everything.  
 
    “We’re glad to hear that,” Gerald chimed in, enveloping me in a hug that mirrored his wife’s. An unusual action for him. We had that joking, give me pound for a greeting kind of relationship with each other. Made me wonder if that was the side Denise got from him when they weren’t arguing. 
 
    “You’re coming by us, right?” Denise asked. 
 
    “Yeah. Lucas told me to do that for a few days until I get things fixed in the house.”   
 
    “Lucas?” Denise perked up with recognition. “The same Lucas from that night you told me about?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I nodded completely forgetting about me mentioning him to her. “Oh shoot,” I suddenly realized I was still wearing his coat.  I looked over to the lawn, searching for him. The same officers were still there but he was nowhere in sight.  
 
    Did he go in the house? 
 
    All three of us stood there waiting but even after the two officers came over to us and gave me directions on how to follow-up with the police report and next steps, he never reemerged. 
 
    “Let’s grab a few of your things and go. We can come back early tomorrow morning. Tyler’s in the backseat sleeping and Lord knows I don’t need him waking up and asking a million and one questions about what’s going on.” Denise put her arm around my waist. 
 
    “Ok,” I finally gave in, with my eyes now looking up the streets trying to figure out why Lucas would leave without his coat or saying goodbye. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    The concept of sleep was laughable at this point. If my insomnia was awful on a normal night, it was currently juiced up on a twelve pack of Red Bulls with everything that happened earlier.  I adjusted the guestroom bed’s pillow for the millionth time in an attempt to make myself more comfortable but then again, what was the point?    
 
    I can’t believe Julian would take it this far.  
 
    I mean, of course it was him. That whole grabbing of my arm and cussing me out were all the red flags I needed.  Now, I understand being pissed and hurt about me keeping him at a distance, but no way should that warrant this type of shit.  
 
    Either way though, I should be thankful. It was kind of a blessing in disguise to be done with him. I don’t think it was by chance that it happened on the same night of Elliott and I’s path to reconciliation. 
 
    Well, I hope it’s a path to that.  
 
    He did say we needed to discuss things so that has to be a path...right? 
 
    I mean we had sex! Like mind-blowing, passionate sex. Sex that two people, married as long as we have, usually stop having. 
 
    Even thinking about it was turning me on again. 
 
    Elliott.  
 
    I decided to try my luck with calling him again. If he didn’t answer this time, I was going to assume he left his phone in the car or something along those lines.  It’s not like that was a farfetched scenario for him anyway. 
 
    On the third ring, I sighed realizing that I’d have to wait until he got in his car for work to hear from him. As I went to press end, I heard a male voice shouting into the phone, but I was certain it wasn’t Elliott.  
 
    “Hello?” I put the phone back to my ear. 
 
    “Hello! Hello!  Are you his wife?!” I realized the man wasn’t shouting aggressively but more so panicking. 
 
    “Yes, this is Elliott Watson’s wife,” I rushed to sit up. I assumed that Elliott never changed my title of “The Mrs.” in his phone.  
 
    “I think he’s breathing. I already called 911,” he fumbled through his words.  
 
    Think he’s breathing? My stomach tightened with a pain I’d never felt before. 
 
    “What happened?!” I threw the covers off me, already sliding into my shoes. “Where are you?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I ...I found him in the parking lot bleeding,” The guy continued.  I could now hear the distinct sound of sirens in the background. “The ambulance is coming!” 
 
    “Oh God!” I held my stomach, damn near running down the hall to Denise and Gerald’s bedroom. Now pounding on their door.  
 
    “Elliott’s been hurt!” I shouted.  “Denise! Gerald!”   
 
    Within seconds, Denise swung the door open looking noticeably frazzled.  “What? What happened to him?!” 
 
    “What hospital are they taking him to?!” I shouted into the phone, trying not to lose the little bit of composure I was holding onto but the guy was talking to at least two additional voices now. “Hello?! Hello?!” I panicked, praying he didn’t hang up on me. 
 
    “University! They're taking him to University!” He finally responded. 
 
    “Thank you!” My eyes met Denise’s. I held the phone away from my mouth for a split second, “I’m gonna try to meet the ambulance at the hospital.” 
 
    “Ok,” she nodded. “I’ll be right behind you.”  
 
    ***** 
 
    I was terrified to close my eyes for longer than two seconds. It was almost obsessive how hard I was staring at Elliott for any sign of movement.  I’d been glued to his bed side since they admitted him to this room in the ICU yesterday. I heard the room door open and I already knew it was his main daytime nurse, a middle-aged black lady named Miss Jerry, coming to do whatever procedures she’d been doing every single hour since the shift-change for today. 
 
    “You need anything, baby?” She stopped on the side of me making me sit up to give her my attention. 
 
    “Just for him to wake up,” I gave her a wry smile.  
 
    She returned it with an assuring one, placing a comforting hand on my shoulder. “He will.”  She squeezed gently.  
 
    I wondered if that was just something standard for her to say. Some rehearsed lines she’d give to all the visitors in every room in this section, but as she stood there for a minute observing his frame along with me, I decided that even if it wasn’t true, it was enough hope for me to hold on to.  
 
    “You sure you don’t need some coffee or water? You haven’t moved from this position since I’ve first seen you. Yesterday included.” Miss Jerry went back to her rolling caddy, punching something into her computer.  
 
    “I’m fine,” I moved my thumb back and forth across Elliott’s arm, hoping that it was somehow soothing him. The nasty bruise surrounding his left eye seemed to be turning a deeper purple than when he first arrived.  
 
    “Look now,” I heard her typing stop, “I can’t have you falling out in here from exhaustion or dehydration…at least, not on my shift.”  
 
    An involuntary snort came out, followed by a smile that almost reached my eyes.  Her tone sounded almost as threatening as my mom’s and as flip as my mouth was, that was the one person I didn't play with.  
 
    “I guess some coffee wouldn’t hurt, huh?” I shot her a glance.  
 
    “Sho wouldn’t. They have these tasty spinach pastries at that coffee shop too. Make sure you try one. Two for good measure.” 
 
    This time I laughed. “I hear you Miss Jerry. You won’t stop until you see me eating and drinking something, will you?” 
 
    “You know,” her eyes looked over at me, bouncing with amusement. “I could tell you were a sharp one.”  
 
    We both laughed that time.  
 
    After a few more seconds of dragging my feet, I stood up and threw my purse over my shoulder.  I leaned over and gave Elliott a delicate kiss on his cheek, careful not to disrupt the bandages wrapped around his head.  
 
    “I’ll be right back,” I whispered in his ear.  
 
    I walked towards the room door, stopping to look back at him, hopefully for a reaction to my exit. 
 
    “Girl, if you don’t get outta here,” Miss Jerry chimed in shooing me. 
 
    “Ok. Ok,” I held my hands up, now rushing out. 
 
    Walking down the hallway towards the elevators, I let go of a breath I didn’t realize I was holding onto. I think Miss Jerry was right.  I did need a minute to just...be.  Wrap my head around all this chaos that’d been chasing me over the past twenty-four hours. From my house being vandalized, to my husband being viscously attacked outside of his apartment. Mentally, I felt like I was teetering on the brink of insanity. 
 
    I made my way to the cute little coffee place near the gift shop on the first floor and ordered enough shots of espresso in my macchiato to resurrect Frankenstein, along with two of the spinach pastries Miss Jerry mentioned. I even stopped to look at some of the hospital gifts before I made my way back up to the ICU wing.  That reminded me that I needed to tell Denise to bring me a new set of clothes when she came back to keep me company in a few hours. I didn’t expect her to stay the entire night last night, but she did, vowing to do the same again tonight despite my objections.  
 
    As I took a right down the hall to Elliott’s room, I slowed up as I recognized the familiar figure heading in my direction.  
 
    “What the hell are you doing here?” I growled, forcing Victoria’s head to pop up. She suddenly looked terrified. Nothing like the skank that was yapping off the first two times I’d seen her. 
 
    “I..I...just came to check on him,” she flustered out.  Clenching onto her purse like it’d save her from the ass kicking I still owed her. 
 
    “Listen,” I closed the distance between us, keeping in mind to control the volume in my tone. I was well aware that this wasn’t the time nor place, but I needed to make myself clear on where she stood as it related to Elliott from here on out.  
 
    “If you have anything you need to tell Elliott, you can direct it to me, and if it’s not about the baby,” I looked down towards her stomach, observing how her fitted shirt showed no signs of what should’ve been a small but visible baby bump by now. “Are you still...?”  I choked on my last bit of words. 
 
    Victoria quickly adjusted her cross-body purse towards the front of her. When she didn’t answer, my eyes lifted back up to her face, seeing the pool of water forming in her eyes.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” she gave me a regretful look and then rushed past me.  
 
     She’s sorry? I stood there letting those words sink in.  For what exactly?  For not being pregnant? Did she lose it? 
 
    Or was it because she never was in the first place? 
 
    With that thought, I turned on my heels and stormed off right behind her, clenching all my items in one hand so I could have a free one to snatch her back in my direction. 
 
     “Hell no! You don’t get to fuck up our lives and then walk away like it’s nothing.  You tell me the truth.” 
 
    She attempted to pull away from me.  “I’m sorry. I can’t.” 
 
    “You can’t or you won’t?” My grip tightened. I wasn’t purposely trying to cause a scene, but she owed me an explanation. “Talk or I swear to God,” I threatened through gritted teeth. 
 
    Visible tears rolled down her cheeks. “He’ll kill me if I do.” 
 
    Even in my anger, hearing that caught me off guard. “Kill? Who?” 
 
    There’s no way she could be referring to Elliott. 
 
    Victoria was shaking her head back and forth, now looking every bit of her young age. “It was never supposed to be like this.” 
 
    “Victoria,” I calmed myself down to attempt to get something out of her that made sense. “Tell me what happened, and I swear to you, I can try to get you some kind of help to make sure nobody hurts you.” 
 
    Her distraught eyes connected to mine, but she still wasn’t talking. 
 
    “Elliott is laying up in that room with two fucked up ribs and a gash in his head from being beaten almost to death.” I let go of her arm, covering my mouth to prevent an unexpected wave of emotion from spilling out. When I felt composed enough, I continued. “If you know who did this, please tell me and we can both go to the police.” 
 
    Victoria sniffled and quickly wiped away her tears. “I wanna help you. I swear I do. But he’ll hurt some people close to me.” She closed her eyes like she was in pain. “He's already done it once.” 
 
    I stared at her with a million thoughts swirling through my head.  What the fuck was going on?  
 
    “I’m sorry for everything,” she offered again before turning around and opting for the stairwell.  I didn’t bother chasing her this time because it’d be useless. She wasn’t going to talk and based on what she did say, I understood why. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Denise stood near the closet of her bedroom, running through her mental checklist of everything she needed to bring to the hospital. Cassandra’s things were already packed up but she was trying to make sure her own stuff was accounted for. This entire situation with Elliott sent everyone into frenzy and remembering to bring things like toothbrushes and comfy slippers were the last things on anybody’s mind, but not tonight. She wanted to make sure her and her sister could be as comfortable as possible given the circumstances.  Maybe she could even convince Cass to take a break away from the hospital and come by them to take a real shower since going to her own house was still out of the question.   
 
    As Denise stuffed her plush socks into her overnight bag, Gerald walked casually in the room, taking a seat near her stuff on the bed. She internally rolled her eyes and continued on with what she was doing.  
 
    “Any new updates on E?” He asked, referring to the cheesy one-syllable of a nickname he called Elliott.  Denise thought it was cute, in a bromance kind of way, on a normal day but today her annoyance with Gerald still walking around like nothing was wrong between the two of them, only made her want to slap his glasses from his face.  
 
    “I’ll find out when I get there,” she replied curtly.  
 
    Gerald already sensed her uneasiness and tried his best to keep everything cool. He had no problem going head to head with his wife but now wasn’t the time. All of their thoughts and energy should be directed to Elliott. “Well, I have Tyler all squared away for his school photos tomorrow. You don’t have anything to worry about.” 
 
    Denise zipped up the last part of the bag. “Oh, is that right?”   
 
    “Yes, and I pre-packaged his lunch. I want you to be able to focus on being there for your sister.” 
 
    “Focus on my sister huh?”  She walked towards the clothes hamper. “Is that what you really want?” She stuck her hand to the bottom of it, clenching onto what she already knew was there.  “Or is it that you need some time to get back to this?” She proceeded to toss at least three of the dried-semen coated socks at his head. 
 
    Gerald blocked two but couldn’t avoid the last one that landed on his cheek.  He was at a loss for words but tried his best to explain himself. “Baby...” 
 
    “Save it,” Denise walked towards her stuff. “If you’re not happy with me or my body, then tell me but don’t lie to me.” 
 
    “It’s not like that Denise,” Gerald stood up trying to comfort his wife who looked more vulnerable than he’d ever seen. She was a tough ass when it came to him but there was no sign of it right now. 
 
    “You know where I’ll be,” she shoved off his attempted affection, grabbing her bag. All she wanted to do was kiss her son goodbye and get as far away as she could from their house.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    “Why so quiet DeeDee?  You’re the queen of saving me from my own thoughts and you haven’t said anything other than “hey” since you got here.” I looked at my sister who was engulfed in her phone, visible crease in her forehead like she was heavily focused on something. 
 
    “DeeDee?” I asked again when she didn’t respond. 
 
    “Yeah,” her head finally popped up.  “I’m ok.” 
 
    “You’re lying,” I leaned back off my elbows from Elliott’s bed. Denise sighed, folding one of her legs underneath her. 
 
    She looked towards Elliott. “This isn’t the time to talk about it. I’m fine.” 
 
    “Like hell it isn’t,” I countered. With the situation that happened earlier with Victoria, my brain was still trying to process how to even tell Denise about it. Maybe whatever she was going to talk about could help with that. “What else are we supposed to do besides wait on him to wake up? I mean there’s only so many episodes of SVU I can watch.” 
 
    Denise didn’t respond right away but moved her things off the two-person seat that would serve as her bed for the night, patting the newly available space.  I got up from by Elliott and took my place next to her. 
 
    “Soooo,” I hummed, hooking my arm around hers. “Should I guess?” I mean Denise didn’t have that many issues she didn’t like to discuss with me so I could safely assume it was about Gerald. 
 
    “I threw Gerald’s little nasty socks at him before I left to come here,” she huffed. “Gonna tell me it’s not like whatever I think it is, like I’m supposed to believe him. I mean if he thinks I’m not attractive anymore, then he could just say that, but he doesn’t have to lie.  Of course, I can't compare to some damn designed animation. Who the fuck can? I’m not about to go get nipped and tucked for his satisfaction. I look good God dammit.  You remember how much weight I gained with Tyler?” 
 
    Ok. So maybe I shouldn’t have asked her anything.  
 
    “DeeDee,” I attempted to calm her. “Slow down. Gerald made a comment about your size?” 
 
    “Well no,” she turned to face me. “But that’s the only thing it could be. Why would he just suddenly start doing ...that?” 
 
    “Well did you let him explain?” 
 
    She looked at me like I offended her. “Explain? Like you let Elliott explain?” 
 
    Ouch. 
 
    My face must have registered just how much that question stung. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she quickly hugged me. “You know I didn’t mean that.” 
 
    I did. Admittedly, I was the only spiteful one out of our family.  
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “It’s just that I’ve never been insecure when it came to Gerald and this has me questioning everything. I don’t like how it’s making me feel.” Her head dropped.  
 
    I wish I could say I didn’t understand but I knew that awful emotion. Been wallowing in it for however many months now until my own revelation but unlike myself, Denise tried to be the best wife she could be even with her shortcomings, so I didn’t really have any answers for why Gerald was doing this. 
 
    “If you’ve learned anything about what Elliott and I’ve been through, please just talk to him.  You won’t know anything unless you hear it from his own mouth.” 
 
    Denise sniffled a little, “I just need a moment right now. Being here with you for Elliott is more important Cass.” 
 
    I gave her the tightest hug and before I could stop myself, “Cookie dough ice cream?” fell from my mouth. 
 
    Denise broke away from me with her eyes full of excitement that quickly dissipated shortly after. “I know you wouldn’t want to leave. I’m glad you even had the thought though.” 
 
    After my little field trip for coffee earlier, I realized I needed to take few breaks here and there. Elliott’s doctors told me that they were very content with his progression today and on top of that, I knew Denise would do it for me with no hesitation.  I was really trying to work on this whole being a better me thing.  
 
    “The store is like two blocks up from the hospital. I’ll be back in no time,” I stated already getting up. Plus, I think the ice cream would be a good start to figuring out this Victoria situation. Denise had no idea just how long our night was about to be.  
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    Cooper: Are you sure I should come up there?  
 
    Denise had been in a heavy text convo with Cooper since she left her house.  She knew that she promised Cass to stop talking to him but he was honestly the friend she needed right now; A male perspective minus the judgement. When she told Cass there was nothing more than friendship between them, she meant it and she knew Cooper did as well.  She had gotten so caught up with filling him on the things that took place for the past two days, she was barely talking to Cass when she made it to the room. Cooper already wanted to drop a few food items off for her and Cass but with Cass unexpectedly leaving to go get ice cream, she didn’t want to leave Elliott unattended in case he woke up. It was the one thing she promised Cass she wouldn’t do. Cooper seemed completely against coming anywhere in the hospital and wanted her to come down to his car to get the food. Denise had to practically offer him one of her kidneys to bring it to her despite telling him what the situation was. 
 
    Denise: Ur going to be up here for less than 5 minutes. Now bring me my burger before I get HANGRY! 
 
    Cooper: Coming up the elevator now.  
 
    Denise got up and stood just outside the room’s door to wait for Cooper's arrival. She smiled when she saw him approaching, holding the evidence of his thoughtfulness in his hands.  
 
    “Now was it really that bad?” She teased as he handed over the brown paper bag. 
 
    “Yes, it was actually,” he responded, trying to look less nervous than he felt. 
 
    “I do appreciate it. Like a lot, if that helps,” Denise nodded and she knew Cass would too even if she thought Denise had it delivered by a food service. 
 
    At the angle he was standing, Cooper could see directly into the room, more so the bed housing Denise’s brother-in-law. The sight of him stirring an emotion in the pit of his stomach. 
 
    “You okay?” Denise asked noticing the look on Cooper’s face.  She assumed it was Elliott’s current state that had him kind of shook. An understandable reaction. Her own wasn't too far off when she first saw him. 
 
    “Yeah,” Cooper shook it off. “I’m good.” He brought his eyes back to Denise’s. “I’m gonna head out though. You’re good right?” 
 
    Denise nodded, “Yeah, we’re gonna be fine. I told you the doctors already said- 
 
    “Cass.”  
 
    The sound of the distressed voice brought both Cooper and Denise’s attention into the room, towards Elliott.  
 
    Denise dropped the bag of food on the small table near the doorway and ran over to Elliot’s side. “She’s here. Oh my God! We’re here Elliott.”  
 
    Elliott blinked his eyes a few times, trying to register how he’d even gotten to the hospital. Throat dry, eyes heavy, he was grateful for Denise’s presence but was looking for his Cass. Even in whatever state he was in, it’s her voice he kept hearing over and over again like a favorite song.  
 
    His eyes gravitated towards the room’s entrance and at the sight of the man standing there, he remembered.  The attack. The bat. The struggle. 
 
    “You.” Elliott stared at Cooper with alarmed eyes. “You did this.” His voice got a little louder this time.  Denise thought that absurd accusation could be deduced to the pain medications Elliott was on but the look on Cooper’s face told a different story.   
 
    “Cooper?” Denise asked out loud, looking to him for any explanation. 
 
    Cooper contemplated for a few seconds but took off running down the hall towards the elevators. Denise, although shocked, took off right behind him.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    The doors of the elevators opened, and I stepped onto the blue and white floor of the Neurology ICU wing.  I looked up from my phone and was bum-rushed to the ground, ass first.   
 
     “What the fuc-!” I recovered from the initial shock trying to compose myself and the things that were originally in my hand. Recognizing the assailant, I was confused but more so pissed. “Lucas! What the hell is wrong with you? Why are you even-”  
 
    “Stop him!”  Came from the main hall, temporarily stealing my attention. It only took me a second to figure out that he was the object of that reference. My eyes went back to his now alarmed ones.  
 
     “Cass, I swear I’ll explain it to you later,” Lucas broke our brief stare battle and attempted to take back off in the original direction he was headed but instinctively, I clenched onto the ankle of his jeans, making him collapse again.  I knew one kick from him would be damaging but at the sight of Denise rounding the corner, my grip tightened. I knew she wouldn’t hesitate to jump on top of him if I needed her to. 
 
    “Will somebody tell me what the hell is going on?!” I shouted for a rational explanation. 
 
    “He hurt Elliott!” Denise confidently pointed an accusatory finger at Lucas.  
 
    “What?” I shook my head already knowing that there was some sort of a huge misunderstanding occurring. “This is Lucas, DeeDee. Why would he hurt Elliott?” 
 
    “Cass,” Lucas cut in, voice panicked. 
 
    “Lucas?” Denise stared at me oddly. “No, That’s Cooper. The same Cooper you wanted me to stop talking to.” 
 
    For a minute, me and DeeDee both exchanged brief puzzled looks. 
 
    “I swear I can explain. To the both of you, I swear I can,” Lucas started rambling. 
 
    The elevator doors opened, and two security guards stepped out, looking down at Lucas and me on the floor and then to Denise, who was now backed by two hospital staff. 
 
    “We were called about a disturbance,” the huskier one spoke first. 
 
    “Give me five minutes to explain,” Lucas pleaded to me and then up to Denise. “I’ll sit in front of Elliott and tell you all what happened.”  
 
    “Elliott?” I looked to Denise for an answer. Why was he mentioning him? 
 
    “He’s up Cass,” she confirmed. “That’s what kicked all of this off.” 
 
    My heart swelled and everything happening in this moment seemed irrelevant. I just wanted to see my husband.  
 
    “Ma’am,” the other guard cut in this time. They were both waiting for confirmation that they could haul Lucas off and out the hospital. 
 
    I looked over at him and his pleading eyes. 
 
    “He’s the main witness to my husband’s attack,” I spoke to the guards even though my eyes never left Lucas’ baby blues.  “He needs to tell us what happened so we can tell the police, right?”  
 
    Lucas licked his lips and gave into a nod. 
 
    ***** 
 
    “I swear I tried to fight the guy off who attacked you,” Lucas paced in front of Elliott’s bed.   “He struck you with the bat before I could make it to where you two were.”  His eyes then bounced over to me. “I was the one who called you from Elliott’s phone.” 
 
    My eyes widened upon hearing that. 
 
    “What were you even doing there?” Elliott asked with a heavy rasp.  
 
    “I’ve been following all of you for about six months now,” Lucas took a seat in the lone chair on the opposite side of the room from Elliott’s bed.   
 
    My fingers were loosely interlocked with Elliott’s to prevent any discomfort with the IV connections and Denise was across from me offering him water from the straw of the hospital cup that came with his room. 
 
    All three of us intently watching Lucas attempt to explain himself.  
 
    “Why? Who the hell are you?” The bite in my tone matching the anger brewing inside of me.  I felt betrayed and more so, slighted. I had already been deceived by my husband and now it was by a person I thought had pure intentions with helping me. 
 
    Lucas’ clasped hands now bounced on his leg, “For proof.” 
 
    “Of what?’ Denise spoke this time seeming to channel my energy. 
 
    “My sister’s death,” his eyes focused in on me.  
 
    Confused, I shook my head. “And what do I or my family have to do with your sister’s death? Who the hell is your sister?” 
 
    Lucas’ head dropped. “Shanice.” 
 
    “What?” All three of us responded almost simultaneously.  
 
    It wasn’t possible. There was no way in hell Lucas could’ve been related to Shanice. Besides the obvious that he was white, Shanice would’ve mentioned something of this importance. His existence wouldn’t be coming up all these years later.  
 
    “Shanice was adopted when I was eight,” Lucas spoke up like he was reading the lone thought on everyone’s mind. “My parents took her in after her mom died in a car accident. Our mothers were best friends and nobody in her biological family stepped up to take her in. Mom would’ve never allowed her to go to foster care so she told me and my brother that our family was being blessed with a new member.”   
 
    “So why am I just meeting you?” I felt defensive. I knew Shanice wasn’t close to her family but to be hiding an adoptive one is something entirely different.  The only picture I ever ran across of her so called “family” was that of her very mahogany-skinned mother. Shanice did tell me she died when she was a kid but I assumed that meant she was staying with extended family. Well, her blood family. “I don’t recall you or anybody else sending care packages or popping up at the dorms to check on her?”  Even on the day Shanice and I met, both of my parents were fussing with each other as they helped me unpack my things, while Shanice amusingly looked on from her side of the room. I noticed the few clothes and toiletries she did put away but it never bothered me because I came equipped with an entire house of essentials for our room.   
 
    Lucas looked uncomfortable, “Our family situation was...complicated. It was never an easy transition when she came to stay with us and then, it just kind of stayed like that. My parents didn’t understand her. I was at an age where I didn’t want to understand her and my brother was always off doing his own thing. ” 
 
    “Didn’t understand her or her skin color?” I cut in, reading between the lines.  “Little black girl was a blemish on your picture-perfect family, I’m certain.” I was surprised to feel Elliott squeeze my hand. I looked down at his face and although he didn’t verbally say it, he was telling me to calm down. 
 
    “Why do you always think there has to be some sort of race war involved with everything?” Lucas leaned forward, brows creased. “That was my sister, period. Before she was your friend or your roommate. That was my family. Don’t ever get that confused.” 
 
    “Ok. Ok. guys,” Denise suddenly spoke up in an attempt to diffuse. “What do you need proof of, Lucas?” His name seemed foreign coming from her mouth. “She killed herself. I’m sure a police report could have easily given you that.” 
 
    “And I’ve read that report so many times that I could probably quote it verbatim but none of that explains her autopsy. Something isn’t right.” He countered speaking directly to the floor. “Something else had to have happened.” 
 
    “You just said she had it rough growing up. Doesn’t that seem like the exact environment that would cause that?” I challenged. “Why are you so certain about an alternative?” 
 
    Lucas pulled his wallet from his back pocket and produced a small white folded paper from one of the compartments of it.   “Because of this.” He walked over and placed it at the foot of Elliott’s bed and retreated back to his seat.  I stared at him, then it, before deciding to pick it up.  I unfolded it carefully, quickly observing how worn the page was. The ink of the wording was faded in various parts, but it didn’t take me long to realize it was a page from Shanice’s autopsy report based on the header of it. 
 
    Skimming the parts I could read, my eyes landed on the internal examination section. 
 
     Ten to twelve weeks pregnant. 
 
     I took a seat in the nearest chair with nausea now threatening me.  “She was pregnant.” I said it out loud even though it was for my own comprehension.  
 
     But how? How come I didn’t know? 
 
    “I don’t know. But whatever caused her to do that to herself…,” Lucas’ voice cracked trying to compose his emotions. “…in the manner that she did, had to be painful enough.” 
 
    Still stunned, I looked towards Denise, whose hand was covering her mouth. Even Elliott was just as mute. 
 
    “But, I ‘m so confused. Who was the father? I would’ve known him, right?” I kept trying to recall associates or people I commonly saw Shanice talking to but no one was ringing a bell.  
 
    Even though he looked like he was on the brink of crying only seconds ago, Lucas’ entire demeanor turned rigid and downright cold with that question. 
 
    “I have an idea,” he stated looking up to me as if I already knew the answer. 
 
    “Who?” I sat there completely lost until a sickening thought planted itself firmly in my chest.  “Julian?” My head was already moving to refute that suggestion. “There’s no way.” 
 
    Lucas cleared his throat. “While my proof is only substantial, all signs point to him Cass.” 
 
    “You're lying!” A rush of anger made me stand up. “Shanice would’ve never done that to me and you’d know that if you knew her like you claimed to!” 
 
    “Baby,” Elliott attempted to calm me. 
 
    “No, Elliott.  He just popped up claiming to be a sibling of hers, now he’s offering stories about Shanice being some kind of hoe! We need the police!” 
 
    Lucas jumped to his feet, “I never said she willingly had sex with him!” 
 
    I could feel every ounce of air leave my lungs, “What?” I took a step back, “What...what does that mean?” Trying to process that statement had my heart racing.  
 
    “Baby, can you just sit down for me please.” Elliott’s voice was strained. 
 
    “Cass,” Denise chimed in behind him. 
 
    My emotions were going through the stages of grief on a rapid repeat. “Are you telling me that he...that he,” the first tear hit my cheek as I struggled to say the word “rape”. That would make it real. Make me visualize it. Make me lose my mind trying to figure out when it could’ve happened.   
 
    “I think I’m gonna be sick,” I rushed to the room’s bathroom, barely making it to that already flipped open toilet seat lid. Hurling up the little bit of food I did eat and balling my eyes out in addition to it. 
 
    “Shhhh,” Denise was suddenly in my ear and patting my back. “Calm down.” 
 
    “He’s lying, right DeeDee?’ I prayed she agreed that Lucas’ theory was outrageous. “It can’t be true right?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” her patting stopped. “I don’t know.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    “Mom never bothered checking the autopsy report. On top of the police evidence, the witness statements from the other girls in the dorm, including your own, were enough.” Lucas leaned back into his chair, clenching onto the tattered autopsy paper with both hands. “It was suicide even if we didn’t want to accept it.” 
 
    My stomach had somewhat settled but the image of Shanice’s slumped body being held up by the scarf tied around her neck, was back to haunting me like it always had.  It was the catalyst for my insomnia and my fear of ambulances.  
 
     I was the first one to discover her body. 
 
    I stopped in the room like I always did before my eleven o’clock accounting class and couldn’t figure out why our door wouldn’t open fully. I had to take off my bookbag and use all of my strength to force it open. The scream left my mouth before I fully registered the scene.   I rushed to undo the knot looped around the door knob, holding her in my arms, begging her to wake up. It didn’t take long for others on our floor to make their way to our room, triggering them to call the police. The siren blaring from the ambulance made my ears feel like they were bleeding. 
 
    “So, what changed?” Denise spoke up. 
 
    “The obvious would be me becoming an officer, right?” Lucas briefly offered her his attention.  “But surprisingly, I learned how to bottle Shanice’s entire death into this compartment of my brain so I wouldn’t feel the pain of it anymore. I couldn’t cope, and I saw what trying to cope did to my parents’ marriage. They blamed themselves for failing to take care of her and eventually went their own ways.  Even now, my brother and I are the only ones who check in with each other regularly,” he sighed. “But everything changed years ago, when I arrived first on the scene to the house of a fourteen-year-old girl who committed suicide. If I didn’t know the circumstances, I would've assumed she was some fucked up in the head kid that didn’t know how to deal with her emotions.   But the letter she left...it messed me up.   “Maybe now you’ll see me” is all it said. I mean, it was laying right next to her mother’s emptied prescription sleeping pill bottle and all I could think about was what could have happened to this innocent girl to make her take this route.” Lucas scoffed with a noticeable look of disgust. “Got my answer when the mother’s boyfriend broke down and confessed to his nightly visits to her room.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ,” Elliott sighed, grabbing hold of my hand. 
 
    “Yeah, I see it all the time man but, that day, something triggered in me to revisit Shanice’s file.  My focus shifted. Shanice was saying something without saying it all and I felt like I needed to know why.  Despite being rightfully upset about her mother’s passing, she didn’t come across as depressed. A loner? Yes. But nothing that would’ve given us any red flags. I mean, am I wrong about that?” Lucas looked to me for confirmation.  
 
    “No. Even as an introvert, she never seemed in distress.” 
 
    “Well, that exact reason is why I dug deeper into what was taking place around the university at the time. I figured something would stand out.” 
 
    “And?” I urged him to continue. 
 
    “Three rapes within two to three weeks of each other, a couple of months before her death.”  
 
    “I mean it’s unnerving but not uncommon for college campuses,” Elliott chimed in, wincing as he leaned back against his pillow.  
 
    “True,” Lucas nodded.  “But there was something in the statements given by each victim. During the act, the guy was quoted as telling the victims to ‘have his baby’.” 
 
    “What?” Denise responded seemingly confused. “I mean I don’t know much about this but that’s weird right?”  
 
    “It’s extremely odd,” Lucas agreed. “Rape is an act of power.  To be in control of everything. Dominance over your victim. Telling a woman you’re taking advantage of to have your baby, doesn’t make sense. That means you're willing to leave your DNA behind, assuming he didn’t wear a condom.” 
 
    “So what’s the connection with Shanice and...Julian?” Saying his name felt like a sin with no repentance. 
 
    “The last victim that gave their statement was listed as a Jane Doe.  She didn’t want to disclose her name. The police noted that she followed through with a rape kit but changed her mind with moving forward to press charges.” 
 
    “Oh my God.” I sat forward from the chair, stomach in knots at my own conclusion. “You tested the DNA against Shanice’s?” 
 
    “Ninety-nine point nine percent match,” Lucas confirmed.  
 
    Hearing that broke my spirit down even further. Did she think I wouldn’t have listened to her? Julian was my world but not enough where I wouldn’t believe this type of accusation. 
 
    “Well let’s go get this predator arrested then,” Elliott huffed.  "If you have the evidence, we should be able to get him locked away with no problem.” 
 
    Lucas’ head lowered. “That’s just it.  Statute of limitations is up and Julian’s clean. Not so much as a speeding ticket.” 
 
    “But if she did a rape kit, his DNA would be in it right?” I asked hopeful.  “I mean, this couldn’t have been his last time doing something like this.  
 
    Lucas eyes looked to me. “We would need his DNA.” 
 
    The promising bubble I created had suddenly popped.  This was a request I wish was made some weeks ago. Then again, would I have even been willing to do that then? “I might kill him myself if I ever see him again.” 
 
    “Well if he was behind this attack on Elliott and the damage to their house, that’s enough for the police to arrest Julian, right?” Denise looked to Lucas then to both Elliott and I. “Anything to get him locked up and maybe we can convince the police to investigate his past.” 
 
    “That’s true,” I jumped at that thought. “Since I’ve been here at the hospital, I haven’t spoken with the police for an update.” 
 
    “Ok,” Lucas’ mood seemed to lift. “I need you to go speak to Officer Lewis. He’s the one handling your case.” 
 
    I was already nodding in agreement. We all went quiet and I’m sure it was due to us digesting the information we just discussed.  
 
    “Why the name Cooper?” Denise suddenly questioned. “Why get me involved?” 
 
    Lucas looked remorseful as his eyes reluctantly met Denise's.  
 
    “I needed an ally in the event your sister didn’t believe me. I needed more background information on what was going on with her and Julian. I didn’t mean to hurt you, but I had to do what I needed. My sister deserved that.”  
 
    Denise turned away first, offering a slight nod.  
 
    “And Cooper is my middle name.” 
 
    I knew she wanted to stay pissed off, hell me too, but she knew as well as I did that we would have probably done the same thing for each other.   
 
    Lucas stood up from the chair.  
 
    “I’m gonna head out and go keep watch on your house.” He told both Elliott and me. “Maybe Julian is stupid enough to slip up and do something since he thinks everybody is wrapped up with you.” He referred to Elliott. 
 
    I didn't respond because what exactly would that look like? Gratitude? Awkwardness?  I mean, he wasn’t necessarily doing it to protect us.  
 
    “Let me know if you find out any more information.” He opened the room’s door. 
 
    And just like that, the thought finally hit me. Even amongst the chaos, I’m surprised it hadn’t come up sooner. “Victoria!” I exclaimed prompting odd looks from everybody in the room.  “She came here today.” 
 
    Lucas stood by the door as Elliott looked to me. “Why?” 
 
    “Yeah why?” Denise cosigned. 
 
    “She’s not pregnant.” I could barely look Elliott in the eyes. It’s what he’d been trying to plead his case for this entire time. “Admitted it was a lie.” 
 
    “That bitch!” Denise fumed. 
 
    “Wait,” I held up my hand preventing her rant from blasting off any further. “She was forced to do it. I didn’t wanna believe it either but she honestly looked terrified. Said that she couldn’t tell me who did it but I know it has to be Julian. We need to find her.” 
 
    “She may be exactly who we need to get info on him.” Lucas absorbed that information. “First thing tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Denise pushed open the front the door of her house as quietly as she could.   The amount of information unloaded on her from the hospital was too much to bare even for her. She needed a temporary break, even if home wasn’t the most ideal place to for stress relief right now.  
 
    She had no plans on sleeping in the same bed with Gerald. Truth be told, she would rather him not know she was even there.  Her plan was to catch a few hours of sleep and then head back to the hospital and sit with Elliott while Cass went down to the police station.   
 
    She closed the guest bedroom’s door and tiptoed in the dark over to other side of the bed, closest to the window. The small streams of moonlight peeking through the blinds were helping her navigate without having to turn on any major lights.  
 
    Minus her jacket and shoes, Denise climbed under the covers and was out before she had a chance to think about it.  
 
    The smell of bacon could be a substitute for any alarm clock in Denise's world. Her eyes popped open at the first whiff of it. Seeing the sunlight and checking her phone, she realized she’d overslept past the time frame she’d given herself.  She jumped up, slid back on her shoes, and grabbed her jacket on her way out of the room.  Once she made it by the kitchen, her movement stilled at the sight of Gerald. 
 
    Shirtless, Avengers-themed basketball shorts, and tall yellow socks that stopped on his calves. He hovered over the stove frying bacon. 
 
    Gerald… was frying bacon. 
 
    That was the equivalent of cooking a six-course meal in their household.  
 
    If she wasn’t so pissed at his entire existence, she could’ve appreciated the view and gesture. She observed the defined lines of his back muscles and his cute little butt that he hated her touching. Crazy how he never worked out but had one of those bodies that suggested he did.  He turned around, almost dropping the plate full of swine gold at the sight of her. 
 
    “Hey,” he said almost shyly. “I didn’t realize you were up already.” 
 
    “Yeah, well... I need to get back to the hospital.” Denise went for her purse. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to eat first?” Gerald placed the plate down.  “You look exhausted.” 
 
    She wouldn’t admit that she was and damn sure wouldn’t eat any of his lying ass bacon no matter how weak it made her.  
 
    “Like I said, I need to go,” she continued with her departure, reaching for her car keys. 
 
    “I’m not cheating on you,” he belted out.  
 
    Denise wasn’t even sure if she had the energy to discuss this subject right now, but nevertheless, she turned around and gave him a doubtful look. 
 
    “Never had. Never will,” he continued.  
 
    “So, what’s going on with you then?” She asked skeptically. 
 
    Gerald’s eyes went to his feet. “I made something, and I wasn’t sure how you’d take it.” 
 
    “Made what?” Denise adjusted the purse on her shoulder. Whatever he was trying to say wasn’t making sense. 
 
    “I’ll show you,” he stated, holding out his hand towards her. 
 
    Denise folded her arms in defiance. Gerald took that answer and turned to head in the direction of their bedroom with Denise in tow. Once inside, he gestured for her to sit in front of the very computer screen that held his secrets. He logged in and went directly to a folder called Angel Assassin.  
 
    “What you saw was a character I created,” Gerald declared as he clicked through a few images. “Well one character.  Did you even look at her face?” He asked pulling up the voluptuous naked woman. 
 
    “Why in the hell would I look at her-” Denise’s words caught in her throat as Gerald placed a sleeping image of her in their bed next to the animation. 
 
    The hairstyle. The curves. The legs.  Exaggerated yes but all her characteristics were there.  
 
    “I created a game. Like an actual video game. This is the prototype I’ve been working on. I’ve been swamped between testing it out and working on the storyboard for some months now. It has to be perfect for me to pitch it to this company I’ve tested games for before.” 
 
    Denise spun towards Gerald and punched him in the arm. “Why wouldn’t you just say that then?!” 
 
    “Because you don’t care Denise! You hate the fact that I play video games. Hate the fact it takes away from us doing family time. You shit on it any chance you get. I couldn’t, you know, because of the guilt of not telling you what was going on. It was getting to me. I don’t keep secrets from you.” 
 
    “I thought you...hated my body,” Denise’s eyes fell. She suspected he was up to something, but this? This was so far from where her conclusions were. 
 
    “Hate your body?” Gerald fell to his knees resting his chin on her thighs. “I love everything about you. Hell, as you can see,” he gestured to the computer screen. “I’m swimming in uncharted territory right now and I’m honestly scared to death of anybody seeing this game. That’s it. That’s all it is baby, I swear.” 
 
    Tears streamed down her cheeks. It was a combination of relief and the fact that she doubted his love for her. “I’m sorry,” she barely whispered out. 
 
    “Don’t cry baby. I’m sorry too. I should’ve said something to you when I started creating it.” 
 
    “No,” she shook her head. “I’m sorry you felt like you couldn’t tell me. I don’t always understand you and what you do, but I should at least be willing to try.” 
 
    Hearing that made Gerald’s heart swell. As long as they’d been together, that was the first olive branch about his video games she ever extended. 
 
    “Come here.” His hands held her face.   
 
    She brought her lips down to his, savoring everything about him. She needed to tell him about all the drama that had gone down at the hospital, even the Cooper situation.  That wasn’t going to be pleasant, but it was necessary.  
 
    “Baby, there’s so much I need to tell you,” she spoke against his lips.   
 
    “Tell me after you take off your clothes,” he pulled at her tights. 
 
    “But I have to go back to the hospital. Cass needs me to stay with Elliott while she talks to the police. She’s in trouble,” she half-assed protested.  
 
    Gerald gritted his teeth after hearing that. Although he and his wife needed to reconnect on so many levels, especially physically, there were obviously more serious matters at hand. 
 
     “Let me go get dressed. I’ll come with you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean he wasn’t in the area at the time?” 
 
    Officer Lewis, who had been assigned to Elliott’s and mine case, sat back down in his tattered leather office chair. 
 
     “He was at the address you gave me for him the entire night. Security videos, as well as, statements from the front desk workers puts him there.” 
 
    “Well they’re lying!” My closed fist hammered down on his desk. “I mean, he must’ve paid somebody to do it then. I know it’s him.” 
 
    “Mrs. Watson,” the officer sighed, “we can’t go arresting him because you say so. That’s not how it works. There’s no evidence other than the text message you showed me and honestly, that’s not saying anything at all.” 
 
    I was seething at this point. I entrusted the police to do their God damn job and this is what I got in return.  All signs led to Julian and they acted like I was the crazy one.  
 
    “It says a lot,” I challenged. “He was aggressive. Showing up at my job unannounced. He even threatened to beat up Elliott before.  He knows where I live for Christ sakes!” My hands went up in frustration. 
 
    “And nothing about that says he’s on some plot to terrorize you or your husband. Upset lover? Yes. But nothing other than that. If you can tell me how to find the girl you were speaking about, then maybe she can give us more answers.” He placed both of his hands on his desk, interlacing his fingers. 
 
    “Like I already told you, Victoria was too terrified to even say anything, and we don’t have her address in addition to her changing her phone number.” My fingers went to my throbbing temple. It was frustrating enough to find out that Elliott only met Victoria out or at hotels.  He hadn’t the slightest idea of where she lived.  
 
    This was all bullshit. 
 
    “Well,” his tone turned regretful. “Until we have some solid proof of Mr. McCoy’s wrongdoing, there’s nothing else we can do.” 
 
    I didn’t even bother responding. I grabbed my purse and stormed out the station’s front doors to my car. 
 
    “That officer is a dick!” I told Lucas who was leaning against the driver’s side door of my car in a black hoodie and jeans. 
 
    “Went that well, huh?” He sighed. 
 
    “Why can’t you just take over this investigation, Lucas? You know the truth about everything.”  
 
    “I’m a patrol officer, Cass.  I can ask for favors but other than that, it’s out of my hands.” He moved off of the door so I could get inside. “You don’t think I’d love some good ole vigilante justice? But I can’t risk my freedom or my job over it. We’ll never get proof of what he did if I’m locked up without access to vital resources.” 
 
    I plopped down onto the seat. Frustrated. Emotional. 
 
    “What am I supposed to do now? Wait for him to finish Elliott off and do God knows what to me?” I stared out the front window. 
 
     I hadn’t heard from Julian since the night of our heated exchange and although I should be relieved, it frightened me on an unexplainable level. Not knowing where he was or what he was planning, I quickly learned, was a path paved with paranoia.  
 
    “Let’s not think that way. There has to be something we’re missing or an avenue we haven’t crossed yet.”  
 
    I wanted to share in his hopefulness, but the facts were the facts and the main fact was, we didn’t have shit to connect Julian to anything.  
 
    My head subtly turned to the car that pulled up on the right of us. I recognized it as a Honda Civic because it looked exactly like Victoria’s except it was black.  Crazy how I now considered it to be a point of reference but the chain of events that ensued from that day would be forever etched in my brain. 
 
    “CVN... 7,” I said effortlessly  
 
    “What?” Lucas questioned. 
 
    “Her license plate,” I kept trying to recall the rest of it from that day. “Victoria’s license plate. That’s the beginning of it. CVN7.” I nodded with assurance. “I’m positive of that. Is there anything we can do with that?” 
 
    “Yeah...yes.” Lucas scrambled trying to get his phone from his pocket. “I got a guy that does some off the record things for me. You know the make and model, right?” 
 
    “Yes.” My heart started racing at the possibility of being this close to a breakthrough. “Blue Honda Civic, exactly like that one,” I pointed for reference.  
 
    “Ok,” Lucas scanned the adjacent car for a minute and then went around to the passenger side and got in.  
 
    My fingers tapped against the steering wheel as I listened to him exchange words with whoever the guy was.  
 
    “That’s it?” He asked seeming surprised at whatever the guy’s response was. “Ok.”  He removed the phone from his ear.  “He’ll have an address for me in about thirty minutes or less.” 
 
    “Seriously?!” I perked up. 
 
    “Yeah,” he responded like he barely believed it himself. “I wasn’t sure how long a partial would take but he’s on it.” 
 
    “Oh, my God!” I grabbed him, throwing my arms around his neck. The joy of knowing we were one step closer to something, hell if anything, was all I needed to ignite some form of hope. 
 
    Lucas returned my hug with a strength that made me sigh. We pulled apart staring at each other, both relieved that our dead end was given a few more feet. Our noses were inches apart with our mouths skirting the line of inappropriateness. His lips were suddenly on mine and for a split second, I lost my sense of my awareness. The thought of Elliott bandaged up in the hospital smacked me back to reality. 
 
    I pulled away first, thoroughly embarrassed. “Lucas, I can’t.” 
 
    “No, I’m sorry,” Lucas adjusted his positioning in the seat. “I didn’t mean to.” 
 
    I nodded trying to assure myself that it was fine and it was cool. We got caught up in a moment that I was certain would never happen again.  
 
    “We’re just emotional,” I said calmly. “I’m sorry too.”  
 
    The awkward silence was enough to choke on until the ringing of Lucas’ phone started. I silently thanked the heavens for that.  
 
    “1655 Texas St. Got it.  I owe you one man.” 
 
    I took my phone out and put that address in my GPS.  When he hung up, I didn’t give him a chance to give out an order. I started the car already prepared to head in that direction.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    The neighborhood of the address we pulled up to was sketchy, and the looks we were getting from its residents were noticeably distrusting.   
 
    “You’re sure he gave you the right address?” I looked over to Lucas who seemed to be oblivious to the stares. I assumed Victoria would be near the University or at least in a student-populated area. This area and house still looked like it hadn’t recovered from Katrina. 
 
    “He’s never wrong,” he forcefully knocked on the blue paint chipped door.  
 
    When we didn’t get an answer, he did it again. I scanned behind us as a few passersby began talking to each other and pointing in our direction. 
 
    “I’m going to try the back,” he stated, already making a move in that direction. Rather than sit there and wait to surely get robbed, I decided to follow him.   
 
    Lucas opened the wooden framed screen door that was barely holding on and proceeded to knock. When we still didn’t get an answer, he turned the knob of the back door, which surprisingly opened it. 
 
     “We can't go in there,” I panicked. Of course, he knew the law better than I did but I’m certain this was trespassing.  
 
    “So, what would you have us do? Sit here and wait on her? Send her a letter and hope she answers it?” He replied sarcastically. 
 
    Rather than give him an answer backed by common sense, I chose to look away because I honestly didn’t have a timely alternative option to offer.  
 
    A rancid smell hit my nostrils as we stepped into the kitchen. I covered my nose and mouth with my hand, already assuming the worst. My stomach in knots as I followed behind Lucas, bypassing the sink of unwashed dishes. I watched enough crime shows to know this scenario was headed in a bad direction. My feet wanted to take off outside but I was honestly too frightened to.   
 
    “It’s the trash,” Lucas looked back at me seeming to read my thoughts. “You’d know if it was a dead body.” 
 
    “Jesus,” I wiped my hands over my face, still on the verge of crying from just the thought. 
 
    “She hasn’t been here for some days,” Lucas stated still poking around.  
 
    “How can you tell?” I asked naively as we moved from the kitchen to the bedroom.  
 
    “Trash hasn’t been taken out. Mail piled up in the mailbox in the front. Dishes piled up.” 
 
    As we continued walking further into the house, I froze at the sight of red handprints on one of the walls of the bedroom.   
 
    “Oh, my God! Oh, my God!” I pointed as my eyes followed the droplets of blood that disappeared towards the front of the house. 
 
    “Stay here!” Lucas instructed, pulling out a gun I didn’t realize was on him.  
 
    My entire body involuntarily shook as I stood there praying he didn’t find anything. Mentally, I wasn’t sure how much more I could take. 
 
    “It’s clear!” He yelled.  
 
    I carefully skirted the wall making sure not to interfere with the blood trail. I took notice of the items randomly scattered on the floor. "What happened?” 
 
    “Still trying to figure it out,” Lucas continued his observation.  
 
    Dizziness hit me and I felt like I was struggling to catch my next breath. “I’m gonna step outside,” I barely gasped out. 
 
    “You ok?” Lucas gave me a worried glance over. 
 
    “I just need some air,” I admitted.  “This...this is too much.” 
 
    “Understood.” He nodded. “I’m behind you in a few. Gonna see if I can find anything else in here.” 
 
    I nodded in response and made my way out the back door. The first wave of fresh air was more than welcomed. 
 
    “You lookin’ for Portia?” I heard a raspy voice ask. 
 
    I looked over to see an older lady seated in a worn metal chair by the backdoor of the house directly to the right of Victoria’s.  
 
    “No ma’am. We were looking for someone named Victoria.” I corrected. I should’ve been nervous that she saw me leaving out of a potential crime scene but something told me she wasn’t the type to go running to the police. 
 
    She lit her long cigarette and took a deep inhale from it. “Portia. Victoria. Whoever the hell she is depending on the night. That’s who you’re looking for, right?” 
 
    “I'm sorry?” I asked taking a step closer in her direction. “What do you mean by depending on the night?” 
 
    “You sho ain’t from around here,” she cackled to herself. “She’s a lady of the night,” she tried her best to sound proper. “Is that better?” 
 
    The lady didn’t even give me time to recover from that info. Yes, I thought Victoria was a hoe for messing with my husband, but I meant that figuratively. 
 
     “I ain’t seen her in bout a week now.” 
 
    Now that wasn’t adding up because I just saw her at the hospital only days ago. “You know where she went? Or have you seen anything strange going on with her?”  
 
    “I see ERRYTHANG baby. Strange ain’t so strange round here.” She lifted an eyebrow. “Some man been showing up here ever so often. Well actually, it was...” 
 
    “You ok?” Lucas’ hand touched the small of my back, making me jump. 
 
    “Uh yeah,” I looked back at him.  I turned back around to finish my conversation. “You were saying?” 
 
    “Nothin’.” She went back to smoking her cigarette.   
 
    “But you were saying you saw,” I urged her to continue. 
 
    Without offering another word, she got up and went inside her house. 
 
    “What was that about?” Lucas questioned. 
 
    Utterly confused, I shrugged. “I’m not even sure anymore.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    I approached my car and noticed a white piece of paper under one of the windshield wipers. I did a quick survey of my street for any sign of who could have left it and hesitantly opened it.  
 
    WE NEED TO TALK  - J 
 
    My hands trembled at the signature.  I rushed back into the house, back upstairs to the bedroom.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” Elliott asked noticeably alarmed.   
 
    It had been a few days since he’d been released from the hospital and we both decided it was best for him to fully recover at our own house. Neither his apartment or the house could be considered safer than the other given everything that had taken place, so we opted for familiarity and the installation of a premium security system. 
 
    I couldn’t answer him and just handed over the paper as I sat on the edge of the bed near his legs. 
 
    “Let’s call the police,” Elliot placed the paper on the nightstand. 
 
    “And say what?” I challenged. “He’s smart Elliott. He didn’t write out his name and he knew not to text me. This is nothing in the eyes of the police. I told you what they told me the first time.” 
 
    He didn’t respond right away because he knew I was right. We both sat there for a minute in silence. 
 
    “Maybe I should just call him,” I looked over at him. It’s not like we had a plethora of other options.  
 
    “Absolutely not,” Elliott countered. “We learned what he’s capable of. There’s no way I’m letting you go anywhere near or talk to him.” 
 
    I sighed as the hopelessness set in. “We can’t just sit here and wait for something to happen.” 
 
    “I’m not proposing that but we need to be smart Cass. Plan properly,” he took my hand and placed a kiss on my palm. “I can’t risk losing you again.” 
 
    Elliott saying that was crazy to me when he was the one that had been lied on, harmed, and treated like filth by me.  “I’m so sorry for all of this,” I teared up. I had so much regret and disappointment in myself when I thought about the past months. “If I could change things-” 
 
    “You can’t,” Elliott pulled at my hand to get closer to him. “The past is the past and every new day is a chance at starting over.” 
 
    I didn’t respond but I understood.  
 
    “Something is just off and I don’t know what it is. Every time we seem to be one step closer to an answer, five more questions pop up.” I stared at him.  “Why would he be reaching out to me knowing I’ve already talked to the police?” 
 
    “People have done crazier things in the name of love,” Elliott reasoned. “You shouldn’t underestimate the magnitude of his feelings for you." 
 
    Love? Julian couldn’t possibly believe that after all of this that he was in love with me. He didn’t love me then. And after what I know he did to Shanice, he damn sure didn’t now.   
 
    “It’s not just the Julian situation that’s confusing me,” I hesitated. I was also referring to Victoria. I didn’t disclose what I learned about her to Elliott because I thought he’d been through enough. Throwing something else his way seemed wrong, but I needed his head in this with me.  
 
    “What do you mean?” He adjusted the pillow propped behind his back.  
 
    “I didn’t tell you, but I did find out more information about Victoria. Lucas and I found an address on her,” I uncomfortably cleared my throat. Her bloody hand prints were still on my mind. 
 
    “Why wouldn’t you tell me?” Elliott brows furrowed. “What happened?”  
 
    “She’s a prostitute and more than likely,” I gnawed at my quivering lip attempting to prevent myself from getting overly emotional. “More than likely dead,” I continued.  
 
    “Are you serious?” Elliott leaned forward even though I knew it still pained him physically. 
 
    “Yeah. Her next-door neighbor told me about her line of work and there was... blood in her house,” I wiped a stray tear. “It was awful.” 
 
    Elliott enveloped me in the tightest hug as I gave up on trying not to cry. “Cassie, I swear on my life I won’t let anybody hurt you.”  
 
    I cried even harder at that. 
 
    “Shhh,” Elliott rubbed my back. “We’ll regroup with Lucas and figure out a plan, ok?” 
 
    I nodded still in his embrace.  
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Denise and Gerald walked hand-in-hand out of the movie theater to their car. It was the same movie Gerald took Tyler to see but with his wife, it was an entirely different experience.  This was their first step at attempting to understand each other better.  Gerald loved all things comic books and Denise just enjoyed spending time with him outside of the house. Even with Denise asking questions about the movie while it played, an extreme pet peeve of Gerald’s, they both walked out of the theater satisfied. 
 
    Gerald gave Denise a quick slap on the butt before he opened the car door for her. She giggled like a teenager as she got in, already planning to keep Gerald up all night since Tyler was by Gerald’s mother for the weekend.  
 
    Just as Denise closed her door, her mouth was immediately covered and something cold was placed on her temple.  She tried to scream to get Gerald’s attention but it was too late, he was already getting in the car.  
 
    Gerald froze at the sight of the masked man holding a gun to his wife’s head.  
 
    “Close your door,” the man commanded. 
 
    Gerald obliged, fearful that if he didn’t, Denise would die. They picked the last movie of the night and he knew none of the few moviegoers would see them because of his chosen parking spot away from other cars.  A practice he started after their Audi had been hit a few times by the car doors of others only months after they purchased it. 
 
    “Now listen to me carefully. You’re going to follow my driving directions. If you do as I say, I can guarantee you and your wife will make it home to your son.”  
 
    Denise’s body stilled. This man had to have been following them around to know about Tyler. She was trying to make out his voice but the mask made it muffled.  How could she have been so careless? All the chaos surrounding Cass and she never thought it would extend to her.  
 
    “Ok,” Gerald spoke calmly not showing an ounce of how terrified he truly was.   
 
    He started up the car and pulled off, following each directed turn and stop precisely. Denise involuntarily shook as they traveled deeper into a heavily wooded area. Her eyes gravitated between Gerald and the road. They were in St. Charles Parish, an area she wasn’t familiar with but knew there were enough woods and swamps to become forever lost in.  
 
    “Take the left up here,” he shouted off another order that brought them on a deserted gravel road absent of any lights.   
 
    “Stop the car.” 
 
    Gerald did as he was told as his stomach sank. There was no way this man brought them this far not to kill them.  The only thing he could think about was their son growing up without either one of them. 
 
    The guy removed his hand from Denise’s mouth and dug into his pocket, never removing the gun from her head. “Put this on her,” he tossed a zip tie onto Gerald’s lap. “Hold your hands out. Wrist together,” he instructed Denise. 
 
    Gerald gently grabbed Denise’s hands, brushing his thumb over them in an effort to show some sign of affection. He could feel her hands trembling as he locked the zip tie in place. 
 
    After it was secure, he instructed Gerald to get out the car. Denise screamed as she feared the worst of what that meant.  
 
    “I said get out the car!” The guy realized Gerald had yet to move probably coming to the same conclusion Denise had. 
 
    “Please don’t hurt him!” Denise cried as Gerald finally obliged to the demand. 
 
    “Move and I won’t hesitate to put a bullet in his head,” he shoved the gun further into Denise’s temple. He gave her a second to let that warning sink in and then exited the vehicle.    
 
    “Turn around and put your hands behind your back,” the man barked at Gerald.  As he did so, Gerald tried his luck at reasoning.  “Let us know what you need and I’ll take care of it. Money, a car, whatever. I can make it happen.” 
 
     Ignoring him, he slammed Gerald onto the hood of the car igniting another scream from Denise. The guy tied his hands behind his back and stood him upright. 
 
    Gerald tried again, “Just take our car and go. We don’t even know what you look like.” 
 
    “Can’t do that," the guy said in route to pull Denise from the car. 
 
    “Why?” Gerald pushed growing frustrated as he watched Denise cry out from the guy pulling her by her hair. 
 
    “Because I need my bait,” he stood her next to Gerald. “Smile for the camera,” he snapped a picture of the two of them. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    I stared at Dan’s name on my phone as it rang for the tenth time today.   I hadn’t touched my work for Sultry since the break-in and hospital stay with Elliott. I knew that Dan knew I was behind on some of the final deadlines I set with him, and by all means, he was the wrong person to do that with it. He was an all business kind of man and wiggle rooms weren’t his thing which I respected but the safety of my life was at stake and that wasn’t a subject I could casually throw out there in a phone call.   
 
    “Are you going to answer him?” Elliott questioned from onside me on the sofa.  “You could just say you’re sick or something you know.” 
 
    “Sick?” I was almost offended. “Dan is a very understandable guy when he wants to be but sick wouldn’t cut it for him. Not when it comes to me.  He’s seeing a real profit now. He’d feel like I robbed him if I don’t follow through. I’m sure he realized I’m avoiding him.” 
 
    Elliott nodded seeming to understand. “So, what are you going to do then?”  
 
    “Email more than likely. I could find some diplomatic way to let him know I'm still working on Sultry, but a family emergency happened.” I sighed.  “I’ll figure something out.” I reached for my closed laptop that was resting on the coffee table. 
 
    “Well do ya thing,” Elliott barely did a lean over to me, but I knew that was his way of requesting a kiss.  
 
    Despite everything that had occurred, Elliott and I were growing closer by the day. His near-death experience could be deduced as the catalyst, but it wasn’t the only reason. Our love was finding a way to mend the pain we’d given each other.  Through the uncomfortable truths and tears, there was a glimpse of solace. We had made it through ‘for worse’ and were holding onto the rising promise of better days. It had been an emotionally draining process for the both of us, but I think we realized that living without each other would be agonizingly unbearable. 
 
    I pecked him on the lips and then he carefully stood up.  “It’s time for my nightly dose of feel goods.” He stated referring to the pain meds he’d been prescribed.  
 
    “I’ll be up in a little. You sure you don’t need help up the steps?” I was prepared to get up. 
 
    “Nah, it’ll take me awhile, but I got it,” he smiled. 
 
    “Ok,” I responded still uneasy about it, but I let it go.  Elliott wasn’t used to being confined to home, much less to the bed. Him coming down to the sofa was a hard-fought compromise because I planned on following his hospital release orders of strict bed rest to the T.  
 
    “Love you.” 
 
    “Love you more.” 
 
    I smiled unexpectedly, something I hadn’t been able to do in a while, as I opened my laptop prepared to give Dan something of an explanation. Going into my business email account, I was alarmed at my inbox that had at least ten messages with the same subject, COME ALONE and a sender with a weird letter number combo for a name. I would’ve written it off as spam but looking at the times they were sent, they seemed to be all exactly five minutes apart.  
 
    I clicked on the newest message and my heart dropped. I panicked at the sight of Denise and Gerald tied up by the hands.  
 
    My sister’s eyes were beet red. Her hair frazzled.  And Gerald looked no better off. I prayed Tyler wasn’t in any of the photos as I nervously clicked through them all. I was about to scream out to Elliott but the wording just above the picture gave an address with the same warning of the subject line in addition to threatening to kill them if I didn’t adhere to the instructions.  My thoughts were weighing every option including calling the police and even Lucas, but I couldn’t take that risk. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if something happened to them.  
 
    Maybe I could reason with Julian.  If Elliott was right about underestimating Julian’s love for me, maybe I could find a way to fix the situation. 
 
    I pushed the laptop off me and made my way to the front door.  Quickly but quietly, I put on my shoes, glancing up to the top of the steps hoping Elliott wouldn’t call down to me.  My mind was already made up.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    The feeling of dread crept up my spine as I approached the dilapidated warehouse. The nighttime sounds of the woods had me swiveling in every direction thinking somebody was approaching me.  I wanted to turn back. Everything in my body was telling me to but thinking of only myself was the sole reason I was in this mess. I was desperately trying not to be that self-centered person anymore and even this situation wouldn’t change that. My only comfort as my hands trembled towards the large metal door of the entrance, was that I made my peace with Elliott, Denise, and myself.  
 
    I pushed the unlocked door open into complete darkness. Not being able to see my hands in front of me, made me stop in my tracks. I pulled my phone from my back pocket, prepared to turn on the built-in flashlight. The lights above me suddenly flickered on dimly as if they were warming up. Thankfully, they were bright enough to take away the uncertainty of what I was walking into.   
 
    I was surprised at how clean the space looked. Somebody seemed to be maintaining it despite its outward appearance.  
 
    “Julian,” I called out with a shaky voice still cautiously walking further into the building.  
 
    When I didn't get a response, I felt a little bolder repeating his name again.  
 
    “Julian, I’m here and I want my family released.” 
 
    I got nothing but the sound of my feet hitting the concrete flooring. 
 
    “Cass.” 
 
    I spun around and saw Julian walking into the entrance. “What are you doing here?” He seemed alarmed. 
 
    “I’m doing what you asked,” I kept my distance, confused by his rhetorical question. “Where’s my sister?” 
 
    “Where’s your sis-” He look bewildered.  “I didn’t...” His eyes grew almost double in size. He ran towards me prompting me to take off in the opposite direction in fear.  He caught me by the arm before I could get a stride away but oddly enough, he was pulling me in the opposite direction towards the entrance.  
 
    "Run Cass! Get back in your car and call the police!” 
 
    “Hold it right there!” Lucas emerged from the warehouse office near the entrance with a gun pointed at Julian. 
 
    “Lucas!” I broke free from Julian’s grasp and ran towards my unspoken savior.  I threw my arms around him in the tightest embrace. I don’t think I’d ever been so relieved to see anyone in my life.  
 
    “How did you know I was here?” I asked.  “He has Denise and Gerald.” I rambled off everything that I should’ve called and told him the second I received Julian’s email. 
 
    “Cass!” Julian yelled frantically.  “Get away from him!” 
 
    Confused, I looked back at Julian’s panicked face and then up to Lucas’. He said it so harshly that it made me pause to assess the situation.   
 
    “How did you know I was...here?” I loosened my grip on Lucas. The feeling in my gut took a souring turn. 
 
    Lucas’ stern expression, completely honed in on Julian, transformed into a more sinister one as his eyes fell to me.  The hairs on the back of my neck raised, making me remove my hands from him completely.  
 
    “Lucas?” I asked in disbelief and more so, fear. 
 
    “God dammit Cass!” He slapped his thigh excitedly. “You know I sat here wondering how long it would take you to figure out everything but this whole clueless victim role is becoming of you, woman.” 
 
    “What?” I backed away from him.   
 
    “She has nothing to do with this!”  Julian came rushing in our direction. 
 
    The gun fired and I screamed, slamming my hands over my ears from the blast.  Julian bellowed down to his knees.  Blood now trickling from his thigh. 
 
    “And I told you never to cross me,” Lucas gritted through his teeth.  
 
    My eyes darted back and forth between the two of them. “You know... each other?” I was still too stunned to get the words out. 
 
    “Know?” Lucas smirked as he continued to watch Julian moan in pain. “We’re practically buddies. Isn’t that right, J?” 
 
    “Fuck you man!” Julian spit as he attempted to stand.   
 
    “You had it so easy. So fucking easy,” Lucas spoke animatedly with the gun aimed in his direction. “And then poof, your moral compass appears. You thought I would’ve been okay with that?” 
 
    “What did you do?” I looked between the two of them in disbelief. There was no way this was real. “What about Shanice?” 
 
    Lucas’ eyes twitched at the mention of her name. “Shanice. My dear, dear Shanice,” he almost sang. “So beautiful,” he seemed trapped in the thought of her. “She was too weak for this world,” he spewed out. “She fucked up everything in my life from the time my family took her in.” 
 
    “She was a child,” I defended. 
 
    “That couldn’t keep her fucking mouth shut, but I see now why you two were friends. Somebody had to be the obnoxious voice for the lost cause.” 
 
    “Fuck you!” I lunged towards him in a rage trying to swat the gun from his hand. He caught me by the wrist and twisted my arm behind my back.   
 
    “Looks like we have a fighter on our hands!” He placed the gun to my head as I cried from the heat of the recently fired muzzle.  “I see why you love her so much, J.” 
 
    “Let her go, man! I’m here and I’m who you want. I swear to you, I haven’t said shit about them to anybody,” Julian pleaded. 
 
    Them?  
 
    “What do you know Julian?!” I screamed.  
 
    Julian looked to be on the verge of crying as his eyes frantically looked to me and then the floor. “I didn’t have a choice.” 
 
    “What did you do?!”   
 
    If I was going to die, I wanted to die knowing the truth about everything.  
 
    “Tell me!” 
 
    “Yeah J, tell little Miss Cassie what you did!” Lucas taunted shooting the gun in his direction again. This time it hit by his feet and I knew it was a deliberate miss. 
 
    “Fuck!” Julian howled moving out the way.  “Right before I met you,” he started frantically, “me and a few of my friends robbed that pizza spot near the university. It was supposed to be a way to get some quick cash. I needed the money for school,” he reasoned like committing the crime would somehow be justifiable to me.  
 
    “Shit went south, and I ended up shooting the owner,” his voice wavered.  
 
    “What?” I muffled out.  
 
    “I…I thought he was reaching for a gun,” his eyes fell. “Me and one other person got caught running out and he was the officer who got me,” Julian nodded in our direction referring to Lucas. “He told me he’d make sure I’d never go down for the murder if I did some things for him,” Julian sniffled as tears rolled down his face. “What was I supposed to say?” 
 
    “Julian,” I sobbed with conflicted emotions. I was angry that he kept something of this magnitude from me. He didn’t just commit some petty robbery.  A man died.   But I pitied him for feeling like he had no other options.  
 
    “I didn’t know what he was doing to the girls I picked out for him until...I started seeing them act different.  A lot of them withdrew from school. That’s why I was so protective over you Cass. I didn't want him or anybody else fucking with you.” 
 
    “Yeah, he got to keep you alllll to himself,” Lucas licked the side of my face from my cheek up to my temple as I tried not to vomit from repulsion. “You don’t know how long I’ve been wanting to do that.” 
 
    “I swear to God I’ll kill you!” Julian attempted to come our way. Lucas fired off another shot, catching him in the shoulder. Julian howled and fell again. 
 
    “Please stop it!” I begged. 
 
    “Oh, don’t start feeling too sorry for him Cass,” Lucas responded calmly. “I saw how he used to treat you. He wasn’t the nicest guy.” He stressed. “He could use what he did for me as an excuse, but I know better.  Getting rid of Shanice was a thrill for him.” 
 
    The air left my lungs.   
 
    “Shut the fuck up!” Julian belted. 
 
    “Awwww, I think you hurt her feelings, J,” Lucas must have felt the change in my demeanor. “Don’t you worry though. Her mouth and other parts went to good use way before that happened. Having access to her in the same house was so much easier than those bullshit dorms,” Lucas chimed in laughing.   
 
    My infuriation was to the point of nausea. I started blindly kicking trying to claw at Lucas’ arm. “She was your sister!” I screamed wishing I could rip his face off.    
 
    “Calm the fuck down!” Lucas spun me around to face him and delivered a blow to my cheek. I fell backward onto the concrete flooring and quickly sat up, holding my throbbing face.  
 
    “Yo, what the fuck is wrong with you?!” Julian yelled towards him. He weakly attempted to come to my aid, but I started swinging at him too. 
 
    “Don’t you fucking touch me!” I pushed away from him.  
 
    The more I replayed he and Lucas’ conversation, the more I realized how disgusting this situation actually was. That story at hospital Lucas gave about the little girl being molested was all bullshit. He knew exactly why Shanice was the way she was. “You did that to her?” I looked to Julian in disbelief. “She trusted you! I trusted you! Was that your baby too?” 
 
    “Cass, I swear I didn’t know about the baby until afterwards,” Julian tried to reach out to me from his sitting position on the ground. “I couldn’t risk her saying anything. I don’t even know how she knew what was going on with him.” 
 
    “You sure you don’t know?” Lucas asked skeptically. “Because a part of me thinks you fucking said something to her,” he gritted. “You and I were the only two people involved in this.” 
 
    “What?” Julian seemed confused as he held onto his shoulder. His voice getting weaker with every response. “Why would I risk telling her?” 
 
     “You tell me,” Lucas approached him placing the gun to the center of his head. I scrambled away from them.  “I’m sure you needed an ally to rat me out.  Is that why you went on your little hiatus?” 
 
    “That doesn’t make sense,” Julian’s breathing became rugged. “That would mean, I was giving myself up.” 
 
    “You say that but you know what’s funny? I tried searching for you after you disappeared and it’s like you vanished off the face of the earth,” Lucas’ lifted his hands in an exaggerated fashion. “And you know what? I was ok with that. I dealt with the questions about the girls and it eventually all died down but the minute you stepped back onto my territory, I couldn’t take that risk again.”  
 
    Lucas looked over to me, "I had a feeling you’d come back though.” 
 
    My eyes fell at his implication that I was the reason.  
 
     “I'm a very patient man. All the exhausting events I had to set up for you two to meet and still neither one of you could sense shit. Your nose was so far up her ass, you didn’t even see it coming.” 
 
    “See what?” Julian asked apprehensively. 
 
    “I just witnessed you attacking your ex-lover, who you’ve continuously harassed in addition to setting up an attack on her husband. You abducted two members of her family and I was able to set them free but not before killing you.” 
 
    My eyes grew wide. 
 
    “Bye Julian.”  
 
    The gun exploded and I screamed as Julian’s back hit the concrete. 
 
    Lucas shifted the focus of the gun to me as I desperately tried not to hyperventilate.  “I tried to save you from your obsessed ex, but I was too late.” 
 
    I sobbed already anticipating what was coming, “Just tell me why me. Please.” 
 
    Lucas snorted, “Honestly Cass. You were a casualty of war. Nothing more. Nothing less. And all loose ends must be accounted for.” He stepped closer to me.  
 
    “You don’t have to do this,” I pleaded. “I won’t say anything I swear.  
 
    “Cass,” he sighed. “If only that was enough.” If I wasn’t pressed for time, we could’ve had some fun, but I’ll make sure Elliott and that delicious sister of yours grieve properly.” 
 
    I closed my eyes preparing for his next move. I was angry at myself for looking past the obvious signs. Lucas was always around when I was in trouble. I thought it was by luck but no, this was all clearly calculated. I just hope Elliott or Denise could figure it out. 
 
    “DROP YOUR WEAPON!” 
 
    Alarmed, my eyes popped open.  I looked past Lucas at the three police in uniform that lined the entrance of the warehouse. 
 
    “Stand down! I’m an officer and this woman is armed!” 
 
    I looked up to him frantically and then back at them. “I swear to you I don’t have a weapon! Please help me!” I didn’t want to make any movements for fear of getting killed accidently. 
 
    “I SAID DROP YOUR WEAPON!” The same officer repeated.  
 
    “And I said this woman is armed!” Lucas repeated. This was his attempt to shoot me or get me shot. I knew too much to stay alive. 
 
    “PUT THE GOD DAMN GUN DOWN!” Another officer belted. 
 
    Lucas repositioned his grip on the gun. His eyes crazed.  
 
    “He’s going to shoot me!” I yelled. 
 
    Lucas and I continued our stare down and I knew that’s exactly what he planned.  He didn’t want me talking even if he was dead. 
 
    Shots rang out and I dropped backwards, bringing my knees to my chest and hands over my ears.  The noise suddenly ceased and something heavy landed on me. I opened my eyes to Lucas’ lifeless ones. 
 
    I panicked as I tried to push him off. “Get away from me!”  
 
    “Ma’am calm down,” I didn’t realize the cops had surrounded me.  Two of them shifted Lucas’ body off of mine. 
 
    “Are you okay?” The one kneeling asked. 
 
    “No,” I touched my chest, trying to hectically wipe the blood from my shirt.  “How did you know I was here?” 
 
    “Your husband. He told us about the situation with your ex and the tracker he put on your phone.” 
 
    Tracker? When did he do that? 
 
    “My family!” I panicked. “He has my family!” 
 
    “We have them,” the second officer helped me stand. “They’re waiting in the unit outside.” 
 
    “Oh, my God!” I cried into his chest.  “Thank you!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
     “You sure you’re up to this?” Elliott held my hand across the center console.  
 
    Almost a year and a half had passed since the warehouse incident.  It had also been eleven months since Victoria’s body showed up in the Mississippi. We found out that Lucas attacked one of her little sisters and beat her almost to the point of death. It was the threat of finishing her off that forced Victoria to help him because of her limited alternatives. She was a known prostitute whose reputation would’ve surpassed her believability.  That seemed to be Lucas’ thing: Manipulation.  All of us, including Denise and Gerald, were attempting to find our normal again. This was my last step in that journey. 
 
    I glanced out of the window towards the small run-down cottage styled house. “I’m positive.” 
 
    “Ok,” he gave my hand a squeeze and got out.  He crossed in front of the car, and opened my door for me.  I stepped out and looked to him trying to mask my nervousness. 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want me to come in with you?”   Elliott asked again. It’s the same question he’d been consistently asking me since I told him I wanted to do this. 
 
    “I got it,” I smiled confidently. 
 
    “Ok. I’ll be standing right here if you need me,” he kissed my hand. 
 
    I carefully walked up the steps towards the front door and rang the doorbell.  I looked backed at Elliott who was leaning against the car, intently watching me. 
 
    The door opened and an older white woman, who looked to be in her late fifties, answered.   
 
    “Hi,” she said apprehensively. “May I help you?” 
 
    “Hi, my name is Cassandra Watson and-” 
 
    “You were Shanice’s friend, right?” She interrupted. “I remember you from the funeral.” 
 
    “Yes,” I was shocked that she even knew that. “I wanted to know if it was possible to speak with you about her for a minute?” 
 
    “Uhh sure,” she nodded with tired eyes. “You can come in.” She opened the door further. 
 
    I looked back at Elliott and threw up my hand, signaling I’d be right back. He nodded in return and held up his phone to say he was right there if I needed him. 
 
     I stepped in the house, quickly noticing how unkept it looked.  The white and grey blends of the painted walls were beautiful but it was overshadowed by newspaper piles and random items on the floor. 
 
    “Sorry for the mess,” she picked up a blanket and a used paper plate from a nearby rug. “I wasn’t expecting company.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s fine,” I replied honestly.  “I completely apologize for showing up here unannounced.  I took my chances when I couldn’t find a number for you.”  
 
    “Yeah,” she scoffed. “I got rid of my house phone a few years ago. You can have a seat right there.”  
 
    I looked back at the sofa and sat down towards the edge.  Miss Theresa sat across me in a worn-down burgundy recliner.  
 
    “Miss Theresa, the reason I’m here is to tell you something difficult. I’m not sure exactly how to say it but I feel like you should know.” 
 
    She shifted uncomfortably. “Ok.” 
 
    “Shanice was being... touched,” I swallowed hard. “When she came to stay with you. Your son, Lucas, he-” 
 
    “He was sick,” she stopped me.  “God rest his soul. He was sick and I made sure that he stopped messing with her.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I almost choked on my words, “You’re saying you knew about it?” 
 
    Miss Theresa sat up. “I wasn’t stupid. She went from coping well with her mother’s passing to running away from home every other week when she made it to high school. At first I didn’t understand it and then-” 
 
    “You asked her about it?” I pressed. 
 
    “Of course,” she nodded. “It took a few times but eventually she admitted to me what he was doing. What he’d been doing.” 
 
    This still wasn’t adding up. 
 
    “Well what did you do?” I sat forward, stomach in knots. 
 
    She looked away, “I put him out. Told him he couldn’t step foot near this house again.” 
 
    “And what about the police?” 
 
    “What about them?” She countered. 
 
    “You never reported it to anybody,” the truth fell from my lips. How the hell could she keep something of that magnitude to herself? 
 
     “Why didn't you say something? Your son became a cop! A cop! Do you know what he was doing to women?” 
 
    Miss Theresa’s eyes watered. “Is this your first child?” Her eyes looked towards my stomach. 
 
    I covered my hand over my growing bump. “Yes.” 
 
    “Then you’ll know soon enough,” she sniffled. 
 
    “Know what?’ I asked as my son began kicking almost instinctively. 
 
    “How far you’ll go to protect them.” 
 
    “That’s bullshit,” I scoffed. “Who was protecting Shanice?” I challenged. “She deserved that protection too. Blood or not.” 
 
    Miss Theresa reached for the packet of cigarettes on the arm of the recliner but stopped when she looked down at my stomach.  
 
    “Did you know she was pregnant when she was murdered?” I questioned. 
 
    Miss Theresa’s eyes connected with mine. The color that faded from her face told me she didn’t know either one of those things. 
 
    “Yeah. Apparently, your sick son got her pregnant and then found someone to kill her off because she found out what he was up to,” I continued.  
 
    “No, no, no, no,” Her head shook along with her hands.  “I’m the one that called it in anonymously.” 
 
    “What?” My voice trembled. 
 
    “I kept reading about the rapes happening around her school,” she stood up and walked towards the corner onside of the sofa.  She pulled out a stack of newspapers, and handed them to me.  Shuffling through each one, I realized there were specific stories circled in red.  “They were all in Lucas’ district. I knew deep down it was him.” 
 
    I pushed back the vile words I wanted to give her. “And you just sat there. Knowing damn well the monster he was.” 
 
     “I tried to stop him! I tried to fix all my wrongs,” she grabbed a picture that was lying face down on the coffee table. She stared at it and broke down completely, “My sweet baby!” Her hands fell to her side as she let out a tortuous cry towards the ceiling.  
 
    I could now see the little chocolate girl, smiling from ear to ear in the photo. Tears rolled down my cheeks and that’s when I decided that I’d had enough. I stood up and thought about giving her a piece of my mind but from the looks of her and this house, she wasn't far away from losing the little bit of sanity she had left. I stepped out the front door, relinquishing myself from the guilt I'd been carrying all of these years. Shanice was ill-fated long before I even crossed paths with her.  It was an ugly truth but still the truth nevertheless.  
 
    I approached Elliott. 
 
    “What happened?” He held his arms out.   
 
    “Everything you could expect,” I said into his embrace. “She knew about him. What he did.”  
 
    Elliott didn’t respond right away but tightened his embrace. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be,” I looked up at him. “We’re going to be fine. All of us.” 
 
    “I know,” he agreed. “Let’s go home.” 
 
    “Let’s.” 
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