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Synopsis/Blurb


Tick tock…

Officer Nick Vitale has worked his way up to becoming one of the most-respected and talented cops in Brooklyn, New York. Yet, for many years, he has harbored a destructive secret. When he witnesses a horrific murder-suicide that rattles him to the core, he finally realizes he has reached rock bottom. In a last ditch effort to help himself and turn his life around, he seeks professional assistance, fully aware his time is running out.

A doll with a beating heart…

Taryn Jones is a mystery who wastes no time with putting Nick in his place during their awkward first meeting. The world-renowned supermodel is battling her own demons, yet, in healing herself, she also finds time to be a bright ray of sunshine for others in need. She dives headfirst into her therapy, determined to succeed, and reaches deep within to find the inner strength required to start afresh and pursue her new dreams.

When Beauty meets Beast, the unthinkable happens…

Nick and Taryn forge a strong friendship built on respect and restraint, until their control slips and sparks fly. Through the challenges of their respective addictions and the dark shadows of their past, they find the joy of nourishing the seeds of a love they can no longer deny.

Time is running out…

Nick works hard to gain the trust of his colleagues, while Taryn strives to find her own way in the beginning stages of a new endeavor. This is the time of reckoning, when temptation and doubt rear their ugly heads to awaken old pain and fears. In this race toward redemption, will Nick and Taryn’s hearts and lives be saved in the nick of time?
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PLEASE NOTE: This is a two-part book. Part 1 and Part 2 are included in this one book. There is no additional book to purchase or wait for, no worries regarding cliffhangers. (Hence, the reason for the total length of this novel.)
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Copyright © 2015 by Tiana Laveen


Kindle Edition

All rights reserved.

Warning: The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 (five) years in federal prison and a fine of $250,000.

Names, characters and incidents depicted in this book are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental and beyond the intent of the author or the publisher.

No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.

IN OTHER WORDS: If you do any of the above, the karma bus is waiting for you. If you steal this author’s work and illegally loan and/or share it, request illegal/free copies online and/or in printed version, you are no better than a burglar that breaks into someone’s house while you think they are away. You are a criminal. A thief. A cheat. You don’t work for free, so why should authors?! WE WORK HARD. SHOW SOME APPRECIATION.
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Warning


This book contains topics that are adult in nature. There is a gratuitous amount of profanity. There are adult themes/topics that cover a gamut of subjects, including but not limited to: heavy drug usage, narcotic dependency/chemical addiction, graphic depictions of sexual acts/sexual intimacy, mental illness, sexual deviancy, physical violence, illness, and rampant illegal activities.

Please be advised.
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Dedication


This book is dedicated to the caring men and women who fight on the front line to protect civilians and ‘common folk’, such as myself, during our day-to-day lives. I am speaking about our military, EMS, police and fire personnel. There is an abundance of abuse of power going on globally in regards to the people that are in a position of power, people that we are supposed to be able to trust. Much of it stems from/ pertains directly to racial and economic profiling and discrimination, as well as a systematic lack of understanding and compassion for human life. It has caused severe damage in day-to-day relationships, fueled by a lack of trust, thus, creating a hostile environment for all involved.

However, there are some excellent police officers who treat the people they encounter like human beings, with deference, regardless of their race and/or socio-economic status, and these men and women deserve respect. They have earned the public’s confidence due to their abilities and empathy towards others and should not be judged based on those who have shown otherwise. These men and women continue to uphold their job—which is to protect and serve. To the Nick Vitales of the world, the cops who love their job, do it well and with respect and integrity—I salute you.
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Love Letter to my Readers


Greetings. My name is Tiana Laveen and like the Hero in this book, I too have a problem. You see, I am addicted to writing. I thought I would begin there, since addiction—the how, when and why of it all—is a pretty significant part of this book. Nevertheless, this is still a love story, and the focus is on two people who life gave up on, but they didn’t give up on life. They’ve been given a sizeable helping of misery atop a splintered wooden spoon, and they must now find a way to make that stuff taste good going down…

As in all my love letters to readers/fans and newbies to my work, I want to preface this by saying, first and foremost, thank you for purchasing this book, ‘In the Nick of Time’, and giving it a chance.

I do not take anyone who has purchased a book of mine for granted, for each and every reader of my work is a blessing, in more ways than one. Now, for those of you not familiar with my work, I like to typically go over my style of writing, and so on and so forth, because I don’t want anyone lambasted, bamboozled, misled, or hoodwinked. Pleasure reading should be a satisfying experience, and that is what I personally try to provide, but just in case my creative delivery doesn’t fit into your expectations of how you like a story to be conveyed, I prefer to provide these cautionary signs before we jump onto the main road and begin our journey. Please, don’t read too much into this (no pun intended lol). It is just my way of trying to be courteous and considerate. Now, here are a few pointers (for those of you not familiar with my work) on how I tend to tell a tale. (Please feel free to skip this portion if you are already familiar with my work or simply not concerned.)

1.   I like to paint pictures with words. I want you to be right there, as the reader, in the center of it all. Therefore, my storytelling tends to be highly detailed.

2.   I typically write characters and plots that may make some people uncomfortable, even squirm a bit in their seats. In other words, my characters are flawed and imperfect, just like, well… all of us, in varying degrees. At times, however, they may have a bit more dysfunction than your ‘average Joe.’

3.   I let my characters live their lives with little interference from me. What that means is, I start with a basic, loose outline, and then typically deviate from most of it before all is said and done. I let my characters do what they need to do, when they need to do it. (i.e., sex scenes may not come right away if it doesn’t fit the characters or circumstances, etc. Nothing is forced.)

4.   I regard writing (romance fiction) as an art form, thus, it’s a personal expression. Personal expressions are not easily gradable. All I can do is promise to give you the best I can with each and every story I write, and I mean that. I’m simply doing the best I can, and giving it my all. It’s not perfect or imperfect. It simply ‘is.’

5.   I typically write from the male perspective. Why? It is my comfortable ‘natural’ voice. It was not a conscious decision; I just found it to be befitting for me personally. It is my ‘default’ setting if you will. I do show various perspectives of all the main characters in my novels and give all of them their due time, but most of my novels show more introspection from the Hero.

6.   I do not shy away from difficult, uncomfortable, or taboo topics, even in a romance novel. I try to do so in a respectful manner by conducting research, reading, and interviewing people that are well versed in whatever it is that I am discussing. My mission is not to shock, overwhelm or insult anyone. My self-appointed assignment is to create a love story, one that has been trapped in my mind and needs to get out.

7.   I love my readers and fans. You make this writing expedition all worth it with your written and verbal encouragement, beautifully penned emails regarding previous works I’ve written, and kind social media engagements regarding my novels. I appreciate all that you do for a myriad of reasons and words can’t properly express my gratitude. Writing is a form of air for me. I need it to breathe, so thank you to all of you that open the window a bit wider, allowing me a place to exhale and get much needed fresh air…

Okay, now, let’s get into a few details about this book (why I wrote it, etc.), and then jump right in.

Many full, blue moons ago, and bloody red suns too, I worked in a drug rehabilitation facility. It was outpatient, but I did cover inpatient treatment from time to time as well. During this time frame, right after college, I was debating on becoming a drug rehabilitation counselor. I danced with the notion of going into social work for a split second after I’d already obtained my Bachelor degree in Business Communications (Please don’t try to understand my line of logic – yes, they are vastly different fields of expertise but for whatever reason, I gravitated towards both.)

In any regard, my heart was in the right place. I had seen some things in my lifetime and wanted to assist humankind in some way. I had seen people I loved and cared about under the influence, manipulated by an outside source that caused them to be a bit less of their true selves. It is almost a surreal experience to see a person literally fall apart from the inside out due to a terrible drug/alcohol addiction that refuses to shake them loose. Not only did I wish to assist in matters such as this, I honestly also had very real bills to pay and this particular non-profit agency called me back after I’d interviewed for front desk and assistant personnel in order to get my foot in the door. I was hired less than a day later and full of silly optimism that I, Tiana Laveen, would fling my vibrant Superwoman cape over my shoulder and single handedly change everyone’s lives for the better…

So there you have it. While I was employed there, I of course got a crash course in reality and was forced to wake the hell up. In this process, I got to talk to and meet all sorts of people. I was at the front desk, helping with assessments and intakes, and even doing urinalysis at one point in time—the only woman in an all male staff. The male counselors weren’t allowed to give the female patients/clients urinalysis because the process had to be visually monitored to ensure no ‘fuddy duddy’ stuff was going on. You know, the ol’ switch-a-roo. During this process, I saw for the first time a colorful feather clitoris piercing (being christened by a stream of piss I might add), but I digress.

Now, those suffering from addiction are at times interesting people to observe. Some of the patients were in complete and utter denial. You could see it in their body language, their tone of voice, and their attitude. They’d look at me and snub me, the lowly young lady that I was, and act as if their mere presence was a gift to all that were privileged enough to witness them walking about in the flesh. Some patients, however, were floating somewhere in between, on the fence of denial and ‘wait a damn minute’, I just may be an addict.

Some were court mandated, thus, quite resentful. They brought along buckets of anger, and poured them onto anyone that would listen. Some came of their own free will—no one forced them into treatment; they’d simply hit their own rock bottom and it was far too prickly and uncomfortable for their liking. Some believed that they’d in some way been framed and their mission was to clear their name, regardless of the footage of them in the act of purchasing illegal narcotics from an undercover officer. Some realized, in the middle or almost at the end of treatment, that yes, there was a problem, and they were at the center of it all. Some had chips on their shoulders, and readily admitted that they rather enjoyed crack (or whatever their drug of choice), and insisted their actions weren’t hurting anyone; therefore, it was none of anyone’s business. However, one thing was for certain: Each and every single one of them was different, despite their commonality of having a drug addiction; and each and every one of them had hurt someone due to their behavior and illegal activities, whether they realized it or not.

They were from various socio economic statuses, races, and religious/spiritual beliefs. This was many, many years ago, and I am convinced some of them are now deceased due to their drug dependency or other related issues, or in prison, not getting out any time soon. Others went on to keep their sobriety, while yet others still struggle to keep their heads above water and remember that loving and caring about themselves is an investment, not a one-time purchase. So… these people are flawed, dysfunctional, in need of help. Damaged, emotionally broken people do the same things most other people do, though, as well. They have to eat, they need to sleep, they laugh, they get angry, and yes, they fall in love…

As seen in many of my other novels, I sometimes delve into subject matters that, like this one entails, are a bit risqué. I’ve written love stories about a myriad of people, from pimps to priests. There are some things in this world we have little control over, and how we feel about someone is often times one of those things. How we decide to express that sentiment, if at all, is a choice—but the actual feeling, the core of it all is, more times than not, is unable to be turned off, manipulated or denied. In this book, you meet the hero, Nick Vitale, and he is in such a predicament.

Nick grew up in Brooklyn, New York, the neighborhood of Brownsville to be exact. Those of you not familiar with Brownsville may be unaware of the history as well as the modern day plight of this area. It is one of the few places in New York that was not adversely affected, “blessed” by large doses of gentrification. There are many places in the five boroughs that did not receive the same level of care as, say, Manhattan in the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s. However, Brownsville is one of the least discussed, though it is quite evident that poverty, joblessness, and a bit of hopelessness are alive and well there.

With that said however, there is an interesting duality to this neighborhood. There are areas that are the complete opposite—it truly depends on where you look and where you are going and even, believe it or not, what time of day it is. As in many neighborhoods with these sort of challenges, you will find pockets of people working hard, not involved in any criminal activity, and making their living quarters a better place. It is a neighborhood where you can literally walk down one street and see nothing but public housing, and then go to another block and see small, albeit well maintained homes.

It is located in east Brooklyn, and is noted as a place many people do not wish to explore in the daytime, let alone the evening, but again, one must be careful about over-generalizing this part of Brooklyn. I keep jumping back and forth because this neighborhood jumps back and forth. It is literally as if one portion was highlighted with a promise of success and the other forgotten, with a proverbial tombstone set upon it; and most disturbing of all, there appears to be no rhyme or reason to it.

Not every block is filled with gang and drug activity, and not every area is ripe for vitalization. I am simply saying that it has not received the same level of care and financial backing to turn it around and be an upward moving, thriving community to the level of some of the surrounding areas in the same borough or adjacent neighborhoods, period. Carelessness…

Nick, our hero, grew up in the area that received less care. For the longest, that’s all he knew. For a police officer that is born and raised there, and then later works in the same penurious, at times startling area, Nick’s days and nights are filled with observing drug addicts bobbing their heads from heroine addiction, arresting unapologetic rapists, chasing seasoned burglars, and attempting to convince prostitutes to get off the streets before it is too late.

He is inundated with non-stop domestic violence calls beginning in the wee hours of the morning and stop on the 23rd of never. These are not occasional situations for Nick Vitale; they are daily situations. He still resides in Brownsville, though he moved to a safer area of it, and he enjoys his home—it is his castle. He was one of the lucky ones, however. Though his life started out as quite challenging, he had enough love and support around him to help him survive in an environment that appeared to be hell bent on destroying each and every inhabitant that crossed its path. However, he survived.

But what does that really mean? Does it mean one forgets the trauma they lived and try to turn a blind eye? Does it mean one can deny all the pitfalls and booby traps life placed before the half Puerto Rican, half Italian kid from Brooklyn? No, because each and every one of us, no matter how big or small the traumas we have endured, is simply trying to withstand the experience, trying to make it.

We often attempt to not let the words, actions and behaviors of others bring us down, influence our moods and set us on a path of self-destruction. The problem, however, is like that of head trauma; if you are hit in just the right spot, more times than not, the victim of the unfettered cruelty of others is never the same…

It’s the same for those that suffered as children, whether it was because of a father or mother that wasn’t in the home, or on a larger scale of damage, such as a form of habitual, physical abuse where no one intervened, or at least, not in time. Despite Nick’s opportunities and helpful breaks along the way, he suffers from insurmountable guilt, a hidden life he has cloaked away from the outside world, and a strong desire to be needed and loved. To me, he is an interesting, albeit complicated character. He is a lovely, flawed, human being who simply needs another human being in his midst, one that he can trust, one that he can connect with, one that can make him see the world through a different vantage point, and cling onto it, appreciate the life he does have and not take it for granted.

For life is not promised. It is comprised of tiny milliseconds, and once they pass, we can never get them back again. So we must make the most of our time on Earth, and he learns this lesson via a woman who is physically stunning, but also tangibly and emotionally imperfect. Her name is Taryn Jones, and her reputation precedes her. She is a celebrated fashion model, a native New Yorker with a penchant for independent thinking, and despite her lovely ways, she at times dances the tightrope of carefully cloaked insecurity. Not too much, not too little, but enough to make her pause.

Additionally, she is warm and feminine, as well as talented in many ways, some hidden. She, too, is multidimensional and complicated. She and Nick share a few things in common, but soon realize that their commonalties go beyond the reason they met in the first place. Taryn is proof that one can be scratched and dented, but still celebrate and embrace those psychological and emotional blemishes, and make a positive change. She is Nick’s beacon of light, and the way she lives her life, her philosophies, change his entire world.

My hope is that you, as the reader, go through this journey right along with Nick and Taryn, and once you read, ‘The End’, it stays with you a bit longer. This story is designed to take you on unexpected twists and turns for the better. It is my hope that it will make you think about topic(s) that you may have believed you had all figured out, and just when you think you know the answer, you discover there is something else lying beneath the surface, and it pops out at the most interesting and possibly unexpected times. So, without further ado, please join me, as I introduce to you Officer Nick Vitale as he takes you on an excursion and allows you to have a front row seat to the spectacle of his life.

You want to read about a damaged man that falls apart behind the iron curtain but comes back together, piece by torn piece, once he receives the love of a magnificent woman?

Well, the clock starts NOW…
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PART I of In the Nick of Time


“The ache for home lives in all of us. The safe place where we can go as we are and not be questioned.”

—Maya Angelou, “All God’s Children Need Travelling Shoes”
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A Word from Our Hero
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You ever notice how time is never on your side? Neither clock nor Mayan calendar can predict what life has in store and when that life will come to an end. We wake up every damn day, thinking we know what the hell is going to happen, right? Like, we’ll get up at such and such a time; then we’ll hop in the shower, shave, check some emails, watch a little news, brush our teeth, get dressed, and leave for work. That’s all a bunch of crap because those are just plans, and plans are more times than not messed up somehow along the way. Take my job, for instance. There isn’t one damn day that passes when I can predict what the hell is going to happen. Time is funny like that. For example, when you’re having a good day, it’s far too short. When the shit hits the fan, or someone is especially getting under your skin, it drags on forever. I came to realize though, that time can be an enemy and a friend, too. I think I read that somewhere…

I read a lot now…

I wasn’t much of a reader as a kid. I only read what was necessary, like maps, instructional booklets for electronics, things like that. I didn’t see the point. It seemed to me, books just held a bunch of useless junk, the ideas of another person. I had my own ideas, what did I need someone else’s for? I grew up in Brooklyn with my older brother and my Ma. The neighborhood I call home is Brownsville. I was born and raised there. It’s the place I hate, and the place I love. I think, no matter where I go in this world, it will always have a piece of me. Anyway, here is the deal. I’m a cop… yeah, Brooklyn’s finest. I work in the 73rd Precinct and before you roll your damn eyes, we deal with some shitty ass people and don’t get our just due so don’t come at me about any police brutality stuff, okay? You don’t think I know what’s goin’ on out here? I do! Not all of us are beating innocent motherfuckers over the head, all right?

The bastards I’m dealing with are cold blooded criminals—fuckers that wouldn’t think twice about taking out a knife or gun, and slicing you down to the goddamn white meat all over some perceived disrespect or a crumpled ten dollar bill. I take them off the streets for you, okay? I’m one of the guys out here busting their asses so you can sleep at night with a little peace of mind.

…And how am I repaid? I get a bunch of anonymous hate mail, get spit at in public, and am thrown a ton of bullshit from the community I’m trying to help. Now, don’t get me wrong; I’m not holding any grudges. I love my job; I’m just stating the facts. I work hard. Harder than just about any man I know, but that didn’t stop some angry bastard from cocking his shit-stained leg up like some mangy dog the other day and pissing on my squad car…

But, I wouldn’t change it for the world… I meant what I said. I love what I do; I live for it. Every morning, I get up at the same time.

I don’t hit that damn snooze button, because my day is planned out, at least in my mind, just how I want it to go…until I hit patrol, the damn field. Once I get to work, all bets are off. My quietest moments happen when I’m filling out my paper work, but even that can get crazy. Someone usually walks in hollering about some injustice, needing police attention right away while they insult us at the same damn time. I can barely start one task before another needs my attention.

The 73rd precinct saved my life—gave it meaning, purpose. It allowed me to put my skills to good use, rather than bullshit my way through life. You see, though I had a great mother, I took her for granted, didn’t appreciate her. Not everyone can say they had a great mom, or a mom at all. I know that first hand. But, it didn’t matter. I wanted to run the streets, be with my boys, be a big shot. The streets are full of trouble, especially for bored, disregarded kids, and I became addicted to the suffering. My mother would beg and plead for me to stop, to straighten up, but I blew her off like dust on her Bible. She was from Puerto Rico, and she had dreams of getting a good job in New York, getting married to a nice guy, and having a few kids. The shit didn’t quite go down like that…

A lot of things didn’t go as planned, and that leaves a bit of anger, you know? You see your life going one way, and before you know it, someone turns off the light and you trip and fall. When the light comes back on, you’re in the damn desert or jungle, nowhere close to anything you could’ve imagined. I’ll be the first to say that I was confused. I wasn’t confused because I’m biracial. I wasn’t confused because I was poor. Nah, all of that shit made sense to me; it was logical, had reason. Two people from two different races fucked. Boom! I’m here. My mother worked a bunch of shitty, low paying jobs. Boom! I’m poor. I get that; I can understand that. I was confused because I didn’t know how to un-see the shit I saw, how to un-hear the shit I heard, and how to wash myself clean, absolve myself from the guilt of it all.

Guilt. Now THAT’s one hell of a drug. You know, everyone copes in his or her own way, does things to make it. I was no exception. I understand the people I talk to in my line of work. Even as I’m putting handcuffs on a bastard that did something stupid, I understand him more times than not, and a lot of times, they can see that. I tell him what he did was stupid, and I mean that shit as he needs to know just how fucking dumb his behavior was—because now he’s going to jail. Still, I get why he did what he did more times than not. He’s running from something that no one else can see but him, and it’s a mirror image of himself. Makes no difference what he is running from or toward though once someone becomes his victim, because now he sees me, and that means there are consequences.

I didn’t show up because there was a party on Rockaway. When people get a visit from Officer Vitale, they know I’m there because somebody is fucking up. And more times than not, it’s them. There have to be order and procedures. You can’t make it if there is no regulation. Even in criminal activity, there have to be parameters. I’m not in the gang unit, but that’s a perfect example of organized, rule driven bullshit, versus some of this other shit we see out on the streets… people just winging it. You have to have a well thought out plan, even though plans get ruined, just like I said… You still need an idea of what the hell you’re doing. You can’t just shoot from the hip and hope for the best.

I think when we forget the rules, even if they are rules we made up for our own lives, we lose focus, understanding—and we lose ourselves. I lost myself. I lost myself so badly, when I looked in the damn mirror, I had no idea who the hell was even looking back at me. I became embarrassed and ashamed because I was involved in things that had taken me under. It wasn’t supposed to be that way. I had the best of intentions, but intentions don’t mean anything if everyone you ever loved is dead and can’t see you tryna get your shit together. Regardless, I had an epiphany, and my soul was talking to me. It told me that my time was running out and it was now or never. Rather than die, I decided to make one more choice. I chose life.

Or maybe life chose me. I honestly don’t know, but a decision was made, and it was final. It was a really confusing time in my life. Regardless, I ended up so damn tired of myself, I couldn’t stomach another moment in my own company. I turned myself over to some people who would kill me, put me out of my misery, or kick me out on my ass. Each option was highly plausible. Why, you may ask? Well, I’ll tell you. Here’s the deal… I am a drunk. There really is no way to pretty that shit up. If you set out a six-pack of beer in front of me, I could hose that whole damn thing down in thirty minutes, guaranteed. You could set your clock by it. I had a method to my madness, though; I kept a schedule.

I kept things orderly. That made me feel better than other people, superior, like I was somehow not in the same league because I could control it to some extent. I was just lying to myself. I had been out of control since the damn day I was born. So, off to rehab I went, completely scared out of my mind. What ended up happening was nothing like I had imagined. It was much worse. I still clung on to some of my old ways. They were a security blanket, and that included my love of female companionship. Not too much, though! I was not interested in being anyone’s husband. I wouldn’t classify myself as a playboy, but I got around. Besides, women love a guy in uniform, and I got more pussy than I could handle.

You would think the last thing that would be on my mind was sex while in rehab, but you couldn’t be more wrong. If anything, I thought about it even more because I needed a distraction, something to make me feel good. Everything I really enjoy, that I look forward to, I’m good at. I know that sounds arrogant, but it’s just the truth. I’m a good cop. I’m a good lover. I’m a great drinker. I stayed out of people’s way when getting lit, didn’t cause too many scenes. I’m good at talking to messed up people, too, because I’m messed up, so I understand that shit up close and personal. See, rehab is all about focusing on yourself and trying to solve your own riddle.

I didn’t want to do that shit. I thought I did, thought I could, but once I realized it wasn’t gonna be no damn cakewalk, I bucked up and got upset and, I hate to say this, but yeah… I cried a little, too. It was one of the worst and best things that ever happened to me, but I couldn’t have learned the tools to cope, to do what I needed to, had it not been for one woman, my flower… my Taryn. And yeah, she’s mine…

Taryn is one of those women you look at and say, ‘Holy shit.’ That’s all you can do. You’re like speechless for five minutes after that. She takes your damn breath away. Everything about her is on point. So, imagine my delight when I first saw her… I had plans for Taryn; big, seedy, nasty plans. And I saw nothing wrong with that. But, Taryn didn’t have the same ideas regarding me, and that kinda bruised my ego a bit. That was fine, though. I don’t mind a challenge, and shit, I had nothing better to do, nothing but time on my hands, so I simply strategized. That didn’t matter, either.

She is the type of lady that either wants you or she doesn’t. No song and dance will swing her your way. She turned me inside out; got into my system, infected me. She is the type of woman that, once you get to know her, you don’t want to let go. And if she looks like she’s tryna leave you, well, you might just get a little crazy about it and start doing and saying things that make no sense. I fell in love with her… I fell in love with her, hard.

I believe I’ve been in love many times, well, a few times—yeah, I’ve been in love a few times so it was nothing like that, but to this extent? Nah, that was all new. Taryn saved my life. Simple as that. And because of everything she was, is, and became, I needed her. Yeah… it feels good to be able to admit that now, to be able to say I needed someone who would be there for me, and I would be there for them, and I wouldn’t give a shit what anyone thought. And that’s cool; that’s all right.

It doesn’t make me soft or a punk; it just makes me real honest. So, this all happened to me, you know? Well, you don’t know, actually. A lot happened to me, and I’m about to tell you. I’m about to do what I couldn’t do before because I didn’t know how. I’m going to tell you my story, and I want you to listen to me, and to tell other people about this, because it’s important. I’m important, you’re important; we all can make changes and a difference, no matter what life has thrown at us.

This is a story about a monster, and his name is Nicholas Vitale. That monster falls in love with a warrior, and her name is Taryn Jones. Together they create their own world, a little kingdom…and they speak in a made-up language, and have their own rules. The warrior whipped out her sword and sliced the monster right down the middle…

She killed me… but she gave me life, too…
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“Clock slays time… time is dead as long as it is being clicked off by little wheels; only when the clock stops does time come to life.

—William Faulkner

Another colossal brick rained from the overcast sky, crashing onto Jonathan’s head like a goddamn boulder, and I swear I heard his skull shatter like a baseball bat hitting a fucking piñata. His knees gave way and he slowly tumbled forward like a row of dominoes kicked from the flick of a fingernail. His arms outstretched as his fingertips scraped the broken, uneven sidewalk. He lay amongst the old piss stains, childish and unskillful chalk drawings, and his legs were framed in spiky slices of broken brown beer bottle glass remains. I looked upward into the grayness and saw Santiago standing there with two more bricks, one in each hand, ready to launch a second round as he rocked back and forth like King Kong on the rooftop.

The shitface stood a distance away, almost like he was standing on the fuckin’ moon, but I’d make out those bowed legs and stark white jeans from anywhere. When I looked back down at Jonathan, blood was oozing out of his ears, pooling around his face, and collecting in his black hair faster than I could form a thought or speak a one-syllable word. His dark russet eyes were blinking real crazy, independently of one another, like something real fucked up was going on inside of his brain, shutting down and sparking within. I slumped to my knees in a panic, ran my hand over his trembling body and felt a warm wash of shame as my concern grew to my own need for survival.

What if Santiago throws those other bricks and takes me out, too?

What if the cops come and think I did this shit, huh? Like, maybe me and my boy had a disagreement and I went apeshit on his ass…

I pushed that shit away just as fast as it came as I heard a rasping whisper flow from between his twitching lips. Webs of coagulated spit collected between ’em, then leaked out onto the asphalt, filling in the concrete gaps, grooves, and severed veins of cement. I couldn’t believe my eyes, didn’t dare blink or even fathom the fact that my friend was dying, though the tick-infested vultures were already circling. Death has a smell to it and I knew it all too well. It never waited for its victim to fully expire, but would come right before that last breath was drawn… waiting close by, like a line of people lingering around to enter the soup kitchen for a much needed meal. Death was ready to feast… I just couldn’t accept it; though my mind knew the deal, my heart protested and yelled, ‘Hell, no!’ All I could do was keep staring, watching by best friend die, second by miserable second. Time had fucked me over once again…

“It’s going to be okay!” I lied and looked every which way, calling out for help as the crowd gathered, but no one did a goddamn thing. I wasn’t going to cry—no, I was going to be strong, at least to the naked eye.

“Somebody call the police!” I hollered out, my sixteen-year-old voice cracked and crowed from the strain, pressure, and hormonal imbalance of it all. I looked back up at the top of the crumbling building, the same one I used to steal lighters from when a little store was still being ran inside of the dilapidated thing, but by then, Santiago was long gone. He took the last of the stingy sunlight with him too, for the gray skies had turned almost pitch black, swallowing the moonlight and any shred of hope. I looked back down at Jonathan, and he returned the favor.

Yeah, he looked me in my eyes as he was slowly eaten up by the shadows; they wouldn’t get their murky hands off him and it seemed like it took all of him to look me in my eye as he strained against the pavement, swallowed, and choked on his own blood. My best friend blinked a thousand times, his thick lashes webbing with tears. And then his lids hooded like the freaks on methadone. It was like his brain had exploded, and he was losing his memory, his mind, his motor skills, and his machismo. He was trying to speak to me, trying to say something. His fingers twitched in strange ways, but he pushed forward, put his hand on my knee. I gripped it hard—gripped it like there were a hundred dollars balled up inside of it that he wanted me to have and to hold until death do us part, and he said, “Outlaws.”

That’s the last word I heard Jonathan speak. And then just like that… he was gone.

It was the last thing I heard pounding in my skull when the police came. Their blinding, flashing lights tore into the night, ripped the darkness away with their own special kind of illuminated crimson and azure mayhem. The cops got a hold of me, asked me a bunch of dumb shit, treated me like some punk as they pulled at my bloodied shirt, wet with what was left of my friend, and questioned me like some suspect. My greatest fears were materializing right before my eyes, and I regretted not running, not beating a damn path out of there. I had shame about that too, especially after they turned me loose.

It was the last time I felt so goddamn helpless and pusillanimous, too. I made sure of that. I would never let that happen again; no, I was going to be a brave heart until the day I died.

It was the last time I’d be a pussy, not do what was right under my own laws, rules and jurisdiction. I was going to be an outlaw, just like Jonathan, Antonio, and Liam when we made a pact when we were just some little ass hoodlums with no facial hair running up and down the streets in Brownsville. We were all blood brothers, growing down and tired in Brooklyn, instead of growing up and strong in the big, beautiful world.

Yeah, the day Jonathan died, a little bit of me died, too. That little bit was the last of my innocence. It was the last shred of hope I had, and the last bit of dignity, too…
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Nick turned the empty shot glass around and around between nimble fingertips while he slumped against the smudged and sticky bar table. The incandescent smoke of his recently extinguished cigarette eddied around a bit, wafting towards the ceiling beams, independent and free.

He envied it.

The large bar lights were done up like Christmas, bloody red, laundered money green, and stolen treasure gold. He wished he had the strength to get to his sluggish feet and body slam the lackluster DJ who gave into some drunkard’s optimistic melodic requests. The bastard kept playing, ‘Don’t Stop Believing’ by Journey.

“I don’t want to hear this shit again!” Nick slurred, then chewed the side of his lower lip as he entered a meaningless daydream. The Levee Bar on Berry Street was craning out some peculiar sorts this particular late Thursday evening. One ruddy-faced man in a wheelchair with a soiled bandaged wrapped around his right hand rotated amongst the patrons’ stools, doing odd wheelie tricks in his broken down piece of antiquated equipment. The damn thing squeaked at each turn like copper and tin rubbing against one another at high speed. Nick shot him a lazy glance, and turned back around as he snaked another cigarette out of his left green jacket pocket. He jammed his hand in his other pocket and retrieved his black Bic lighter, cocked his head to the far left, and lit the damn thing.

Tonight is my last fucking night… I need to just go. I need to just do it. Been saying for weeks I’m going to go. I’m for real this time, though. I mean it. This is my last hurrah.

He walked out the place, barely upright as he peered with one eye up into the deep purple sky coated with the odor of ancient smog. The heavy haze refused to leave the place and dared anyone to try and make it. Standing there for a moment or two longer, he nervously shifted his weight from foot to foot, blew out idle smolder, warm ringlets, and observed two young women cackling and cursing, arm in arm, as they made their way up the street drunk off their asses.

…But I can’t.

He stared at his car a long while, knowing what the hell he should do… but he no longer cared. Optimism was fleeting, and he was never a long-term sort of date. He preferred one-night stands, no commitments, and tonight was no exception. On a sigh, he slid inside his Pontiac GTO, got situated as the pressure from within his skull throbbed like excited pussy. He ran his dry palm against his stubble-covered face, yawned, and started up the engine. As he circumnavigated the streets, he couldn’t help but notice the increased activity. The mouth of the city had opened up and vomited out an underground, corruption laden good time. It was as if a party had just ended, for the people moved away from the core of the road, but lingered, ever so slowly, loath to return home just yet, call it a night. He knew the feeling. The distinct scent of criminality moved about in the air, anointing it with freshly drawn blood, gun smoke, and heated crack pipes. Yeah, bad behavior and habits had an aroma, too.

He was off the clock; there wasn’t a damn thing he planned to do about it. He recognized a few of his usual suspects, the petty thieves grinning nervously as he slowly cruised past them. He took notice of the bitches selling their pussies and asses too, and setting up naïve fuckers for a faux fun night, only to be robbed in some filthy motel room and left with not one shred of damn dignity. He lived where he worked, and though he was at the point where he could afford better, he didn’t move a muscle, didn’t break free from the rusty chains of his environment. Brownsville, Brooklyn was home. He was conceived and born there. He’d grown up there, became a man there, and became a trifling lawless son of a bitch there, too.

He pulled up to his townhouse on Grafton Street, taking note of the freshly stapled posters to the telephone pole in front of the place. Much to his surprise, a parking space was available not too far away. He almost felt as if he’d won the damn lottery after seeing such a thing.

Today must be my lucky damn day…

He beamed as he parked and got out of his car, careful to not slam his door. Huffing as he pounded the uneven steps into the place, he found himself smack dab in the middle of his living room a few moments later and the scent of his aftershave still floating about in the place. He made his way into his master bedroom, taking note of the disheveled sheets and the pair of size 6 red lacey panties balled up on top of the nightstand. He’d forgotten all about her…

Taking hold of the underwear, he ran his thumb slowly over the fabric, smiling a bit as he recalled the beautiful, filthy shit Laura had done to him… and in turn, let him do to her. Laura? Maybe her name was Lauren. He wasn’t quite sure anymore. He tossed the damn things in the wastebasket, and made haste to pick up the place. Empty wine glasses with remnants of liquor, torn, gold condom wrappers, and discarded socks were confiscated and put in their proper places. A few moments later, the soiled sheets were changed. The woman had leaked all over the damn place. Ahhhh yes, more memories of his romp filtered inside his fractured brain. He’d never seen so much pussy juice gush out of a twat in his entire life. It had intrigued and delighted him all at once.

He stripped down to the bare flesh rotating his shoulders just so as he mentally prepared to settle in for the night, but not without a nightcap. Making a mad dash to his kitchen, he opened the cabinet and removed the bottle of silver tequila Patron, his favorite. Not caring to grab a glass, he returned to his bedroom, got settled amongst the fresh, crisp pale yellow sheets, and removed a sliding panel from his headboard. Upon a sigh, his right nostril twitched in anticipation. He leaned over to the side and grabbed the small silver tray on the side of his bed, setting it across his lap just so. Opening up a small plastic bag, the thing crinkled and sighed before he’d created his perfect lines of cocaine with a gleaming, sharp razor blade. He was ready to give himself a lullaby to last him the rest of the night. A beautiful white cloud would tuck him in just right…

Lord Finesse’s, ‘Hip 2 Da Game’ played loudly from the radio.

“Mmmm…” He snorted the first line, and then the second in record timing. He rested his head against the headboard as he slowly closed his eyes, a satisfied smile on his face until his flesh began to tingle, and soon felt slightly numb. Mustering the strength, he moved the tray off his lap and set it neatly onto the floor before sliding beneath the sheets and falling into a midnight blue miasma of sleep.

Sleep little boy… sleep all that shit away that you say you don’t remember…

Oh, but you DO remember, don’t you, Nicky boy?

… He remembered EVERY damn thing… His dream, filled with real life commemorations, took him over, took him down…

‘Yo, Nick! Your mother is callin’ you! She said you better bring your ass back home!’ This was followed by the fucker’s raspy laughter.

‘I don’t care! I ain’t never going back home! She said she was gonna call the pigs on me.’

‘Awww, Nick! Don’t be that way! She was just playing. Hey, I bet she got somethin’ to eat. Let’s find out.’

‘I ain’t hungry for nothing except some money. You got some money, Jonathan?’

‘No, but I got this perfect set up to get some coats and sell ’em!’

‘It’s cold as fuck out here. I’m not gonna stand out here selling any goddamn coats!’

‘That’s the whole fucking point, idiot! We can get ’em from A&S. I totally mapped it out. It’s easy. You game?’

‘I’m game.’

…And then he floated away into blackness…

Less than three hours later, he was on his feet, bright eyed and chin held high. He stood in front of his bedroom mirror like a perfect, straight-laced legionnaire, buttoning up his shirt, looking the goddamn part. His lips kinked in a tilted grin as he ran his hand across his broad shoulder, feeling himself, making sure he was still alive…just in case. Carefully placing his black coffee mug to his lips, he took in the final, warm gulp, swallowing it down. He glided a hand across his vanity, past his mother’s carefully placed ruddy red rosary, then grabbed his police badge. He slid the thing on and placed his hat atop his head too, sloping it at the perfect angle.

Before he exited his bedroom to leave his home and report for duty, he glanced back at his bed. He’d made it up, tight and perfect, military style. The ceiling light caught the glimmer of the silver tray lying on the ground, sitting there in front of the nightstand, sprinkled with powdery residue. His grin slowly faded as he turned his back on the sight and slapped his hand onto the light switch, shrouding himself in pitch black before he disappeared out onto the streets to protect and serve…
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“And how long did that continue?” She simply stared at her, and then faced the stark, sterile room once more. She ran her hand over her silky scrunched scarf, feeling the slick, tangerine colored fabric bunch in her grasp.

“Maybe three of four months.”

“What do you believe contributed to your last relapse, Taryn?”

“You want me to blame others, or myself?” she asked quietly as she pointed to her chest.

Frieda crossed her legs and offered a gentle grin.

“Just the truth, Taryn. That’s all I want.”

Fuck you, Frieda… Hey, that has a nice ring to it.

“I hate the way you say my name.”

“Okay. But can you please stay on topic?”

“The way you say my name is on topic. It’s not Tar-Rhine. It’s Tear-rin, like Karen, but with a ‘T’.”

“I’m sorry. Can you answer the question now?”

“I can.”

Frieda sighed in obvious irritation, which gave Taryn the warm and fuzzies.

Not in the mood for this crap today…

“Answer the fuckin’ question so we can get the hell outta here!” Oliver shrilled, his pale, thin-skinned pink face turning beet red with strain as if he were trying to shit his constipated brains out. Taryn cocked her head to the side ever so slowly. Her flowing, pastel colored floral blouse slid down her shoulder as if revealing a sleight of hand, a magic trick of sorts. Instead, she’d inadvertently exposed her Indian dream catcher tattoo. She coveted the thing, but now was not the time to relive her tattooed experience. This was not dreamlike; it was the thing substance-sticky, bizarre nightmares were made of. Catching the material just so, she redressed herself and paired her deliberations with a smirk.

“Oliver, how many little boys’ dicks did you dream of sucking today, hmmm? You vile, grotesque child molester you…” She laughed lightly.

“Fuck you, Taryn! You bald headed bitch! Did I say your name right, egomaniac?! I didn’t molest any little boys!” He screamed so loudly that the ropey vein on the side of his short, thick neck bulged. He no longer sounded distinguished and refined, the act he’d put on in front of company. No, Oliver the Great had come undone.

My work here is done.

She patted herself on the back, at least in her mind.

“Fuck you…” he mumbled under his breath once again.

“Say it again, here?” She rose a bit forward in her seat. “Talk that shit again Oliver Twisted and I’ll slap you Forty-Eight Shades of Grey. The other two are black and blue, you lyin’ ass fucker!”

“Taryn!” Frieda yelled. “That’s enough.”

“I’m not a child molester,” he repeated, a bit more calm this time, seemingly aware of his outlandish outburst well after the fact.

She grinned a little wider, leisurely crossed her legs and whispered ever so sexily, “Riiiiiiiight… and I’ve popped not one damn pill, haven’t smoked a joint or drunk a damn thing in my entire life. If I had tiny nuts and stood four feet tall, you’d be all over me right now. I’d like to beat the candy lures right out of your goddamn pockets! Where is your creepy van parked? Don’t let those tags expire.”

“Alright alright!” Frieda called out, placing her hands in an X formation like some referee. “Taryn, you are practicing avoidance and diversion, not to mention verbal cruelty. Whenever you do this, it means you are not in the mood for group. Would you mind telling us why?”

“Now if that is true, then of course I’d also care about telling you why.”

Frieda huffed and repeated her question. “Taryn, don’t try this today. Now, I’ll repeat the question. Do you mind telling us why?”

“Yeah.” She sucked her teeth as she looked coolly down at her knobby knees covered with the thin, gray lycra leggings. “I mind.”

“Well, you know what this means. You will need to see me after group then, Taryn. You know the rules.”

“Yeah, I know.” She rolled her eyes, uncaring, not at all moved. Typically, she was rather expressive in group discussions, used it as a time to purge and feel more optimistic about the day. Oftentimes it replaced her a.m. cup of coffee, but when the clock struck at dawn that particular morning, she simply wasn’t feeling it. A few minutes later, the crowd dispersed, and like a herd of sheep, they filtered out past the chalky white door. The damn thing was painted, and then painted a million more times over. The chipping undercoat always unnerved her, made her feel particularly stabby. Like a misbehaved child on her way to the principal’s office, she travelled behind Frieda, shoulders slumped as somnolent daydreams of a morning nap taunted her. The counselor’s shapely hips waved from side to side like a daydreaming cat’s tail perched upon a windowsill. She found it slightly entertaining, another avenue to travel through to escape her looming fate. They entered the small office, decked out in silver and forest green and smelling of freesia, something similar to burnt leaves and a hint of baby powder.

She took a seat in front of the small, shiny brown desk and leaned back in the dark gray, pleather chair before reinforcing her scarf, tying it meticulously back over her barely there black tresses.

“Okay, Taryn. Give it to me straight.” The woman leaned forward, giving a more prominent view of her large, velvety breasts.

They look so soft…

She ogled them for a moment or two, then cast her attention back into the lady’s eyes.

“I woke up not feeling well this morning.” Taryn toyed with her fingers, running them along one another as if massaging in essential oils.

“And you couldn’t say that in front of the others because of what?”

“Because I get tired of complaining.”

“But you don’t complain, Taryn. You go through things and never tell anyone, remember? That’s been one of your issues.” The woman fell back into her seat, taking her two fluffy friends with her.

Goodbye so soon?

“It isn’t an issue. Well, okay.” She smiled, surely showing all of her teeth as she wiggled a bit in her seat. “Let me rephrase that. I’m aware of what you are talking about.” Her shoulders slumped slightly as she tossed a partial concession the lady’s way. “But with people like Oliver sitting there, goading, I just didn’t feel compelled.” She shrugged. “I am so damn sick of him.” She looked away from the woman’s glaring emerald eyes and tossed her sights towards her own swinging beige sandals. Her toes were painted bright yellow. At least something was sunny.

“You have to ignore Oliver, Taryn,” Frieda stated listlessly, as if it were written on some big wall for all to see, listed as law. “I will deal with him privately, just as I do all of you for issues such as this. Regardless, you can’t let him or anyone else influence or derail your treatment. We offer open expression here.” The woman’s hands hung loosely over the chair arms. Taryn’s barely there brows burrowed as she stared at the lady’s unsightly cuticles. “So I’m not in the business of policing everyone but I do demand all of us respect one another, and that was lost today.”

When was the last time she cut those?! They look like a skin silhouette of the damn city skyline! Frieda…your cuticles, baby… damn…

“I don’t give a shit about Oliver and his opinion.” She sucked in air, took it to the head, slow and long like an old fashioned leisurely Sunday stroll, and exhaled just as unhurriedly. “I think you’ve misunderstood me or maybe I didn’t make myself clear. That’s highly possible, wouldn’t be the first time. No, that’s not it.” She shook her head as she searched for the right words, daring herself to not be sarcastic, come clean. “I just don’t want him knowing anything else about me is all. He’s so goddamn negative and such a drain on everyone. Someone needs to put him in his place. I don’t even feel that I, or anyone else for that matter, should be in treatment with him.” She pointed to her chest. “He is a predator.”

“You were too at one time…”

“I know what you’re driving at, but…it wasn’t children…no comparison.”

“Where are you getting these assumptions from, Taryn? Neither he nor I or anyone else has asserted your accusations regarding Oliver.”

“I can just see it…I can just feel it. Can’t explain it.” She shrugged. “It’s just something about him.”

Frieda opened her mouth for a rebuttal, then clamped it shut, as if second-guessing herself. The lady clasped her hands together and sat a bit taller.

“I see you have on your spring fashion in the dead of winter.” The lady offered a coy smile, causing Taryn to lightly laugh. She lifted the floral shirt at the belled wrist, picking at the delicate fabric as she observed it for the umpteenth time.

“Yeah, it makes me feel good. I know it’s like twenty degrees outside, but—”

“No explanation needed.” She waved her off. “You look pretty.”

“…Thank you.”

“But you don’t feel pretty, right?”

“Mmmm,” she shrugged. “I feel alright I suppose. I guess since I don’t get paid for my looks anymore, I am less concerned about the complete package, so to speak.” She leaned slightly forward, twirled her ankle around and around in slow, deliberate circles. “No more eating only raw vegetables weeks before a shoot. No more body wraps, caffeine shots and all of that.” She waved her hand lazily, paired it with a forced smile…trying to convince herself she hated everything about the life, but she failed miserably.

“I’m more worried about what is lying against my skin, versus anything else.” And that was true… “Oh, and the fact that I woke up feeling all sorts of aches and pains. As I told you, I don’t feel well today, Frieda.”

Those words, though simple by definition alone, weren’t simple for Taryn to admit at all.

I thought I was past that…

“And how does that make you feel, Taryn?”

She sniffed, twirled her ankle a bit faster, flexed her toes, and stared a moment or two out the window.

…Looks like it’s going to rain today.

“It makes me feel incompetent and incapable. I’m tired of being tired.”

“Ahhh,” the woman tossed her head back ever so slightly. “I wish you would have told me sooner. Well, here is something that may make you feel better.”

“What’s that?”

“You’re a big hit here. I know you don’t notice it, but I have. You really do have a knack for putting things together—clothing, that is. The ladies have gushed over your ability to pull thrift store outfits together for their job interviews and make them look as if they’d spent hundreds of dollars.” The woman smiled sincerely, no doubt attempting to pump up her wounded ego.

Taryn nodded, not wishing to make a big ado about nothing.

“The fashion end of it, the fabrics, the materials…” the lady went on, her eyes narrowed ever so slightly as she appeared to be remembering certain outfits worn here and there. “You’re good, have a great eye, Taryn.”

“Yeah? You really think so? Let me stop trying to act surprised. Yeah, I think you’re right. I do have a great eye for this sort of thing.”

They both laughed lightly.

“You know, in all seriousness, when I was a teenager I wanted to be a fashion designer, Frieda. But then I got ‘discovered.’” She put her hands in quotes, scratched her scalp through the silken material once more, and looked off into the distance. “Please don’t think I’m not grateful.”

“I didn’t think that; never said that, either.”

“Good, ’cause that’s not it. It’s just that that was never my personality, you know? The superficiality and unrealistic nature of it all is astounding. Do you know I hated most of the people I worked with? I truly did.”

Frieda cocked her head to the side then rested her chin on folded hands, seemingly intrigued by the confession.

“I wanted to drop kick a hundred of ’em in the back of their damn heads! Just snooty, arrogant, and talking about this designer said this, they were going to be in this show, and whoever wasn’t in that show was no damn good. The shit got real old, real fast. I didn’t waste any time telling some of them about themselves. Just wear the damn outfit and shut the hell up.”

She didn’t miss the slight smirk budding across Frieda’s face, but the woman snatched it away, tucked it just so out of sight.

“I don’t believe all models are superficial, Taryn. Some? Well, sure. That industry concentrates almost solely on a person’s physical appearance. It comes with the territory. Now…” She cleared her throat. “I’ve had other models in this treatment facility since I’ve been here. You’re not the first and you sure won’t be the last. Some were posturing, insincere, surface level… I’ll give you that. That created another hurdle unfortunately. Others, such as yourself, were down to earth and well rounded. They were good listeners, able to take constructive criticism, and wanted to heal from the inside out. We have to be careful about categorizing people, however. Even if we are a member of that group.”

“It’s not a characterization; it’s a fact.”

How in the fuck is she going to try and tell me about a job she never did?! School me like she is some damn authority? I was the one on the front lines, not her. Let me break this shit down to her. My turn to teach, Frieda…

“Facts are facts; there is no way around them. Just like it’s a fact that black people have more melanin in our skin—we’re darker. It’s a fact that some of us, no matter how beautiful we’re told we are, tend to be insecure as hell, too. Why do we run from these truths, huh? Because they are politically incorrect?” She shrugged. “The down to earth and well-rounded models you describe are not as common. They are like pink unicorns.”

“Oh, come on, Taryn!” Frieda smiled.

“No, I’m serious. The industry poisons people, Frieda. It takes us by the throat.” She reached for her neck with both hands, demonstrating the point. “And it forces our mouths open and feeds us horse shit sprinkled with sweet, golden flakes of make-believe…makes us think we didn’t just eat a bunch of manure. It’s all bull! The whole damn thing stinks!” She released herself and waved her arm across the room, bringing her argument home. “As I sat in that hospital, month after damn month, my already slim weight dropping to nothing and my hair falling out in clumps, the real pain hadn’t even arrived yet but I just didn’t know it! I didn’t have much, but I had time to reflect over all of it.

“It’s hard to stay humble and real when you have people throwing money at you, your face and body are plastered in all the major fashion magazines from around the world, and celebrity men with fat bank accounts and big status are sending their agents to contact you for a date. That was my life, Frieda.” She pointed at her chest. “That was just an average day in the life of Taryn Jones. No one who was trying to get close to me cared about who I really was.”

“Tell me more about that, Taryn… about how no one seemed concerned about who you were on the inside.” The lady sat back in her seat.

“These guys don’t give a shit about your personality—these singers, rappers, actors that were vying for my attention. No.” She shook her head, paired it with a heartbroken smile. “The things you like to do, the stuff you’re into, they couldn’t give a half a shit about. No, they just wanted to be seen with me, wear me like a damn scarf, an accessory, and fuck me, too.”

Taryn knew she sounded jaded; a discarded lover thrown to the starving, urban dwelling wolves, but her truth was her truth, and she and it would never part. She’d been discovered at the age of fifteen at the Grand Central Terminal in Manhattan while putting around with her best friend during a rainy afternoon of boredom and people watching. Little did she know a scout was there, doing his own share of people watching as well…

“That bastard I was dating right when I got diagnosed saw my stock drop so he did what many men in his position would do—he bailed. I was no longer eye candy, not with my clean as a whistle head, lack of eyebrows, and hollow jaws. Not only that, I refuse to get reconstructive surgery.” She shrugged. “I’d already been through too much, and…I wrestle with this…but Frieda, I want to for just once in my life to be loved for me, you know?” Her voice trailed. “Not for my appearance alone, not for what a man thinks he can get from me. I want…” she said, her voice breaking, “I want for a man to look at me, see the scars, the emotional and physical ones, and be like, ‘so fucking what?!’” She smiled sadly. “So…I’m keeping my body just as it is…”

The silence weighed heavily with unspoken words. Frieda’s face registered a mixture of surprise and admiration.

“Anyway, with all of that, with me no longer looking glamorous,” she said with a roll of her eyes, “I was no longer someone to be chased and pasted on all of the gossip rags. According to the son of a bitch, I was no longer worthy of being touted around on the red carpet, showing off the piece of ass he’d snatched off a Parisian runway. You know who I’m talking about, that runt dick mothafucker! I don’t have to say his goddamn name.” The woman remained stone faced, but damn it, she recognized that Frieda knew. Everyone knew. The shit was plastered on all the gossip rags. Her life was no longer protected by any shield of secrecy; she’d become an unwilling, open book.

“Okay. Let’s switch gears for just a quick moment, okay? I don’t want to disengage however unless you’re ready, but I want you to focus more, if you don’t mind, on what we can do at this present moment…right here, right now. Is that okay?”

“That’s fine.” She exhaled an irritated breath and crossed her arms, still a bit ramped up.

Let’s see.” Frieda clicked on her laptop computer. Her eyes roamed from side to side as she appeared to be reading something on the screen. “You’ve been in treatment before… but this is the longest stint. You’ve got two months and one week under your belt this time around. You have several months left, three to be exact. What would you like to accomplish in that timeframe, Taryn?”

She swallowed and tapped her fingers against her scalp, as if patting down a non-existent wayward sprout of hair. It soothed her nerves, relaxed her.

“I want to make it work this time.” She slumped back into the seat, her legs sprawled open in an unladylike fashion. “I don’t want to take Demerol anymore. For the first time Frieda, I honestly don’t want it.” She clicked her tongue against her inner cheek, barely believing the words herself. But, they were true…so very true. “I can’t afford to have a habit, and I don’t want to have a habit. Time is ticking by, slipping away, and what will I have to show for it? An overdose?! Is that how Taryn is going out?” She shook her head, a slight smirk on her face to cover the pain within. “No, I’m not, Frieda…” She looked down into her lap, toying with her fingernails. “I am tired of being a slave to that shit.

“I can’t believe I’m even here again.” She rocked in her position, slightly ashamed of what had transpired. “I just couldn’t deal with it before, not sure why… It’s just a damn pain pill, ya know? One little white capsule. Doesn’t matter the size of the enemy, now does it?” She laughed mirthlessly. “In the end, the smallest become the most powerful, and the biggest and strongest become the weakest…and then they are eaten…eaten by their addictions until there is nothing left.”

“Tell me about how you felt when you first began the pain medication, Taryn. How did it start?”

Taryn looked up at the woman, surveyed her from the top of her head down to her ample chest, then back up again.

“At the time, it helped me manage my pain. It was, as they say, an innocent thing.” She grinned ever so slightly. “And now my body is revolting against me, Frieda, and my mind sometimes, too. You know what? I don’t think I really told the truth.” She sat forward, wanting to set the record straight as she sorted out her emotions that bore down on her in jagged spells. The damn things rolled towards her like migrant snowdrifts threatening to cover her whole, steal her breath, and freeze her right then and there. “I feel…” She swallowed, her throat suddenly scratchy. “I feel foolish as I crave the relief it provided. Some days are okay.” She nodded, relishing the memory of those moments.

“I barely think about it and other days I go insane, contemplating signing myself out of this damn place and making a go of it on my own…not to use, but yeah… No… a lie. That’s another damn lie… I’d use, because I know myself better than anyone else, Frieda. And then, if I failed, if I give in to the impulse, I’d just be right back where I started. I have to kick it, this time for good. I’m runnin’ out of time!” Panic suddenly seized her, as if she’d just witnessed her own death certificate being signed. “I am running…out…of time.”

“Do you believe the pain is in your mind now since you are in remission?”

“No.” She sucked her bottom lip as her thoughts coasted into something soft and lax…something safe, but it was short lived. She had to answer; the clock was ticking. “It’s definitely real. It’s like I have nerve damage. I haven’t been okay—you know, felt right, like myself—since the chemotherapy.”

Frieda nodded in understanding, then closed her laptop.

“Okay, let’s pause, take a break right here. You’ve shared a lot right now, Taryn. This was monumental. Therefore, we need to take you to the next level, set a new goal. Let’s make a promise.”

“You mean, let me make a promise to you and you just sit there and listen.”

Frieda burst out laughing.

“No, I hold a part of the deal too, Taryn, trust me. Look, I know you want to succeed.” The woman paused, blew her nose, then continued. “I know you want this time to be different. You’re a hard worker. You are also a very determined person, and that is what is helping you get through. Also, you know that I,”—she spread her hand across her chest—“of all people, know what you’re going through.”

Taryn nodded. “Yes, I recall your story. Your drug of choice was Vicodin. I like Vicodin too, but just not as much.” She offered a crooked grin.

“Yes, and though I’m obviously not a former supermodel and haven’t endured everything you have, I did have that dependency. Now, I want you to come to group tomorrow morning and be open. I want you to speak as you typically do, earnestly. So many people respect and look up to you.”

“Respect flutters and flies away like a mosquito after it discards its host.” She smirked. “People only respect who they fear or who they think they can get something from. They draw blood and go on about their way.” She rolled her eyes dismissively.

The woman looked truly mortified.

“This isn’t the Taryn I know. I think this goes deeper than you being in pain this morning, okay? You have never struck me as a cynical person, Taryn. Sarcastic at times? Sure, but this is on a different level.” Those perceptive eyes narrowed upon her as she dug a bit deeper, and was apparently ready to go much further with her inquisition, shovel in hand and a hole in mind to begin her excavation. There was no need; she was gaping open at the bloody wounds, an eyesore for the human spirit to wrap around and squeeze the fermenting life out of…

Taryn simply stared back at her for a moment or two, wondering if she should release the missing piece of the puzzle, make the bullshit complete… Besides, seconds were precious. Why waste another, and then another after that?

Sure, why not? Treat it like an exposé for Vogue France and let the shit be taken totally out of context, and then I’ll be crucified on Twitter… Hmmm…on second thought…

“I’m usually upbeat, in good spirits. That’s true.” She shrugged. “Everyone has a bad day, Frieda.”

“Not you, not like this. You went ballistic about me saying your name incorrectly today. You laid into Oliver, though it wasn’t unprovoked, but that was a bit much and atypical of you. Now you’ve gone on a rant about the modeling industry being full of bobble heads and your ex using you and being a complete waste of time. Now tell me what’s really going on…”

She sighed, blustered and turned away. Tucking her misgivings within the confines of her own skin, she balled up inside herself like a roly-poly bug. “I don’t feel well because… because the agency dropped me. This is the third one in the last ten months. They sent me an email last night and I read it during our break after dinner. Not even a damn call…just a generic email and the whole good luck with your career bullshit. It kinda messed up my whole night and morning, too.”

“Oh wow, Taryn… I’m so sorry.”

Taryn had once again been dethroned, and this time, she hadn’t even gotten accustomed to wearing the new fangled crown.

“So I wasn’t about to let everyone know that today in group… not because I’m ashamed or can’t process it; believe me, I have. It’s because I hate whining about my job, which I hate and love at the same time.” She toyed with her fingernails once again. “If I can’t get a decent gig, a designer to hire me for their show, catalog or advertisement, I will go broke, Frieda.” She threw up her hands in frustration, let them fall fast and slap against her thighs. “I have to take care of myself. I’m a grown woman, and I don’t want anyone’s help to do it! I don’t want any handouts, loans from my friends, or to become a damn charity case. I’m not an invalid! I want to be hired because the photographer or whoever thinks I’m the best woman for the job! It’s…it’s just so frustrating!” She scratched at her forehead as her mood shifted from bad to worse. “My treatment bills are six figures, Frieda! Six damn figures!

“And my health insurance company is dicking me around, trying to weasel out of some of the bills. I’ve had to hire a lawyer and that is costing me an obscene amount. I’m racing through my savings like it’s the hundred-yard dash. Most of these places know I’m desperate now, that I need the gigs, so they propose shit offers for days and days of work with crappy amenities. They want full layouts and spreads, runway shows, editorials—the works—and for me to pay for my flights upfront and hotel and meals, too. That never used to happen to me.” Her eyes narrowed as she recalled the good ol’ days. “They think I’d be happy just to get the measly check they cut, chump change. Sometimes I barely break even.”

“And this scares you because you don’t have control over your income, your career, your livelihood. Thus, you have no control over your stability. I get it, Taryn. I really do. An independent woman like you is suffering in more ways than one.”

“Yes…that’s exactly what’s going on and since my time is running out…” She looked away once more, smiling sadly. “When do I get cut some sort of break, huh? When does the time expire on bad luck and bad times?” She shrugged, her eyes brimming with fresh tears. “It seems good times are always too short, but the bad shit, well…that just lasts forever…”

They were silent for quite some time.

“And where does that leave you, Taryn?”

“Where does it leave me? Stuck. Jammed up.”

“And how do you feel right now?”

“Afraid. I feel very afraid, Frieda.” A lone, slow tear trekked down her freshly made up face. She didn’t swipe it away, ask for a tissue. No, she just let it be free, allowed it to do what it needed to do. “And… and I’m so tired of being scared, too…”
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Chapter Two
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The place smelled of burnt plastic and the type of perfume old ladies doused themselves in before an early afternoon jaunt to the corner grocery store. Nick stood in the chipped doorway of the place after his partner secured the perimeter. The victim, twenty-five year old Maria Rodriquez, he’d seen a time or two before. Maria’s puffy dark burgundy eyes were practically swollen shut, and her lower lip had ballooned to three times its normal size. On one hip, she carted her eight-month-old daughter about and in her free hand, she held a bottle full of what appeared to be watered down formula, frothy with bubbles.

“He didn’t mean it,” she whispered between blubbery lips that could no longer fully close. He marched past her, ignoring the bullshit bellowing out of her bloody mouth and helped Officer Tomas handcuff the son of a bitch responsible for the ferocious display.

“What type of man are you, huh?” Nick barked. “Beating up on your woman! Your kids are in the goddamn house watching this shit!”

“Maaaan, you don’t know what she did!” the guy screamed out. “And some of that shit I didn’t do to her!” He struggled a bit, trying to plead his case as his legs drooped then bounced about as if he were jimmied from some chain. “She fell! Tell ’em, Maria! Tell ’em the truth!” he hollered out, twisting and turning, the veins in his neck looking like they’d soon burst as he struggled for his damn freedom. The bastard kept right on, putting all of his lying heart into his star blazed performance. “She fucked around on me! She’s uh whore!”

“…Shut up, Miguel.” He snatched his wrists hard; the motherfucker howled in pain and Nick enjoyed his wailing so much, he twisted him a bit harder, and then again, getting off on the encore.

“You got ’em too tight, damn it! You got ’em too damn tight, Nick! Goddamn it! Fuck! Nick, come on, man… come on!”

“Don’t call me by my first name, you piece of shit. Only friends can call me that and no guy that beats up on his wife is a friend of mine!”

“But I’ve known you since—”

“I don’t care how damn long we’ve known each other! You beat the crap outta her. It’s amazing that she’s still standing. I’ve already told you that you and Maria need to leave each other the hell alone.”

“I tried, man.” The guy smirked. “But she loves my lovin’!” His heavily hooded eyes turned to dark slits as a kitschy grin snaked over his face in a twisted sort of way.

“It’s not funny…it’s not even close to funny. The constant arguing, the physical fighting…you’re messing up your kids, Miguel, messing them up bad.”

He turned him towards him, made him look him dead in the eye.

“Be a fuck up on your own time!” Grabbing the man, he hauled his stiff body past Maria who was now leaning against the wall, bawling her bruised eyes out. He paused and stared at her a bit harder, sickened and feeling sorry for her all at once.

“Maria, please,” he stated calmly as Officer Tomas took over and dragged the bastard away like the trash that he was. “Get away from him, okay?” He pointed towards the darkened, graffiti covered hall as the screams for mercy and tainted lies continued to pour out of the coward’s mouth. “One day, he’s gonna kill you… Your kids will have no mother; you are all they really have. They’ll have nobody if you’re dead. Is that what you want?”

She hesitated, looked towards the ground, seemingly a bit self-conscious, vulnerable, then answered in a quiet sort of way, “Por supuesto no.” (Of course not.)

“I’ve seen this too many times to count, Maria. You are headed to one place and one place only: the grave.”

A long time ago, I was once told the same…

She simply stared at him, and he knew he was wasting his time, trying to drill for oil in a well run dry. But he had to say it, for he had to know that he’d tried, didn’t give up on her. “I’ve had to keep kids at the precinct for hours at a time, trying to locate their next of kin or call child protective services so they could get a foster family on the horn. And you know why?” He swallowed a wad of spit, becoming suddenly queasy from her overpowering, cheap fragrance.

Perfume won’t cover the stench of your life, baby…

“Because they had to watch their mother get murdered by their own father or their mother’s boyfriend who decided to snap one fine day. It happens all… the damn… time! You’re not special to this man, Maria!”

She sniveled, wiped another tear away as she ran her hand along her baby’s back.

“You and this man’s relationship isn’t kissed by God! ¿Qué es lo que van a hacer?! (What are you going to do?) You’re not exempt from what really happens with stuff like this, Maria! For your children, if not for you…leave him, and don’t look back. Dios del mayo le ayuda. (May God help you.)” He walked out of there, knowing the two would be back in each other’s arms in a few days…and he and Tomas would be right back at the apartment too, going through the same shit all over again. Only, the next time it may result in a call to the coroner.

He marched out of there, racing down all ten flights of uneven, broken down steps, cursing the malfunctioning elevator the entire way. The blustery air burst against his face like a balloon full of ice, kissing him with the love and hatred of a cold front that simply wouldn’t take ‘No’ for an answer. He gripped his jacket, zipping it up a bit higher to keep old man winter’s mitts off him, but it was no use. The hoary son of a bitch took his frozen gums and gnawed right through the material, getting down to his stiff bones, licking them clean and leaving everything damn near close to frostbitten in his wake.

“Fuck this fuckin’ snow!” he cursed as he headed to his police car and took a gander at the blowhole in the backseat, not looking even a smidgen remorseful. He daydreamed of driving off somewhere remote, dark and private, maybe to a back alley or near some abandoned building, and fucking up little Miguel real nice and proper. Swallowing down the sordid thoughts, he got into the driver’s seat and looked in the rear view mirror at the slumped over son of a bitch who wore a silly smirk as if he knew a special something, got in on a coveted secret.

“I think you need to battle with a real man…” Nick stated as he pulled away from the curb. “Only pussies beat up on women.”

“Yo, fuck that noise she said, okay?! Women swing, too! Maria ain’t applying for no sainthood ya know, Nick. She runs off at the mouth and she smacked me. She put her hands on me first.”

“Yeah?” He smirked as he regarded him through the rear view mirror. “Well, funny thing is that Maria is about five foot even, and weighs no more than ninety pounds. You are at least five foot eight, and weigh upwards of one-eighty, and not only that, you throw bows on the street practically every weekend. I saw her face you fucker. Even if what you said were true, how does a smack on your face equal that bullshit?!” His anger roiled within him, turning into some toxic, black milkshake in his gut.

“Hey Nick,” Tomas smirked as he readjusted himself in his seat. “Settle down. He’ll be with us again and we’ll get our chance.”

“Chance for what?” The man didn’t miss a beat. He hopped on the slightly veiled threat like a flea in a circus.

“Oh, you’ll see. Hit her again, and we’ll make sure you find out ASAP.” Nick grinned, no doubt his teeth gleaming like white lights strewn across the miserable town. He was a sly fox on the prowl and he wanted nothing more than to draw blood from a lousy bastard that deserved it. Miguel fit the bill. The fucker slumped further back in his seat, drew quiet, almost disappearing from sight. When they arrived at the jail, Nick jumped out the car and snatched him up by the arm so hard, the asshole hollered out as if he’d been snapped in two.

I could only wish…

“Ohhh, did that hurt?” He grinned a bit harder as he dragged the dirt bag into the place, dropped him off like the sack of shit that he was. He wanted to punch him in the middle of his pathetic face, furious he had to fill out another report; more damn paperwork because of him.

He didn’t have one stinking cut! Not one damn bruise!

She refused to go to the hospital…

She stood there looking like something forgotten in a meat locker on a hot, summer day. Jesus!

As minute after minute sailed past, Nick typed away, feeling a wave of irritability that wasn’t easy to shake. He found himself itching for much wanted relief, needed to break away. He’d seen too many domestic violence victims to count, but for some reason, this one tore him up a bit more inside. Maybe it was because Miguel didn’t give a shit, danced around his responsibility, played the role of victim and exonerated himself; or maybe because Maria looked so much like Ma… So much so, when he’d first seen the woman long ago, he literally gasped…

His jaw tensed as he pounded the keyboard:

Name: Miguel H. Vega Sex: Male

Birthdate: March 28th, 1987…

He needed to get away, get done…

Get right…get down…get high…

Please…

He pleaded with his damn self. Begged himself to stay cool as he went through the contrived motions. He kept on, working through it, convincing himself it wasn’t so bad, but then, tickling pools of sweat gathered around his brow and his face turned him into a clammy mess and his head fogged, constrained by his own sordid thoughts. Twenty-five minutes later, the report was done and he was none sooner on his unsteady feet, stating he wasn’t feeling well. Captain O’Sullivan took a slow steady look at him, up and down, dawdling, dragging out the moment.

“Yeah, you don’t look so hot,” he finally conceded, his lips parted and short, fat tongue darted out. He placed his large, heavy hand on his shoulder. “Ya sick?”

“Yeah.” Nick nodded as his keyed-up body tried to rat him out. “Ate some bad chili, I think.”

“That’ll do it every time. Go home. See you in the morning. Get some rest.” The man turned away, leaving him feeling like a big ass pile of fresh steaming shit. He’d never lied to the face of his boss before. This was a new all time low. He’d looked that man in the damn eye and laid a story on him; he hated himself a bit more for the whole damn situation. He’d always been able to contain himself, to wait until he got home to jump into his stash and relax for the evening.

The blow was his nightcap, the thing that calmed his mind and nerves just so. If he missed a week or two, that was fine; he wasn’t wired for a fix, but the alcohol—well, that was a whole ’nother matter altogether. He had to drink. It had to happen morning and night and if he got the chance, he’d sneak an afternoon taste or two in a bathroom stall, too. It had become part of his routine during fits of registered exhaustion. He’d jam himself in the back of some hole in the wall covered in thick, gang related writings as the stench of old, funky piss crawled up his nose like a maggot and burrowed there, making him sick to his goddamn stomach…

…but it was worth it.

By the time Nick arrived home that evening, he had no recollection of how he’d made it there. He drove, but the streets, sounds and people were mere moving blurs and distant murmurs never to be recalled again. He fumbled and cursed out his shaking hands as he dropped his keys several times in the omnipresent snow. Finally getting his bearings, he burst into his place as if it were a police raid on his own goddamn self. Several minutes later he had downed three sizeable glasses of vodka and snorted one line of premium cocaine to top it off, make himself forget, come down a bit, make everything alright. He turned on his tunes. The Police’s, ‘Roxanne’ began to play. It soothed him somewhat, the music of long ago; however, some of the tetchy, disconcerting images from earlier in the work day held tight to him like lint balls on an old, forgotten Christmas sweater. Maria’s face kept flashing in his mind, haunting him…

Ma, who did this to you? Who hurt you? Maria, did Miguel do this? I’m gonna kick his ass, Ma. I mean, Maria…

The heated confusion spread across his brain like fungus. He was hell bent on flushing it away for good.

Roooxxxaaannne! You don’t have to put on the red light! The music droned…

The brand spanking new beauteous bottle of Patron he’d just purchased the night before—or was it last week?—called his name. Just what the Devil in the details ordered. He poured a tall glass of the stuff, prompting the deliquescent gates of heaven to creek open right before his soon-to-be bloodshot eyes. He drowned in the hallucinogenic clutches of the rapture until his face numbed and his body morphed into nothingness.

Calm after the internal storm.

He had more where that came from and now, he no longer cared.

From a sweet heat, mellow and warm, his cells incubated and cared for one another with the sweetest kisses delivered via inebriation. A few moments later, he was back in his bedroom, hyped and ready to roll. The shit in the room grew vast wings and spun around him like tiny rock star angels, making him laugh with spirit manufactured mirth. He continued to burst out in fits of deranged laughter, his eyes glossing over in strange delight. He swiped at his nose, removing the chalky residue, as if he wanted to look presentable for no one in particular. Lying back on his bed in his uniform, he tossed his police hat across the bed like a newspaper from the paperboy’s route. He felt like a mountain that couldn’t be moved.

My name is Officer Nick Vitale, and I’m a spectacular motherfucker! The motherfucking greatest!

Fuck the world! None of you appreciate SHIT!

Fuck Miguel and everyone else, too!

He shifted back and forth, casting his arms into the air as if in a boxing ring with a million and one opponents.

Fuck Santiago for killing my best friend! Fuck Dad for never showing his rotten face! I didn’t need you anyway! I don’t need NOBODY!

…Fuck everyone who said he’d be nothing but a petty, two-bit half Wop, half Jabaro son of a bitch. A crooked thief who tore up the Brownsville streets as if he had scissors for feet!

Fuck!

Them!

All!

His high began to even out, and his anxiety dissipated as several more minutes passed, rendering him finally still after his violent, albeit brief outburst.

Silent.

He could barely move, but his thoughts turned sensual and hedonistic nevertheless. Sumptuous contemplations took over. He curled his hand over his thickening cock, deciding to get the motherfucker some service as his deviant deliberations turned more and more sexual, borderline perverted. Before he could fumble about and make the call for some pussy delivery on speed dial, his cellphone rang, interrupting his internal proposals.

“Yeah?” he answered after two failed attempts to grip the damn thing with a steady hand.

“Hey, you still sick?” Officer Tomas questioned, his slightly nasally voice piercing the line. “I hope not, Nick, ’cause you won’t believe this shit.”

“What do ya mean? What’s going on?” He ran his hand roughly through his hair, messing it up, trying to massage himself sober so he could follow what the hell was being said.

“Some son of a bitch has a three year old boy on top of his building on Livonia and is threatening to jump with him.”

Nick jerked like a lightning bolt tied to a tether pole. He tried and tried to gain full control over his damn watered down muscles, but couldn’t get his body to cut him a break. Forcing the issue to the point of physical strain and pain, he grabbed his remote control with stretched fingers, turning on the news. There it was, right there, the breaking story. His chest caved and throbbed with mounting unease as sweat rivulets ran zigzag relays down his face. Through tense eyes he desperately tried to focus…see the screen…clearly comprehend and take in the words from the reporter.

Oh God…Oh no…

Even through tainted vision, his senses weren’t playing tricks on him, but he prayed to whoever would listen that they were…

“Who is it? Who the hell is that?” he questioned as slightly fuzzy footage of a man dressed in blue moved about atop a roof.

…Don’t you say his name, don’t you dare say who I think it is, Tomas!
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From the sky…

“Well you know that they haven’t released that information to the press yet but the guy’s name is Eric Leech—and that’s his son.”

Eric Leech… Oh God…it IS him!

He knew Eric. The guy was a stoner, a poet, and a fucking mental case. One of the few white guys flipping about in Brownsville, Brooklyn and didn’t seem to really give a shit about that fact. Regardless, he’d appeared harmless enough. Nick attempted to get to his heavy feet, but could barely stand as he saw double, then triple and sparks of blinding white. Finally up, he fell against the wall, taking items from his nightstand with him and causing a mighty crash of all things pretty, fragile and delicate.

Barely holding onto his phone, Officer Tomas kept talking, rattling off the play by play, and the news reporter stated that some walking disaster was coming down there to try and tell Eric how sweet and beautiful life was. Nothing was beautiful about surviving another day in Hell, and nothing could make a guy like Eric see the glittering promise of hope, especially while barreling down on psychosis. The headlights of Doomsday shone so bright, they undermined all else. No one took Eric seriously; he was like a mere broken window inside an abandoned building but, people were definitely taking a peek, now…

Yes… he was the broken window.

…I know that feeling.

No one cared how it happened, how long it had been there, or where all the glass spread once the thing was smashed and destroyed. All that flying debris comprised that man’s entire life; his guts, the shit that mattered most, but no one gave a damn about bygone blood, tormented tears, or dilapidated dreams. He was a laughing stock and those not taken seriously would at times force the issue, bring it to the forefront in a brand new, extreme way.

You will look at me, you will see me, you will remember me, goddamn it!

And even after all of that, there would always be that group of people to ask, ‘What the hell went wrong?’

“I know him! I gotta get down there…I gotta talk to him!” Nick blurted, pulling himself out of the odd thoughts streamed with cantankerous things called memories. No matter his effort, his heavy eyelids wouldn’t cooperate, denying him the gift of clear sight. He struggled to rub his raw, itching nose, missing several times. Worse yet, his right nostril streamed blood, crucified by his actions. He patted his cupid’s bow and looked at his fingertips—wet, crimson, and cocaine laced.

“Nah, don’t do that. He’s high on some stuff and others are involved now. It’s out of our hands,” Tomas explained. “They’re going to shoot Eric dead as soon as they get the chance though. Can’t have him doing that and then…what was that?! What the fuck was that?! Shit!” Tomas yelled. His police radio buzzed in the background. “Goddamn it!” The man screamed so loudly, his eardrums rang like church bells.

Nick turned back toward the television, crawling to it like a baby in pain, begging for its mother’s love. He gripped his cell phone in one hand, clutching it like a lifeline as he continued to hobble about. When he got in front of the damn thing, the news’ live coverage feed was long gone and the studio reporter was back on the air, a glum look on her sullen face…

No…Noooo…Noooo!

“Noooooo! Not again! It’s happening AGAIN!!! No!!!!”

“Nick, let me call ya back. I gotta go!” Tomas blurted.

The call went dead…

D e a d…

Like bricks to skulls…

Like Mom in her grave…

Like little babies thrown down from buildings…

D e a d…

Like his evil blue eyes…

Like his nonexistent soul…

Like the place where a heart beat slow and steady, rather than hard, irregular, and fast from an early evening of premium narcotic abuse chased with expensive Russian Vodka.

… And don’t forget the pretty Patron…

Dead.

You’re dead too, Nick…

You sorry son of a bitch… You should be dead! It should be YOU!

Monster!

He crawled back towards his bed as a thin trail of slobber streamed out from between his rubbery lips. He swiped at it, smearing it across his jaw, and gripped his bed sheets, trying to pull himself up as if they were a rope of mercy. Grunting along the way, he fought and fought, trying to do the simplest of tasks. His legs were giving out, weak, barely able to bend, turn or move. His six foot three body became dead weight. Every fiber of his being worked against him, laughing, calling him names, dipping itself in something dark and sticky, making him loathe every hair on his body and every bone wrapped beneath the surface, too…

He tried and tried to move past the slush of the drugs running marathons within his cranium, until several attempts later, he was finally lying in the bed, looking up at the ceiling. Meanwhile, the newscaster went on and on about the nightmare that had played out on repeat. The bitch wouldn’t shut the hell up and her mouth—her words—became the soundtrack to his self-imposed death sentence. He almost swallowed his own damn tongue as phlegm and spit pooled in the back of his throat, and more beads of perspiration ran down his sweaty face then collected in his eardrums like tiny cups for communion.

Be blessed, young man…

Friendly words from yesteryear, shared from an old priest who’d worn his Bible against his ribcage like a beating heart.

Blessed? No! I’m cursed!

I could have…stopped him. Eric listened to me… I knew Eric… Eric did what I said…

That little boy is gone. He’s dead… No!

He screamed in his head, pulling at his hair, damn near jerking the strands clean out, leaving behind only bloody stumps. Wallowing in stiff, unyielding guilt and a body coated in his own pore-made fluid, he remained prisoner to his carcass… the same bones the cool air had had their way with earlier in the day. The same bones that moved and maneuvered about in tight alleyways, chasing desperados, and nabbing them more times than not. It was only a matter of time before his addiction caught up with him, but…he’d had a good run. He kept the shit under the glaring radar, his dirty little, fingerprint smudged secrets of boozing it up, snorting it up, fucking it up, fucking it up good, too. He made excuses for it, promised himself he’d seek help. But, he never did. No, that would have been a pussy move, and he’d sworn he was a motherfucking outlaw…

And what a sad outlaw he was. Intoxicated, high as a fucking Goodyear blimp and stinking with old sweat. He hated himself, inside and out, wished he could disappear right that fucking second.

I should fuckin’ kill myself… do everyone a favor.

He looked over at his holster, the damn gun inside of it… It would be easy, a piece of German chocolate cake…

Pussy move?

Outlaw move?

He was told suicide was for pussies. You had to stick this shit out, wait until you got to the last damn chapter, paragraph, sentence, and period. You had to earn your way through like you were paying fucking dues for not just yourself, but a gang load of motherfuckers! You had to accept the cards you were dealt, call bluff and declare yourself a winner and run that shit into the ground like seeds into the awaiting earth.

He shifted his gaze from side to side, until he released control and let the demons he’d invited party all over his mind, body and soul. They sure had a good time…and he watched from the sidelines. He watched the revolting creatures jump up and down on his chest, gnash their jagged teeth and tear him from limb to limb with their bare hands. He deserved it; he wanted it. He craved it more than pretty Patron, perfect pussy, and choice cocaine…

“Yeah…”

He grinned, his world turning black then blacker…

Yeah, this is who I am. This is what I do…

…And this is what I get…

Monster… that’s what you are.

Good job, Officer Nick Vitale, you should be so goddamn proud…
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Charles Mingus’, ‘Moanin’’ played as Taryn danced about in her small room, her bare toes sinking and rising in the thick, lime green shag rug. She’d gotten the privilege to decorate her room at Firststone Medical Center in Fresh Meadows, New York—an earned freedom and simple pleasure not bestowed to all. Frieda had winked at her in her sweet, understanding way, handed her a role of tape, and stated, “Don’t go overboard, but have fun.”

The walls were now covered with framed jazz posters, a couple sketches she’d done and a few of her coveted magazine covers: Cosmopolitan, Glamor, and Elle, just to name a few. She’d also recently taken her two coveted mirrors out of storage. One mirror she hung herself, smack dab in the center of the room. It remained above her television, giving the illusion of depth in a space the size of a single molecule. The music always made it easier, made the capsule of reality go down smoothly. Today, the pointy pill had not been her sought-after pain relief. No. It had been a call from her mother. The woman had the best of intentions, but she remained in denial about the severity of her daughter’s addiction, and at times, Mom’s abjuration was simply too much weight to bear.

“When are you coming home, honey? We miss you so much.”

“Mom, I told you, I have to finish treatment longer this time. Those other times I left early, that wasn’t when the actual program ended. I’m not on vacation you know; this is no siesta.”

“Taryn, that was uncalled for. Don’t speak to me that way. I’m just letting you know that I think about you all the time is all…”

“I know.” She sighed. “I’m sorry, Mom. It won’t be for a while though. I haven’t finished treatment. I’ve got to do this right. I can’t check out this time. I can’t bail on my own recovery.”

“But you haven’t done anything in so long! I’ve been so proud of you. I have no idea why you are still there at this point. You’ve proven you’re okay now.”

“Because the thoughts are still there, Mom. Doesn’t matter that I haven’t relapsed. I still want to use most days and until that changes, then I know I still have a ways to go. I may always want to, I don’t know, but I have to get to the bottom of it this time. I can’t afford to be wrestling with myself like this.”

“Time waits for no one. Now that you’re in remission, you can take advantage, get back on top!”

“Mom, I’m not exactly a top commodity right now, okay?”

“Oh, hogwash! You’ve been so despondent lately. It’s not that bad.”

“It IS that bad, Mom. Last time I decided to dig into my cookie jar, I didn’t wake up for almost twenty-four hours. Not only that, I have a criminal record now for writing fake prescriptions from my last go round. Thankfully, no one pressed charges…felt sorry for me I guess. Mom, it’s bad, okay? It’s real bad…”

…And so the conversation went.

She twirled around and around in circles, her big, shiny gold hoop earrings waving as she spun faster and faster to the beat, but farther and farther away from the pain. Swaying to the left and right, she drifted away from her agony but bounced right back in the center of it as she caught a glimpse of herself in the freshly hung mirror. She slowed to a crawl, her head still spinning at top speed as if she’d been on some crazy revolving merry-go-round. She’d given herself a natural high but was coming down fast and hard. She was certain she’d stood there an hour, unmoving, frozen. She took several steps forward toward the mirror.

Aren’t you an odd looking bird?

She smirked.

She reached upward and slowly removed her black satin scarf, which was tied and knotted to the side with a rhinestone adornment. It slid slowly across her buzzed, newborn tresses and she clutched it loosely amongst her fingers as she inspected herself, going over her body inch by torturous inch…

My hair is growing out nicely. Hopefully this time it won’t fall out again…

She ran her fingertips across her scalp, feeling the short, soft strands, relishing the slickness as they burst free, new and screaming for a chance to thrive.

My eyes are little too close together, but they’ve always been…nothing I can do about that. I still like them though.

She smiled ever so slightly as she turned to the right, and then to the left, following her pupils like an old haunted painting that watched all passersby…

My nose is fine I suppose; no obvious issues there…

She ran her pointer finger down the bridge, pausing at the fleshy bulb. Some suggested she get a nose job, make it a bit keener, but she’d refused.

My lips are big and juicy. Just how I like them.

Her mouth twisted in a satisfied grin. She had the lips songs were written about, and she damn well knew it.

My chin is well defined, as well as my jawline.

She traced the thing, looking at the natural contrasts, contours and shadows around the area, studying it as if she would be asked to describe it on an exam.

My neck is long. I like it, too.

She’d never given much attention to her neck until someone else would bring it to her attention in a complimentary fashion. As far as she was concerned, it was only pivotal to swallow her drug of choice. All she gave a damn about as of late was what sat inside of it…her throat. Other than that, it didn’t even matter.

My chest is…

My chest is…

My. Chest. Is.

She couldn’t take it anymore. She placed her hands over the bare, scarred flesh and turned her back on herself, hung her head. She choked back the angry tears, refused to let them fall and shame her any further.

My chest…is mine. That’s what it is. It’s just…mine.

The heart of the matter was not the usual suspects and creepy culprits. No. It wasn’t that she no longer possessed breast tissue. It was gone—fine. Done and done. It wasn’t the cut flesh, either, and what it had left behind. It wasn’t that her womanliness could be now called into question and sometimes was. She’d already mourned the way she used to be able to fill out a curve hugging dress, slinking to her long form like a second skin. She’d only been a B cup, you couldn’t miss what you barely had, but regardless, they were hers, and if her memory served her correctly, they’d been perky and cute…but…she’d gotten past that, too. She’d already accepted the vicious cycle her tormented body had put her through. It made her sick. Literally.

Thus, she lost important opportunities and occasions. Her breasts, those adorable pint-size sprightly things she was just lamenting over, proved no longer so fucking adorable anymore. They’d filled with disease like water in a balloon and made her a victim of chronic pain, misgivings, ridicule and self-persecution. Thus, she took medication to simply get through her day, manage it so she could think straight, tend to the tasks at hand. Uncertain of the date and time, but somewhere between the road of agony management and the delivery from a world she was becoming a stranger to, she became addicted to the medication.

She’d fallen, became twisted and vacant, transformed into someone she no longer recognized. She’d do anything for relief—steal, lie and cheat. Her body lost many battles, and tried to lose the war, too. The same damn body that made her a millionaire was the same physique that now had her scrambling for checks and balances. The same figure men and women coveted was now looked upon with confusion and disgust.

At various times, it held hardly any weight and purged the bit she could hold onto with a slippery grasp. It charged up a tab that she didn’t order and made her a slave to a debt she couldn’t pay. But it managed to keep one thing and one thing only—her addiction. Oh yes, it was true to that, married at the pointy, bony hip. It drove her forward, made her do and say crazy things to stay afloat, some of which made her sick to relive

The lies… all those fucking lies…

Reminiscences, bits of memories, floated to the forefront of her mind.

What was she all about? Who was she?

A spy. I’m a spy…

She’d always been a curious child, and later in life, her subtle prying and data gathering skills proved useful in feeding her drug habit. From mundane tales of shopping adventures to more serious criminal admissions—she’d heard it all. In the process, she’d learned a lesson about the world, life, and her own self, too.

Trust no one. Or at least, vet the hell out of everybody that crosses your path.

There were two things in life you could never place a shred of reliance on, under any circumstances—a drug abuser’s word and a desperate man’s plea…for they were often one and the same. Not only that, she knew other things that would make Frieda and everyone else consider her a serious security breech if they could read her sordid mind. When bored, her brain did strange things, and she dove head first into all that was forbidden, scoffed at, and prohibited.

Curiosity killed the cat. There was yet another reason, one more that served as an excuse but was also wrapped in validity—she refused to not know what was going on around her at all times… She’d never be in that ‘clueless’ position again; it had happened once too often, and cost her both financial and emotional damage. No one would think the super model would play these games; she looked so innocent, and she surely couldn’t be that smart, now could she? She’d keep to herself, not tell a damn soul…

Taryn had memorized the staff schedules from front to back, for there was a time when she’d planned an escape. Her mind worked like a steel trap or infinite library. Almost anything she read and saw, she memorized. It was her job to know. The very first time she ended up in treatment, it was court mandated. She had no damn choice in the horrid matter and spent her weary mornings, dreadful afternoons, and long, tedious nights devising crafty plans that included scaling buildings with knotted sheets and getting bus tickets to faraway places. After growing wiser and stronger, she stopped fighting the addiction, embraced it, thanked it for its fucked up stint—and told it the time had come for it to go. They could not live in harmony, and it proved no friend; it was her foe.

She could no longer protect her dependence, coddle it and allow it to harm her, for it was killing her, little pill by little pill. She tried so hard to do her own thing, be independent, all the way since childhood. Yet, she’d allowed the drugs to boss her around, tell her what to do. No one was the boss of her, and once that became truly crystal meth clear, she’d devised a new plan. The damn addiction wasn’t paying any rent, but taking up all of the space within her and offering nothing in return.

It didn’t love her back the way she’d once loved it. Her addiction had stolen her dignity, made her fall from grace, physically sicker, weaker, and less reliable—all the things she detested. Life tried to snuff her out, and by some merciful grace of God, she was still standing, speaking clearly and coherently, running about like a giddy child, walking straight and talking the witty shit she liked to speak. There was no way in hell she could let it win—she’d come too far! This proved a daily battle, but she was accustomed to fighting, for that was what warriors do…

She’d endured the brutality of the modeling industry—the hidden aspect of it, the one that saw her as a size, a race, and a pretty face. They’d molded her into an erotic and exotic heifer amongst a herd of glassy-eyed cattle, a paper doll with no heartbeat perched in front of the perfect backdrop with a diamond collar around her slender neck. But who held the chain? Dolls… dolls had no heartbeat; they simply sat pretty, their dresses pressed, their legs straight, and no blood to draw, no emotions to feel. That’s how she felt, even at times when she’d view herself in the magazines… mere figurines. No blinking… no expression… just a body being played and toyed with, then tossed aside for a newer version.

All those shows where she’d move as if she had no knees, the make-up so thick, she could barely feel her damn face, a paddle brush combing harshly against her tresses, ripping some out along the way, and her trying to not sweat under the harsh lights, all to simply get the perfect shot, create an illusion for real life people to grasp at. And in the end, they’d end up broke and disappointed, no closer to the artifice than moments previous.

Damn. Dolls.

She was nothing more than a beautiful liar, a paid pretty face, a photo-shopped fantasy… but…she loved the damn clothes.

…But I’m still a doll.

Too many people wanted to be one, without understanding that dolls have no soul…

…And she wanted her voice back.

She couldn’t hate it all, though. There were good days too, and despite her jadedness and disheartening experiences, she recalled those golden, precious moments. For instance, there were virtuous designers—hailing from all corners of the world—who’d treated her like a human being, not a number or two-dimensional entity. She simply could not color the whole ordeal charcoal gray and deny the rainbow filter that shined through every now and again.

And lest she forget, the dedicated photographers and other hard working models who had become close companions, forever friends, some even like sisters and brothers, helping each other along in the vicious dog eat dog business of Mother Fashion who was known to eat her own young. Her dear friend Vicki, one of the top models in the game, had the business acumen of a damn shark. Her beautiful face fooled many, and she’d taken the time to mold Taryn, give her a crash course on who to trust and who to avoid like the bloodthirsty piranhas that they were. Those occasional people who truly got it and remembered their humanity made the experience worthwhile, made her feel extraordinary and more than just a coveted surface and long, lean body with thick, dark hair.

She’d survived breast cancer, twice to be exact; the bitch had double dipped, turned around for seconds. And now that same fucker was in remission, put on ice, hopefully to never rear her ugly head again. Taryn would be damned if she was going to sucker punch her health in the face by succumbing to the temptation of the very thing that would wreck her immune system and make her unfit to ever model, dance, lift a pencil, sew a thread, or even listen to music again. So, she tucked her collected Firststone intelligence away and tossed all plans for a grand escape to the side, under and over the moon…till death do her part.

Well, that’s over now…

She slumped onto her thin bed with the stingy mattress as John Coltrane’s, ‘Blue Train’ played like an eargasm line dance. She smirked and bobbed her head to the beat, tapping her foot just so as she fell into the seductive groove. Swaying from side to side, she was soon snapping her fingers, falling into the pure pleasure of it all.

“That’s right. I’ve not lost everything. No, ma’am!” she shouted high to the rafters, her smile as big as the setting sun. “I still have my good ear, my great sight, and I know a worthy tune when it comes my way!!! Go, Coltrane, go!!! BLOW THAT HORN!!!” She hooted, her old, tired soul living it up to the fullest. The man with the clarinet made her feel sexy…made her feel clever, vibrant, gold and silver and tingly all over.

…And Mr. Coltrane did as he was told, rubbing her just the right way all through the night…
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Chapter Three
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Jazz was standing there holding a dented in can of Goya beans. In the other hand, he held a cold, dark bottle of Coca Cola, beaded up with condensation, sweating under the blazing sun. The skinny teen was blacker than the inside of a hippopotamus’ mouth, and his forehead was particularly short, causing his eyebrows and hairline to look as if they were only a mere inch apart. This gave him the oddest of appearances, like an emaciated Frankenstein. His long legs had no larger or smaller portions, being all of the same width, like dark rubber bands stretched taut across a wooden board. All Nick knew was, he wanted that fucking soda…

Desperation tapped him on his shoulders and dared him to make a move. It was hot as the gold chain necklace he’d lifted last week. Mom was broke, and he’d searched the place for hours trying to find spare change. It had been a dismal day for luck. And his had just completely run out.

“Yo Jazz! You gonna hold that and shake it around like your little dick or give me a taste?” He threw on a snaggletooth grin, and raised his dirty dark blue and white striped shirt from the bottom hem, moving it swiftly across his face to collect the latest sweat offering for the Sun God.

“Nuh uh, Nick. You was…you was…you was just talkin’ a bunch of shit about me this mornin’. I ain’t sharin’ wit’ you.”

Jazz was taller than a damn tree. He had a slight speech impediment that caused him to speak as if he were an album playing on the lowest setting on repeat, and he was also someone Nick enjoyed tormenting every now and again for the sheer hell of it. The boy was at least five years older than he—had to be seventeen, but because he was slow in the head, it was like taking advantage of a baby. Regardless, he never meant the bastard any harm, but that may have to soon be changed as his thirst grew even stronger and his stomach grumbled a bit louder, reminding him that being a nice guy and being hungry and thirsty could seldom co-exist.

“Come on, Jazz! I only want a taste! Now look,” Nick’s tone softened as he took a gentle step towards the withered giant, “we can do this real easy like, or we can do it all rough.” He laughed lightly and threw up his hands as if the jerk had left him no choice. “I didn’t even ask for your fuckin’ beans. I coulda took those, too! I did you a favor!” An angry burst of heat ignited within him as he lunged for the boy’s hands, and though Jazz may have been slow, he was faster with his maneuvers than Nick had anticipated.

“Leeee meee alone!” Jazz spouted, then turned on a dime, his loose, ratty white socks slinking down around his toothpick-like ankles, as they had nothing of substance to hold on to. The boy started to walk away and break free from the confrontation.

I’m thirsty. He’s got the goods. This should be easy…

“Get your retarded fuckin’ ass back here, Jazz!”

Nick lunged for him again, this time grasping the slick neck of the icy bottle with a death grip. They struggled a bit as Jazz’s eyes bucked and danced with untamed wildness. The guy let out a shrill scream, like the sound some exotic Australian beetle would make in one of those boring nature programs he was forced to watch in school. He just about lost his grip of the thing as the walking tree branch and he fought, practically losing their footing in the mayhem. But then, he’d finally won, and snatched his prize away with a satisfied grin, leaving the ebony praying mantis breathing hard and barely standing.

Taking several steps back, he quickly undid the cap, almost slicing his thumb open in the process. He brought it to his lips and took the first cold gulp, and then the second. The fizz tasted like a reunion with his homeboys; the sweet, intoxicating flavor was their party and the way it burned going down, the next Outlaw heist they’d score that evening. Jazz stood before him, helpless. His droopy eyes told the whole goddamn story. Nick wasn’t sure what he was feeling right then. Must’ve been that thing Mom called guilt. He took another gulp of the thing and fell into his mother’s words…

‘Nicky! You don’t have a guilty bone in your body. It must be broke or you weren’t even born with it. I need to have you X-rayed!’

She was right; he NEVER felt guilty but right then and there, as he looked into Jazz’s sagging, sad eyes, he kinda did…yeah…and he didn’t like it, not one damn bit. It made him feel all jellyfish like inside, soft, gushy…remorseful. Who needs it?!

And where’d it come from?

He took another sip, but it didn’t taste as good as the first three generous gulps. He turned away from the kid, focused on the Johnny Pump, thought about breaking the thing open, but he couldn’t shake the shame. Then, he looked back at Jazz and this sinking, quicksand feeling overcame him. The teenager with the mindset of an eight year old just stood there watching him, his smooth, soot colored cheeks glossy with tears…

Awwww fuck… He’s cryin’!

“Here, man…” He handed the damn thing back to the boy. Jazz looked at him suspiciously, his thin eyebrow raised on his short forehead just so.

“Come on, take it! I told you I only wanted a taste. What cha tryna say? I’m a liar? I ain’t no liar… Now here!”

The boy hesitated a second or two longer, then reached out, gingerly taking the bottle from Nick. He clasped it close to his chest, lest he change his mind. He stood there and watched Jazz turn away, then walked swiftly down the sidewalk, checking over his shoulder every now and again. He couldn’t stand it anymore, so he turned away too, and headed in the other direction.

Maybe I am a bad little son of a gun just like Mom says…

Nick moved away from his childhood deliberations, sliding his naked body against the thick, luxurious sheets given to him as a Christmas gift from a coworker during Secret Santa several years earlier. It was the grand prize, and he’d pulled the lucky number. He tossed and turned like a giant snake caught in a cotton bag. He didn’t know why he’d thought about Jazz that morning…or was it afternoon? He’d called in sick since Eric decided to do the shit he’d done, and that had been two days prior, of that he was certain. After hours of dancing in a drunken stupor, his bubble burst when all the cocaine was gone and only a half a six-pack of beer remained.

He knew what he had at all times; inventory was important. He’d gone through his stash like a thief, pillaging his own supply, robbing himself blind. Anything to make the bite of yesteryear not feel so bad. The past had big ass teeth, and it would come to him and ask to suck his damn blood in the most polite of ways. If he refused, it would torment him anyway, and the only way to make that motherfucker understand that no meant no was to turn his mind off. So, that’s what he did.

He rolled his thick tongue around in his mouth, trying desperately to widen his eyes and focus. Several minutes later, he suddenly heard murmuring beside him, and startled at the sight. A languid, beautiful woman with skin the color of slightly overcooked toast lay beside him. Her long, wild, lustrous curly black hair spiraled over one eye as she showed a garish grin framed in smudged pink gloss. Stretching her long limbs, she lifted upward and gave him an ‘all-knowing’ nod of approval.

Who tha fuck is this in my bed?!

Nick didn’t recall exiting his bedroom, let alone his apartment. He also didn’t remember letting anyone in, making a pussy call, or anything of the like. Worst of all, she wasn’t someone he’d had over before; he never forgot a face. She looked vaguely familiar, but he’d never looked the lady in the eye before. Something was amiss…

This was his one true calling. His mind was a steel trap when it came to the visual. He could look at a person one time, high or not, and have their entire form mapped out, down to freckles, moles, and all the inconsequential details that most overlooked. He knew when a woman had dyed her hair—the roots always told the truth no matter how good of a job it was. He knew when a man was freshly shaved simply by observing the fella’s skin, their scalp, the way they smelled; and he knew when a bastard was a drug addict, a functional drunk, or all of the above. He knew his own kind, though he never claimed them as part of his family in the public eye…

The woman, seemingly reading his mind, pulled the sheets over her beautiful naked body and said in a sly whisper, “We met online a while back. You called me last night, told me to come over, so I did.”

“Jesus Christ!” His throat constricted, grew tight like a vise as his mouth became impossibly dryer. Flashes of himself fucking around on his phone came and went from her admission. He had no recollection of the actual conversation, but she must’ve been telling the truth, for at the foot of the damn bed sat two torn golden condom wrappers. He reached for his cellphone, scanned the thing, and noted his latest browsing history. Sure enough, he found her profile picture and their conversation. He began to read it, but her voice distracted him, stopped his internal investigation.

“Do you think we can check out the—”

“Shhhh!” he scolded as he raised his hand, continuing to read the nonsensical words he’d coaxed her with, to get the pretty little thing into his bed. He’d been a regular ol’ Don Juan last night, full of lies, craziness, and angelic words to get what he wanted, when he wanted it…

“What the hell is wrong with you?” she barked, flinging the sheets off her form. “You didn’t seem that drunk when I came over. You are the one who asked me over here, not the other way around.” She pointed at herself while her attitude grew wings and flew close to his face, wishing to smack him down to the ground no doubt. “I got in here last night, and you were like a totally different person than you were online. You were a good fuck, don’t get me wrong, but you said some really crazy shit. You’re a real ass, you know that?!” she hissed.

“What did I say?”

“What does it matter now?” She raised her perfectly arched brow along with her voice.

“Because you mentioned it so I want to know.” He shrugged.

“You kept talking about some guy named Jonathan and you called me a whore, too.”

“Oh…” What else could he say? He sounded like a damn nut because he was. No sense for him to state the obvious.

“I’m leaving and don’t worry about seeing me out,” she huffed as she got to her feet. He turned away from her and set his phone down. Closing his eyes, he simply tried to sweet talk a budding headache into going away and leaving him alone. It refused, and banged on his temple like a landlord about to serve an eviction notice. He turned back towards her, mulling over what to say. She looked over her shoulder a time or two, then slid her ivory sweater over her large breasts. He cast his attention towards his mirror, catching her reflection. She had some of the largest nipples he’d ever seen…

Nice.

“You shouldn’t come over to strange guys’ houses.” He yawned and crossed his arms as he contemplated lighting up a cigarette.

“What tha hell do you care?” She kept her back turned as she slicked her belt into her jean loops.

“I’m supposed to care about everybody. I’m a cop… Seriously though, you could get hurt. I coulda been some weirdo. Well, you probably think I am one anyway, but you know what I mean.”

She burst out laughing.

“You told me you were a dentist…”

He offered a half grin.

“Sorry about callin’ you a whore. I honestly don’t remember. Anyway,” he ran his hand up and down his knee, warming it to his touch, “I’m sure I said a lot of stuff last night that wasn’t true.” He got to his feet and walked into his master suite bathroom. Glancing at her a time or two as she combed her hair with her fingers, he tossed cold water on his face. “How’d you get over here?” he called out as he ran his fingers along his hairline, inspecting himself just so.

…Time for a haircut.

“I took a cab.” She grabbed her large tangerine snakeskin purse and slung it over her shoulder.

“What part of town do you live in?”

“El Barrio…” He paused, lifted his chin a little higher, and turned back in her direction.

“¿Cómo te llama?” (What’s your name?)

“Me llamo Denise.” (My name is Denise.)

“Hi Denise,” he chuckled. “Nice to meet you.” He walked back into his bedroom, picked up his gray slacks, and slid them on. He didn’t miss how her dark eyes drifted to the ground, taking notice of his police badge lying underneath the pants he’d just snatched from the floor.

Her lips curved in a smile.

“So you really are a cop? Fuckin’ hilarious. I’ve never messed with a cop before.”

He didn’t say anything, just buttoned his white Polo shirt and checked himself over in the mirror.

“You’re Puerto Rican, too?” She grabbed her green overstuffed bomber coat and slid it on, pushed the hood back, and finger combed the curls around her ears once more.

“Half. My mother was Puerto Rican. My father I believe was Sicilian.”

She nodded in understanding. After a few moments, they made their way towards his front door, side by side, as if on one accord.

“Seriously,” she said, looking over her shoulder, “I can take it from here.”

“Nah, I can walk you out.” He ushered his dark hair out of his face with a sweep of his hand.

“No, it’s fine, Rick. I’d prefer it this way, really. I could see on your face you had no idea who the hell I was. That’s my fault I guess…” Her lips twisted as her expression turned slightly jaded.

“Nick…my name is Nick.”

She burst out laughing, but he could tell the woman wasn’t the least bit amused at his revelation. Denise clutched the doorknob and opened the thing, causing a burst of light to enter and bathe them in the new day. He winced, felt like a damn vampire as the outdoor sunlight glowed and bounced along the nearby piles of hard snow.

“You’re right. I need to be more careful,” was all she offered before she disappeared out the place. He watched the woman with the rounded ass bounce down the sidewalk, her coat hood flopping up and down. Her carefree black hair sprang with each step she took. When she became nothing more than a tiny speck in his like of vision, he closed and locked his door, and simply stood there with his palm on the thing, waiting… for what, he wasn’t certain. When he’d mustered the courage, he turned and looked around his place.

Everything was as it should be, in its place. He walked past his kitchenette, paused, double-backed, and grabbed a trash bag from under the sink. From the living room decorated in earth tones, he returned to his contemporary style bedroom. He placed his hands on his hips and turned from side to side. The trash bag rustled in his grip as he moved about, hanging there like one large pocket ready to be filled with trick or treat candy…but it wasn’t Halloween, though he’d scared himself half to death. He began the process of tracing his steps, picking up things here and there…

At least I used a rubber; coulda been worse I guess.

He dipped low, clutched the wrappers, only to find a third one on the other side of the bed. Along his jaunt, he found a half bottle of lubricant, the contents spilling into his carpet, making a gooey mess.

“Shit!” He snatched it up, pitched the damn thing in the trash then burst into his bathroom. He tossed the bag onto the tiled floor, grabbed a cloth, and thrust it under the hot water. As he stood there, turning the rag to and fro, sharp, fragmented images began to flood his brain. He recalled sitting on his bed, looking for a score. Just as the image became clear, it was replaced with him jumping happily from a knock at the door—special delivery; his pussy pizza had arrived. His chest tightened with anxiety as the memories became crystal clear…

Denise had stepped inside. They spent little time in conversation before he led her back to his bedroom. They laughed about some things, quickly undressed, and before long, he had her legs open wide and was fucking the daylights out of her…

“Ouch! Son of a bitch!”

He was thrust out of his daydreams as the warm water became scorching hot. He shut the valve off, dabbed some soap onto the cloth, and headed to the small oil spill in the middle of his carpet. Dropping to his knees, he cautiously dabbed at it, careful to not push it further down into the fibers. He kept lightly tapping at the clear fluid, trying to break it down, but his body and mind were the ones deteriorating. Sucking in air, he paused, tried to see straight, past the tears forming in his eyes, but soon, his vision was completely impaired. He remained on his knees—a position of prayer—his back arched as he trembled and clutched the rag as hard as he could trying desperately to gather control of himself.

“Oh God!”

Out poured a rolling scream, and then another. It didn’t sound like him. Who else was in the room?

No one, just him, kneeling in his filth, trying to clean up the evidence of a life gone wrong.

“…I bet Ma sure is proud!” he taunted himself as he continued to scream out until he fell onto the ground in a haphazard sort of way, his chores cast to the side. He wished he were still ignorant, unaware what a true fuck-up he’d become.

“This…has got to stop!” He beat his fist against the floor; his damn hand stung. “I’m tired…I can’t do this anymore!” He stood back on his own two feet and threw the cloth down onto the floor, as if it disgusted him.

Nick, this is it.

He collapsed onto his bed for a moment or two then rose once again, and grabbed his gun and hat. He looked at himself in the mirror, but didn’t put either of them on. Taking his wallet and keys, he marched out of his townhouse, slamming his door behind him.

It’s time. No more excuses.

As another angry, heated tear cascaded down his face, he made a promise to himself, right then and there, and this one he wouldn’t break. No, this was a special guarantee, one for cocaine dusted, pussy lusted, and Russian vodka trusted keeps…
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Captain O’Sullivan’s sullen cobalt eyes glistened with something Nick couldn’t identify just yet. On the man’s desk now lay his police badge, sporting a name he no longer recognized: Officer Nick Vitale. Beside it sat his hat and lastly, his polished Glock 19.

“I’ve been in law enforcement for twenty-three years, Nick…twenty-three. This morning I get a call from Becky telling me you wanted to speak to me, and that I need to sign off on some paperwork, that one of our own needs to use his benefits package to pay for some drug rehabilitation. I think, ‘Okay, fine. It’s happened before.’” He shrugged. “I never thought the two announcements were about the same man! It was you of all people!”

Nick pressed the tip of his tongue against his lower teeth, his anxiety mounting higher and higher. He turned away, needing a moment as the warmth of shame rolled over him, making him all hot and bothered.

“I’ve dealt with a gamut of officers, from all walks of life here in the 73rd precinct.” Captain O’Sullivan began to count off his fingers, “I’ve had the know-it-alls, straight outta the academy. I’ve had the seasoned vets that come from someplace else and they get transferred here for fucking up at their previous job; it’s used as a punishment. I’ve had the hard asses who want to work B-Ville, so they can jump in on the action. The wannabe cowboys who bust some heads in so they look forward to all the crime and craziness over here and God knows there is plenty of it! Like people going crazy because a guy from another project walks through their turf, the bastards live right across the street from one another. It’s bullshit! Some of these officers believe they can just fuck around, and it will be validated and never questioned.”

Nick nodded in agreement.

“I get the immigrants, been here less than a few years, who think they are going to be a cop and make it better for their people. Then they find out the hard way, that’s just a big ass pipe dream and this is much bigger than anything they could imagine. I get the women who want to be treated as equals and show these suckers they can do the same shit the guys can, only ten times better. Sometimes they’re right…sometimes they’re wrong. I get the drunk cops, the ones that beat on their wives and kids as a stress reliever… and I get all the kinds in between. I’ve seen it all!” He slapped his hand against his desk. “But I feel like today—today, Nick, you’ve shown me some shit I just can’t understand. You’ve been with me since you were twenty-one, Nick!”

“I know…I know.” He lowered his head.

“You were a damn kid! I vouched for ya, that petty thieving shit you used to do, I vouched for ya!” The old man’s jowls shook. “I saw something in you. You’re like a son to me! How could ya… how could ya keep something like this from me?!”

“I know…” It was all he could say, all he could utter as more waves of dishonor and humiliation took him under.

“Nick…I didn’t know.” The man calmed as he leaned back in his chair, the state of stock still overwhelming him, written all over his face. “You never struck me as a drug user. You were on time, each and every damn day. You didn’t reek of alcohol. None of that. Sure, we’d sit back and knock some beers down together, and you could drink most people under the table, I’ll give you that, but I had no idea it went this deep. I hadn’t seen a change in you. There are always signs, always… I’ve never seen ya drunk before, not ever! How long have you been doing this shit?!”

He sighed. “The drugs? I’d say for about three or four years now… It was never consistent though, just here and there, but I’ve been doing it more lately for some reason.”

“What’s more?”

“Like…” Nick’s shoulders slumped. “The past few months it’s been practically every week; sometimes months would go past and I wouldn’t touch the stuff. But the drinking? That’s been going on since I was a little kid. I’ve been drinking since I was like ten or eleven years old… never missed a day since.”

“Oh my God.” His boss sighed, closed his eyes real slow as he ran his hand over his freckled face, covering his lips just so. He rocked a bit in his seat, causing the old thing to squeak.

“Are you sure no one is aware of this?”

“I don’t know.” Nick shrugged. “I don’t think so. I was pretty careful but of course you just never know with these sorts of things.”

Captain O’Sullivan nodded in agreement.

“So uh, there’s my badge and everything. As soon as I walk away from here, I’m going to rehab, just as my paperwork states. They’re already expecting me. I called on the way over here.”

The man’s lips curved in a slight smile.

“Well, that’s interesting. I honestly didn’t expect you to go so soon. I figured you’d wait a day or two.” He paused, sizing him up. “You don’t like anyone to help you do anything, Nick. You’ve got a lot of pride.” He huffed, struggling internally with what Nick presumed were continuous bursts of all-out shock at the whole matter. “I’m proud of you, angry but proud, too. I’m sorry for yelling…” The man lowered his reddish brown hair covered head and shook it. “…It just threw me for a loop is all.”

“Thanks…I know I’ve let you down, Captain. I’m tired of letting people down.” He gathered his thoughts. “I’ve tried to stop drinkin’ several times on my own and I never make it past a couple of days. It’s gonna kill me if I keep on. I’ve had hallucinations lately, can barely sleep; I’m doing crazy things. Had a physical, too… my body is starting to rebel. Strange things going on… things that don’t happen to men in their thirties. I gotta stop before I hurt someone.”

“Or yourself, Nick.” The man pushed his gut into his desk and leaned forward, clasping his hands as he narrowed his eyes upon him. “You keep this shit between you and me, what I’m about to tell ya, you hear?”

“Okay, got it.”

“I’ve always thought highly of you. I can only think of four other officers, your peers, not just in our department, but others, too, that have an officer that matches your intellect, street savviness and ability to handle the job. You’re a damn good cop and you know it. You were born to do this. You’re one of the best I’ve ever had, and that’s just the simple truth. They just don’t make ’em like you anymore.”

“You are painting me out to be something special… I’m not.” He looked down, wrapped in thick layers of shame that threatened to suffocate him. Every time the man spoke, he felt more and more humiliated. He knew it would hurt, bring him a sense of failure, but this took the cake.

“You are somethin’ special, Nick. And because you never realized you were, it drew people to you, but it also caused you to be how you are right now.”

Captain O’Sullivan had his damn number. He was thankful for the call…

“I should have told you this stuff before… I should have complimented you, made you understand how important you are instead of riding you all the damn time.”

“…It’s not your fault.”

“Well, I’m telling you now, and I can only hope it’s not too late. You’re like an old, wise man trapped in a young man’s body, and that’s what I loved about ya, Nick. I think because you are from Brooklyn, like me, it definitely helped but not only that, you understand people from a psychological and sociological level. You’re also slick, a chameleon. That’s how you’ve been gettin’ over. It all makes sense now.” The man bobbed his head up and down as all the pieces came together for him right then and there. “You’re the type of fucker that can be caught red-handed with a bag full of blood covered money and say you found it in a church and it was given to you, free and clear… and people would somehow believe you.”

Nick smirked and had a laugh. That was true, indeed. He tapped his lower lip nervously, itching for a cigarette.

“Normally that sort of slickness isn’t seen as a good thing in this line of work, at least not from an administrative standpoint. It’s seen as a liability, but it works for you, because it makes you understand the mentality of many of the people we deal with on a daily basis. Why? Because you’re one of them. We’re one of them.” The man’s eyes narrowed. “You and I come from where they come from and have been where they are…in here.” He tapped his temple.

“I’ll always love my people, Captain O’Sullivan, because that’s what they are…my people. Every single woman, man and child here in B-ville…”

“Tell me somethin’ though, Nick. I have a question but first let me say that all of these compliments I’m giving you doesn’t stop the fact that right this second I’m so damn pissed off at you!”

His anger rose up once more and slammed the room about, enraged, disappointed; he imagined morose, too.

Nick nodded in understanding, “I know you are. I’ve been lying to you, indirectly, but lying all the same. What is it? What’s your question?”

“How did you pass the drug tests all these years?”

Nick shrugged. “There’s things you can take.” His heart shuttered, putting an invisible barrier between them. “They help mask some things. That’s only for the urinalysis tests though. I only smoked marijuana as a kid from time to time, so that wouldn’t show up, and the academy won’t stop you from being a cop if you smoked a joint or two in the past, as you know. I wasn’t usin’ other stuff back then… just drinking, and it hadn’t gotten to this level. It was the liquor and cocaine that did me in this time. I like to mix them from time to time, especially when real stressed out.” He paused to gather himself before continuing.

“The cocaine wasn’t an all the time thing, I just recently started going in real hard on it, like I told you. That’s why you never knew I was doing it. Don’t beat yourself up about it.” He shrugged. The sound of light chatter, occasional bursts of laughter, and footsteps created a musical background to his vocational demise. The once familiar noises now sounded brand new, fresh, as if he’d never heard them before, and may never hear them again.

“I can’t say the same for the alcohol, but no one knew I was getting high. I can swear to that. Plus…” He paused, not wanting to let his secret kitten out of the bag, but it scratched, clawed and hissed. He knew that no one, not even his damn self, knew who he really was. He was darkness with a voice, moving around like a grim reaper amongst the living, only his mission was not to off others, but to emotionally murder himself. He’d messed his life over for sport, taking his soul down. He’d fucked himself over good ’nd royal. The monster that invited other monsters to seek and destroy…

I fuck shadows…

“Go ahead, you what?” His boss urged.

“I uh,” he leaned forward, forced himself to look the man in the eye. “I discovered a way to find out the testing dates and always made sure I stayed away from the stuff around those times. I know how to pass a lie detector, too…as a just in case…gotta cross all your T’s and dot your I’s.” His lips twisted in an anxiety-ridden smirk. “I know that this is upsetting, Captain. I… I took those classes a couple of years ago as you know, and finished my criminal justice degree so that I could get a shot at my dream. But… I know this changes things; it changes everything.”

The man looked at him in complete disbelief.

“I guess this knocks me out of the box for promotion to homicide detective…”

“Jesus Christ…” Captain O’Sullivan threw up his hands and briefly turned away. “That’s that sneaky liability shit I was talking about! You’ve got a criminal mind, you son of a bitch. Passing lie detector tests?! That’s damn near impossible!”

“Yeah.” He scratched his head and sucked his teeth, feeling like a true blue conman, spilling his guts for the guy to see. He knew he could have just kept on pretending, maintained his job, scaled back on his usage, but he’d still be preoccupied and disturbed, running from the truth of his fucked up existence, and eventually, it would blow up in his face, leaving a powdery, white residue for all to see. This way, things happened on his terms. He would go out in the fashion he felt suited him. Like a damn boss…

Outlaws…

“It gets exhausting though, always looking over your shoulder,” he continued as he looked past the man and out the window behind him. The sun looked cheerfully yellow, mocking his memorial. “…Wondering if your mind slipped, worried about a possible random drug test that I knew nothin’ about.”

“Random…” Captain O’Sullivan shook his head. “Yeah, right.”

“Yeah, they were supposed to be, but seldom were they unsystematic if we just paid attention. So I’d lay off the cocaine even more so during those times and since I didn’t seem to have an addiction to it, not in the way many would think, it wasn’t really that big of a deal for me to leave it alone.” He took a deep breath. “I know you want an explanation for all of this, you want answers…but…I don’t have them, John. I just don’t have them.” He shook his head. “And I mean, Captain. I don’t have the right to call you by your first name anymore, like you’d tell me to do when we were alone, behind closed doors.”

“Nick, you bastard…” The guy slammed his fist onto his desk. His lips twisted as if he were in pain. “I wish I could promise you that your job would be here, but I can’t. That depends on the board and you. What you did do at least was save your ass from getting fired.”

Nick nodded in agreement.

“This way,” Captain O’Sullivan leaned back in his seat and twirled in his chair, ever so slowly, “After you finish rehabilitation, the board can look at cha and we can all make a decision about it. I’m glad you came to me and you didn’t come up with a dirty test; that would have ruined everything. I don’t want that for you. You’ve worked too damn hard to get where you’re at.”

“…I know. I knew I had to do something before it was too late. I would eventually get caught; people like me always do sooner or later. I’m not one of these guys out here thinking I’m invincible, that it would never catch up. I knew better…seen it happen too many times. In this process, I’m trying to save my job, you know? It means everything to me, Captain.”

“Yeah… I know, Nick. I know.”

“But I’m risking my job, too, because now everyone will know.” Another nasty dose of disgrace covered his pounding heart like tar. “And they might not trust me anymore. They might not give me the good calls, thinking I’m too much of a wuss to handle it, that I’ll go back to using because I’m just a big baby, right? Can’t handle the pressure.” His mind began to play cruel, sadistic tricks on him. For a moment, he had the urge to stand to his feet and bail, hightail it right out of there…but it was too late, far too late. He’d expired like old, rotten milk many lifetimes ago…

“Is that what you think, Nick? You think everyone is gonna think you’re a coward? You are a person who seems to O.D. on adrenaline. Pretty wrong choice of words, considering why your ass is in my office right now. Anyway, you are a damn daredevil—no one would be afraid to put you anywhere! If somebody is waving a goddamn bomb around, threatening to blow the place up, you’d walk in like, ‘Let’s party, fucker!’”

Nick burst out laughing. Damn that felt good…

“It’s true!” His boss grinned real big. “Nobody in this place is going to think that of you, okay? That you’re some wimp—so just put that to rest. You’re brave. Coming to me is brave.” He jammed his fat finger into his proud, poked out chest. “Calling the right people and saying, ‘Hey, I got this problem and need help to fix it.’ It’s brave, damn it! I hate cha for this, and respect you, too. I wish you believed you could have come to me sooner though. I don’t know how long you’ll be gone, if you’re even coming back, and I don’t know how your recovery will go, but I can tell you this much: you’re gonna be missed, Nick. You’re gonna be missed a whole lot.”

Neither man said anything for a quite some time.

“Nick…please call me or send an email from time to time if they let you. I would like to know how you’re doing while you’re away, okay? The more I know, the better.”

He nodded as he got to his feet.

“I’ll make sure of it.” His hands felt empty without his hat. He’d never risen from that man’s desk without his hat in his grip, and feeling a sense of honor. But in that moment, he’d stood vulnerable, naked, and afraid. Yes, afraid…

Scared out of his goddamn mind.

“Can you do me a favor, boss? I want you to do something for me, and I’ll never ask you for anything else again. I promise.”

Captain John O’Sullivan looked into his eyes for a long time. “Yes, what is it?”

“Can you tell everyone bye for me? I can’t deal with it right now; don’t have the stomach for it. I need you to tell them sometime today. I’m going over to Firststone after I leave from here, and I don’t want any emotional scenes or anything like that before I head out.”

“Firststone? You’re going to Fresh Meadows?”

“Yeah…I think it’s the best place for me. It’ll allow me to leave sometimes to visit people once I earn my privileges. I’d get my own room, things like that, but has enough structure that I don’t lose focus of what I need to be doing. They let you use your phone and everything after a while, too. It’s a long leash, but gets real short if you mess up, and that’s the type of structure I need. Plus, they keep everyone’s stuff low profile. I need to be sorta low-key right now, you know? I don’t want to bring any shame on your department, nothin’ like that.”

Captain O’Sullivan got to his feet. “There’s no shame in this, Nick. You see you have a problem and you’re addressing it. I respect your decision though to not have this spread around. As it stands, you are on an unpaid medical leave of absence.”

Nick nodded.

“Yeah…I got a little money saved up. Not much, but enough to figure out some things.”

“We are paying part of your fees for your rehabilitation; in this case, Firststone. It’s part of your insurance package, but you’ll still have other bills. Let me help you.” The man reached into his pocket and pulled out his wallet.

“No, I don’t want any of your money, Captain O’Sullivan. Please don’t.” Nick waved his hand at him, wishing he’d put that thing away.

“I’m not listening to you, Nick,” the man sneered as he slicked his checkbook out of his desk drawer and tore one out. “You’ll need a place to live when you come out. I know you love that townhouse of yours. It’s nice. I’m going to pay for it while you’re away, do ya hear me? But you have to stay in treatment from start to finish.” The guy paused, his brow raised high as he pointed at him. “Use your savings for other stuff. It’s hard out here. You’ll have no money rolling in; you’re gonna need it.”

“Please don’t do this.” His damn voice cracked. He hated this shit. He’d come a long way from the boy he used to be, the one that begged and illegally ‘borrowed’. He grew to detest handouts of any sort. If he couldn’t get the shit himself, he wanted no part of it.

“How much is your mortgage, Nick?” he asked calmly.

“It’s $2,760.00, but I’d prefer you not do that… I’m telling you right now to not do that.”

“Shut up!” The big man’s voice jolted him. “Don’t say another goddamn word and that’s an order.” He quickly jotted out the first check, then tore it out the booklet. “Later this week, send me the paperwork for where you mail your mortgage payment too, if you do it online or whatever. I’ll mail this first one in though.”

Nick got ready to protest once again, then thought better of it as the man shot him a death glare.

“How dare you think I’d just let you drown!” His boss’ eyes turned dark. “You’re like a son to me! I keep tellin’ ya that. Why won’t it sink into that thick skull of yours?!”

“Pride, I guess.” Nick looked towards the ground, feeling a bit like a child getting a good scolding. He surmised he deserved it.

“Yeah? Well, get over it. If you were my daughter Bethany, or my son James, I’d do the same. You’ve spent countless Christmases with my family, for God’s sake, Nick! You’ve gone trick or treating with my grandkids as a chaperone. I’m sending a monthly check to pay your mortgage until you get out of Firststone and get on your feet. Is there anything in your house that you need right now, that you may have forgotten?”

“Yeah… I didn’t pack but I was going to call a friend and have them get some of my clothes for me.”

“I’ll do it… I’ll have them dropped off later tonight. I’ll also keep your alarm system paid up… lights, water. Now go on.” He waved him off angrily.

Nick couldn’t help but smile as he turned his back on the man and made his way out of the office. He kept his focus straight ahead, avoiding eye contact with anyone, fearing he might break down, the raw emotions bubble forth, make him melt right then and there. Before long, he stood in front of the building, his hair blowing a million and one directions. He slicked his hands in his pockets and made his way down the street where’d he’d parked his car. Getting inside, he took one more look at the precinct building, then started up the engine, headed to Queens. He squeezed the damn steering wheel over and over, feeling things he’d shoved away, compartmentalized; they all came tumbling forward as if a lock had been broken…

It’s fine…it’s gonna be fine. Don’t back out now, you’ve come too far. You’ve ripped the roof off the truth, showed it to yourself and your surrogate dad…you owe him now, you owe yourself…you can do this, you can… Believe in yourself just this one time, please!

…And so he continued to drive, giving himself pep talks all along the way until he pulled into the parking lot, and saw the Firststone Medical Center building. His heart heavy, he slicked a cigarette out of his pocket, lit it, and blew smoky circles out the corner of his mouth. A tilted smirk creased his face as he caught his reflection in the rear view mirror.

“Welcome to your new home, Nick…”
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Chapter Four
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Who…is…that?

Taryn couldn’t help but stare. Right across the room for morning session was a tall man with lustrous black hair, very thick, slightly unkempt eyebrows and shoulders wide enough to set the world atop. He leisurely moved about, holding a flimsy paper plate with a slice of bagel on it, and a schmear of cream cheese. He appeared rather distracted, possibly even unnerved. He looked about, then decided upon a couple chunks of honeydew melon, too.

…He must not have had breakfast…

She stood there, frozen in her paper sack colored smock, large turquoise earrings, and her buzzed hair adorned with a simple gold jewel covered clip.

I’m underdressed… Didn’t know we had company.

And she wasn’t the only one taking a gander.

Some of her associates in the place hadn’t seen a good-looking guy in months, maybe even years. It was apparent by his bloodshot eyes, though—he’d had a rough night or two.

“Everyone come and sit down,” Frieda announced. Taryn made her way to her seat, sitting prim and proper. “Good morning everyone.”

“Good morning,” everyone said in unison, minus the new guy.

“We have a new resident. Would you like to introduce yourself?” Frieda pointed in his direction, but all eyes were already on him, including Oliver’s. The frumpy, disturbed man glared at him with an angry sneer. The new stranger sat there a moment and looked about as if he’d been slightly inconvenienced. He set his plate down beside his foot, brushed imaginary crumbs off his hands and stood ramrod straight. He cleared his throat and rocked back on his heels, like he was some announcer.

“My name is Nicholas Vitale, but you can call me Nick.” He slicked his tongue over his lower lip, and what a beautiful lower lip it was indeed…

The man scanned the room as if looking for someone in particular. When he made it to her, he paused. Their damn eyes locked and her stomach somersaulted like Dominique Dawes. He seemed to lose his track of thought, but quickly gained it as he moved past her and continued his visual assessments of the world around him. “I’m here of my own free will.” He rocked back on his heels once again. “I’m addicted to alcohol, possibly cocaine too. The jury is still out on that.” He shrugged his shoulders, smirked, and looked briefly down at his dark brown leather loafers…

I bet those are LL Bean… not too expensive, not too cheap. Means he is middle class with some taste, but doesn’t spend too much… Eva foam cushioning I bet, too. He likes to be comfortable; maybe used to moving around a lot for his job… He’s built nice. His shirt fits him perfectly; with just enough give to not make it too tight, but enough where I can see the shape of his muscles. He’s tall, slender, but very well built. He definitely works out… maybe his job is physical? Mmmm! What tasty eye candy. Finally!

She laughed internally…

“I’m from Brooklyn, grew up in Brownsville, and still live there.” He paused and scratched his elbow, leaned a bit to the side, clearly growing more and more uncomfortable as each moment passed. “I’ve been here for four days, but I’m just now seeing everyone because I was in detox… This is the longest I’ve ever gone without a drink since I began drinking, actually. I’ve been drinking alcohol since age ten. I’m now thirty-two.” His Adam’s apple bobbed about as he swallowed deep and hard.

“Um, not really sure what else to say.” He shoved his hands in his pockets. His jerky movements told on him, let her know he was nervous, felt out of place. “Oh, I guess I could tell you all what made me turn myself in, so to speak.” A tense smile creased his face. “I started doing things I didn’t remember…and I began to have hallucinations. Not only that, I felt I could endanger others if I didn’t do something about this.” He sighed.

“Things were getting out of control, I guess you could say.” He clasped his hands together as he stared at the floor, perhaps looking to it for inspiration. “…And I like being in charge of what happens to me and how it happens, too. This was my last time,” he pointed to himself, “being in a position where I could control my destiny because if I had been busted, then everyone else would have been making the decisions for me.” Several people nodded, but Taryn simply sat there, enjoying the sound of his smooth voice, his gorgeous bluish-gray eyes, and the way his furry brows kept dipping when he’d grow silent, seemingly drifting away into his own world. “That’s all I have…that’s it.” He took his seat.

“Thank you for introducing yourself, Nick.” Frieda nodded and smiled at him before the room lit up with welcomes as well.

“Welcome, Nick…”

“Good morning, Nick…”

“Nice to meet you, Nick…”

Taryn remained quiet for a long spell, and decided to speak after everyone else had.

“Hello, Nick. It’s nice to meet you.” She liked how she spoke; it came out perfectly, like a kitty purr and soft feline rub against a smooth leg on a cold winter’s night. The man glared at her the entire time, his beautifully shaped lips slightly parted and his chest rising a bit faster and harder. She broke their mutual trance; turned him loose as she spun away and cleared her throat before clasping her hands around her knee. She swung her foot, dangling her sandal like a carrot, back and forth, back and forth, super satisfied with herself.

Yeah, it’s thirty degrees outside and I have on sandals. So fucking what…

“Thank you…”

She turned back his way then, surprised he’d acknowledged her single reply out of all the ones tossed in his direction. He’d only nodded at the others, but with her, well, he spoke; the beautiful man spoke.

He ate my little purring kitten with his lion voice…

She ran her fingertips over her mouth as if he’d just kissed her, and in a way, he had. Now, he wouldn’t turn away and heat filled the room.

I’ve seen thousands upon thousands of gorgeous men. I’ve posed with them, dated a few male models, too. I swear, not seeing any beefcake can make a woman lose her damn mind! You’d think there was no penis within a thousand miles… Wait, I haven’t had sex in over a year. No wonder I’m a mess. My Lord!

She burst out laughing, causing people to look in her direction.

“Oh…I’m sorry.” She faced Frieda, but could feel the man’s eyes still upon her.

The morning session went on as usual, and she struggled so, like an ice cube under the summer sun to stay afloat, in one piece. Mr. Vitale kept staring at her; it was quite unnerving the way he carried on. She fixed her face just so, pretended to be intrigued by Marquita’s stories of being a bar attendant and drinking the stash. Or by Enrique’s tales of smoking crack-cocaine in between teaching his students and then double crossing a drug dealer, which only left him fired, untrustworthy, penniless and with a broken leg once his supplier caught up with him. She’d heard it all before, and no story, rendition, legend, or saga shocked her anymore. After group was over, it was time for her to make her way to aerobics class. She stood from her seat, her head held high as she glided past the man, putting her all into it.

I walked for a living…

I can turn anything into a stage. This is my runway. Watch me show and prove! Watch this, Mr. Vitale.

Work it, bitch!

She gave herself an internal pep talk along the way, stifling her laughter at her utter silliness. It felt fantastic to get effervescent butterflies, a hoopla of childish giggles, and to simply feel alive. The blood in her veins pumped a bit faster; her pussy cried out, sensing the beautiful, fresh meat in the near distance. Nick was cause for celebration. He’d be a welcome distraction, and just maybe, she’d have new friend.

… A fuck buddy never hurt either…
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That woman has no goddamn hair…

Nick smirked as he sat there watching her. Her bone structure shook him the hell down. He’d never seen such an impeccable woman. From the top of her perfectly rounded head with a sprinkling of dark fuzz down to her long, well kempt feet, covered in sandals for some odd reason—she was an image of erotic perfection. Her lips were what sank his ship, though… Glossy, full… perfect.

I bet those big, soft lips would feel so good wrapped around my dick… Damn, she’s fucking gorgeous!

He was supposed to be in active recovery after four days and three nights of hellish withdrawal. His body became a grave, and detoxing from alcohol proved much worse than he’d imagined. Regardless, he made it through. When he’d initially arrived, he was stripped down and his body and belongings searched. He felt a void—nothing at all. The male nurses patted him down, made him bend over and spread his fucking ass cheeks, told him to cough and all the shit he was accustomed to telling guys he’d just arrested to do. Now, he found himself on the other end of the damn spectrum. After he showered and re-dressed, rigorous testing immediately commenced.

They’d drawn his blood over and over; urinalysis also done, twice. He was told in no uncertain terms that his body was a walking factory, an adult candy store filled to the brim with all things harmful. Two nurses and a counselor explained his results as they turned page after damn page. He was a fucking mess. His blood pressure and cholesterol were sky high. Luckily, he was disease free; no STDs, no diabetes or heart disease. The ailments he did have were all due to his drug abuse and he was assured that once he was clean and stayed sober, as well as adopted a healthy lifestyle, he should be just fine.

He was encouraged to eat a little, though his appetite was nonexistent. After skipping breakfast, he was reminded once more to get a bite or two. Yet, since he’d been in a damn hole for three nights, his body in serious alcohol withdrawal, the last thing on his mind was food. But, he knew he had to push past that, force the shit down. He resigned himself to some fruit and a toasted half bagel, figuring it would be the best he could do…

…But when he looked across the room, he suddenly had a taste for pussy…

I’ve never been attracted to bald women before. Matter of fact, I prefer long hair on the ladies that catch my eye. But… she barely has any at all. This is fucking comical. He cracked a smile as he realized he was crushing on a woman with a head shaped like a peach…and all she had was the fuzz…

I wonder if she cut her hair all off in a fit of rage or if she is really is going for this sort of look? Is she crazy? Did she pull a Britney Spears? Doesn’t matter… I’ll still fuck ’er.

The woman moved like a damn swan. She was poised, even possibly egotistical, and any woman who didn’t have a pinch of hair and one as flat chested as she but who held their head fucking high as if a crown were atop it definitely got his damn attention.

…She has a nice ass though. A real nice ass… I could bite into that, slide my cock up down the crack… Never fucked a bald-headed woman before. This could be fun…

When the morning group was over, he had a little free time, but all he could think about was tracking down Ms. Bald Eagle and making the woman lend him her gold hoop clad ear.

Bald eagles are on the endangered species list. I better get to her while I can, he joked to himself as he looked around for her.

And there she was, her nose in a book as she walked the side of the hallway, her shoulder against it as if she needed the wall for support.

“Heeyyy.” He slid up beside her, a big, greasy grin on his face. He made sure to pull one of the better ones from his arsenal. She may like a guy with a nice set of teeth. She looked at him with her sparse eyelashes and blinked seductively. He drifted his gaze to her neck and her partially exposed shoulder, adorned with what appeared to be a very detailed tattoo, and took notice that the woman’s pores were totally uncovered.

She doesn’t have a bit of hair ANY goddamn where, including her eyebrows.

Instead of being turned off by such an odd sight, he found it somewhat alluring, damn near erotic…

She smells good, too. I bet she keeps herself real clean. I bet her pussy smells like nothing at all… like water. I want to find out…

“Hey.” She smiled back and slid the book inside a cream-colored canvas bag. “How are you?” She raised her hand to shake his.

Friendly little thing, isn’t she?

He smirked and shook her hand heartily, causing them both to laugh as they turned and began to walk side by side.

“I’m okay. Uh, where are you on your way to?”

“Aerobics, then yoga.”

“Yoga, huh?” He raised a brow and gave her the once over. “You like that?” He slicked his tongue over his lower lip.

I can work you out… make you sweat. Bend you over, shove myself nice and hard inside of you…

“Yes, I enjoy it. After that, I do meditation. What about you?”

“I’m scheduled for meditation class, too. I have to meet with my counselor in like ten minutes though.”

“Oh, who do you have?” She paused, crossed her arms over her flat chest and looked at him.

“I believe his name is Charles.”

“Yeah, I know Charles. You’ll like him.” She nodded.

“Well, that’s good news… So uh, how long have you been in treatment?”

“It depends on what time you are asking about.” She didn’t smile, but her tone was pleasant enough.

“Wow, that sort of journey, huh?”

“Yeah.” She looked down the hall for a moment then back at him. “It’s been that sort of journey.”

“In group you said your name was Taryn, right?”

“Right.” There was that smile again…

Damn she sure is pretty. I wonder if she knows how beautiful she is?

“And you’re Nick.” She laughed lightly as she pointed at him, a twinkle in her dark brown eyes.

“Yeah, I’m Nick. So, uh you know that homework assignment Frieda gave me?”

“Yes, it’s an exercise actually. You’re supposed to write a letter to yourself.”

“Yeah, right, so, uh…” He paused, looked back and forth and all around as if he were about to engage in an illegal drug deal, then turned his attentions back in her direction. “You want to come by my room later today and help me with that?” He winked at her, did a head nod and made it perfectly clear what his goddamn intentions were. The woman’s smile quickly faded, and if she had eyebrows, he was certain they’d be dipped.

“Nick, that wouldn’t be an excuse to try to get me in bed now, would it?” Her lips twisted to the side, the way he’d seen so many black women do when he was telling them some shit that they didn’t quite believe. Before he could answer, make his argument, plead his case, and slide some golden bullshit her way, she continued on.

“You haven’t even been here a one damn week, and you are already trying to screw someone?!” She truly looked mortified. “You really should be ashamed of yourself! What? Did you think I’d be easy or something? You think I’m some damn ho? A thot?”

“No, I just—”

“No, you just nothing, goddamn it.” She put her hand on her sparse hip. “I’m so sick of you motherfuckers coming in here doing this shit! You could have had at least enough decency to ask me to lunch or something first, a conversation of substance.”

“Lunch? You’re kiddin’ me, right? In case you haven’t noticed, this isn’t exactly 5th avenue! There’s no restaurants here to ask you out to, okay?”

“You know exactly what I mean, boy.”

Boy… Did she just call me a boy?!

“Instead, you slid over here to me like slippery Sam and thought you were about to get over, as if I’d fall for that ‘come to my room and help me study’ bull… like I’m some teenage girl who’s never been out in the world before. The word on the curb is that you’re full of shit!” She turned and walked away, leaving him standing there completely dumbfounded.

“Alright, you win! You wanna go to lunch?! I’ll buy you a candy bar! Snickers, Baby Ruth, any one you want! You can even king size it!” he yelled, trying to swallow down chuckles. He was in shock and amused all at once, as well as surprised when the woman didn’t answer, didn’t even acknowledge that he’d spoken. She just kept on walking, as if he were on mute.

I just got shot down by a flat-chested, bald-headed woman who is skinny as a rail and wears summer clothing in the goddamn winter! To make matters worse, I think I have a serious crush on her. What’s really fucked up is that I’m stone cold sober right now…

He burst out laughing even harder now as he turned in the opposite direction, and made his way towards his counselor’s office, still thinking about her the entire way.

I don’t have a drop of anything in my system, but I guess old habits die hard. Well shit, she’s sexy though; how is that my fault?

He shrugged upon reaching the man’s door, then looked down at his crotch as his palm rounded the doorknob. He had a throbbing hard on that could chop wood.

“Fuck!” Overwhelmed by more laughter, he pulled his shirt out from his pants and made it rest over his crotch to hide the situation.

Mmmmm, Taryn, you make me want you, baby. I’m not one to easily give up. You’ll hear from me again, sweetie. You can count on that….
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…One week later…

He peered in the darkness and took note of the time. Karavelo’s, ‘You Don’t Even Know’ played on his mp3 player. The small digital clock in bright red numbers looked like it had been drawn in the blackness from scorching fire and freshly drawn blood.

“Shit.” Sitting up just so, he pulled at his cheap blue and white stripped pajama pants and bellowed a hearty yawn. It was three in the morning, and he still hadn’t completed his assignment. He scoffed at the notion that he’d have to read it in front of everyone; he didn’t enjoy public speaking, and today was no different. If only Frieda, a counselor and assistant director was going to review it, or Charles, or another director then it would have been written eons ago. Nick wasn’t much of a procrastinator, but he wasn’t much of a sharer, either. The entire tedious ordeal left him in an unwanted, uncomfortable and unusual predicament.

He sighed, reached over and flicked on the lamp beside his bed, then grabbed his notebook and pen. He tapped the thing against the bare page, still coming up blank. While he waited for his brain to open up, to flourish and produce, his thoughts drifted to Taryn once more. They hadn’t spoken since she figured him to be some menacing sex fiend. Matter of fact, she refused to even make eye contact with him, and that fucked up his whole vibe for he was certain the attraction was mutual. He could see it in her eyes on the first day he met her, but now she was giving him the cold, hairless shoulder… And what a pretty little shoulder it was. Needing another source to squelch his sexual tension, he took notice of other women there, too, vying for her replacement.

He needed to find someone to fill her shoes, her sandals, to walk a mile in her skin after she’d made it quite clear she wasn’t going to allow him a ‘fuck for free’ pass, but no one fit the bill. There were a few other attractive women residing at the place; one even had breasts he could drown between, but there was just one problem—none of them had the same pull, that mysterious magic, that ‘I’m the shit and I know it’. None of them was Taryn. He’d already laid eyes on her, and now, he was ruined for everyone else. There was simply something about her that moved him in the right damn way.

Fuck it, let it go. No need to get all upset about it. I’ll find someone else to screw sooner or later…

Sure, he’d read the rules. There was to be no sexual fraternizing, but he had no intentions of adhering to that policy if the glorious chance presented itself. He’d lost his virginity at age twelve, and he’d had a regular supply of sexual activity ever since. He had no plans of stopping; besides, sex wasn’t his issue, it was the damn drinking, and why should he be punished for one when it the other was the source of his dysfunction? Yeah, yeah… he knew there could be consequences, but he was there to better himself, to get his life together, to whip his world into shape, to save his own damn soul and his job. Hell, they were one and the same. Regardless, he needed something, and though he didn’t walk in there expecting much, he couldn’t help that he was attracted to the woman. It was what it was. He was an alcoholic, not a damn monk.

He angrily looked down at the blank piece of paper once more. The memories, torn pieces of his life, began to flood him, drown him, make him spit up and choke and gasp for air. His pen stabbed the paper, and he went on and on, scribbling what he felt was gibberish, gobbledygook, things that didn’t make much sense at all.

But he wrote them down nevertheless.

And he kept writing and writing until, five pages later, he scripted at the bottom of the damn thing:

Love,

Nick

Is it love, Nick? I don’t think it is. I think I hate myself, and that’s why I’m here…
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The pumpkin spice latte with an extra dollop of sweet whipped cream proved to be just what her thirsty taste buds ordered. The hasty daylight frost had caused a series of twisted old pipes in the vault and kitchen to burst and before long, several stern-faced men carrying large toolboxes and swinging wrenches in their hands showed up to fix the issue. They all appeared to have a penchant for cursing and kept sniffling from the frigid temperatures that wrapped an icy claw around the structure. The scowling workmen overtook Firststone like tiny, miffed Godzillas in cardboard and glue created Tokyo.

They stomped and stormed the place, going in and out of various entrances as their mounting workload caused them obvious frustration. Taryn stood outside her room door observing the parade, the scent of her lemon zest soap lingering on her hands as she raised her cup to her lips, over and over. Yawning, she lazily welcomed a new day. It was Saturday morning, so they got to sleep in a bit; she wanted to savor each and every second. A self-professed hater of early rising, she never got quite used to the rooster hours of the place. Ankles crossed, she flexed her toes, cocooned safely within her copper colored flat Mary Jane shoes, which she wore along with her favorite button-down olive shirt and an off-white sparkly belt around her waist. She cradled the violet ceramic cup and let her self get sucked into a daydream or two as the gentle aroma of autumn sent her to a place kissed by fond childhood memories. Glancing across the way, she took note of the black and ivory clock on the wall.

Damn it, it’s almost time for group. Almost forgot…

She tossed a longing glance behind her, inside her darkened room, as if it were some crystal ball harboring mythical answers.

…You’re not going back to bed, so just forget about it.

On a sigh, she set her cup down on a nearby chair, then closed and locked the door before retrieving her beverage once more. Moving at a dying snail’s pace, she dragged along the corridor and stole tiny, delicate sips of her drink until she’d arrived at group. Many people were already inside, talking amongst each other, some sharing laughs. Taking notice of a free chair, she made her way towards it but before she could take her seat, she heard his damn voice.

“I believe so, yeah.” He approached with Frieda at his side as if he were some hired assistant. She quickly sat down, eyeing him on the sly. Both of them wore gleaming, grand smiles while the nasty fucker held an old beige folding chair under each arm. “He isn’t really open to that sort of thing, but that could change,” she heard Nick say. She took the liberty to dip in their self-contained conversation, slam dunking their privacy like a big ass chocolate chip cookie in a glass of ice-cold milk. Her head cocked to the side, she kept listening in until Nick walked past her. He didn’t bother to look in her direction as he set one chair down, placing it just so across the room. A few moments later, he made his way back in her direction and set the second one beside her, apparently not giving a damn that he wasn’t wanted in her general vicinity. Her chest warmed a bit as he leisurely sat down and placed his hands along his upper thighs.

“Good morning, everyone,” Frieda announced as she got comfortable in her seat then placed a small, white cup of coffee to her burgundy-colored lips.

“Good morning…” people stated here and there.

“Oh, I know we can do better than that,” she stated with a laugh and a twinkle in her eyes.

“Good morning!” everyone shouted in unison, causing many to chuckle, including Taryn.

“Muuuch better.” Frieda set her cup down by the left front leg of her chair, clasped her heavily ringed fingers together and looked around the room for a spell or two. “Okay.” She swallowed, a slight smile on her face. “Today, I wanted us to discuss some goals and what you believe may be your limitations in achieving them. Before we begin, does anyone have anything they wish to discuss, get off their chest?”

Taryn slowly raised her hand and wiggled her fingers. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see Nick lean slightly forward and look in her direction.

“I do.”

“Great. Taryn, please go right ahead.”

She slowly stood from her seat. None of it had been planned, rehearsed or thought out. Matter of fact, her aim was to walk in there and simply listen, but she did have some things on her mind, and the internal push began, marching her forward, forcing its tiny hands into her back, making her bend to its whims.

“I want to talk about how I miss the relief the medication gave me. You see… “She took a deep breath, ran her hand along her scalp, scratching it a bit as a tiny itch attempted to sidetrack her. “I’ve been thinking about that a lot lately. It is the one thing standing between me and sobriety.”

A couple of residents nodded in understanding.

“Keep talking, Taryn.” Frieda encouraged.

“When I was high, I felt free.” She cleared her throat, looked down at her feet for a moment. The coppery color of her shoes caught the pocked ceiling lights just right. She glared at her shadow looming above, dancing across the bridge of her shoes. “I think… I think I felt trapped for so long that this sense of false freedom made things okay, you know? It was like an excuse. The way I validated taking more and more pills.” She pointed to herself as the distant sound of a chair shuffling back and forth carried to her.

“I could just disappear. I could forget about my struggles, and about all that I believed I was missing out on career wise. I could escape the pain, the physical and mental and emotional agony…all of it. It’s really strange.” She shook her head, and her pulse raced faster as she spoke, poured her heart out. “I always looked down on people that took drugs, felt they were stupid. When I was a kid, I’d think, ‘How does someone get on drugs?’” She shrugged. “Everyone knows drugs are bad…this isn’t secret information. It’s not like it’s written in a dead language on some cave wall that no one has yet to see. How naïve I was; how sheltered and silly. I didn’t know a damn thing.” She sucked in air and grimaced. “But, I learn quick.” She laughed mirthlessly. “I learned fast, and that was part of my shame. I’m a prideful person. I think…I believed I could make it through anything. I was raised that way, you know?”

Frieda smiled at her and nodded.

“I was raised to help people, the downtrodden, never seeing myself ever being there, in that dreadful situation. Anyone who was down on their luck and had an addiction or stumbled through life seemed like an alien to me. I was a citizen, but they were from another galaxy. They were the ‘others’,” she said, putting her hands in quotes. “My family would volunteer and give generous donations. Every spring and winter, my mother would have my brother and me gather our clothing and stuff we weren’t using anymore, and donate it. I managed to subconsciously put some sort of barrier between myself and them. I was never told that I was better; my parents never told me anything like that… So I’m not sure where I got it from and at this point, I suppose it doesn’t really matter.

“I would wonder, ‘How did people get in a position where they could never seem to get on their feet?’ I was about eight or nine having these thoughts of superiority…” She took a breath, then continued. “As I got older, I began to understand things better, but it took a long time for me to lose that line of separation. It always remained on some level, though I didn’t acknowledge it until one day… one day I was in the hospital.” She paused, took a deep breath. Once again she took notice of Nick watching her, only now, he seemed poised to say something… She kept on. “My stomach had been pumped and I couldn’t remember the events of the prior two days. I hung my head and thought, ‘Now…the line has been blurred. I’m one of them.’”

Everyone was quiet as she told her tale. Her words flowed, leaving behind a deep hole of shame. A twinge of embarrassment rolled within her; coming in torturous waves, it caught in her throat and burned going down.

“What’s interesting is that… one of them was the same as one of me. There’s no difference. Addiction doesn’t give a shit about who you are.” She grimaced. “It doesn’t care if you were born in a disgusting old restaurant dumpster or grew up in a golden palace with fifty maids, butlers, gardeners, and nannies. It doesn’t care if you’re beautiful from head to toe, or gruesome from the soul out. It isn’t concerned about what school you attended, the car you drive, or the family you have and come from. It couldn’t care less about your profession, your faith, your race, or sense of self. It doesn’t care if you graduated at the top of your class or can’t read or write to save your life. All it wants is a body to ruin, a life to destroy, and for you to see no way out.”

“Preach!” someone shouted.

“I was so full of myself, but didn’t know it, but I know it now, and some would say now is too late. But it’s not. The drugs, those little, innocent looking pills do not have the last word. Frieda,” she said, shooting her sights towards the woman, “it helped me to get out of my mindset for I felt, in some ways, that I deserved my misery. I’d been pampered, catered to, and during my career, I got a big ass eye opening about how the real world worked. I wouldn’t have called myself a brat per se as a kid; matter of fact, I think I was a damn good person, but none of that mattered and it still doesn’t. My struggle is human; I am human…just like everyone else in here!” She scanned the room. “Freedom?” She shrugged. “What is that, huh? I’ll tell you what it is—it is freedom in my mind.

“Freedom in knowing that my life is more important than I could imagine… I feel like… I feel like I’m here to help people, not just parade around or wallow in my misfortunes. Somehow this road to Hell I’ve travelled is leading me somewhere else. I just know it is. Where? I have no damn idea! It’s a painful lesson, the worst, but I know I’m destined for something and I no longer need to collect all my leftovers and throw them at others like I’ve done something big, something to make me feel mighty proud of myself. I need to accept what I am and understand that leftovers are stuff, not people. No matter what we’ve been through, we are not leftovers… we are start overs.”

The room erupted in applause. Satisfied, she retook her seat.

“Thank you so much for that, Taryn. Thank you for sharing. That really meant a lot to me and I’m certain to everyone in here.” The woman winked at her and then began her morning spiel.

Taryn felt a bit lighter, more at ease. How great it was to get those musings off her chest, spill her guts a little. She looked towards the floor and took notice of Nick’s chair sitting a hair closer to hers now. Not only that, their legs almost touched as he continued to steal glances here and there.

“I like the things you said,” he uttered as people got to their feet for a five-minute refreshment break a few moments later.

“I’m not speaking to you.”

“Well, I’m speaking to you…”

She refused to look in his direction, though the damn man definitely held her attention.

“What you said, what you shared meant something to me, just like Frieda said. All of these weeks you’ve been talking, I get to know you a bit better. I take it you come from an affluent family? You had it a bit easier than many of us, right?”

She sighed, refused to acknowledge the man, including her growing attraction of the fucker.

“That’s what I said.”

“Right.” He nodded. “You did. You thought you were better than us, right? But, then a part of you was happy you weren’t because something inside of you has always been a bit more down to earth, despite what you’ve been told and how you’ve been raised. Maybe you only pretended to feel superior because that’s what your peers were doing, you know? It just took something bad to happen to remind you who you really were.”

“You don’t know how I’ve been raised so don’t go there…”

“You’re right, I don’t.” He offered a gentle smile. She wanted to argue, give it to him nice and good, but instead, he conceded, spoke slowly, calmly, that deep voice of his all mellow and relaxed, making her feel gooey inside like bubble gum in the hot sun. “Why don’t you tell me? Let’s talk. Are you from Brooklyn?” He leaned in a bit closer, forcing her to stare in his stormy blue eyes and inhale the musky scent of his cologne.

“Manhattan.”

He nodded, as if not the least bit surprised.

“You’re beautiful, but I’m sure you’re told that all the time.” A veil of vulnerability shadowed his face. “What I like about you is that you seem to look the same on the inside, too. You have a good heart. It attracts me even more to you. I like that.”

“…Didn’t ask you what you liked.” Pursing her lips, she crossed her arms over her chest, and looked away from the bastard. Locked up her heart and threw away the key…

“You didn’t have to. I don’t wait around for people to ask me my damn opinion. I just give it.” Another shadow, a glint in his eyes—indignation.

“And I’m sure that’s served you well…” she snapped, but he ignored her, kept right on.

“You’re smart, too. I like that. You’re like the whole package.”

“And I’m a drug addict.”

“See? Just my type.”

At that, she couldn’t help but grin and laugh a little, too.

“I want to get to know you better…” His breath smelled of fresh mint as his shoulder brushed hers. Although she kept her gaze averted, her pussy stared at him and would not let the hell go…

He is sexy as hell! Go away! You aren’t any good! Why do I always attract bad men?! They must be my weakness… another damn weakness… ugh…

“Nick, there is nothing else for you to know.” She almost turned back to him, but if she met his gaze now, she’d turn into a damn puddle. “Nothing is going to happen between us so you can save it.”

Just then, Frieda clapped her hands. “Alright everyone, let’s get back in our seats please.” The woman sat back down in her chair and went over the following weeks’ upcoming topics.

“Taryn,” he whispered as he leaned back, a silly smile on his face. He stretched out his long, muscular leg and relaxed, as if they were old buddies having a good ol’ time. “We’re going to be in here a while, so you may as well get used to me.”

“Getting used to you, tolerating you is much different than being friends. I have enough friends, and I am not giving out any more applications. The positions are filled. Now, focus on you, okay? Don’t worry about what the hell I’m doing.” She narrowed her eyes on him, daring him to say one more goddamn thing. “I wish you well in recovery.”
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…A few days later…

This son of a bitch right here…

Taryn strained to keep her neck twisted in the opposite direction of the sexy motherfucker. She was on a mission to make sure her eyes didn’t meet his. She’d been doing well all week and refused to fail, lose her traction. Finding a focal point, she made it work. Little hand-drawn posters dotted the room. Yes, those would do just fine. They’d all drawn self-portraits, the way they believed others viewed them, that is. She drew an ostrich. That gave several people a big hoot. Nevertheless, it was his turn to speak, and there he stood with his letter that she didn’t give two shits about. He was just like all the others.

Snickers… Baby Ruth… King Sized…

She smirked.

Amazing how many men still tried to bed her at various rehabilitation facilities after finding out she’d been a supermodel. She figured he must’ve found out, too. That had to have been it in order for him to say something so ridiculous, and think she was that gullible. That was the going consensus, that models were dumb, idiots, not one working brain between the lot of them. So what if she’d thought about him in a carnal way, too. There was a little thing called respect, and she didn’t give a shit that she’d been stealing pills, throwing up in hospitals, and popping mollies like a rock star; she was still a damn woman, a human being! She wanted to be treated like a lady again, wanted to recall what the hell that felt like.

He could’ve at least pretended to be civilized. Now my fantasy is ruined…

He hadn’t been there earlier in the program when they’d done their own letters, so here he was, had the entire group hostage. She crossed her ankles and looked towards the floor, waiting for him to get the whole silly ordeal over with.

“Nick, please go right ahead,” Frieda stated.

He cleared his throat and she could hear papers moving around in his grip.

“Okay, I want to apologize in advance for this possibly coming across as not making much sense. I just…wrote stuff down and it doesn’t really sound much like a letter to me, just broken up thoughts, memories, things like that.”

“That’ s fine,” Frieda interjected. “There were no rules regarding structure.”

“Oh…okay.” He cleared his throat once again, and began to read his letter aloud…

Dear Nick,

I don’t know what to say to you. We rarely talk. I’d imagine that has been a part of the problem. I can’t believe you, or should I say, I can’t believe I’m in this place. Why did you mess your life up like this? You had a nice life, a good life. It didn’t start off so good, but even that was through some fault of yours. Your first mistake was staying out late in the streets.” He paused, coughed, and then continued.

“Mom asked you to come in the house, but you didn’t. Matter of fact, you didn’t do anything Ma asked you to do… and then you got mixed up with the wrong crowd. Marco died, and you barely remembered your older brother. He was two years older than you, and you were only four when he died, but you must’ve felt something after he was gone, because Mom said you got worse after that. You saw a lot of friends get hurt, and you lost a lot of people you cared about. Losing your best friend was one of the worst times of your life. You’ve never gotten over Jonathan, and you’re not sure you ever will. Maybe that’s where it started from? Maybe losing so many people kind of hardened you? I don’t know, but it sure didn’t help.

“Mom was on public assistance, and she worked jobs, too. She couldn’t tell anyone, but the food stamps weren’t enough so she did what she needed to do to take care of her family. She was raising a little boy by herself. Dad wasn’t there, either. Who was Dad? All you knew for the longest was that his name was Franco Salvatore Vitale. He was gone right after you were born. Mom said he signed the birth certificate, so you got his last name at least. But that was all you got… Some say he left the country. Some say he just left Brooklyn but stayed in New York. That last rumor messed you up a little. How could he still be there and not see his own kid? You vowed that if you ever saw him, you’d kill him. He never married Mom, just left her with kids and nothing more.

“Some said it was because he was already married. Maybe that’s true. Mom never talked about him much and after a while, you stopped asking. You began to realize that maybe she wasn’t being stingy with the information; she just didn’t know much about him, either. Maybe it was because he was a liar and a messed up person, involved in criminal activities. That was a big rumor too, but maybe it was no rumor at all. When you were fifteen, you went out on your own to find out who Franco Salvatore Vitale was. Some of the old people in the neighborhood said he used to hang around all the blacks and Dominicans and Puerto Ricans, and that he met your mother while she was walking down the street. He offered to help her with her groceries, then gave her some money, more money than she’d ever seen in her entire life. He told her a bunch of romantic lies and then, he disappeared.

Some said he was a hit man, and someone got retribution. No one knew for sure it seemed, and no one could prove anything, either. One thing was for certain though; he did leave Mom of his own free will. He packed the few things he had and left her with two kids, one of whom was sick. Marco was born with a small heart and breathing problems. Something was wrong with his lungs; they weren’t fully developed. He had to go to the hospital all the time. One morning, Marco Andrew Vitale stopped breathing altogether. When you woke up, his mattress that lay beside yours was empty… and Ma was crying. She made you stay in the apartment with the old woman across the hall. That old woman smelled bad, like rotten bananas, and all you did was cry that day, too. She never told you he died, but you knew. You knew as soon as you laid eyes on that empty mattress. You used to make funny faces at Marco and make him laugh. It was like you were the big brother, and he was the youngest, because he couldn’t do much. You kinda liked him looking up to you, and taking care of him, too.

He didn’t talk that well, but he sure could laugh. And to this day, you remember his laugh. And he used to play with you. You’d roll a ball between your legs, or play Go Fish, stuff like that. And Ma would cook…and it would smell good, the onions and tostones and on special occasion, those Jamaican beef patties that her friend taught her how to make. She’d dump Adobo on them. And that is all you remember. So now, Franco Salvatore Vitale is gone, because he was never there. Marco Andrew is gone too, died in his sleep, right next to you. Jonathan is gone—you watched it happen—and many more friends are gone and worst of all, Mama is gone, too.” And then, there was silence in the place. He began once more…

“Ma died of non-Hodgkin lymphoma…”

Oh my God… I wish he would just stop! This is horrible! I want to keep hating you… STOP. TALKING!

“She got to see you get accepted into the police academy, but not graduate. You were tired of losing people. So, to make sure you never lost anyone you loved anymore, you just didn’t let anyone else in. No one else was allowed to get close to Nick Vitale. You couldn’t afford to lose one more person. The way to not let other people in was to build a wall around your heart, and the way to forget the people you’d lost was to drink them away, cocaine them into the far distance.

“You never had to get close that way. The steel fence was up. You were finally safe, Nick. Everyone stays where you put them now. In a little cage…and if they don’t like it, they are free to leave. But you craved closeness, nevertheless, Nick, because I guess you’re just that type of person. And because your Ma loved you… Once you feel love, it’s hard to abandon that forever. And she’d kiss and hug all over you. She showed you while she was alive how to love, but you tried to deny it, act like you knew nothing of it all. You tried to figure out how you could love people from a distance; to still stay safe, but get what you need, too. So, you became a cop.

“That way, people would be good to you, if you were good to them, or so you thought. You could make the world a little bit safer even though you felt anxious on a daily basis. You could also put your life on the line, because you never felt your life was that important in the first damn place.

“You probably secretly wished you’d get shot in the line of duty, and you started testing the boundaries. You did the shit no one else wanted to do, because you wanted to die a hero and were always covertly disappointed that you’d survived. Why did you live and everyone else died? What made you so special? You keep toying with your life, but you are still breathing. Why? You even started messing with cocaine. That shit never appealed to you before. Why would you do that? You saw what it did to people on a daily basis. How it ruined peoples’ lives.

You went to your old childhood friend, now one of the biggest drug dealers in Brooklyn, and you asked him for some. You lied, said it was for something work related. But he knew better. He gave it to you, free of charge, said it was because you were his homeboy. Then, for whatever reason, you got lucky and weren’t dependent upon it but found out it gave you a nice high when you mixed it with booze. Therefore, you hand-made your drug of choice when it suited you. The prolonged use has a name. Cocaethylene is created, builds in the liver from prolonged users of alcohol and cocaine. You were an overheated walking science experiment ready to explode…”

What an intriguing man…

His story pulled her in, made a fool of her, made her smarter, wiser; her heart beat a bit faster. There was something about him. The way he spoke, the tortured truth of the words, and the simplicity of how he explained such horrific things…

“Your job is stressful though. You’ve seen some things you never want to see again. Like babies being thrown off buildings…your breaking point. It was a culmination of things. The pregnant woman shooting up heroin on her front porch steps, her dress pulled up over her thighs, exposing her unshaved vagina and hanging belly, filled with new life as she slowly killed it. You hated her more than anything in the whole world, cursed her, and resented having to help her.

“You’ve seen plenty of things like that, things you can’t imagine wouldn’t be a window into Hell… Like a man shoving a gun in his mouth and blowing his brains out in front of you after his wife left him. Or the guy that was raping his cousin and wouldn’t stop, even when you walked in with a gun drawn. How bad could Hell truly be? Aren’t we already living in it? This has to be Hell, because nothing about this is normal, right, good, or righteous. What do I, Nicholas Vitale, have to be grateful for? I ain’t got shit to be grateful for…”

He read the words on the paper, staying fairly removed from it all. It may as well have been the back of a cereal box, as monotone as he said the shit, but suddenly, it seemed to catch up with him. The words on the paper grabbed his ass by the ear and made him lean in close. He was FEELING it…

“I started off saying I had a good life, but no, I didn’t. I work for the city of New York, and I see all the shit the President acts like isn’t really happening and the news downplays for stories that are far more entertaining. I’ve seen babies dying from gunshot wounds. What the fuck do I have to be happy about, huh?”

“Jesus…” someone murmured.

“Ma used to say she loved you every morning, and by the afternoon, she’d curse you out in Spanish for stealing from her purse. That was something to be happy about, because Ma meant every word of it. She said you were a bad boy, a bad kid, but at night, she’d kiss your cheek anyway and tell you that you needed to grow up and live a beautiful life. Beautiful life, huh? You wanted to see where these opportunities Ma talked about were; you figured her head was in the clouds. But, you needed to be certain.

“So, one day, you got on train after train and visited other boroughs to see if they were better than yours. You were going to do some social studies, be your own street reporter. Find out the truth…

“You went places, and some were a little better. The South Bronx was a tad worse, but in the end, it was all the same…one big, ridiculous ass place to go to be destroyed, or be the destroyer. All the neighborhoods had decent areas, even what some would classify as affluent, but you weren’t interested in that. You wanted to see if there were shady nooks and crannies, dark things that reminded you of home sweet home. You dared to step foot in Manhattan, made your way into Harlem. It even had a few places that looked like home, though overall, the snobs on the hill made you angry. You shouldn’t have gone to Manhattan, Nick.

“You’d saved the best for last. You were happy when you’d only been to the Bronx and Queens. They all had enough spots like home to make you not feel so bad about being stuck in a hamster wheel, but when you went to Manhattan, you saw the world wasn’t all dirty and covered in shit, piss-stained and drowning in lackluster graffiti. You thought the clean places were only make believe, only for TV. You believed the whole world was like B-Ville. But it wasn’t. You stood there and looked up at all the big buildings and felt sick to your damn stomach. Instead of feeling like you could get out, had a place to aspire to be in, you felt trapped.

“Who was going to hire a little half Puerto Rican, half Italian boy who liked to steal and carry a knife, beat up people, and ran with a gang of thieves? You were filthy, you couldn’t speak a grammatically correct sentence to save your rotten, miserable life, and you thought you deserved exactly what you had, which was little of nothing, served to you on a shit covered platter 24-7. Everyone left you, Nick. Everyone left you because you weren’t important enough to stay for. People don’t leave good things, good gigs, and good people. They only leave messes and useless bullshit. It’s lonely at the bottom, and it’s lonely at the top, so you may as well stay in your fucking place.

Love,

Nick.”

The room went eerily quiet after he’d finished and slumped down in his seat. The bastard left everyone feeling touched, moved, hurting, and crushed. Taryn had betrayed her angry vows several minutes prior and now stared right at the man, this time not turning away. He wasn’t looking at her; rather, he kept his attention fixed on his knees, avoiding eye contact with every single soul in the room.

“Nick, I first would like to thank you for opening up like that and sharing something so personal. I must say, that you are the first person I’ve had in a long time to handle this assignment in a way that forced you to really dig inside yourself. I think I can speak for everyone by saying, we were all moved. This is good, very good. Do you feel more self aware now?”

He shrugged, kept his head down, and pushed his leg slowly back and forth, as if the words just wouldn’t come.

“I, uh, honestly don’t think that I am an unaware person. It’s my job to be aware, you know?”

She nodded in understanding.

“I think that was the problem. Because I am so self-aware, I tend to hide from myself. I have to shut everything off. Everything I’ve done and been through made me more self-aware. Like, as I stated, I used to steal a lot as a kid. I was often the lookout, too. That calls for knowing what to look out for.” He moved his fingers about, talking with his hands, but kept his head down. “I didn’t watch people, I’d watch the pigeons.”

“Pigeons?” she asked.

“Yeah.” He slowly lifted his head, looked at Frieda and explained himself. “If you saw a bunch of pigeons suddenly move, you knew a car was coming. They would move for nothing but a fast moving car and that was my cue to whistle for my friends to get out of whatever apartment or store they were ripping off because it could be the police. I watched birds, things like that, because watching other people was far less reliable. Animals see and hear stuff before we do.”

“Nick, can I ask you something?” Amber, another member of the group, asked.

“Yeah…”

“Do you think your job made things worse? You said you love your job but it was stressful, but… did it help or hurt in the long run? I couldn’t imagine being a police officer. That’s just too much…”

The guy sat there and seemed to deliberate over the woman’s question for a moment or two.

“Amber, I just can’t turn this shit off. I did start feeling strange at work sometimes.”

Everyone nodded in understanding.

“You keep seeing horrible things, and you think you’ll become immune to it, but you never really do. You adjust, you acclimate, but you never really are the same person ever again. People expect me to be a certain way at work, and it gets tiring, you know, the expectations. I get tired of being strong all the time. Shit.” He shrugged. “But, I want it both ways, you know? I want to be the hero, too.”

“Yeah, I can get that, man,” someone else stated.

“Sometimes I want to hug the crying mother that lost her son to the streets, but I can’t. Sometimes I want to tell the grieving grandparents that their grandson will get back home safe, but I can’t… because I don’t know that, and don’t want to give false hope. I just get tired sometimes, but you don’t understand that you’re so exhausted because every time you step out there, you have to, in some way, deal with yourself, too.”

“You have Post Traumatic Stress Disorder, man,” Maurice called out, another resident. “I was a fireman. I have been on crack for the past seven years, man, and I know exactly what you’re talking about. If you go into these buildings one more time,” he pointed towards the window, “and see one more burnt up kid, hear another mother or father moaning about their child being trapped and you can’t save them, sometimes something goes POP!” He pointed to his skull. “You lose your damn mind. I was afraid to tell people I was crackin’ up, you know?” Maurice laughed grimly as he exposed several missing teeth. “You’re afraid you’ll lose your damn job, so you don’t say shit. You just be quiet and like you said, you don’t want to be perceived as no punk, like you can’t take it, weather the storm. You and me was supposed to be the superheroes, you know?” He grinned.

Nick nodded, seemingly hanging onto the man’s words.

“But sometimes the superheroes need the most help. It’s like we’re in a war that never fuckin’ ends and even if it did, we never get to go home afterwards because the war is in our own damn backyard…”
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What drink would I order right now if I were allowed to? Probably a boilermaker…

The boilermakers are a dark stout that you mix with a shot of whiskey. They’re simple, and get the job done. If I were a drink, I’d be a boilermaker, too. You see, I’m the combination of two different things which, when brought together, created a motherfuckin’ monster. The whiskey is my father. I never knew him yet his intentions were crystal clear. His actions spoke on his behalf; I needed no interpretation. Like the whiskey, he only reached his full potential by breaking down others. I have a new understanding of the man.

Clarity is like gazing out a window but when you look out, you have no idea what to focus on, what to view and appreciate. The dark stout is my mother. She’s reliable, rich in spirit, you know what you’re gonna get, and she never disappoints. And that leaves me, the boilermaker. I’m robust but water my own self down. I’m built to last, and simultaneously created to fail. I’m harsh when I initially hit you and get into your system, but I promise to make it worth your while…

The boilermaker sat there on the hard park bench with the chipped light blue paint. He had no idea why an outside picnic seat had been brought inside the facility and plopped in the hallway; nevertheless, it looked like a great place to summon some peace and quiet without shelling himself off from the rest of the world. Nick’s thoughts wobbled back and forth like a ninety-year-old with a shaky hand and peg-legged walker. The week had been tortuous, ruthless, and remorseless as truths and inner turmoil beat him about his psyche. Back-to-back one-on-one sessions with his counselor, group meetings, ducking and dodging guys from the precinct, and coming to terms with himself had caused dark thoughts to enter his brain and take him over.

At one point in time he looked at the front door and daydreamed of bolting, but the fantasy was short lived. He turned away and reminded himself that nothing in his life had ever come easy, so why would this be any different?

On a sigh, he leaned over and tore off the edge of the soft wheat bread partially wrapped in parchment paper that he’d been munching on for a snack. As he chewed on it, he darted his gaze here and there, taking in the scene. One guy kept moving his shoulders up and down like the dirty, cloud-forming dancer from the iconic Charlie Brown cartoons of his youth. Twisted, bright red headset wires from his mp3 player flowed out of young man’s ears while he rhymed and jumped about in tight, jerky movements.

‘…Killin fields need blood to graze the cash cow

It’s a number game, but shit don’t add up somehow…’

“That’s Jordan. He’s listening to Mos Def’s, ‘Mathematics’,” came her alluring voice, breaking him out of the interesting observations. “He’s autistic,” she added. “And he’s brilliant. He was put on all sorts of medication but got hooked on one, oxycodone, after a car accident. Anyway, he can listen to a song one time and have it down pat.” His chest constricted a bit as he looked up into her eyes. Dark eyes, so very dark, like two small worlds that grabbed hold of his reflection and stole his soul in a single, inky blink.

She’s speaking to me now… This is good, very good…

He slowly scanned her, and landed once again upon her head… no hair… sparse lashes…

Something is going on with her. Is she sick? She seems healthy, doesn’t look ill. Of course, I of all people should know, looks can be deceiving…

“I have a friend like that.” He nodded as he observed the man still bobbing about in the near distance. “You can show him a map, and he’ll know it front and back. That’s amazing, isn’t it? It’s really crazy how the brain works…how it misfires but then does crazy shit like that.”

“Yeah. It is amazing,” she said dryly as she began to stroll past him.

“Wait, where are you going?”

“…To class.” She paused then turned back in his direction.

“Before you go, can I ask you something?” He felt the flush in his damn cheeks as his temperature rose a degree or two. There she stood in taupe leggings covered in emerald polka dots, bright green, wooly socks, and an over-sized t-shirt that read, ‘If I Wanted Your Opinion I’d Tell You What It Is’. He smirked at the thing, which did remind him of her.

“Ask me what?” Her eyes narrowed as she seemingly prepared to go in on him. He could see it all over her face; one misstep, and he was good as two-day-old burnt toast.

“Remember when you said that, uh, I should have asked you out, or something?”

“It’s too late now.” Her lips pursed, she put her hands on her sparse hips.

“Is it?” He slicked his tongue over his lower lip as he eyed her up and down, falling into some lustful trance as a wisp of her perfume drifted close, tapped him on the shoulder and whispered, ‘Fuck me.’ “Well, I’m going to try again, anyway. I like you, Taryn. I mean that. I want to take you out. I don’t know how we’d work that angle, but I want to. I want to get to know you better, talk to you.”

“Nick, I don’t think—”

“No, don’t do this, okay?” He got to his feet, brushed a few breadcrumbs away forcing them to hit the floor. “Don’t tell me to get lost, good luck in my recovery, and all of your other canned responses. Now, I just need to know how we can do that? You said that’s what you wanted. Give me a chance to show you I’m not who you think I am… let me prove myself to you.” He spoke earnestly; surely, she could see that? “So, how about it?”

“I tell you what.” She leaned lazily against the wall and crossed her ankles. “If you find me in my favorite spot tomorrow night, then I will accept your date invitation. You have to be there on time or the deal is off.”

“What’s your favorite spot and what time should I meet you there?” He couldn’t see himself, but he was certain his eyes glossed over with anticipation; his time had finally come. He could barely contain the smugness in his smile.

But then, she began to walk away, a bit of pep in her perfectly placed steps. Pausing, she looked coyly over her shoulder. “…That’s for you to find out.” Just like that, she continued up the hall, turned a corner, and was gone.

“Shit!” He stomped his foot in fury and frustration. “I can’t believe this.” he mumbled.

There’s a shit load of places she might be at tomorrow night. And what time is that? I need to guess that, too?! This place is huge, and she won’t make it easy…

He cursed some more then kicked the air hard and rough as if it were a can of expired alphabet soup and he made it spell out, ‘F.U.C.K.’. But then, a thought hit him and he was struck with devious glee…

He took another look at Jordan and made his approach. When he tapped his shoulder, he startled the poor guy who was lost in a world of his own. He looked into the fellow’s light, hazel eyes, the pupils dancing about and glossed over as if he swam in a deep sea of emotion. Jordan’s russet complexion had a small smattering of toasted freckles along the bridge of his lengthy nose, and his full, fleshy pink lips kinked in a grin, almost as if he knew why he was standing there. Perhaps he did.

“Hey Jordan, how are you? Look, think you can help me? I need a favor.”

“I don’t know you,” the man immediately said in a robotic voice. His thick, dark brows dipped as he scanned Nick from head to toe.

“Okay, well, let’s get to know each other.” He threw on a big smile. “My name is Nick Vitale. I’m a resident here. I don’t think you and I have had any group sessions or classes together, but I’m fairly new here.”

“I see my therapist in the mornings. My therapist is Ms. Doreen. Ms. Doreen is new here, too.”

“Oh, okay, I see. Well, being new is hard sometimes. I’m still trying to make friends. I need help making friends with someone in particular. I thought maybe you could assist with that.”

The guy looked at him suspiciously, giving him the once over again. “I’m busy. I’m waiting for my friend Parker and Parker doesn’t like to leave late. I have to stand right here and wait for him. We’re going out to get pizza. I like pizza with extra cheese because they never give enough cheese. Parker wears a blue denim jacket he got from a thrift store. The thrift store was called Second Chances. Second Chances is now closed. It closed down in 1996; March 3rd, 1996 to be exact.”

Nick smiled and nodded in understanding, then placed his hand affectionately on Jordan’s shoulder.

“I see… that’s interesting. Hey, do you know Taryn?”

“Yes, I know Taryn Jones. Taryn is an African American woman who is a resident here. She stands 5’10 and weighs approximately a hundred and thirty-two pounds. She is very nice looking and is kind to me. She never makes fun of me, either. I like Taryn, Nick Vitale.”

“Yeah… well, I like her too, Jordan,” he said. “I want to be her friend. She seems to be a very likeable person.”

“She is. Some of the residents call me stupid and she took up for me. She told one resident, his name was Brian Williams, who stands 6’1 and weighs approximately two hundred pounds that if he called me underdeveloped again, she was going to tear off his arm and beat him with it. I liked that. I liked that very much.” The man said the shit so gravely and matter-of-factly.

At this, Nick cracked up.

Oh boy, what am I about to get myself into?

“Well, sounds like he deserved it. Here is the deal, Jordan. I’m not going to try to bullshit you, okay? I need help figuring out something about Taryn. I could do it myself, but I’m short on time.”

“What’s the question?” The man slicked his mp3 player into his jacket pocket, as if ready to get down to business.

“Do you know where Taryn’s favorite spot is? Where she likes to go in the evenings, hang out?”

“Taryn likes many places. She enjoys the movie theater, and the—”

“No, no, Jordan. I mean in here, at Firststone.”

“Yes, Taryn hangs outside near the East wing. She told me it was her favorite spot because it’s quiet and pretty. She enjoys being in the open-air regardless of the weather. I take walks every Thursday night and see her there. Sometimes we talk for a few minutes. She likes to stargaze. The universe was created 13.8 billion years ago. No one knows how many stars are in the sky due to pollution, various locations, and other barriers, but nearly two thousand can be seen in a clear, dark sky with relatively good visibility.”

“Thank you, Jordan. That’s good to know. Hey, what time does she go outside usually?” His heart pumped a bit faster; he hoped the human computer could help him just a wee bit more.

“Will I get compensated for this?” The man’s eyes hooded.

“Yeah, yeah, you will.”

…Whoever called this motherfucker dumb is a damn idiot. He is definitely on top of his shit.

Jordan nodded a time or two, then began again. “She is outside between 8:00 P.M. and 8:03 P.M. She stays out for about twenty minutes, sometimes a little longer. She doesn’t like pork chops, but she does like bacon and baked fish. I told you that last fact about her for free. It’s on the house.”

Nick stifled a grin and patted his shoulder once more before breaking contact.

“That’s good to know, thank you, Jordan. Now, is there something I can get you in return for your help? Within reason, of course.”

“Yeah, I need a new mp3 player.” The man slicked it out of his pocket and turned it to and fro.

Nick looked down at the antiquated thing. He had another one at home he wasn’t even using that was in far better shape. “You got it. I’ll have it dropped off next week, okay?”

The man’s eyes grew bright as he cracked a smile and began to nod over and over.

“Thank you! Thank you, Nick Vitale.”

“No, thank you, Jordan, and hey, you are one smart cookie, you know that?”

“I do. I do know that.”

Nick shook his head in amazement before turning away.

“Hey, one more thing,” Jordan called out.

“Yes?”

“She’s a very nice lady. She’s nice to me, too. Very kind. She told Brian Williams, who was a resident here, that if he called me underdeveloped again she’d tear off his arm and beat him with it, Nick Vitale. Underdeveloped is another term for stupid. I’m not senseless, Nick Vitale… Taryn is my friend. She’s a very nice lady…”

Nick stood there staring at the man for a moment or two. He knew that many people on the autism spectrum would at times repeat themselves, echo a sentence, a thought or an idea, but this was different. Jordan was warning him. Of this, he was certain. He was telling him in his own special way to not do anything foolish, or there just may be consequences…

He caught Jordan’s eyes darkening before he put distance between them. A few seconds later, he spotted another guy joining Jordan. The man wore a blue denim jacket. Nick slicked his hands in his pocket as he watched the two talking while they journeyed up the hallway together.

Second Chances… He got it from a thrift store called Second Chances, huh, Jordan? Well, I sure hope I get a second chance to right some wrongs, make some things right… I need a second chance, Jordan. I need it bad…
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Chapter Five
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The sky cried clear crystals. Snowflakes tumbled from above and left the world of New York covered in a white, fluffy blanket, just thick enough to cover the internal filth. This time, she was dressed appropriately. Taryn wore a bright crimson coat a la Little Red Riding Hood, the sexy version. She’d wrapped long, slender legs in thick, red leggings, like the perfect winter gift stuffed under the prettiest boots with fluffy, blood red trim. Matching thick gloves protected her hands. Nick stood a good distance away, believing he was going to lose the feeling in his toes at any moment. He’d been watching her for such a long time, his gaze so intense he didn’t dare blink.

Worst of all, he’d lost track of the time as he stood semi-cloaked amongst a series of short, young, bare trees. Their branches sprawled before him, covering just a bit of her here and there, but he was good at filling in the blanks. She was building a snowman, flitting about like some charmed, fire engine red fairy. The damn thing needed a few more touches. He made his move on this prey then, the big bad wolf that he was; his dick grew and thickened as he drew closer, the damn thing constrained against his pants.

Oh what a big cock you have, Mr. Wolf…

…All the better to fuck you with…

“Hey.” He stood close beside her, taking notice of her bright red lipstick covering a perfectly shaped mouth he wished to feel against his own. “How are you?” Swirls of cool air escaped the side of his mouth, reminiscent of his cigarette puffs so many weeks ago…

She smiled, her damn teeth almost whiter than the snow they stood upon. She sparkled like a brand new Hallmark Christmas ornament. Only, he didn’t want her as a decoration; he preferred the notion of placing her against his bedroom wall, naked, the warmth of her thighs cocooning him just right as he drove into her like a limousine in a long, dark tunnel. He’d back up, return, back up, and return like a blind man trying to parallel park that son of a bitch in a tight fucking spot until he got it just…right.

“Hey, Nick.” Her grin seemed genuine, lovely, forgiving…

“Would you like this?” He pulled a large carrot out of his pocket and handed it to her. She looked down at the orange, pointy thing, turned it this way and that, as if it intrigued her, got her creative juices flowing.

“Thank you…” She plopped the nose on her perfectly crafted snowman. He couldn’t help but observe upon closer inspection that the thing was well formed—a perfect sphere.

“How about these?” He’d dug in his pocket again, this time pulling out a handful of juicy plump raisins along with two small plums.

“You’ve been stealing from the cafeteria, I see.” She chuckled as she took the fruits and placed them on the snowman’s face just so.

“Hey.” He shrugged. “I’m a thief at heart. It’s what I do.”

She shook her head, no doubt stifling another laugh, but she refused to give it to him just yet. No, he’d have to earn it.

Fine; I don’t mind working for my pay…

He reached inside his pocket a third time and removed three shiny black buttons.

“How about these?”

She looked down at them, and her brow rose… yeah, her eyebrows had grown in some from the last time he’d looked at her beautiful fucking face. Now, they were darker, a definite line.

“Where’d you get these from?” She pointed down at his palm.

He pulled at his coat, showing the missing ones he’d removed. He’d snatched the fuckers off just moments ago. To freeze his ass off proved a small sacrifice to pay to watch the little red vixen tiptoe around the icy lair of her hidden world.

…Invite me into that world, Taryn… Baby, it’s cold out here. Let me get close to you, get next to that fire…

“You took them off your coat?! Are you crazy?!”

“Yeah,” he smirked. “But it’s no big deal,” he lied. His damn chest tingled as it lost sensation, but he refused to let her see him sweat…or in this case, freeze.

“You are out of your mind. It’s subzero! These need to be sewn back on. I can’t take them.” She reached towards him, tried to hand them back, but he stepped away, his hands raised in a crisscross sign as if he were a vampire and she waved cloves of fresh garlic.

“Your snowman is just borrowing them. Besides, I have another coat I can wear.”

“Take them back.” She twisted her lips to the side, attitude dripping off her expression. Bossy…

“Nope. I refuse. Now put them on him.” She stared at him for a moment or two, laughed lightly, and placed them on her snowman with care, lining them up on his stomach just like so.

“See! You did that perfectly!” he teased, then caught a snowflake on his tongue. He flicked the damn thing out, wiggling it about, caught up in the moment. As he raised his gaze to the semi-darkened sky, the snow landed on his face, the cool crispness like a frozen floral petal against his cheek before disappearing in the form of an icy tear. Like hide-and-seek. Like how everything he loved once was now gone…

So, he disappeared, too. He drifted into his own world until he felt her soft caress against his wrist. Rather than say anything, she pressed her shoulder close to his, jetted her tongue out too, and caught the damn things like flies to a frog. She was a natural.

“Is this a competition?” he said after a hearty swallow. “’Cause let it be known, I’m the snowflake eating champion.” He let the words simmer against her ear as he relished in his propensity for double meanings. Besides, he had to be careful; he didn’t want to appear disrespectful once again.

“You couldn’t be.” She gulped. “My throat muscles are specially trained for this and I’ve been to Paris, London, and Cape Town to model my very special swallowing reflex abilities…”

He caught her drift, and raised her twenty below zero…

“But can you catch ten snowflakes in five seconds?” He raised a brow as he rubbed his hands together like a sneaky fiend embarking on the crime spree of a lifetime.

“I don’t know.” Flashing her tongue once more, she caught one and then another. “But I’m already two ahead of you.”

And there they were, laughing, unable to speak coherently as they bobbed around with their tongues jetted out and bumping into one another through all the snowflake falling and collecting mayhem.

“I won!” She threw up red-clothed arms and bounced about in place like a champion. Her oversized hood flipped lower, covering her eyes, and her red scarf rode up ever so slightly, bumping against her chin, framing her face just so.

I want to kiss you so bad, baby…

She stood amongst the whiteness, the only drop of passion, life, love, and beauty in the entire place. No wonder he was so drawn to her. He wanted to get close to her because of her vibrancy and heat. He felt like a cold-hearted, lonely snake, constricting himself to death, yet, she proved the warm-blooded, fiery target he so craved.

“Hey.” He bent low and scooped up a handful of snow, molding it into a perfect ball as he drew serious. It was time to address the big white snowman standing in the room, to tend to a little social housekeeping. “I wanna tell you that uh,” he smiled nervously as he continued to work his hands around the icy sphere, “I’m sorry for asking you to sleep with me, basically. I was coming on to you. I didn’t know you like that and it wasn’t right…especially not in this environment.”

She slowly stopped bouncing about and looked at him, her eyes wide as if she’d been suddenly startled from a quiet, lackluster existence.

“Oh, dear sir.” She smirked, showing off an ersatz British accent. “I loved that you hit on me. That wasn’t the problem, Officer Vitale. It was your approach, the way in which you did it, like I was some idiot.”

He turned away from her, keeping his grin secret for a second or two as he let her revelation simmer, got cozy with it. Then, he faced her again as he molded the perfect snowball until it fit the bill for his high standards of wintery perfection.

“Okay,” he said, swallowing. “So you like me too, huh?”

“I don’t know…” She shrugged, nonchalant. “Possibly…from what I’ve seen, I’d say yeah…” She winked flirtatiously and scooped up a handful of snow, working it between her gloved hands like a craftsman.

She likes to compete. She wants to be challenged. Maybe we can challenge and encourage one another… I could see that happening.

“So.” He glanced upward at the sky with one eye open and the other closed, wincing from the falling flakes. “What do I need to do for us to get to know each other better? It’s kinda hard in a place like this.”

“Well, we can talk…talking is not outlawed. You can sign up for some of the classes I’m in and vice versa. But you know what’s most important?”

“What?”

“To get to know me better, you need to be dedicated to your recovery, so that I know I can trust you.” Her eyes narrowed upon him as she paused and a whisper of icy air escaped from between her slightly parted lips. “I can’t be friends with any addicts that aren’t serious about getting better. I’m serious. This is my life we’re talking about here.”

He nodded in understanding. “And neither can I…neither can I.”

They looked at one another a moment or two longer after they made that declaration, not just with their mouths, but with their hearts and souls.

“And then, maybe…” she moved a bit closer to him, “just maybe, I’d show you my jazz album collection.” Her shoulder brushed past him as she moved back towards the building, leaving him all by his lonesome.

“Albums? Old school, huh? Oh, I see!” He laughed, hollering along the way as he raced after her, not wanting her to get out of view just yet. “You’re gonna make me chase you, huh? Well, maybe that’s not my style.”

He threw on his professional ‘I’m perturbed’ face, lying through his damn teeth. He had full intentions of hunting Little Red Riding Hood down. The woman shook her gorgeous ass in his face on a daily basis, teasing him with a basketful of beauty. Even if she’d fought him, he’d go after her until she forgave him and gave him a second chance…or, he’d just have to bite her, vampire and werewolf style; that’s simply what monsters did. The choice was hers…

…Oh Granny, what big balls you have!

“Your style? You have style?” she taunted.

“Style and class! Two for one deal.” He grinned, showing all his damn teeth.

…And balls made of brass…

“But back to what’s important. I don’t chase women, but I might make an exception for you,” he added for good measure.

“Well, you’re in luck. I’m not just a woman, Officer Vitale. I’m the lady in red…and don’t you forget it.” And off she skipped, with her proverbial basket in tow. But unbeknown to her, inside sat not delicious baked goodies, carefully rolled joints, a handful of hypodermic needles, or random pints of assorted booze. No… it was his attention she held captive. The damn woman intrigued him, occupied his thoughts… made him imagine, ‘What if?’

…And then, she was gone.
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He gripped the phone, swallowed a big, lumpy ball of pride. His boss has been calling but he’d found a way to escape the snare time and time again. This moment though, he’d run right into a perfectly laid trap for the man called from a different number, disrupting his flow.

“So, how’s it been, champ?”

“It’s been okay, sir.”

“Sir?” The man chuckled. “Relax, Nick, and call me John, Captain…hell, or Dad. I don’t give a shit.”

Nick’s lips curved in a twisted grin at the invitation… He liked that, made him feel a bit more comfortable.

“Okay …”

“Ya know I get reports about your progress, right? You signed a consent form.”

“Yes, I know.”

“And you’ve been avoiding me.”

“I have.”

“Why?”

He sighed and sat down on his bed, running his bare foot along the soft fabric of the towel he’d thrown down to serve as a mat.

“It’s not just you, it’s everyone…tryna get myself together is all. It’s been tough, harder than I imagined in some ways. I had one idea of how things would go down. It didn’t play out like that. Expectations are for the naïve.” He shook his head.

“You’re being challenged. That’s good though, right? Each day brings something new.”

“Yes, each day it’s like another sheet is pulled back, exposing a bunch of bullshit only.” He chuckled sadly. “That bullshit is me…and then more of me…and a little more of me. It’s depressing, upsetting, and other words I can’t even think of or articulate. I feel like a… I don’t know what I feel like, John…”

“Nick, you’re a person, a cop. You’re a human being. That’s what you feel like. You’ve had some challenges; I didn’t know they affected you the way they did and I’ve been kicking myself for not seeing the signs. There were clues in retrospect. I thought about everything long and hard since you’ve been gone. There were definite signs that you were depressed but you covered it so well, I second-guessed my intuition. I didn’t trust my own damn eyes. Anyway, look, we all fall down, Nick.”

“I did fall. I fell down and busted my damn face wide open. I don’t even know what’s going on anymore, captain.” He ran his hand through his hair as he slowly closed his eyes. “I don’t know anything. I don’t even know who I am. Can you imagine that?” He laughed dismally. “Waking up one day, sober, thirty-two damn years old and not knowing who the hell you are. I have no clue who the hell you are talking to right now. Who is he? Who am I?!” He beat his hand against his chest.

“You’re a man, Nick. That’s what the hell you are… a man trying to be better than you were last night, and to believe that you can achieve more than you have yesterday…”
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…Two weeks later…

She hated that she’d done it, but she had. The man stood there beating the eggs in the large, clear bowl and awkwardly moved about the kitchen, a white, crisp apron wrapped around his narrow waist and powdery flour smacked against his face as if a dusty bitch had beat him upside the goddamn head. This wasn’t no country club, but at times, his presence made her feel as if it were. Easy, breezy…so laid back…so cool…hard as rocks.

For the past two weeks, he’d attended three of her classes, and she even took in another art class to sit next to him, sniff his skin, laugh real low under the instructor’s radar as they shared an inside joke or two. Something about the way he sat, the way he smelled, the intensity in his stormy eyes made her sit up and notice. Something about the way he’d disappear inside of himself, too, then come out with a big ol’ bag of truth. The man was sincerely trying and that proved extremely sexy to her.

Crook.

He was stealing her heart…

Thief.

She’d been robbed of her resolve.

Police Officer.

Copped a feel of her mind and wouldn’t let go…

Against her best intentions. Despite their rough start. Like a hound on the trail, he wouldn’t let go. He never gave up…

…On her.

Never gave up on her.

There were intervals, pieces and places in time while they sat in group when he would reveal himself to her, as if slowly removing his coat buttons once again… freezing to death so he could be free at last. Yes, he was sitting there amongst his peers, yet, his declarations weren’t geared towards them. They weren’t for Frieda, either. No, he parted his lips and allowed the painful narratives to spill forth for her… His eyes would hood and his top lip would lift in a smirk, as he’d pause between his confessions. All the while, he’d stare at her. Only at her…

Sometimes his stories were funny; other times, he knocked the breath out of her and caused a tear or two to roll. She hated that. She’d heard her share of sad tales, even told a few, but there was just something about his that had a special way of fucking up the rest of the damn day.

He didn’t appear moved by his personal fables, his broken state of being, but he was…he had to have been. For here he was, explaining how in the hell he ended up in rehab. The man intrigued her for he came from a place she knew nothing of, but understood all about. He was her opposite, yet her twin. He was her light and her darkness, too. He was her shadow, stealing away time, then reversing the day, offering a new start, a new beginning.

All of this amazed her, drew her closer to the man, pulled her inside of his web of mystery.

He’s so different from me…but we are so much alike…

And she liked that; she liked that a lot.

She had large, evergreen Christmas trees during the holidays. The brown-skinned angel would be wrapped in ivory and gold and her white, sparkling wings would span out like heavenly silk wafting in the wind. She didn’t know what type of Christmas trees Nick had…but if she were a betting woman, it wouldn’t have looked like her fond childhood memories of Christmases past. Her family had a picturesque background, and within its perfect little frame stood an astute, accomplished, and successful younger brother to help her life look even more like a professionally photographed postcard. On the other hand, according to his own testimony, Nick had undergone tremendous emotional suffering, and had youthful memories of a cold apartment with no hot water, a pile of stolen goods he planned to hock during his teens, and a genetic history that was half missing. He put her in mind of a modern day slave to himself, his environment and his addiction. Of a walking, beautiful tragedy with a powerful will to continue to climb against the tide, and she hated that it made her that much more attracted to him.

He reminded her of dangerous candy, the kind one knew was spiked with something wicked—razor blade laden, evil, spell inducing. It would leave you woozy, and she feared he may become her latest obsession, but she bit into him anyway, and he tasted so fucking good. He wasn’t Adam in the Garden of Eden, no; Nick represented the seductive serpent wrapped like a present around the thickest part of the golden branch, holding the shiny forbidden fruit between his two, poisonous fangs.

…To catch a thief….

She stole glances at him during cooking class and, on the sly, when no one was looking, she nestled up close, super close, landed a fast kiss across his hard cheek. Before she could see the man’s reaction, she scurried away with her mixing bowl in hand. She didn’t look back, but she knew he was staring at her. The python of a man was no doubt planning her undoing. She kept straight ahead while the teacher talked about their first batch of cranberry walnut muffins…

Rising and falling…

Yeast, butter…

All the things she was never allowed to eat while in the apex of her career. Now here her five foot ten self stood with the flavor of melted chocolate lingering in her mouth, and her lips warm from that brief encounter. He smelled like Christmas, musk and hope, and she smelled like sage, cherries and faith…and together, they made a sweet, delicious aroma that she found downright spiritually intoxicating.

“Ahh…” She startled. Catching his scent once more, she felt him standing directly behind her amongst the small crowd. The teacher continued to talk, droning on and on about the blueberry versus the wheat germ muffins that were next on tap. He leaned closer into her, his lips a mere centimeter or two from her face. Placing his big, warm hands around her waist, he gave her a bit of a squeeze and then she heard him swallow.

“So, go back to your ovens and preheat them for 350°…” the teacher announced.

The crowd began to disperse but before it broke apart like an exploded atom, he embraced and held her like a tiny doll in his grip, then laid a gentle kiss along the sensitive crown of her head. She turned around but it was much too late, for he’d already gone halfway back across the room, moving about as if nothing had happened, bowl in hand, whipping the batter into a creamy frenzy while he gripped the spoon in an expert sort of way.

That fucking thief is trying to steal my heart…
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He stood there just looking at her for the longest…

She looked so comfortable, so at ease. The cafeteria was damn near vacant as, ‘When I Was Your Man’ by Bruno Mars played softly in the background. From a distance, he could see her head slowly moving up and down, and her right hand gripping a pencil. In front of her lay a booklet she appeared to be doodling in. He drew closer and closer until they’d made eye contact and he slowly raised his hand at the lady and waved, mouthing, “Hi.”

She slowly placed her pencil down, closed her pad, then tossed him the most alluring beam he’d ever seen. After a second or two, she waved back, and mouthed, “Hello.”

He began to walk again, making his way over to the woman, and took a seat beside her.

“I was hoping to find you here.”

“And I was hoping you’d find me…”

His lips curved in a pleased smile.

“What were you drawing?”

“Oh, a little something something.” She winked at him, then shoved the booklet a short distance away. He stared at the thing for a moment or two, then clasped his hands together.

“I came in here to get something to drink, some coffee maybe. It’s a little cold in my room, was trying to get some reading done.”

She nodded and leisurely pointed out the coffee machine surrounded by the tray of white ceramic cups, assorted sugar and sweetener packets, and the usual carafe of cream sitting inside a bowl of chopped ice.

“Yeah, but then I saw you and got sidetracked.” He winked.

“I thought you said you were hoping to find me here?” She smirked as she leaned back a bit and toyed with her pencil.

“I did… wanted my coffee and to drink it, too.”

She laughed lightly as her eyes hooded.

“Good one. Hey…” she said around a smile.

“Yeah?”

“Can I ask you a personal question?”

“Hmmm.” He scooted a bit closer to her. “Yeah, yeah you can.”

“What do you think about that situation with Eric Garner?”

“Mmmm,” He nodded, looked down into his lap for a moment or two. “Is this on or off the record? Actually,” he put his hand up, “it doesn’t really matter. People already know my position on this.”

“And what position is that?”

“Taryn, the whole city got together and rallied against this, the injustice of it, right? It was horrible. There is no way to describe to you how I felt when I saw what happened. We can’t go around choking people out like that,” He looked at her sternly. “I don’t know why Officer Pantaleo did that, what was going on in his head. I don’t know the man, can’t answer for him. I only know that we both were sworn in and recited an oath of ethics in front of the National Police Commissioner. A man is dead and he was the cause; for me, that’s just plain and simple.”

“I don’t know what this oath you all have to say entailed, but I’m convinced he didn’t take it seriously.” She rolled her eyes in obvious disgust.

“And that is just one of many examples as to why I needed to stay on the street.” His voice elevated and his blood pumped harder and stronger as he re-lived the moment. “The oath says a lot of things, but one part is this: I will preserve the dignity and will respect the rights of all individuals. Anyone with half a brain has to at least question if that really happened. I don’t believe it did. I felt like these people really need me. They need to see that police officers make mistakes, just like everyone else, but we aren’t all the same! All of this shit going on, it’s crazy.”

“It is crazy, Nick, and it made me sick to know a cop could do something like that and get away with it. I never really had any run ins with the police before my court case, and even then, I wasn’t treated badly but then again, I was somewhat protected from that in all fairness. But, I’m not stupid. I know it happens more times than people know.” He didn’t miss the look of repugnance on her face.

“There are a lot of things that happen in all professions, Taryn. Things people don’t know about.”

“But we are talking about this one, okay? Your profession. I have a black father and a black brother, Nick. My brother has been harassed for absolutely no purpose. He has been followed with his friends and pulled over for no reason. I just don’t understand this!” She threw up her hands. “When is someone going to care? When is someone going to do something about this?”

“There are people doing things, Taryn. It takes time, it takes initiative, it takes years of basically undoing a system and rebuilding it, but discussions are happening and plans are being made, some of them already implemented.”

“What plans? I haven’t heard shit.” She sucked her teeth as she gave him the once over.

“Like retraining. It’s happening right now as we speak. But those stories you miss, right? Don’t recall seeing. Have you ever seen a cop on the news lately where the story was positive, huh?!” He cocked his head to the side. “Maybe one or two here and there but when they actually happen, tell me where the damn news crews are!”

“You all should not be commended for doing your damn job!”

“Then don’t fucking condemn us for doing it, either!”

They looked at each other for a moment or two, the tension rising, but so did the healing.

“You haven’t, have you?” he asked in a calmer tone. “You don’t see the good stuff. When we do something good, the news doesn’t share those stories. No way; that doesn’t make for good press, you see?”

She paused, briefly looked away, then nodded in agreement. “Nick, look. People on the whole love wretchedness, messiness, and negativity. For instance, when you see someone tearing another person up, just wait… more are coming to co-sign. It’s like a feeding frenzy. It’s sad but true.”

“Yeah it’s true more times than not, but you see how you wanted to talk to me about Eric? That’s part of the problem.”

She looked at him inquisitively. “I don’t understand…”

“There’s nothing wrong with being curious, but admit it, you thought I was going to defend the officer involved. It was a test. You probably felt this would make a good debate, and you could pick my brain a bit, but there is no debate and there’s nothing to pick, because we agree on this.”

“Hmm, well.” Her lips twisted to the side as she appeared to deliberate over what he’d said. “Honestly, I wasn’t completely certain what you’d say, but yeah, I guess I did think you’d defend the cop involved.”

“See what I mean? That’s like me coming to you and saying, ‘Yo Taryn, this black lady had an attitude with me the other day… can you explain that shit to me? How tha hell are you going to do that? Every damn cop in every borough suddenly becomes a murderer because one son of a bitch made the wrong damn choice.” He put his finger up. “And now there are people mourning Eric’s death.”

“It’s not just one cop though, Nick. It’s a lot, okay?”

“No, percentage wise it’s not, Taryn. There are considerably more police officers doing the right thing and using reasonable judgment than the opposite, but the opposite gets the most attention because it’s extreme. No, that man did not deserve to die. People look at me and scream, ‘I can’t breathe!’ Well neither can I, goddamn it.” He pointed at himself. “Who said I thought that he was right, huh?! I was one of the people calling down to that man’s precinct and saying he can never work beside me, under any circumstances, and that he should have been serving time!”

He could see the surprise in her eyes.

“Yeah, that’s right. My superiors even pulled me into an office and asked me about it. Many of them didn’t approve of my actions and let it be known. I even signed a petition, me and a few other officers in my precinct, to have him removed. I risked my job to speak out, Taryn! I could have been black balled, pushed out, or they could have found an excuse to fire me. Everybody wants to lump us all together, like it’s just one big brain and we all share it. Now yeah, there’s camaraderie, but I’m not going to sit back and act like I agree with everything, because I don’t.”

“Nick, look, it’s hard to understand it though. The reason being is we are not really seeing cops on television or anything, speaking out against this. What you are describing happened behind closed doors. How would I or anyone else know about this petition? If we—and by ‘we’ I mean your ordinary, everyday citizen—saw more of that, it would be harder for us as outsiders, if you will, to see you all the same.”

“I get that, I can respect that. That makes perfect sense. I will tell you this though, there are some people who do not want police and community relations to get better, Taryn and those people are on both sides of the fence.”

They were quiet for a moment or two.

“Can I ask you something else about this?” She picked up her pencil and twirled it around slowly between her fingers.

“Yeah.”

“How would you personally have dealt with that situation?”

“You know, it’s easy for me or anyone else to sit back and play Sunday morning quarterback, but I will tell you this.” He pointed at her. “We are trained on how to take someone down, how to calm a situation, how to get even a big ass guy like Eric on the goddamn ground. I can take a man his size down by myself if I had to; now, keeping him down is another story, but there are ways to do it. Terrible things happen, best of intentions go wrong, but if you fuck up, you have to be a man and admit it. You can’t just go on, business as usual, and announce justice was served when you know damn well it wasn’t.”

“Exactly…” she nodded emphatically.

“How can justice be served when we are justice?! We are the front liners.” He pointed at himself. “The judges and lawyers and probation officers, bail bondsmen, counselors, and prison guards all stand behind us! All of ’em! The cops are the soldiers, we are the troops, and…” He found himself staring at her semi-bald head, and his heart paused, missed a beat.

“And what?”

“And…and just like our addictions that tried to take us the hell out of here…” He reached over and gripped her chin, brought her close and looked deeply into her eyes. “…You fought, Taryn… Imagine fighting another type of addiction, but it’s on the streets, and it’s woven in the politics; and you wake up every day and see it spreading from person to person no matter what you throw at it. But every now and again, someone escapes it, because… because you helped make a difference.”

“You are amazing, you know that?”

“No, I’m just Nick. You’re the amazing one.”

She smiled at him as her cheeks caught a warm, peachy glow.

He looked away, falling into a daydream. “I’m not Officer Daniel Pantaleo, Taryn. I’m officer Nicholas Vitale and I love the people I live around.”

“I can tell… Thanks for having this conversation with me and being open-minded with my questions. I really appreciate it. You’re a good man.”

He nodded, folded inside of himself, feeling a bit sick… sick of himself as darkness came and grabbed him in a cold embrace.

“You can tell? I’m second-guessing that a bit now, Taryn. What is love, right? Love is showing concern. Me being drunk on the job isn’t showing love. That’s showing hatred and harm. I’ve been thinking about that a lot lately…it’s even kept me up at night.”

“Nick, don’t do this…” she whispered. “Don’t keep beating yourself up. You’ve acknowledged it, okay?”

“Yeah, but how could I be so out of control? Let it go on so long?!” She ran her hand up and down his back as he leaned forward, caught his breath, closed his eyes for a spell until he calmed. “I don’t know if I’ll ever forgive myself, Taryn. I just don’t know…”

The thief had been robbed of his peace of mind big time… and he resented that he couldn’t arrest his thoughts, and reverse the hands of time…
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Chapter Six
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“But I thought we were supposed to be telling our stories, talking about our lives, and then finding ways to cope with these things.” Nick leaned forward and scratched his head. He was jonesing for a cigarette in the worst fucking way, but his efforts to toss that hankering habit were threatened by increased irritability earlier that morning.

“You are.” Frieda nodded.

“Well, I think this is bullshit.” He ran his hand along his eye as he rocked back and forth, trying to settle himself. “Most of the people in here are sharing parts of themselves, and I,” he paused, “am giving all I’ve got, okay? These are private things about my life. Shit, I obviously didn’t want to talk about it, and still don’t, but I’m doing it because I’ve got too much lose if I don’t.” He shrugged. Truly, he was motivated by sheer desire, the memory of his deceased mother, and his job being on the line. He had to get this shit right, to make his troubles bow down to him, not the other way around. When he’d walked into the place that first damn day, he meant business and no matter how hard it got, he was determined to make it, to get through. He never expected it to be easy, and on some days, he was filled with regret, but he kept pushing on…

“Nick, we need to address this. You can’t run away from it.”

“I’m not. I don’t want to pretend anymore. I’m not playing games or going through the motions. This is my life! This is serious! I’m a fucking drug addict!” he screamed, drawing everyone’s attention as he pressed his hand against his chest. “I’m a drug addict who has lost a hell of a lot, and no one sees it but me. It’s like…it’s like my crumbling world was invisible. Unlike most people who had to have someone else pull them aside and say, ‘You’re fuckin’ up, you need help’, I never had that happen to me, okay? At least not about this. I’ve even got a couple of friends of mine from the outside telling me I was stupid, that I coulda kicked this on my own. I avoid inbound phone calls for a reason… Do you see what I’m dealing with? What I’m up against? They have no fucking clue what they’re talking about!” His heart beat a bit faster.

“They have no idea about all the horrible shit I’ve done because I was drunk, and that’s just the stuff I remember! I’m a police officer…and I am sitting here telling you these things that the news crews would absolutely love to find out about me, risking my reinstatement. You expect me to trust these other motherfuckers in here,” he said, pointing around the room. “I don’t know them, and they don’t know me, but my livelihood is on the line because all I’m aware of are two things, in order to last, in order to make money, Frieda.” He ran his hand through his hair and took a deep breath, trying to go the distance—to force himself through the mounting discomfort. “And those things are…” He held up two fingers. “Stealing and being a cop. Those two things can’t be done at the same time.” He smirked. “But that’s what I know how to do in order to make it, to survive. One I don’t want to do; the other, I lived to do…but it’s all on the line and this lying, sneaky asshole,” he pointed to Oliver, “won’t even admit to anything while the rest of us bleed on the damn floor every goddamn day!”

“Oh would you just fuck off, Officer Vitale…” Oliver crossed his arms over his chest, his eyes hooded, his pose that of a man who didn’t care.

“You have the nerve to say somethin’ to me, you goddamn fuckin’ pervert?!”

“Nick!”

“Open your mouth again and see what happens! I dare you, you roach looking son of a bitch! Look like a fuckin’ beetle with a turtleneck on and I’d like to stomp the hell outta you! Make the world a better place.”

“Nick…”

“I swear if I wasn’t in this place I would rip your head off, shit down your goddamn throat then make you tell me what I had for lunch!”

“Alright, that’s enough!” Frieda leaned forward and waved her hands frantically. A few people chuckled while others appeared indifferent or looked in a state of shock.

“So, Oliver, what Nick is saying is that he doesn’t feel safe.”

Everyone minus Nick and Oliver burst out laughing. Frieda rolled her eyes, obviously not amused that her announcement was taken in jest.

“Oh, you think?” someone mocked, causing more laughter.

“Everyone, quiet! This is an open discussion, and we are all here to converse and heal.”

“Oh, really?” Oliver protested. “You’re just going to sweep right past this, huh? Frieda, a cop just threatened my life! Said he wanted to decapitate me and then defecate on the remains!”

Nick bowed his head and smirked.

“No one has said anything to my defense, he’s still sitting here cool as a cucumber! Unbelievable!”

“Oliver, he’s angry, but he has made a point. Address it, please.”

“I share!” the man declared innocently, his hand over his chest as if that cleared his good name.

“No, you don’t, Oliver,” Maurice interjected, agreeing with Nick, while others nodded. “All you talk about is the shit that doesn’t matter, or the good stories, the things that didn’t land you here.”

Nick wanted to lay into him again, but kept his cool. “Everyone else in this room has disclosed something personal and taken some sort of accountability for why they are sitting here right now,” he said. “You haven’t claimed any wrongdoing; you haven’t disclosed anything worthwhile.”

“Who are you to say what’s worthwhile, huh?” The man sat a bit straighter, his brows dipped in anger. “You’ve got your nose jammed so far up Taryn’s tight ass that you probably have no idea what’s goin’ on in here anyway.” He shot an accusatory glance across the room at the woman in question.

A series of ooohhhs and aaahhhs and a few giggles and snickers followed.

“Yeah?” Nick smirked as he glared at him. “Sure beats havin’ it rammed up a little boy’s… Kill yourself, man. Do everyone a favor. If you need help, I’d be happy to assist.”

“Ohhhh, snap!” someone screamed out, instigating.

“Nick, don’t say that again. It sounds threatening, and we take that sort of thing very seriously,” Frieda warned.

“Fuck you! I didn’t hurt any little boys!” Oliver wailed. “Taryn told you that shit, didn’t she?” The man tossed the woman another evil glare, this one dyed in the color of possible revenge. Taryn looked unmoved, stoic even as she leisurely crossed her legs and simply looked at the man as if he were nothing more than a falling leaf from a dying tree.

“No.” Nick shook his head. “She didn’t tell me anything. In my line of work, I know the type and we’re all aware that the charges are true. I dealt with pedophiles like you for years, you degenerate son of a bitch. Fuck me? No, fuck you! Go to hell!”

“Nick, this isn’t productive.” Frieda interjected. He kept right on, ignoring her as he got into his groove.

“That’s not why you were arrested this last time though, so you don’t want to talk about it, but we all know that’s what’s wrong with you…you’re a fuckin’ sicko.”

“How about you puttin’ everyone in danger, huh? How about you driving around in your little cruise car drunk?! Focus on yourself, New York’s finest.”

“I am.” Nick grinned wide. “That’s why I’m here. There’s not an insult you can say to me, Oliver, that if it’s true, I haven’t already told myself a million times over. You think this is easy? Me standing here doing this? It’s not but at least I’m trying.”

“Oh hip, hip, hurray!” The man obnoxiously clapped like a seal at Sea World. “What a martyr you are! You’re so self righteous, Officer Vitale!” He sneered as he lay back in his chair, making the thing groan, pleased with himself. “We’ve sat here and heard your horror stories; you probably made half of them up for sympathy! Just admit that you’re a liar, a thief, a drunk, like to snort coke, and then sit the hell down!” He rolled his eyes, turned away.

“Nice try, Oliver. I don’t like to talk about myself, and that’s one of the many reasons why it took me years to turn myself in, to come clean. I knew what would happen and what was required, because I arrested bastards every goddamn day who had to go to rehab and were in and out like they were going through a revolving door.”

“That’s right…” someone co-signed.

“They’d be right out there, using again.” He pointed towards the door. “And it was because they weren’t ready to stop. I knew it was pointless if I wasn’t really prepared; I’d end up just like them and I’m only giving myself one chance to make this right—one!” He held up his finger. “I get no do-overs, so it is either put up or shut up, ’cause my secret’s out, my life is on the line, so end of goddamn story!” He jumped up from his seat and it smacked against the ground so hard, it seemed to rock the room as he raced towards the exit.

“Oh, cry me a river!” Oliver blurted. “Can I borrow your tiny violin? Mine’s broken!”

Exploding from the inside out, he arrived at the door, then burst free, blazing like a flame down the hall. His entire body heated with brand new waves of freshly launched rage. He heard muffled voices calling his name, telling him to stop, to halt, to come back, but he couldn’t … he wouldn’t. He had to get away, somewhere safe, somewhere quiet and comforting—away from it all—to crawl back into his own shadow and feel the cold hardness of the world he was accustomed to.

If I stayed in there one more second, I would’ve killed him…

“Nick!” Frieda kept on, her voice now louder than the others.

He finally slowed his trek, but kept his back turned, not quite ready for her to catch up. His heart pounded out of his damn chest, just like it used to when he’d get his coveted cocaine buzz. Her steps fast, she approached him, clacking, and anointed him with a delicate touch across his quaking shoulder.

“Nick, I need you to take a few deep breaths.”

Without argument, he bent down, placing a hand on each thigh, trying to ease himself into a comfort zone, set himself straight. His eyes burned with unspent tears, and he refused to release them… He was in control; he was the boss, and nobody would see him fall apart. Not here, not anywhere. Machismo…

“Better?”

He nodded after a few moments, then stood straight. They quietly walked back into the room, where he was greeted with nods and waves of greeting. Taking his seat, he got quiet while a woman in group discussed a problem she was having with her uncle over her mother’s estate. He swam in a preoccupied world filled with pitch-black obscurities that vied to pull him down under, drown him, hide him from his potential. He was suddenly embracing the hand of shame. Embarrassment struck a cord within and he refused to look up. He didn’t want to look at Taryn, make eye contact with the lovely being. He’d lost his cool, his control, and he had a big problem with that. When the patient had concluded her tales of property nightmares, he braved himself and dared to look up, but rather than Taryn staring at him, judging him, observing his weakness exposed for all to see…she was staring at Oliver.

“Frieda, may I speak, please?” Shifting in her seat, she elegantly pushed one long leg in front of the other and gripped the steel arms of her chair.

Look at her; she looks like a goddamn Queen. I feel like I should be falling at her feet or something…

…And he meant that shit.

“Of course, Taryn.”

She stood to her feet, her slender form clad in a pair of dark skinny jeans and a lime green tank top under a light jade sheer blouse. Her face was forever changing, for now he could see her lashes. He seized a closer look at her body and took full notice of the tattoo on her arm now, clear as a cloudless day.

That’s nice… real nice…

He focused on that body art as the woman spoke, watched the details of the dream catcher catch light as she shifted ever so slowly, her muscles moving beneath her satiny, deep caramel brown skin.

“First I want to say that I don’t appreciate what Oliver did today in group. He purposefully caused disruption.” She glared at the man and was met with a sickening wink and grin from the fiend. “Anyway,” she said with a sigh, “he isn’t worth any more time. He just wants attention.”

“Go on with what you need to say, Taryn,” Frieda urged, a hint of warning in her tone.

“The real reason I am standing here is because I had an upsetting conversation with my father this morning that I wish to share. Happened right before breakfast.” Her face grew tense as she clasped her hands together, her brows furrowed as she travelled in her recollections.

“Okay.” Frieda nodded and crossed her hands over her lap. “Please share with us what happened.”

“As I’ve stated for quite some time now,” she said, taking a deep breath, “I’ve been through so much these past couple of years that my parents and I have had a strained relationship. It’s not completely their fault…” She looked down, fidgeting—nervous. “They want to protect me, put me under their roof as if I’m some child but my experiences have lent way to me wanting just the opposite. I wish to continue to fly on my own. I want to thrive.

“I love my parents very much, so it hurts me to have to keep having these disagreements with them. Not only that; I feel as if I owe them, and I’m torn. If it weren’t for my mother, I wouldn’t have had the career I had. She is the one who went to bat for me, negotiating everything and making sure I wasn’t taken advantage of until I came of age and could handle it all my own.

“My father initially wasn’t gung ho about my career but he came around and once he did, he did so without complaint. Once I began to make my own money, though, and take control over the process, I hired an agent, and wanted my mother to, well… go back to just being my mother. This caused a strain and resentment between her and I for many years.” The woman closed her eyes a moment then continued. “We worked through that somewhat, and then, when I was diagnosed with breast cancer, she and I grew even closer… It gave me a sense of renewed hope that our relationship was back on track.”

Breast cancer… This is what happens when you enter treatment late…damn! That explains it…

“Well, fast forward to now.” She grimaced and crossed her arms as she tossed her head back, briefly closing her eyes as if needing a moment then continued. “My father knows my plans to stay independent in every sense of the word and I have recently begun refusing his money, right? I allowed him to pay for my treatment here, and help with my doctor bills, but that is it.” She waved her arm, causing her sheer sleeve to sway in slow motion. “I took over everything else and he simply doesn’t understand it…thinks I feel the need to struggle needlessly.

“My mother has told him that I’m no longer interested in modeling, as I’d told her this over our recent conversations, and he feels that is foolish of me to totally give it up, despite everything that has happened. I mean,” she sighed, “I’m not completely giving it up, it’s my bread and butter, but it’s not what I’m passionate about any more! Things have changed, and it took a long time for me to accept that. I need something else! She is still upset about that, and so is my father. So, I’m in somewhat of a bad mood today and—”

“Oh poor, pretty girl! Super model woes!” Oliver interrupted, leaning over just so as his bunched, dark olive green corduroy pants gathered around his crotch. “Daddy wants to throw his money at me.” He shook his hands in the air as if the sky were falling. “What’s a girl to do?!”

BAM!

“Ahhhh! Jeeeesus Chriiist!”

“Oh shit!” someone hollered.

People screamed out, rising from their seats, ranting and raving and racing about. Before anyone could say another word, Nick had the bastard pinned on the ground and the fucker’s collar wound tightly around his fists. He wished for nothing less than to choke him out so hard, he’d pass the hell out. He couldn’t stop himself and he got high off the man’s struggling body beneath him, loving how he gasped for air over and over again. His eyes watered and rolled and he kicked and squirmed beneath his weight.

Just fucking die! Die, Oliver!

“Nick! Oh my God! Stop it!” Frieda yelled.

He felt like a raging bull upon entering the arena. Another round of losing his cool, and his adrenaline was flowing through his bloodstream so fast he was certain his head would soon explode into a million pieces. He’d lost against himself.

His prey squirmed and thrashed about, gurgled, grappled, and gasped.

“Shut up! Shut …your fuckin’… mouth!” he roared. Hands pawed all over him, pulling and lifting at his shirt, but no one could get him off of the bastard.

“Nick! My dog! Come on, man! You gonna kill him!” someone yelled.

“He ain’t worth it!” someone else screamed.

“Nick, let him go! Let. Him. GO!” Out the corner of his eye he saw Frieda hysterically jumping about. The woman pushed and navigated the crowd as he stayed steady on the bastard, but watched her keenly from the corner of his eye. Oh no… she wasn’t going to spoil his fun! Nick moved the man around the floor like a damn shuffle board disc. He swept the damn floor with the son of a bitch, and he wanted that shit spic and span.

“I need security in here immediately!” Frieda screamed into her phone.

“I’m so goddamn sick of you! SHUT…UP!!!” He paused, shook him so hard and fast, the man’s face appeared to be a goddamn blur. “Don’t you ever speak again! DO YOU HEAR ME?! If I hear your whiny voice so much as belch, I’ll snap you in half! I’LL SNAP YOU IN HALF AND CALL YOU A TWIN!”

“NICK! PLEASE!!!” He could hear the door burst open and heavy footsteps approach.

Oliver did as he was told; he didn’t utter one word, and the fear in the man’s muddy brown eyes was evident as they glossed over, waves of panic taking over his face. Nothing was going to stop him; no guards, no fellow residents, not Frieda… he wanted blood.

But then, he heard her voice close by, as if she were right on top of him. “Nick…”

He looked over and saw Taryn’s shoes. Shiny black flats, adorned with sparkly ballerina bows glimmering like Dorothy’s from the Wizard of Oz. Her light brown flesh contrasted with them, and he focused on the veins in her long feet, how they moved as she flexed her toes, evident from the patent leather rising up just so.

She’s nervous…she’s scared…she moves her toes when she’s nervous…I don’t want her to be scared…

So, slowly, he released Oliver, resisting the urge to connect the tip of his shoe to the fucker’s ribcage in a swift, nasty kick. Two security officers approached him, one pulling at his shirt. Oliver slumped to the side, then scrambled to get to his feet. Once he did, he stumbled about and glared in Nick’s direction.

“I want this man arrested!” Oliver screamed, pointing towards him as he ran a shaky hand down his bruised neck. “Do you hear me?! Someone call the police!”

The officers placed his hands behind his back.

“Hold on,” Frieda interjected, raising her hand for them to stop what they were doing. “Oliver, I want you to get a physical exam, and Nick and I will need to speak in private.” No one assisted Oliver as he backed up and tugged away at his rumpled shirt collar, his eyes huge as golf balls. His large, reddened nose was covered in a layer of sweat. Finally, he slumped down onto a chair, drawing quiet, in a state of apparent shock.

Fuck! I’ve really done it now…

“Nick, you’ll need to come with me please,” Frieda said dryly.

Ten minutes later, he was signing paperwork after receiving a verbal and written warning, a list of removed privileges for the following week as a consequence of his violent actions, and an agreement, a promise, to behave himself. He knew damn well he should’ve been kicked out after such an incident—most people would have been—but for whatever reason, the woman had mercy upon him. He glanced at her with a discerning eye, a bit jaded as his heart pumped hard and heavy within him.

Frieda and the two males stood with him in the office, hovering over him like buildings, letting him know that his actions were completely unacceptable over and over again.

Chumps…

Should another altercation take place, he’d be kicked out of the program, never allowed to return. He could also face assault charges from Oliver, should the man choose to move in that direction, per his threat. In addition to other privileges, he also lost cell phone rights for the next few days. His cellphone was confiscated; end of discussion.

A small cost to pay in retrospect…

He walked back through the now empty halls alone, clutching his copy of the reprimand. His footsteps echoed against the polished floor as he reached his room, and he simply wanted to crawl further into his skin and disappear from the evil eye of the world. Removing his key from his pocket, he opened his door and entered the pitch-black chamber. Keeping the light off, he carefully navigated past his small plywood dresser and modest bed, then sat down on a metal chair with a worn periwinkle blue seat mat.

Losing control…

He’d come there to gain control again, but instead, he was falling further apart.

I’m so damn disappointed in myself. Today was horrible…

Suddenly, he heard a knock at his door. He hissed, certain it was Frieda to reiterate to him how he wasn’t allowed at dinner that evening, and that his food would be dropped off as if he were some damn dog in a cage. Another penalty of sorts for his ferocious conduct; he accepted it as such. A stream of bright light erupted, causing him to shield his eyes as he opened the door.

And there stood his little green blossom, Taryn. He looked down at her ebony, shiny shoes. Her toes were no longer twitching and he harbored an internal smirk.

“You’re not supposed to be here,” he whispered, sticking his head out the door to check if the coast was clear before turning his attention back to her.

“I know.” She smiled. “I just wanted to make sure you were still here and… that you were okay,” she whispered back.

“Yeah, I’m still here. She gave me another chance. I just blew up, lost control.” He huffed. “I hate that. I don’t lose control; I stay calm under pressure. Something is going on with me, something I don’t understand.” He paused, briefly reflected.

“Sometimes you have to lose control, Nick, to gain it again.”

He marinated in her words then nodded in understanding.

“Sorry if I upset you… If I scared you, I’m sorry for that, too.”

“I was worried for you, Nick. Concerned about what would happen to you.” She pressed her fingernail gently into his chest as they locked eyes.

“Well, you better get going before you get in trouble, too.” He grimaced as he placed his hands on his hips.

“Yeah.” She rolled her eyes. “Oh, and by the way, everyone was applauding you about Oliver. We’re sick of his ass.” She caught her chuckles in the nick of time, covering her mouth just so.

“Well, in that case, I guess something positive came out of it after all.”

She nodded, tossed him a flirty wink, and began to walk away.

“Hey, Taryn…”

“Yeah?” Pausing, she looked at him over her shoulder.

“I like your hair. It’s growing in real nice.”

She smiled coyly as she ran her fingers over the short black curls. “Thank you. That was sweet of you to say.”

“I’m not sweet, but you sure are. See you tomorrow at breakfast.”

…And then he closed the door.
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“If you toss that ball as hard as you did the last time, it’s going to bounce over the fence and bust through somebody’s windshield,” Nick teased as he approached her standing outside, gripping a half deflated basketball. “It’s cold out here. What are you doing?”

“I had to blow off some steam.” She threw the ball down, and the pitiful orange thing rolled a bit, then gave up the lumpy fight as it wobbled back and forth before going still. “Been a bad afternoon.” She huffed, a swirl of cool air pouring from between her lips.

“Hmmm.” He slicked his hands in his pocket. “Do you want to talk about it?”

She bent low, tied her white and black high-top converse shoe then stood erect, hands on her hips. “Let’s just say my father is in dictator mode again.” She huffed. “I swear he makes me feel three damn years old sometimes.”

“Hey, let’s go inside and talk about it.” He pointed behind him towards the front doors of the building.

“But I don’t want to talk about it.” She wrapped her electric blue scarf around her neck a little tighter.

“What if I said I didn’t believe you?” He offered her a half grin, served with a slice of empathy. She stood there for a moment or two, smiled back, and walked with him inside the building. They found a bench to sit on in the lobby by the window with fake paper snowflakes taped to the thing.

“Alright, lay it on me,” he offered.

“Long story short,” she said, taking a deep breath and looking out into the distance, “My parents don’t trust me after what I put them through.” She shrugged. “Who could blame them? I did some pretty messed up stuff… I think they believe I should be nostalgic I guess about the ‘good old days.’” She rolled her eyes and put her fingers in quotes. “Like, my father keeps talking about before the pills, before the addiction… like everything was all beautiful. I mean, don’t get me wrong. I had a good childhood, but he and I have always had issues on and off. It’s like he is romanticizing it, acting as if I somehow had amnesia and forgot about everything that happened. I haven’t, Nick. We just… we just don’t always see eye to eye.”

They were quiet for a while as he watched people walking to and fro. Some held conversations with one another while others lingered about, seemingly lost in thought.

“Nick.”

“Mmmm hmmm.” He leaned back on the bench and leisurely crossed his legs.

“Tell me a little bit about your childhood, like a good memory…” She smiled at him, her eyes wide with expectation.

“Nah.” He smiled, shaking his head as he pulled his black ball cap down lower onto his head. “Let’s keep talking about you and your dad.”

“…I already did. There’s nothing more to say about it. He doesn’t trust me, wants to make all my decisions for me. Next topic.” She burst out laughing, causing him to grin. “Come on! Please?” She placed her hands together as if praying, laying it on thick.

“Awww, man…” He ran his finger along his chin. “Okay, I mean, I don’t know what to say. I don’t think of just one incident, you know? It’s more like a feeling. Just random thoughts…”

“That’s fine, I just like hearing you talk. I like what you say, how you say it, and when you talk about your experiences, I don’t know,” she said with a shrug, “it makes me feel closer to you…”

He simply looked at her for a moment or two, and then, he obliged.

“Does it? Well, in that case, let me get started.”

She smiled a bit wider.

“Okay, let’s talk about my old apartment that I shared with my mother and brother, right? I can remember it so vividly.”

The woman nodded, her interest in his words written all over her face. She crisscrossed her legs on the bench. “What did it look like?”

“Along the walls were the vejiante masks; some were pretty big; massive, actually. The Puerto Rican flag…” He looked away, laughed a little. “It was in our living room, sprawled across the wall. I had one in my room, too. I took it for granted, you know?” He glanced at her and turned away. “I took having a place to lay my head in for granted, too, and all of those memories that are scribbled on my brain, I couldn’t shake ’em loose if I wanted to. So anyway, I still stayed in the room my brother and I had shared, and every year, in his memory, on his birthday, I’d get a cupcake for him. I’d put a candle in it, a red one if I could find it—that was his favorite color—and wish him a happy birthday…

‘Happy Birthday, Marco!’

“That is really sweet, Nick. I swear I could listen to you all day… all day long.” Her words sounded like wine, without the depressing dependence…

…You make somebody wanna slide you against something hard and kiss you as if it would be the last damn time…

“Sometimes, Mom would fix fried plantains. I loved those; they were my favorite.” He grinned up at the ceiling and ran his hand over his stomach, as if awaiting his plate right then and there.

“I love those, too.”

“Do you?” He raised a brow in surprise. “Maybe we can get someone in the cafeteria to fix us some. Well, anyway, one night she’d made a big plate of them, along with pastelitos, and I was sitting in front of our old television. My jaws were all stuffed, cheeks poked out like a squirrel. I was so happy.” He didn’t miss the smile on Taryn’s face. “I can remember that night real…well…” And then, he paused, stopped short.

“Okay, what happened?” She smiled, leaned in closer to him.

The sickening feeling in his gut roiled within, pushing, prodding and pulling.

“This…this is pretty fucked up. My mind, uh, it played a trick on me.”

“What’s wrong?” She leaned in a bit closer, concern in her expression.

He turned away, looked up the hall, feeling like a damn fool. “I was going to tell you a story, a happy story, but I just remembered that uh… it’s not a happy story. I think I kinda merged two memories that didn’t fit together, didn’t go like that. I have a real good memory, Taryn.” He turned, looked at her, trying to get that sinking feeling to leave him be. “…Not sure how this happened.”

“Do you want some advice?”

“Not really.” He chuckled, causing her to smirk.

“Well, I’m going to give it anyway. Whatever it is that popped into your mind, that means it wants to be told. It’s ready, and so are you. It totally bogarted your mind, ran your initial idea out of there for a reason. Let it do its thing…” She cocked her head to the side. Her gorgeous eyes glistened as she invited him in, and gave him a spot to lay his cards on the table.

“Mmmm, okay… okay.” He looked straight ahead, needing a bit of space between them as he began.

“Look at me…”

“What?” Arching his brow in confusion, he shot her a glance from the corner of his eye.

“I said, look at me. Don’t turn away and duck and hide. Make eye contact with me the entire time.” She unfolded her legs and pierced his damn soul. There she sat with her coat off, in her green sweatshirt at least two sizes too large, and her skinny, dark blue jeans. She swung her foot back and forth, and her tiny silver hoop earrings sparkled, almost brighter than her eyes. Turning sideways in her seat, she leaned back lethargic like and grinned a bit wider at him.

She’s perfect. Just perfect.

“So anyway.” He cleared his throat. “As I was saying, my mom was cooking that night, as she did most nights on the weekends, and I could smell it and was really looking forward to it, had already been sampling it along the way. A commercial came on about some pasta sauce, right? An old Italian woman, the stereotypical kind, you know… She had the big gray bun on her head…” He made a circular gesture around his head. “Anyway, she was on the screen talking about her tomato sauce was the best. I got to thinking, ‘I wonder if my father’s mother looks like her. Does she make homemade spaghetti sauce, too? Is it thick and dark red, or runny and tastes like it is from a can? So I did what any kid would do at that moment—I asked my mother.” He shrugged, leaned forward, and stared down at his shoes.

“I called out to her. I said, ‘Maaaa!’” He slapped his knee with his hand. “I called out like the shit was real important. She was in the kitchen washing dishes, listening to La India and ironing her shirt for work while the food cooled down. She cleaned houses and worked part time at some dry cleaners’, too. I said, ‘Ma, does mi abuela make spaghetti sauce?’ Abuela means grandmother. I said the whole thing in Spanish actually; we spoke mostly Spanish in our house but you know, for the sake of me talking to you about this, I’m not…so you can follow along, but I might slip up a bit, start talking Spanish, so just pat my arm or something if I do.”

She smiled and nodded at him, and he kept going.

“So, she says to me, calls out real loud, ‘My mother passed away, Nicky. She died way before you were born, back in Puerto Rico.’ I say, ‘No, Ma. I’m talking about my father’s mother.’ And then, she got real quiet, right? So, being the kinda kid I was, I didn’t take that as a cue to stop. I asked again. And then she said, ‘I don’t know, Nicky. I never met the woman.’ That always stuck with me, you know?” He glanced at Taryn, his eyes narrowed on her as the old pain became new.

“It stuck with me because even though I was little and kinda stupid at times, I wasn’t incapable of putting two and two together. I wasn’t a complete idiot. Like, someone could tell me only a fourth of a story, and I’d figure out the rest, but I needed that fourth, you know? Somewhere to begin… Her saying that to me let me know that she wasn’t sure if the lady was dead or not, but more importantly, that my father didn’t think my mother was good enough to meet his mom. It made me wonder why he treated Ma like that, you know?” He looked at Taryn as he sucked his upper lip and rocked back and forth. His heart beat a bit faster, and if he wasn’t mistaken, he could be on the verge of a goddamn nervous breakdown.

This is too much… Did she trick me? Was this her plan all along? To make me talk about this shit? Well, I guess, so what if she did. I don’t really want to get into all of this right now. I gotta find a way out of this.

“Keep going,” she urged. She gave a subtle nod as she slowly swung her foot back and forth and he took a moment to coax himself, soothe the beast within and stay the course.

“Did my mother do something wrong?” He raised his hands in a ‘I don’t know’ sort of fashion. “I mean, I knew pretty early on what sex was and how it worked. We all did. Things you wouldn’t think kids would be doing, discussing—hell, we were. We were light years ahead.” He waved his hands lazily around. “So, I knew that my father had slept with my mother at least twice, obviously, because there was my brother and I. Didn’t she earn a little respect by having his kids, me and Marco? I mean, I’m pretty sure he didn’t even send money. It’s like we never existed. Yo, Taryn, this is stupid, alright?!” he barked, looking away from her as he white knuckled the damn bench.

Let me go, let me outta this!

“No, it’s not, Nick. You can trust me, you know that, right?”

Her voice sounded like melodic church bells. He wanted to move inside of her for service.

Sacrilegious. God is going to strike me down…

“I think that’s pretty fucked up, honestly!” He laughed loudly, though he found not a damn thing funny as he continued. “In my mind, I was tryna figure all of this out.” He pointed to his temple as his eyes narrowed. “Because that’s how my mind works. I want explanations for everything, Taryn. But I was a kid, so my reasoning was faulty. Or maybe, kids have great reasoning skills and it’s us as adults who make things complicated, crazy, and unreliable.” He huffed, briefly closed his eyes and ran his palm along his forehead. “I guess my father was just using her and maybe she was too in love with him to see what he was doing. I always wondered why my mother never demanded better.” He took notice of a stack of old magazines across the way, neatly piled up, their pages dog-eared here and there on a table. He needed to look at something once again, anything but her eyes, for if he did his vulnerability would be witnessed, and he couldn’t quite bring himself to do that. “I lost some respect for her after that, Taryn. And I hated that I had.

“I hated her for messing with a married man, and then having his kids. And I knew that’s why he never took her home to his mother after some years had passed, got a little older. I felt like what she did was wrong. Not really sure why, wasn’t like I was a moral having motherfucker. I rarely went to church and prayed ’nd shit.” He grimaced. “…It just kind of bothered me. Sometimes I hated her for having me, too, because my life was no good, or I at least believed at the time that it wasn’t. I disappointed her, but always fought telling her that she’d disappointed me, too!” He beat his finger into his chest, his chin raised high. “What type of son blames his mother for giving him life, huh?” He quickly turned away from her; his eyes welled with warm tears. His lower lip quivered, and he felt so ashamed…so very ashamed.

“This is good, Nick… This is really good what you’re doing right now.”

“What are you?! A damn counselor?” he snapped. “You don’t know!”

“Nah, I’m no counselor, Nick…just a friend…just a friend.” She winked at him, kept her calm, kept her peace, and paired it with that sexy ass smile.

I wanna kiss you so fucking bad, Taryn!

“Keep going…” she whispered.

“My mother did the best she could.” He swiped at his eyes before they had the chance to fall. “I knew those rumors were true though. Sometimes, you don’t need someone to send you a photo of reality. In your heart, you just kinda have it all worked out; you get the picture. My father was a married guy with a wife and other kids, Taryn.” He smiled sadly. “He lived right there in Brooklyn and probably walked past me all the goddamn time.” His jaw tightened with renewed hatred. “His other kids were probably dressed to the nines. And I bet his wife didn’t even have to have a job, while my Ma was on her hands and knees scrubbing some filthy floor. I bet his wife got to stay at home and watch soap operas ’nd shit and prance around on the phone gossiping and then at night, she’d lay there and let him fuck her even though he had a Puerto Rican mistress across town… I bet she knew, too.” He hung his head and swallowed hard.

“After my mother died, I apologized to her for those bad thoughts I had of her.” He tiptoed his fingertips along his knee as his internal battle for redemption continued. “Hell.” He shrugged. “I didn’t know her story; she never told me. And the way she grew up, that was grown people business, you know? Maybe she didn’t know he was married, and even if she did, that was a long ass time ago. She used bad judgment, I guess. There was no sense in getting all upset about it. She still was a good person and she loved me, and was good to me. She was a real good mother, a damn good mother, and all I did was break her heart, just like my father had.” He’d had enough. One tear budded in his eye, and when he went to swipe it away, Taryn grabbed his arm in a firm grip. He slowly turned to her as she forced him to let it fall. No, this time, he was not allowed to escape. He felt the slow trickle baptizing his cheek.

Am I now saved?

They simply stared at one another. She forced him to stay in the moment, stood by his side as it happened, but blocked his exit—made him feel it, accept it, release it, and watch it fly away.

“Nick…”

“Yeah.”

“I need to ask you something.”

“What?”

“Have you ever met your father?”

“You just… you just don’t stop, do you?” He shook his head and smirked, looked away from her. “Taryn, you’re doin’ too much. I’m not really tryna get into all that right now.”

“Why not?”

“’Cause it’s not a good time, that’s why not.” He couldn’t hide his anger; it oozed forward, soon to cover them both in tar.

“It’s the right time. You’re already talking about him. Do it now while the iron is still hot.”

“How can I like you so much and hate you right now?” He grinned sadly.

“I must be on the right track then.” She laughed lightly.

“I have no idea where my father is, Taryn, but I suspect I saw him one day.” He turned away from her, took a deep breath. “I’ve never told anyone about this…nobody, Taryn. You’re the first. It was the last straw for me, I believe.” He clasped his hands together. “I was in the seventy-third precinct, still fairly new, and sitting at my desk. These two men walk in, right? And one is tall and thin. He stands there talking about he had parked on a street, I forget which one, but then he went into some establishment and when he came back out, his car had been stripped to the bare bones, the goddamn frame.” He chuckled.

“We’re talking car assembly style, baby! I look into this motherfucker’s eyes, and they were just like mine, Taryn… just like mine.” He paused. “Some say my eyes are blue, some say they are gray, but they are a combination of both and depending on how the sun hits ’em, they’ll look more like one or the other. He had those same eyes. The same color, same shape, everything.”

“They’re beautiful, your best feature.”

“Thank you. Anyway, my curiosity got the best of me. After a minute or two, real cool and nonchalant, I get up and look down at the paperwork being filled out by another officer taking his statement and uh… I look down, Taryn and…” He shut his eyes real tight. His brain felt like it was swelling in his goddamn skull and threatened to shatter like the currently fragile thing that it was. Suddenly, he burst into tears.

“Oh no…” He groaned.

The torrential outburst completely took him off guard. He quickly shielded his eyes with his palm, heaved uncontrollably, and leaned forward—dying… dying… dying…

He heard his own sobs, but internally blamed them on someone else. It couldn’t be him! No way! Her loving empathy surrounded him as she no longer gave a damn about his warnings and embraced him, threw her sparse but warm weight upon him, wrapping him up in her arms, giving him exactly what he needed. After a few moments, he composed himself, caught his breath, and continued.

“I’m fine… I’m fine… It uh, it said on the paper that his name was Franco…and his last name was Vitale, just like mine.”

He sighed and sat back up. She let him go, but she stared at him with such intensity, holding on to him in a different sort of way. “For a moment, I would’ve liked to pretend I’d never seen him. My heart was racing, Taryn. Even if he wasn’t my father, I knew that man was some kind of kin to me, he had to have been. I never even knew my father’s address, or where he lived, nothing. I’d ask, my mother wouldn’t answer. I only knew his name. I don’t think it was ’cause she didn’t want me to know, but because she knew I’d go looking for him and then get my heart broken. Little did she know I’d already tried to find him. I was happy that I hadn’t… She didn’t trust me though, wanted to protect me. I loved hide-and-seek too much.” He laughed mirthlessly. “Regardless, the eyes don’t lie, Taryn. I knew it as soon as I looked in his face. All my mother gave me was her hair and lips; the rest was all Vitale! He had all of his hair, but most of it was threaded with silver. I could have said something right then, maybe solved the mystery, but I chose not to.

“I preferred to not know, because he’d never come for me and whoever this bastard was that had been robbed, his car picked apart until there was nothing left, he probably knew where my father was if it wasn’t him—and whatever he had to say, I was certain I probably didn’t want to hear it, you know? Shit, maybe you don’t know.” He shook his head. “I didn’t want to take the risk ’cause it could go wrong. He could reject me all over again, Taryn. And then, I’d be rejected in front of all those people, all of my peers! The same people that looked up to me, treated me like I was the greatest!”

“You were afraid you’d lose their respect. It’s amazing the tricks our minds play on us when we seek to protect.”

“Yeah… like this entire conversation shouldn’t be happening, but it is, because maybe like you said, it needed to happen. But yeah.” He shrugged. “I needed their admiration. I couldn’t risk it. I’d be fuckin’ mortified if he stood there and told me he was not related to me, had no kids in B-Ville. Everyone in that place would know I didn’t know who the fuck my father was but more importantly, that I still cared.”

He was quiet, watching the minutes dance and spin around until he’d caught the next train holding a bounty of ‘speak now or forever hold your broken pieces of a heart’…

“Here I was, this grown man still wanting his daddy, Taryn. Standing there in my uniform, still wanting my fucking father to love me.” A tear streamed down his face, and then another.

Ain’t no use in wiping them away anymore. I’ve blubbered in front of this woman, nose all snotty like some little kid forced to go to bed early… Jesus Christ!

“The damage was done. When I looked in that man’s eyes, I could see he wasn’t going to give me what I needed. It was too late to be loved. There would be nothing that could make it alright, Taryn. Because he knew he had two sons. He had to have known one died. He knew the other one was alive… But to him, we were both one and the same.”

His heart was a pine box, and that’s where Nick and Marco lived!

“…And he never came to get me. No ballgames, nothing. He did NOTHING!”

He never came to tell me everything would be okay.

He never loved me… and that’s the hardest part of all.

“Holidays.” He shrugged and laughed sadly. “I hated holidays because they’d show those commercials of families all piled around tables for dinner, a big, brown turkey in the middle and smiling faces everywhere. Christmas trees with fancy ornaments passed down from generation to generation… I never had any of that shit, Taryn. Family, huh?” He shook his head, wiped another tear away. “The damn holidays… yeah, great. He never came around at all. He didn’t respect my existence. He didn’t even acknowledge me, and that’s the worst kind of disrespect a man can ever receive. Is there an expiration date on love? Probably not, but none of us are promised tomorrow.” He sucked his teeth, pulled back from the pain, and continued his trek down the lonely road that had turned his world inside out.

“So, did you just let him walk out of there? Not say a word?”

He shook his head. “Not quite. That man was filing a report, worried about his fucking car being stripped but not about where the fuck his son was, or how I was doing… Shit.” He looked away. “He filed a report about his fuckin’ car, Taryn. Was mad as hell, too, isn’t that something?” He clicked his tongue against his teeth, and braved through the hurt. “He cared more about that hunk of metal than his own flesh and blood. Let me uh…” He leaned back in his seat for a spell, and looked up at the ceiling. “Let me move on from that… Yeah, so, this happened, and right after that … is when I first tried cocaine. I didn’t take it again until many years later though.” At the mention of the word, he sniffed, his nostril identifying with his past, wanting to partake just one…more…time…

“I stole his information before I left work, the documents. And I looked at his number and address, memorized them, but then threw it away,” he said, fading away from himself. “I threw away his report, too, as an act of revenge. It was petty, but I did it anyway. Because I couldn’t punish him, and because it was just too much for me to take, I got high that night… Matter of fact, it was less than twenty-four hours after that encounter that I got lit the fuck up. The alcohol didn’t cut it that evening, so I ventured out and looked for a pain reliever…

“I wasn’t thinking clearly…but it happened.” He shrugged. “I grew up around drugs; most of my friends either used or sold them, so it was a part of my life in some shape or form, from an early age. Ironically, seeing all the homicides I had viewed and investigated up until that point hadn’t made me shy away. I’m sure that didn’t help, all the mayhem and craziness, but it hadn’t pushed me over the edge just yet. My life became like a sea of colorful, wooden building blocks.” He raised his hand in the air, emphasizing his words. “Some were larger than others, but they were all toppling over on top of me. And I lay right there underneath them, suffocating, my life slowly fading away…disappearing.”

“And yet here you are.” She smiled wide at him, patted his back. “Alive, breathing, and making it.”

“Hmm, making it?” He sniffed and smiled as he leaned forward and looked down at the ground. “You messed me up. I came outside to talk to you, flirt a little bit, get a hug or two and this is the thanks I get!” He cracked up, tossed her a glance from over his shoulder.

“Yup, it is the thanks you get, because you just gave yourself a gift. Unwrap that shit and try it on, honey. I bet it will look good on you…”
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Chapter Seven
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“Can I talk to you about something you mentioned the other day in group?” He picked up his glass of pink grapefruit juice, the pulp swimming atop it, and took a small sip. Then, he set it back down on the table as the sound of forks and spoons clinked and clanked against plates and bowls and mixed with swirls of discussion, and small bursts of chatter erupted throughout the small cafeteria.

“Yeah, sure.” She ran her hand along the edge of her napkin, sat a bit taller.

“You’re so young to have had breast cancer.” The man picked at his spicy sausage link while glancing down at the butter-drenched grits, two slices of crisp bacon and small pancake on his plate. He then looked back into her eyes. “It struck me as a rare thing, you know? I mean, like, what are you, twenty-seven? Twenty-eight, tops?” They’d been sitting there, huddled up close in the modest cafeteria, as they ate their first meal of the day.

“Well.” She turned away and folded her napkin over a time or two, toying with the thing. “I’m actually thirty-one but there are a lot of misconceptions about breast cancer. It is more common than some may realize. For instance, there is about a one in eight chance that a woman under the age of forty-five will develop the disease. Unfortunately, I was that one.” She sighed as she casually looked back up at him. “Also, that one in eight is usually a minority, despite the fact that white women are more at risk for the disease. But there are other risk factors that contributed, not just my race.”

“Such as?” He plucked his carton of milk from the table, opened it, and took a generous gulp without bothering to pour it into a glass.

“I have a family history of it. My grandmother and aunt had breast cancer, too.”

He nodded in understanding.

“You’re a survivor.” In that moment, he scanned the beautiful creature up and down, and her strength made her all the more sexy in his eyes.

“Nah, I’m a warrior.” She grinned before popping a biteful of thick French toast into her mouth. The damn thing was drenched in sweet syrup and a dollop of the light brown sticky stuff adhered to her lower lip. She quickly swiped it away with a slow glide of her pink tongue, and he watched the entire episode, turned on by the imagery of it all.

“I like that.” He laughed lightly, leaned back a bit as he focused even more on her. “You’re a warrior…Yeah, that’s nice… real nice.” Just then, Frieda walked past and gave them both a gentle, ‘Hello,’ accompanied by a nod of her head. They simultaneously returned the greeting, and he could’ve sworn a slight smirk lined the lady’s face before she’d finished her trek.

“I don’t trust her…” He watched the woman move about the cafeteria, then finally exit the area.

“Why? You don’t like Frieda?” Taryn said in astonishment behind a hard swallow of scrambled eggs.

“No, it’s not that I don’t like her; it’s just something about her.” He looked back at the door from which she’d exited, then faced Taryn once more. “I can’t put my finger on it quite yet. I just get a vibe from her that rubs me the wrong way, you know? I mean, I think she’s sincere in some regard… but, I dunno.” He shook his head. “You know that I should’ve been kicked out.” He paused, looked at her. “It clearly states in the handbook that there is no tolerance for physical violence in this facility. It’s almost like she wanted me to kick Oliver’s ass… Strange.”

“Not strange to me, and other people have gotten into fights in here and not been kicked out, either. Trust me. I’ve seen it. Also, you didn’t punch him. You shook the living shit out of him, but you didn’t punch him.”

They both burst out laughing.

“Anyway, we were talking about something else.” He took another gulp of his milk. “Sorry for my ignorance. You’d think I’d know more because of my mom’s death but her cancer came and happened so quickly, that uh, we didn’t have time to research, get educated. It was ‘BAM!’” He clapped his hands, imitating the sound of a lightning strike. “She was sick, then in the hospital for a few weeks, then gone.” He hung his head for a spell or two. “I never got to really say goodbye to her, at least not in the way I wanted to. It happened so suddenly, like it wasn’t even real. I couldn’t even catch up to what was happening, you know?”

“Yeah…that had to have been hard,” Taryn said solemnly as she sipped on her cranberry juice. She lightly patted his hand, then stared off into space. “I suppose it is a bit easier if you know in advance, can prepare and deal with it. Sounds like you had time for none of that, making it all the worse. It’s quite obvious that you loved her very much.” She offered him a sad smile.

Nodding, he turned away, not wanting to travel too far down that miserable road again. The damn thing was covered in overgrown weeds, creepy crawly things, and alarming apparitions that threatened to call him by name. No, he needed to stay right in the here and now, devoted to getting to know this woman he found himself clinging to more and more each day.

“I bet you have a lot of her qualities, Nick.” Her voice broke his tranquility, pushed the grief back into the forefront.

“Yeah? I hope so.” He picked up his fork and played around with his now cold scrambled eggs. “She was a good woman…a real good woman. I miss her each and every day.” He thought about his mother so much while in treatment as of late, it seemed as if she stood right there in the mornings, shouting his name to get up and get ready for school…

Lo siento, Mamá… He would prefer to say sorry in person, though…

“Good; those memories will keep you whole. Do you believe she watches over you?” She pushed her plate away and began work on her sliced strawberries neatly piled into a white bowl.

“I don’t know.” He shrugged. “I kinda hope not.”

“Really?” She laughed lightly, slight confusion in her expression. “Why is that?”

“If she saw the shit I’ve been doing, Taryn, she’d crawl out of her grave and try to beat me over the head with some footwear.”

They both burst out laughing again.

“I’m serious. She had this old shoe, right? Brown and chunky.” He chuckled. “I don’t even think it was hers. She’d hit me on the ass with it sometimes. Damn, that thing hurt. She was a little woman but could beat the green off a blade of grass.”

That had them both in stitches again; and then, he felt her brush against him, ever so subtly. A brief touch that filled him with indescribable elation.

“I was always getting into trouble. She’d say, ‘Nicky’ a million times a day. It was my nickname from her.” He took a quick sip of his juice and drifted in the land of mother-laced memories, an unbreakable smile on his face. “She’d say, ‘Nicky, es un pequeño muchacho malo.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means I was a bad ass little boy; that’s what the hell it means!”

After another bout of laughter, they quieted down, and found themselves staring at each other…

You’re the most beautiful woman in the motherfucking world, Taryn…

“I wouldn’t have guessed you to be Puerto Rican, but after you mentioned it, I can see it. Yeah, now that I look at you up close…” Her eyes narrowed as she scanned him with a keen eye, apparently going over his features with a fine-toothed visual comb. “I can definitely see it.”

He shrugged and wiped his hands onto a napkin. “Yeah, I get mistaken for white more times than not. Most people think I’m just Italian ’cause I have my father’s last name. Like I said, he signed the birth certificate. Why he did, I’m not sure.” He slumped further into his seat. The woman reached for him, then retreated. He knew why, and he hated it.

…I need you to touch me right now, Taryn…. I really need you close to me. I want to feel your lips against mine as I run my hands along your back…smell your skin and press your body close to mine… I just want to lie close to you, breathe, then you breathe…heart to heart… Just touch me baby, please…

He could see it in her eyes. The woman wanted to reach over and hug him, squeeze him real tight, but she couldn’t. Far too many people around…

“I guess I’ll have to deal with that too, ya know?” He shrugged again, twisting his lips to the side. “Anyway, I got this assignment from Frieda, and I gotta talk about family, write another damn letter.”

“Yeah.” Taryn nodded. “We all have to do it. It’s part of the process. It’s work, a way to heal, to deal with the reasons we’ve arrived where we have. It can be unpleasant, downright terrible at times, but you know in the end, if you can just face the shit, it will get better. Day by day, it will get better…” Her voice trailed as she looked around the place, seemingly falling into a fantasy.

“Yeah, and I’ll admit to you that this is even harder than I thought it would be. Some days, I’m like, you know, this is something I can do, just gotta keep focused. Other days I think, ‘I don’t know if I’m going to make it.’ But…I have to, Taryn… I have to.”

She nodded in understanding as she wrapped both hands around her glass, stared into the beverage as if it were some magical wishing well. They were quiet for a time, just long enough for his thoughts to gallop somewhere private and develop and grow into secrets that made him hide a budding, devilish grin…

…If it is a wishing well, Taryn, ask it to give us some time alone. That’s my wish right now, to just have some time alone with you…so I can kiss you. Not that little shit, either, no pecks… I’m talking about the kind of kiss that makes a woman wet between her legs; the kind when she knows her man is about to take her ass to the bedroom and do some shit to her she has never seen nor felt before… I’m sorry; this is about treatment, right? What if you are a part of my treatment though? What if it is you that helps make me better? Nurse Taryn… is your sweet, beautiful pussy my newest medication? If so, I’d like a double dose, please…

“So, tell me more about your mother…like, what did she look like?” She grabbed him away from his wayward thoughts.

“She was about 5’4, petite, long curly black hair, a smile like yours.” He pointed at her. “She had big, light brown eyes and a high pitch to her voice. Feminine, kinda squeaky…like a little girl’s after she’s sucked a balloon. It was funny.” He grinned wider, forcing her to do the same. “Her voice used to drive me crazy when she’d be calling me to come into the house. I hated it.

‘Nick-keeeey! Thaaa po-lease-uh were looking for yoooou!” he said it in a shrill mock-tone with a thick, Spanish accent coated on each word, causing the woman before him to lean to the side and crack up. “What did you steal noooow, huh?! I can’t take much more of dis, Nick-keeeey! If tha sink weren’t glued down, you’d steal that, too!’

Taryn slapped the table as she laughed herself silly.

“She’d always make things like that up, say the police were looking for me to try and scare me.” He smirked. “Or threaten to call them. All day, I’d hear, ‘Nick-keeeey, you rotten son of a gun! You’re going tuh give me a heart attack! Look at deeze grades, huh! You’re going nowheres.’ It was always nowheres with an ‘s’ at the end.” He paused and chuckled. “You’re going nowheres in life if you don’t pay attention in school.’

“‘Nickeeey, you’re just like your father, but I love you anyway!’

“‘Nickeeey, you’re going to be a cop, and you used tuh hate cops. I’m proud of you, Nicky…so… proud of you, son…’

“‘Nicky, Nicky, Nicky…’

“Now…I’d do anything to hear that squeaky Minnie-Mouse-like voice again. Taryn. I’d give it all up to have her with me for five more minutes…”

Without another moment lost, she reached under the table and laid a soft hand on his thigh. He dropped his fork like a hot potato in his feverish desperation to return the embrace. He had to touch her back; there was simply no way around it. Their fingers secretly interlocked and then they squeezed each other before releasing the hold, all within a few seconds…

“Hey, Nick…”

“Yeah.”

“You want to go on a walk with me Friday night?” She leaned in a bit closer to him, looking him in the eye.

“But we can’t leave campus right now, or at least I can’t. I don’t have those privileges yet and after my fight with Oliver, it could be never.”

“I know. I’m talking about on the property. Sometimes, when I’m feeling bad, I like to walk around and just get some fresh air. Fridays are best because that’s when people usually schedule all their indoor party type stuff and some people who are allowed go home for the weekend.”

He looked at her for a while then gave her a lopsided smile.

…That glass must’ve been a wishing well after all. Dreams do come true.

“Yeah, I’d like that.”

“Okay, good.” She faced forward once again and broke off another piece of French toast. “It’s really cold so dress in layers.”

“This coming from the shorts and sandals lady?” He winked at her, causing her to smile a bit.

“Yeah…”

“Speaking of which, I had no idea you were a model.” He looked her up and down, unashamedly showing the lust in his eyes. He was certain she’d witnessed other men panting after her before, but he simply couldn’t help himself. He’d been right all along; she had the kind of beauty one simply didn’t forget. So much so, the woman could apparently make money off it. “It makes sense though.”

“Yeah, I don’t talk about it all the time but most of the people in here know now. The topic is unavoidable, though trust me, I tried.” She shrugged.

“A reluctant model?” He smiled at her ever so slightly, causing her to return the favor. “I don’t know your story behind that, Taryn. I’m not sure what all happened, but I see it as a positive thing, your career I mean. Not something to exploit, but one to embrace. You’re tall, you’ve got an unforgettable look…you’re gorgeous.” He slurped a spoonful of cereal and glanced back in her direction, feeling rather special to be friends with someone so beautiful on the inside and out.

“Thank you…”

“I’m serious, Taryn, I mean it. I know you’ve heard this countless times, but I’m not that kinda guy, you know? I’m not the guy that tells women they’re pretty just to have somethin’ to say. If I don’t think a woman is beautiful, I don’t tell ’er. But just look at you…damn.” His eyes scanned her real slow, savoring each moment that passed. “You have the type of look that is timeless. You’re…perfection.”

She’d blushed a bit at his declarations, which only spurred him on further.

“Sobriety has been good to me.” She smiled a bit wider, staking claim to her modesty, no doubt. All it did was make her even sexier in his eyes. He was certain she’d been hearing how beautiful she was since she was a little girl, but he needed her to know that, when he said it, he meant it…every word of it.

“When I first met you, you had barely any hair at all, and I was speechless when I saw you. All bald and beautiful…”

She chuckled lightly, circled the rim of her glass with her fingertip.

“Well.” She shrugged. “Our society covets hair. Let me cut that shit out.” She looked around the room, as if collecting her thoughts, then tossed him a hooded glance. “I did, too… I’m tryna sit here and act like I wasn’t a part of that world, like I’m above it.” She grimaced. “Anyway, I used to have really nice hair. It was hard for me to get used to be being bald. It caused me to go even further into a depression because how I made my money depended ninety-nine percent on the way I looked.” She slumped a little in her seat. “So, I had to do things to try and compensate for it after my hair began to fall out from the chemotherapy treatments.”

“Wigs?”

“Yeah.” She smiled. “I wore plenty of wigs towards the end but it isn’t the same.”

“Tell me more. I’d imagine there’s a big emphasis on overall appearance.”

“You’re interested in my line of work, huh?” She looked at him out the corner of her eye, eyebrow arched, her lips twisted in a silly grin.

“I’m interested in you.” he tapped his fingertips along the table as he returned her gaze. “So, that means I’m interested in everything that excites you and makes you you.”

“Okay, alright. Fair enough.” She licked her lips and tore her gaze from his. “Let me break it down to you.” She grinned as he propped up his head on his hand, giving her his full attention. “A lot of these designers want you to use your own hair. It looks more natural and requires less Photoshopping in most cases and the more man hours, the higher the costs. Plus, if they ask for a black model, nine times out of ten, they want us also for our hair, ya know? Natural hair is in style again; many black women have stopped chemically processing their hair, or at least not using relaxers.” She waved her hand about. “They want to see that texture, those curls, those natural styles.”

“What’s a relaxer? Like a perm?”

“Oh Lord!” She grinned. “I’m sorry, I forgot who I was talking to.” Her eyes twinkled with mirth.

“Look, I don’t know what the hell you women are doing to yourselves half the time. My mother used to give herself perms. They smelled like rotten eggs. I hated that shit.”

She burst out laughing, even louder this time around.

“She called it perms, but maybe they were relaxers, I dunno.” He shrugged. “She’d do other ladies’ hair sometimes, too. I would see her doing it from time to time, but I never paid much attention, wasn’t exactly something I had any interest in.”

“Well, let me tell you… Hair texture is a big deal in the black community right now. Actually, it always has been, quite honestly. That’s another reason, why when I lost my hair, it became such a sore spot for me, and for others. I was known for certain features, and you basically get ranked in my profession. My hair was one of the reasons some agencies and photographers wanted me.”

“It’s really that serious?” he asked in disbelief.

“Yeah, it really is. There are grades, like types of hair, and there are what I like to call, ‘hair wars’ going on. My hair is natural right now because I don’t want the little bit I have to be compromised by chemical treatment but down the line, I have no idea what I’ll do. For right now, this is what works best for me and it could actually help me with modeling too now that it is growing out a bit.”

“I can understand that, I get it. I don’t know shit about modeling though, nothing at all. Hey.” He looked around the place then back at her. “Let me ask you something.”

“Yeah.”

“You seem like you are over the whole modeling thing, like you want something else. One week, you say you want to do something different and the next you are talking about how you need to get another gig. I’ve been listening to you in group, taking it all in. So, is that completely over with?”

She got ready to respond, possibly even protest his observations, but then thought better of it and fixed thoughtful eyes on her tray.

“Honestly, I’m confused, Nick. I don’t know. I think so. Yeah.” She nodded emphatically now, as if finally giving herself permission to be okay with it as she paired her acknowledgement with a grin. “Yeah, Nick, I’d like to do something else, just like I’d said but I’ll more than likely need to do a few more modeling gigs to get the money to do it.”

“To do what?” He scooted a bit closer to her.

“Well, I have these ideas, you know? I know what I’m doing with modeling, but this is all brand new… I’m not sure it will work.”

“You’re not sure it will, huh?” He smirked. “Well… you won’t know if you never even try. I won’t pressure you,” he said with a wink. “You seem a bit hesitant to tell me but, whatever it is, don’t let anyone chase your dreams away, even if it is you that is doing the racing. Stop telling yourself you can’t do it. Own that shit, claim it and then make it happen. It’s your turn, it’s ‘Taryn Time.’”

She tilted her head to the left and smiled at him, as if he’d given her something to think about. He doubted it; she surely had already crossed that bridge, but he needed to say it nevertheless. The woman was more than a pretty face, and if she needed to expand and explore, he wanted to be the one to hand her the keys and say, ‘Give this dream a test drive…’

“You could pass for a model, actually.” The woman said the words so sincerely, out of the blue, bringing them back into a conversation that existed before he’d pulled the blanket off her secrets.

“You’re full of it, Taryn,” he quipped with a snicker.

“I’m serious!” she argued.

“Oh, please!” He cracked up, looked at her with complete disbelief as he deliberated over the notions she’d just shared. “What would I look like on some stage struttin’ like a peacock or in some studio, huh? People are lucky to get a goddamn selfie from me.”

“Don’t be so modest. I’m serious.” She smiled. “I actually thought you may have been when I first saw you. It’s not unbelievable. You’ve got the look so many of the designers want.”

“Who put you up to this? How much are they payin’ you?” he teased. She shook her head, a sweet sound of mirth escaping her lips, while he flushed with slight embarrassment.

“I mean it. On top of it all, you’re in shape, real good shape.” She gave him the once over with a special kind of attentiveness. He liked how she stared at him; made him want to take her somewhere dark and private, give it to her real good…

…Don’t fuck with me like that, Taryn. You’ll find yourself somewhere underneath me and me deep inside of you…

“I’m supposed to be jelly-filled, right?” he joked. “All cops do is eat donuts and drink coffee. My blood type is Double D, for Dunkin Donuts.”

She chuckled as he poked a bit of fun at his profession.

“Make jokes if you want Nick, but your jaw line is perfect. You’ve got gorgeous eyes. That smoky bluish gray color is amazing, it’s different. You know that, right?”

“You gotta stop this.”

“You know you like it.” She smirked.

“I do, keep going.”

They both burst out laughing for the one-hundredth time…

Damn she is so much fun…

“You have nice skin. Your hair is real nice, shiny, looks well taken care of… dark and thick.” Her voice waned as she forgot the damn rules and ran her fingertips along his mane. He stared at her, his mouth slightly parting as they drifted into a tiny world of their own.

“You gotta stop doing that…” His brows bunched in frustration as he leaned in closer, daring himself to keep his hands off the woman.

“Why?” Her seductive ways lured him in as her lips curved in a garish, daring grin.

“Don’t touch me unless you’re prepared for how I’ll respond. I’ll touch you back, Taryn… I’ll touch you, and I might not let go.”

They leaned in so close to one another, their foreheads almost bumped. He inhaled the air around him, loving her sweet scent, reminiscent of gardenia, and the way her lips looked up close and personal. He stared at the damn things, imagining pressing his own into hers…and then his thoughts wandered south…

Shit, I want her so badly. I want to taste her pussy…

“I want to kiss you so bad right now, Taryn. I’m hurting for you, cravin’ you so damn much,” he whispered in her ear, unable to control himself a second longer.

She blinked several times, as if snapping out of a daydream, then turned back towards her tray. She swallowed, avoiding his gaze. Several moments passed, and he wanted to ask her why she acted so strange but more so, to drag her out of that funk. The woman had become stiff, looking a bit perplexed, possibly lost in thought.

“Look at me,” he asked, bringing her back into the moment. “I want you, Taryn.”

She shot him a quick glance, and her glossed-over, big brown eyes said it all…

…She feels it, too…

“I’ve wanted you since the first moment I laid eyes on you… I’ve said it; you’ve gotten your confession.” He leaned over, closer, for he wouldn’t let her off the hook. “I know we’re not supposed to discuss things like this…”

“No, we’re not.” She looked straight ahead, grasping her tray with both hands, as if prepared to take off.

“We’re not supposed to feel like this, right? We’re not supposed to press our lips together… I’m not supposed to slide my tongue in and out of your mouth…” Her chest rose and fell a tad faster, up and down, up and down. “We’re not supposed to hug each other, none of that…but I really can’t help it. I like you and not like as in a friend, but as in more, much more. And I’m not sorry about how I feel. Am I making you nervous? You’re turning colors…”

The woman took another deep swallow, as if gulping down words and affirmations unsaid.

“Well.” He shrugged, “You’re not saying anything and I’ve already started so I may as well finish. I think about you probably more than I should. I can’t help that either, Taryn. You’re like a breath of fresh air, and I’m on oxygen, trying to live, trying to endure…when all along, you mastered survival. ’Cause like you said, you’re a fighter…but I need to put you to the test. So, is it true—are you are a real warrior, Taryn?”

“I am…” She slowly turned in his direction, her chin held high and a slight smirk on her face.

“I know you are, but when it comes to fucking…” He looked her up and down and slicked his tongue over his teeth real nasty like. “You might be a warrior on the runway, but I’m a beast on the streets, on my work beat, and in between the sheets. You want to cum? I got you covered. You want respect? You already have that from me, and then some.”

She smiled a bit, sucked her bottom lip.

“Whew, Nick… you are full of surprises.” Her eyes hooded.

“You like what I’m saying to you?”

“You know that I do…”

“Am I making you wet, baby? Is your pussy calling me?” he whispered in her ear as he lingered close to her neck, falling apart in a puddle of yearning right before her, telling her every damn sordid thought on his mind. The woman’s mouth dropped and he was sure she’d reached the highest landing of speechlessness…

“…Yes,” she confessed.

“Good, I can get you wetter… much wetter. Yeah, I’m a beast. The problem is though, I believe I’ve found my Beauty… I’m just telling you the truth.”

“The truth…” she echoed, matching his intensity as she looked deep into his eyes.

“Yeah, the truth, and I honestly want to fuck you… Fuck you so far into the land of sobriety that you can never get high off anything except my dick ever again.”

She kept her cool, stayed quiet, offered no smile, no smirk, no surprised looks or twitching. No, she just kept staring at him as if he were giving her the sports scores. She matched his stance and his expression, reflecting back exactly what he was offering.

“I think I’m good for you. Shit, I know I am. Do you believe love can grow in recovery?”

She turned sharply in his direction. “Of course it can.”

“You bet your beautiful ass it can.” He smiled and winked. “Why shouldn’t it? This is brand new soil, a new world for me, for us, and I can see shit perfectly! I haven’t been sober in almost a damn decade, Taryn. This is the first time in my life I am questioning nothing that I feel! I know what the hell I want. Get ready, get set, baby…’cause it’s you…”

Life.

Starts.

Now!
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Chapter Eight
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“I told you I didn’t want any company! I can’t believe this!” Nick yelled as he clutched the cold, iron frame of the lobby door. Icicles dripped and melted in the distance; their plip plop dance along slick, half-liquefied ice puddles made a peculiar percussion as he stared at his visitor for a moment or two. Officer Tomas brushed past him as if he’d said nothing at all. His big, boxy shoulder pushed into his own as if he wanted to spar.

“When have I ever listened to you, man?” He looked around the place and blew hot air into his hands. “It’s cold out there; made me wait forever to get buzzed in. They had to find you first, get permission. You sure made me stand out here long enough. And this was supposed to be a heat wave today… damn. Sure doesn’t feel like it.”

“Screw the weather, I didn’t want to see anyone while I was in here, Tomas. Captain assured me he let you all know that.”

“He did, but you didn’t tell me anything personally. You just ignored my calls and emails.”

“Yeah, and that was for a reason.” He put his hands on his waist looking at the man, feeling all burnt up and miserable inside. Yet, a small part of him loathed to admit he was quite happy to see the guy, and if anyone had to see him in such a way, his partner, Officer Tomas, would be the guy he’d pick.

“You gonna invite me in or what? I didn’t come all this way to stand here looking at all the paintings and listening to the music!” The easy listening classic, ‘Somebody’s Baby’ by Jackson Browne played lightly throughout the halls.

“Invite you in? Invite you in?! You’re already inside the damn building.” Nick marched angrily down the hall, the man chasing behind him until they were walking shoulder to shoulder. It kinda reminded him of when they’d jump out the car, walk their beat… Tomas always had his back, but he refused to get all mushy and sentimental over the shit.

“You know I don’t give a crap about you being mad. You were mad at me at least once a day beforehand,” the man joked as they passed the cafeteria. “Hey, smells good in there… like a deli. I didn’t have lunch.” He glanced down at his watch. “You don’t suppose I could get a bagel or sandwich or somethin’, do you?”

“I can’t believe this.” Nick placed his hands on his hips and shook his head in disbelief. “Do you see any McDonalds arches above the doors, man? Is there a sign advertising the soup specials of the day? This ain’t no vacation, man! I’m in rehab! Drug rehabilitation!” He wanted to stomp, jump up and down in place like some crazy kid having a public temper tantrum.

Tomas looked through him, rather than at him, as if he’d become suddenly invisible, a voice with no words, and words with no meaning.

“Do they have chowder?” He stepped to the cafeteria door and opened it wider, causing the aroma of stewed vegetables and baked bread to pour out into the hall, mixing with ceaseless prattle and the clanking of silverware against plates. “I could go for something hot right now.”

“Goddamn it.” Nick resigned himself, shoved the guy inside, and made his way towards the chow line. “Come on!” he barked.

His colleague happily trailed behind him, grabbed a tray, and began to peruse the selection.

“It’s on me.” He offered a chin check and a wonky smile.

“How generous,” Nick rolled his eyes. “I know you saw the sign… It’s part of our fees, paid in advance.”

“Nah, I didn’t see the sign. Okay.” The guy was barely listening as he pointed to one of the food preparers. “Hey, can I get a slice of pepperoni, please? Nah, my man… not that one, the other one… yeeeaaaah! Right there!”

“What can I get for you, Nick?” The man with small, droopy black eyes and a hair net covering his dark locks asked as he passed Tomas a plate with a huge slice, soaked with gooey cheese.

“I’ll just have a bowl of that sliced cantaloupe, a small chef salad, and a bread stick, José.” The guy nodded and disappeared to the back to return with two cellophane wrapped bowls.

“Thanks.”

They continued to move down the line until Tomas’ tray was practically completely covered with items, tilting to the far right from the weight.

“You’re gonna need your stomach pumped,” Nick mumbled as they made their way to a small ivory table, stained with sticky goo and sprinkled with crumbs.

“This is some good eating, right?” Tomas nodded happily as he surveyed his loot like some swashbuckler with a stash of gold.

“Some of these people never clean their trash up, lazy bastards.” Nick placed his items down and removed several empty cups, stacking them as if he were about to do a magic trick, then tossed them in a nearby trashcan. The two were quiet for a moment as they got situated, took sips from their respective beverages, and ate a bite or two. 38 Special crooned over the speaker, ‘Caught Up In You.’

“Alright, man,” Tomas said around a mouthful of food. “How the hell have you been?” He picked up his napkin and kept making a crinkly noise that soon got under Nick’s skin.

“I’ve been hanging in there…been okay.” He looked down at his bowl of fruit and stabbed a rectangular piece of melon to near death.

“Well.” Tomas looked around the place, his balled up napkin resting between his fingers. “You look good. You look real good.”

“You gonna ask me out on a date now?” Nick goaded then popped the fruit in his mouth, smacking noisily with each hard chew.

Tomas laughed lightly and shook his head.

“We may as well have been married, as much as we were around one another.”

Nick’s eyes rested on him for a spell, then he went at his fruit once more.

“You know I have questions, right?” Tomas asked.

“Everybody has questions. What would make you any different? Not in the mood for an interview right now.”

“Look.” Tomas reached for his paper cup of Sprite and took a swallow. Nick observed the effervescent bubbles from the drink dancing about, bubbling their way against the guy’s upper lip. “I’ve been your partner for a long ass time man, going on eight years. Do you know what people are asking me?”

“Do I look like I give a crap what people are asking you, Tomas?” He snatched his ice-cold carton of milk from off the table and took a hard chug.

“Look, stop giving me attitude! You’re gonna talk to me, I’m here, so just deal with it.”

Seething with indignation, Nick popped another slice of sweetness against his tongue.

“You might not give a crap, but you need to hear it. They want to know how the hell I didn’t know! I got addicts in my family, Nick.”

“Who the hell doesn’t?”

“Shut up and let me finish. My point is, we all knew their asses were using. But you? I had no idea! How is that even possible?! How could you keep some shit like this from me of all people?!”

Nick shrugged and unwrapped his salad; the limp green lettuce looked as if it had seen better days. He balled the plastic up into a tight ball and tossed it over to the side of the table in disgust.

“I thought we were friends. I thought we were better than this!” Tomas continued, not letting up.

“Don’t make this about you, okay? It wasn’t about you.” He kept his head down as he shoved a mouthful of Romaine between his lips, worked it over good and hard while a small cherry tomato burst inside of his mouth, leaking its seedy guts all over the place.

“You coulda called and told me…”

“And said what? ‘A Tomas, pull over. Guess what, man? My blood type isn’t O negative; it’s one hundred proof! I’m a raging alcoholic, a ruthless drunk, now let’s go arrest some other drunks today. Hello hypocrisy, how the hell are ya?!’”

“You know damn well what I mean, Nick. I had to learn about it after Captain called us all in the meeting room talking about Nick’s gone, he has some personal issues to address, get back to work. You think that was fair? You think that was the right way for me to find out?!”

“A lot of things in life aren’t fair, Tomas.”

“Yo, really?! Really, Nick? This is all I get, huh? After all of these damn years? Fuck you, Nick.” The man angrily tossed his damn napkin onto the table. His left eye twitched a little just as Nick recalled it would when his temper flared. “This shit isn’t right and you know it!”

Nick slowly looked away, then lazily glared at the guy.

“Fine. You want to know what the deal was? I was trying to protect you. The less you knew, the better. I did it because I care about you.”

“So you suffered in silence? You got high in silence? You were drinking… in silence. Did you drink when you were with me? I never smelled it… not once! I gotta nose like a blood hound.”

Nick sat back in his seat, and briefly closed his eyes.

Fuck. I knew this was going to happen…

“Yeah, Tomas, I drank sometimes when we were together. I drank first thing in the morning. I drank in the afternoon sometimes, too. When we had to help with the graveyard shift every now and again, I’d do it then, too. I took charcoal pills to cover the smell. That shit tastes awful, but it masked the odor and I also gargled mouthwash.”

“Charcoal pills?” The guy rolled his eyes. “You had it down to a science, huh?”

“Pretty much.” Nick dabbed at the corner of his mouth and leaned forward, both hands on the table. “Look, Tomas. You’re my friend, more like a brother. You have to understand, I have a lot of guilt that I’m still working through. You think I have an attitude with you? It’s became I’m embarrassed and didn’t want to have to do this with you right now. But you’re here, just like you said. I’m sorry, okay?” He shrugged, raised his hands in exasperation, and placed them back down. “I just don’t have any answer for you that is going to make it okay, so you can understand it, you know? It’s a sickness. I’m sick, brother… I did what I needed to do to protect the sickness, instead of trying to get well.” He leaned back in his seat, looked briefly over to his right at two guys playing a game of cards. “Now, I’m doing the opposite. I’m trying to get better, to get my life back. I fucked up, man… I fucked up big time.”

Tomas sat there for a while, rolling his tongue around in his mouth, then crossed his arms over his heaving chest.

“I’m just tryin’ to understand.” He nodded, a sad smile on his face. “I uh, I came down here to see how you were, see how you were doing.”

“I know. And now that you’re here, I’m glad.”

They grinned at one another as Paul Simon crooned, ‘50 Ways to Leave Your Lover.’

“Once I looked at you, I guess I got a little angry, wanted some answers. I miss you, man. I fucking miss the hell out of you. It’s not the same without you there.”

“I miss all of you, too… I think about you every day, Tomas.”

“I should kidnap ya,” Tomas joked. “I should put you over my shoulder and haul your ass outta here.”

Nick tilted his head to the side and chuckled a bit.

“That’s funny… Hey, you know, I remember sitting on my stoop one time when I was about eight years old and watching all the cars and travel buses going up and down the street.” He moved his finger back and forth, as if a long line of vehicles were parading by right at that second for the two to see. “I wanted to be in one of those cars, and never come back. I wanted someone to jump out of his or her big, shiny automobile, kidnap me, and take me to a land of milk and honey. I used to have crazy ideas like that as a child,” he hooted grimly. “I used to see news stories about kids being abducted, too. Shit, I even knew a kid that had been grabbed right up the street from me and never heard from again. I envied her for a day or two…”

“Maaaan.” Tomas swayed back and forth in his seat. “I can’t even imagine you being like that, you know? You just seem so different now.”

“Well, we change, we grow. Sometimes we grow down into the ground instead of up towards the clouds. I think I grew crooked.” He smiled wide, showing all of his teeth.

“Me too.”

“Nah.” Nick scratched between his brows with his index finger. “Tomas, you’re one of the good guys, true blue. People would call it stages or phases, you know, when I would be running around as a kid, getting into trouble. It wasn’t a phase; something was going on with me, something wrong. Anyway, I would ask God to have some lady stop at a red light, see me sitting there, come grab me and take me to her nice, big penthouse uptown.”

Tomas burst out laughing, causing Nick to offer an awkward grin.

“You wanted the big time, huh?”

“Yeah.” He nodded. “In my mind she was always a blond lady with long, wavy hair, a silky red scarf tied around her neck and white gloves, that would go all the way up to her elbows, you know, like in the old movies. She’d smell like lilacs and have a mouth covered in China red lipstick…looking like a damn 1950’s movie star. She’d have a lot of money too and would be crazy about little ol’ me. Tell me she always wanted a son just like me… And then we’d live happily ever after.”

“Were you drinkin’ too then, man?!” Tomas joked, slapping his knee.

“Nope, just had a crazy imagination is all. None of that ever happened, obviously. I was so bad, I couldn’t even get kidnapped.” He rubbed his hands together like a homeless guy about to put them before a trashcan lit for heat.

Tomas burst out laughing, “You’re a real character, Vitale. Hey, let me ask you something.” He took another sip of his Sprite.

“Yeah… did you get enough to eat, hog?”

“Yeah. The pizza was a little greasy, but it was good.”

Nick nodded.

“So, you had a question. What is it?”

“You’re in here, but to me, you were really headed in the right direction. Shows looks can be deceiving.”

Nick nodded.

“Honestly, I think you were born to do this, Nick. I loved working with you, man, because you are just as dedicated as I am. I know you didn’t have it easy as a kid, we’ve talked a lot, you know? But how could you go from wanting to be kidnapped to wanting to help? I find you confusing, but… I’m asking the questions now, and I hope you humor me, and tell the truth.”

“Of course I will; it’s time. I need to—”

“You’re coming back, right?”

“What? To work? If you all will have me.” He clicked his teeth and winked.

“It’s not in my hands.” Tomas threw up his arms. “But you best believe I’m rooting for you. I need my old partner back; I need you like, yesterday. Anyway though, tell me about it.” He scooted his chair in closer and waited.

“Well, you already know a bit about my history, but after a while, some things get played out, or you get bored, or shit catches up with you.”

“What did you do?”

I did what all kids do when left with no other options. I grew up.” He took another deep breath. “I stayed in B-Ville and drank, stole, and ran the streets until after many years of facing few to no consequences for my actions, I was finally busted. The day of reckoning had arrived!” He threw his hands in the air and shook them, laughing at his own misfortune.

“Who shot ya!” Tomas bobbed his head as he did his imitation of Biggie Smalls.

Nick burst out laughing.

“Man… you brought back some memories with that. Let me tell you though, the day things changed—at least my perception, I should say—is a day I’ll never forget. One autumn afternoon, two police officers nabbed my ass as a suspect for stealing inside a department store. They apparently had new cameras installed, and I hadn’t staked out the place again to find out. So anyway, I walked in there, cocky and bold, getting ready to do my usual monthly purge, not knowing guys like me had been set up for the kill. Anyway, there I was in the middle of the net for capture, so to speak. I didn’t even have a chance to get anything this time around. My luck had run out.

“One of the cops, an older short black guy with salt and pepper hair crossed his arms over his chest and said to me, ‘How old are you?’ I didn’t answer. He asked me again, and I told him, ‘Fourteen.’ That was a lie. I was sixteen, but I knew the younger I came across as, the safer I’d be.”

Tomas nodded as he listened to the story of yesteryear pour out from between his lips.

“He told me I was the same kid who’d hit the place a while back with a bunch of other hoodlums, that we had pantyhose over our faces and had gotten back in the stock room, stole a bunch of shit. That wasn’t true, it wasn’t me. I never wore any pantyhose over my head in all my life, but—”

“You wore Gina’s that one time at the Christmas party.”

“Oh shut up, man!” Nick burst out laughing. “Anyway, I was scared shittless because he was talking big time stuff, like jail time, getting me real amped up. Then, just like that, I didn’t even care anymore. It was so strange… One second, my heart was pounding, then the next, I could have almost fallen asleep from boredom. I just didn’t care about my life, Tomas… didn’t care at all. So anyway, he grabbed me up and put cuffs on me.”

“You got your own bracelets, felt like a big shot, right?”

“Hell, yeah!” Nick smirked. “I felt big about it now, glad in a way that I’d finally been arrested. I’d get my street cred and I’d never been to juvie before. But then he flipped the script on me and ruined everything. He told the other cop he’d handle this, so that just left him and me. When he got me to the police car, right, he pointed in my face and told me he wasn’t taking me to juvie or the police station or letting me go. My heart sank. He said he was taking me home to my mother and he was going to show her the tape of me robbing the back of the store all those weeks ago.”

“Ohhhh, no!” Tomas laughed lightly as he got good and into the story.

“Ohhhh, yeah! You can tell a Puerto Rican kid from Brooklyn that he’ll have a record, that you’re takin’ him to juvie, but don’t tell him you’re taking him home to Ma!”

They both cracked up loud and hard, so much so, Nick’s eyes welled with tears.

Damn… I miss you Ma…

“He wasn’t bullshitting. Home to your mother…must’ve been worse than Hell.”

“Oh yeah, home to Ma, man! I cannot even explain to you the fear I had of her seeing me in action like that. Something about it tore me up inside, especially since I knew it wasn’t me and he’d give my mother a heart attack, tell ’er some stuff like that, a bunch of lies. Then I relaxed and realized, ‘Hell, she’d know her own son! I’m being silly, right?! She’ll tell the man.’ So I sat back, real proud of myself, got over it real quick. I wouldn’t give him my address though, but somehow he found out anyway and drove right up.

“We got there and Mom wasn’t home, right? Some of my friends were standing around, pointing and saluting me as I sat in the back of the police car, acting like I was chilling in the back of a limousine. I figured he’d surely have to take me to juvie then, since she wasn’t home, and everything would be just fine.”

“She still would have killed you in juvie. The one time I got in trouble in school, man, my mother promised to stomp me to death!” He laughed.

“No see, this is how I was going to play it. I would be on different turf, not home. She’d feel sorry for me, locked up like that. I’d tell Mom it was some misunderstanding, right? That they had the wrong guy, give her the rundown about how the police think all Hispanic kids look alike.”

“The race card! Classic!”

“Right! And a being FOTB,” he said with a shrug, “and having a rough time, she would believe me, I thought. I had it memorized in advance. I got my lies all worked out in my head. I’d even picked out my alibi. I had it all taken care of; the plan was hatched and running free. But my bubble was busted pretty damn fast. That stumpy fucker kept me with him for two hours, man, driving around and doubling back over and over! I couldn’t believe that shit.” He burst out laughing.

“He was determined… Sounds like you, man…sounds like something you’d do to a kid, Nick.”

Nick’s lips kinked in a smirk.

Yeah, I guess it does…

“Yeah… So, Mom got home, looking real tired. Her long, curly black hair was all flat, like she’d been caught in the rain. Her lipstick wasn’t bright red anymore—like she’d eaten something and worn it off, and her facial complexion seemed oily instead of freshly powdered. She always looked real pretty in the mornings but exhausted when she’d get back home from work. I took no accountability for being one of the reasons why.” He took a deep breath.

“So we get in the house and the guy asks if she’s got a VCR, right? We had one at that time—someone had gave her the old thing. He put the tape in, pushed play. I sat back on the couch with a smug smile on my face figuring this asshole is going to look real stupid in a minute or two. I figured, you know, like so many other guys, it was a case of mistaken identity.

“Well, the tape started to play and I recognized my friend Jonathan that I’ve told you about. I got kinda worried at that point, ’cause we all hung together. And then I saw some of my other friends, Judge, Liam and Kool, too. And there I was… with the pantyhose over my fucking head…”

“Ohhhh, man.” Tomas shook his head. “Busted!”

“My features were all scrambled up from the damn thing pressing into my nose and lips, like some deranged little monster. I watched myself do the whole thing! One minute, I was standing right there on the fuzzy tape, right outside the back of the store, and then, I pulled the knee-high over my head, Tomas. They got a good, full view of me before I’d done that. There was never a camera right there before. We’d wait for the employees to sneak back there on their smoke break, and someone always left the door unlocked. This time, because of their new security system, they knew who was taking things. But I had told that cop the truth, or I thought I had. That was the really messed up part, Tomas.”

The man looked at him in confusion.

“I didn’t remember that shit; it was like watching a movie! It choked me up inside that I didn’t recall it and then, as I looked closer at myself, I realized I must’ve been super drunk.”

“Nick, you’ve been drinking that long?” He didn’t miss the sadness in his partner’s eyes. It kind of shook him, made him feel a few feet lower than he already did.

“Longer… started at about ten or eleven.”

“My God, man…” Tomas closed his eyes briefly and sighed.

“I wasn’t walking straight, and I was laughing, real goofy. It was the first time I realized that I was drinking so much that I would actually forget total events, black out. It must’ve happened before, and sometimes I’d fall asleep in one place and wake up somewhere else…” He shook his head as he rubbed his hand up and down his knee. “It’s amazing I even still have a functioning liver. As I got older, I got better at covering it up and eventually my tolerance built up, made it all easier. Anyway, my mother was standing there crying by this point, her hand up to her mouth, talking about, ‘¿Cómo me pudiste lastimar de esa manera?’ That means, ‘How could you hurt me like this?’”

“I know what tha hell it means, man!”

“Oh, really? You are one of those motherfuckers that’s Latino but doesn’t speak Spanish though!” Nick chortled, teasing the man. “I never hear you say anything in Spanish!”

“I still don’t need an interpreter! República Dominicana y estoy orgulloso!” (I’m Dominican and proud!)

Nick nodded, reached across the table, and gave the man a pound.

“So, she’s going on and on and the cop had his hand on her shoulder, consoling her, like she was at my damn funeral or something. I wanted him to get his hand off my mother. I became enraged, jumped off the couch, lying and screaming at the top of my lungs. That was when she smacked the shit outta me, knocked me to the ground, slapped the wind out of me.”

Thomas leaned in, engrossed.

“Her body shook like she was terrified of her own shadow. All that power in that little woman… all that anger and disappointment. The cop intervened, grabbed her, told her to calm down. A few minutes later, he had me in the kitchen, talking about how I had to change and asking me what I planned to do with my life. All while I rubbed the side of my face with a plastic Ziploc bag full of ice cubes. I was embarrassed, totally humiliated. I could have never predicted I’d be so ashamed because my mother had seen something like that. I knew later on, after she passed away, it was because she was the only person in the whole world who believed in me, deep down, and I’d blown it.”

That uneasy feeling returned. The one with big scaly legs, uneven claws, and a beak that moved and poked about in his gut.

“I could keep lying to her and selling her a bill of goods, but now she had proof that I was as bad as she probably thought I was all along. I could see in her face I’d taken her somewhere she couldn’t come back from…”

In that moment, the memory of his mother’s tears, the way she’d sounded that day seemed amplified as it replayed in his head. Nick ran his fingers along his forehead, trying to run away, to be free of the torment, but she remained, coming out of the woodwork, making her child look at her, once again.

I’m sorry, Ma! I’m so sorry!

“To this day, I never forgot how she looked at me that night, man. For a while, she’d just stare at me, her heart broken and her face…her face was the saddest thing I’d seen in my entire life. I did that to her, right? I did it…” He was silent for a while. “That’s when I started to turn my life around. It’s a shame so many other things didn’t stop me.” He paused, ran his thumb nervously over his knuckles as Jonathan’s death seeped back to the forefront.

Seeing my father in the precinct years later didn’t make me want to show him I was everything he was not, either.

“Seeing my mother struggle didn’t make me want to be a better person; nothing did. My friends were dying all the time, or in juvie, or strung out. I got the name, ‘Lucky Sticky Fingers’ because I’d never gotten busted up until that point. Alcohol ruined my string of good luck, Tomas, or so I thought.”

“It wasn’t the alcohol,” Tomas began, his voice cracking, seemingly choked up himself. “It was you and your lack of understanding of yourself, of your worth. Alcohol was just the mode of transportation.”

“You’re right—that’s what I’ve figured out, what I’ve learned. But I was determined to go to Hell. I’d find a ride; I’d find one all right.”

He dissected his oppressive world, and one of his best friends in the entire world sat there and helped him re-build it back up, brand new, with a conversation he’d never planned to have. Rather than bloodied, crumbling bricks, these were made of gold and sparkled with the glimmer of new beginnings.

My partner. My friend. My brother.

“As I sat in that kitchen with the ice on my jaw, the cop asked me what I was going to do with my life because I was going to end up dead in five years if I didn’t change up my path, go in another direction. I didn’t have an answer. I just wanted him out of my house. I blamed him for a while, for everything that had happened… making my Ma all upset like that. I knew deep down I was the problem, but for a few hours, I just couldn’t face my own music. The lyrics and the beat stunk. Couldn’t dance to it… Anyway, he left, and didn’t take me in.”

“He cared about you.”

“Yeah, I didn’t see that at the time. I wanted to beg him to take me to jail, but he just left me with her, having to hear her cry and moan and carry on about how I was hurting her, not living right. And then, she started to blame herself, too. I told her I’d do right, but she’d heard it all before. This time though, I meant it.”

His heart swelled as he revisited that moment in time, the day he stood there and told his mother he was going to try and be a good son. That had been the first time he hadn’t lied to her in a mighty long while.

“So, after a few months of trial and error, I started to change and see the world differently. I realized that life was bigger than just where I was from, my hood. Maybe I could live a better life. I started thinking that maybe I could be somebody, you know? I started listening better, instead of just talking. I started reading a lot, too.”

“Reading stuff like what?”

“Stuff like books on religion, different philosophers like Friedrich Nietzsche, Time magazine, books about making money and investing, The New York Times, and things like that. I started looking at newspapers, reading articles on world affairs and looked at pictures of stuff going on all over the planet.”

“That’s what’s up, man.” Tomas nodded in approval.

“I saw old photos of the Vietnam War, and it was strange, ’cause to me, some of those pictures looked like some of the areas in Brooklyn when I was real little, you know? But then, I thought even harder about it, and said, no, it’s not the same, not anywhere near. No one has a gun to my head like this guy right here… That shit was real. I’d seen guns, I’d seen people get shot, but I was still alive…so what the fuck was I doing, huh?! Pissing my life away. I was still alive; that had to mean something.”

“Now you were getting it! This is when the Nick I know and love was born!” The man applauded, a big smile on his face.

“So, I started writing, and thinking and walking places just to get some fresh air and check out the world around me, too—but with different eyes. I began to do things alone, not with my boys. My mother’s tears and disappointment haunted me but washed me clean, too; it was the catalyst. It took a while, but that was the start of my turning point. Age sixteen was a terrible year in my life… but there were some important lessons learned, too. So, I tried and tried, but my grades were still pretty bad. I wasn’t expected to succeed anyway; the odds were stacked against me, but I kept pushing ahead. I got me one of the free tutors at the community center.

“And then I went to a few teachers, my tail between my legs. Some of them didn’t care about me or the other kids, either, but others listened, realized I was for real. I told them my situation, that I wanted to do better in school because without a high school diploma, I wasn’t going to end up anywhere. I told them I needed help with my studies.”

“And that’s when you met your mentor you told me about, right?”

“Right. Frederic was from the Boys and Girls Club. One of the teachers I had went to set me up with him. She didn’t tell me she’d done it, but she did, and that made me feel good, because that meant somewhere inside of her, she cared about me, too. Anyway, he had been assigned to me, basically. I was labeled an ‘at risk youth’ after I told the teacher of my hardships, but it worked to my advantage and hell, there was no point in me being mad about that.” He shrugged. “It was true. I was an at-risk youth. Gotta call a spade a spade.”

Tomas nodded in agreement.

“So anyway, he started taking me places, like the movies. I had never been to a movie that I had paid for.”

They looked at each other and burst out laughing.

“It’s true…bad, I know. This time, we walked through the front doors, got a big bucket of popcorn, and he let me get like four or five types of candy. I’d never had anyone do anything like that for me—actually take me out somewhere, and treat me like that. Ma did sometimes; she’d take me out to dinner but she had to be careful with the money. She couldn’t waste it on soda and candy. So anyway, I remember it real well, you know, being with Frederic.”

“It’s funny how something so simple makes our world change, you know?” Tomas leaned back in his seat, looking reflective. “Things we now take for granted.”

“True. You would’ve thought I was meeting the actors in real life or something, the way I was grinning so big and carrying on.” He laughed as he slipped further into the sentimental recollection. “… And fizzy juice, I had one of those.” He snapped his fingers trying to recall the name. “Those ice cups with all the sugar and dye in them.”

“Slushie.”

“Yeah! That’s it! I sat there in the row of seats next to him and asked to keep the ticket stub. What kinda soft ass shit is that? Keeping ticket stubs… so corny.” He grinned. “It was amazing to me.”

“We started playing baseball and basketball and doing things together after that. He was only a few years older than me, but he seemed so much older than that. He was so smart, man. A college student, had his shit together. I wanted to be like this guy! He was the first man I stood next to and actually really thought, ‘This is who I need to try and be like. This is the guy that I need to follow.’ He couldn’t get rid of me, and he didn’t try to. He was like a big brother I no longer had but always wanted. I used to imagine Marco, my brother that had passed away, would’ve been like him had he had the chance to live and grow up… Anyway, he helped me with homework sometimes, too, and with his help and the tutor, my grades improved.”

“You were on the road to recovery. I like this, man. This is good.”

“Ma seemed to start forgiving me, believing in me again. That was my payment, my reward.” He looked sadly at the worn stack of magazines that someone had deserted on a nearby table. It seemed the facility was riddled with leftover books and periodicals placed here, there, everywhere.

I wonder if there is a Time magazine in there somewhere…

“One day Frederic asked me what I was going to do after high school graduation, job wise, and I honestly had no idea. I told him I wanted to help at risk kids like me. Not just kids, but everyone, actually. I knew I didn’t want to be a teacher—the idea of being trapped in a building all day behind a desk didn’t appeal to me. I had no idea what type of job I’d be good at, what I should go for. I told him if I didn’t find something to do, I’d fall back into the same stuff I was doing beforehand. It was just too easy.”

“It’s a set-up, man.” Tomas bobbed his head as if listening to music. “Why’s it so easy to do wrong and so hard to do right for the youth? Hell, for everybody, really. By the time we get to people, they’ve been messing up for a while. What about before that, you know? Before the shit turns into a habit? The streets call kids with no guidance. We’re like surrogate parents half the time.”

“Man, we are the counselors, the parents, the damn nurse and doctor… all of it. The streets were always calling me; I was looking for something, and thought I’d found it there. I was good at being bad, so I needed something that would give me that same high, if you will.”

Tomas nodded in understanding.

“Frederic helped me brainstorm, and he said, ‘Why don’t you become a police officer?’ I looked at the joker like he was out of his damn mind.”

Tomas burst out laughing again.

“You and I were different. I always wanted to be a police officer.”

“Shit.” Nick smirked and shook his head. “Not me. Frederic said there weren’t enough good cops around town because they were either indifferent due to being shit on by the community and underpaid for all the work they do, or they were bad people overdosing on control and power. Initially I thought, ‘hell no.’ That is like cheering for the enemy, you know? But then, after a few more discussions with him, I realized it could work, and I could be good at it after I found out what it involved. He said I’d need to go to school, to college, to get the best opportunities beyond entry level, but that I could get a loan or I’d probably qualify for some grants, too.

“He said I’d be able to support myself financially. That was important to me, to be self sufficient. I could help people like myself…just how I envisioned it.”

He drew quiet for a spell, replaying when the realization hit him that he could make a go of this.

“I could help my mom out with her bills, too. She could stop working so hard and she’d be proud of me because she’d have a son who was there to protect and serve her. I hated that she couldn’t even walk home at night after work; she had to waste money on a bus when it wasn’t even that far away, but it wasn’t a safe area. She needed a son she could respect. I wanted her to feel safe for once in her life. I don’t think my mother ever felt safe, Tomas.” He lowered his head and shook it. “She just pretended to because she didn’t want me to grow up being scared.”

“My dad was like that, Nick. He didn’t want me to be afraid so he never showed fear.” The man shrugged. “At least, that’s how he explained it.”

“Yeah, machismo.” They both looked at one another, sharing smirks and nods of understanding.

“You went to John Jay, right?”

“Yeah, that’s where I went for my criminal justice degree. By then, I knew I was there to be a cop, and then, hopefully, work in homicide.”

“Alright man, this is a bit off the topic, but how did you get the name Pretty-Boy Nick?! Captain likes to call you that.” Tomas chuckled. “You’re not prettier than me though.” He guffawed, enjoying his own joke.

“I told you a long time ago that I wasn’t telling you.” Nick scratched the back of his neck, growing more comfortable with the visit.

“Come on, man! It’ll be our little secret.”

“Yeah… like you can keep a secret.” Nick rolled his eyes. “Anyway, here’s what happened.” He picked up his breadstick, broke it in half. “One time, he caught me goofin’ off. We were doing our exercises one morning in the academy and he’d dropped in. He took a liking to me so I guess he used to watch me a bit more than I realized. Anyway, we were running the block and these girls walked past. A couple of them were looking at me, and I was looking back at them, and before I knew it, the guys had left me and I was talking to one of them, trying to get her number. Well, Captain O’Sullivan saw me and he was like, ‘Hey Niiiick!’ Real loud, right? ‘Pretty-Boy! If you don’t get your ass away from those girls, I’m going to pound that pretty face of yours into the ground.’ And then ‘Pretty-Boy Nick’ was the name that stuck with me during the academy. Some of the guys I graduated with still call me that to this day. I fucking hate it.”

Tomas said nothing, but he could see his smile from behind his cupped hand. And then, he burst out laughing.

“You piece of shit.” Nick laughed lightly. “Don’t ever call me that, man. I’m serious.”

“Pre—”

“I’ll knock your damn head off.” Nick jabbed a finger in his direction. “And then use it to go bowling.”

“Such violence!” Tomas taunted with a devilish grin. “What are they teaching you in here, huh? I thought you’d be more civilized.”

“What are they teaching me?” His lips twisted in a crooked grin. “How to be able to stand myself, man,” Nick popped a piece of bread into his mouth, rolled the salty softness around and around.

Light chatter filled the place along with the sound of a door swinging to and fro.

“You know, when Captain made that announcement to us, that you’d be gone, he called me into his office privately afterward. He told me you had a bit of a drinking problem….asked me if I’d noticed, knew anything. I told him of course not,” Tomas grimaced. “It’s strange, you know? I feel kinda like I never knew you, like you only showed me the part of you that you wanted me to see. I felt like…” he looked down into his hand, pressed his forefinger into his palm and contemplated the sight, “Like I no longer knew what part of you was real and what part was fake. Who am I talking to right now, Nick? Is this really you?”

They were quiet for a moment or two.

“All of it was me, Tomas. All of it. I promise you that. Wasn’t anything phony going on… but a lot of hiding was taking place, I give you that.” Nick swallowed his last bit of bread and ran his hand through his hair. “You saw everything. Everything except the part I hated about me…wasn’t any point in showing that off. Everything I’ve told you from the day we were assigned together until now has been the truth.”

Tomas nodded.

“You do look good. I meant that.” He sat a bit straighter. “You look healthy. I didn’t realize you were unhealthy before to know the difference.” He gave a slightly nervous chuckle.

“I look better. I feel better, too. Part of that isn’t just because of the treatment I’m receiving…”

“Oh really? What is it then?”

“I met somebody.” He didn’t know what caused him to say it, offer it up like a true confession. Maybe it was because his dear friend felt slighted in some way. He imagined he had every right. Maybe it was because he wanted to offer another piece of himself, a private selection, a personal slice of soul that no one else had—as an act of good faith.

For quite a while, Tomas simply glared at him. Forehead creased, he leaned back in his chair, teeter tottering back and forth.

“You met someone in rehab? In drug rehab?” The man’s lips curved in a curious grin. “Some things about you haven’t changed at all.” He chuckled.

Nick nodded then checked to see no one was within earshot.

“Yeah, I really like her though, Tomas. This isn’t my usual hit and run type of shit. She’s different; she’s special. Keep this to yourself, by the way. Don’t want anyone knowing right now.”

“But you said I can’t keep a secret.”

“I was just kidding. You’re the best…and I trust you. I hope that no matter what happens when I get outta here, we can start over, remain close. This time, in an open and honest way.”

“Yeah…I hadn’t planned on anything else. You are my boy ’til the day we die. So, tell me about this girl. What makes her so special?” He grinned.

“What makes her so special?” He looked down at his empty tray then back into Tomas’ eyes. “She’s everything I’m not. Everything I wish I were. And everything I am…”
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…Friday evening…

The night sky was a rich amethyst dotted with happily dying silver stars. It reminded him of his carefree days in preschool when his soft-spoken kindergarten teacher, Mrs. Dowell, would pull out a cushiony felt board and place the white full moon high into the blackened Velcro sky for after-snack story time. Nick looked around in awe. Not only were his eyes blessed, but so were his ears. He enjoyed all sorts of music, but rarely heard much Hip Hop in the hallways of Firststone. He hadn’t heard rap music in so damn long it seemed, and here she stood with a small white speaker attached to an mp3 player, playing, ‘Try Me’ by Montana of 300. His right leg twitched a bit; the song had a nice beat but he was a shower dancer, a solo performer. He couldn’t hold a move, bust a move, or save a move if his life depended upon it but, in his mind, he could smoke a dance floor better than some of the crack heads he broke bread with at lunch time. He felt it was downright shameful that his Puerto Rican blood hadn’t saved him from such a fate. Hell, maybe his father could dance too, and it was just him being gambol handicapped and all. He’d coined himself dance challenged, in need of a fundraiser or two.

The woman slid the speaker into her pocket, muffling the sound, but it remained discernable. Walking over a snowy tableau for two had never felt so welcoming, inviting, invigorating. In the distance, he could hear cars going by on a nearby road, but couldn’t see them, only the whisper of their engines. Their gloved fingers intertwined as the freshly fallen snow crunched beneath their sluggish strides.

“She stepped up my group therapy,” he said on a sigh.

“She was supposed to. You’re out of Phase I, now.” She paused to scratch the bulb of her nose. “Phase I is just the educational part. At first, you only get a few group sessions.”

“I like that because I get to see you more now.”

He didn’t miss her smile at his words. They hadn’t discussed his recent declarations, but when the woman reminded him about their Friday night saunter earlier that morning, he knew that she, in her own way, had accepted his terms…but more importantly, she was in agreement, and his sentiments were mutual. Their steps sounded in unison, matching up well with the tune dancing in her pocket. Alone, he had two left feet; together, they had rhythm…

“She wants to focus on my relapse prevention. I’m in jeopardy at this stage,” he stated, discussing what was directly on his mind.

“You are, it’s true. This is a dangerous time for you.”

She said it as if he were going off to war, as if once in the swampy trenches, rapid gunfire would spray.

He sighed, and mulled over what was at stake.

Everything.

“I’ve always wondered why I chose alcohol, you know?” He glanced at her then turned away, their hands linked a little tighter.

“Why not methamphetamine, pain pills…hell, even crack. And I think now I know why.” She turned and looked at him as he spoke, giving him her full attention. “I did it because it was legal and socially acceptable. I messed around with cocaine to try to increase the buzz, but I never consistently stuck with it, you know? It was a bit strange, I guess.” His brows gathered as he tried to dissect himself, use the woman as a captive audience to tear his sensibilities apart and then place them back together. “It didn’t always give me what I needed, you know, the feeling I was looking for.” He shrugged. “I didn’t even like how beer tasted when I was a kid; I was just trying to fit in. I only liked the flavor of my mom’s rum, but then, that all changed. After a while, I really liked it; I loved it, even.

“I was faithful to my drinking alright. I remember being at work and daydreaming about getting home and getting sloshed. I lived for the alcohol. That’s fucking pathetic.” He took notice of the way her black scarf was wrapped tightly around her chin and neck. All he could see were the bridge of her nose, those luscious lips, and her dark, incandescent eyes.

Even wrapped up like a mummy in mourning, she was a sight to behold.

Damn… just look at her.

“It’s not pathetic.” She broke into his dreams of her as swirls of smoke from the cool air curled from between her lips. “We do what calms us, what makes us feel normal. That’s what this is all about; just trying to feel okay, Nick. I don’t believe from what you’ve shared that you were trying to fuck up, be pathetic, or hurt yourself. You were just trying to forget.”

He swallowed down her veracity, consumed it, hoping it would stick to his ribs like thick raisin, walnut oatmeal, and chunky beef stew. He wanted to gain weight and insight from it, let it become a part of him, have that shit sink in and remain forever and a day.

“We need to address what I said to you the other day.” He cleared his throat, slicked his hands into his pockets.

She paused, took a long, hard look at him.

“Alright.”

“You’ve been quiet, but I am learning through my recovery to be more vocal and say what I feel, not keep it all bottled up like I’m accustomed to.”

She nodded in understanding.

“Now look, I meant what I said, okay?” His voice increased in volume. She looked down at her boots, but he caught the slight smile that brightened her face before she hid her expression from view.

“I have some pretty strong feelings for you.” He paused, turned her around towards him…made her look him in the eyes. They locked gazes. He took in the sight of her, his heart beating faster, intense. “I’m serious. My recovery and this experience with you is important to me.”

“I have feelings for you too, Nick. I meant what I said, too. You didn’t shock or upset me the other day. I just needed to think about what was really happening, process it all.” He squeezed her hand, and swallowed his delight at her confession. He looked to his left, then to his right, and noticed two people walking not too far in the distance. He hated them at that moment, hated them hard. He quickly released her hand as a precaution.

Hurry the hell up!—he shouted it in his mind, and it almost slipped out of his mouth.

“Taryn, you’re my new drug of choice,” he joked, a crooked grin on his face.

She looked away and laughed, and he liked it. Her voice sounded good, like the best song ever played, and so he stepped in a bit closer, to make sure he heard it in stereo. After a short time, the two people walked past, gave a head nod of acknowledgement, and kept on their rounds. As soon as they were out of sight, he pulled her scarf down, completely exposing her full, soft lips…

“Mmmmm!” Gripping the back of her head, he clutched her hard in the frigid temperatures as if she were a lavish, fur coat and he, a butt naked man in need of her unrelenting warmth. Then, he bent down and kissed her with all the passion he had inside, pushing his body into hers, and driving her back against a tall, barren tree to position her just how he wanted her.

“Ahhh!” She gasped.

Her back slammed sharply against the bark as he kneed her legs brusquely apart, knocking them open as if he was about to frisk her good and hard, make her show him the contraband. He settled against her warmth, situating between her thighs.

She feels so goddamn warm!

“Uhhh, God…” She sighed, her eyes rolled back, and she broke their kiss. Snatching her chin back towards him, he took her lower lip into his mouth and sucked it hard, then softly, as his fingers sprawled across the back of her head. Moving in slow, controlled thrusts, he grinded between her legs, rotating just so, back and forth… giving her a tiny taste of what he could do.

“Ohhhhh….shiiiit,” she slurred as she moved her pelvis against his timed rotations until they were moving to the same sensual, illicit rhythm. Before he knew it, they were in sync to the beat of her music, too…back…and forth…back…and forth… He anchored himself just so, ensuring that the length of his hardened cock rocked against her clit at each beautifully tortuous grind and rotation. Unable to resist a second longer, he slicked his tongue deep within her wet, hot mouth, indulging on the taste of her kiss…

Goddamn!

“Quiero tener sexo contigo!” (I want to have sex with you)

Yeah, he wanted to have sex with her—bad!

He draped his hands around her hips, twisting his groin faster and harder into her as his eyes flashed open, catching the woman staring at him. He could see it in her expression…

Yeah, she felt that, too…

His cock rose to the damn occasion, pushing into her zone, trying to tear away the material of her damn coat, burrow through her jeans, grind away her panties, and slide inside her damn pussy…

“Uhhh!” They moaned in unison, falling apart in each other’s arms. With frantic fingers, she dug into his hair, pushing and pulling his strands as he dry fucked her against the big trunk, wishing he could in some way slip inside of her right then and there. “Mmmm! Quiero probarte!!!”

“Ahhh, what are you saying?”

“I said I want to taste you!”

“Mmmm! Oh…God…Ni…Nick…” She broke away, her eyes glassy, her breathing harsh as her chest frantically rose up and down under the layers of her clothing.

“What?” He didn’t stick around to keep looking at her. Instead, he buried his lips in the crevice of her neck, making her shudder and coo as he trailed his tongue along the side of her neck while, with his hand, he explored her shoulder, keeping her oh so near.

“We gotta…we gotta stop.” She panted, suddenly aware of her surroundings. He ceased his kissing and looked into her eyes once more. “We’ll get busted.” She added ‘no doubt’ for good measure. The woman could barely catch her breath as he maintained his position, still grinding against her, churning hard and slow, hoping she’d suddenly change her mind.

I bet her clit is swollen and her pussy’s raining… I want to touch it…

He felt her stiffen beneath him, and he paused, looked into her eyes… They danced with trepidation. At that, he abruptly ceased all movement.

“Alright, okay.” He carefully readjusted her scarf, then took her hand, and they began to walk forward, putting the sexually agonizing scene behind them. His dick strained and pulsed in his damn jeans, feeling betrayed, throbbing with need, wanting an explanation about this madness.

“You’ve got a little head, you know that? Felt like a crabapple in my hand.”

She burst out laughing and slapped him playfully on the shoulder.

“Shut up! You’re so rude!” She laughed a bit louder.

He chuckled, feeling free, feeling alive, loving the sweetness she’d left in his mouth…

Peppermint and chocolate…

Beautiful…

As they reached the front of the building, they slowly let go of one another, their fingertips lingering, touching, for a second or two, and then they waved goodbye to each other. The release of limb from limb was instinctual, and they did it on cue, as if rehearsed—a choreographed action. He opened the door for her; let her inside as silvery tinsels and Christmas decorations twirled from above the doorway and an instrumental version of ‘A Holly Jolly Christmas’ played. He smirked as he caught sight of a bushel of hanging mistletoe right above the doorway, the very spot at which they stood…

So, they began the trek to their rooms, walked their separate ways, without looking back and pretending none of it had happened…but it had. His proof was the woman’s lingering fragrance all over his clothing, becoming a part of him, feeding his obsession of her—and once he realized that she was gone, away from his body, his core and his spirit, he missed her so very much, as if she’d been missing for years, and not mere seconds.

He wasn’t sure when it started, or what the final straw had been; nor was he convinced that even mattered, but the truth of the situation lay at his doorstep, begging to be acknowledged and let in.

I don’t just like her. I’m in love her…
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Chapter Nine
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“But this is the time, Nick. You’ve been doing so well. Why stop now?” Frieda asked as she ran a small white cloth over the lens of her reading glasses. Back and forth she went, then counter clockwise once more.

“I don’t want to talk about this right now, that’s why.” He clicked his tongue against his inner jaw, drawing increasingly more unnerved. His hackles rose, and he felt much like a human pre-heated oven; yet, the only damn thing cooking however was his stress level, and the shit was soaring, right along with his temper. The woman kept pushing and pushing, feeding his frustrations to the point where he wanted to stand up like a lawyer in a damn courtroom and scream, ‘I object!’

“You’ve been quite irritable this week, Mr. Vitale, and that’s normal.” She kept her eye on her cleaning, slowing just a bit from her chore. “It is one of the many phases of recovery.”

“Right, I’m still in early recovery stage, but becoming upset and cantankerous all goes with the territory as well as at times experiencing feelings of joy, elation… I’ve already read the information over and over; you’ve told me many times. I got it!” he snapped, tired of the textbook lingo.

“Exactly. The first stage proved acknowledging that you had a problem. You weren’t certain of the extent, but you knew something wasn’t quite right and that the drinking lay at the center of it. Secondly, you had a willingness to change. That took many years for you to achieve, but you arrived, and that’s what counts. Third is the investigation stage – it’s you proactively finding out what your options are. You did that and you did it well and you informed others of your decision. Fourthly, detoxification. That was a rough phase for you. You were quite upset with our staff…you used profanity at an escalating rate.” She grinned wide.

“Yeah.” The last thing he wanted was to relive the entire sordid ordeal. “Sorry about that… I wasn’t myself at the time, wasn’t feeling well, and the realization of everything had set in. Much time has passed and I can tell you—you didn’t deserve the names I called you. I apologize.”

“I know, and I understand.” She paused, tilted her head slightly to the left and smiled. “But you’re doing well, Nick. You’re in early recovery now just as you stated. It’s a great time, but also a hard one. It’s when you wake up, physically and mentally, and you become a new person—the person you were always supposed to be. During this process, your moods will shift. It isn’t about whether your temperament will change on and off like a crazy dial going haywire; it’s when will it stop, settle down, then start up all over again. And this is one of those ‘when’ times.

“The final phase is advanced recovery, and you’re not there yet, but this is the time when you lay the foundation. Anyway, I knew after you attacked Oliver that we were entering this phase within a phase, so to speak. He infuriated you, rubbed you the wrong way, and you were already in an argumentative mood.” She set her cloth down and placed her glasses gently over her eyes.

The corners of his mouth drooped downward in displeasure as he sat further back in his seat. He crossed his leg, ankle resting on thigh, and clasped his hands over his lap.

“Yes, that guy aggravates me and it’s not just because I’m in this phase you are talking about. He is just a king-sized prick! He’s disrespectful to almost everyone here and purposefully keeps shit going. He’s nothing but a bunch of drama. We all come from drama; none of us need this mess! Why is this happening here?”

“Why is what happening here, Nick?”

“Are you seriously asking me that?!” His voice escalated and he frowned in frustration. “I feel like I’m in some strange dream, or sleep walking. Can’t you see what he’s doing? He projects so that he doesn’t have to address his own shit!”

She nodded in understanding, but offered no explanation as to why the bastard was still chillin’ like a villain amongst decent folk.

“I’m not drunk anymore,” he quipped. “Alcohol won’t drown him out. I was a lot more relaxed when I was intoxicated and high, or anticipated being drunk or high soon enough. I can’t tune him out, shut him down or drown him behind a bottle of booze. Now I’ve got nothin’ but my own laurels to rely on. I thank you again for allowing me to redeem myself, for the second chance, but the further I get in my recovery, the more he irks me. It’s the damnedest thing. I’m clear-headed and can feel and see every damn thing he’s doing and saying…and I can’t take it, Frieda…I just can’t.”

The woman kept that silly, plastered, plastic grin on her face and nodded, as if he were on some shrink’s couch confessing his darkest secrets.

“And you were right; I don’t feel safe with him in the group. He’s the type of man that would run to the news stations and tell everyone that I was in rehab and now back on the streets, in uniform, just to be spiteful, not because he cares. Can we take a vote?” He threw up his hands. “I’d like to do like that one show.” He punched her desk with his index finger. “Vote his ass off the island. He annoys everyone.”

“Yes, he does annoy many people, but what you all don’t understand is that we are working with Oliver. He has circumstances that you and the others are not privy to. Due to confidentiality issues, I can’t disclose them, but you didn’t physically assault him until a specific moment in time and that simply can’t be ignored, Nick. He’d said many things up until that point you may have found objectionable, but you turned the other cheek or at least stayed in your seat after a heated word or two. Do you know when that was?”

“When what was? When he said something objectionable? Every damn time he opens his mouth it’s something objectionable, yet, I’m the one with a warning under my belt! This is fucking nuts!”

“No.” She shook her head. “Do you recall what was going on in your mind the exact moment when you lost your cool with him? Do you understand why it was at that pivotal point that you erupted?”

He readjusted his seating position and forced himself to relax. The lady had the damn wheel and he knew where she was driving.

“You know, don’t you? Of course you do.” She grinned, and a touch of sarcasm kissed her tone. “You perceived him attacking another person…a young lady, to be exact.”

He said nothing, offered no details, juicy information, or true confessions. Surely she was itching for a nibble, for him to confirm the rumors, find the actuality buried behind the facade, the sweet truth of the matter.

“Now, let’s get on to other business.” She shuffled a few papers around and rested her hands atop a manila folder with a dark brown coffee ring stain in the center of it. “I asked you to write a letter, a different one, for your new assignment, and you refused to read it in afternoon group. That’s essentially why I called this meeting with you today.”

“I did the assignment,” he mumbled.

“I saw that you had it; however, you still refused to recite it in group. Do you mind reading it to me now in private?” She cleared her throat, as if waiting for something important to be announced.

“Yeah, actually I do mind. I am not ready for that. This is much more…” He looked away from her, his agitation festering within. “Just forget about it, okay? Too much has happened now. I’m not reading it, and that’s final.” He was in recovery, not in a damn soap opera. This was his life! He didn’t have to share every nuance of his life with a bunch of strangers.

Isn’t anything sacred around here?!

“Nick…”

“Don’t say my name, okay?” He raised his finger in the air as a ting of panic set in. “Don’t say anything else to me about it.” He fidgeted in his seat.

“Nick,” she said calmly as she clasped her hands together. “That’s not how this works.”

“Oh, so there’s rules, huh? They seem to apply to only a few people. You’ve defended that man, talking about his special circumstances. We’ve all got special circumstances, Frieda! So fucking what! I’ll give him special circumstances, all right! How about permanent disability?! Would that be special enough for him?! Medical leave until he draws his last damn breath!”

“Nick, stay focused. I need you to calm down and pull yourself together.” She removed her glasses, set them down, and tee-peed her hands, using them as a stand of sorts beneath her rounded chin. “Are you tempted right now, Nick?” Her voice was calm, almost relaxing, despite his blood pressure rising high as the ceiling.

“Leave me alone, please!” He waved his hand in her direction. “I am asking you nicely to leave me alone.” He turned away, fighting himself, itching in his own skin. He’d never felt this way before until he’d entered this damn facility. So out of control, so wishing he could find a way to make her stop, go away. The place was doing something to him, and he spent more time being hurt and ill-tempered than feeling loved and healthy…

It’s the process. I’m purging. I’m detoxing mentally now…but I hate this shit.

“You want a drink, don’t you?” She leaned forward, studying him, making him feel like some freak under scientific observation.

“What gave me away? The sweat dripping off my damn face or the pissed off way I’m speaking? Let me sign you up for a rocket science class, pronto!”

“Nick…” she said. “Focus…”

“Nothing gets past ol’ Frieda’s sharp eagle eyes now, does it?! A fuckin’ genius you are!”

“Nick…”

“Yes! Yes, I want a damn drink! A big ass drink that is so fuckin’ huge,” he spread his arms wide towards the ceiling, “I could jump in it like a goddamn pool and swim a million laps! I want that son of a bitch to be rimmed with cocaine like fucking margarita salt, and for it to be as wide as your ass!” He seethed with rage, moving about in his seat like an incensed animal trying to break free. He glared at his nemesis, hoping to get a rise out of the woman but she didn’t flinch, not even a little bit—so, he continued.

“You gotta big ass, you know that, Frieda? It’s kind of sloppy, but fun to watch, like silly putty in the summertime. I bet your husband likes to knock it around, rub on it real hard, and watch it jiggle.” He wanted to be kicked out! He wanted her to grab her phone and dial someone to come haul his sorry ass away, second warning and DONE! He needed someone to rip him out of his seat by his collar, slam him out on the sidewalk with his half packed bag in tow, and scream, ‘Adios!’

DO IT! DO IT! KICK ME OUT! I’M NOT READING THAT GODDAMN LETTER, FRIEDA! I WON’T DO IT!

“Nick, none of that is going to work. You’re being rude and disrespectful to divert. I know what you’re doing.” Her temperament stayed the same, as if he’d only told her she had a snowflake in her hair. It was the damndest thing; she didn’t even cringe. This seasoned woman had seen his kind before, and nothing he said made her do his bidding. He hated her for resisting his instigator ways. “Stay on topic, please.”

“I want to go buy an entire liquor store.” He hung his head as he spoke, his words hooked to a whopping, exhaustive sigh. “I want to own that store and drink every damn thing in it, wall to wall. I want every glass bottle on every damn shelf, and I want it now. If I don’t get something, Frieda…I’m gonna lose it!” Sweat poured down his face as if he were standing in the damn shower rinsing the Aveeno shampoo right out of his hair. His body went from hot to cold in a nanosecond, and his damn brain began to pound within the tight confines of his skull. There wasn’t room for one more thought, a sentiment, an idea or a notion. He must have been seized with an emotional fever. How strange that one’s temperament could derail any semblance of good health.

“You want to use because you are in a very stressful situation. Work through it, Nick. Use these emotions to master the next hurdle. Right now, you are teaching your mind and body what to do while under stress. You have to retrain your brain, Nick, with different responses than using. Let’s talk about it. What do you believe caused your stress at this very moment?”

“What caused the stress? This letter you made me write… now you want me to read it, relive it all over again!!!” He reached into his pocket, retrieved the crumpled up thing, and tossed it on the lady’s desk in an angry huff. He wished he could set the thing ablaze with a mere glance.

“Nick, no one said recovery is easy. Your resolve has nothing to do with it. Each day is a challenge and you must face it. I’ve heard you say that many times yourself. You are having a difficult day. It’s one day, Nick…not the rest of your life.”

“A challenge is doing my job right each and every day. This is no challenge, it’s torture.”

“No, whatever you wrote is one of your triggers. Our triggers are the key to the problem. Once we know the triggers and how to use them to our advantage and navigate through, we can find healthier alternatives. Your upset, your prompts have been activated and that means the contents of this letter need to be explored.”

“Explored? Go call Dora and have Carmen San Diego and ‘Where’s Waldo?’ jump in for shits and giggles! I don’t want to find anything or do any goddamn exploring! Yeah, this is a trigger, okay? I remember all that shit you talked to us about regarding triggers. You told us to avoid our triggers, but here you are, pushing the issue, making me play Russian roulette with you. Kick me out of the program if you want; I’ll find another that will understand my plight. I will get my treatment with or without you but nobody makes me do shit I don’t want to do. Not now, not ever!” He pointed across the desk, a barrier between sensibility and insanity. He wasn’t certain which side he was on…

“Is that how you see it? A ‘me against you’ situation? You believe that this will somehow kill you? It won’t, Nick. You have to trust yourself more than that.”

“It’s not about trusting myself. I trust myself just fine.” He pointed at his chest as he shifted to the edge of his chair. “I wrote the letter, yeah, I did…and then you made me do this, took it a step further, wanted me to read it aloud. Wasn’t the first time enough? Do you know what happened to me after I read that first letter in group?”

“What happened?” She leaned back in her seat, looking genuinely concerned.

“I went back to my room and threw up, that’s what the hell happened.” He clasped his hands over his knee. “I also tried to find that cough medicine you all took away from me, the little travel bottle of Nyquil that I had forgotten was in my jacket pocket when I checked in… I think I’m coming down with something. Can I have it back?”

“No.”

“I asked you not to do this, Frieda,” he said woefully. “I said give me something else to do, anything, and I’d do it… but you just wouldn’t stop. Anything but this. I can’t do this in front of you or those people. I wrote it; that should be good enough.” He gnawed at the side of his lower lip, eliciting a dull pain and exposed skin, but he just kept right on, chewing it to bits like some rat on a chunk of cheese.

“It’s not enough. We need witnesses, Nick. I’ve already explained this to you. You are a logical person, but you are being illogical right now.”

I’m not readin’ shit!” He clenched his teeth, dared her to cross the line, reach her hand into his cage and find out what lions are really made of.

“Okay.” She took hold of the balled up paper, wrinkled like wet boxer shorts shoved in a dresser drawer and long forgotten. As she moved, she kept her smile, maintained her precious peace, and didn’t let him rock her off her post; it was driving him crazy. “I’m opening the letter, Nick. However, I do require your participation in your recovery.” She said these words like he should give a bourbon flavored fuck, and he almost did, but thought better of it.

She scanned the thing, and an unmistakable look of sadness washed over her expression. Quickly pulling herself together, she registered a stiff upper lip. “You may not help me right this moment, but you do want to heal, Nick. Because you’re serious about your recovery, I know that you are willing to do this work. Charles, your teachers, everyone is pleased with your progress and dedication to your recovery. You are working hard in here.”

“Yes, I’m aware of that. Does that now mean that everything goes? Do I not have a say anymore?”

“Every time you are about to break free, cross over another barrier, you’ll encounter these sorts of internal problems. We’ve all been through it, Nick. I’m pushing you not to hurt you, but to help you help yourself. You’ll have to deal with it sooner or later. So are you ready now?”

He simply stared at her, sucking in air, feeling forlorn.

“Is the heat on in here? You all tryna to save on the bill or something?” He shivered and hugged himself as if he were outside, naked and freezing his ass of in a blizzard.

“I can have maintenance turn up the heat. Are you ready to read me the letter?”

Is this woman hard of hearing?! I just answered this like four or five times already!

“No, I’m not ready to read you the letter.” He mocked her tone, repeating her words just so as she flipped through some files, then placed a couple on the edge of her desk. Out the corner of his eye, he could see a name scribbled along one with a dark blue marker… Taryn Jones.

“When will you be ready, Nick?” Her tone had a smidgen of an attitude laced across the syllables as she looked him in the eye, bringing him back into focus.

Good…are you mad now, Frieda? Join the damn club!

“Not today and not tonight. Not in the morning, not after breakfast, not at lunchtime, not at snack time, either. Not before dinner, not during dessert, even if it’s chocolate cake. Not tomorrow, next week, or even next month. Not during group, not after group, and definitely not before group. Not during art class, Oliver’s no class ass, or afternoon mass for the religious residents in the building I walk past.”

The woman smirked and shook her head as he continued.

“Not at Pilates, not at karate, not even if you offer me a Starbucks latte. Not for Visitor’s Day, not for Speaker Day, and not for my hay day that’s sailed the fuck away. I’m not reading the letter in English, Spanish, Swahili, Japanese, French, Italian, Portuguese, Russian, Dutch, German, or any other language you can think of, either. I can speak four of those languages I mentioned just fine, too. I’m not reading the letter at any time, Ms. Frieda, because no time is the right time. You got it?!”

The woman burst out laughing as she tapped her chin with her nail and gleamed at him, her eyes squinted with a twinkle.

“You are pretty damn funny today, Nick. First the butt comment, now this. That was good… You thought that all up on the spur on the moment?”

“Yup. You want some more of it, huh? This rappin’ forte and charm? I got plenty more where that came from.” She shook her head, as if disappointed, then stood to her feet and opened up all the blinds. The sun beamed in, blinding him, making him take cover behind the relief of his raised arm. She looked from side to side, then approached her small coffee maker, which still contained a measure of the murky brown liquid in the decanter. With extreme calm, she gripped the glass handle and poured herself a cup.

As she went through her routine, he looked sharply back at her desk, slicked his hands swiftly towards the file, flipped it open, got a good eyeful and snapped it shut just as she turned around to face him, her mug partially full.

“…What if I told you that Taryn wanted you to read the letter?”

She pushed on, ignoring his previous smart aleck performance. He preferred to stay in his funk though, to irk her a bit more, get her annoyed juices flowing. His jaw tightened, and his chest grew heavy as if an enormous weight, vicious in its own right, had landed upon him and demanded his innards. He ran his fingers across his face as his eyes became hazy with confusion, and then, he came to his senses. An idea struck him, too.

“She didn’t say that.” Leaning, he lifted his chin and gently stroked his jawbone with a feathery touch.

“You’re right, she didn’t, but she’s your friend, right?”

“Yeah, but you already know that so why don’t you just get to the point, Frieda?” He peered at his antagonist, daring her to toss him a line covered in manipulative bullshit.

“And you both want each other to succeed, right?”

“Yes.”

“And you need to get over this hurdle, but you’re struggling?”

He simply glared at her, refusing to respond.

“I need you to read this letter to me, Nick.” She took her seat and handed the wrinkled sheets back to him. His fingertips grazed the paper, then he clasped it, wishing nothing more than to crawl under a damn rock with the thing. “I need you to read it because it’s hard for you, and I believe in you. Keeping it to yourself does not help you. You have to have a witness because recovery is not an island, a party of one. Your addiction didn’t only affect you.”

“Would you stop hounding me already?! You’re relentless, Jesus! It’s not a lost treasure, ya know? You act as if people from miles around have been calling you to hear me read this damn thing, like it’s a long lost sonnet from Shakespeare or somethin’! I should tear this shit up into a million little pieces, piss on it, and flush it down the fucking toilet!”

“I already know the gist of what you wrote about now…so I’d make you discuss it either way.”

He sucked his upper teeth so hard, he was certain his gums would tingle and ache once he relinquished the pressure.

“Where is Taryn at?” He looked over his shoulder, almost expecting to see her burst in through the door wearing a black sequin top hat and twirling a sparkly red cane in a newfangled rendition of, ‘Putting On the Ritz’. His paranoia began to spread like a rash, made him itch all over. The little voices in his head told him to be on alert, to be ready… something was coming down the pike.

“She is in her group, Nick. She won’t always be around, you know.” The woman’s eyes narrowed on him, matching her deprecatory tone. “You will have to do this on your own. No crutch.”

“Then why in the hell did you bring her up to me just a minute ago? To manipulate me? It’s no secret; Oliver let everyone know that I care about her, okay? I didn’t correct him. It is what it is and just so you don’t think you got over, I know that stinking fuck face ran back and told you that he saw me and her outside the other night, okay? So what! We didn’t do anything wrong and we’re adults.”

“It’s against the rules. You all were reportedly in an embrace. Taryn was warned as well.”

“Yeah, yeah, an embrace… God forbid we touch someone!” He leaned forward, lowered his head and ran his hand roughly through his messy locks. “We’re all radioactive, zinging folks as they walk by like we’re human stun guns! Zap! Gotcha! Watch out for ol’ Nick, I tell ya! You’ll catch his dirty alcoholism, it’s contagious!” He threw up his hands and waved them around.

“Your sarcasm is really ramped up this evening,” she stated behind twisted lips.

“You like it? It’s a special blend of ‘so what’ cognac and ‘I’m tired of this shit’ brandy, aged to perfection. It’s got a nice tang, right? Anyway.” He rolled his eyes. “I got my little warning sheet slipped under the door like some hotel bill. Oliver is you guys’ little mule, your informant. I’m onto what’s going on now and you have the audacity to expect me to keep opening up in front of that man, like I’m some damn idiot.” He pointed in back of him, as if the Pied sneaky Piper were standing within arm’s reach. “The only thing I’ll be exposing to him from now on is the silent treatment… Bastard is still talking about he might press charges.”

“And he very well may, Nick. You assaulted him. Just because we’ve given you a second chance doesn’t mean that he has.” She raised her chin and crossed her hands over top of one another.

“Second chance? Not buying it—and as far as him telling what happened, I’m not betting on it because then his own dirty laundry would be exposed, too. That’s the only reason he hasn’t gone ahead and done anything, but he wants to keep saying it to other people so that I’ll feel threatened. He’s not as stupid as he looks!” He quickly got to his feet.

“Where are you going, Nick? We still have some minutes left and you haven’t read your letter.” She tapped her desk with a chewed up pen, demanding his attention once more.

“No, we’re not doing this, Frieda.”

It was written all over her face. She knew she’d lost this battle, but she kept a cool exterior. She’d keep on top of him like a little rodeo clown on a wayward bull. Well, the ride was over, and neither of them was amused.

“Oh, and no worries. No need to call a meeting or anything about me. It will get read. You told me you want me to read it aloud, that it needs to be witnessed, so I will follow your instructions. I’m going to read it to Taryn, Frieda. That’s harder than reading it to you, believe it or not, but I feel safer that way.”

“Progress doesn’t always feel safe, Nick.” She shook her head, apparently disapproving of his new cooked up plans.

“But I can’t make any damn progress unless I can talk to someone I trust and I don’t trust you, not after this.” He pointed his finger in her direction, his anger simmering at the forefront. He shrugged as his palm circled the doorknob to open the thing, the coolness of the brass bringing him a sense of re-awakening. “Taryn… I do trust her. She’s my witness, and that’s final…”
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“Come in here…” Her alluring eyes hooded as she causally leaned against her doorframe in her black and vibrant yellow printed Batman pajamas.

Nick looked both ways up and down the shiny hall and saw people milling about, a sheer look of boredom across many of their lifeless faces. Nevertheless, he made quick judgments, assessments, and internal declarations.

“I can’t. Too many people out here right now. If someone sees me come in there…” He leaned further into her doorway, taking a quick visual tour. “They’ll report it and you’ll get either written up or worse. I can’t have you getting in trouble on account of me. One time was enough. Sorry about that. I should’ve known to not do something like that with you outside. I got caught up I guess.”

“Don’t apologize, it was totally consensual and I’d do it again in a heartbeat.” She winked at him, causing him to feel all mushy and strange inside. “I’ll tell you what I want you to do.” She gave the hallway a double take and crossed her thin arms, a plan cooking up inside of her devious mind, no doubt. “I want you to go back to your room and get freshened up.” She pointed past him and out the doorway. “You don’t look so well.” She grimaced.

“Had a one-on-one with Frieda,” he said, frowning. “Let’s just say things didn’t go as either of us wished.” Taryn chuckled and nodded in understanding. “She wants me to read that letter, the one she asked me about in group. I refused. I told her I would read it though… I told her I’d read it to you.”

Taryn’s lips curved upward ever so slightly.

“Well, I’m honored, Nick, and as far as Frieda is concerned, been there, done that, modeled the t-shirt… Anyway, after you relax a bit, I want you to get a bite to eat. I didn’t see you at lunch or dinner today. You have to keep yourself nourished, baby.” She offered a comforting smile.

He nodded, appreciating her concern, but food was the farthest thing from his mind. He’d lost at least seven or eight pounds since being in treatment, and he suspected a few more may come off, too.

“And then, at 2:00 a.m., I want you to go to the hall restroom.”

He looked down the way and pointed.

“That one?”

“Yes. I can’t sleep sometimes, so I know these people’s shifts like the back of my hand. Come out of the bathroom at 2:04 a.m., and you have like 30 seconds to make it to my room without anyone seeing you.”

He looked down the hall of walls at the arsenal of cameras, taking mental inventory.

“Don’t worry about that. The cameras are in blind spots in two areas and one of them is a dummy.” She secretly eyed one, nodding in its direction. “When you come out the restroom and cross over, you will be in front of the one that’s out of view. If you walk close against the wall, you won’t be seen clearly and by the time you reach my room, it will be completely out of range for half of my door. Stay on the left side. Pretend you’re a secret agent.” She chuckled.

He lowered his head and shook it, impressed by her resourcefulness and information gathering.

She should have been a damn police detective… I knew that camera was a dummy, too. I wonder if anyone else knows?

But he kept his thoughts to himself.

“Now you know why I always walk along the walls instead of dead in the center of the hall. I don’t want to be watched…at least not in here. Our privacy is already invaded on a daily basis. Anyway, my door will be unlocked for you. Just come inside and we can talk. If you read me the letter, I’ll let Frieda know, and maybe she’ll let it go, at least for a little while. If she asks when, just say we did it over breakfast or something.”

“Okay, yeah. We can do that,” he stated. “Well, I’ll see you later.” She nodded and closed the door softly behind her, and then, he heard it lock.

He took a deep breath and checked the hall again before walking away. He knew he was on camera at that very second, and the staff was watching him closely after he walked out on Frieda as if he himself were a ‘Dear John’ letter. It was simply the way these things worked. What pissed him off the most were the heaping mounds of hypocrisy and bureaucracy of the place. He couldn’t stomach the enforcement of weak rules, while important ones that should’ve been top priority were ignored. An array of narcotics was being allowed inside the facility on any given day. He knew for a fact several of the people inside the joint were getting higher than summertime kites above a mountaintop at high altitude.

This was common for many rehabilitation centers; he was no new jack to the information, and to how this sort of thing went down. It was also not necessarily a condemnation, for even the best of facilities had occasional breeches of security, but some were far worse than others, lax and almost welcoming. Regardless, he resented the fact that his flourishing love for a woman was under scrutiny, used against him in order to elicit a reaction or two when there were far more important issues that Frieda should have been dealing with—such as the influx of drugs, usage, and narcotic sales in the place.

I don’t want to get involved in all of that… That’s not what I’m here for, but damn! This is crazy…

He was certain some family members of the residents meant well and others were just trying to make a buck, but regardless, they were supplying their loved ones with illegal contraband, flushing the recovery process down the drain, and putting others in serious jeopardy. Nowhere was safe, and should one feel especially weak, there was nowhere to hide. One guy was even making liquor out of old cornhusks and mushy, fermented blueberries in his room, selling it in small sandwich bags and passing them out like cupfuls of punch at a high school senior dance. The staff and security pretended to be oblivious as they took their cut of the profits, and it sickened him.

Due to this fact among others, almost everyone in Nick’s eyes became a damn suspect. Initially, when word got out that a cop was in rehab, some people tightened up a bit, guarded themselves. He’d heard of this sort of thing going down. People felt intimidated by his mere presence. Even in group, they’d hold back as if he could suddenly pop up out of his seat and make a citizen’s arrest. He’d spent his initial time making friends, so people would feel more at ease, and assuring them he had no time to dig in their trashcans, when his own rubbish was spread all over the goddamn floor of life for the world to see. Several of the guards he’d caught giving him the side eye, sizing him up. He could see the fear in their faces, and before long, they were asking other residents questions, trying to get the 411 on Officer Nick Vitale. They first wanted to know if he had quit or gotten fired.

Word was spreading like peanut butter across bread and the illegally driven inquiries increased. He hadn’t said a damn word; it wouldn’t prove to be advantageous or helpful but then, a few naively believed he had more to lose than they did—they felt full of themselves, drunk with arrogance, and got a kick out of it, too. So, mouths were sealed, and drugs were dealt, but he never forgot a fucking face… In his mind, calculations, tallies, photos, and notes were being drafted every goddamn minute in regard to the staff, and every motherfucker involved. The residents he had no desire to touch—to make their lives even harder would be a moot point—but those that wore the veil of authority knew the hell better, and he was simply remaining quiet until he got his moment. In the meantime, a new hatred grew within him, and he resented these bastards for putting him in this position in the first place.

Many in the higher up positions weren’t worth a damn! Frieda used to be someone he thought he could confide in, but now even she fell under his scrutiny after the whole Oliver debacle. All he had was Taryn, and as far as he was concerned, she was all he needed and wanted. He was in love with her; it wasn’t a question in his mind anymore. He had certainty, and even if she didn’t feel the same, he hoped in time she would. As he walked back to his room, though, he thought about that long and hard…

He’d lied to himself.

No, I need her to love me back…

He couldn’t stay in his little protected cocoon, singing himself sweet nothings, when the truth proved far more brutal and raw.

He walked into his room, straight to the small bathroom that only had a sink and toilet, barely enough room to turn around a full three hundred and sixty degrees. Twisting the faucet, he allowed the water to flow, and splashed himself down, rinsing all the stress away. He ran his fingers down his face, stretching his blue eyes, making them droopy like a hound dog’s. His body was tired, and his mind beyond exhausted. Turning on the light, he sat on the edge of his bed, still not feeling much like eating anything, despite Taryn’s urgings. Seconds passed, and he removed the wrinkly letter from his pocket, but refused to open it just yet.

I want to read it to someone I trust…someone I love. I want to read it to someone who doesn’t feel the need to say the right thing, or give me a clinical diagnosis. I just want to speak freely, get some stuff off my chest, no matter how sick and twisted it is. I need a space in that lady’s world, a front row seat on her lap, and then I can do it. Yeah…then, I can just let go in her arms…’cause I know she just might catch me when I fall… She just might catch me, and if she does, she’ll let me lie there for a minute or two, kiss me, and tell me everything would be alright…
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Chapter Ten
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She’d known she’d gone too far, but she couldn’t help herself. She stood by the closed door, imagining him still standing on the other side for a moment or two. The invitation had been thrown out there, still warm as it lingered in the air from her lips to his. She’d perfectly plotted and sensibly schemed, used her abilities for evil versus good…or was it good after all? She stepped away from the entrance and slouched down on the nearby chair, causing it to slightly rock back and threaten to take her with it.

“Whoa…” She grinned as her body swayed before she caught her balance. And then, she simply sat… thinking… thinking… thinking…

Finally, her inquisitive nature was paying off in the most delicious way possible… Nick. Her body felt alive in ways she hadn’t experienced in so long.

How unexpected for this man to fill her head space so completely, so beautifully. To make her yearn for a human touch.

To make her want to fuck.

What a drastic, scrumptious, unplanned change… Did she want this? Could she do it? For the longest time, she’d been caught as a prisoner of herself, vying to break free. She let no one close enough to know her.

So she wondered where they’d all go from here…

Nick, where are you taking me?

What am I doing? Can I go through with this?

I can’t give part of myself, I have to give fully. I didn’t think this through! What about the fine details? What is he going to do or say when he sees the real me?

Panic struck her as the frantic thoughts took over, darkening her mood. She knew what was to come, and in that, she settled, rocked a bit in her seat. She swallowed her budding trepidation, made a vow right then and there to not care but she knew she was only lying to herself. Tonight could very likely be an emotional disaster, but she had to test him, and examine herself in the process too. Besides, this was bigger than her worries, issues. She had to let go…step out on the scarred truth and cling to faith. This time, she’d help someone enter a safe zone, for he had none, and he was lost.

She couldn’t leave the man out in the cold. Nick needed someone to talk to.

She’d be that someone.

As she moved about her small room, cozy and well decorated, she placed AA Energizers inside of her battery-operated candles. She was up to no damn good, too, and barely felt ashamed. She smirked at the notion as she sashayed about in her over-sized black tank top with the Batman emblem and polka dot boy shorts. Since the man had hemmed her up against a tree that was covered in snow and ice and heated the inside of her mouth with his warm, long tongue, she hadn’t stopped fantasizing about what it would feel like to sit atop his throne, and ride that fucker like an L.A. Beach wave.

…Oh, how she missed summers in California for vacation…

SURF’S UP!

I hope he doesn’t have a little dick. I’m so sick of little dicks… Please have at least 6 1/2 inches! Is that too much to ask? Can you at least be average?! All these little dick mothafuckas…and then they have the nerve to talk shit. That’s what gets me. I was real with them, honest, let them know that we couldn’t continue. A few took it in stride but some drove it to another level. They tried it, yes, the fuck they did!

That football player was the worst! I won’t even say his name… San Diego Chargers, my ass. The only thing he was chargin’ was my front door when I told him to get the hell out. It felt like I was being fucked with a dumdum sucker, only not nearly as sweet. They can call me a hairless bitch now all they want, I don’t give a damn. And the cancer jokes don’t mean shit to me, either. Nothing is off limits, not even my damn disease, and that’s fine because I discovered a long time ago that people are truly fucked up. Besides, I can’t be mad about what is true… I AM bald headed. That’s a fact, and that bastard’s cock being the length and width of a millipede was a fucking fact, too!

It’s like the smaller the cock, the bigger the asshole. Overcompensation! Putting memes about me all over social media… I could have been petty and lashed out, even posted pics of their shit. Well, guess what? Hair grows back. But you’re grown, mothafucka. That little ass short stumpy dick is forever…

She angrily opened up a small drawer, then quickly calmed after her uneasy jaunt down the lane of her dating past. Fact of the matter was, she’d been hurt—badly—and she recognized it as such, but refused to dwell on that emotion, for it had a low return. No, she needed to be paid for her damn time. She’d lost so-called friends and lovers during her ordeal, and it almost had her ache more than the cancer that ravished her body and tried to steal her joy and spirit.

“Ahhh, there it is!” Reaching inside, she removed two white and green floral printed Dixie cups, several packs of sugar, and a canister of Country-Time Lemonade. She sat on her bed, waiting for the sexy bastard to arrive. She watched the clock like a hawk, surprised at how nervous she’d suddenly become as the time drew closer and closer. Running her thumb up and down her inner palm, she felt the clamminess of her skin. And then, the time came… A shadow darken her door at exactly 2:04 A.M.…

Nick’s timing was always impeccable. He was one of the few residents that always arrived a couple of minutes early for group, classes, and activities. He often volunteered to help clean up, and set up and assist with demonstrations. The man dove into his treatment headfirst, and she was impressed by his dedication.

She heard the doorknob twist and a meager stream of light basked the room, spilling over to her. He entered and quickly closed the door behind himself, not saying one damn word.

So there the man stood, tall, looming and dressed in a black hoodie with matching black jogging pants, moving as quietly as could be. For a split second, she was no longer certain it was him, for he said nothing, and avoided eye contact altogether.

…Let me see those bluish gray eyes… The storm…

“Nick?” she whispered, suddenly sitting up as a tinge of fear struck her deep within her core. Was it that creepy guard? The one they’d just hired? He kept ogling her, licking his lips when he walked past her as if he were famished and she were something to sop up with a buttery biscuit. Or maybe it was Desmond, the retired Sunday schoolteacher and choir director who was now a patient. That persistent son of a bitch wouldn’t take no for an answer. No, it couldn’t be Desmond; the man wasn’t that tall, and he had an annoying habit of humming all the time, a collection of old Negro spirituals. Why stop now?

“Yeah…it’s me.” He removed his hoodie and looked down at her, making her feel tiny, and a bit helpless…weak, yet strong…protected, yet vulnerable. Had he grown? His height made her groin roil and salute him with wet appreciation.

“Boy!” She punched her bed angrily, snatching her sexual excitement by the throat, and throwing it overboard. “Why’d you crawl in here like that? All stooped over like the Hunchback of Notre Dame?! You can see I only have these three candles going,” she said, pointing to her left. “And you come in here like the damn candy man, tiptoeing about, not saying anything, about to open your mouth and let a swarm of bees come get me. I’m allergic to bee stings! I thought I was going to have to karate chop somebody!” She fought the urge to laugh at her own antics, but she meant what she said.

Why’d he do that?!

He burst out laughing, then covered his mouth, his eyes all big like a child’s while hiding in a closet. Giggling, she fell back onto her pillow.

“You watch too many horror movies.” He sighed as he bent down and removed his sneakers.

“Now, come on over here and sit down…” She patted the bed beside her, feeling like a dirty little pervert as she tried to make out the bastard’s dick imprint. But, he was moving too much, the room was dark, and his pants too baggy. She now hated his pants…

I’m a predator. This man has come to me for help, and here I am preparing to seduce him… I am not worth a damn.

She cracked up at herself as he got comfortable beside her, so comfortable that he wore a twisted smirk dipped in a smidgen of haughtiness. He leaned back against her, using her shoulder as a pillow, forcing her back against her small headboard.

“Oh, make yourself at home,” she said, laughing lightly. “You are a mess.”

“I am.” His teeth gleamed when he raised his head to look her over with a grin, thumbed the tip of her nose with his index finger. “Yeah, this is nice…” His deep voice vibrated through her as he lay back against her. His heavy weight pushed against her body like he needed her to keep him up, hold him up, love him up…

Running her fingers through his soft hair, she cleared her throat and shifted her head to stare into the man’s eyes. “Are you procrastinating?”

“A little…”

“Well, I think at this point it’s like ripping off a Band-Aid. Just tear that joker off and get it over with.” She continued to stroke his hair, slowly, slowly, slowly…

He crawled up her body a bit further; the intensity in his eyes caused her heart to pound a bit harder.

“Uh…” Weakly, she pushed her palms against his broad shoulder blades, trying to keep a semblance of a gap between their bodies. He felt so damn heavy and hard—like a mass of iron across her form—and it surprised the hell out of her. “What do you think you’re doing? You’re supposed to be reading that letter to me…” She tried to sound convincing, squeaking out the words in a very special, artificial way.

“Why don’t you…” His lust-filled eyes roamed her body, taking in inventory as he scanned her up and down, then he slicked his tongue seductively against his lower lip. “…Help me relax a bit?” He sighed as he pinned her down as if she were his property, then laid a gentle kiss across her lower cheek, contradicting his commanding hold upon her. He kissed the tip of her nose, offering a sensuous smile. “I’m so worked up. I don’t think I can read the letter right now…” He moaned as his fingertips gently stroked her arm.

“Mmmm…” he knocked her legs apart with his knee, securing his position as his narrow hips and long legs made themselves comfy between her thighs.

“I can, uh…fix you a drink to help you relax.” An air of huskiness caught in her throat as she toyed with the man a bit, delaying what she knew she needed just as much as him.

Without further ado, he rose from her, his dark brows bunched up like Oscar’s from Sesame Street. “What? You have a what?!” His anger was unmistakable, and he seemed to dance around with the notion of disappointment and utter disbelief, too.

“No!” She laughed, shaking her head, finally catching on to the source of his reaction. “Not that type of drink, crazy!” She pointed across the way. “I’ve got some lemonade! Alcohol free!”

He looked over to her little display she’d set out just so and his shoulders slumped as a look of relief took him over, a wicked smile paired with it, too.

“Oh…you had me worried for a second. I’m sorry.” After a moment or two of silence, his tempestuous eyes hooded but the covetousness and deep desire within them lingered, alert and fully awake. He leisurely traced her skin with his index finger, journeying along her arms and shoulders, working her up, giving her goosebumps from his mere touch. “I don’t want any lemonade, baby. I kinda got a taste for something else…”

[image: *]

Nick fell back upon her, kissing her up and down her neck, forcing a series of light laughs to roll from between her lips as, ‘Dance Yrself Clean’ by LCD Soundsystem played. She cocooned him close, wrapping her body around his as if he were that damn tree where he’d stolen their first kiss. “So thirsty…” he whispered as his pelvis moved against hers, more and more demanding.

“Oh really?” Brow raised in jest, she kissed him back, tiny, sweet pecks sprinkled across his beautiful face, relishing the moment. “And you think I’m serving what you hunger for, huh?” She smirked up at him, egging him on.

“Oh, I know you have everything I need on your menu, baby.” He slicked his tongue inside of her mouth as he ushered his hands under her body, lifting her up from the sheets in a swift, hard embrace, forcing her onto his lap until they ended up both sitting up and facing one another, her legs wrapped around him.

“Mmmmm.” She moaned against his lips, loving how his strong body surged hard against her own. He worked his tongue alongside hers, inviting her to a delicious dance of oral tango as his arms and hands urgently brushed against her back. With grace, she accepted his love by wrapping her arms around his neck, encircling his body with an eager embrace while her legs surrounded his waist. She relaxed against him; his upper thighs became her seat and the man sent her there…drove her to fever pitch.

And then, he paused.

Looking into one another’s eyes, they fell in deep.

“Hey…” His lips widened in a roguish grin.

“Hey yourself…” She smiled back.

“So, you know that they uh, they tested us for everything in here. I don’t have anything.”

“I know. I took a look at your chart in the nurse’s station the second week you were here.” He grinned and shook his head in disbelief. “You need to watch your cholesterol… must be all that bacon you eat,” she added.

“You little, sneaky ass woman!” he joked.

“Uh, uh, now,” She shook her finger in his face. “Don’t get mad because I’m in the know.” He burst out laughing and pulled her closer to him. “And you are free to look at my records, too. I had a little thing called cancer… No biggie. It’s gone, at least for now.” She held his gaze, didn’t flinch.

“Cancer’s not contagious.” He winked at her. “And I’m so glad you’re in remission. You’ve been doing well…your last MRI showed no signs of active cancer cells.”

She gave him a quizzical glance.

“Yeah… you’re not the only one that reads around here!”

“Oh my God! The security in this damn place isn’t worth shit!” She laughed harder, but he squelched her uproar by pressing his lips briefly into her own.

“It was there, on Frieda’s desk, so I helped myself is all.”

She smiled into his lips as he claimed another kiss.

“And…what about pregnancy? Are you taking anything?” He laid another kiss along her cheek, this one more urgent.

“I’m not on any birth control because of the other medication I have to take, and there is possibly a link between—”

“Yeah…” His smile faded. “You don’t need to say it. I figured as much.” She didn’t miss the disappointment that crossed his face.

“Right, so… there are no condoms in this place for obvious reasons.” She swallowed and shrugged, then held him tighter. “I don’t even know if I can get pregnant anyway, Nick. It’s all up in the air.”

…Don’t go, baby…

“Well, I can pull out.” He smiled at her as he caressed her chin.

“Nick…” She chuckled lightly. “Come on now.”

“I can, I’m serious.” His brows furrowed as if he were a tad insulted. “I know when it’s about that time. I mean, yeah, there’s always a risk.” His eyes hooded. “I want you so badly, baby… Please don’t make me wait any longer. I promise to be careful!”

She kissed him with all of her might as her passion exploded. Their mutual caresses increased in intensity, each one more heated than the last. He grinded and twisted against her, dancing, pushing his groin into her at each pass. He groaned into her mouth as they worked one another up. Before she knew it, Nick pulled away from her, and laid her down as gently as a baby in a crib. Everything appeared soft and pillowy around her, damn near enchanting.

He reached for his hoodie, pulled it off him and cast it aside, messing his hair a bit. Lifting her ass from the bed, she reached down for her shorts and removed them, tossing them alongside his sweater on the floor. She relinquished all control and opened her thighs, inviting him to take a peek at the core of her desire. First though, he removed his undershirt and then went for the elastic band of his pants, his gaze glued to her zone. He bit into his lower lip and smiled, giving her the stamp of approval.

When he chucked his pants across the room, something fell hard to the floor. What that could have been, she didn’t know nor care for before she knew it, warmth surrounded her in the way he stared into her eyes, with the anticipation of soon being within her…

With eager hands, he explored her body, taking his time, and she clamped her eyes closed, almost swallowing her damn self as he roamed over her chest. She couldn’t help but breathe a bit faster, harder, squirm in his grip. She wanted to escape, to run from her own flesh…the same flesh that made her practically rich, then betrayed her and stole her dreams away.

“Hey…” he panted, damn near out of breath. His hair stuck up in odd places, giving her a focal point. She wanted to look anywhere but in his damn eyes…not those eyes the color of life right after the typhoon… the ones that told the truth even when his mouth probably lied time and time again… “What’s going on?” he forced out.

She turned away, her cheek pushed into her pillow. Now all she saw was the damn wall that her bed was pushed up against… Flat, bare, and void just like her. She dared herself to look him in the eye.

“I…I don’t want you to touch me there.”

His head cocked to the side ever so slightly and his brows dipped in bewilderment. She turned away from him once again.

“Touch you there? Where? Your breasts?” His breathing remained jagged, uneven.

“Yes.”

“Why not?” He swallowed harshly.

Instead of just saying okay, and making love to her, the bastard had to push the issue! She should’ve known he wouldn’t just let the shit go…

“…Because I don’t like it, okay?” Her heart rate accelerated as the anxiety deep within her mounted and grew, spreading like weeds in a garden.

“Let me see you, Taryn.” He rose up on his knees and slid his hand across the top of his boxer shorts, adjusting them just so.

“You can see me.”

“Don’t play games with me,” he said in a deep, stern voice that made her throat rumble. “You know what I mean.”

She said nothing, only turned away.

This shit isn’t going as planned! Everything is falling apart.

Before she knew it, the man yanked her up off the bed.

“What are you doing?!” She protested in an angry whisper, not wishing to draw attention to the forbidden with a loud outcry. “Let go of me!” She writhed and twisted about, but he was too strong… much too strong.

“Or what?” His brows dipped as he turned back towards her and paused, yet keeping his vise-like grip on her wrist. “Come here,” he demanded. Before she knew it, the room was shrouded in light. He’d flicked the fucking switch, causing her to bat her eyes and blink too many times to count. The shit was blinding, tearing up her pupils…made her feel as if she were on display…a doll on the runway…

He quickly let her go, but before she could return to bed, crawl under the sheets and hide, he moved behind her, blocking her escape… and then… he pressed his need into her ass. Hard. She didn’t know what the hell he was doing, until he gently took each of his hands, framed her face, and made her face the mirror, forbidding her from turning away from her own damn reflection.

“Take your shirt off.” He said the shit strongly, like black on black coffee with a dollop of motherfucking nerve.

She swallowed, ran her bare foot over the other, and gripped the fabric of her tank top, becoming possessive over the damn thing.

“No!” She’d fight… she’d fight him with everything she had, goddamn it.

“Why not?” he growled, but then softened and pressed a tender kiss on the tip of her ear. They glared at each other in the mirror—together, reflecting back their dual images. He looked like he belonged right where he was, and so did she…

“Because…”

“Finish your sentence.” He trailed kisses down the side of her neck, made her melt against him… Into him.

“Because I don’t… I don’t want you to see it.”

“I know what’s going on.” He wrapped his arms protectively around her waist. The head of his cock prodded her ass, insistent. “You had your breasts removed, didn’t you?”

She hung her head, then nodded before looking back into the mirror. She hated herself as her eyes stung with the heat of a fresh batch of tears.

“Yes! They’re both gone.” She cleared her throat, held her head a bit higher. “My body is… it’s…I have a scar from the catheter port hole used for my chemotherapy, too. I… can’t believe I’m still crying about this!” She held her forehead, embarrassed, ashamed at the way she was reacting.

So fucking what! I’d made peace with this… didn’t I?

He nestled his head in the gap of her neck, kept forcing her to keep looking at him and her in the mirror…taking it all in. When she focused solely on the man, a feeling of awe hit her hard. He had the most beautiful smile on his face, like a ray of sun and a slither of moon, framed with rows and rows of bright, new stars.

She noted no judgment in that smile. No disgust or pity. Simply … need.

Acceptance.

Caring…

…He takes me as I am!

But how long would that last? When he saw—really saw—how damaged she was, would he still stand there, wanting her?

Her heart pounded in her ears, the beat overwhelming her.

Taking that sensitive earlobe between his teeth, he gave it a gentle tug before switching position to come to stand between her and the mirror. Bereft of the heat of his skin against hers, a chill scuttled down her back. He became her new reflection—the looking glass that threw her fears, insecurities, and helpless thoughts to the wayside. He kept his eyes glued to hers, not blinking, not flinching. She shuddered as she felt her shirt slowly lifting.

up… uP… UP…

…it went…

He lingered, raising the thing inch by inch as he kept staring into her eyes… as if they had all the time in the world. A tear fell from her left eye…and then another… yet, a part of her was relieved, at peace. She didn’t want to hide any longer and she knew deep down that this very moment would one day arrive.

That day was now.

Once he got the material of her shirt to her collarbones, he paused. His eyes were filled with love, with assurance, with desire and trust.

Can I trust you, Nick? Really, truly trust you?

She didn’t dare ask him, let him have further proof of her vulnerability.

I trust you, Nick… I do.

After a few moments, his gaze leisurely drifted below. At this juncture, she prepared herself for a look of disgust. For judgments.

She held her chin high, trying to convince herself that she no longer cared, that he simply caught her at a bad moment, and all was well now… She was ready for him to turn the light back off, not say one goddamn word and try to forget the whole ugly ordeal. She was primed for him to walk out…but…

He didn’t.

Instead he smiled a bit wider, and lifted her top higher, so he could see better, and gently traced her slightly raised scars. She fell apart then, trembling from his touch.

Relieved.

Saved…

She sniffed back a pending tear, feeling some sort of way as he continued on and on, treating the tormented flesh like a delicate map to some long lost fortune. It almost felt as if she still had breasts—the way he gave careful attention to her skin, staring at her not as some object of horror, but like a woman, a true blue, beautiful woman….

“Take your shirt the rest of the way off. I want YOU to do it, to finish this up,” he requested it in a placid tone as he now guided both of his hands across her scars, over flesh devoid of all fatty tissue.

She went to remove the shirt as he’d asked, and then hesitated when his voice broke her train of thought.

“You haven’t let anyone see your chest since the surgery, have you?” he asked quietly as he released his hold on her, then began to slowly circle her, move around her as if she were some statue in a museum. She shuddered, while another tear poured out of her, the one she had denied admittance. Then, he paused in front of her once again, front and center, blocking the mirror again. Leaning in close, almost reverently, he placed his mouth on the aggrieved flesh. And he kissed her there, with love. He traced the scar with his fingertips and the tip of his moist tongue, which had her fall deeper under his captivating spell.

“Ahhh.” Her eyes fluttered as he continued on. “No…” she finally answered. “I’ve always kept my shirt on. I hid inside of my clothes; they became more than fashion. They became a way of life…”

He stopped his ministrations and stood straight.

“Do you remember what you told me a few weeks ago? I was going through one of my moods.” He looked deep into her eyes. “I was having a rough afternoon and you leaned over to me and said, ‘If we are going to heal, Nick, then we have to expose ourselves.’ Taryn, you were right. Isn’t that what we’re being taught? Isn’t that what we’re learning, baby?”

Bending back down, he flicked his tongue up and down and all around her chest, causing her to moisten at an accelerated rate. The garden between her legs turned syrupy, threatening to trickle down her damn leg. “Taryn,” she heard him say in the distance. “I think you’re beautiful and perfect just the way you are. You’ve taught me so much…” Elated, she dragged her fingers over his hair, feeling a bit stronger, feeling… in love.

“How can someone so lovely cry about how they look, hmmm? Doesn’t make any sense to me.” He looked up at her and winked.

She couldn’t help but smile at his words, said between gentle pecks against her marked chest. Then, he kissed her lips, over and over, holding her like a precious object. Releasing her at last, he made his way behind her to embrace her around her waist, so close, so tight. They both gazed into the mirror at each other as he held her to him.

“I’m in love with you…” he admitted. A huge admission; so damn much. She believed those words for his eyes never lied. And in them, she saw the truth… Nick was loving her hard…

“Your scars have a beautiful story, baby…and in that, you are pure perfection.”

Warmth crept from her pussy, her brain erupted with pleasure and meandered to her damn throat, her core felt light-hearted and giddy at his arrival into her welcoming heart. He spun her towards him, perused her chest again, and delivered two of the sweetest kisses she’d ever received…one on the left side, and one on the right…

He sighed, then turned the light back off. She stood there as his shadow loomed and he whisked her off of her damn feet to carry her back over to the bed, laying her down just so. Her tears ceased as he lay on top of her, rising a bit to remove his underwear and let them fall to the floor with a sleight of hand.

“Mmmm!” she moaned as he fortified his station between her legs and sucked her neck harder and harder, his fingers wandering all over her body, exploring.

“Ahhh…” He moved a few inches, and then a few inches more, his hair brushing against her chin as he went

down…

down…
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…Kissing her all…along…the way …

“Ahhh….”

She felt free as a bird flying in the vast sky after captivity. Arching her back off the bed, she stared up at the ceiling, grasping fistfuls of thin, white sheet as he continued his sensual excursion. Her lips parted on a sigh as the man’s mouth, heated and plush, landed between her thighs.

Hungry.

Kiss…

Kiss…

Kiss…

He went on and on, delivering tender pecks along his leisurely way, teasing her, driving her crazy. He slicked his tongue up and down her dripping wet slit, then spread her further open with his thumb and forefinger.

“Mmmm…” She pressed her head into the pillow as he nestled between her thighs, sucking harder and harder, catching her clit between his roving lips. “Ahhh! Ahhh!” She squirmed beneath him as the wetness and sensation of his tongue meandered, travelling her pussy like a nomad. “Ahhh…Oh…shit, Nick…”

“Mmmm…” he groaned between tastes as he looped his arm tighter around her thigh, keeping her steady. “Mmmm…so delicious, honey! You’re so good!”

“Ahhh…Oh God…” Her eyes rolled as he delivered delight after delight. He moved expertly about, his oral skills simply exquisite…precise, and fucking relentless. Her gut crunched a bit in worry, unsure she’d be able to keep her voice down and as a result, draw attention to their dirty deeds through the thin walls… “Ahhh!” The heels of her feet slid up and down in the sheets, frantically bunching and gathering the fabric. Then, her tension neared release. Each and every one of her muscles relinquished their hold, gave up on her, left her all alone. “Oh God that feels so good!”

Working to send her over the edge, he slicked his tongue up and down her folds, hard, then soft, loose then firm… prodding in and out of her. His exquisite tossing and turning tongue worked fast and hard, leaving her an ultimate mess.

“Uhhh!” he groaned as he gripped her so close to his face, his lips and nose disappeared from view. He forced her thighs up high as he pushed himself further into her love, eating her pussy like he meant it. She peered down, witnessed the intensity in his eyes as he worked his magic. “Mmmm!” And he began again, gripping her like a dying man to the last straw. She tried to lift herself up, to watch the tongue-flicking fiend in action, but she fell helplessly back against the bed, smacking down onto the thing as if a brute force had knocked the wind out of her. Like window chimes, her golden hanging earrings clanked about as she rolled her head over and over against her pillow, drifting in sensual delirium.

It was as if she’d been surrounded with sparkling, clear gems and the caress of a sensual touch, with silky cashmere for fingers, and limbs, and wet, long things that brushed and prodded against her well into the night. He lavished her essence, worshiped her pussy; his determined tongue labored against and across her pussy, soft…wet…perfect. He knew how to touch her, how to drive her crazy, make her dependent upon his damn touch. Her toes flexed and curled, and in a fit of deep urgency, she latched onto the corner of her pillow and bit into it, bearing down, as her pussy cried again to the heavens.

“MMMMMMM!!!! JESUS!” she screamed a muffled holler as the brutal orgasm grabbed her by the groin, tensing, releasing and doubling back for more. “Mmmmmm!” Her eyes watered from the delightful sensations, but he didn’t stop—no, he kept going as if she weren’t flexing beneath him, yelling his damn name into the cushion, falling apart, and dripping into his mouth.

“Ouuuu….ouuuu!” An aftershock hit her just before he released her, slowly crawled up her body, and wrapped his arms around her neck, kissing her lips, chin, and eyelids. Joy filled her. They lay there together for a moment or two, their naked bodies flush against one another and their jagged breaths in unison.

Soon though, he settled once more between her thighs, securing her around him, never letting go. Looking into her eyes, he stroked her short, soft curls ever so lightly, fingers moving about like a mild summer breeze. She cracked a smile, meeting his own as the sparkling white from his mouth gleamed like cracked stars, opened up for a dazzling celestial prize.

She sucked in air as he reached between them, groaned deep and earthly. Taking hold of his dick with one hand, he stroked the heavy head against her zone and made her toes curl in expectancy.

Thank you! Yes!

She gave an inner squeal of delight when she felt the substantial girth against her aroused flesh. Anything that felt that heavy surely wasn’t slight…

“Ahhhh!” She bit hard into his shoulder blade, stifling her scream when he pushed inside of her with his thickness, opening her wide, stretching her to the limit. He moved in short, slow strokes, in and out, introducing her to his dick, little by little. “Ahhhh…shit…SHIT!”

It had been so long, and he had so much to give. Her desires came back to haunt her, do her in…

She released him and grabbed her pillow, bracing herself. She didn’t miss the slight smirk on his face as he must have taken pride in how she needed reinforcement to deal with his pervasive intrusion. “Nick…Shit, shit, shit!” Her breathing accelerated as the man’s cock pumped within her, spreading her in a way she was unfamiliar with… Oh yes, Officer Nick Vitale was definitely in the building…

“Uhhhh!” With a groan, he hastened the pace of his thrusts, feeding his cock to her a bit more at each pass. “Uhhh, damn baby! Your pussy feels so good! You’re tight…shit!” Pausing briefly, he kissed her chin, took a breather…and then, he began again. “Uhhh!”

“Mmmm!” She drowned her pleasure in the white cotton of her pillow as he continued to feed her pussy his long, thick cock, and she winced a bit once he shifted, suddenly feeling a slight curve in the damn thing.

Oh, my God. I need to SEE this shit…

She forced herself upward, taking him with her, and he kept right on fucking her as she enjoyed the view. Wrapping her arms tightly around his neck, she stayed the course, holding onto the bucking bronco that was leaving her pussy in a state of euphoric panic. She looked between them, and sure enough, the thick, long, beautiful thing curved slightly to the left, touching her in places that had never been explored; no one had ever scratched the surface…

“Your dick feels so good, Nick… and damn you can fuck!” she cooed as he laid her back down, showering her with soft kisses all along her neck.

She shuddered as he lowered his head and returned to the scene of the crime, the place where she’d lost herself, and found herself, too. With a deft tongue, he traced her scars, the shiny, slightly raised war wounds of where she’d been sliced open to remove the toxin from her temple. But funny how things change, for now her pain was being kissed away… now, those wounds were, appreciated, adored…

She was alive because of those scars…

She was here, given another chance, because of those scars…

Here she was with this beautiful man, feeling his naked, lovely, hard body against hers, because of those scars, and she was falling in love.

…Because of those scars…

As if reading her mind, he looked up into her eyes, his body still propelling hard within her, taking her to the end of time.

“Because of them, I met you.” Bending low once again, he placed a tender kiss where her breast used to reside. “I got to meet and fall in love with a real, live warrior…”

“Ahhhh!” She arched her back. So many thoughts flooded her psyche, quick images of sparkling, immeasurable joy.

The way he looked at her when he’d first entered the group meeting room during their initial introductions…

Even then, she’d seen something special radiate within him from the second she’d laid eyes on him. He was a kindred spirit, and in some way, they’d taken to one another, and left an indelible mark across each other’s path.

“Uhhh! Uh!! I love you so much, baby! I. Love. You!” His weight fell upon her as he clawed at the sheets by her side, framing her with his arms. And those muscular thighs of his worked hard and vigilant between her legs.

Nick was a hard man, but inside him sat a wounded little boy and a sincere gentleman, who simply wanted to be loved. She knew this from the way he kissed her, held her hand, told her he loved her in the cafeteria, let her know that he wanted to fuck her… offered no apology, didn’t even blink.

He was a beast… but…

She was his beauty…

…And he’d shown up in the fucking nick of time…

“Ahhh!” Her legs, slick with sweat around his lower torso, trembled as she held on for dear life, coaxing him, bringing him forward as he plowed deeper inside of her.

“Uhhhh! Baby! You feel so right!” He fell onto her pillow, taking the material between his teeth as he buried his face within the fabric. He silenced his groans and screams as she gripped the flesh upon his back, twisting it, gnashing her teeth, then sinking them once again into his shoulder. Her pussy constricted and squeezed his cock over and over, flowing with the warmth of appreciation of yet another orgasm; she’d not felt the pussy sing such praises in so…damn…long…

“Ahhh…Ahhh…” Pushing her forehead into his, she fastened her wrist behind his neck and they locked gazes, swallowing each other’s uneven, spastic breaths. He thrust deep and hard within her over and over again, a series of frantic thrusts, making her feel his force, and yet, something told her he was pacing himself…

“Uhhh…”

They floated somewhere far away that only the two of them could see, feel, and believe. Her soul climbed inside of his, and his inside of hers, and she felt bubbly within, effervescent all over. His lips, slightly ajar, were simply beautiful… and then his eyes… Unable to resist, she sucked on his top lip, claiming it.

Claiming him.

He’s mine…all mine…

He kissed her back, rougher, harder, his lips fervently moving against hers in their tangled muddle of an embrace. But then suddenly, he snatched her from the bed, knocking over things, odds and ends, causing a tumble. His abrupt movement bunched the zebra print throw rug she so adored. Standing in the middle of the tiny room, with him inside her, they inhaled each other’s gasps of pleasure, blended and became one.

“Ahhh…ahhhh!” Bouncing her up and down on his slick, bowed shaft, he gripped her ass with both hands, and she held on.

“Mmmmmm! Do you know what you do to me?!” Streams of sweat poured down his face as he lost himself, but she found him… and claimed the man as her own. Jostling her back and forth, up and down, her pumped pussy brushed against the soft tickle of his pubic hair at each forceful, upward thrust. Her pussy was spread to the limit, a dull, delicious pain from his entry and continued pounding plunges with no end in sight. Her nectar ran steadily down his shaft, making a slippery mess of things as he continued to glide in and out of her, making her dripping hole do tight lipped, liquefied laps.

“Uhhhhh!!! Never gonna give you up!” His eyes hooded, he began to fade from her, a distant smile on his face and the twinkle in his eyes shimmering brighter. Striding with her across the room, he pushed her harshly against the wall.

“Ahhh…” Her lips parted, searching for the right words as she framed his face with the palms of her hands. “Boy…” She grinned wide as if she’d received a gift…for she had. “All I can…say is…” She took a deep breath; her pulsating pussy barely allowed her to breathe, let alone talk. “…You know you belong to me, right?”

This man doesn’t know who he is fucking with. You’re not just going to come in here and tell me you love me, treat me how you did, love me down and make love to me like this and just walk away. I’m staking my claim. YOU’RE MINE…

His face growing hard, showing his strain, he continued to drive into her.

“I’m yours? Shit, baby,” he slurred, “You’re late to the party. I already said you were mine! I was born a monster, and you are supposed to soothe this savage beast!” And then he lunged hard within her, causing her to belt out a scream that he quickly squelched with the palm of his sweaty hand as he continued to rock hard within her, driving her up and down the fucking wall. She trembled against him; her pussy sighed and cried and her inner thighs were sticky and wet, coated in soaked gratitude.

“Shit! I’m going to feel this in the morning!” She fell into the incredible sensations as her entire body went haywire… He was shutting…her…down!

He held her up like a framed work of art as he drove himself in and out of her, panting, calves tightening and relaxing, manly grunts and sweat glistening against his pores. For a split second, her man, her Hercules, looked broken, as if he were losing himself. She smiled within and outwardly too, for she could see he didn’t have much longer. He strained against her; a vein on the side of his face protruded and then a push of warm air expelled from his mouth…

The helpless thing gasped, “Ahhhhh! Ahhhh!”

He sounded as if he’d come up for air after a long, hard swim. She admired his fortitude, but being the woman that she had designed herself to be, she pushed him further…pulled the trigger. Like a maniacal terror, she twisted her waist and hips against his form, thrusting and rocking against the wall, rotating and squeezing her kegel muscles, tightening and massaging his cock in her devious and seductive way.

I’m going to get it up out of him… I’m going to get it!

“Uhhhhh! Oh…God…what are you doing?!” he gasped, seemingly both pissed and pleased with her little display.

“You’re dragging it out…trying to stay in me longer…”

“If you felt what I felt right now, you’d try to stay inside you longer, too…ahhhhh! Damn you, Taryn!” She squeezed again, causing the man to buckle. He dropped his forehead onto her shoulder as if he’d been shot in the damn back. “Taryn…shit.” He laughed lightly.

“I’m yours…”

Then he began to thrust again, rotating just right as he grinded gently against her swollen clit. Like a calm zephyr, he nestled closer to her and blew warm air against her neck as if his breath were a heated collar. He graced her throat with gasps and soft moans, and layered her with whispers. Without warning, she clutched his ass, kept him steady, in place…unable to get away.

“Stay inside me, baby… I want to feel you!”

He paused, as if giving careful consideration…

His deliberations took a moment, and then a moment more. She’d undone him, for with no notice or warning, he bit into her neck ever so gently, muffling his roar…but she still heard the brute loud and clear as he lunged hard within her, shaking and shivering, when warm liquid began to shoot inside her over and over again.

“Uhhhhh!” She gripped him hard as he kept his head down, nurtured him as he twisted and grunted and his fingers dug into the curve of her ass. “Uhhh! Oh God! Oh God! There’s more!” He withdrew and pushed deep inside of her again, undoubtedly relieving himself of his stress, his rage, his pent up desires to have her just this way…

As if he were a wounded bird, she gently kissed his sweaty forehead, sealing her love with a peck of pure affection. She ran gentle fingers through his thicket of soft, dark hair. His eyes were closed, his breathing heavy as his nostrils expelled heated air against her collarbone. The gleam from his teeth grabbed her attention for some odd reason. She just kept staring at them, smelling his salty flesh perfumed with a dash of cologne. A droplet of sweat collected in his Cupid’s bow while he remained throbbing inside her. His black eyelashes glistened, webbed with tears he’d never shed before. She just kept holding him tighter, until he’d settled, until she was certain he was okay, safe…

After a few moments, he released her, carried her over to her bed, and laid her down as if she were being prepared for some grand Emperor. It tickled her so. Soon, he covered her body with his, Tugging at the bunched sheets, he didn’t utter a word. Rather, he sluggishly wrapped the things around their bodies, protecting her with his inferno, and his love, cocooning them from the cruel world. She observed the man’s eyes flutter a time or two, and within a matter of minutes, his harsh breathing turned calm as he drifted asleep, hugging her tight with his head on her chest. She traced his ear over and over again, wishing that they never had to part, wishing that they were fully recovered, could get dressed and walk out together, hand in hand. He’d now become one of her new goals…

Yeah…

Reason #762 to stay the course until the end…
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Chapter Eleven
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Nick plucked the sheets back and opened one sleepy eye while the other remained clamped down as if adhered with a paperclip. His muscles were stiff, sore, as if he’d had a good work out at the gym, but no, that couldn’t be. He hadn’t been to the on-site gym facility in a week; it was part of his protest, his declaration for an internal anarchy. Suddenly aware of his surroundings, the truth of the matter sank in…

…This isn’t my room…

He looked down at the woman nestled between the sheets, wrapped up tight and cozy.

Oh good. It wasn’t a dream…

His lips curved in an appreciative smile.

…She’s adorable.

For once in his life, it felt good to find a ‘strange’ woman in the bed…

Shit, I didn’t pull out… but she asked me not to…she wanted me to cum inside her. But, it should have been up to me to be strong, to do what’s best for her… How could I be so weak? Why? Maybe I’m over-thinking things… The reality of the situation is I wanted her as badly as, if not more than, she wanted me. What if I put her at risk, though? She did say the chemo may have lessoned her chances of getting pregnant. Hmmm, we’ll have to talk more about this later. Damn, I love her so much…

A portion of her body revealed itself from the waist upward, like a delectable candy bar that was partially unwrapped, ready to be savored. He peered at her a bit closer, and smiled that much wider.

…That’s my baby…

He was used to disappointment and setting himself up for self-imposed disaster. Something as beautiful as what he’d experienced that evening he’d initially assumed was a figment of his wild, sober imagination. He hadn’t simply had sex this time around; he’d made love. He’d been thirsting after the girl as if she were a one-of-a-kind cocktail—no…something better, something that felt good and was good for him. Her eyelids fluttered, and she shifted around, turning slightly away. He focused on her lips, then trailed his gaze up to her closed eyes, and finally her head covered in small, shiny curls…

Hair.

My hair grows so damn fast. I’m always behind on getting my haircuts.

He scratched his scalp, feeling the loose waves falling over his fingers as he continued to stare at her, falling deeper into his deliberations.

I should grow my hair out right along with her… Yeah, I’m going to grow my hair out, then cut it off and donate it in her honor, for kids that have cancer… That’s what I’m gonna do…

He begrudgingly turned away from the exquisite sight before him, stifled a yawn, and looked around for his clothing. Rising from the bed, he picked up the pieces here and there, then looked down at the little tray she’d prepared with the Dixie cups next to the small plastic pitcher of lemonade. He chuckled as he traced the rim with his fingertip, then looked up at her wall, his mind volleying with various thoughts. He walked slowly over to it, placed his hand on his hip, and looked at the perfectly hung mirrors, album covers, and the pictures of her decked in beautiful gowns and swimwear on the covers of so many magazines.

Damn… you’re big time, baby… I just made love to a real life super model…

He chuckled, his ego stroked good and hard. He wasn’t in the mood to try and fool himself, act like the notion didn’t turn him on.

What are these?

Something else caught his eye. Two pencil sketches hanging on the same wall, a little haphazardly. He was struck by their beauty, their precision.

I wonder who drew these? I bet it was her… She’s always doodling.

He looked at the bottom for a name, a signature—nothing at all but smudges.

Suddenly, Taryn stirred, stretched and turned, pushing the sheets further down her body and exposing a physique with deeply defined muscles, a smooth yet blemished chest that he respected and loved, long limbs that made him shudder when he replayed in his mind what she could do…

Fucking. Stunning.

…and the woman looked like she should be on the cover of FIT Magazine, too.

“Damn…” He was so impressed with her, he had to say the shit out loud.

She laughed lightly and sluggishly opened her eyes. “What are you cursing about, huh?” she asked around a smile, rubbing her sleepy eyes.

“Just looking at how unbelievably sexy you are… Around this time I’d try to fix a cup of coffee, but this warm lemonade will have to do. Speaking of time, what time is it? I can’t find my cell phone.” He picked up the small yellow plastic carafe and poured the lemonade mixture into the cup.

Yawning, she turned to and fro.

“Boy, you knocked over my clock last night… Well, this morning. Whatever.” She sniffed, stumbled to her feet and dug in her purse, removing her cell phone. “It’s…oh my God! Nick, have to go, you have to go! Check in is in eight minutes!” The woman was seized with panic as she danced about, her legs turning this way and that.

He quickly gulped the lemonade, grabbed his socks and shoes, and redressed as if he were on fucking fire. As he approached the door, he stopped, turned back towards her and grabbed her close for a kiss. Releasing her, he moved back to the door.

“Get away from there!” she angrily whispered, flailing her hands in his direction.

He stepped back, and she poked her head out, her eyes large and roving about like a child attempting to sneak out of their room to catch Santa by the Christmas tree. She closed the door back, and shook her head.

“We’re fucked. There are people everywhere. I had the alarm set for 4:30 a.m. That would have given you ample time to get dressed and leave. The first shift crew doesn’t arrive until 4:55. It’s almost five now.” She swallowed. “Now, there is absolutely no way you are going to get out of here unnoticed.”

“Oh baby, you must have me mistaken for some unskilled chump.” He chuckled. “Not getting caught is my forte. Sneaking around was my childhood job, remember? I could lift one of those big ass, early model, clunky DVD players off a department store display counter in broad daylight and no one would see shit. I was a damn professional. Now that I know about the cameras, thanks to your information, I believe I know how to handle this.”

Out of the corner of his eye, he observed her grab her robe and cover herself up. He hated that the beautiful show had to end… Gritting his teeth, he creaked the door a bit wider, made an assessment. Looking back her way, he snapped his fingers and pointed towards the Dixie cups and lemonade. Startled, she quickly figured out what he wanted, grabbed the damn things and handed them to him. Blowing her a kiss, he closed the door behind him, making a beeline towards the cafeteria after zigzagging like an injured sidewinder snake across the hall. He’d timed the shit just right, waiting until no one stood on her side of the hall, and the folks on the other side were distracted with their morning chatter and usual daytime grogginess. Patience. It was all about waiting, biding one’s time, then not hesitating once the second of reckoning approached! Hide-and-seek…

By the time he’d made it half way over and attracted attention, he looked as if he was throwing away early breakfast beverages. The shit happened seamlessly…

Ahhh yes, Officer Nick Vitale was no longer a thief, but Little Nicky, who lived deep within him, still knew a trick or two…
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The afternoon had arrived and despite the cool temperatures, the sun showed mercy and flowed, outstretched its sizzling arms and waved warm rays upon the place. It didn’t necessarily matter, because the real sunlight consisted of Taryn’s recollections of the way the man touched her and spoke her damn name. Now here they were once again, careful to not mention anything aloud of their night together, but his eyes said it all. He scooted in closer to her as they listened to a speaker discussing accountability and atonement.

“I want to meet up with you and read you the letter today,” he whispered. “Is that cool or do you have something going on?” He scratched at his knee through the blue jeans in a nervous sort of way. It seemed the mere topic broke the man out in hives.

“Yeah, that’s fine. We can meet up at the library, sit somewhere quiet like in one of the study labs.”

He nodded then scooted a bit away from her, as if something heavy and downright troubling rested on his shoulders. It hurt her to see him this way, as if he knew the exact date for doomsday and was simply biding his time.

“You have nothing to worry about, baby. You know I won’t tell anyone anything, Nick. Whatever you discuss with me, whatever is in that letter stays between us,” she assured in a hushed undertone, careful to not draw attention to their conversation.

I can still feel him inside of me… thrusting, loving, cumming…

She couldn’t help but smile. He looked at her for a brief spell, nodded, turned away, and did that disappearing act she’d gotten accustomed to. He was sitting there, but he’d left, withdrew within himself, twisting his hands over and over, and filled with terrible anxiety.

Oh Nick, don’t you know you got me, baby? Everything is going to be alright…
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Nick closed the heavy door behind them. As it was made of glass, everyone that waltzed past could see in, but at least nobody could hear, and that was a small gift within itself. The placed smelled of aged books, the kind with brittle, dog-eared pages and smashed paper mites every few chapters, their graves between two pages of a text seldom reviewed. Nevertheless, there was an upside. This time of day brought them less traffic, a slither of privacy, some semblance of how a relationship is supposed to feel, taste, and evolve. That’s simply how they planned their excursions…playing make believe, pretend games, in a place that would deny them the luxury of fantasy.

“Come here.” She offered a tilted grin as the man raced towards her, pushing her in a corner out of view before they commenced. “Nick!” She giggled, pushing him away and making an escape. She plopped down in a glossy wooden chair, and he soon followed, falling to his knees before her as if she were some altar. His love poured onto her hard and heavy, just like his body during their emotional lovemaking, as her spirit slowly broke him down. The woman couldn’t possibly have any idea how he felt about her, for there were no words to fully illustrate it, tell the entire story.

Was she becoming his next addiction?

One thing he knew: when he lay between her thighs, eating her sweet pussy, he couldn’t get a fucking ’nuff. If time had been on their side, he’d still be there right at this moment, nestled between her legs and gulping her juices for breakfast, lunch and dinner…and all of his snacks in between. All he wanted to do was pleasure her, give her a damn break, let her relax for a moment or two, and feel his deep desire for her. When he pushed inside of her, it felt like his fucking skull was detonating; he split like an atom and exploded like a bomb. He finally broke free, flying high, yet the feeling was natural. Nothing destructive or artificial swam through his blood stream, floated in his brain, or was snorted up his nostril, leaving behind only a fraction of his true self. Being inside of her ruined him. Nothing would be able to come close or compare. Her damn heart opened up to him like rustic barn doors in the wee hours of the morning, and he’d walked right in and made himself at home. He could confess his soul to her; he could give her everything. He finally felt …safe.

This proved a much-needed release, and not just of the sexual kind, but one of a mental and soul-defined nature, too. As he lay at her feet, she ran her long fingers through his hair, then, she paused. He looked up at her, taking notice of her taking a gander at the three empty chairs and small oak table around them. He reached up, grazed her fingertips with his own, and said, “Don’t stop.”

So, she continued.

“I love you, Nick.”

She kept stroking his hair, massaging his scalp just so.

“You love me?” His smile prayerfully crept into her heart and hoped to pry it wide open like the vast galaxy dancing above their heads.

“Yes, I love you.” She kept tending to him, loving on him. “Let me ask you something.”

“Yeah.” He slowly closed his eyes; completely titillated by the way she poured affection on him. It felt good, damn good.

“What makes you believe you love me?” She kept on stroking, working her magic.

“Because I know what it feels like. This isn’t my first time being in love with someone.” He slicked the papers out of his pocket, placed the letter onto the floor before him, and spread his hands over the damn thing that had caused him so much pain, smoothing it out just so. “And I know the difference between infatuation and lust. I think about you all the time. When I’m not with you, I want to be. And when I am with you, I hate it a little, because I know eventually we’ll have to part ways again.”

She bent down to kiss the top of his head and stroke his ear.

“Remember when you kissed my head during cooking class?” He looked up at her as she grinned down at him.

“Yeah.” He smiled back. “I just had to do that, you know? I can’t explain it…it’s just something I felt right then, so, I went with it.”

She nodded in understanding. “I thought that was so sweet.”

They were quiet for a few moments, then he begrudgingly got to his feet, deserting her tempting touch.

“Oh, I almost forgot.” He slid a thin wad of light pink tissue paper out of his jacket pocket, handing it to her. She sat erect from her slumped position in the chair and slowly unwrapped it.

“Where did you get a flower in the dead of winter?!” She covered her mouth, but her smile oozed out the sides, revealing her true reaction.

“I stole it.”

She pressed her hand hard over her lips now, for a burst of laughter was sure to follow.

“From who?!”

“Someone got flowers on Visitor’s Day. Let’s just say when they turned their back, I helped myself.”

“Nick, you are awful! Now you stick me with the contraband!” She took a hearty sniff then set it on the nearby table.

“Hey, it wasn’t actually a crime, really. I slid a five-dollar bill there, too! That was a half a week’s money. What was I supposed to do? It’s not like I can say, ‘Hey, Frieda! I’m going to the florist, be back in a bit!’” He smirked and gripped his letter a bit tighter as he shifted his weight anxiously from one foot to the other. “I have no weekend privileges, either. I’m still not allowed to leave due to the whole Oliver situation.” He shrugged.

“You scared the life out of that man. He hardly says anything to anyone now.”

“You’re welcome,” he quipped.

“Okay now, stop playing. Come on back over here.” She drew serious, resuming her prior position as he pulled up a chair beside her. As he pressed his thigh against her hip, he trembled inside. He couldn’t calm himself, reel it back in. The letter shook in his hands, waving back and forth like a Puerto Rican flag, as if an invisible fan were blowing in the near distance, making it surf about and waft to and fro, do a little jig to an unheard jangle. But there was no breeze, no music, and no Puerto Rican parade in order to brandish one’s happiness for the world to see. No, there was only Nick, terrified of his own transcription. And then, he began…
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Dear Nick,

One day you’re going to need somebody, and one day you’re going to have to admit that to someone, too…

“Fuck this.” He tossed the damn thing down onto his lap.

“What’s wrong?”

Baby, you were so close… Come on, now…

“I’m not going to read this to you, Taryn. I’m just going to tell you what’s in it. You can check. I’ll even let you read it when I’m finished so you can make sure I didn’t cheat. Just let me talk to you, let me tell you what happened, okay?”

She nodded. “Yeah, that works just fine. If that’s what you want to do, then just tell me…but make sure you cover whatever it is you wrote in that letter because I will be reading it.” She would not let the guy off the hook; he had homework to do, and now that she was in the love with the man, he was balance, and she was checks. Period.

“I don’t know how to begin.”

“Just start somewhere that makes sense. Look me in my eye and tell me the things that matter to you most. The stuff that hurt you and built you up…just talk to me…”

He offered a sad smile. “Whatever you do, don’t interrupt me, Taryn. If you interrupt me, I’ll get off track. I’ll chicken out, too.” His eyes appeared wary, almost as if some great wrongdoing or travesty of injustice awaited on the horizon. “I want to run out of here.” He pointed towards the door. “I really don’t want to do this so please, don’t give me an excuse. I’m looking for an out… Don’t let me escape this thing.”

She smiled in understanding, and then he picked up the letter once more and scanned it. He clasped his hands together, and he started over…

Just talk, Nick… just say the words. Confess… now is the time… now is YOUR time…
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“There was a fight in front of the grocery store on the corner of Rockaway Avenue.” He paused, rolled his tongue around a bit in his mouth, tracing the after-flavor of salty fries and gooey, grilled cheese. Everything proved a fast distraction as he tried to find half of a nerve to finish the rest of the sentence. If he could pep talk himself into each revolting revelation, before he knew it, he’d be strong enough to finish a thought, then another, and relay them just the way he saw them after retrieving the damn things from his memory bank.

That shit had been shoved under a mossy rock, bolted shut, and he’d tossed the key into the malodorous sewer, never feeling the desire to open the internal cage of rage again. Once he entered treatment, however, he put on his hiking boots and grubby outdoors clothes, headed underground amongst the stinking piss, piled high shit, myth-tales of big-toothed toilet dwelling alligators and troll people, and soon faced the very real cat-sized rats that harbored incurable ailments. He dug and crawled and screamed and cursed, found the crucial component and released the cellmates, prisoners and convicts, the dirty, nasty shit from his past that he swore was his and his alone to do with as he wished. But…that simply wasn’t true. He hated the process, and sometimes himself, too, but when he began to stare it all in the face, wipe away the grime and grittiness, he was surprised to discover a ‘welcome home’ party, in his honor…

“Nick…don’t mean to interrupt, but…”

“Yeah, I know, I’m not talking, not saying anything. It’s cool…” He cleared his throat, moved past his self-imposed stop signs and jumped into the damn thing, finally accepting his fate. “Anyway, I stood there watching it… the fight. I remember the grainy texture of the Cheetos against my fingertips, and the bright, traffic cone orange way they’d glowed. I’d just eaten handfuls of the snack, and the artificial cheese flavor coated my tongue, made it a bit thicker, prickly. Across the way I saw a kid from the neighborhood named Tony. He was a big Dominican guy.

“Tony had his green bandana on; that meant he was doing business. In this instance, he was refereeing the shit as Little Mike, one of the few white kids in the neighborhood, hammered on Duke. I didn’t know what started the fight, but Little Mike was hell bent on ending it. The little guy had heart, that’s for damn sure. I stood there on the sidelines, calm as could be, drinking my stolen can of Pabst beer from a wrinkled brown paper bag, watching like it was some spectator sport. In many respects, it was. I enjoyed myself all right.” He grinned, a bit ashamed, unsure how to relax himself as he delved a bit deeper into one of his earliest memories of drinking out in public.

“I kept it hidden, you know? Real discreet in its brown bag, a crumpled paper dress…my date for the evening. I’d lifted it from that same store earlier in the day; the very one I stood across the way from, thinking nothing of it. I had balls big of steel back then…could look a son of a bitch in the eye and tell a bold faced lie and dare him not to believe me. The only person that knew my ways was my mother, and sometimes even she didn’t want to acknowledge how out of control I was.” He shrugged. “Anyway, Jonathan and I met up later that night at the old scrapyard looking for shit to try and sell like bike chains and car parts.

“Jonathan was a friend of mine, my best friend actually. We’d been friends since forever… Our mothers had been neighbors a long time; they’d help each other out. We’d play games together, went to kindergarten ’nd shit. He’d even play hide and seek with me long after we were way too old… I liked hunting people, so he’d humor me. My brother died, and two months later, he was there… like God knew I needed a replacement, someone to fill that spot.”

Somebody to help me not go off the deep end… and soon after Jonathan died, Frederic came… Somebody has been looking out for me for a long ass time.

“Anyway, on the day of this fight, I told him about Little Mike turning Duke inside out, how entertaining and incredible it was. That white boy fucked him up nice and good. He’d won fair and square. But then Jonathan let me know that Duke’s whole fucking family went and dragged Little Mike out of his apartment soon after that brawl, and beat him so bad, he was unconscious, barely clinging to life.

“Come to find out, Duke had done some real disrespectful shit to Little Mike, but no one cared about any of that. It was an embarrassment, a disgrace, to get whipped on by a white boy, you see? Especially Little Mike, cause he was short and real skinny with blond hair. He wasn’t even Jewish or Italian; hell, they probably would have even accepted Irish. He was just a regular ol’ white boy, ancestors probably from England, and there was no honor in that in our dumb ass minds. Somehow, he and his mother and two sisters had landed in Brooklyn, in a part of the borough that didn’t acknowledge or feel anything for anyone, especially an outsider.”

An outsider… I was an outsider, too… I just didn’t know it.

“That was the strange thing about B-Ville, Taryn. No one made a big deal about the few white kids, poor as they were, until some shit like that happened. It was one of the few times in my life I was happy to only be half Italian. I went through a stage in my life where I seemed a bit defiant about it all. I played with it, refused to really think about my place in the world, in regard to race, you know… things like that.” He grimaced and swallowed the painful shit down. It burned his throat as he delved deeper, daring to stare at Nicky, the boy that struggled and bled within him, seeing if he could look the little chump in the face.

“When it suited me, like the few times I was uptown, I’d not speak Spanish. That way, I wouldn’t get followed in the stores as much. Sometimes I’d slip up, see someone I knew and start up, and then I’d get the looks.” He put his hands in quotation marks to emphasize his point. “Some of the old people, especially old Jews, would look at me as if I’d lied to them, told them I was a nice little white kid who meant them no harm. You could see their faces change, Taryn, morph into an expression of pure disgust. I wasn’t some innocent white kid anymore, no… not in their eyes. I became my mother’s child, and my mother’s only. I was a dirty Puerto Rican bastard according to them… up to no good. Nothing good would come of my life, and I was good for nothing… They used the word ‘good’ a lot… but never because they meant well. That ‘Puerto Rican bastard’? Yeah… that’s a direct quote.”

…He missed the taste of wine at that moment…

“Anyway, when I hung out with my boys, it was assumed I was Latino, ’cause most of them were black, Dominican, and Puerto Rican. It’s like I became more ethnic by association and I soon found out that I could pass for either shit if need be. I got better and better at it, used it to my advantage to fool people, gain their trust. Oddly enough, it seemed like the black kids knew I wasn’t all white, but the white kids thought I was one of them. They never questioned it like my black friends did. Most of them, upon first meeting me, would look me up and down and say, ‘What are you mixed with?’ And you know what, Taryn?” He smirked, “I kinda liked that. I wanted it both ways I guess.

“But I liked that they could see me completely, the entire package. I enjoyed being biracial. I felt like it made me special, made me a little unique.” He stuck out his chest proudly, a silly grin on his face. “I had a different look about me, could see things from different angles, overheard shit that people wouldn’t say in front of a black or Puerto Rican kid. I liked being undercover like that, so to speak—until I’d get the looks; then it made me feel like it was something I might want to reconsider and take home as a scarlet letter, feel the hurt, before peeling it away and pretending the shit never happened.”

The worn memories continued to flood him so fast and hard, he choked on the damn things, couldn’t catch any air in his lungs. His eyes clamped shut, he braced himself, forced himself to take a couple of deep breaths, then continued.

“Anyway, the white kids as I said never asked me any questions about it. Or maybe they were just hoping I was one of them, because I could fight, and I could steal, and I was fast and cool with everyone. We all fought, it’s just what we did, but we were friends again soon after. Hell, Jonathan and I even fought sometimes, over stupid shit like liking the same girl, or over a bike or a skateboard when we were a bit younger, things like that. It was a way to blow off steam, to feel better for a little while.” He was amazed at how quiet Taryn was being.

He was certain she’d say something, interject, unable to control herself. After all, she was the type to speak her mind, but she just let him do what he needed, how he needed to do it, and he fell in love with her a bit harder at that moment. “I tried to figure out where I fit in the world, tried to see what would make me important or special, and I knew that I could lift almost anything. My nickname, given to me by some of my boys was ‘Dedos Pegajosos’, which means, ‘Sticky Fingers.’ I was a non-confrontational, incognito stickup kid, so to speak.

“I was so smooth and my favorite place to ‘shop’ was on the subways. I could stand there and talk to some lady who thought me a charming little boy, a perfect little gentleman. These blue eyes bought me trust, and I used the fuck out of ’em.” He scratched his nose, raked a hand through his hair. “I’d wash my face real good and put on my best clothes before going out, like it was a full time job and…in a way, it was. I’d have my backpack on like I had someplace important to be, a highfalutin’ school for talented or exceptional kids or something like that. I’d slide next to her and if she eyeballed me, I’d tell her she was pretty, some shit like that, and she’d smile back thinking some little kid had a crush on her. I noticed as a little boy that women liked that sort of thing, women of all ages. I learned how to manipulate early on, and I enjoyed the reaction I got. While they were distracted, I’d make my move and they wouldn’t know a thing, didn’t know what hit them.

“They could go to work and make jokes about it. My game was a conversation piece…I became a conversation piece. At one point, I even believed I’d done them a favor,” he said, self-loathing taking a seat front and center in his mind. “I felt like me lifting their pocketbook out of their purse or coat was a small price to pay for giving them a smile that day…making them feel attractive. That’s one reason why I never tell women they are beautiful now, Taryn.” He turned to her, no doubt showing the hurt in his eyes. “Unless…I really mean it.”

The woman simply offered him a sympathetic nod. Nothing more, nothing less.

“Anyway, it was my gig, and I played the part to the max. I’d stand there looking real coy, my hair brushed back. I’d just stand there, run my hand over it, real smooth. By the time she was grinning, I had her wallet in the front of my jeans and was walking around looking like a thirteen-year-old with a king-sized dick. If I found more than fifty dollars when I got somewhere alone, I’d share it with my boys. We’d go get chips, soda, food, cigarettes, a little weed, and alcohol. I’d usually go get a shirt or two, some jeans. It would be an event. I liked giving some of the money away because it made me feel like I did something important, made a difference.

“I wanted to be wanted, Taryn, and to be respected, too. I’d pay for it if I had to. I wanted people to keep on liking me, you see? I saw it as an investment in myself, a way to stay alive, too, and I didn’t realize until I got older how afraid I was that people would stop wanting me around.” He paused, congested with consciousness, needing space to catch his breath. “I was afraid they’d leave me, that I’d be abandoned. I was afraid they’d run and hide, and just… just leave me there. I couldn’t take that, you know?

…Deserted again. Why didn’t anybody want me ’cept Ma?

“In my mind at the time, this was a matter of survival. I wanted to keep my status as the best thief in B-Ville. I could fight, but I wasn’t the best fighter in town. I could run real fast, but I wasn’t the fastest in my hood. I was a nice looking kid according to some of the girls around town, but I didn’t pull all the ladies. I had money sometimes, but never held heavy pockets on a consistent basis. I could fix things, but I wasn’t the handiest. I didn’t sell drugs, either. I wasn’t interested in any of that and rarely smoked, so in that way, I was useless.

“You know, about the smoking thing.” He winced and shrugged. “It just didn’t interest me, not because I had morals or anything like that. It just wasn’t my thing and even my cigarettes, I didn’t smoke those all day, like maybe one or two, and nowadays, not at all. It wasn’t hard to stop for me; I didn’t go through any crazy withdrawals. It was the alcohol, Taryn. That was my preference from early on. So anyway, I saw, as I got older and older, that I was up against a disadvantage. I had to make a name for myself and keep it.

“After a really good day of doing my bullshit, I’d go home with a big smile on my face, like God himself told me, ‘Job well done’. Mom would ask how my day was and what I did when I’d come back in the house. To the first part of her question I’d tell the truth. For the last part, I’d lie. If I went to school that day, I’d let her know. If I didn’t, she’d get the same answer anyway. There was this big Ecuadorian girl that lived on the corner…hold on a sec.” He reached into a black mesh bag on the table and plucked out a bottle of water.

He unscrewed the cap, took a deep swallow, then placed the bottle back down. “So, where was I? Oh yeah, Pilar. Anyway, she was a little older than us and we’d pay her a couple of dollars once a week to call in sick for us sometimes, ’cause she sounded like a mother even though she was only like fifteen. She developed fast, had a low voice and big breasts. Jonathan and I had fucked her a couple of times. He and I were only like thirteen at the time.

“It was no big deal though to us at the time; that’s just how we were. Anyway, I’d go home eventually. When I’d go to my room, I’d immediately get hunger pangs because my apartment would fill up with the scents of my mother’s cooking. She never made anything fast.” He smiled sadly. “I could smell Mom’s dinner cooking like…everywhere.” He waved his hand like a damn shield to stop a wave of fresh pain. Those memories still lived close to his heart. “We’d have beans and rice almost every night though. Like, she’d have some salads, vegetables, fruit, and things like that. Sometimes, there would be some chicken with it. I couldn’t give her extra food, because then she’d know I’d stolen it.” His smile slowly faded.

“She wasn’t stupid. I’d tried that before, and she snatched me up by my ear and made me tell her where I got the food. I remember how my ear burned, probably turned bloody red as her long nails twisted and turned it back and forth…and the look on her damn face. You know…” He swallowed, leaned forward and clasped his hands together. “It wasn’t so much anger… I think she was just sad, you know? At the time, I just figured she was pissed. That wasn’t the end though. She humiliated me, screamed at me in that high pitched Minnie Mouse voice of hers, and marched me down to the store.

“Once we got in there, she had me tell the store manager what I did. But I didn’t learn to stop stealing. No.” His shook his head and focused on the floor, disgusted at himself. “What I learned, Taryn, was to do it better. I learned to be more discreet about it. I’d eat her food and not complain after that incident. I never offered anything to her again.” He sniffed and leaned back in his seat, closed his eyes for a spell. He could hear the soft murmurs of people speaking nearby in the aisles of the small library, groups walking past, the click clacking against computer keys, and the drone of copy machines. He could hear the rehabilitation world of Firststone going on as usual, while he travelled the past. Perhaps, they were one and the same…
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“No, no, you get no argument from me about that. Not at all. I’m glad he’s progressing but I understand your concerns.” Captain O’Sullivan clutched his phone as he bit into his turkey sub sandwich, chomping down, giving it his all.

“And the last assignment was overdue. I also spoke to his therapist and he has had a few dreams about a friend of his named…hold on a moment… Jonathan. Yes, his therapist wrote down here the name Jonathan. Anyway, he refuses to go into further detail about what these dreams are in reference to. All I know is that it was a friend of his. The boy died I believe, but I’m not sure of the circumstances.”

“Hmmm, do you by chance have a last name for this Jonathan kid? I think Nick actually told me about that before. Yeah, I’m pretty sure he did.” He patted the side of his mouth with a napkin. “I believe they were very close, like brothers. It was a guy he grew up with. I didn’t know that it was still bothering him this way though, that he was actually having nightmares about it….hmmmm.” He grabbed his diet coke, took a loud slurp, and set it back down on his desk.

“Since Nick stated that you were entitled to his records, updates and progress verbally and in written format, I will see if he told the therapist a last name, and then send it to you.”

“Yeah, do that. It’s for my own curiosity is all… He never told me all that happened, either. Not like any big details, only that he’d died. So what else is going on? Anything else I should know?”

“He is stubborn, but getting better and quite popular with the ladies…” Frieda said with a light laugh.

“Mmmm hmmmm, yeah,” he guffawed. “That sounds like him.” He popped a couple of fingers into his mouth and sucked the tangy mustard off them, swallowed the spicy flavor. “Look, Frieda, get that information over to me if you can, but thanks for keeping me abreast of everything. All this will do is make it easier to get him back on board when the time comes. Hell, he may not even want to come back… you never know about things like this.”

“That’s quite true but as much as he talks about his job, I think I can safely say he loved it with you all.”

“I believe he did, too… I miss him, you know? I think I’m just tryna prepare myself for the worst. That’s how I operate. I even got ex-convicts asking me about him, wondering where he is!” He burst out laughing, and Frieda soon joined in. “Now you know when you have a jerk that you arrested asking where is so and so, that man is definitely well liked. Boy… it’s just not the same around here without his loud voice and smart ass comments… It’s just not the same.” He swung around leisurely in his chair, gripping the napkin tighter. “But I need him to get well… He’s got to get well…”

…Come on Nick, don’t let us down. You gotta get well and come back…

We need you, son…
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“I couldn’t escape who I was as a child anymore, and I couldn’t face who I was as an adult. I’d worked so hard to leave the ugliness inside of me behind, Taryn, the beast, but he kept chasing behind me, pulling my coat tails, reminding me that I was no good, a thief, a bastard child. He let me know that no one but my mother wanted me and I’m sure I gave her second thoughts on occasion, too. I’d never be good enough. I’d never be truly wanted. Who the fuck cared that I now was a police officer? That I’d made it through the academy with flying colors and was deemed one of the most promising to graduate?

“No one cared that in my junior and senior year in high school I got myself together after I realized life was bigger than the shit I was doing! All this horsing around and getting into trouble! It got worse after I graduated. Some of my friends turned on me after I became a cop, accused me of selling out… That hurt, it really did, Taryn. They believed I’d turn them in, report their crimes…the things they did to survive and have a good time. They no longer wanted me around. I’d lost what I had, everything I’d worked for. It became a double-edged sword, a burden resting on my chest. I started to suffocate. I gasped for air…couldn’t breathe. Everything I did to better myself turned on me, made me sorry I ever thought I could accomplish anything in the first damn place.” He took a few more swigs of water and turned slowly towards her. “Do you have to be somewhere?” He looked down at his wristwatch.

“Yeah, I do,” she said. “Right here with you…”
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Captain O’Sullivan snatched his glasses off his face, closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose, feeling a pounding headache coming on. He released an exasperated sigh. Reading the old news reports online and digging into the confidential criminal records made his damn gut turn and rumble. The piece of paper was still warm from being freshly printed, but the man’s body had run cold a long time ago. He looked at the fucker’s mug shot, held it carefully in his hand and studied it. He started from the guy’s jet-black, long, greasy hair down to his pointy chin dented with a deep, diagonal scar. Santiago Ramirez was the seventeen-year-old boy accused of murdering a sixteen-year-old boy in Brownsville over fifteen years earlier. The victim’s name was Jonathan Mendoza, and the prey had been with his friend, a grief stricken kid who’d given a statement to the police, while his pain soaked in the dead comrade’s blood… Nicholas Vitale.

He sighed once more and all he could do was shake his head as he slowly rocked in his seat. After reading the account, he had no idea if it would help Nick or not to know what the hell happened, make a damn bit of difference. Hell, maybe he already knew? He sure hadn’t provided much detail about the matter… but of course, that was Nick’s way—a stormy human crypt passing through the place like a blaze. Would declaring his findings make the guy more skittish than he already was? He wasn’t quite sure what would set him off, so he couldn’t fully sell himself on the idea of taking such a chance.

Santiago had fled the area soon after he’d dropped those bricks from atop that building, purposefully and brutally killing the young man who stood below. The guy was apprehended for a different crime while living in New Jersey about three years later. The police department there knew nothing of his prior crimes, nor that he was on the run. It seemed as though he’d slipped through the damn cracks, having never faced a court of law for killing Jonathan. But, karma caught up with him; oh yes, she did—for Santiago was brutally murdered in prison by his cellmate during a heated argument. How ironic that the fatal blow had been administered by a blunt object to his skull, cracking his head open like a damn walnut.

I looked a bit deeper, Nick, found out some things the public doesn’t know…

Not only that, Santiago was HIV positive, perhaps contracted the disease due to a heavy heroin addiction, and his life had gone from rock bottom to the lowest level of Hell. It’s not something you’d necessarily wish on a guy, but the bad luck wagon had stopped right outside his door, demanded he come aboard, then handled that motherfucker in a rather obscene way.

John tapped his fingers against his desk as he got sucked into a whirlwind of thought, and mulled his concerns and wishes for his unofficially adopted son.

Nick, you’ve been upset about this all this time, haven’t you? I can see that. You’ve got a big heart… I’ve been getting your updates and information about your progress. Had a few setbacks, but you’re making a good effort… I knew you didn’t have it easy, but this… this is pretty bad, son… You said he was your best friend. That had to be tough to see; you were just a kid yourself… Jesus Christ…

He ran his hand slowly over his face and came to a decision. Picking up the phone, he dialed and waited for the ring tone. He huffed, pissed, when he got the damn voice mail.

“Hi Frieda, yeah… it’s John, Captain Sullivan, Nick Vitale’s boss. Say, look… please give me a call at the station when you get a chance. I looked up that name you gave me, and I have some information Nick might need to hear…”
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Chapter Twelve


[image: ___]

“I want to kiss you right now…” He offered a lopsided smile.

“I want a bit more than that,” she said in a sassy tone. “Don’t stop…I know there’s more. Keep going, baby.”

Sliding a bit closer, he placed his hand on her upper thigh as he stared down between his knees. He needed something to hold onto. Needed someone to love.

“I was doing real well, and I was proud of myself but then, Mom got sick. She uh…she wasn’t feeling right. I made her go to the doctor one morning when I found her covered in sweat, just kinda lying in the bed. She’d missed work… That woman never missed work.”

He swallowed, hating himself for writing this part in the letter. He’d written it so he’d have to talk about it now…just as he’d promised. A moment of silence led to another, and then another. He overdosed on the procrastination; hungry for it, but never satisfied. Then, he felt a soft hand touch his shoulder, the same one that had caressed him along the side of his face while he made love to her all through the night. The same hand that had held his as they walked through the falling snow, and their worlds collided, becoming one. The same warm hand he’d explored and memorized to the point that he’d fallen in love… She held his world in her hands, and his heart, too…

“Got her to the doctor… He had me take her to the emergency room immediately. They…they ran some tests, and I knew as soon as the doctor came out and grabbed me that…it was real bad news. He said she had non-Hodgkin lymphoma and it was stage 4. It was in her bone marrow, her spinal cord.” He looked up at the ceiling and slowly closed his eyes as the tears tried to escape. There it was—her other hand, touching him…

“It had spread everywhere! The doctors were in shock that she was still alive, walking around, working just the day before. My mother said she was always in pain, and didn’t know any different. Taryn, I couldn’t talk to her in the end!” A tear streamed his face. “They had her on so much goddamn medication, she had gone away somewhere. She was gone before she was gone, if you know what I mean. She died before we knew what hit us. I never got to say goodbye… but, she died holding my hand and the last thing she did say to me, was, ‘Nicky”… He punched his leg over and over, choked on a breath, and fought the tears. “Nicky, I love you.’” He pushed forward, swallowing his pain. “I was left trying to grieve, but I couldn’t; it hurt too much. I can’t even explain to you the kind of shit I was feeling.” He shook his head. “I’m trying, but there just are no words… no words for a pain like that.”

“It’s okay, baby. It’s okay,” she whispered, stroking his shoulder.

“I planned her funeral, went through the motions like some damn robot and then, the following month, someone shot and killed Frederic.” His eyes watered once more. “Damn it! I can’t do this, Taryn!!! I can’t do this!” He shook in his seat, and once again, he felt her embrace.

“Yes you can! Come on, Nick!” She grabbed him by both arms, turned him towards her, and laid a kiss on his cheek. They no longer cared. People walked past the room, undoubtedly seeing them locked in their embrace, but he grabbed her arms, made her keep holding on to him, refused to let her go.

“Damn it!” The tears came, stung his eyes. His heart hurt so deeply, for he’d never said these words, explained this pain to anyone else, especially not in this way. He sniffed, quickly wiped his eyes with the back of his hand, and gently removed himself from her hug, loath to get her in trouble.

“So, uh,” he said with a sniff. “The guy that shot him was in a gang. They were trying to get someone else. He was at the wrong place, at the wrong time. He was out and about, just walking down the damn street on his way somewhere and the bullets rang out. It happened; they took his damn life. He was such a good person! I’d just spoken to him that morning. He and I were going to meet up and chill the next day. Taryn, Jesus! The little bit of innocence I may have had left was gone at that point. How could these things keep happening?!

“He deserved so much better than that. He, my mother, and Jonathan were the only people that genuinely wanted me around and wished the best for me …and now, they all were gone!” The tears flowed now, and he didn’t stop them. “I was all alone! I didn’t have anybody… I didn’t fit in anywhere anymore. I was in a real bad spot, Taryn, real bad… back-to-back deaths like that. First Jonathan, some years prior… several other friends after that. Then my mother, then my mentor, but I struggled on, forged ahead somehow. I’m not sure how, but I am pretty certain I just turned everything inside of me off. I never fully dealt with it. I refused. I got all messed up inside, started having real bad, dark thoughts. In that same timeframe, my boss drew even closer to me, told me I was his son and I had a family—to never think I didn’t have one. It’s like he saw I needed to hear that…but he wasn’t my father, he wasn’t my mother… he wasn’t Jonathan and he wasn’t Frederic.

“I was breaking down, Taryn. I was a walking war…cracking on the inside. I was about to blow, and didn’t realize it. I believed I let my mother down, because I wasted so much time playing and being foolish that she never got to see my full potential. That motivated me even more, made me want to be really good at my job. Plus, it was a good distraction. I listened to the citizens, tried to be fair, you know? In their faces, in their lives, I saw myself, Jonathan, Frederic, and my mother. I liked talking to the teenagers and young adults, too, and would explain to them that not everyone thinks they are destined for a life of bullshit. I wanted to see them grow up and get jobs and be happy, have families of their own.

“I was happy-go-lucky for a while, but it was all an act. Like I said, I had never really grieved the loss of my mother; I’d just tucked the situation away. Everything that was painful for me, I’d just push aside.” He waved his hand in a dismissive gesture. “Things began to mount. Because I was collecting trouble, as Frieda tells us, I had no idea I was about to be crushed by own state of denial. The summer rolled around that year, and crime soared through the damn roof. I was a rookie, but making a name for myself. I liked that, but I was being tested to the limit.

“Every hour it seemed, I was looking at a dead body or calling for back up or for an ambulance because someone had been shot or stabbed or beaten beyond recognition. Me and Tomas, that’s my partner, were constantly doing vertical patrols, because these assholes would work in packs, like wolves, and it was like we had to close the whole damn block down. It happened over and over again with no breaks in between—worse than when I was little and that is because it seemed even more people were on drugs. Whenever you have an impoverished area, and you add alcoholism, joblessness, depression, mental illness and drugs, you will have more violence and crimes of all nature including rape, domestic disputes, drug dealing, prostitution, manslaughter, homicides, and armed robberies.”

She nodded in understanding, her eyes wide, as if he were telling a gripping tale. He imagined, to her, he possibly was…but this was no movie or action packed story; this was the account of his life. His autobiography.

“So, if I fast forward a little, things got worse and worse. Most of my friends from back in the day by this time were dead or in jail, some in prison with long life sentences. Juvie was gone—long gone. They were too old now, still acting like children, yet they were grown men looking for the same shit I’d been searching for,” he said. “Somehow, we tried to find that in each other, but you can’t get food from another starving man with nothing. We couldn’t feed each other anything but hope and pain. My hands were empty, and so were theirs… but our stomachs still growled, and desperation set in…

“Eventually I did eat, my soul got fed, and that’s all I wanted the whole time. I ate and ate, through helping people out on the streets, but it seemed to never be enough because once again, I had people believing in me, but I didn’t believe in myself. I always felt like I was falling short, Taryn, like I hadn’t done enough, didn’t shine bright enough. It began to get to me, and then I would drink a bit more, and a bit more after that.

“It got to the point where I needed the alcohol just to get through the day. I played the role, though. I stayed afloat, kept up appearances. I was miserable and didn’t even know it. I had no clue what would make me happy though, because whatever it was, it continued to elude me. I started dreaming about Jonathan a lot too, and his death kept replaying in my mind, especially when I was real stressed out. It was torturing me.” He pointed to his head, showing her the trauma, pointing out how his brain had fucked him over, wouldn’t let him rest.

“See, I could run from Ma, still. I could run from Frederic, but I couldn’t run from Jonathan, because he was like me, and I was like him. We even kinda favored. But death is mean, it’s cruel but wise. It knows what it’s doin’; we just don’t know, and we hate it, because every time it steps up to bat, it doesn’t just take the person, it kills a part of their loved ones, too. Sounds a bit like addiction, huh?” He smirked.

“Yes, baby, it does. Addiction is a form of death. Thankfully, for us, it doesn’t have to be.”

“Yeah, you’re right. Death is not just a killer, but a thief like me, too. It steals shit…steals joy, steals hope. It’s cunning, and no one can fuck with it and be okay. Everybody gotta talk with Death, have a meeting with him, and no one gets up from the table once the conversation is over…”

They were quiet for a short time.

“I would think I saw my mother sometimes, and I’d talk to her, tell her I was sorry.” He looked down into his lap, smiled a bit. “I would wonder if that man I’d seen was really my dad, too, or whether it was just wishful thinking. For years, Taryn, I went back and forth about that… back and forth. Were the rumors true? I don’t know, I don’t think I even want to know and even if I did, I may never know for certain.” He paused, sucked his teeth. “What would make me stop being so miserable? Messed up about this? Having women around didn’t help. That was just a fleeting distraction. Sex didn’t give me the high I needed. Women talked back, got attitudes, sought answers, called all the time, wanted commitments and explanations.” He chuckled. “They’d say things…” He smirked in her direction, and she smirked back. “You all would say things, and we’d argue. No, that didn’t appeal to me. The alcohol did though.

“Alcohol ruined several of my relationships, too, and at the time, I may have been unknowingly grateful for that side effect. I had trouble keeping a relationship going for the long haul, or I’d attract women to me that were just as damaged and fucked up as I was but they had no ambition to change their path, and try to be better.” He placed his fingertips together, recalling all his past failed romantic associations. “The more fucked up the woman was, the more I liked her, wanted her, had to have her. If a good woman was attracted to me, I’d find a way to push her away, get rid of her, ruin everything.” He fixed her with an intent gaze. “Like you…even though you have your struggles, I can see you’re a real good woman. I would have run from you back then. You have too much potential that you probably wouldn’t squander; you want more out of life, and you’d demand more out of me, too. You are not what I wanted back then, shit, even a few months ago… but you are exactly who I want right now… I’m so happy with you.” He turned away, continued. “Sober eyes see things clearly…”

She offered a sweet smile, one that he wished he could taste.

“I didn’t feel I deserved a good woman. The bottle beat me up nice and good, too. It would promise to love me, but leave me more fucked up than I was before. It got to the point where I was afraid to be sober. Sober meant facing the truth and having to find a way to make my own self happy and not look to others to fix me or make me feel important.” Out of the corner of his eye, he could see the woman nodding emphatically.

“Sober was the good girl that I had thrown away time and time again. Sober was Mom. Sober was Frederic. Sober was the black cop with salt and pepper hair who refused to take me to juvie, was tired of getting calls about punk kids stealing from stores but still had love for his hood, and wanted to help little jerks like me live to see another day. Sober was the little boy within me, Nicky, that wanted to grow up and be somebody. Sober is a woman now… Sober is you…”

She smiled, wiped her own tears away as she looked down at the ground, blushing a bit, giving his soul a hug from afar.

“I can still feel my mother around me now, you know? Because sometimes I think about life and death, and life after death. But… I know she’s around me, even right now, this second. So the light still shines, and the game is still being played. But she was a good person… It might be different for me? None of this was in the letter by the way, I’m just thinking out loud.” He smiled sadly.

“I don’t care, go right ahead… You are so interesting, Nick. I love hearing your story, and your thoughts, too.”

Do you? Do you really, baby? Because I feel so good about you…

“Heaven and Hell might be the same place, depending on how we interpret it. Maybe it’s a place where I’d spend time repenting for my sins against others. Or maybe this hell business is just a bunch of fairytales. What do you think?”

“What do I think?” She pointed to herself, brows raised. Her expression drew tight in concentration. “I think God is real, Nick. I wasn’t supposed to beat cancer; the odds were against me, but He made me strong enough and put the right people around me and the best doctors so that I could make it. He put my ass in rehab, too,” She laughed, drawing the same reaction from him. “And I prayed, and He told me this time would be different. I believed him. And then, I met you.”

…God forgive me for the obscene thoughts I’m having about this woman just now! Pretend you didn’t see that in my head, please. Why did you make her like this?! She’s talking, saying such sweet things, and I’m blanking out, thinking about how good it felt to be inside of her… Oh God, when you made this woman you weren’t kidding!

“I think God is real, too. He’d have to be or I’m sure I would have been dead years ago by now. I had too many close calls, way too many.” He grasped his water bottle from the table, guzzled a couple of mouthfuls, and continued. “I fought with that, but I’m okay with it now. I can be cursed out, spit at, and shot at, too, but if one person tells me, ‘Thank you,’ then to me, it was all worth it. I’ve told you shit today I’ve never told anyone else. I’m trusting you…”

The beautiful woman nodded.

“…And you can.”

He mulled that thought over for a brief moment.

“It couldn’t wait any longer, Taryn… I delayed getting help and treatment until I couldn’t anymore. I knew my time was running out. I could just feel it.” She nodded, her lips pursed, her expression concerned. “It was like someone was trying to tell me something, trying to protect me. It was like I only had five seconds to live, and it was the final one for the countdown. Do you know I’ve only missed six days of work in all the years I’ve been there? Three of them were due to alcohol – it happened after this son of a bitch threw his son and then himself off that rooftop not too long ago. The other three I’d taken were due to me gettin’ hurt on the job. It was minor, but I had twisted my ankle going after someone one time and had to rest up.

“Anyway, I need to work, Taryn. I need to keep doing what I’m doing, but I had to figure out which was scarier. Losing my job or facing myself? They both were about equal, and that’s where my dilemma came in…and that’s where I’m at…and now—now I’m done. Done with my story… That’s all there is to it.”

They sat quietly for a few moments. He moved around in his seat. The hard wood had started to make his ass hurt. He sighed and caught the small smile on her face—a smile meant for him.

“You did it.” She patted his back. “You told your story, and what a testament it was. You faced your fears…so proud of you, baby!”

Heat flooded him. The whole thing hurt, but it felt good to purge, too.

“I’ll let Frieda know you finished your assignment,” she whispered as she got to her feet. “She knows I’d do a lot of things she may not approve of, but when it comes to recovery, and the steps we need to take to get to the heart of these issues, she trusts me to not lie… even for a friend.”

He nodded in understanding.

“We better get going.”

He stood as well, stretched and yawned.

“Thank you, Taryn. Thank you for listening to me, letting me explain all of this. Not sure how much of it made any sense. I was just talking…then crying then rambling.” He rolled his eyes.

“You’re welcome and I got it. I understood every word…”

“Now, someone else knows. It’s not just bottled up inside me anymore.” He didn’t expect to feel so good, so comforted, so soon. But he did… he honestly did.

“You did well.”

“Thanks. I have a witness…you’re my witness; that’s good. But I know I have still a long way to go.” He grabbed a tissue from his pocket and blew his nose.

“Baby.” They walked towards the door; she led, and he followed. “It’s not about where you have to go. It’s about enjoying the moments on the way.” He liked that. Her words injected more medicine to his broken heart. “Don’t steal your own joy. Be proud of yourself! You were stronger than you thought you were.” He looked away from her, unsure if he could believe her. She must’ve sensed it, for she paused, grabbed him, and made him face her.

“When you’re sober, you sometimes feel weak. We use because we want to be someone else, or not feel, or feel something different, some illusion, some lie. You are standing in your truth. You’re feeling it, taking it in, kissing it, loving it. I was just sitting in the audience, okay? Your mouth opened, and instead of placing a bottle to it, you simply told…the…truth!”

Moved, he wrapped his arms tight around her and enfolded her into his heart-pounding hug. She seemed to have no idea how her words continued to soothe and heal him. Everything she said now sounded like a goddamn song and he wanted to buy the whole fucking album and put that shit on repeat.

“You’re so damn smart and inspirational on top of being beautiful.” He reluctantly released her. “Do you know how sexy that is?” He reached around her and pressed his chest into her shoulder as he turned the knob to let them out.

“What’s sexy, Nick, is to see you let some of your pain go.”

They walked out amongst the living. The nearby cafeteria food smelled of grilled paninis and hot vegetable soup.

“I’m starting over. The clock gave me a bit more time to make this right.”

“You say all you wanted was love and to be wanted, needed, and that’s been your goal the entire time.”

“Yes, it has been. I found that out pretty early on in therapy here,” he said. “Charles is really candid, and I found him easy to admit those sorts of things to until it became natural. I’ve learned a lot about myself real fast here… I’m surprised, actually.”

“Well, you earned my respect, Nick, and my love, too. I can’t pretend to know the pain you’ve experienced but it takes a strong man to let go, and be authentic, be honest with himself as well as with others. And you’re a real man, honey. You’re strong, not just physically, but mentally and in your heart, too.”

“Yeah? I am strong, I know that…but you make me feel stronger…make me feel like I can really do this on the days I don’t feel so hot. Thank you for being my friend, my lover, my girlfriend.” He grazed her hand with his own as they entered the cafeteria, took their individual trays.

He didn’t miss her smirk.

“You’re taken. Oh, you didn’t know?” He grinned as he grabbed a white milk carton and kept moving down the line, feeling like some little kid right before recess. In a way, he was; this had proved to be a second lifetime, a brand new start.

“I’m your woman? Hmmmm, didn’t know that,” she flirted and teased.

Pausing, he dipped close to her ear, “Well, now ya do…”
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Chapter Thirteen
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She looped her finger around a cluster of recently sprung, silky black curls and squeezed. It had been a long time since she could do such a thing. She sat at the foot of her bed, looking over the thing as if perched atop a cliff ready to jump into a deep ocean dancing with crested waves. Rather, she was looking down at herself, in the mirror. She’d placed the hand held reflector there, taking interest in the unflattering angle and finding it quite entertaining to finally be able to look down at a reflection that appeared closer to her former self. As the days turned into weeks, her recovery became a tad less contrived and unnerving. This was her third stint, and this time she was convinced she’d make it, simply because she was tired of being sick and tired…

…And she had a new cheerleader…

…And in helping him, she helped herself. For his story was her story, and their narratives overlapped, broke apart then came back as one until they reached the final chapter, the last word typed, the latest emotion elicited. Just like their bodies when he’d made love to her, spun her around, kissed her wounds and made the scarred flesh feel fresh, new, beautiful—he’d told her, this is ‘THE END’ of the old us.

He’d done it to her in more ways than one. She never knew she could love someone so fast, and so hard. He occupied her thoughts more and more, and her heart felt full when she replayed their conversations in her mind. Everything he said sounded timeless, and his potential in her life was limitless.

Everything happens for a reason. Nick and I met for something important. I’m sure I don’t even completely know what that all entails yet.

Pulling herself away from her reflection and thoughts, she scooted to the other side of the bed and reached low to pull out a large, thick-sheeted drawing pad from under her bed. She flipped through it, found a clean, off-white page and plucked a freshly sharpened pencil from a mauve coffee cup doubling as an instrument holder. She began to sketch out ideas here and there. Her hand moved rapidly, busily gliding across the paper as she turned it to and fro. She quickly grabbed an eraser, undid a section of drawing, and continued on, scraping away the eraser bits left on the page with a rapid sleight of hand. The intoxicating scent of the warmed wood in her hand proved a near divine experience for her. She loved the feeling of freedom, of optimism, of thirsting for something new that she’d become. Before she knew it, she was finished with her draft and in the mood for more. She flipped to next page, and started all over again.

Yes, a fresh start…

What a beautiful thing it was indeed…
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Nick watched the scene unfold as he sat alone in the cafeteria. The woman clad in distressed blue denim overalls sat down, flipped her sandy brown hair over one shoulder and blew her nose into a tissue. Christmas had come and gone, bringing on a bit more depression to many of the residents. Family gatherings were nonexistent, but visitors were welcome. Some came, some didn’t. It was simply the way things were. Being in rehab proved in some ways similar to being in prison. Some families ostracized the person once they passed through those gates, went into the ‘system’, and became officially tagged a ‘societal failure.’ Nick had made it quite clear he wanted no one coming to see him. Not that he didn’t miss his friends and fellow officers, but he simply wasn’t ready to stare them in the face just yet, despite Tomas’ unplanned visit.

When he came out of there, he wanted to be on top of his shit, looking and feeling his best. Things were still too fresh. He hadn’t marinated long enough in his own sobriety driven juices but he knew these were truths, deceptively disguised to cover a bursting pride he refused to admit lay at the core of the issue. People simply did not see him in a wrecked state. From the moment he’d enter his precinct, his clothes were so clean, they could be eaten off of. His shoes were so shiny, he could see his reflection and he walked with his back straight as an ironing board, each step orchestrated in a determined sort of way.

The only person that had witnessed his seedy defects, the hideous person within that made a mess of everything and ate his own aspirations, dreams and desires in one greedy gulp, had been his mother…and now, Taryn. Today was particularly stressful, though, and the wall wobbled, the foundation weak as a newborn baby trying to raise their head for the first time. He was depressed. No ifs, ands or buts; he’d fallen into a pitch black hole and couldn’t climb his damn way out. The funk morphed into a fog, and the fog grew thick and devouring. Worst of all, the holidays usually always left him feeling downer than down, and with him being in such a place, it put a whole new, ugly twist on the matter. Nevertheless, he had time, and time was a gift. So, he sat there, and drifted away into a daydream chock full of memories.

His thoughts wandered to memories of his mother…

Every Christmas, along with his presents wrapped in newspaper as neatly as could be, she’d buy him a big chocolate bar in the shape of Santa. She did this up until the time of her death; it was their little tradition. They’d drink eggnog spiked with a splash of Island rum, the kind he imagined she enjoyed as a child back in Puerto Rico. The pint of liquor would sit there day after day on the kitchen counter, and then, he would taste it, sample it, covet sip after undercover nip when it wasn’t Christmas or anywhere near the holidays any longer…

His mother didn’t drink much except an occasional beer here and there, that’s all. It simply wasn’t her vice, her thing, her medication. His thoughts drifted somewhere deeper, darker, wetter… like alcohol pouring into a shot glass in the middle of midnight under a pitch-black sky. The sound it made as the liquor hit the glass and filled to the rim rang like an angelic orchestra from the very core of heaven. King Curiosity arched his bow and hurled it in his direction—made him question things. He wondered whether his mother knew of his problem. That question nagged at him to the point of irritation.

Ma, did you know I was an alcoholic and would be a drug addict, too? Besides being a thief, a loafer, and cheeky, did you know I’d end up like this? Did you know I was stealing alcohol out of the kitchen? Did you know when I stole money out of your purse that it was for alcohol? One time I gave it to an old drunk so he could buy him and me a beer? Did you know? Did you know, Ma?

…I survived the holocaust of disease and poverty but I didn’t really endure at all…I just pretended to…

Fraud.

Frieda’s voice broke through his dampening, dismal thoughts.

“Well,” she looked at the clock on the wall. “We only have a few more minutes left and—”

“Wait.” He placed his hand up and slowly rose from his seat. He shot Oliver a glance; the bastard wouldn’t make eye contact with him, kept his cowardly glare away. This had been his way since their altercation; the motherfucker knew better than to say two words to him, and he liked it that way.

The hell with Oliver. He won’t stop me from doing what I need to do. I’m not here for him; I’m here for me.

“Yes, Nick? You wanted to speak?”

“Yeah.” He shoved his hands into his pockets. “I’ve got something to say.”

“Great.” She smiled wide, and gestured to let him know he had the floor.

He looked casually over at Taryn. Her head was cocked to the side, ever so slightly, and a half grin creased her face. She leisurely crossed her long legs and ran her fingers slowly up and down her arms, as if experiencing a sudden chill.

Wish I could hug you, keep you warm…

“I want to share a story with you all, a page from my life, if you will.” Several people nodded, seemingly quite interested as they moved about in their respective seats, giving a listening ear. “As you all know,” he said, placing his hand against his ribcage, “I’m a police officer. Obviously I’m on a much needed leave of absence.”

This caused a few chuckles.

“Well, when I was a teenager, sixteen to be exact, I was having a really hard time. It was one of the worst years of my life. Matter of fact, those twelve months of me being sixteen were pure hell. To me, it was a joyride at the time.” He looked around the room, grim-faced. “Me and my friends would do all kinds of bullshit, and I lived for the moment, never the future. If asked what I was doing the next day, my response was, ‘Who cares? I might be dead. Ask me what I’m doing in the next ten minutes…then I’ll have an answer for you.’ And you know what? That wasn’t any show. I meant that. I believed that my life could be over at any minute. I’d seen it happen too many times to others, people I knew. I was a hardcore, hardheaded hoodlum without hope, a hurt little boy believing I was a man. By the end of that year, things changed.” He pointed ahead of him at nothing in particular. “I didn’t know it, but I had truly turned a new leaf. I say I didn’t know because I never gave myself any credit for it. Unfortunately, right before I turned seventeen, my best friend died.” He paused, took a deep breath, and heard someone whisper, “Take your time…”

In that moment, he recalled Frieda pulling him aside several days ago, and calling him into her office. She handed him some faxed papers, let him look them over. Jonathan’s killer was dead as dead could be. Santiago had bitten the dust some time ago. It gave him a sliver of peace, something to hold onto… but it also brought to the forefront more memories that he’d buried and needed to sort through.

“He and I were thick as thieves. Literally.”

This caused another roll of chuckles.

“Jonathan was a good guy though…better than me.” He swiped his knuckle gently below his right eye, curing an itch. “He was smarter than me, nicer than me, and had great potential. Well, he and I and a group of other teenagers, the ‘Outlaws’, would sometimes get into it with other guys in the neighborhood. This caused some animosity. People eventually wanted to hurt us.” He shrugged, “That’s nothing new, right? You give it, be ready to take it. We weren’t a gang by the traditional definition, and we weren’t organized enough to hold that title either, but let’s just say we had a gang mentality.” He took another deep breath as he slicked his hands in his jeans pockets.

“Well, apparently, there were a few guys in our hood who didn’t take too kindly to getting their asses kicked by me and my friends a couple weeks prior to his death. They’d been watching us for days, and one night, they decided to get even. Up high on a rooftop loomed fate.” He raised his hand in the air and waved it about like a streamer.

“Fate invited Karma. And Karma invited Death. Death declared them a Trinity, and it was time to come home to Jesus.” Closing his eyes, he worked hard to reel his emotion in and regroup. “As Jonathan and I were walking home from a party, two young men stood up on this building, waiting for us. One had a gun, but the damn thing jammed, and the other had a bunch of bricks. We naturally were unaware of this at the time.” He paused, took a long look across the way and met eyes with his damn heart. She gave a slight nod, encouraging him to go on and on and on until he beat this demon the fuck up… Her eyes sparkled, and she mouthed, “You can do it…”

She has faith in me. She believes in me. She doesn’t see the thief or cop, the drunk or drug addict in me. She sees the power in me. Thank you, baby…I got this!

“As we neared where they were standing, we were still none the wiser, completely oblivious. We were laughing, joking around, talking about girls we’d seen at the party we’d just left, things like that.” He sniffed. “So, we went past, and one of our enemies timed it just so…just right…” His eyes narrowed as he lifted his right hand upward, held it out as if pinching a tiny shot glass of truth serum… “And he dropped a brick. A huge cinder block, and then another, and then another… Two missed him, one got him, and the one that got him fell right smack dab in the center of his head.

“Oh man…” someone uttered. “Damn.”

“I screamed out in shock, in total disbelief. I looked up, and saw the guys surrounded in darkness, like, instead of glowing like angels, I remember it appeared as if black halos—nebulous shadows—waved around their bodies like some sort of demonic force… It was the strangest thing, like a warning that came far too late. One of the boys kept waving a gun, but he was stomping about, like he couldn’t get it to shoot. A crowd began to draw, and the two boys fled but I was left there with my dying friend… I saw him trying to live, trying to hold on to a tiny fragment of life. I panicked, trembled in fear. I felt angry, cowardly, and enraged all at once. I wanted to run off, afraid the cops would get a hold of me.

“You see, just less than a month before this party, I’d gotten into some trouble and decided to turn my life around. I had a few rough starts. Kind of like what happens in recovery. This is a process, a never-ending voyage. It’s not twelve steps; it’s a lifetime of paces. We oftentimes relapse, and in this situation, I relapsed, too. My friends talked me into going out to this party and I missed them,” he said with a shrug, “so I thought ‘Why not?’ I lived to regret that decision. I always blamed myself for Jonathan’s death. I often asked myself, ‘Why did I live and he didn’t?’ I wondered why God took Jonathan, the easy going one of our group, the smart one, the fella with the most potential, the encourager, and not me?

“I couldn’t wrap my head around it and, to make matters worse, I figured if he’d been alone, or with someone else, maybe they wouldn’t have targeted him. You see, that fight we’d had a few weeks earlier with these guys—I instigated that. There was a boy I didn’t too much care for. I saw him, kicked his ass and then, the rest of my friends jumped in. What happened to Jonathan was retribution for something I had done. I knew it deep inside, and it has haunted me my entire damn life!” His voice trembled as he clutched his hands over and over, coming undone, emotional wounds gaping and bleeding all over the place. He looked down at the floor, his vision glassy, broken up into disjointed waves as heat flushed his core. He quickly swiped at his face and continued on.

I’ve never told anyone about this! No one! Are you crazy, Nick?! You can do this… She said I can do this, and I can…

“Then, a few years later, I lost my mother—happened suddenly. One minute she was here…” He pointed to the left side of the room. “Then, she was gone.” He pointed to the right, and snapped his fingers. “Just like that! I betrayed that woman’s trust on a daily basis. I always believed she’d be there, alive and breathing! I never imagined Ma not being around. She appeared healthy, spritely even… Looks can be deceiving…

“In the middle of all of this death, loss and denial, my mentor, a positive guy, brilliant and warm, was accidentally gunned down during an altercation that had nothing to do with him. So, I lost three of the closest people to me in fast order, in a matter of a few years.” He held up three fingers. “It’s like I was being punished. Instead of dealing with it, feeling the losses, accepting the nature of grief, I ran from the emotions. I became cold, focused, hard. As stated, I had already decided to change my life around before all of this happened. So…I focused on that. I felt like I was doing my mom, Jonathan, and Frederic proud by just keeping on task. That was all an excuse, though. I used it to bury the process…and we must go through the process.

Taryn, you will NOT be the only witness… I will tell others of my pain. I will set myself free…

“We must allow ourselves to feel it all. We have to acknowledge the pain, all of it, or it will come back again and again and again until we can control it, or it will control us!” He swallowed hard.

“Yes!” someone called out.

“I never cried at my mother’s funeral. I refused. I never cried at Jonathan’s funeral either. I didn’t cry at Frederic’s funeral, so…I cried in a bottle. That’s what I did. I pretended those drops of alcohol were my tears, but they never really were a good replacement. Matter of fact, they made it all the worse. I was in the land of make-believe. I grew up in an atmosphere where boys wanted to be men, because our fathers were absent, and men don’t cry. But no men were there, so we tried to be our future selves, believing we didn’t think we’d even live to be an adult in the first place. We grew up right then and there.

“Once I made it out of that state of mind and got myself together, I put everything into being the best cop I could be. I wanted to prevent what happened to Jonathan and Frederic, somehow exonerate their deaths by doing ‘good deeds.’” He put his hands in quotes. “I was afraid to grieve, or to come even remotely close to it. You see, in our grief lies one of our most vulnerable states in our lifetimes. We are broken down, humbled, sad, missing someone, feeling pangs of guilt, replaying times we had with that person, and regretting things we said and wishing we’d said this or that before they left us.”

“It’s time to go,” Oliver whispered as he pointed up at the clock.

“Shut tha fuck up, man!” someone screamed out. “Fuckin’ asshole!”

“Nick, please continue,” Frieda quickly encouraged.

“Okay, damn, what was I saying?”

“You were talking about regretting not telling loved ones things before they passed away,” Frieda reminded.

“Yes, that’s right. So, if I stayed in that spot too long, the mourning phase, I was convinced it would take me outta here. I couldn’t tolerate it. I hated myself in some regard, but was completely unaware of this fact. And then, as my career began to suffer from my addiction, I realized that I just might be worth saving…but I knew what that would entail. I’d have to do this. I’d have to finally look at these three people I’d lost, their place in my heart, acknowledge it all and let go!” Tears streamed down his face. “And I’m ready, now!” he said, his voice breaking. “I miss you all so much! But it’s time to release it, time to make peace. Jonathan, Ma and Frederic, Go bless you! I hope to see you again; I am letting you go now, all the pain and guilt, too. I’m letting you all go, angels! YOU’RE FREE! I’m ready to say, ‘goodbye’! Descanse en paz. Te amo!” (Rest in peace, I love you!)

He covered his saturated cheeks with trembling, cold hands, shaking and shivering in his spot as his knees buckled. Before he fell to the ground, arms swarmed him, embraced him, all over his body…uplifting him, taking him higher and higher. Male and female voices of encouragement rained down on him. He sat cocooned in love, accepted in assurance, and forgiven in optimism. One voice stood out amongst the rest, and though he couldn’t see her, he could feel her warrior presence, and her words had him emit a heart-felt sigh…

“This is the first day of the rest of your life, Nick. Welcome home…”
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Chapter Fourteen
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The Red Hot Chili Peppers crooned, ‘Under the Bridge’, an all time classic. Nick moved about in his seat, enjoying the music of yesteryear, which made him feel like a little kid all over again. It had been a rather mundane afternoon, but the sun glimmered in his eyes, and he was relaxed.

“’Sup Nick,” Travis, another resident he’d gotten cool with, said as he shuffled past.

“Hey man, how are you doing?” Nick leaned back and looked at the guy saunter by.

“Good…good.” And then the man disappeared down the hall.

After a few minutes, Naked Eyes crashed through the airwaves, ‘Always Something There to Remind Me.”

“Oh wow, the staff is really trying to make me smile today!” He chuckled as he tapped his foot to the beat.

“Oh, you like that song? Old music makes you happy…”

He shot his sights to in the direction of the warrior voice.

“This song is the shit! What if they mixed it up with like a salsa or reggae beat? Wouldn’t that be dope?”

“You need to stop!” Giggling, she approached him and sat right next to him.

“They’re playing good music today. I like this. Almost like we’ve got a DJ or something.”

She shook her head. “You are so silly… So, what have you been up to, today?”

“Just got out of a one-on-one with Charles… Before that, I was in the all male group.” He yawned. “In an hour and a half, I’m supposed to be going to ceramics. I think it’s pretty messed up how you convinced me to sign up for that class, and then you dropped out!” His brows bunched, causing her to burst out laughing.

“I wanted to take the poetry class and they were at the same time! I didn’t know it when I first signed up.”

“Yeah, yeah.” He rolled his eyes and smirked. “Now I’m stuck in there making tiny vases. All of my shit ends up looking the same, like asses or some deflated dick.”

At this, she hollered, which had him almost fall off the chair in laughter, too.

“It’s the truth. I suck at it. I thought about dropping it, but I told myself I’d finish whatever I started in here.”

“Good. Besides, you may improve and it is a good stress reliever.”

“No, it’s not. It actually causes me stress!”

She started cracking up again.

“You could at least pretend to sympathize.” He smiled.

“What for? No sense in me frontin’… This is hilarious.”

He looked her up and down, studying her lips, the way they moved and wrapped carefully around each word.

“Why are you looking at me like that?” Her eyes narrowed.

“Because you’re sexy…”

“Don’t look at me like that.” She bent down and ran her hand smoothly across her ankle as if she had a slight itch.

“Don’t tell me where to look. They’re my eyes and I’ll put them where I want to.”

“Don’t try to get messed up, now! Sitting there getting smart… You might be a cop out there.” She pointed towards the front of the building. “But in here, we are equal!” She laughed.

“Your lips are amazing,” he uttered, ignoring her threats and female bravado.

“Are they, now?”

“Yeah…”

She leaned in closer to him. “You want me to show you something really neat they can do?”

His heart beat a bit faster.

“You know I do…”

She winked at him and stood, as casual as can be.

“I’m going to my room,” she whispered. “Meet me there in five minutes…” And then, she was gone.

He immediately looked at his watch. His cock asked for thirty-second updates as it thickened in his boxer briefs. Soon, he was on his feet, strolling, looking both ways, checking out the scene. Like the slippery reformed thief that he was, he turned the knob and slid inside her room, his pants practically half down as he closed and locked the door behind himself. Pulling at his zipper, he looked around her room. The sunlight grazed her bed… but the damn thing was empty.

“Taryn!” he whispered, “Where are you?” He approached her small bathroom, turned the knob and opened the thing. He flicked on the light…but she wasn’t there. “Taryn?” he said a bit louder, feeling silly now with his pants around his ankles as he shuffled about. And then… it hit him.

“Oh,” he said aloud, kicking his pants the rest of the way off. “You want me to find you, huh? Seek you out; play my favorite game. I know you’re in here. I can smell your perfume.” He heard a faint giggle, and laughed. Rubbing his hands together, he approached the window, flung the curtains back. He knew she wasn’t there, but he also knew she was watching him, so he decided to put on a show.

“Hmmm, no Taryn…” He continued to move about the room. “Is she under these books? She’s so tiny. She just might be.”

“Fuck you, Nick.” She burst out laughing. He picked up a book, looked under it.

“Hmmmm, no Taryn…”

“I bet… I bet she’s behind the bed. See, it’s pushed out a bit, and there’s a shadow. Is she holding an apple? Nope, that’s just her little ass head bobbing about.”

“I hate you!” she cackled. He raced over to her, pushed the bed out even further and grabbed the woman up by the waist as if she were some criminal in desperate need of apprehension. He held her in his arms and laid a hard kiss across her lips, christening them with his pent up affections. The woman scratched at his shirt, hissing and moving frantically about as the sun made her eyes a lighter shade of brown.

“Give me this dick…” she slurred as she jerked his underwear down, forcing his hard, thick cock to pop out and bob in her face. The head, only an inch away from her lips, didn’t stay in view for long.

“Ahhhhh….oh shit.” He rocked back on his heels as she engulfed the thing, sucking hard and strong. “Mmmm!”

“Mmmm,” she moaned back. “You like that?” she asked with a twinkle in her eye. She looked up at him, her words barely understandable as she continued to suck him nice and hard.

“Hell yeah…” He smiled down at her, wrapped his hand around the back of her head, and brought her down on it a bit further. She stroked it long and hard with one hand, while her other rested on his thigh. “Yeah yeah yeah.” His eyes rolled. “Just like that…just like that! Uhhh! Taste good, baby? You like my dick in your mouth?! Mmmm!”

“Mmmm hmmm!” She popped the thing out, then circled the head with the tip of her tongue. “I love giving you top…”

“Mmmm! And you do it…so…well! Uhhh! Baby, I’m ’bout to cum…Mmmm!” He attempted to step back from her, release his load in the palm of his hand but she immediately clutched the back of his ass with both hands, keeping him there, stuck inside of her mouth. His hips jerking and flexing hard, he sucked in his breath and stared down at her beautiful face while she swallowed his dick as if she were the hungriest woman in the world.

“Uhhhh! Uh!” He shot inside of her mouth, over and over, thrusting back to back. Keeping her damn hands wrapped around his ass, she held him steady and worked his pumping shaft in between her lips. “Uhhh! Oh…my God.” His thrusts came to a final stop, and he couldn’t wipe the damn smile off his face. She looked up at him and swallowed, then returned his smile.

“Fuck!” He burst out laughing as he slicked his cock out of her mouth. She immediately patted her lips with the back of her hand, then got to her feet as if not a damn thing had happened.

“Now… go on to your ceramics class and have a good time.” And just like that, she sauntered out of her own damn room, leaving him there, his dick twitching, and his heart pounding in his chest. He looked at the closed door for a moment or two.

Either I’m the luckiest motherfucker in the world, or this is some crazy dream… If it’s a dream, I pray I never wake up!
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…One week later

“Why am I in here?”

Frieda shuffled a few papers around on her desk as if the damn things were playing musical chairs, her expression blank. A man dressed in a dark suit stood to the left of her wearing an insincere crooked grin as he rocked back and forth on his heels. He recognized the guy—Head of Security.

What? Am I supposed to be scared?

“Officer Nick Vitale, I need for you to—”

“Wait, hold on.” He smirked and raised his hand in the air as if trying to stop traffic so that he could cross over a busy intersection. “Why so formal? You’ve never called me that before.”

“Well, I’m trying to tell you.” She leisurely removed her brown and black tortoise shell glasses from her face, set them down, and glared at him for a second or two.

“It came to my attention that you and Ms. Jones have a relationship that exceeds a friendship.”

And then, she said nothing more for several seconds. Her face remained the same, completely unchanged, and so did his own.

“You’ve been fraternizing with a client, a resident here at Firststone… the same one you were warned about previously.”

The room drew silent, arctic, like the slicked streaks of ice that covered the frames of the windows.

“And what type of fraternizing are you referring to?” He decided to play it cool, call her bluff. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” He leaned slightly forward, while the corner of his lip itched to morph into an all-out grin.

“Don’t play these games.” She rolled her eyes. “You know we have rules, which you’ve already been notified about.” She opened one of the folders and removed a sheet of paper, then slid it across the desk towards him. “And they state that there should be no intimate contact between residents. You signed this.” She tapped the top of the paper, as if he needed to be reminded about the incident in question, shown his signature for good measure.

“Like I said, I don’t know what you’re talking about.” He sat back, legs open and posture relaxed. Leaning to one side in the chair, he casually glided his index finger across his chin.

You can do what you want with me, but Taryn is staying right here. You can’t pin shit on us… You’re lying. I can see it in your eyes.

“I know that you are experienced with intensive investigation work, Officer Vitale.”

“I’m patrol. We do limited investigative work, only take preliminary statements. I’m not homicide.”

“I know your history, your background, if you will. You may have been patrol, Officer Vitale, but I understand that if you were a first responder, many times you were able to get the truth out of people, better than almost any of your counterparts. You are gifted in extracting information from people, and knowing what triggers to push. I have information that leads me to believe that you were quite adept at it. Therefore, I knew this conversation would go similarly to how it is going at this time.” She took a deep breath, sat a bit taller, and clasped her hands together. “So, I’m not going to beat around the bush and entertain what you’re doing right now. You are denying the obvious, and you and I both know it. This is not your beat. This is not your occupation. This is therapy. This is drug rehabilitation treatment. You have to be honest; it is part of the process.”

“Don’t know what you’re talking about…” he repeated, not flinching or breaking a sweat.

She laughed lightly, shook her head, then clicked her tongue against her lower teeth.

“Okay, let me try this in a different way… No, we do not have actual proof of this, which you are already using as your escape card, so to speak. That’s why you keep saying that because you know I need you to admit to wrongdoing. As stated, you know how to play this game. Unfortunately I am not an expert at such things. Regardless, we all know that it occurred. First of all, Nick, you—”

“Oh…so now we are back to Nick, huh?” he taunted. “We’re friends again, Frieda?”

“This is a pivotal time for both of you. I’m going to be honest with you and explain my concerns, removing the broken rules out of the equation completely. You could be opening another door, inviting in more self-destruction. What I am saying is that you may be replacing one addiction with another. It is not uncommon. Sex addiction is often used to replace other addictions once they have been removed as viable options.”

“I’m not a sex addict,” he stated dryly.

“I’m not saying that you are, Mr. Vitale, nor am I accusing Taryn of being a sex addict, either. Listen to me very carefully.” She glared at him, speaking slowly, patronizing him in her manipulative way. “We have to protect the recovery of each and every one of you and these sorts of situations hinder our goals. Romantic relationships during rehabilitation are often distracting, taking the focus off of recovery. It has been proven that, on average, being in a romantic relationship during early recovery increases chances of relapse by over fifty percent.”

“Uh huh, I see.” He ran his finger across his lower lip, pretending to be interested in her point of view. “I’m not sure why we are discussing this. This doesn’t pertain to me.”

Frieda apparently didn’t know who the hell she was messing with. Nick understood how to deceive the seemingly undeceivable. Not once, not twice, but three fucking times he’d passed a lie detector test designed to catch him in a falsehood. Many believed a lie detector machine couldn’t be beat, but that was complete bullshit. If you divorced yourself from emotions and accountability, convinced yourself that your own lies were true, you’d beat that damn machine into the ground, leave it smoking. He’d become a temporary sociopath along his walk in life, and pretending he was something he was not had become second nature.

For he was a monster…

He knew how to stick to a poker face until his opponent fell the fuck over. He was adept in bluffing, lying and breaking criminals down to the core, just like she’d stated. In his work, he played for both sides of the field—he was one of the good guys and the bad guys, too, all within a day’s work, embodying inside the same fucked up, dangerous man.

Try me if you want to…

His secrets and mendacities were dark, but his truths proved darker. He’d been there and done that, he wore the shiny badge, and had the filthy cocaine stash to prove it. He could look the Devil dead in the eye and convince him there were no souls to take over, consume, ruin, and destroy for eternity. He’d been deceiving the world since he was a young child, and hellacious habits like that died hard.

“Okay, look, Nick.” Her frustration peeked through like nipples under a sheer bra. “You and Taryn have been assisting one another in a positive way as well, I won’t deny that. Since you’ve been here, her attitude has greatly improved. She didn’t necessarily have a bad attitude before, but she’d allow her triggers to cause her to spiral out of control more frequently. Now, she is more open and is volunteering for more therapy sessions and all sorts of programs, taking the initiative. However, she is still at risk. What if you two break up? In the next day or so, just hypothetically speaking? She could lose control or vice versa. That is one of the main reasons we discourage this sort of thing!”

She paused, waited for something, for him to mess up and slip, defend himself and his woman, to be idiotic enough to waltz right into her flimsy trap and fall flat on his face.

This shit is comical.

He grinned wide from ear to ear, and watched the lady squirm about in her seat, regardless of the fact she wasn’t moving. He knew her cool exterior was simply an act, and as he sat there and listened to her speak, her mannerisms and lack of consistent eye contact told on her. It became clear to him that the woman was not illustrating the complete picture…

She’s up to something…

Regardless, the entire scene was the most entertainment he’d had all week.

“The reason for this rule, Officer Vitale, is due to the fact that it can negatively influence recovery,” she began again, taking another crooked, dull stab at the matter.

“You’ve already said that…”

“Yes, but you still don’t seem to get it. It’s not because we don’t want residents to get along, form friendships, and care for one another. It is because—”

“Just stop.” He sneered as he put his hand up, sick and tired of her going on and on, stating the obvious. “I know the reasons, okay? We’re not children, and things will happen that people have no control over. You can’t police love, tell it when to start and stop. It doesn’t work that way. People fall in love all the time. Bankers, fools, teenagers, strippers, ministers, and drug addicts…we all can fall in love, Frieda. I’m not admitting to anyone anything except that yes, I do have a relationship with Taryn and we care about each other a great deal. Doesn’t mean we’ve done anything.” The lies started tasting good to him. He’d just eaten her pussy that very morning, made her ride his fucking face as his hands gripped her soft ass and drove her further onto his roving tongue. In his mind, he could still hear her cries of ecstasy; oh, how he wanted to hear that song again…

“You know what?” He leaned to the far right in his seat, crossed his legs, and smiled at the woman. “I’m going to do you a favor… I will go one step further; tell you a thing or two. Now look,” he said coolly. “I didn’t walk in here expecting to make friends, let alone fall in love, but it happened. Now, with that being said it seems to me, Frieda, that you and Mr. Men In Black here have bigger problems than some love affair between two consenting adults on your campus.” He hitched his thumb in the direction of the closed and locked door.

“What are you referring to, Mr. Vitale?”

His eyes hooded in disgust. He shook his head, glanced lazily at the window behind the woman, then set his eyes back upon her, growing weary of the entire act.

“You know what I’m talking about, but since you want to go down this road, let’s start the engine. Okay, first of all, you’ve got drug deals going down every week in here… Don’t look like that, seriously. You can put that fake surprised face right back on the damn shelf ’cause I ain’t buyin’ it.”

The woman abruptly sat back in her seat, crossed her arms, and grimaced.

“I know you know about it, too… I can tell.” His eyes narrowed on her. “Yet here I sit in your office being accused of something that we both realize could have dire repercussions.”

“Then why did you do it?” She smirked.

“Do what?” He rolled his eyes. “Look, I love the woman. Nothing more, nothing less, and let the record show, you just said yourself that Taryn has improved since I’ve been here. I have never been here before, so you have nothing to compare it to, but trust and believe, she has been a remarkably positive influence on my life, too. I would have never been able to stand up in group like I did last week and tell my story about what happened to my best friend without her support. I’ve never told that story in its entirety to any damn body, let alone an entire room full of people! I would have probably relapsed twice by now, instead of once, if it hadn’t been for her.”

“Relapsed?” Her brow rose in confusion and definite concern.

That’s right, Ms. Eagle Eye… You didn’t know shit about it.

“Oh yeah.” He grinned. “The second week I was here, I got my hands on a little sandwich bag filled with Jack Daniels that I paid ten bucks for. That’s all the cash I had on me for a whole damn week, per your rules. I even chilled the thing! It is amazing what you can buy in this place… It’s like a makeshift Wal-Mart for addicts!” He cackled. “There’s deals, sales, and smiley faces galore. Relapse drop on aisle nine!” The woman was clearly not amused. “Anyway, my happiness was short-lived. I felt like shit afterwards. Not just physically, but mentally and emotionally, too. I had let myself down and resolved to not do it again, but that means nothing when it comes to a guy like me and my problems.

“I always meant well, but meaning well and doing the right thing, in the end, are two damn different things. When I decided to get help for my impulsive and destructive behavior and addiction, I would procrastinate, fall back, and make excuses. Not because I’d miss the taste of the liquor—that had very little to do with it. It was because I was afraid of what would be drudged up once I became sober; and let me tell you, Frieda.” He glared at her, his eyes narrowing as his blood seemed to turn cold in mid-flow throughout his veins. “All of my fears materialized. I wasn’t paranoid; I knew what the hell was waiting for me on the other side to some degree, but it was even worse than I could have ever imagined. And I’ve had to deal with it, and so much more.

“Had it not been for Taryn reminding me that I was important, that I was somebody, and even if I had no faith in myself, she believed in me, there is no telling how many additional false starts, relapses, whatever the hell you want to call them that I would have had to deal with.” He poked himself hard in the chest. “And quite honestly, to sweeten the pot, the fact of me having someone else to be accountable to, to help me out, was a motivating factor. It’s like having a workout buddy, someone that knows how many miles you’ve run and when you come up short, they say, ‘Hey, you’re fuckin’ up!’

“That’s what I needed—help from a damn peer, someone in my same boat, not a counselor, not a director, not a guard, nothing like that! I needed a true blue hard-core addict like myself to say, ‘We are in this together! If you drown, I drown too, got it?!’ and knowing she was looking up to me and I to her, that all of her efforts into me weren’t in vain, only spurred me on. I had someone else to do it all for this time, not just me. There’s no one in my life, Frieda.” He shrugged. “I have no children and I made my friends stay away while I get my hands around this thing. I go—”

“I think—”

“No, let me finish! I go home to an empty house. I don’t have problems being alone, and I don’t use women, sex, or relationships as crutches, either. That’s NOT my drug of choice, and you know this! My woman was my job, okay?! That’s who I was committed to, who I was fuckin’ at night! I made breakfast in the squad car for that lady; put a ring on it, too.

“My love life revolved around red and blue lights.” He smirked. “I do not know the rest of my family. My mother and brother are dead. My father is M.I.A., don’t know his side of the family at all. My mother’s family are all back in Puerto Rico, minus one great aunt that stays in Long Island and is practically senile. My childhood friends are departed or in prison, so it is just me! Just me, Frieda! Then I meet this woman, and she makes me feel alive! I’ve got her.” His eyes narrowed as he claimed Taryn in his heart once again, no longer giving a damn.

“I don’t want to lose her. She needs me to be strong for me, and for her. That makes me even more determined to keep my nose clean, pun in-fucking-tended, and push on. You all have these textbooks, and these studies, reports, programs, and certificates and degrees, and you think you know everything. Well guess what? You don’t.” He shook his head.

“You have to be in recovery for yourself, Nick. Doing it for someone else will land you right back here!” she shouted.

“Are you listening to me, Frieda? Are you really listening, or just hearing, because I swear you’ve missed the damn point.” He propped his elbow onto her desk, looking at her dead on. “You don’t even really listen to the addicts anymore. None of you do in here, because we’ve proven to be manipulators and liars. I get it; believe me, I do. We are all of that and more, but we love, too, Frieda. You should surely know this. And there are things that happen that go beyond anything that is written down or showcased in your education videos, flyers, and bylaws. We aren’t cookie cutter, all alike. So just know, I’m better because I need to be better for myself, first and foremost, but extra incentive sure as hell doesn’t hurt! She doesn’t make me happy; she aids in my happiness. Period. Point blank.” His heart beat in his chest faster and faster as the words rolled off his tongue, resonated inside his soul.

“I don’t doubt your love for another… I can see it. Everyone can.” She offered a slight smile, filled with a tiny thing called kindness. For a split second, he softened, but then his soul screamed that trouble brewed ahead. The cop in him chased the truth, digging, searching, plowing the situation for inconsistencies… He’d never get too comfortable.

“When it comes to my recovery, I do not question my loyalty to it. My reclamation is at the forefront of my life. What I use to motivate me, as long as I am the biggest factor, is inconsequential. Because she motives me, it is a positive, not a negative, Frieda. Even if we were to never speak again after today, she’s taught me by example and her kindness is immeasurable. I can go much further than I dreamed possible with her cheering me on.”

Frieda huffed and crossed her arms over her chest.

“It’s not just about her; it’s about me, too.” He curled his hand on his chest, ran his fingertips along his shirt. “She can’t be with a drunk.” He shook his head, his convictions running deep. “She can’t be with a loser, a liar, and a con artist. She can’t afford to fail and I can’t afford to not win. She needs a gentleman that will uplift her, be there for her at her lowest point because at her greatest, she found out most motherfuckers aren’t loyal…but guess what? I am… I’m that guy!” He rose from his seat, slicked his sunglasses out of his pocket, and pushed them atop his head.

“Nick…”

He paid her no attention, but kept on interrupting. “I know this means I’m kicked out.” He turned his back and waved his hand indolently in the air as he slowly made his trek to the door. “You have no evidence, but you will keep coming and coming and coming for me. I’m at the point where I can continue my treatment elsewhere, and be okay with that. It’s fine. But you won’t stop my relationship with Taryn so all of this paperwork and bullshit, you can keep it.” He stood in front of the door and took a deep breath, prepared for security to escort him back to his room, watch him pack, and be formally discharged from treatment.

“Actually, Officer Vitale, we are not kicking you out!” He paused and faced her once more, not hiding his confusion from her sight. “No.” She smiled, shaking her head as if she’d been told some wonderful news that she simply couldn’t wait to share. “Everything you said earlier about the problems in this facility are correct. We do have a situation with drugs entering the center. That’s another thing I wanted to discuss with you. Please.” She pointed to the chair he’d occupied. “Have a seat.”

He kept staring at her, contemplating the words spoken. After a few moments, he strolled back over and flopped back down.

“This is a set up…” he said in almost a whisper. He needed her to know that he knew what was up before she even formed her first sentence. He could see it in her eyes… The woman wanted to make a deal.

“Before you make a decision and jump to conclusions, I need you to hear all of the information. The fact remains that we do not have a good handle on this, and actually wanted to borrow your eyes and ears, so to speak. You see, you have an incomparable, pristine record with the police, Nick. Many awards, accolades… I’m impressed. I suppose that made it all the more surprising that you’d be willing come to treatment, share and socialize with some of the clients, as well as employees.” She tilted her head just so, looked away, then back into his eyes. “I’ve heard that you were, well, are, I should say, an exemplary police officer.” She picked up a nearby pen and tapped it against a hardbound book while a sudden bewitching gleam danced in the corners of her eyes.

“Unfucking-believable…” He shook his head. “You already know that me getting my old job back relies heavily on my sobriety, and how well I do in treatment. I can’t believe this.”

“I… I don’t understand. I thought you’d be delighted to help us.”

“Frieda, you can’t be serious! So you want me to be a snitch?” The side of his mouth hitched upward in a half-hearted smirk. No need to draw the shit out; he wanted to cut right to the chase. “An informant… and in exchange, I get to keep carrying on my alleged inappropriate relationship even though there has been no confirmation, admission, or evidence, circumstantial or otherwise, to prove your case, nor has there been a confession of any sort that would render my and Miss. Jones’ relationship to be considered inappropriate. You people really have some damn nerve, you know that?” He shook his head in disbelief, looked all the way around the room before setting his gaze back on her.

“Look, the residents trust you now, and—”

“You had this planned all along.” He sat a bit straighter. “You were probably giddy as hell that I was coming. Finally!” He threw up his hands towards the ceiling as he mounted the theatrical horse and rode that bastard into the sunset. “A solution was walking through the door. Someone that could do your job for you and you get all the glory. Wowza!” He laughed mirthlessly. “Well, I’ll be a sonofabitch.” He moved around, real loose and comfy in the chair. “You didn’t want to hire someone because they’d have no motivation to keep the shit quiet, and you know people talk and if it ever got out that you’ve got a real deal candy warehouse inside this damn facility, you’d lose a lot of funding, donations, and state provided programs and allowances. You needed someone who would have more to lose than gain, and look who falls into your lap. Good ol’ officer Nick Vitale!”

“Nick, you’ve got this all—”

“You knew all along that you wanted me to do this, that you needed help, but weren’t sure how to approach me. And boy did you believe you’d gotten lucky when you realized you had something you believed you could use as collateral. If I could get close to the people, which I have, that would make it all the easier.” He stabbed a finger in her direction. “I told you a long time ago that I didn’t trust you, damn it!” A mountain of rage soared within him. His inner beast awoke from its slumber and roared like a damn lion. “…And my gut never lies! Eyewitness…” He huffed and chuckled… “Nick, you have to work the program,” he mocked. “Nick, watch your triggers! Nick, read the damn letter. Nick, you need a witness; it is part of your growth! Nick, set up your sponsor in advance. Nick, Nick, Nick! All of it was bullshit! No wonder you didn’t kick me out after I jumped on Oliver! I assaulted that man and wasn’t sorry about it, and you let me stay like all I’d done was call him a jerk!

“No wonder I got cell phone privileges fairly early on while for most, it took a month or two! I got a room with no roommate, right off the bat! I got facility gym privileges. It all makes sense now! You people are really something else. You put my boss’ calls right through! Tracked me down, knowing I didn’t want to talk to anyone! That really pissed me off, but now I know why. You wanted to make sure I kept talking to him, because you knew he has a big impact on me and my job became the carrot that dangled in my face. You know my job means everything to me. I told you a million times in group and you used it against me. And you, sir.” He got back to his feet and pointed at the man. “Are fucking useless! Head of security my ass!”

The man said nothing, but his mouth twitched ever so slightly.

“Can you please lower your voice, calm down!” she warned.

Nick leaned across the table, placed both palms on the desk, and leered at Frieda.

“Frieda, you’re a pawn, baby. I’m not even mad at you… Really, I’m not. You’re just trying to do your job, trying to get this shit straightened out, but the higher ups actually don’t care. I hate to break it to you, but that’s just how it is.”

He could see the woman struggling to maintain her composure, her even temperament, but she was losing her grip, soon to fall from grace and land in a heap of stinking bureaucratic dog shit.

“You do however genuinely care about the people here. Your heart is in the right place so I’m going to cut you a break, okay?” He stood straight and snatched the dark sunglasses off the top of his head, hooked them on the front of his light charcoal V-necked t-shirt. “This shit is elementary.” He pointed at the big guy and snapped his finger. “Anybody with one good eye can see what’s going on and I usually speak fast, have to remind myself to slow it down most days, so you better take notes.”

Her eyes widened and she cocked her head to the side, leaning in, ready to take in his words like a sponge to moisture.

“You got one fucker you probably didn’t do an extensive criminal background check on that comes in ten minutes early each and every goddamn Friday for one reason, and one reason alone. He is taking orders for the week, collecting selections from the menu, so to speak. You got Mr. Angelus of morning security down in section 3 that is crushing sinus Sudafed pills into a fine powder and mixing it with shit to give a lackluster high for about two dollars a bag and trust me, by noon, he’s run out. Oh, and bath salts just entered your facility last week… Beware of the zombies… about to be some good eatin’ going on in here!” he teased.

“It should be pretty tasty along with the sweet, little mollies and heroin concoctions crammed in tiny capsules and shoved up several shitholes of the custodian staff. You’ve got two security guards with their hands in the cookie jar, that this jackass right here seems none the wiser to.” He shot his eyes towards the guard and the desire to karate chop the stiff bastard across the face sat at the forefront of his mind. “Every Wednesday, the duo goes to one side of the building, the east wing, away from cameras, and takes a cut of the monies rolling in during family visitation day. No one fucking comes to see me because I insist upon it, so I sit around looking at everyone, watching! And between heartfelt hellos and teary-eyed goodbyes, you’ve got a regular ol’ narcotic flea market going on right below the damn radar.

“The pat down folks for such occasions are being given between ten and twenty dollars from each and every individual coming in here smuggling a treat or two for their loved ones, and there is an entire stash of uppers and downers in five residential rooms on level H this very second with nothing but pure profit marked on their Alice in Wonderland blue or red pill stuffed asses. It’s drug central in this damn place, the candy store that an addict’s hallucinatory dreams are made of.” He laughed.

“You want to stop this shit? Fire every person in here that is on the security team!” He head nodded at the suited brute across the way. “Start fresh, do extensive background checks, and get yourselves a no tolerance policy that includes lawful ramifications and fines, not just termination in clear, concise, legally binding terms on paper. Your solution is far easier than the damn problem; this was a no fucking brainer!” He marched towards the door to leave.

“And you know what’s so funny about this, Frieda?” The woman looked at him as if she were going to cry. It was as if a big blanket had blown off the place, exposing it for what it was, and she’d been sitting atop a bomb, enjoying a lazy picnic above the mess, oblivious that she was about to blow the fuck up. “All I had to do was sit and watch…that’s all.” He grinned. “Nobody told me a goddamn thing. Matter of fact, most of the people in here try to ensure they do nothing in front of me. Figured I’d try to get some sort of kickback for being a rat. They were on to you, and you proved them right by this very reason you called me in here today. They’re addicts, Frieda! We are constantly paranoid! You were one of us at one time; according to some philosophies, you still are.”

Once an addict, always an addict…

“… But how quickly you’ve forgotten how the drug enthusiast’s arrested mind works. We’re broken and messed up. That’s not synonymous with absurdity!”

“Nick, I—”

“We’re not stupid! I find this whole thing insulting to my intelligence. We work hard to get over on people, to feed our need, our habit, and that takes some level of comprehension and aptitude. We are fucking con artists and most of us have been scheming and scamming for years, especially ourselves. And for the damn record, I figured out this whole set up, this network of drug trades and sales the first few weeks I was here, and I wasn’t even trying! Case closed, sweetheart! Get your shit together, ma’am. Get it right, get it motherfucking tight…”

[image: ‡]

[image: Time Piece]


Chapter Fifteen
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“You’re the type of man my parents warned me about.” Taryn rocked forward ever so slightly, dipped her clear plastic spoon into her cup of warm applesauce, and swirled it around as they sat side by side on the dark timber bench just outside the facility. Swirls of thick cigarette smoke wafted past his nose from a resident standing not too far away, the patient looking lost, glowering into the distance. It was a cool day, but felt damn near spring like compared to the previous weeks of unrelenting, bitter cold. They took advantage of the lucky break in weather, for it was virtually impossible to not wish to be out and about and receive tender, heated kisses from the sun as her rays filtered through bare branches of vast trees. He shifted a little in his seat as the wind once again carried over a wave of the cigarette odor and wrapped him up in hazy familiarity. It was all too memorable; another habit he’d let go of simply due to it being no longer convenient…

“I’m the type of man your parents warned you about, huh?” He smirked as he tapped the top of the bench to an unheard beat, his arm outstretched behind her, his fingers lightly caressing the back of her graceful neck.

“Yup.” She simpered just so, never looking away from her sweet snack. She just kept swirling it around and around, making sluggish designs in the fruity mush. The client with the cigarette smashed the thing onto the ground, tossed the butt into the trash, and heartily stomped away as if he’d had a fucked up morning, leaving the two lovers in isolation. “Thank goodness you don’t do what you’re told.” He laughed lightly as he circled her chin with his thumb, immediately swooping in on their newfound alone time, daring to look her in the eye and become hooked on her seductive ways.

“I’m a rebel without a cause.” She paused, then they burst out laughing at her own witticism.

“So silly…” He shook his head, turned away and leaned forward while clasping his hands tightly together. They remained quiet for an instant or two, and then three and four more.

“You know I’m graduating soon…” He glanced over his shoulder at the woman, watched as she lifted the spoon to her luscious lips, and slid the tip in while her throat bobbed as she swallowed the sweet dollop.

He turned away, looked down at his hands and nodded. “Yeah, I know.”

“It’s in three weeks…”

“Yeah, I know.”

“I’m missing you already…” He heard her spoon sliding around the cup; the plastic container must’ve been empty by now but she kept on, as if her continuous stirring maneuvers would make more magically materialize.

It had disappeared…all gone…and it was missed…

“Don’t.” He shook his head and looked to the far left. In the distance, he could see speckles, light and shadows, cars moving back and forth along the busy road. He imagined the people within them to be on their way to work, their coffee containers in the counsel area of their vehicles and the heat on low, or possibly not at all. Maybe they played music, or spoke on their phones, or simply thought and reflected, taking their freedoms for granted, grumbling about having to be up so damn early, complaining about a career they detested. This was the human experience, the existence of one’s very soul trapped in the confines of the flesh. He’d never thought he’d mourn the city noise and bumper-to-bumper traffic. He now relished it, for the sounds of people and their ‘toys’ meant that they were alive…and life was to be respected, coveted, and appreciated. He took a deep breath and cast her a glance, matched with a small smile, the best he could muster.

“Let’s just make the most of this time together.”

“Yeah, yeah… I agree, Nick, but I’m still going to miss you.” He turned away from the living doll and peered upwards towards the sun.

“I think you already know how I feel about this,” he murmured then looked over his shoulder at her once more. “Look,” He swallowed and turned back away, leaned forward, elbows on thighs, and watched two black birds flying about in the sky. “You came here to get better, and that’s what you’ve done. It’s time to go do your thing, be free.” He sniffed, feeling the beginning stages of a cold coming on…or maybe it was those troublesome emotions trying to come take him down again…

“Free? Ha!” She guffawed. He looked back over his shoulder at her, watching the drama unroll. “Man, if you think you’re going to be free of me, you’re crazy. You’re mine.” Her eyes narrowed on him, sent a sweet, seductive chill down his spine. It never felt so good to be bossed around…

She’s a possessive little thing…

“I’m yours, huh?” He grinned a bit wider now, but tried to keep that shit to a minimum.

“Yes…you’re mine. So, while I’m out in the free world fighting modeling crime, you’ll be in here dropping a dime.” She burst out laughing again, poking fun at his rendition of the fucked up situation Frieda attempted to ensnarl him in.

“Pshhht! Not me!” He shook his head. “Frieda is crazy. I gave them what they needed and nothing more. I gave no names. I simply supplied the treasure map. I left out the part about the cameras though. The security people set them up that way so they wouldn’t be on tape for their little meetings, and you and I have benefitted from it. I can’t have us on tape visiting each other for our nightly visits, now, can I?” He laughed.

“Oh no, we can’t have that!” Taryn teased.

“Anyway, Frieda and the rest of them have to find their own solutions. She’s a goddamn idiot.” A bad flavor rolled over his tongue as he relived the bullshit proposal.

“Look, you can’t blame her, can you?” she said on a whisper, seemingly feeling sorry for the woman.

“Yeah, I can. I don’t like that sneaky sort of shit. I hate that type of thing, Taryn. It’s not cool…not cool at all. Just ask me. I told her ‘no’ flat out, but just be real about the shit.” He looked back up towards the sky and saw more birds fluttering about, circling the grounds. A few landed, poking a bit at the hard soil, searching for a morsel or two.

Spring is definitely coming…

“Right, I get that, but Frieda hasn’t been here but for a year and a half, and this has been going on for at least four or five according to some of my friends. She got in here and thought she was going to change the world. Don’t you remember being bright eyed and bushy tailed before reality came and yanked you back into the real deal?”

He looked at the woman and grimaced, refusing to acknowledge that her words held a bit of merit. He enjoyed the flavor of his anger towards Frieda, wanted to savor it a bit longer. How dare Taryn come playing the flute of the Devil’s advocate, forcing him to hear a brand, new song.

“She just didn’t know any better. Once she realized you were coming, she probably figured someone in your position would want to help. She just didn’t think it out is all; she doesn’t understand that whole ‘snitches get stitches’ mentality.” Her lips kinked in a lopsided smirk.

“It’s not even about that, because being a snitch is a good thing if you can save lives.” He sat straight, looked her dead in the eye. “It’s about integrity and me needing to feel safe. I chose this place for a lot of reasons, Taryn. One of which was that I wanted some anonymity, wanted to feel secure. I had to focus on my recovery. Now again, I’m not unfamiliar with how these places are. I’ve had too many people I arrested that were court mandated for rehab and I know even the best of the best rehabilitation centers can have problems like this. It happens, you know? But how you address it is paramount to me.

He paused briefly to rally his thoughts. “We as addicts choose to get high,” he said. “It was my choice to keep drinking day in and day out. It was my choice to buy cocaine once a month, and nibble off it bit-by-bit, thinking that somehow that didn’t make me a real cocaine user. But when a person like me chooses to leave that behind, and come to a place like this,” he pointed towards the front doors, “I expect for security, the owners of the facility and the employees to be proactive about ensuring that this sort of thing doesn’t happen; and if by some slim chance it does, they should be vigilant in their approach to stop it and ensure it doesn’t happen again. This is just fucking ridiculous…”

He turned away, feeling all warm and angry within once more.

“I hear you, baby…I hear you.” She gingerly patted his shoulder, giving reassurance, understanding him through and through. She now had to realize it wasn’t just the incidents he described that had him in such a state. He recognized that the woman understood his pain; he could see it in her eyes…

And in those eyes he also saw that she loved him, cared for him, and was his friend, sincere in all that she offered to him. He was happy as hell for her, but he would miss the fuck out of her, too. Regardless, he refused to tell her so…not just yet, anyway. He didn’t want her to feel held back, guilty, her peace disturbed. She needed to finish her process, ‘as is’, with no complications, especially from the likes of him. He’d already disrupted her center, burst into her world demanding entry into her life, her body, and her mind. He’d needed her shoulder to lie on over and over again.

He’d sucked her energy through a straw, and asked for second and third helpings while she lay there helplessly, being his willing host. He’d become attached to her in ways he’d never dreamed possible. It had become a handicap of sorts, leaving him in a state of gratitude as well as despair. He didn’t feel whole without her, but she could never know this… No, he wouldn’t anchor her, keep her all to himself.

“Let’s go back inside.” He sighed, got to his feet. She slowly stood and removed her empty cup from the bench. Pausing, he looked down at her and opened his mouth to speak but only to find she said the exact same words at the exact same time.

“I love you…”
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Today is the day Ma took me to the roller skating rink. I was five. She took me to the Roxy in Manhattan. I didn’t know we were in Manhattan; if so, I would’ve asked her to take me to see my father. I thought Manhattan was where all the men lived… MANhattan…get it? I was silly like that…

The memory put him in such a good mood, he was practically leaping about … in the vein for fun and games. Tonight, he hid from himself behind a partition that led to the miniature bathroom, then he leaped out in front of the full-length mirror in his room, bursting out into hysterical laughter as if he didn’t see himself coming. He was feeling damn good, and he couldn’t recall the last time he’d felt so alert, alive and happy. Was it the nostalgia? Had to have been… all those lights at the Roxy, all the people skating about, moving to the loud music. He was cuddled close to some of the best things he’d experienced in his entire life. So, he went along Reminiscence Lane in a happy-go-lucky sort of fashion and dug up an oldie but goodie…

Nick hid under his small bed with the thin, almost translucent superman sheets in disarray. He gripped his pillow with both hands, his tiny fingers pushing and prodding the cotton while surrounded by darkness and intermittent light as his bedroom door swung open and closed several times.

“Niiiiicky! ¿Dónde estás?” (Nicky, where are you?) He giggled, his eyes widened as he caught himself, released his grip on the pillow, and shoved both fists over his puckered lips. Still, continued to giggle as he heard his mother’s footsteps going up and down the hall in search of her little boy.

Will she find me in time?

She never did…

He wiggled his little self out of there, raced to her and startled her so, causing the petite woman to jump in the air and burst out in laughter.

“Ahhh, Nicky!” She spun in his direction. “Your brother is asleep. You made me wake him with my screaming!” She laughed.

She then took her turn to hide, and though she was on her way to work and the babysitter had arrived, a teenager that lived next door named Carlota, Ma still fulfilled her promise. He found her several minutes later in her tiny bedroom closet, hunkered down amongst a hodgepodge of colorful scarves passed down from her grandmother and assorted skinny belts with buckles that shimmered just so. He smiled wide at her, not because he’d won the game, but because he never felt so relieved.

Here she is…

Even in moments of pretend, he missed her…never wanted her to go. Ma was kind, sweet, and a good cook. She took care of him and his brother, rubbed his head, and told him fantastic stories about growing up as a little girl in Puerto Rico. And here they were, playing hide-and-seek… But she truly never needed to be found. The woman was always right by his side.

…Yeah, he knew it was a game, but as the hours passed when she was away, he’d get a little melancholy, go a bit stir crazy. When he was especially young, he’d wait for her to get home, asking the baby sitter over and over again what time it was as he sat perched by the door, listening closely to anyone who passed by there, going to a different apartment. He was always disappointed if the shadows kept on moving, but would damn near jump out of his skin when he heard her keys and the silhouette would stop…

Sometimes she’d run a little late. He hated that the most…

“…Is it eight yet?”

He couldn’t tell time, but he knew if the babysitter said 8:00 P.M., Ma would be home very soon after that, and he’d grow excited, his heart beating with renewed enthusiasm. Where did that little boy go? What happened to Nicky? So innocent… so much promise…

Hide-and-seek…

Had he hid from himself? Indeed he had.

Had he sought after his true self? Perhaps, though time would tell.

Had he found his purpose in life? He’d already known it… Getting there was the hardest part.

Nick backed away from the memories as if leaving a friend behind. He glared at himself in the mirror, his smile slowly fading. Time was fading, too. It had a way of doing that. Time was cruel yet loving for it never undid itself, reversed, allowed do-overs or gave extensions. There were twenty-four hours in a day, take it or leave it. This time, however, instead of focusing on all that he didn’t have, wasn’t doing, and the self-inflicted torment he was accustomed to, he focused on what was transpiring. After a grueling day of going over his goal updates as well as classes focused on maintaining sobriety now that he had graduated the treatment initiation and early abstinence, he was enjoying his newfound self-discovery, and planned to make full use of it.

He waved the thin white sheet in the air above his head, and then again, and once again. The long chain around his neck swayed to and fro from his dance-like movements. The light from the overhead ceiling fixture filtered through the fabric, and he beamed at it, taking notice of how cocooned and safe he felt under the thing. He felt like a child again, hiding here and there, and everywhere, as his mother’s shoes clip clopped up and down that hall, day after day, looking for her baby boy…

He gingerly laid the sheet along the floor, pulling it straight at all four corners, then double backed toward the right lower one that seemed to have a mind of its own. Soon, he was on all fours, scooting about as he reached out under his bed, straining and struggling to pull out his small collection of cherished items that he’d gathered over the course of a few days. He set the things out just so, then glanced at his phone that sat on his nightstand.

She’ll be here in a minute.

He got to his feet, dusted off his knees with a few swift and hard swipes, and made his way back over to the mirror. He looked into his bluish-gray eyes, and pilfered away his long, dark hair from his view. It had grown so much over the past few weeks; it was hard for him to see if he didn’t gel it down or pull it back in a short ponytail. He ran his hand over his thick, gray long sleeved shirt and turned from side to side, sizing himself up, flirting with himself, turning this way and that, a bit apprehensive, as if he’d never been alone with a woman before…

In a way, this was new. He was fully sober, to the damn bone. He had a good grasp on what he wanted and where he was going. Every day proved yet another crucial step forward. Sometimes they were big ones, sometimes small, but they were steps nevertheless. He was a work in progress, with intermittent pauses, and light at the end of a very long, torturous tunnel. He not only felt good physically; he found himself in a wonderful space emotionally and mentally, and his thinking was so clear, the fact at times alarmed him. He had no idea he’d been living in such a fog…

…Just imagine the type of man I can be now?

Just then, a gentle rap sounded at his door. He looked down at the threshold…

There’s her shadow…

His lips crimped in a smile.

And then the thing opened ever so slowly. There she stood with her short-cropped dark hair, the illustrious curls highlighted like a halo from the fluorescent hall lights just behind her. She looked like a damn movie star, and he wanted her to write her autograph all over his heart. He stood in the midst of greatness, and as the woman closed the door softly behind her, he couldn’t help but swallow his own tongue, for he felt suddenly speechless.

“You look pretty, Taryn.” He nodded, as if repeating the words over and over in his mind while he stared into her pretty, brown eyes.

“Thank you.” She cracked a smile, let her oversized green bag slide lazily off her shoulder and hit the foot of his bed. “So.” She shrugged. “I think I got over here undetected. I guess we’ll find out in a bit.”

He nodded, though inside, he prayed that they wouldn’t be interrupted. To help ensure it, he made his way towards his room door, locked it, then returned to his old spot.

“Why don’t you have a seat?” He pointed to the floor, and her sights drifted towards his display. As she shifted her weight to one hip, her slouchy red and orange plaid sweater slid off her shoulder just a bit, exposing a black camisole strap.

“I can’t believe you…” She shook her head as she slid her flat, wine red ballet style shoes off with her toes, wiggling them just so. Simon and Garfunkel’s ‘Bridge Over Troubled Water’ played softly in the background. She made her way towards his set up, sat cross legged and took it all in. He joined her, sitting up close and personal, breathing in the scent if her hair, her skin, and losing himself in the shine of her perfect lips. They stared at each other, so many words unsaid hovering in the space between them. Pressing his eyes closed, he leaned in and brushed his lips against her own, stifling their mutual moans. The balminess of her body flooded his frame while the suppleness of her kiss warmed him from the top of his cranium to the tips of his toes. Ushering his hands around her waist, he brought her in closer, flush against his chest. He tilted his head to the right and worked his tongue within the sweet confines of her awaiting mouth.

The soft heat of her hand radiated into his cheek when she cradled it. The woman held him so gently, so tenderly, he didn’t dare open his eyes just yet; instead, he simply embraced the moment, the sensations, refusing to be bogged down by the limitations of his own eyes. No, his other senses were on patrol, making the rounds, and he enjoyed what they told him, time and again. He let his hands wander from her waist, maneuver up her spine, until he’d reached the back of her delicate neck. He placed one hand on her shoulder, and the other at her nape. Upon sprawling his fingers just so, the feather fringe of soft, wayward hairs tickled his digits.

He smiled into her kiss, unable to keep his happiness at bay…

Hair.

It glides, flows, sits.

Covers legs, scalps, and arm pits.

It grows, doesn’t grow,

It’s coarse, doesn’t flow.

It’s wiry, silky, and curled.

The topic of discussion for many women and girls.

It’s prickly, holds scents and odors.

Can be short as a grain of rice or down past one’s shoulders.

It can be twisted, plucked and pulled.

Hair Club for Men have some people fooled.

It’s coiled, straightened, and steamed.

Covered in Herbal Essence and Pantene.

It’s washed, dried, plaited.

Bad hair day? Then it’s hat-ed.

It’s braided and dyed.

Long Emo bangs can cover one eye…

It is often bought and sought. Envied, coveted, too.

Jealousies brew, if you have none,

And then the ‘hair wars’ ensue…

Yeah…hair….

He opened his eyes, slowly, so slowly, and perused his prize. He found the woman to be just as alluring as the first day he’d laid eyes on her. Her scalp now fully covered with three-inch, curly spirals haphazardly framing her face in a sexy sort of way. He gently pulled her chin down and pressed his mouth against her scalp. The lax curls felt soft under his lips. Releasing her, he sat back and drowned in her eyes…

Without hesitation, she reached up, opened her blouse, and cast it aside. Within the a blink of an eye, her camisole was gone, too. There she sat, before him, brave, confident, naked from the waist up.

Sexy as fuck…

Warrior…

He reached for her and laid her down upon her back. Brushing his hands over the side of her face, he stared down into her eyes and his body surged with the deepest of emotions…

Love. Deep, true, heavy love…

“I’m…” He looked away from her for a spell, then back down into her eyes. “I’m in love with you…and being sober and in love is…well, different. It’s an experience I’ve never had before.” He swallowed. “It feels so good, Taryn…so good.” He layered her face with kisses and showered her with affection, turning her to her side then onto her stomach. Gently, he wrapped his fingers around, the crimped cotton of the elastic band on her pants and ushered them down, exposing a delicate pair of sheer light pink panties.

“Mmmm, these are nice.” He grinned, took notice of her cheeks plumping from an obvious smile as she cocked her head to the side.

“You like them? They are from the Spring Victoria’s Secret collection. I modeled for them once…nice show.”

“Well lucky me… I get a back stage pass.” He exhaled deeply. “The real thing is better than anything captured on film, and I’ve got the genuine article.” He slid the flimsy lace over her slightly arched ass, down her thighs to her ankles, then tossed them aside.

“Now.” He paused, hovered over her like a cloud about to pour the hell down. “I’ve got some seltzer water, crackers and cheese spread, blueberries, those little strawberry applesauce cups you like, and some snicker fun size candy bars.”

“Yes,” she said with a laugh. “I saw… You spoil me, you know that?” She tossed him a flirty glance from over her shoulder and winked.

“You’re damn straight I do. I went all out, top of the line,” he joked. “Anyway, I have something else for you, but it can wait until later.”

“You do?” Her eyes widened in surprise as she looked over her shoulder again, showcasing a becoming frown and sultry lips parted ever so slightly.

“We will get to that in a moment… Anyway, gotta question for you.”

“What is it?” She sat up, and his sight dropped down to where her breasts would have resided, drawing a puzzled look from her. For some reason, he didn’t miss them… Her appearance was as natural and normal to him as that of any woman he’d taken to bed. He’d never seen it as a set back; rather, he found that part of her captivating, gracious, beauteous and divine… like the dip of her collar bones, the jugular notch that lay in between, the way her ribs rotated subtly beneath her skin as she’d bend against him in her naked form.

And then, her well-rounded, smooth ass…

Her ridiculously long, shapely legs that seemed as if they could wrap around his waist, twice.

And on and on he could go…

“You are the sexiest woman I’ve ever had the privilege to kiss, you know that?”

“I didn’t.” She smirked. “But that’s nothing short of a beautiful thing to say…”

Suddenly, he was ripped out of his romantic inklings and dipped dick-first into a pool of sordid, seedy thoughts. Wasting no more time, he went for his zipper as his lust soared to new, unreached heights.

“Ahhh…” she sighed as he bore down on her, turned her back forcefully onto her stomach, and kneed her thighs apart. Clasping her neck with one hand, he guided himself quickly inside her with the other.

“Ahhhh…” they moaned together as he pushed within her. At each thrust, she jerked up and down along the sheet, and bunched it up in her grip.

“…Oh God…”

He kept on, unable to stop or control himself. “Mmmmm! Uh! Uh!” His groin met flush with her soft ass cheeks as he entered her over and over again. His calves strained and burned with each lunge, and nasty, filthy things simultaneously rolled out of their moaning mouths, toppling over each other’s declarations of love, cravings, and continuous yearnings.

“Pushing so deep inside of you!” He tightened his grip on her neck as he worked it, propelling himself forward over and over. “Feeling you!” His teeth clamped as he stared down at the back of her head. Pausing briefly, he kissed it reverently, relishing the moment.

“More…” she uttered. She raised herself up a bit, trying to gain her bearings no doubt as he took over her damn body like he’d hand crafted it himself. Her moments of elevation were fleeting, for he forced her back down from his rough movements. “More!” she choked out—loud, clear.

He tightened his hold on her, wrapping his arms around her frame and gripping her shoulders as he humped and fucked her for dear life.

“Uh! uh uh!” His muscles seized, locked in a vise grip, then released him into a limp version of his prior self as he desperately tried to go the distance, keep himself afloat. “Uhhh….” His erection drove him forward; making him dig into her hard and fast, unable to control himself, pull himself back.

“…Drug addicts fall in love, too…”

That’s what’s happened here… No apologies… ever…

“Ahhhh!” He released her arm and moved his hand expertly between her thighs, never ceasing to pound within her. Lightly biting the side of her neck, and then a bit harder, he tasted the flavor of her perfume and grew impossibly hungrier for her.

“Mmmmm! Baby!”

He maneuvered his left pointer finger over her clit in circular motions, then counter clockwise, forcing the woman to buck and yell beneath his frame.

“Nick!”

Wanting to look into her eyes, not miss a thing, her flipped her ass around, causing a guttural groan to emit from the precious flower while he kept his pace, stayed within her, daring her to stop his flow. He curled a hand around her neck and intertwined their legs, lay on his side and took her with him, stealing her air, her heart, and inviting her to join him and become one.

And then his lips kinked in a satisfied smirk as the woman bucked against him, shaking from limb to limb, her beautiful lips parted but no words coming out…

Her eyes rolled and she exhaled as he continued to jostle her up and down, his dick slick with her juices.

“Uhhhh!” He closed his eyes, his full focus on working vigorously between her thighs, and the woman grinded and worked back. Then, in a sudden move, she turned back over onto her stomach, and again he mounted her from behind. He shoved his arms under hers, enveloping her in a protective hold as if she were some criminal he had to take down.

“Uhhhh! Fuck!” His balls constricted as he pounded over and over within her, made the woman squirm and yell and curse. Rivulets of sweat meandered down his face; meanwhile, he fell deeper into the abyss of her beauty. “Your pussy….shit!” He’d been rendered speechless, for she sheathed him like a well-fitted glove. The woman could take a dick, a long, hard stroke, and her pussy gave tender hugs and wet kisses to his cock, sending him over and beyond.

“You’re making me cum! Uhhh! Uh!” His hips bucked as his dick shot within her, and in reaction she arched her ass upward, sending him on a sudden joy ride as his cock was unrelenting, shooting inside her slick fortifications.

Leaning in close, he released his grip upon her, gently lowered his slightly quaking lips to her ears, and moved past the last bits of his orgasm to ensure that the woman heard him loud and clear…

“I’m so damn in love with you, Taryn, that if you even think about leaving me, I’ll read your mind and go fucking crazy!” He had no idea where the words came from, but they came and demanded to be heard. It was too late to explain, for there they were, out wandering about in the vulnerable open. His dick jerked within her right at that moment, as if suddenly alert after a long slumber. She stirred, and then laid her delicately on her back so he could lie pressed to her side, his leg wrapped around hers—something inside of him almost fearful to let her go. They looked into eachother’s eyes as he tried to swallow the big ball of reservations and vulnerability that constricted his tight throat. His body said things his mouth couldn’t and now, they’d caught up…

Tracing lazy loops over her silky, exposed flesh, he drifted in nondescript thought. Within, he ran away from the worries that threatened to do him in, and concentrated on the beauty before him. The side of her mouth curled in a slight smile.

“You’ve said it to me twice, now…”

“Said what to you twice?” Brow raised, he continued to draw along her arm.

“That drug addicts fall in love. Stop defining yourself that way.”

He went quiet and studied her as she contemplated the ceiling—the ceiling that kept them confined, contained, and controlled.

“But that’s what I am.”

“No, you’re more than that, Nick.” She cleared her throat and slowly turned towards him, outlining his chin with her soft finger. “You weren’t born an addict. You were born a baby, a little boy, with so much promise. You still have promise. Yeah.” She sat up a bit higher. “It’s important for us to accept that we have these challenges, regardless of how it all happened but we are not our addictions, and our addictions are not us. They are part of our lives, something that happened due to an outside stress that we were unable to manage. You’re a man, Nick, a good man…and that’s what I need for you to call yourself from here on out.”

He got ready to protest, to push her assertions away. He needed to feel badly, to feel undeserving and shit on the gift before him. If she took away his new calling card, what could he do? What could he be?

“When I fuck up again, I need to be able to blame it on this!” he blurted, his heartbeat escalating.

Instead of arguing, or becoming irate, she latched on tight to him and surrounded him with a warm, sweet femininity like no other.

“You’re not afraid you’ll fuck up again, Nick.” She pressed her lips firmly against the top of his head, as if crowning him the king of her heart. “You’re afraid that you’ll succeed…”

He paused, then nodded in agreement. The woman was right. For the longest, this was all he knew…

Now, so much had changed. At times, he knew exactly who he was, and at other times, he wasn’t certain whether he was coming or going. One thing was for sure though; he was madly in love with a woman that was also his best friend…

And it excited and scared the shit out of him, all at once…
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Chapter Sixteen
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Taryn flipped another page in the large, yellowed photo album. The old bench in the library squeaked beneath their weight. She looked down at the tiny foil ring Nick had presented to her a few days earlier and the sight of it on her third finger both endeared her to him and cracked her up. He’d said it was his way of promising her the future would only get better, so she graciously accepted the thing, teasing him with, “And I can keep my leftover chicken in it, too!”

“This is so old school.” She laughed. “A photo album… My mother dropped this off the other day. I figured I may as well humiliate myself while in the midst of good company.”

Nick chuckled as he studied first the photos, then her. Out the corner of her eye, she caught his hooded eyes taking her in. Other than these quick, fleeting moments, he’d been acting fairly upbeat. Honestly, she wasn’t certain how to take it. On one hand, she felt guilty for wanting the guy to break down a bit, profess his fears. She knew he wasn’t that type of man, and if it ever were to occur, he’d more than likely be at his breaking point. That’s not what she’d intended, either. He was full of good cheer, good news, good vibes, and good words of encouragement. It was almost too good to be true. The boy played hide-and-seek well, hiding in his own skin.

She turned another page, and their eyes landed on her eighth grade school photo at the same time. The man burst out laughing so hard, the vein on the side of his throat constricted. He leaned to the far left, holding his gut as if suddenly unable to catch his breath.

“You can chill with that; it wasn’t THAT funny, okay?” Her lower lip quivered as she kept her own urge to giggle at bay.

The man paused, looked back down at it, and started up all over again.

“Look, it was an awkward time for me, okay?” She burst out laughing, unable to hold it in a second longer. Truth was, her odd shepherd dog bangs in the picture seemed to swallow her entire head, though they did offer comic relief.

“Forget the hair… That…that sweater! Isn’t it the same one Bert wears on Sesame Street?”

“You ass!” She chortled as she took a closer glance. Sure enough, it did look Bert-esque.

“Oh boy.” He ran his hand down his face and leaned back, his eyes filled with mirth and glossy from losing himself in the hilarity of it all. “Don’t worry, I promise to show you photos of me, too, whenever the opportunity arises,” he said with a wink.

“You know, this feels really good.” She pushed the book over both of their laps to hide a need to hold the man’s hand. Covered under the cool hardness of the book’s binding, her knuckles grazed the thing as she intertwined their fingers, gripping him just so. “These were good times in my life.” She looked down at the photo once more. “I took them for granted.”

“How old were you back then? Like, fourteen?”

“Yeah, maybe thirteen going on fourteen.”

“All jokes aside, you were cute… If I’d see you around my neighborhood back in the day, I woulda tried to hit it.”

She burst out laughing and playfully stuck her tongue out at him. “What did you look like at fourteen, huh? I bet you were cute.”

“Ha!” His dark, thick brows dipped as he leaned forward, looked around him, and then right back at her. His smile slipped ever so slowly from his expression, and he turned serious, quite serious. Biting into his lower lip, he bobbed his head up and down as if fighting the urge to go the hell off. Then, his shoulders slumped and he leaned leisurely back, crossed his ankles just so.

“I was skinny.”

“And?”

He traced the facial hair along his chin with the side of his finger, as if trying with all of his might to recall the shit.

“I wore a lot of ball caps, snapbacks. I wore white t-shirts in the summer, and black long sleeved ones in the winter. I drew tattoos on myself with stolen permanent markers from the school supplies aisle in the drug store. I looked like a kid…a kid trying to be a grown man…”

“Well.” She leaned in closer to him, taking in his beautiful, masculine scent. “There’s nothing childlike about you now…”

His eyes gleamed and glimmered, as if she’d set a fire within him.

“Yeah, sometimes I feel like I wasted a lot of time trying to be older than I was… Shoulda enjoyed being a kid.” His brow bunched a bit as he toyed with the elastic of his white footie sock jammed into his sneaker. “One thing though, I’m about my business, Taryn… Speaking of which, I know you don’t need it, but now that we’re together, you need to understand how I like to do things.”

“How you like to do things?” she asked, brow raised. “What are you talking about?”

“I want to take care of you.”

“What?” She tossed her head back and laughed. “Now you sound like my father. I don’t need—”

He placed his finger over her mouth, silencing her.

“I’m far from your father, completely your friend, your man, and your lover. I’m a protector, Taryn. Didn’t imply or even try to say you need protecting, but that is what I do.” He casually pointed to himself. “That’s why I’m a cop, and that is part of the reason why I’m here.” His eyes darkened as his voice dropped, making her wet between the thighs, though she hated she’d become suddenly compliant to his sexy, slightly controlling words.

Ewwww, you son of a bitch! I love the hell outta you!

“Only problem was, I didn’t protect myself. So now, I have to do just that.” He lowered his head but kept his eye on her. “And in protecting myself, I have to protect my better half…my woman, ’cause you’re me, and I’m you.”

“Sounds like song lyrics.” She chuckled. “But it does have a nice ring to it.”

“Like one made of aluminum foil. Nothing’s too good for my Taryn!” They both burst out laughing, until he cupped her chin and turned her towards him, his expression serious again.

“I do nothing half ass, baby. I’m either all in or I don’t even show up and acknowledge the party. There is no in between for me.”

“Nick, but you—”

“This is not up for discussion.” He got to his feet, stretched, and began to walk away as if he hadn’t said anything of much importance. “Everybody needs somebody sometimes, Taryn. Even warriors like you…”
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He sat there guffawing. The faint classical jazz music could barely be heard as he swayed back and forth, holding his piece of rich vanilla two tiered cake on the shiny paper plate. It tilted to the left from the weight of the dessert and the way he was carrying on. The cake…well, it was delicious, a sweet and bitter end. The frosting about three inches high in colors of baby blue, pastel green, and sunshine yellow reminded her of a subdued rainbow…

He straightened up a bit, saved the thing from falling, but then soon burst out laughing again. He had a beautiful smile, a lovely way about him. The long, dark waves of his hair fell back from his forehead, his laughter almost convincing. Nick reminded her of floating, musical notes. He was never still, had a melodious yet enigmatic way about him, and did something to a space when he walked into it. He was larger than life, yet kept to himself, a true enigma of the human kind. A quiet storm that no one saw coming until he was above your damn head, and by then, it was far too late…

And that made him even sexier…

She enjoyed watching him close by and from afar, hearing his voice as he carried on with the other residents. She smirked as she thought about the fact that they’d probably never been so close to a cop before and not been arrested…

His blue eyes narrowed at the corners as he went into more hysterics. She’d never seen the man so damn amused, so happy. It warmed her heart, yet she knew deep down it was all an act. Officer Vitale was definitely putting on airs. Her freshly printed certificate drew her attention before her on the long table, the edges framed in computerized graphics. She looked at her name written across it in pretty, dark blue calligraphy:

Taryn B. Jones

This time, she’d made it. She completed treatment, arrived at the center of self-control, and now, a new, beautiful chapter of her life was to begin. Time to turn the page… She shrugged as she set her half eaten slice of cake down onto the table and politely folded her hands over one another. She turned back towards him, studying him, memorizing him, sketching him in her mind. She didn’t want to forget one detail of the man…notta one. She wanted his eyes, the one wayward hair in his thick, dark eyebrows that refused to lie flat no matter what… She wanted his lips, especially the bottom one. She wanted the two perfectly shaped beauty marks on his right shoulder and the one to the right of his Adam’s apple, too. She wanted ALL of him…

…What a beautiful man…

Her mother grasped her tightly, shaking her out of her deliberations, spun her around, and administered a series of kisses all over her face, stamped in deep burgundy lipstick.

“I’m so glad you’re coming home!” Pinching her cheeks as if she were a mere child, she gave her the once over. “And I can’t get over how you look! Just stunning!!!” Her sweet, pricey perfume encircled her along with the gleam from her dazzling grin. The smell of peppermint lingered in the air from a slither of the candy wedged in the corner of the woman’s mouth.

“Thank you, Mom.” She forced a smile, strained and pushed it as if she were giving birth to it, for deep within her roiled the emotional contractions of debilitating pain.

“Just like her mother!” Her father made his way over, a plastic yellow cup filled to the rim with red fruit punch in his hand.

Taryn attempted to keep smiling, to give it her all, but she was certain she’d fallen short. She couldn’t tell two lies in a row; it proved simply too much.

“Mom, you know I’m not living with you, right? We’ve discussed this several times. I’m staying with some friends until I get my own place.”

“Ohhhhh.” Her mother twisted her lips to the far left and paired it with an obnoxious smirk. “You know what I mean!” She looked from side to side, and lowered her voice, “Home to us, honey…away from this place!” She looked in back of her, as if fearing she’d soon be mugged, as if Firststone were some haven for the damned.

“Taryn, Frieda said you’ve done very well and she has full confidence that with the right support system, you’ll make it without a hitch.” Her father’s plump, reddish brown cheeks spread wide as he grinned, showing his mouth full of teeth. Dad had a pleasant glow, the kind that made one feel he was trustworthy, as if you could hang your hat on his every properly enunciated word. She appreciated his show of positivity for it was a refreshing change. In the recent past, he’d done nothing but bring her down like a one-way trip to Hell, stomp on her aspirations as if they were cockroaches needing to be taught a lesson. Though his careless words weren’t intentional, the damn things still had the same result…left her feeling emotionally detached and drained. She at times avoided the father-daughter connection, not wishing to recombine their energies and see just how it would flow. It typically proved far more costly than she could afford, and she refused to incur the expense.

“Yes.” She nodded as she hugged her arms, wishing they were Nick’s instead. “I believe this time is different. I can feel it.”

“That’s good because I’d just die if I lost you.” Her mother’s dark, doe-like eyes watered up, breaking her heart. She gathered the older woman in her arms and gave her a big, warm hug.

“Oh, Mom, don’t cry!” She smiled big, this time sincerely, as she stroked her mother’s back. Her fingers landed against butter smooth layers of black mink fur, giving her a bit of lavish contentment. Mom went nowhere in the winter months without a luxury pelt wrapped around her slender frame, and though the early yawns of Spring had sprung, the afternoon had been a tad breezy as the sun played a cruel game of hide-and-seek.

…I bet Nick could find it.

She snapped out of her arbitrary thoughts and pulled her mother closer, saying, “I’m here, I’m alive.”

“The cancer, the drugs.” She sniffed. “…You away modeling all over the world and some of the shit, I mean, excuse me…” The poised older woman looked around the room, placed three fingers over her naughty mouth, causing Taryn and her father to smile. “…The mess you had to go through…it’s just too much. You’re my baby. I never want you to hurt.”

“I know, Mom…I know.”

She looked across the room and saw Nick going towards the door. He paused, tossed his plate in the trash, then continued his trek just as cool as he pleased.

Where is he going? The party isn’t over and he hasn’t even spoken one word to me since it began…

Without a moment more to waste, she took her parents by their respective wrists.

“Nick!!! Nick!!! Wait!” she called out to him as he walked far away from her in more ways than one.

He paused, as if contemplating the wisdom of it, then slowly turned in her direction. His face said it all; he’d been anticipating such a scene, her calling out to him like this, and he was dreading it. She didn’t miss his lack of a smile… Matter of fact, he looked rather perturbed. Yet, she shuffled past it, pushed herself forward.

“Let me introduce you two to someone.” Dragging her parents the rest of the way across the room, she huffed proudly when she’d finally reached him. He held onto the doorknob with one hand and looked at her, his gaze lazy and empty. He was drowning in a sense of loss… She knew the man’s every expression, and his body language was unmistakable and now that she came up close, she couldn’t deny what she saw.

His damn heart was breaking…

Oh Nick, don’t do this… Don’t do this, baby…

“Mom and Dad, this is Nick.” She kept her eyes on him, not daring to turn away just yet. “He is a friend of mine. He has been really helpful to me during my recovery.”

“Nice to meet you, Nick.” Her mother smiled pleasantly, extended her hand for a shake. He hesitated, for just a second or two, then did the same. He even added a half-hearted smile, free of charge. The woman’s gold bangles beat against one another as she continued to squeeze the guy’s fingers. “We’re happy that Taryn was able to meet people here that were positive and helped her during this difficult time,” she added, her tone somber.

She shot a glance towards her father. His large hands were clasped together and he made no motion to extend a greeting, a shred of warmth, or even a word of scraped together kindness.

“It’s nice to meet you as well, Mrs. Jones. You have a beautiful daughter, and I’m not just speaking of her appearance. I’ve never met someone so optimistic and genuine before. She’s been very kind to me, and I wish her nothing but the best.” His response sounded unpretentious but sterile, sticky with unsaid and emotionally inhibited words. Yet, it was his smoothness of delivery that unnerved her the most; the same suaveness that had hooked her onto his fishing line, and reeled her into his surreptitious, risky world.

Her mother’s smile widened as she ran her hand along her daughter’s back in a reassuring sort of way. She didn’t miss the twinkle in the older woman’s eyes. How bizarre…

“That’s wonderful, and yes, my daughter is all of those things.” She held her chin high.

“Dad,” Taryn said under her breath as she elbowed the man into place. She refused to allow him to continue this behavior. The rudeness flowed from him like smoke embers on a grill and she was tired of choking on the shit. The older man cleared his throat, shot her a fiery glance filled to the rim with resentment, swallowed the crap, then begrudgingly extended his hand.

“…It’s nice to meet you, Nick.”

Nick shook it heartily, remaining amiable, almost unreadable. “Likewise.” She could see in her sweetheart’s eyes he’d read her father like an open-ended book. He knew he wasn’t well received. “Well, I really need to get going. It was nice meeting you both.” He nodded, threw up his hand in a friendly wave of goodbye and offered an award-winning grin worthy of an Oscar. Then, he opened the door further to step out, to escape… to beat the source of his pending distress.

So you really think I’m going to just let you walk out of here? Oh no, boy…you’ve lost your damn mind! How dare you treat me like this?!

“Nick, hold on please.” She put her finger in the air, wishing to borrow a bit of his time, make it known in front of their captive audience. “Uh, wait… Mom and Dad, let me have a moment alone with him, please.”

“Oh, yes, of course…” her mother stated, a slightly silly grin on her face, but before she disappeared, the woman tugged Taryn’s sleeve, forcing her close to her lips to whisper a thing or two in her ear.

“He’s cuuuuuute! My goodness! What a looker!” The woman shot another glance over her shoulder at the man, as if to see if her opinion still held true.

“Yes Mom, he’s very attractive but he’s a really good person, too. That’s what’s most important.”

Her mother glossed over her sweet, politically correct words and kept on her merry way. “Does he model, too? He does, doesn’t he? Oh, never mind. Doesn’t matter.” She dramatically rolled her eyes. “It’s a darn shame he’s a druggie!” She sized the guy up once more, this time her scrutiny paired with a twisted, hypercritical grimace. “What a waste!” She shook her head as if sad news had been dropped at her pedicured feet clad in expensive high-heels.

And as if her daughter wasn’t one of those vexatious druggies, too…

The lady then pranced away with her father close behind, genuinely believing she’d said nothing inappropriate in the least.

“Nick.” She grabbed the man’s arm, made him step out in the empty hallway. “What the hell is going on?!”

Chicago’s, ‘Wishing You Were Here’ played in low strains over the speakers.

“Nothing is going on, baby.” He attempted to stand there and lie to her face, make the watery words seem true blue and upright. Keeping his back straight as a board, he damn near looked as if he were about to be sworn into office. Even though he wasn’t in uniform, at that very moment Nick looked exactly like what he was—a cop. His face wasn’t cold, but not oozing warmth and comfort, either. He looked serious, but not frightening. He intimidated her, but drew her in…

What is going on right now in that head of his?

The man may have had the entire state of New York snowed, but she knew him…she knew him like no other. She was the only person he let fully inside; she had a one on one with his inner workings. Oh yes, Nick was no longer a mystery in her eyes…

“You tried it!” Her lips trembled as she bubbled with tormented emotions, losing her resolve. She’d attempted to monitor her volume as she spilled forth with a sea of ravenous anger. “Stop playin’ me, damn it.” She seethed as she pointed in his face, making her intentions clear. He swallowed, turned away, jammed his hands in his pockets, then faced her again as if coming to a final decision. Whatever it was, this time, it had better be the truth.

“You know what’s wrong with me, Taryn.”

“Say it…”

“No! Just… just go on!” he spoke between gritted teeth, his face drawn tight, angry, blaming her and himself no doubt, too.

“Say it,” she repeated.

“I said, no!”

“Tell me, now!”

“I love you!” he screamed out, looking around as if surprised by his own voice. “I’m going to miss you…miss you so bad…” He lowered his tone, quieted and calmed a bit. “It hurts! Can we not do this, please? This goodbye bullshit! I can’t do this!” He spoke low, but his eyes and heart continued to scream at her.

Catching his hands in hers, she pulled him to her. He resisted a little, but love made him heed her. He accepted his fate and rested his head on her shoulder, squeezed her tight against him. She could barely breathe as he stole her soul, did things to it, tried to make it stay there with him, captive to his own needs. She wished it could…

“I love you and I’m going to miss you, too, baby. And know this…” She made the man look at her, eye to eye, heart to heart, as she held his chin in the palm of her hand. “The minute you graduate, Nick, and not a second later, I will be waiting for you. I can’t call you, it’s against the rules, and I can’t write you, either. But we can do this.”

Like we ever cared about the rules… but that’s beside the point. I won’t distract him. Me being gone could be pivotal, help him along the way. I refuse to mess that up for him.

“You’ve got two more months in here, and that’s it! You don’t need me to hold your hand anymore and I don’t need you to hold mine anymore, either. There’s no dependency here between us. It’s just pure, beautiful want! And that’s what makes this all the more beautiful.”

His eyes shimmered, wet, glossy like a puddle after a hard rain… He stormed inside, wouldn’t let anyone but her see the lightning. Didn’t he know the sun was coming? He held his head high, shook from her grip, as if reading her mind. He pressed his thumbs into the hollows of her cheeks as he stared down into her eyes, making her weak at the goddamn knees. His eyes reminded her of the sky right after a harsh downpour—gray-blue, serene, real, authentic, here and lasting after the typhoon… In his eyes danced consternation, peril, but most importantly, love.

Thick strands of lustrous dark hair fell forward, the locks more unruly than ever.

“You are the most stunning thing in my universe. The most perfect creation.” His voice cracked like ice under a warm stream of water. “I know that we are self-regulating and on our own passages in recovery and life… That sounds so damn textbook, like I’m reading from our workbooks! I don’t know… I just, I know we don’t need to hold each other’s hand anymore… That’s not it, baby, that’s not it at all. Matter of fact, that was never my problem. My issue, Taryn, is that my love for you is a brand new thing, something I’ve never felt before. It’s real, it’s solid, it gets new life each and every day, becomes stronger and stronger with or without my consent. I’ve never craved a person like I crave you!”

She blinked her damn tears away.

No, Taryn! You just stand here… Don’t you cry, don’t you dare cry!

“Your energy is off the fucking charts! It’s good, it’s genuine, it’s…amazing! You’re amazing!” His lips pursed as he swallowed a cursed tear trying to break free from the confines of the windows to his soul. “Can’t you see? You’re my best friend. I’m losing my best friend, goddamn it!” He took a deep breath, and so did she. Maybe they could breathe for one another when the air got too thick… when the world became too evil with negative congestion, too vile for pure oxygen to flow, and too condemning for love to take flight.

“But I’m so happy for my best friend, baby. I know she is going to start all over and make it so much better than before.” He brought her even closer, pushed his lips harshly into her own, uncaring who saw or what happened… and then, he released her. A damn tear wet her cheek; she told it not to, but it didn’t listen. “I’m going to do this. I’m determined to make it, to stay clean, to claim my life and make the most of it.” She could hear the candor in his words, the willpower. He meant business. “I would have done it regardless of meeting you.”

“I know. Why do you think I trust you so much, baby?”

“Yeah? But it would have been a hell of a lot harder and my gratitude to you is what makes me die a little inside right now.” His teeth clenched as another wave of pain encompassed him—it was written all over his face. He fought himself right before her, refused to let go completely. They both held a slippery grip on emotional outbursts, and she feared she was losing hers.

“’Cause I can never repay that shit! Never. I sure as hell can’t reimburse you for what you’ve given me; it’s a gift that keeps repeating itself even when I don’t deserve it. Take care of yourself…”

“…I will.” Another tear fell and then another. “I love you, Nick…”

“I know you do, and that’s more than enough. This isn’t goodbye, nope!” He smiled real wide as he walked backwards from her, his chin high and his voice full of hope and promise. “This is until next time.”

“…Until next time.”

“I’ll see you soon, baby. I’ll see the Love of my life, very soon.” He winked, turned on his heels, and threw up the peace sign as he walked away. Cool, calm, and collected…

He was a walking hurricane all right, true to himself, down to his tumultuous core.

She stood there by herself, watching him until he’d disappeared from sight. She understood that two months away from a lover was not the only issue; he’d explained himself quite well. For a person that has battled an internal war since they were a child, to finally find some semblance of positive relief and then have to relinquish it, even for five minutes, would be pure torture. It wasn’t only that she was leaving, but what she was leaving behind…

You’re going to make it, Nick. We’re going to make it. You think I’m a gift? You’re my blessing shining so bright. You don’t always see it but I do. You simply have no idea just how much of a star you are…
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He swallowed yet another acrimonious mouthful of hot coffee. It made the kind at the station taste like a wondrous, rare, hard to find, and highly sought after South American premium blend. He glanced down at his watch, figuring he’d overstayed his welcome in the library, anyway. People floated about, and he’d been online trying to touch and hold what had once been in his backyard, but now seemed a million miles away… the city.

Depravation chamber…

Sighing, Nick logged off the Internet and sat back in his seat. Reading about all the mayhem going on in the streets had a new spin on it, now. The days had continued to warm, slowly but surely, but the winter still gripped the city with an icy hug every now and again. Crime always went down during the chilly days and teeth-chattering nights, especially one as brutally cold as this one. However, it seemed, over the weekend, a pocket of insanity had burst like a rain cloud and shat all over the good people of New York. Criminals now must’ve been walking around with cordless space heaters and five layers of clothing, for they moved about as if it were a pleasant afternoon in July.

When he read about the various cases, he could no longer read them as a common citizen. He couldn’t simply nod and think, ‘What a shame.’ No, he first wanted to know if he knew any of the bastards involved, arrested any a time or two. Who was killed? Who was hunted? Who was gutted or gunned down and left to die? One story kept resurfacing, time and time again. Brownsville had gotten the attention of what appeared to be a serial child abductor. He read the damn headlines with growing concern. Old memories resurfaced of little girls going missing, never to be heard from again. He despised his new handicap.

What he hated the most, however, was how emotionally detached he’d become until entering treatment; for now, it seemed like he had no control over his feelings whatsoever. It had taken him a long time to train himself to that level, to look someone in the eye and tell them that their mother or child was dead, and not fall apart right then and there with the family. This new state was a drawback; truly it would do him no good.

He blamed this, amongst many other things, on Taryn…

He blamed her for falling in love with her, and her for falling in love with him…but it was a good sort of blame, and every time he thought of her, his lips curved into a grateful smile. She was forbidden to contact him, but she’d left him a little gift to get around that issue. He loved her sneaky ways…

She’d written out sixty-one little cards. He was to read one each day that she was away, as a way for them to communicate, to be closer to one another in her absence. Initially, when he saw the little basket filled with the handwritten notes, he figured they’d be cutesy little sayings, nothing to keep the coldness from within from spreading, and to extend heat in its stead. His assessment of the woman’s special delivery turned out to be completely wrong. The first note grabbed him out the gate…

That morning he rolled over on his small bed, almost fell out the lumpy thing. He reached into the small, green wicker basket, and pulled out a random note written on a piece of colorful paper. This one in particular was lavender, and trimmed in her hand-drawn doodles. When he unfolded it, her perfume wafted from the paper, making him swallow hard, and his dick constricted against his boxer shorts underneath his wrinkled, striped pajama pants. He read the damn thing, and a burn soon erupted in his chest like indigestion, the kind brought on by love on rewind…

The shit kept rolling into him…

Nick…today is a good day for me to tell you how wonderful you are. I think you’ll choose this note at the moment that you need it most. Right now as you read it, those lovely eyes of yours are moving across the paper, and you probably look mad. You always look mad when you read for some reason, regardless of your actual mood.

He smirked and continued to read…

Nick, you are not a failure. You are a winner. The problem isn’t that we fell. The problem is how we reacted once we realized we were down. Now that you’ve figured that out, how you rise is what determines who you really are and what you are made of.

Love,

Taryn

He read the last few sentences again and again, until they were etched in a secret, important space inside his mind, to have and to hold till life brought them close. Catching his nose with his index finger, he smiled sadly and nodded his head, understanding the realness, accuracy, and perfect timing of the woman’s declarations. He neatly placed the reviewed letter into a folder, not wishing to mix the one he’d already enjoyed with the others waiting to be read. Then, he got to his bare feet and opened his small, oak dresser drawer and removed a speckled black and white notebook from the top row. Making his way back over to his bed, he took hold of an ink pen, turned to the next available fresh page and began to jot down his thoughts…

Taro proudly showed me his thick scar where he’d been stabbed in the gut but survived. He was twelve, I was nine, and I couldn’t take my eyes off the diamond stud earring gleaming in his right ear. We’d sometimes tell people we were cousins, since he was half Italian and Puerto Rican, too. Only difference was, his Italian mother was a drunk, and his Puerto Rican father a drug dealer, but I still envied Taro, because at least he knew who they were; in particular, his pops. The first time I saw a guy do cocaine was when I visited his building one night. Taro took a butter knife and made lines in what I thought was sugar or baby powder. I was still kind of naïve, and couldn’t fathom my friend taking any hard stuff.

It never entered my mind what that stuff really was until he pressed his index finger against his nostril and snorted the white, powdery line up the other. Taro moved away a few months after he’d been stabbed, showed me that scar, and snorted that cocaine. His mother decided she wanted to move back to Pennsylvania, be closer to her family, and get him away from what she called, ‘trouble.’ I never saw him again. I hated her for taking him away from me.

Boy did I miss Taro. I always wanted to ask him how cocaine tasted and felt. I thought that was just something rich people did. No one in my hood could afford such luxuries; crack cocaine was the drug of choice, or so I thought. Taro wasn’t rich; I had no idea how he got his hands on it, but he sure looked happy after taking it. I wanted to be happy, too…
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These smell good…

She placed another nectarine up to her nostrils, inhaled deeply, then put it inside her little burlap sack. It was a treat to get such treasures, and since she’d been staying with her friend Ambrose the last few days, she had a hankering for a fresh fruit salad. Stretching her neck just so, she took a closer look at a bucket filled with Granny Smith apples. One was bruised, making her sigh a bit, as if the damn thing was suffering so. She chuckled internally at her reaction, picked it up, and turned it slowly from to side.

I’m going to buy you anyway. You’ll end up getting thrown away just because you have this tiny bruise, a defect. Yet you are still juicy and worthy. Oh yes, you are. I can use you to make a pie or preserves… See? Everything has a purpose.

She turned it around again and again, tossed it inside of her sack, and happily continued on her way. She needed these distractions, the gaps in between fragmented time filled with mundane yet magical moments. She missed the hell out of her man, so she did what she could do best at the moment—raced around and kept herself busy. After paying for her produce, she made her way up the street, the wind bustling and slapping her around with brute, frigid force. She gleamed, smiled wide, feeling good and grateful. She was out. She was free, sinking into the world with all of her might, falling in fast and deep and hugging her New York roots. How amazing to feel the cold air blowing her short hair about. She purposefully didn’t wear a hat, knowing she risked contracting a damn cold, but it was so worth it…

She’d taken it all for granted; and now, she was cashing in on the small things that made her feel alive. Her shiny burgundy boots pounded the concrete as she neared her friend’s brownstone. Thoughts of a warm cup of cocoa with a trace of mint entered her mind as her face began to flirt with the notion of becoming numb. Just then, two men huddled up in thick dark bomber jackets passed her in the opposite direction.

One stopped, called out, “Hey, Ma. Goddamn, baby! You wanna warm me up tonight, wit’ yo’ sexy ass?!”

She burst out in a grin, but kept going, kept walking, kept moving. Slicking out her borrowed key from her oversized army green jacket that cinched at the waist just right, she entered the dwelling. The man had made some of his all time fabulous and famous fried zucchini and potato soup. It hit her like a train as soon as she stepped foot in his meticulous place, his hard wood floors polished like a bowling alley ten minutes before opening.

“Ammmmbrose!” she called out as she entered the small, vibrant, bright orange kitchen. “You didn’t.” The tall blond kept his back to her as he kept a steady arm turned up at the elbow, stirring and stirring away.

“I did.”

She could hear the mischievous smile in his response as she set her bag down, and removed the pieces of fruit and vegetables she’d collected, bit by bit. “I picked up a bottle of wine for you, too.” She set it down on the counter.

“Awww, you didn’t have to do that.” He turned and looked at her, his perfect pink lips formed into a soft smile.

“I know, but it was the least I could do after you allowed me to stay with you for a week or two. I really appreciate it.”

The man waved her off, grabbed a bottle of cayenne pepper and got to seasoning.

“Ahhhh,” she sighed as she slumped in a chair, removed her coat and boots.

“You are crazy to have gone out there.” He chuckled. “It is so damn cold. I thought we were past these temperatures… apparently not. Winter can burn in Hell.”

Taryn burst out laughing, then lay back lazily in her seat.

“Oh boy…” She enjoyed the warmth of the place.

“So, did you hear back from Otis?” he questioned as he moved away from the stove and grabbed two glasses out of a cabinet.

“No, not yet.” She swallowed, looked towards the window, then back at the man. “I guess it is taking a bit longer than I anticipated.” The fact of the matter was, she’d been on the horn, and beating the pavement trying to get someone to listen to her ideas. She was ready to try something else, something different just as Nick had encouraged, yet she was met with continuous resistance. It hurt, for these same people were ones she was convinced would take her seriously… Instead, they’d practically laughed in her face.

“Don’t worry, I’m sure he’ll get back to you soon and if all else fails, he’ll probably call you to do a show.”

She grimaced, but didn’t dare let him see it.

“Speaking of which, how’d your show go?” She sat up and propped her chin on folded hands, prepared to live vicariously through her friend who could model his tight, narrow ass off.

“It went fairly well but Ms. Cynthia was the head bitch in charge.”

“Uh oh…” Taryn scooted in a bit closer, not wishing to miss a second of the juicy gossip.

“That woman needs to be blown to Timbuktu and then pounded into the floor of a hut, never to be seen again.”

Taryn cackled, hitting the table as she fell apart.

“She is the worst designer to work for, I swear. Don’t get me wrong, her clothing is amazing; I loved wearing it and it landed me some pretty good shots and probably future gigs quite honestly.” His arched brow rose. “But she makes you earn every damn cent. All of the yelling, shit!” He shook his head.

“She is just an extreme diva.”

“She pays slow,” Ambrose complained, his face twisted up like a knot as he turned towards her, steely contempt in his almond shaped, bright blue eyes. “That bitch owes me three thousand dollars…said I’d get it next week. She knows I’ll lawyer up in a goddamn second.”

Taryn nodded in agreement. Ambrose was the wrong mothafucka to try and pull one over. His kindness had been mistaken for weakness, and two court dockets later, the ones who’d done the underestimating quickly learned what side of the bread was buttered, and it wasn’t theirs. He didn’t play about his money, his friends, and his time. Period, point blank…

Taryn had met the tall, statuesque Bulgarian model while on the set of a Macy’s commercial, one of many. The man was so damn stunning, he even had straight men staring at him, doing a sneaky peek, a double take. Best of all, he was hard edged but genuine. They’d been friends ever since.

“Yeah, she has a habit of lagging behind but I’ve never heard of her stiffing anyone.”

“Well.” He tossed her a nonchalant glance from over his shoulder as he opened the refrigerator door and retrieved a carton of half and half. “She better hurry up. I have bills to pay.”

“Speaking of which, Ambrose, I want to give you six hundred dollars. I know it’s not much, but I—”

“… If you don’t hush.”

She laughed lightly as he dismissed her and turned back towards his stove.

“You are too good to me.”

“Look, Taryn, you’ve been through a lot, okay?” He turned the eyes of the oven off and faced her. “You’re my friend. I’ve known your butt for far too long. You’ve helped me in the past, and now I’m helping you. That’s what friends do. Besides, I love you…you’re a good person. That’s hard to come by.” The beautiful man swallowed, the shadow of pain creeping over his face, and she knew from where it came. His boyfriend of five years had broken his heart, and the once lavish apartment filled with weekend parties attended by all their friends and family, had become a somber place, with nothing more than Ambrose moving about, when he was in town and not travelling on various photo shoots. He loved hard, and hurt harder. She’d spoken to him several times while in Firststone. The breakup happened while she was away, behind rehabilitation doors, unable to comfort the man in his time of need. She harbored pangs of guilt…for she couldn’t recall one time he’d not been there for her, a shoulder to cry on.

“Ambrose, as wonderful as you are, I promise you that you’ll find the right one,” she offered.

He paused, tossed her a jaded glance as if offended. “Uh, excuse me, miss, when did this become about my love life?”

“Don’t try that with me…I know you too well. You like having people around. That’s why you tolerate me,” she joked, causing him to grin. “And you loved him. You two had a life together. You haven’t discussed it much with me, but I’d like to…I’m here.” She folded her arms on the top of the chair and nestled her chin in the groove. After a few seconds of silence passed, he scooped up the fragrant potato soup into two bowls, and set one in front of her. She waited as he opened the wine and poured himself a glass.

“What would you like to drink?”

“Water is fine.”

He nodded, opened the refrigerator door and plucked a Fuji water bottle from the shelf, setting it before her as if he were a waiter in a five star restaurant. Soon, he was seated across from her at the small, white, distressed kitchen table with a white floral display between them. Taking a sip of his wine, he placed the glass down, crossed his legs, and glowered at her.

“What?” She scooped the soup into her mouth, savoring the complicated yet perfectly blended flavors. “Shit! You must’ve been a professional chef in a former life, Ambrose. This is unbelievable.”

“Yeah, and so is the fact that you’re in love with someone and didn’t tell me.” He smirked, taking another sip of his wine as he rocked his leg back and forth.

“Huh? What?” She laughed nervously.

“Just stop the madness, seriously, okay? I’ve died a slow gangster’s death watching you these past few days, waiting for you to cut open the truth and serve it to me right.”

She threw up her arms in faux astonishment.

“I told you that you suck as an actress. It is not your forte.” He grinned.

“Well, thanks a lot for the vote of confidence!” She giggled and took another gulp. “Hey, where are those zucchini fritter things?”

“You’ll get them when you fess up. Now.” He leaned in close, his keen nose glistening under the recessed lights. “Tell me…who…he is!”

She broke out in a huge smile, feeling rather silly and childlike as she stared down at her watery reflection in her bowl.

“His name is Nick…”

“Nick, huh?”

“Yeah, Nick. He is…great.” She took a deep breath. “He’s a police officer. He works over in Brownsville.”

“Oh my.” He grinned, showing all of his perfect teeth. “Dangerous! Carrying a loaded gun, hopefully between his legs,” the man teased, causing her to laugh once more. “So, where did you meet him at?”

Suddenly, the wonderful, warm and soothing taste in her mouth diminished. This was the part she hated, for she feared she’d be judged and tossed about with a verbal sword. Ambrose was raw, real, and no recluse to honesty. He wasn’t rude, but he called it how he saw it. Tongue lashings were simply what he did, all in the name of love.

“…In rehab.”

Suddenly, the man popped up from his seat, waving his hands about as if a holy revival was going down in his home. He raced out of the kitchen and out of view, then returned with his iPad. Placing it on the table between them, he pushed a play button and suddenly, Amy Winehouse’s, ‘Rehab’ song began to blare.

“You ass!” She cracked up as she slapped the table, causing her soup to jump to the rhythm. Ambrose moved about the room, swaying and moving expertly to the music, paying her no mind as he went through with his comedy routine, making her angry and happy all at once.

After a while, he settled down, cut the damn tune off, and reclaimed his seat. Taking a generous sip of his gifted wine until the damn thing was empty, his eyes narrowed on her.

“Now, you know better…”

“Oh, Ambrose! Don’t start!”

“No wonder you didn’t tell me! He’s a New York City cop, NYC’s finest with power, control, and a drug problem! I bet he was thrilled to fucking pieces to get a hold of your gorgeous ass! You cut this guy loose, you hear me?” He pointed at her, looking serious, yet a slight smirk creased his face.

“…I can’t, and I don’t want to.”

A moment or two passed, and he rested in his seat.

“I knew it as soon as you waltzed your ass in here… I knew you were wrapped up in some ferocious inferno, a resident at the Heartbreak Hotel. You had that look. I could smell it all over you…disgusting,” he teased, drawing another laugh from her.

“Okay, you’re in too deep. I can accept that,” he said calmly, bowing down with gracious flair. “Tell me about him.”

“He’s…” She looked up at the man, disappearing inside of herself as her world became velvety green with life and possibility. “He’s wonderful, Ambrose. Like I said, he’s a police officer and he was great to talk to in rehab. He is smart… super smart and resourceful. He’s got a big heart. And…he’s real good looking, too.”

“I’ll be the judge of that.” Ambrose smirked then placed his palm out, as if waiting for a fifty-dollar bill owed to him. “Gimme your phone. I know you’ve got a pic of him.”

“I do. Actually, it is a group photo that we all took together and we each got a copy. I had mine emailed to me.” She reached into her purse that hung off the edge of her chair, moved her wallet and make-up bag off to the side, then located her phone, still unable to wipe the silly grin off of her face. Going into her photo album, she quickly scanned the pictures until she arrived at the one she wanted. “Here you go. He is the one in the black sweater standing in the back…” She handed over her phone, observed Ambrose take a long, lengthy look. The man clutched it to his chest and gleamed at her.

“He is fucking stunning.” He closed his eyes and gave dramatic pause, causing Taryn to fall head first into another pile of gut bursting laughter. “No, truly he is,” he declared seriously, his brow slightly raised as he took another gander at her phone. “A cop? Interesting…” he mumbled. “How old is he?”

“Same age as me, well, a little older. He’s thirty-three, almost. His birthday is next month.”

“Hmmm, that’s a good age. Not too young to not know any better…not too old to refuse to learn a few new things… What was he in Firststone for?”

She hesitated for a moment or two, still resisting the possible sting of her friend’s potential razor-sharp judgment.

“Alcoholism and cocaine addiction.”

Ambrose nodded and placed the phone down onto the table. He caught his nose between his forefinger and thumb and glared as if in deep considerations.

“So I take it he’ll be looking for new work…” He leisurely scooped his spoon into the savory broth and brought it to his perfect lips.

“No, actually. His story is quite interesting.”

“Tell me,” he cut her off before she had an opportunity to elaborate. “I want to hear all about this.”

“Well, he was not caught. Strange, right? He actually came to treatment on his own. The man had never been written up or warned in his life, let alone suspected of alcohol and drug abuse.”

“He kept people away from him then… put up a wall between his personal and private life.” He slurped his soup, then went in for another spoonful.

“That’s right, Ambrose. That’s exactly what he did.”

“And how will you be certain that wall won’t go up again?” he asked with an air of disbelief.

“Honestly, I don’t know for certain. We know nothing regarding stuff like this. What I can say is that I saw him transform and open up and heal right before my eyes. He is actually quite in tune with his feelings, and can express them much more productively now.”

“Something about him disturbs me…” Ambrose reached down and grabbed the phone, made the photo larger, and zoomed in on Nick’s face.

“What?”

“His eyes. There is a sadness in them. They are beautiful, an unusual shade of gray, too…”

She said nothing, only plucked her water from the table and took a couple of sips.

“When was this photo taken?”

“Oh, probably a few weeks before I graduated.” He handed her the phone back as wrinkles creased his forehead, almost as if worry and concern melted within him and he couldn’t keep it a second more as an internal struggle.

“Do you see how he is looking at you in that photo?”

She looked down at the thing, shook her head.

“He’s not looking at me; he’s looking at the camera.”

“…Look again.”

She did as asked, and caught the odd way in which Nick was standing. He was turned completely towards her, yet his face was looking straight ahead. The man in the picture smiled—and anyone who didn’t know him would believe he was the happiest man on the damn planet.

“I hadn’t noticed that. He isn’t looking at me, but it’s like he’s trying to.” She smiled.

“Yup.” Ambrose smiled as he slowly rose from his chair and walked to his counter. He selected a small container of mixed pepper spices and returned to his seat. She stared as the man thoughtfully, almost strategically, dotted the last bit of his soup with the seasonings. “Taryn.” He picked up his spoon and carefully dipped it into the muted yellow puddle of goodness, swirling slowly, ever so slowly. “I want you to be happy. You haven’t been in such a long time. I know that another person can’t make us happy, per se, but funny, they can make us unhappy…” He paused, glanced at her, then looked back down.

“I’ve spent most of my life looking at people. Not because I find us terribly interesting, but because I had to stare at people to gauge things, sometimes for business and practical reasons…other times for my own safety. I’ve never laid eyes on that man in my entire life. Though I’m not an alcoholic or drug user, I’ve been drunk more than once in my damn life and I’ve smoked some joints… I did a line of coke before, too. I did it, and I don’t feel I’m better than others because, for whatever reason, I was able to stop with no problem after that first and last time. The desire to do so wasn’t there. I drink wine for the flavor, not for the intoxicating effect. I like to cook with it, roll it across my tongue, and savor the flavors of such a wide-ranging beverage. I think sometimes the act of who we fall in love with and are attracted to is like picking out a good wine.” He winked at her, casting his wisdom-soaked magic upon her.

“We open bottle after bottle, but no two taste exactly alike. Like true love, it gets better with time, but sometimes, you expect a delicious cabernet sauvignon, but the label is wrong, and instead, you’ve happened upon a medium-bodied merlot.

“You may initially snub your nose at it, because you want nothing but the best,” he said, stopping a while and studying her to make sure she got what he was saying. “…Even if that best is for your friend. But then, you put your cautions aside and understand that you would split someone’s fucking face open if they judged her, didn’t know how good her heart was, for the exact same reasons that you judged her chosen glass of wine. And to seal the deal, you looked into the bottle’s soul—for the eyes are the windows to the soul—and you saw that yes, perhaps he gets her, understands her…but more importantly, he loves her.

“So, you raise your glass and make a toast, wishing her well. You worry for her in secret, decide to keep your thoughts to yourself, hidden away, and let her enjoy her drink. After all, she earned it. So before I sit here and call your lover a bland, three dollar wine cooler, I will watch my mouth, for the same someone could say about you and I know that you are nothing less than a bottle of Louis Roederer Cristal Champagne! Cheers to love…”
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PART II of In the Nick of Time


[image: ‡]


Chapter Seventeen
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“Uhhh!”

Jay Z’s, ‘On the Run Part 2’ played as he finished up. With a grunt, he threw the dumbbell down, his workout finally complete. He sat on the bench for a moment or two before getting to his feet, and glanced at the clock as sweat stung his eye, grimaced, and made his way to the men’s shower room.

I can take a quick shower… then get ready for group.

As he left out the place, the distinct voice of a despicable motherfucker he’d been avoiding like tax time called out his name.

“Hey…hey, Nick.”

He turned and looked the ogre in the face. Oliver stood there in his baggy army green pants, matching sloppy sweatshirt, and a skull cap pulled down low on his perfect-circle-shaped head. The men weren’t allowed to wear hats indoors, but he himself soon realized that rules were made to be broken.

“What?”

“I’ve thought about it. I’m not filing charges against you.”

Like I give a fuck…

“Okay.” Nick turned to leave, shocked at the nerve of the piece of shit.

“Nick!”

“What?!” He turned to him once again, threw his hands up in frustration.

Oliver appeared rather abashed, looking both ways as if he were about to attempt to jaywalk amidst fast moving traffic. Everything about the man bothered him, and a part of him was still itching to get into a physical altercation with the son of a bitch, rough him up real good. That first and last encounter had been simply child’s play. No, he wanted Oliver to experience some real wrath…

“Look, I need a favor.”

“Unless you want a foot permanently jammed up your ass, there’s nothing I can do for you.” Nick looked down at the lump of a fellow and crossed his arms, still not believing his damn ears. Oliver rolled his eyes and frowned, looked around once more in a paranoid sort of way, then continued.

“Look, this is serious, okay? I need some protection. Someone…someone is looking for me; they’re after me.”

“Good.” And he meant that shit. “I’ll send them your coordinates.”

They stood there glaring at one another, no words spoken, but he was certain his twisted lips and narrowed eyes said quite enough. The man made him feel feral, like some wild animal. Thanks to Oliver, his inner monster had been awakened again after a brief slumber.

“Nick, I could file assault charges against you, but I’m not if you watch my back. You’d risk reinstatement. Is it worth it? That’s the deal, okay? Take it or leave it.” He looked him up and down, proving just how truly insane he was.

“Oliver, I will give you the number to the goddamn courthouse, an attorney, and the news station to call and tell my story to before I protect one slimy hair on your goddamn body. I’m not defending you in here or anywhere else!” he roared, not caring who overheard their tiff. “Whatever bridge you’ve burned down with that messed up mouth of yours, learn to swim, you son of a bitch. You get no life preserver from me. Accept your fate.” He turned to walk away once more, only to have his arm jerked.

“Get the fuck off me, man.” Nick hissed.

“I’m serious! I need help!” Oliver yelled, his voice cracking. He rubbed his gut, as if nursing a horrible stomachache that wouldn’t turn him loose. His eyes glazed over and he bent at the waist then stood straight, seemingly trying to keep a semblance of dignity, but it was too late; the man was unraveling and fear dwelled so deeply within him, it oozed out of his pores.

“Look, whatever the hell is going on, just go to Frieda or administration about it, okay? I want nothing to do with whatever you’ve gotten wrapped in and I want nothing to do with you, either. I don’t help pedophiles and before you even go there again,” he said with a glare, pointing his finger in his face, “you can call whoever you want, I don’t care. Tell the whole, entire world about me and I’ll talk about you, too…” The threat simmered for a second or two. “House rules don’t apply in rehab, Oliver.”

“Nick!” The man’s fingertips twisted and turned the fabric of his jacket. “What can I do to make you listen? You’re the only one in this stinkin’ place that can be trusted!” He looked around once again, as if the boogey man himself were on his heels. “I got money! I can get you money!”

“I don’t want your damn money.”

“Please! I’ll do just about anything!”

Nick stopped and stared at Oliver, hating himself for even venturing to entertain what the deviant pervert may have to say.

“You have five minutes to tell me the truth. If you lie to me, that’s the end of you, do you understand?”

The man emphatically nodded.

“Can we go back inside the gym and talk?” He pointed towards the glass doors Nick had just exited. Brushing past him, he opened the damn things, moving within the small room crammed with exercise equipment and a small television mounted in the corner. They both sat down on a thick yoga mat laid atop of a bench.

“Talk,” Nick blurted as seconds passed with the guy just sitting there, looking down, foolish and sheepish all rolled into one.

“Nick, I know you don’t like me. Something really fucked up is going on though, and I hate to admit it, but you are my only hope.”

He said nothing, simply listened.

“I have been in drug rehabilitation several times, okay? This isn’t the first time, that’s for sure. I don’t speak a lot in group because I have to protect other people. It has little to do with me thinkin’ I’m too good, or anything like that. You see, I’m the black sheep of my family.” He swiped at his bulbous nose, almost as if he were being choked up by his admissions. “I’m a Yale graduate. I come from a long line of men and women who were known to be intellectually superior, in some regard.” He shrugged.

Nick slowly raised his head and looked at the man, his interest definitely piqued and his exasperation growing for the fucker all at the same time.

“Superior?” Nick raised a brow.

“I guess that wasn’t the best choice of words… We just, well, we are intellectuals.”

Nick twisted about, trying to get comfortable.

“Regardless of me being quite bright in school, I had some problems. For instance, I’ve always had a hard time getting along with others. Socialization issues, you could say. It’s still a daily struggle.”

“You don’t say?” Nick grimaced.

Fuckin’ feral asshole…

“Yes, it was hard. While my father, brothers, and sisters were refined, I was self-conscious. My parents, mainly my father found me embarrassing; so much so, they placed me in private schools that were far away.” He swallowed, toying with his shoestring as his jaw twitched every now and again. “That’s why I’m here, actually. You see, I started to use crack cocaine to help push away the desires… It worked just fine, but in some ways it also made things worse. My father is famous, Nick, and if it got out that I’d done these things… Well, let’s just say it would bring the whole family to its knees! I love my mother; I don’t want her roped into this… I’ve shamed her enough as is.”

“…If what got out?”

The man played with his shoestrings a bit more, turning them this way and that.

“If what got out, Oliver!”

“That I touched a boy in an inappropriate manner…”

“That you molest children! Say it!” Nick yanked the man up by his collar, shaking him to and fro like a ripe berry on a branch. “Say it, goddamn it! You’re a child molester! A damn pervert! Own it!”

The man’s eyes welled with tears as he nodded in agreement. “Yes! Yes, I did it!”

Nick reined himself in and released the man, letting him fall like rubbish on the floor. He knew the bastard only admitted the truth because he was in a tight jam, and what a jam it must’ve been to let such a confession seep out of from between his lips.

“I… I did it.” Oliver covered his face, seemingly ashamed, taking it all in.

Nick wasn’t moved—all he could focus on were the man’s victims. No, he’d never seen their faces, but he didn’t have to. The eyes of a child did something to him, and he knew this man he sat beside had taken the light out of a few…

“My parents paid a lot of money for me to be here, and for my treatment to be discreet. They knew no one would no who I was way out here. Oliver isn’t even my real name. It’s…it’s Don.” A few moments of silence passed between them.

“I’m in over my head, Nick…over my head. The problem is, I can’t leave. If I leave, courts will get involved due to a deal that was made and then it will be plastered all over the place. I can’t let that happen. My family means everything to me, Nick, everything…” The man’s voice trailed.

“How many, Oliver?”

“How many what?”

“We both know it was more than one child. How many children have you molested?”

The man hesitated, then looked at Nick, his bottom lip shaking ever so slightly. At that moment, he looked like a child himself, helpless and hopeless. Small, insecure, and troubled…

“If I get into all of this with you, it will just—”

“How many?”

“…Three. It was three, Nick.”

“And who was the first one?”

“…A relative.”

“And the second?”

“A boy I taught piano lessons to…”

“And the third?”

“Another boy I taught piano lessons to. That’s when everything fell apart. He told his parents. I denied it. I then began using, because—”

“No, I want the whole damn story, you nasty ass fucker. You denied it and then what happened? They just let it go?”

“Well, he was a troubled youth and I came from a family of means.”

He hated the way the bastard said it, for despite his grotesque confessions, he still managed to sound arrogant, superior.

“My father believed it was a shake down, and I played along with that, so he took over matters.”

Nick’s insides twisted and turned like the inside of a cement mixer. Flashes of himself at that age, being at the mercy of a man like Don, fed his already mountain high hatred for the man.

That little boy could have been me…

“A week or two passed after that incident and I knew I couldn’t let it happen anymore. I was afraid I was going to go out and do it to someone else. Nick, it’s a compulsion! I wanted to control it. I knew it was wrong.” He turned to Nick, looking earnest, wounded…disgusting as he was. “I ended up stealing from my own savings accounts and doing things to support my habit so that my mind could be elsewhere, not obsess about it any longer. My family stood by me, basically told the boy’s family it was my word against their son’s and found out some things about the boy’s father that could land the man in prison again. I had overwhelming guilt from all of this, so much so, I tried to make the pain stop and the memories of what I’d done go away. I wanted to apologize to the boy—”

“It wasn’t just an incident and that boy was your victim. You wanted to apologize to your victim.”

Don paused, took a long look at him, and nodded. “Yes…my victim. That was the first time I tried crack cocaine. But, my usage didn’t stop there. It escalated to almost everything under the sun. I was taking methamphetamines and PCP, too.”

He sighed, took a deep breath. “My drug habit got so bad, I ended up getting arrested. That was the beginning of the end. I had a court date lined up, but my father pulled some strings and told me I had to go to rehab after he spoke to some people. They told him if I went to rehab, the charges would be dropped and they’d secure the records so it never became public knowledge.”

“Your father has that type of clout?” Nick found himself in disbelief, not buying what the slimy fucker was telling him.

Just then, he caught the maniac smiling. “He does… If I told you who he was, you’d be in complete shock.”

They glared at one another for a while, and then he continued.

“Anyway, I told my father I would go, but kept dragging it out, making excuses. Then, one night, everything hit the fan. In one of my drug induced moments, I admitted to my father what I’d done to those boys, including my nephew, in a heated argument. I don’t recall telling him, but I must’ve.” He shrugged. “So, he immediately put me in rehab without my consent and spent a lot of money trying to bury what I’d been up to. I would always leave the facilities or get kicked out. He told me this was the final time… that if I got kicked out of Firststone and didn’t complete treatment, he’d disown me, wash his hands of me, and let the courts do whatever they wished to me.” He violently coughed into his fist, as if coming down with a cold.

“Sad story, don’t care. What you did was inexcusable. Get to the point. How do I fit into this?”

“Nick, the last boy I molested, the last one who had a father already in the system, well…his father is here! He was admitted a few days ago. He’s gonna kill me! I can’t try to leave; if I do, I’ll go to prison and be disowned, and you know what they do to guys like me in prison! I’m almost finished, but this final month is going to be brutal if he gets a hold of me! He vowed to kill me, and he doesn’t seem like the type that would be willing to negotiate, come to a reasonable agreement!”

“So, you want me to be some sort of bodyguard? Threaten the guy?”

“Yes, yes! That’s what I need!”

Nick jumped to his feet, so very sick and tired of the bullshit.

“Oliver, Don, whatever the hell your name is, the answer is no.”

The man gasped, his eyes growing dark as he stood too, looking up at Nick as if he’d been deeply betrayed.

“You’re a cop! You are supposed to help people!” He seethed. “I could be murdered right under your damn nose!” he shouted, the veins in his head protruding as if he were choking on his own filth.

“I’m not on the clock right now, Oliver. And…you lied to me. I can’t help someone with something like this who is a liar on top of everything else.”

“Lied to you about what?!”

“It was more than three! I could see it in your eyes and body language. You sat there and lied your ass off! You looked me dead in the eye, and said it!” Nick marched towards the door with the guy hot on his heels.

“Okay! Okay! I lied, but it’s because it’s hard for me to deal with, to talk about! Why do you think I’m here, huh?!”

He stopped and stared at the man, watched a tear cascade down his face. Sucking his teeth, he looked up at the wall clock and then back into Don’s eyes.

“Look, I can’t help you.” He threw up his hands and shook his head apathetically. “You did some shit I can’t co-sign on. I understand that you may be sorry, remorseful. I get it. But I just can’t wrap my head around it. You got these wheels turning; you’ve been getting off easy, never having to really answer for anything. And now here you are once again, skating away from it. I’m not saying you deserve to be dead, Don, or even beaten within an inch of your life… Well, I take that back.” He smirked, causing the man to frown and cross his arms over his body real tight.

“All I am saying is that what we do catches up to us in one way or another.”

“I am sorry!”

“Don’t tell it to me… Tell it those kids and the parents who trusted you.”

“I know that something is wrong with me Nick. Why do you think I’m rarely in the elective classes? Do you know where I am during those times? I’m in therapy! Besides Frieda, you’re the only one that knows about this now… Please don’t tell anyone! I’m beggin’ you!”

“I won’t. I’m not trying to get involved in all of this.”

“Nick.” The guy lowered his head and shook it, then glanced back up towards him. “I know I’m sick, disgusting, all of that… but I don’t want to die… And I will if this man gets a hold of me. He’s out for blood, and I’ll be dead. Dead dead dead!”

Nick took a deep breath, placed his hands on his hips and spun around, hating the man for putting him in this fucked up position.

“Shit. What I will do, is give you a number—someone you can call and alert them of the situation, okay?” He reached into his pocket and pulled out his wallet. “Here, take this.” It was a business card of his colleague. “Call the guy on there and tell him that you know me and what’s been going on. Don’t leave out any details. He’ll help you. He works in witness protection, but he has some connections for situations like this. That’s the best I can do. Watch your back, Don…”

…And then, he simply walked away.
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Chapter Eighteen
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She balled the paper up so tight, the tawny flesh over her knuckles stretched impossibly thin over the bone. Taryn’s eyes narrowed as she searched the room then threw the ball in the damn trashcan. Ambrose had gotten to cleaning again, rearranging things and making new scenes and layouts where they weren’t needed. She sank her teeth into her lower lip as she stood like a professional baseball pitcher and cast the second page of the damn thing across the room. It landed, but she sure as hell hadn’t scored.

“Fuck you, Otis!” she screamed at the top of her lungs, her chest rising and falling with each staggered, ragged breath she took. She was alone inside the place, feeling itchy, crazy, and removed from sanity. For four weeks, she’d gone on modeling agency interviews, updated her portfolio, purchased a wig she didn’t want to slap across her damn head, and even called in some favors that never were returned… Nothing. Zilch.

“When You’re In Love With a Beautiful Woman” by Dr. Hook played softly on the radio.

I can’t even get a low paying modeling gig! If I don’t get some money rolling in soon, I’m screwed!

She slammed her body down onto the sable brown couch, it’s softness eating her up as though she were a delicious morsel. She closed her eyes and sighed as her fingertips danced across her forehead. The corner of her eye moistened, and she made quick action to swipe at the bastard, leaving wetness along the side of her index finger. Her lips quivered as she tried with all of her might to get a hold of herself, to talk herself down off the cliff, pull back from the frothing pain of it all. Yet, the pain smarted and the tears ran too fast to be stopped by the likes of her crushed pride.

I just can’t get ahead! I’m trying so hard, and nothing is changing! I don’t even want to do this, but I have to, because what I want to do I know will be a long battle. I don’t have time for long battles; my bills need to be paid NOW! I refuse to go to Dad or Mom, no…that would make me indebted to them. Nick, I wish I could talk to you. I miss you so much!

She swiped another tear away, then another, and then, on a dime, her pain morphed into misery before transforming into heated anger. She jumped from the couch and rummaged through her purse. Locating her cell phone, she made a much-needed call…

“Hey, where are you? Yeah…it’s been a long time. Look, where can I meet you at? I need some Percodan. I want some Vicodin, too.” She huffed as she rummaged once again in her bag, filtering through the damn thing until she found her wallet. She pulled out a small wad of cash and counted through it, making sure she had enough. “Yeah, okay…see you in thirty…”

…And then, she hung up…
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A thin layer of sweat collected along his dewy flesh as the nightlight came and went.

The bulb must be dying…

Nick slowly rose up, causing an avalanche of books to tumble this way and that from his lap. He reached down and plucked the dark red, hard bound book from the floor, placed it back on the bed, and took in a few deep breaths. The clock marked five AM, yet his body felt like an inferno on the cool, Monday morning. Feeling the dull pain in his mouth, he was soon reminded about the chicken noodle soup he’d tried to taste the evening before. It had been far too hot, scorching the tip of his tongue and leaving his taste buds a bit impaired. After a few moments twirling inside of daydreams, he reached for the floor once again and placed all the books back onto his bed. Pilfering through them, he drew one from the fold: ‘Addict In The Family: Stories of Loss, Hope and Recovery’ by Beverly Conyers. He’d almost finished, and found it to be an interesting read. It proved rather odd reading about the families of addicts, for he had no family, and his addiction didn’t cross the radar of his friends or loved ones.

Nick realized he was a strange bird indeed, and perhaps through his carefully crafted escape plans to never be discovered, he’d inadvertently made himself less accountable, thus, turning into the hypocrite that he abhorred. Just the other day he’d yelled at Oliver, AKA Don, made the man confess, admit he’d slid his hands all over young children, groped them, and robbed them of their innocence. And yet, here he sat, a man who hadn’t touched a child in a sexual manner a day in his life, but he still lived a lie while being protected by his badge of honor.

The same job he coveted, wanted to return to, had inapplicably allowed the likes of Oliver to wiggle his slimy self through the slippery cracks of the legal system, all because his father was some big shot with a lot of clout. He’d heard the stories before, but this got far too close to home. To add to the issue, Oliver had apparently become sick, holding up in his room, more than likely praying to a God he seldom believed in. This time, the twisted son of a tycoon had messed with the wrong little boy…

The youngster’s father was no one to scoff at. After delving further into the issue, out of mere curiosity, Nick soon discovered that the victim’s dad was a member of the Mac Baller Brims. Shit had just gotten serious. He’d had extensive run ins with them, and their ruthless behavior was the thing nightmares were made of. The man in question, known as ‘Temper’ but his legal name was Trey, had tried to make a better life for his son—sent him to places to get a good education, see the world. He’d enlisted him in a program that gave free music lessons, and Oliver happened to be enrolled as one of the mentors…

But in moments like these, a gangster may lose faith, and have to kill a man…

Nick sighed, yawned, and swiped his hair out of his face. The shit was starting to itch as it reached his damn shoulders, swaying to and fro. He kept it in a ponytail, but the damn thing had come undone from all of his tossing and turning during the night. He missed her…

His dreams consisted of them lying together, talking, caressing one another, making love. He wanted to know what she was doing at any given time. What she was thinking, wanting and needing… he hoped it was him. He tried to maintain his composure, keep busy, but as each day passed, the worse it became. Her little letters helped, and he stayed the course… but damn, he missed her listening ear, her perfectly timed jokes and sensibilities.

“I miss your lips, baby…” he whispered aloud in hopes that the words would somehow miraculously reach her ears and warm her heart. He slowly got to his feet, washed, and dressed. As he stared at himself in the mirror, running his hand over his clean face, he admired his reflection for a change. His skin no longer donned a sallow complexion. He’d traded that in for the light kiss of a faint tan with peeks of ruddiness across his cheeks. He’d gained about ten pounds in muscle, and though he was still quite lean, he liked how all of his hard work was paying off. He straightened his green and black striped shirt, turned away from his likeness, and plucked a piece of lemon colored paper out of the basket. Unwrapping the thing like a candy, he slumped down onto the bed, and read the words from his sweetheart for the given day…

You are almost at the top of the mountain. Don’t lose hope, don’t lose sight. When you get discouraged, think of how far you’ve come and then remember that when you reach your goal, baby, the view is spectacular!

[image: *]

“I want you to look at this.” Frieda handed the paper to him as he sat in the room, surrounded once again by his peers. Several fellow residents had graduated over the past few weeks and there were some new faces, too. They’d done their introductions, and went on as usual, but today, something had changed; he could almost feel it in the air. He unfolded the thin, white piece of paper she’d handed to him, and quickly scanned the date and signature. It was from his commanding officer, Captain O’Sullivan.

“Go on, read it aloud.” Frieda smiled at him while providing encouragement. He cleared his throat, and began…

73rd Precinct

1470 East New York Avenue

Brooklyn, New York 11212

My name is Captain O’Sullivan of the 73rd precinct in Brooklyn, New York. Officer Nicholas Vitale has been a member of this police department for almost ten consecutive years. He is a patrol and service officer serving the area of Brownsville, New York. He has an exemplary record, an excellent rapport with the community, and is a trusted member of our team. I will admit my bias up front, however. I see him like a second son. That notwithstanding, I say, in complete truth and integrity, that I was not made privy nor had any inkling that Officer Vitale was engaging in illegal drug activity in any way, shape, form or fashion. He did not tell me or anyone else, to my knowledge, of his deeds regarding the abuse of alcohol and narcotics. I am not surprised, however, that he came to me about this right before enlisting himself into a treatment program. He earnestly wanted to stop the downward spiral before dire consequences arose, and for that, I applaud him.

He cares about the officers he works with, the community, and the people that he serves. I have been updated of his progress while in treatment on a bi-weekly basis, per his written/signed permission that his records be submitted to me as well as members of the board. It is more than apparent that Officer Nicholas Vitale is working the program laid out there for him as it was intended, and making the best of his situation to become a successful person in his personal life, as well as to ensure that he is the best officer that he can be, vocationally.

I know Officer Vitale personally, and can say that I am quite proud of his progress. Therefore, I highly recommend that Officer Nicholas Vitale rejoin the 73rd precinct after successful completion of his inpatient drug rehabilitation at Firststone in Fresh Meadows. A copy of this recommendation will be sent to all parties involved in the decision process regarding Officer Vitale’s occupational future. I have spoken to the committee, and it has been voted unanimously that Officer Vitale be reappointed upon his return. That signed paperwork is enclosed along with this letter.

Kind Regards,

Capt. John O’Sullivan

The room burst in applause, the faces bright with vibrant, hopeful smiles, and the volume of robust whistling loud and amplified. He nodded as he reclaimed his seat, felt the warmth flood his body from the words typed upon the paper, his boss’ emotions leaking through each sentence. Here he was embracing the future, the promise that lay ahead, waiting for him with wide-open arms. He could see it now; the view that his sweetheart claimed had been there all along. He had almost reached the mountaintop. Just a few more steps…

Careful now, so very careful…

The last miles were often the most cumbersome, as well as the trickiest. But problematic, thorny things with fractured puzzle pieces and a good old fashioned game of hide-and-seek was what he found buried deep down in his soul, and what he appreciated and navigated best of all.

I will count to ten, and then…

Ready or not, here I come…
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It had been a long time since she could actually recall the feel of sweat collecting in her thick tresses. She paused, ran her fingers through the damn curls, then plucked her ebony drawing pencil back up, gave it a careful sniff. The scent of freshly purchased art supplies did something to her, sent her into a tailspin of glory. Her hand took flight across the page, as if she knew exactly where she was going, but the human body’s natural lag was cramping her style. She grunted a time or two, as though in a one-woman tennis match, and in a way, she was. She’d laid low for a few days, trying to regroup and cast a spell across her bad luck. The notion that she could reinvent herself had come and gone like weight loss and gain for a bulimic ballerina, yet, she couldn’t shake the shit free. Needing some new scenery, a new pace and place, and not wishing to overstay her welcome, she’d left Ambrose’s chic brownstone and now surfed on another friend’s couch. It was her lucky day, for Ricki happened to be in San Diego for a shoot, and she had the whole place to her damn self for three days. All she asked in return was that she pick up her favorite grocery items and store them in their appropriate places in her apartment for when she arrived.

Luckily for Taryn, Ricki had champagne taste in clothing and make-up, but her eating and drinking style was totally beer budget. Despite the woman’s very thin frame, the sparse weight of an emaciated Goddess, the woman could suck down food like nobody’s business. Ricki dined on cheeseburgers and thick slices of pepperoni pizza, along with cheap box wines, greasy fries, and a side of dark chocolate. To make matters even more bizarre, the lady didn’t have an eating disorder, nor was she exactly a glutton. She simply ate like a child, and that was her ‘thing.’ Now, Ricki’s strangely decorated apartment filled with pops of bright shades of pink, and art with bold curse words framed in silver and red teemed with Taryn’s virtuosity. The thick purple carpet was covered in art sketches from hers truly. Taryn simply couldn’t help herself; she felt fucking inspired. What had gotten into her? Whatever it was, she wanted to work it to the bone.

She cast her sight toward the corner of the living room, gave a sly grin at two drawings in particular that she rather fancied, then began a new sketch, and then another and another. Nothing would spoil her mood, not even the textbook morning she’d had. Much to her chagrin, earlier in the day, dear ol’ mom had sent funds. Word must’ve spread faster than the divorce rate in Hollywood that she was down on her luck, and though she considered her mama to be a kind-hearted woman, the lady was also very particular about appearances. No daughter of hers would be walking around the streets of New York with a dusty duffle bag filled with last year’s fashion trends and no place to call her own.

Since she wasn’t allowed to help, the lady helped herself and did what many who had birthed their best friend would do: she wrote a check and dared her stubborn daughter not to cash it. Taryn had not deposited it, though it sickened her that it had indeed afforded relief should she run out of money and friends to help her until she got a paying gig. She kept a tally of everyone she was going to pay back, despite their constant reminders that she was loved, it was okay, and she’d done so much for them in the past, yadda yadda yadda, blah, blah, blah…

She had big, towering plans! She’d use that first pay check she earned and put it down on an apartment, move in, get settled, and do whatever she needed to do to make her true dream materialize… yet, it was still a mystery, kept under lock and key. No one, with the exception of Ambrose, knew of her aspirations, for she feared if she told them to another soul, the damn things would evaporate like hot breath on a window in the dead of winter.

I just need one good modeling gig, just one… Shit, maybe not. Maybe I’m not even supposed to be considering that any more, even in these times of desperation. Maybe this is some sort of a sign….

She looked at all the pictures she’d sketched, scattered about the room, and then, returned her attention back towards the corner, where she’d placed the two she loved the most.

Is it a sign, Nick?

She walked over to that corner and drew the curtain back, allowing the last stingy streams of sunlight to enter the dwelling. The mellow rays cast themselves across the thin, shaved canvas, making her drawings come to life, breathe in a new look—the appearance now changing right before her eyes. She bent low, picked up the illustration, and looked at it closely, going over the thing as if she were to assign it a grade.

I’m going to do this. I have to do this… It’s the only way. I think I figured that out just now, that I no longer have a choice and I can’t waste one more second…

I, of all people, know that tomorrow isn’t promised…

It’s my dream. GO.GET.IT.
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It was hard to watch, and he hated admitting that shit. How much easier it would be to have nothing but contempt for the man, to make him go down in a sizzling haze into the land of retribution, knife deep street justice, and suffer dire consequences. He wasn’t on the goddamn clock, but he was there to get his own fucked up life back on track, to put his world together, make it look like something worth holding onto. He had better things to worry about, like keeping his hand on the pulse of his own sobriety and wishing upon stars late at night like some pathetic lovesick puppy… yeah, he did that.

He’d look out of his little efficiency bedroom window and daydream of things that could only embody the one who claimed his heart. He’d stand there clutching one of her headscarves that smelled of tangerines and something expensive from the perfume department at some fancy boutique. Then, he’d look out and up, and wish on everything in his warped world that he could see her face, hear her voice…something, anything.

She’d refused to endanger him, to break those rules. It was clear… she’d drawn a line in the sand. Former residents were not to contact current residents who were still in treatment and she stated before her departure that they both had already been on paper-thin ice. One more crack in the foundation, and he’d be history, kicked out of Firststone, especially since he’d made it clear that he wouldn’t be a damn look-out for Frieda’s continued internal investigations. He’d look down at his phone, hoping she’d call any ol’ way, but she never did. And…she never gave him her number.

One day, he’d contemplated calling his buddies at the station, having them supply it after he’d looked her up online. He knew it was foolish; why would a super model have her information public? But he’d taken a desperate stab at it anyway. All he ran into were things that made his heart ball up tight and pulse and pump out blood until he was weak at the damn knees.

Google images can go straight to hell!

There she stood in various poses, walking the catwalk, owning that shit. He saw clips of her on YouTube and his dick woke from its slumber and simply said a lazy ‘hello’ from his nether regions. He missed those fucking legs—the way they’d wrap tight around his waist as he bounced her up and down on his hungry cock. That sweet, delicious pussy…tight and all soft ’nd shit… She was perfection in his eyes, and though he knew he shouldn’t, he couldn’t shake her off the damn pedestal. She’d become his Queen, and though he was her King, he bowed down to her, time and time again. Yeah, that was the shit he was interested in, not the saving grace of a motherfucker named Oliver… or Don… or whatever and whoever the hell he really was…

The despicable tyrant had interrupted his peace, but not of his own accord. It appeared that the mess he’d mentioned was true. The little boy’s father was gunning for him within the facility and now that he’d narrowed down on the target, fear ensued. In a world of eye for an eye, it seemed rather fitting, for justice was about to be served. Another part of him, though, understood that Oliver was mentally ill and a victim of his own tormented mind. He’d sought to inspect the man’s history after he’d confessed the horrid details of his crimes, and found he’d left out some crucial pieces of the puzzle, not uncommon for men such as him.

In the early stages of his sickness, Oliver had rung the alarm, tried to get help before the hot shit hit the fan. His family seemed more concerned about their image, and discouraged the then sixteen year old from going into therapy, believing it would shame the clan. Nick had obtained this information by simply speaking to him, during a visit to his room. But that wasn’t the full story…

Oliver opened the door and exposed a black eye so hideous and menacing, it was surprising he could still see out the damn thing. He was unquestionably terrified to tell anyone how’d he gotten it, for he’d been threatened, and it was the type of threat that tasted quite similar to a promise.

Nick didn’t dare confirm the man’s greatest fears, but he knew it wasn’t over; that assault was only an appetizer to the main course. He’d checked out Trey a bit in more depth. The man was no joke. He’d killed once, and he’d kill again, certainly in the name of his own damn son. What better reason to snuff a life than for the well-being of a child? During his most recent visit with Oliver, he asked him more about his family life, his previous treatment attempts, the works. The man struggled to confess, to admit the whole sordid truth. Instead, he pulled out several tattered journals and handed them to him. He explained he started writing his feelings down at the age of twelve or so, and never stopped. He couldn’t speak the shit, but he could write it, so he did…

Nick took the hand-written leather bound books back to his room and read them, one by one, until the wee hours of the morning. He couldn’t believe what he’d just witnessed, drudged through. It was like being held captive within an insane man’s brain, forced to ride shotgun amongst a muck of convoluted craziness. Oliver knew he was insane; he was shockingly self-aware. The man had the brilliant mind of a lunatic, the makings of someone on the brink of doing the unthinkable. The only thing stopping the man was that he did in fact have a conscience. Nick had had countless experiences with the Olivers of the world; thus, based on his observations, he couldn’t classify him as a sociopath. It was evident from the man’s writings and ramblings, he felt terrible remorse, a feeling that manifested way before he was caught. He struggled. He struggled big time. His sexuality was in question, his derelict behavior profuse. It hadn’t been just boys, but little girls, too. The genders, body type, race, and specific age were not important, for he considered it a free for all, and that wasn’t a common sexual predator type of behavior. Oliver was unique.

What a strange man—nauseating, intriguing and yet, one could feel pity for him as well. For one, he’d never been in a committed relationship. He’d never had sex with a grown woman or man. All of his sexual behaviors were destructive, deviant, and by strict definition, Oliver was still a virgin at the age of forty-one. He’d even tried to kill himself, according to his book-bound confessions. He’d almost overdosed a few years prior, and cursed his Creator when he came to in the hospital, mad as hell that he’d awoken to draw another breath. And now, he felt he was close to death’s door yet once again; only this time, he wanted to live…

During their conversations, the man told him he’d called Nick’s colleague on the card, but the guy had never gotten back in touch with him. This put Nick in an even more precarious situation. He became all Oliver had. Nick resisted the man’s urgings though, and grappled with himself for days on end. He was of the mindset that these people could not be rehabilitated. Adults who preyed on children were beyond help; their fate was sealed and locked shut like a vault with an ever-changing combination. He’d seen it too many times to count. The thought of Oliver roaming around in the free world was darn frightening, so, he’d had a heart to heart with the man, trying his damndest to control the situation, find out the heart of the matter… for it was in him to leave no stone unturned before making a call to action.

That following afternoon after he’d read the disturbing journals, each page sending him into a tetchy world of the inexplicable and grotesque, he approached the man right after lunch. They sat down, shoulder to shoulder, discussing things, all sorts of topics. Nick needed to get his foot in the door, gain the bastard’s trust, for only those trusted gained access to truth. There was no doubt about it; Oliver was too damn smart for his own good. That made him all the more dangerous, and also let Nick know that he wanted to be caught. He didn’t slip up and tell his father that shit in a drunken stupor or while high off his damn rocker. No, he’d blurted the details of his deeds knowing full well what was transpiring. Oliver confessed it for two reasons and two reasons only: To hurt the man he hated for treating him so poorly as a child…and for the man to love him enough to make him stop. He only received one of the two, and that simply wasn’t enough…

“Oliver, I read your journals…” Nick began, slowly moving away from their mundane discussions, getting into the heart of the matter.

“And what is your conclusion?” Oliver delicately opened up his carton of milk and took a hearty gulp. Nick paused before answering as he took in his surroundings. He couldn’t ignore the eyes that were glued to them during their public seating arrangement; after all, they’d had a brawl, and now here they sat as if it were all water under the bridge, as if they were old chums. He ignored the glares and continued on.

“I believe that you are a sexual predator, and it is a compulsion. Your wiring is all fucked up. Nevertheless, I also believe that you want to stop, but will only do so if the object of your desire is not in your reach. You need to be in treatment for the rest of your life, and I’m telling you emphatically to never be around any minors alone, under any circumstances.”

Oliver said nothing; his expression didn’t morph or crack. The man that was previously quick to react to such words in group, to lie and defend a tainted soul, simply continued to sit there, taking it all in as if it were nothing more than a dress rehearsal.

“So what do you advise me to do, Officer Vitale?” he finally asked after another sip of his milk, this one leaving a white, frothy frame around his pale, thin lips.

“I advise you to stay in treatment and to live some place where people will be watching your every move. No one can get you out of this; only you can. As I said, you don’t want to be this way, you don’t want to hurt people, and that is truly your only saving grace.” He glared at the man as his throat tightened with fury. He hated Oliver, yet the ping of sorrow for the guy kept wrapping itself around him. “If I felt you actually enjoyed being this way, there would be no hope for you whatsoever and I’d leave you to the wolves.”

Once again, the man kept quiet, seemingly stewing in his own reflections.

“You may be correct, Nick,” he said, his tone void of connection, as if he spoke from a recording, had left his body to simply go through the motions. He imagined Oliver was accustomed to having to break free from himself during times of tremendous stress—as though he’d sent a representative to take care of the messy details, while the real Oliver/Don stayed in his room, safe and secure under layers of threadbare bed sheets.

“Tell me something.” Nick picked up his turkey sandwich, and skillfully removed the saran wrap, causing a slight crinkling noise. He took a big bite of the thing. His teeth sank into the cold iceberg lettuce, the crunch a relief as he worked it around in his mouth. “This is a bit off topic,” he said around a mouth full of food as he looked about the place, “but why did you call Taryn a ‘rich girl’ if you are actually from a family that is wealthy yourself?” He turned in his direction.

The man’s mouth twisted in a stilted smirk. “Oh, that’s simple. I needed to ensure my secret, hide my identity and…I resented her. Taryn was the normal one of our group. She didn’t have a seedy background. She was no black sheep; she was adored, almost worshiped.” The man’s smile grew disturbingly larger. “She’s pretty. She had it all…the money, the looks, the fame, the adoration…and yet she ended up here in treatment. I hated her for squandering it all away…”

She almost died! She had cancer you piece of shit, you rancid bastard!

But…he maintained his outer calm for a bit longer.

“She didn’t have a hard life as a child.” He rolled his eyes. “Her family loves the hell outta her. You should see how they act on visitation days. The woman is a goddamn model, a famous one, not one of these locals in the blurry newspaper advertisements making thirteen bucks an hour. You can feel her presence as she walks into the room. She has a way about her; she makes friends quickly, everyone likes her… I was… jealous.”

True…very true…

Nick gritted his teeth, swallowing down his dismay at the words.

“She is the type of woman I could never have, the kind that never paid attention to me… She also is quite cunning, and I resented that, too. I saw her dodging cameras one evening, so I learned to do it, too. No one else seemed to see what she was doing, but I finally figured it out. And worst of all… she was on to me.”

“What do you mean?” He swallowed down a bite of food.

“No one knew why I was here, my past. My father donated a lot of money to Firststone, so, I got left alone.”

Nick shook his head in disgust.

“Anyway, one day in group, I guess I had pissed her off, and she came after me.” The man smirked, dropped his head. “It was before you’d arrived. She got real close to me, leaned over and said, ‘You like to fuck kids, don’t you?’ It sent chills up my spine. I became paranoid, worried. I didn’t know how she knew, but she knew, and if my cover was blown, I’d be in big trouble. To this day, I don’t know if it was a lucky guess or if she was just screwing with me. But ever since then, I’ve hated her.”

Nick gripped his can of soda and suddenly had an untimely, ultimate urge to take it hard and fast and brutally bash Oliver’s fucking face in with the damn thing. He hated when those vicious impulses would come through him, make him roll in a bevy of evil thoughts and wish to do treacherous things. The grizzly monster inside of him was trying to grow again, take him over, make him do unscrupulous things. He knew better, so he controlled himself. But something inside of him couldn’t stand it when anyone said something about Taryn that made him pause—some mean spirited shit, regardless of the context that it was stated in.

“Okay, well.” He took a hearty sip of his cola and set the can back down on his tray. “As we were saying before, you’ve got some serious problems but based on what I know about people like you, watching you and taking everything in, you are in fact in trouble.” He shot him a look, taking note of that damn black eye again. “And I believe he will kill you, just like you said. So, I’m gonna help you.”

The man started to tremble, threw his fork down, and covered his face, no doubt hiding tears of relief. “Thank you so much… thank you, Nick!”

“Yeah…don’t touch me…don’t even think about it,” he cautioned Oliver when he caught him reaching out. He didn’t want that fucker around him and it sickened him to be sitting so close to him in the first damn place. But this was important; the guy was going to end up six foot under if he didn’t intervene. “I need you to promise you will never stop treatment.”

“I promise.”

“This has to be settled right here, right now. Trey will follow you wherever you go at this point, so leaving, even if it didn’t violate the court deal worked out on your behalf, is not an option. He isn’t going to let this go. If you try to wave your dad in, all of that shit, I have some consequences that you won’t want to deal with. I work around and live in the same area as the boy you hurt. All I have to do is make a phone call… just one, if you go against this agreement I’m about to lay down. Do you understand me?”

“…Yes.”

“First things first. I need you to promise me you will stay completely away from children. You will never be alone with them, at any time.”

“I promise.”

“Yeah, you promise, you promise,” Nick sneered. “Like I’d trust your word. You’re what is called a fixated child offender. In most cases, you can’t stop the behavior. You’re hard wired to be attracted to children, Oliver, particularly little boys. What is strange about you, however, is that you’re not a sociopath. That means you may respond to some therapies, but you have to be open to it and you have to stick by it. You know it, and I know it, too. To ensure that, I want you to enroll into a program I know about but before I continue, I want to know what you think about what I’m saying to you.”

“I agree with you, and I’m not just saying that to save my own ass.” He took a final gulp of his milk, sucking the straw dry. “I know exactly what I’ve done, how I feel when I’m doing it, and I am able to tell you almost everything about it, except why I do it and why I can’t seem to stop. I truly can’t answer that… I wish I could.”

“Have you ever been on any hormonal therapy for these urges?” He picked up his soda and took another sip.

“No, but I’m open to it.”

“Look, there is a program in Long Island. The residents live there. I’ve had some guys that I arrested that had to go. You live there, you’re safe; no one is trying to kill you because you are all the same. You get treatment. It’s an expensive place, but it looks like you could swing it.”

The man picked up a bag of Cheetos, tore it open, popped one of the bright orange, crinkly things in his mouth, and crunched down loudly.

“They do hormonal therapy, Oliver. It would basically be a regimen of anti-androgen drugs and—”

“I know what it is, Nick. I’ve had psychotherapy, electric shock even, which is illegal, but I allowed it.” He turned towards him forcefully, his brows bunched in anger. “I want to stop this!”

He knew the man was telling the truth—he was a truth finder, and it was written all over the sick fucker’s face.

“Okay, well, I want you to get into this program. I’ll make some calls on your behalf. They have a long waiting list. Their treatment is more effective than any other program that I know of. Some of the fellas get out in like a year or two. Some stay there for the rest of their life. It all depends. I’m going to be honest with you… I’m no shrink, but I think you’ll be in there a long ass time.”

The man nodded in understanding.

“If you agree to go, I will make sure Trey doesn’t snuff you out…I’ll have a talk with him. I don’t know him personally, but I’m familiar with his affiliations, even though I don’t work gang intelligence and control. I know who does, and they will assist me.”

The man nodded once again. Nick sighed and rose to his feet, tray in hand.

“Finish your lunch. I’m getting ready to go. We will never talk about this again, but if I find out that you didn’t do what I said, Oliver, after I call in some favors and get you set up, there’s going to be some big fucking problems.” He paused, stared down at the man, watched him move nervously about in his seat.

“I will hunt you down and give that motherfucker your home address, social security number, and birth date, and drive him over there my damn self!”

Oliver looked up at him, his mouth dropped.

“I’m a cop, but I’m from the streets, Oliver. I don’t just help protect the people; I’m one of the people!”

The man looked away, the color draining from his face. He bit his lip, surely resisting getting smart, saying something witty and coy… for he was no dummy.

“Guys like you think you are better than everyone else. I could even see it in the shit you wrote in your journal… thinking so-called minorities are stupid. My half Puerto Rican ass has stood amongst motherfuckers like you and heard you sharing your racist jokes, thinking I was part of your tribe. I’m from Brownsville! Born and raised! The same streets you snubbed your nose at, and the boy you molested who you believed didn’t matter, that no one cared about him, that you could use him as some goddamn toy—that’s my world! His story is my story! I was that little boy! The one that so many believed wouldn’t amount to anything, the throw away kid!” He pointed to himself, pushing his finger into his chest. “He trusted you, his father trusted you, they all trusted you, and you abused their hope and faith in mankind!”

Oliver’s eyes glazed, but his expression stayed solemn.

“I’m going to do the right thing, Nick…”

“You fucking better! Drug addicts, prostitutes, thieves, alcoholics, all of us can love…all of us can love our children, even a hardcore gangster that is now stuck in rehab and instead of focusing on his treatment, all he can do is dream day and night about getting his hands on the man who stole his son’s innocence. He sent someone to swing on you, but that was just a warning to let you know he was coming! What? You thought a gangbanger’s child didn’t matter, Oliver? Fuck you, you hear?!” His body burned with rage as he looked down at the spoiled lunatic, his emotions dancing around like popcorn kernels in a heated bag. “You better be ready to put in the work, because if you don’t, I’ll do exactly what I promised. I’m never late for my appointments, Oliver, and you best believe, if you mess this up, I’ll be right on time. You can set your watch by it…”
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Chapter Nineteen
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“Today is bittersweet…” Nick began as he stood in the middle of the room, shrouded in sunlight, on the last day of a long, intense, crazy expedition, one he at times wasn’t sure he’d survive, especially when the love of his life came up missin’. Her healing had called her home, and he was left at the doorstep, alone. Yet, that was a temporary situation, so he kept on because he needed to be at his best for she could never settle for less.

“Tomorrow, I graduate from the Firststone program and start a new chapter in my life. I know that I have the tools to take with me to make it on my own. I can do this, and I will continue to work on me, to get the help I need because all of you have helped teach me how to love myself, value myself, and understand that I am worth it.” Applause broke out, making his ears slightly ring. Frieda’s smile proved the largest as she clasped her hands together and nodded in approval.

“You’ve earned it, Nick. You worked very hard to get where you’re at right now.”

He nodded. “Thank you.” Taking a big swallow, he continued to speak to his peers, his friends.

“I wish for all of you to be successful, too. More times than not, things get the most challenging once we move towards the final leg of the marathon. And then, after we cross the line, there is sweet relief. The thing is though, I’m not naive. I know that a whole lot of shit waits for me out there.” He pointed towards the door. “I know that the temptations are going to come, and they are going to come for me hard. I haven’t forgotten the things I’ve seen as a child, the pain I’ve suffered, or the hurt I’ve caused others. I can’t forget it, but what I can do is manage myself better, accept it for what it is, make amends, and try to be a better person, not rely on destructive vices to help ease my discomfort.

“I have to feel it, receive it when it comes, and move forward. I’ve read about that; I’ve become a bookworm while here. I was never much into that, but it’s important. I’ve learned a lot but some of the stuff I’ve learned can’t be placed in between pages. I’ve been given examples of how to do it. I was made to purge physically and emotionally right here in this place… the place I was afraid to come to, the place I saw holes in, and I focused on that instead of all the spots that were full of promise.” He cast Frieda an all-knowing look. “In speaking to my therapist several times a week, I gained new insight. Therapy is so important! And having these groups and activities was like an awakening. I’d been asleep, and though I knew it, I had no idea that it was more than a nap…I’d been in a damn coma.” He paused, reflected on his own words. His heart was heavy with a flood of painful truth, but he choked it back, stayed the course. “The thing is, I never knew exactly who I was until now. I only got glimpses, bits and pieces of who Nick was, but never saw the full picture. I’m putting myself back together now, and it seems it is becoming clearer as each day of sobriety passes.

“Thank you for giving me a window to climb in when I’d shut every door that was available to me beforehand. I set myself up to fail, but by some amazing grace, it didn’t happen. Thank you for allowing me to climb through that same window, and helping me out of it once I crossed the threshold because… the clock was ticking.” He lowered his head. “It was almost too late for me, and somehow, something,” he shrugged, “maybe it was God told me that if I didn’t get it together, I’d die… and that would’ve been a waste, because I have so much to live for.” He paused, dropped his head as another wave of emotions made him faint at heart. His legs shook and he wasn’t certain if he was getting lightheaded, or simply losing his mind for a spell.

“You did it,” Maurice, the former fireman, stood and outstretched his hand. Nick grabbed it; he grabbed it as tight as he could. The man pulled him quickly to him and gave him a big hug. “You made it man.” He patted his back, continuing to offer the comfort he so needed. “…You did it in the nick of time…”
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She hung up the phone after the extensive talk, rubbed her jaw, and lay down on the bed. It had been a long night, during which she’d talked… and talked some more. Jen, her sponsor, was only a phone call away. Taryn had rubbed shoulders with her addiction one too many times, and barely escaped. The stress was mounting like papers atop one another, until the pile got far too heavy, and there was no way she could carry the load. She relayed the first time in question, explained it, tried to make sense of it while Jen held on, and listened to her every word…

“And then I left the house, and I went over to his place. I hadn’t seen Jake in so long, it almost felt surreal. I guess word spreads fast.” She clutched the phone a little tighter. “He knew I didn’t have much cash… He tried to strike a deal with me. Pussy for pills… I stood there looking at him, Jen, and I felt sick to my damn stomach. I turned to walk out of there, and he grabbed me, began to get violent. All I know is that I was kicking, punching and scratching until I was out of there, screaming and crying for my damn life… I just… can’t. It was so strange, Jen. Even as I was going over to his place, I’d already changed my mind.”

“Then why did you stay in the cab and continue?”

“…Because I try to finish what I start now.” She laughed woefully. “Shit, I don’t know. What I do know is that when he said that shit to me, tried to fuck me, all of this anger came out of me… all of this stuff that I tried to not think about while enjoying my new sobriety.” She rolled her eyes, and laughed mirthlessly this time. “Sometimes, I don’t really know what I expected, you know? It’s like I bought into my own bullshit, convincing myself that everything would be perfect once I got out of treatment. Jen, this has been the worst stint ever. I don’t want to get high, I don’t! I just want to be taken seriously. I relied on Nick more than I realized. I know this now…”

“He would talk you down, and you trusted him.”

“Yeah… he would. We helped balance each other out. I miss him so damn bad, Jen… I know this isn’t about him though, it’s about me. I know this, but he gave me something I could build on. He was like… he was like a steady foundation. It wasn’t the sex, or the funny or nice things he’d say; it was his personality and the way he cared for me.”

“It’s okay to miss him, Taryn. It really is.”

“Yeah… I know. I just… I never felt like this before—needy. He understood me. I don’t feel understood anymore, that’s the problem. He cared what I thought and about my ideas. No one else does… I’m failing, Jen.” Her voice trembled. “And I can’t afford to fail!”

“Taryn, you’re not failing, far from it. You’ve had a close call since you’ve been out of treatment, and you won the battle. I wish you would have called me when it first happened, but we’re here now. Anyway, what you’re sharing with me is not inadequacy. You are learning as you go along. Why are you always so hard on yourself? There’s no such thing as Superwoman! That’s a myth! Don’t worry about who believes in you; you better start believing in yourself again. You had some letdowns, okay. Now what do you do?”

“…I dust myself off and try again.”

“That’s my girl…”
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“It’s over,” Oliver stated as he dug into his slice of cake.

“No, it’s just begun,” Nick retorted as he continued to shake hands with various people walking past, offering their congratulations for completing treatment.

“Yeah, that’s true… Thank you for your help with my situation.”

“Mmm hmmm.” Nick glanced up at the clock. His heart was surely ticking much louder and faster within him than the time on the wall. He couldn’t wait to get out of there, to step on soil not surrounded by a fence, to walk into his townhouse and feel the welcoming, crisp sheets around his body. But, most importantly, to see and speak with his sweet Taryn. He missed the fuck out of her, and knowing she was waiting for him helped on days he felt emotionally spent.

“I know we won’t see each other after today, more than likely, Nick, but I had to tell you how much I appreciate what you did. I’ve already spoken to the director over at Saving Grace, and they confirmed they have a spot for me.”

“Yes, I know.” He cleared his throat as he kept his forced smile, pretending to not be anxious about bailing in the next few hours. “As you also know, I am enrolled in a special class here, so my graduation has been deferred for another two weeks.” The guy shrugged. “I thought it would be more important to finish it, then run off.”

“Well, you do what you feel is best regarding that; just make sure your transition is seamless. You can’t spend even one night out of treatment, not one. As soon as you leave from here, you have to be over at Saving Grace. You’re too much of a risk.” He glared at the man, letting it sink in again that he was the wrong one to try to mess over.

“I know, and I’ve planned it that way. I’m actually looking forward to going.”

Nick nodded, not really in the mood to continue the conversation. Oliver seemed to have some strange notion that the two were now friends, and nothing could be further from the truth. He’d seen the big picture, and though he despised the son of a bitch even more, he played the role so that he could obtain what was needed, to make things right.

“If you don’t mind, can I ask you what you said to Trey to make him leave me alone?” He took a sip of his beverage and looked him in the eye.

“Actually, I do mind, Oliver. I prefer to not get into the details. It was a private conversation but just know it’s handled.”

The man almost looked as if he wanted to object, then thought better of it and conceded. At that moment, Nick’s thoughts rolled back to the conversation he’d had with the man, one he wouldn’t soon forget…

Nick had approached Trey man to man…

Trey already knew a police officer was in the facility so introductions were quite unnecessary. He asked the guy to meet him in the library, back in the study area…the same room where he had broken down and spilled his damn guts to Taryn. After he closed the door behind them, they each took their respective seats. The guy was a stocky, brick wall built motherfucker. He donned a dark complexioned, bald head and flesh covered with heinous looking black tattoos all over his neck, arms, and one on the side of his face. By all appearances, Trey was the type of man one would flee from due to preconceived notions. Many would plan a fast excursion in the opposite direction, break free from the beast, and possibly faint if confronted by one such as he in a dark alley. But one thing was for certain; Nick understood the man’s pain. He’d seen it in too many eyes while he worked the streets. The whites of Trey’s eyes were the color of watered down blood and his pupils clung close and deep to forever-etched heartbreak. To society, the man was a walking malady, a menace, a degenerate, but at that moment in time, he was simply a father… a man that felt he’d let his son down, put him in harm’s way.

“Look.” Nick clasped his hands together just so. “You know why we’re here, so I won’t beat around the bush.”

The man sucked his teeth, nodded. His slightly slanted jet black eyes glistened with mischief as he cocked his head to the side and rested along a low sigh.

“Yeah, I know why we’re here, man.”

“Look, I need you to not go after Oliver, okay?”

“I don’t give a fuck what you need, Officer Vitale.” the man said in such a smooth unruffled tone, it seemed he had the shit pre-rehearsed.

“I expected that response, Trey. Look, here is the problem.” He sat back in his seat, intersected his ankles just so. It felt good to sit across from someone again, work his angles and his skills. He’d been away from work for so long, the rare opportunity provided an absolute relief. He relished the shit, had a knack for it. Some called it magic. Others called him a thief of reality, manipulating potential prey until he had them just where he wanted. He called it love.

“Look, you have a situation in which you are here by court mandate. You didn’t ask to come here; you were forced. That means they are watching you extra closely. The second issue is, your son is still alive, Trey. He has been harmed; we don’t know the long lasting ramifications, but the boy is physically healthy and he needs you now more than ever. You and his mother are all that he has. What’s he gonna do if his dad gets life in prison for killing the man that damaged him, huh? Do you think he’d prefer you kill the guy, or be in his life? Tell me… I’m listening.”

The man leaned back in his seat, mirroring Nick’s stance. He grinned ever so slightly as he tilted back in the chair, rocking, that ticking brain of his no doubt picking apart each word uttered. Trey was thirty years old. In his world, he was a rare find. Gangsters simply didn’t live that long, and if they did, it would be behind prison bars. He was either a lucky son of a bitch or a smart son of a gun to still be alive and doing the things he was involved in. It could have been a combination of both. Nick suspected the latter.

“Nick, you know how I roll, okay?” The big man paused, scratched the side of his nose, then continued. “I don’t know you for myself, but I found out what I needed to.” He eyed him up and down, studying him. “He fucked wit’ my seed. That’s my only child… My son looks up to me, expects me to protect him. Ain’t no honor in letting that faggot ass mothafucka get away with messing with my child. What?” He threw up his hands, a big crooked smile on his face. “This is what it is, man. It’s where I’m at. A little street justice… that black eye was to let every mothafucka in here know that he is a marked man. I’m gonna get him and when I do, he’ll regret the day he was bitch ass mother gave birth to him.”

Nick smiled in turn, rocked back in his seat, and cast a lazy glance towards the window before returning his full attention to the man. “I’m not a father. I can’t pretend to know what you’re feeling right now.”

“Right, so stay the fuck out of this.”

“I wish I could, Trey…boy, I really wish I could. You see…” He scratched the side of his head and leaned forward. “I’m not in here for Oliver—Don, I mean. I’m in here for you. I don’t give a shit about that man. He was disrespectful to me, and I don’t even like the son of a bitch. I have no consideration for him, and definitely no loyalty.”

“Maaaan,” he said, waving him off. “You can kill all of this bullshit comin’ out of your mouth. You have all the loyalty in the world towards that mothafucka ’cause first and foremost, you are trying to be a damn hero, stop some shit before it goes down…it will make you look good, probably help you out in the long run. I ain’t stupid, man. And secondly, his family probably paid you some shit. The only reason I agreed to talk to you is because you came at me wit’ respect…and I ain’t have shit else to do.” He crossed his big, muscular arms over his chest and grimaced.

“No one paid me not one damn dime, Trey. I haven’t been bribed, never even spoke to that man’s family. Secondly, my job is not on the line, nor am I trying to gain brownie points. My future career goals are contingent upon how I do in here, not what shit I jump into. I’m no Captain Save a Pedophile! He disgusts me. This is so much bigger than that!”

Trey looked him up and down, his dark, icy glare starting from his neck and scanning upward, as if he could read him front and back.

“What do you want, then? Spit it out.”

“I am here because I have respect and consideration for Isaiah, your son. I can’t let his father go down like this… It wouldn’t be right.”

“What do you mean you can’t let me go down like this?” The man laughed lightly. “You ain’t runnin’ shit in here, man. I’m not afraid of no mothafuckin’ cops. Y’all the biggest gang up in this mothafucka, tryna sit here and school me… Now, I don’t know what your plan was when you called this little meeting, but it’s obvious you thought you were going to get somewhere with this. You can best believe that you’re not, so we can end it right now.” He pushed away from the table, preparing to stand and no doubt walk the hell out.

“Yeah…endings.” Nick nodded as he appeared to be in deep deliberation. “See, that’s what I’m concerned about, Trey. I’m worried that how you think this is going to end is not exactly how it will play out…”

“Oh, you uh fortune teller now, huh?” He paused, kept seated, and flashed a smirk. “This shit is my decision, and I’ve made up my mind. Quit tryna save that white boy’s life. I wish I was fuckin’ surprised. We live in a world where you cops, politicians, all you mothafuckas value white life over black life. My son don’t mean shit to you, man! I tried to help my son. He showed interest in music, playing the damn guitar and piano, and I did what I was supposed to do—get him some lessons, let his ass get some formal education on that shit, and I end up handing him to a damn wolf in sheep’s clothing! It’s time to even the score. That mothafucka is dead, point blank, period.”

“Trey, listen to me. If you kill him, you kill your son’s future… point blank, period. Oliver’s, I mean, Don’s family will be thrust in the limelight, and possibly rightfully so, but they will not go down without a fight, man. These people are not newjacks to covering shit up and making people pay. They’ll ensure you never see the light of day again and though some will champion you as a hero, others will only recall your affiliations with gang activity, look at your appearance, and label you a threat to society. Who do you think they’ll believe or care about? You said it yourself, cops such as myself, politicians and the like value white life over black life. I personally don’t, but I’m not going to sit here and pretend like what you’re saying isn’t happening in some circles, because it is…”

The man’s eyes brightened ever so slightly, proof that he was paying a bit more attention, becoming invested in the conversation.

“Due to that, people will see you on television, and only visualize a black criminal that killed a rich white man who was simply misunderstood—or worse yet, your son will be accused of making the whole damn thing up, trying to get some money, extortion. They won’t care about your or your child’s side of the story, and you’ll be made into a damn example.”

“Right! And you expect me to just let that shit go? Why shouldn’t I fight against that? I’m not bowing down to shit! It teaches them—he—can get away with it! The only way to change this shit is to BE the damn change! I can’t file charges; nobody fuckin’ believes me and the cops don’t do shit no ways! It’s my son’s word against his entire family. His father sent me some money, said it was an investment for Isaiah, a scholarship so to speak, to fucking cover up for this shit after I confronted their asses. The system is crooked. Y’all mothafuckas bought and paid for whether you agreed to it or not. Ain’t nobody tryna hear me, man!” He pounded the table with an iron fist.

“Exactly! You just admitted what I told you, and that was only my idea, but you proved it as fact. Look, I need you to trust me, Trey!”

The man bottled his feelings up inside and pushed back from the table as his lower lip trembled ever so slightly.

“I’m going to make sure he doesn’t do this to another child again. He is going away, will be under supervision, and I will be checking up on this guy all the time, I promise you. I’m trying to save a family, here! Not his, yours!”

The man simply glared at him, his fists tight as he leaned slightly forward, and his jaw twitched with obvious anxiety.

“I know what I’m talking about, Trey. Your son will not only lose his father and possibly have guilt about telling you after the aftermath that you created, but he’ll suffer because no one is there to teach him how to be a man, to grow into himself and find out who he really is. I’m not a father, but that aspect, shit…” He ran his hand real slow over the back of his head before looking back into the man’s eyes, “I know about it all too well…”

With that, Nick knew he finally had his undivided attention, without a shadow of a doubt.

“You may have to. Maybe you and I have that in common… no man in the house. If I’m wrong in my assumption, let me know.”

Trey’s eyes dropped to the table as he slowly clasped his hands together, seemingly wrestling with painful memories right before Nick’s eyes.

“Do you remember what that was like, Trey? You probably tried to be just the opposite, right? You said you’d be different. Even though you live this lifestyle, you probably told yourself that you’d do right by your child.” He paused, let the shit sink in and marinate. Trey said nothing, only continued to listen, just as he expected him to by this point.

“I bet when you found out your girlfriend was pregnant all those years ago, you were elated but scared, too. You didn’t want him to experience not having a father in his life. To this day, you have so many questions… so many unanswered questions. I lived that life, Trey. You and I lived the same experience. If I were you, I would consider another angle. No one, and I mean nobody, would ever keep me away from child. Not even Don.”

“You aren’t in my shoes!” the man yelled, his expression fierce, full of fury. He leaned over the damn table like some hungry lion ready to feast. “Don’t sit there tryna tell me what the fuck to do! Judging me! This is about my son’s life, man! This ain’t a game! You want me to lie back and just take it, let him get away with some shit, twice?! Do you know who the fuck I am? I’m T.G.B., mothafucka! Temper Up, Gun Up, Body Down, goddamn it!”

“If you take that man’s life, you’ve handed him the keys to your own life and the only thing that will be up is YOU upstate, and what will be down is your child’s face as he’s crying because his prideful, ego driven father loved retaliation more than his damn son!!!” Nick got to his feet. “Everyone will know who did it, Trey! You’ve already marked him, goddamn it, and let me tell you something else,” he snarled, pointing his finger in his direction. “As much money as that man’s family will put out to have you put away, even your best damn friend, the guy you thought would take a bullet for you, would rat on you in a heartbeat to get his hands on that big, bubbling cash pot. Believe that!”

Trey turned away, sweat rolling down his face as he gripped nothing but air with two strong, balled up hands.

“You know what’s funny to me?” The guy cracked a sinister smile.

“What?”

“He ain’t call his Daddy and told on me, begged him to get him outta here.”

Nick smirked. “Oh, he did… He called several times when he first found out you were here, but his father doesn’t believe him, thinks he is making it up to get out of treatment…embarrass the family even further by messing up an agreement.”

They simply stared at one another for a moment or two.

“Look, man. I’m not judging your lifestyle right now. I’m not judging your history or your current condition,” Nick said. “But I am judging your future because it would be null and void. You’d hurt your son more, and that man would be dead—some would say, ‘good fucking riddance’, but what will it cost you?! What’s the damn price?! It’s too fucking high, Trey! And even if you want to spend it, Isaiah can’t afford it. He’d have to foot the bill. Don’t make him write a check you can’t cover!”

Trey’s chest heaved up and down and the man’s nostrils flared. Nick could almost smell his unparalleled rage in the room and he was certain, if he weren’t a cop, they’d been tussling on the floor by then. The heated emotions splayed within the guy, filling the room like a cup, and now the shit overflowed like lava. It became palpable to the touch, moving around like fog, choking them both like dense smoke from his fire within.

“You have to see the big fucking picture, my man!” He placed his hand across his chest. “I’m a police officer in fucking rehab!” He looked around the room in dramatic disbelief. “Can you believe that shit? I couldn’t either until I had detoxed for a few days, and the shit got real—real damn fast. Let me tell you something. I’m a drunk and a drug addict, but I’m also a damn good cop. I never promised any motherfucker out there something I couldn’t deliver on. I know you asked about me, Trey. I know you know my entire record. You are too high up in the food chain for people to not supply you what you need, when you need it. You have my entire resume, so you can bank on that, take a chance on what is true and fact, or ride the wave of risk and then drown!

“I can’t stop you, and you know this, and I’m not in here trying to pretend I’m still on my beat, either. I’m in here tryna fix my fucked up life, and that’s what I want you to do, too, so you can be there for that boy of yours!” He pointed towards the closed door. “No one in this world is going to love him the way you and his mother do, NO ONE! Don’t fuck up his life even further, Trey…don’t do it!”

“I come from a different world than you…”

“No, you don’t.”

“…You aren’t black. Trust me, Officer Vitale, it’s a different world…”

“Yeah…I’m not black, but I know what suffering feels like. I know what it feels like to be called racial slurs, to be judged on your ethnicity, to be typecast, forgotten, and given up on. I know what it feels like to wonder if you’re going to get evicted. I know what it feels like to watch a mother work herself literally to death to try and keep that from happening and for a man that brought you into the world to not lift a fucking finger to help her, even though he created part of her pride and joy, but her problem, too. You’re right…I’m not black…but I’m the next best thing.” He smirked, causing the man to crack a slight smile.

In his mind, Nick worked out the man’s next step, his reaction…

He’s gonna get mad again. He is going to keep fighting a bit, though deep down, he’s already made up his mind to trust me…

“What do I look like letting that mothafucka walk, man?! What kinda man would I be?! Fuck this shit, man! I’m going to get my son some justice! Something most of you police officers ’round here know nothin’ about! Y’all don’t even respect us…out here killing us, fuckin’ with us! That’s one reason we have the organizations and cliques that we do in the damn streets, to protect ourselves from mothafuckas like you! Protect and serve my ass; neglect and harass, that’s what tha fuck y’all do!”

…And bingo. He gave me what I wanted… SHOWTIME!

“You really don’t want to go there,” Nick smirked and slowly shook his head. “I’ve never used deadly force towards anyone, including black men, in my entire career, Trey, and you best believe, the few times it was an option, it would have been justified. Your gang has killed more black men than the NYPD has in their entire history of existence. I know all about you guys. Let’s not do this…please…let’s not play this game.”

He was met with resolute silence.

“Don’t lose focus now, don’t get off track. This isn’t about racism and I’m not the enemy right now. I’m trying to help you.”

“Help me? How?! By letting that mothafucka that molested my son go to some damn country club?”

“You want to get revenge, Trey?” His brows gathered. “You get revenge by raising that boy up into a man! You get revenge by encouraging him to stay in school and get good grades! You get revenge by him being successful and him being able to say, ‘My father was in my life; he raised me and loved me enough to stick around!’ Too many of us out here can’t say that, hell, me included! You are one of the guys that’s in your child’s life, so don’t steal yourself away from him. Don’t rob him of the best thing in his life, and that’s YOU!”

Trey scratched at the table, his short nails digging into the damn thing, leaving marks in their wake. Nick knew not to stick around too long after his final statement. He’d set the stage, and believed in his heart Trey had heard him loud and clear. There was too much at stake, too much to lose, and the biggest loser would be Isaiah, the innocent bystander.

So, he hightailed it out of there, closing the door softly behind him…

Later that night, a note was slipped under his door as he sat in his bed reading a fitness magazine. He saw the damn thing appear out the corner of his eye, the daunting sliver of a shadow disappear just as quickly as it had came. Getting to his feet, he grasped the thing from the floor, unfolded the tiny piece of paper, and read the simple words written in black ink:

I TRUST YOU. – Temper

Nothing more. Nothing less…

Nick was pushed out of his thoughts as Frieda came up to him, gave him a light pat on the back.

“I want to tell you again how proud I am of you, and I know that you’re going to make a difference. Please keep in touch and call me anytime, Nick. I’m here for you.”

“Thank you, Frieda. I appreciate that.”

She leaned in closer and whispered in his ear, “And thank you for your observations. We’ve been addressing the issue. You were correct in your assessments.”

“I know I was. And you’re welcome.” He smirked, causing her to do the same before she walked away. He stood there alone, said his final goodbyes. It felt like déjà vu as he indulged in a thick piece of sugary cake, the same kind served as when Taryn was rejoicing in her last day there, too. That was the day his heart broke so fucking bad while it fought with mixed emotions, mainly depression and elation. Many of the same people moseyed about, and the voices talking amongst themselves sounded similar as well, like residual ghosts singing low murmurs or earthy hymns. He took in the moment, breathed in and out, relaxing his tension, letting go.

I’m just going to embrace this second, not worry…try to enjoy it. I know that I will be okay. I’m not perfect; some shit may go down, a challenge that seems too much, but I’ll deal with it when it arises. I can’t worry about ‘what ifs’; I can only focus on ‘right now’, one day at a time. And right now, I feel pretty proud of myself. Right now, I managed to do the hardest thing in my entire life. I can do this…

Mamá, esto es para mí, y para usted. Es por Jonathan y Frederic y mi jefe, también. Es por el amor de mi vida, que necesita un fuerte soldado. ¿Si yo fuera obstaculizarla, me haré a un lado porque la quiero tanto. Eso es lo que el amor verdadero es … es amar a una persona tanto que uno nunca quiere verlos heridos, incluso si usted es la causa …

Y yo la amo, mamá … ella me ayudó aprender cómo salvar mi vida!

(Mom, this is for me, and for you. It is for Jonathan and Frederic and my boss, too. It’s for the love of my life, for she needs a strong soldier. Should I hinder her, I will step aside because I love her so much. That’s what true love is… it’s loving a person so much, you never want to see them hurt, even if you’re the cause…

And I love her, Mom… she helped teach me how to save my life!)
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Chapter Twenty
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“Yeah, it’s right there on Union Street…”

Taryn struggled to keep the stained, old-fashioned telephone cord from coiling impossibly further as she jotted down the information and cradled the receiver to the side of her face.

“Rose Water?”

“Yeah, they have really good food.”

It was difficult to contain herself, to sound so nonchalant during such a situation. She hadn’t heard the man’s voice in two months exactly, and now, they’d just had a conversation as if they’d been conversing on a daily basis. Only thing, though—he wasn’t up to speaking much. Rather than sounding excited and amped, he appeared to be a bit withdrawn, not quite himself. That thought took her back to his first days in treatment, to how closed off the man had seemed, yet yearning, stretching, trying. He was determined, yet standing in his own way—the true definition of struggle. Nevertheless, he’d invested in himself, done the work to break free from his own self-imposed confines.

As she listened to him breathing on the phone, offering little in the way of tête-à-tête, she wanted to push him, make him crack open like a nut and spill the beans, but she thought better of it…understanding that everyone’s road and reaction to recovery was different, a personal journey that was done mainly within the alcoves of one’s own mind. After a few moments of awkward silence, they both burst out with the same words, which softened the atmosphere, gripping at their hearts and squeezing with affections thirsty to be declared.

“I missed you!” They chuckled after their voices tumbled atop of one another.

“…I missed you more,” he said solemnly, as if he simply had to make himself clear lest there be any misunderstandings.

She sighed as her heart grew larger within her pumping chest, excitement growing higher and higher until it had reached the mountain tops…the same ones she encouraged him to stand upon. She assumed he’d made it, for not only had he graduated, he pushed himself to the limit.

“Okay, well, see you in an hour?” She rested her case, let it go.

“Sounds good. I love you. See you then.” And then, he disconnected the call.

She stared at the phone for quite some time. In sixty minutes, she’d finally be free to touch, kiss, and hug her sweetheart in the open. No more whispers, no palms around screaming mouths during gut twisting orgasms. No more camera dodging and awkward winks hidden behind hoods and partitions. They’d be able to talk to one another for as long as they wished, make plans, and break some, too.

It was their lives joining together, this special moment.

It was their world, their love, and finally, their time…
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He’d spent the better part of the morning standing in Esquire Men’s Wear on Nostrand Avenue. He wanted a new jacket, something casual with a sporty yet ‘well put together’ flair. So, he settled on something soft and navy blue, and matched it with a light gray V-neck shirt and dark blue jeans that could almost be mistaken for black. Then came the shoes… Nick hadn’t bought a pair of shoes in over a year. He typically wore only two types—the ones for work and his sneakers for the weekend and working out. He looked through the displays of expensive kicks, trying to find something that wouldn’t shock his damn bank account but still fit the bill, and decided upon a pair of English Laundry slip ons, marked down on clearance and looking rather polished but not too dressy. When he walked out of the place and headed home, his stomach knotted in an unfamiliar way. He smiled, slightly ashamed…

He was nervous to be around his woman after all this time…

She wasn’t just any woman, though, but the lady that had stolen his heart. He’d had no intentions of entering rehab and meeting his soulmate, drowning in her big brown eyes. But… he had.

It happened.

And his heart refused to let her go. He stood in front of his mirror after he’d gotten settled in his place, surprised to see that someone had been there cleaning via the used paper towels in the trashcan, the faint scent of Pine Sol and other cleaning agents he couldn’t quite identify. He knew his boss had done that, set him up proper. He owed that man big time and though he wasn’t exactly certain how, he planned to deliver.

When he opened his refrigerator, he burst out laughing. The top shelf was filled with nothing but assorted juices. Reaching for an apple flavored one, he twisted the cap and guzzled it, accidentally drizzling a bit onto his new shirt.

“Shit!” He paused, looked around in a huff and grabbed for a dish towel that hung slightly lopsided on the stove handle. Dabbing at the stain just so, he smiled a crooked smile, then turned on the water, plunged the towel underneath it, and began to work on the stain a bit more. The irony hit him… On his last day at his place, he’d attempted to clean the spilled lubricant from a sexual tryst he’d barely remembered. Now, his world was so much different…

I’m procrastinating…

He was once again faced with a wave of fear, and he hated that shit. It was so uncommon for him, unbelievable, that when it struck him, it had a way of crippling him right there on the spot. This time, he simply took a deep breath, closed his eyes and asked himself, what was so troubling? His new process proved much needed, so he could get to the bottom of things and move on with his life.

What if she changed her mind?

What if she found someone else?

What if she doesn’t really love me?

What if…what if…what if…

You said you wouldn’t do this ‘what if’ business… liar.

Okay, yeah… all of that could have happened. Look at how we met? We were under a lot of pressure. Maybe she just needed someone to hold on to… I don’t think so, but that’s what’s causing this ‘what if’ shit, right?

He kept working around and through it, refusing to allow himself to sink into unfounded despair.

…But I know what I felt. I know what I saw when I looked into her eyes the day of her graduation… That was love. That woman loves me and if she’s forgotten about that, she’ll remember it when I grab a hold of her little, pretty ass…

He burst out laughing as he snatched his house keys and wallet and left out of the place. He walked a ways down and waited until he could wave down a cab. Shoving his fingers in his mouth, he whistled for the bastard. The driver slowed, rolled the window down. The damn car smelled of smoke.

“Where are you going?” the Nigerian man asked with a big, pleasant smile.

“I’m not in the mood for this shit, man. You hate Brooklyn drop offs and pick ups, right? You’re just cruising through.” Nick rolled his eyes as the driver tried to look surprised, as if that wasn’t exactly what was going down.

“If I tell you, then you’ll decide to lie and not take me, right? I’m not in the car yet. You can just leave my ass here but you want to ask me while I’m still standing here on the damn sidewalk where I’m going… I hate that shit. Come on, man! Cut me a break!”

The driver smirked, pointed to the back of the car, and turned to start his meter.

“I’m going to Union Street, man. Rose Water restaurant…not too far at all,” Nick offered as he dug in his pocket, sliding his key inside.

The cabbie nodded and pulled away from the curb.

He felt that flip once again, and then another.

Dancing butterflies in a grown man’s belly… He couldn’t believe that shit. But he loved it all the same…
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Is that him? I thought he said his car was black though… a Pontiac GTO, I believe.

Her anxiousness was making her damn near light headed as she stood under the burgundy awning in front of the place. She checked the time on her phone; it marked a little after one. The food aromas wafting out of the establishment caused her stomach to groan and moan, but she couldn’t focus on such a thing—she had a much nicer menu to peruse and it stood at six foot three with dark hair and storm-cloud-colored eyes…

A woman passed her by with a tray of colorful drinks along with what appeared to be perfectly seared tuna. The restaurant was growing more and more crowded by the minute. Taryn had never dined there before, and at times had reservations about new places, but that was the least of her worries. She didn’t care if they were serving toad stew and a side of fried fish lips; she just wanted to see her baby, touch and smell his skin, run her fingers through his hair, and pull him close. Suddenly, a cab pulled up in the middle of the street.

She observed from a distance as a hand emerged from the backseat with a wad of cash in its grip, then the back door of the canary yellow vehicle bolted open in quick succession.

“Oh my God!” She bum rushed the man, didn’t even look at oncoming traffic, risking her life without a notion as she hightailed it in his direction. Catching her in his grasp, he swung her around like a ride in an amusement park. “Nick!” Hugging him tight, arms around his neck, she pressed her lips against his own, hard. His skin smelled of musky cologne and aftershave and his lips held a trace of sweetness, reminding her of the flavor of crisp, fresh apples. The cab drove off, leaving them there in an upchuck of exhaust and Nick had to practically carry her out of the street, for she wouldn’t let go…no, she couldn’t let go.

They entered the establishment and she couldn’t take her eyes off him. Wherever he went, she went too and wherever he looked, her eyes followed. The man grabbed her hand and followed the waitress with short, thin blond hair, practically marching to their seats towards the back, by a long brick wall lined with earth-toned guitar pick shaped fans. He’d cut his hair, and looked almost the same as when he’d entered treatment, only his skin now had a healthy glow; his eyes didn’t dance with recent signs of reddened inebriation and he appeared hopeful, confident. Along the surreal journey, an invisible swirl of his cologne wafted past her, made her pussy pulse and vibrate like something electronic and kinky.

What I’d do to get you alone right now, boy…
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Out the corner of his eye, he observed Taryn take in the eclectic crowd. Some browsed online via their laptops or handheld electronic devices, while others sat huddled close to dark, frothy beers, their legs leisurely crossed and an old fashioned, thickly bound book in their hands. Some people donned relaxed smiles while engaging in small talk, their body language letting the world know they were thankful for the lunchtime reprieve. The courteous waitress placed them at their table, handing each a menu, and went through her spiel of the fresh specials of the day. As he listened to the woman, a part of him felt as if he’d been released from prison and cast upon a brand new world he’d only dreamt about. It wasn’t the facility; no, Firststone wasn’t the prison… it was his addiction…

He was now seeing and hearing things in an entirely new way. His senses were acute, for things he’d not noticed or simply accepted ‘as is’ seemed to now acquire new smells, textures, and had a story to tell. Everything from the reddish brown floor to the ebony iron ceiling gave him pause. When the woman walked away, offering them time to peruse their menus, he immediately grabbed Taryn’s hand, dragging her closer, and yet a bit closer still. His hand trembled ever so slightly, and he prayed she didn’t notice as he grazed the side of her face with his fingertips, falling in love with the silkiness of her flesh. Her eyes gleamed shiny and bright, like twin pools of hope. Her purple painted lips parted, showcasing the dazzling teeth he’d grown accustomed to.

“You look beautiful.”

“Thank you, so do you.” They both laughed lightly. Now that he had her up close and personal, could sigh a bit with sweet relief, he studied her carefully. Her hair had grown out so much. It was still short, but could surely be wound around a finger or two. It glistened with each wave and curl, the sides tapered to her beautifully sculpted face. As if she’d gotten a chill, she removed the scarf from around her neck and wrapped it around her tresses in a cute little bow.

“It’s so good to see you, to hold you,” he choked out.

“You have no idea, Nick, how much I’ve dreamed of this moment. It was only two months, but at times felt like two years.” She looked away, down at her menu, tucking herself away from his sight.

He nodded, pulled back ever so slightly, allowed her a moment to gather herself. His damn heart was beating out of his chest and each breath he took tied itself with ribbon around her soul.

“So, uh, I saw you took a cab.” She looked briefly up at him, gripped her menu with both hands, then gave it another careful glance.

“Yeah, I took a cab.” He smirked, looked around the place, taking in more sights and sounds.

“But you told me that you hated cabs. We even joked about it once.” She turned a page, perusing the entrée selections.

“I do.”

“Then why did you take one instead of driving? It’s not like you got a D.U.I. or anything.” She looked back up at him, this time her gaze fixed on his.

“Because, Taryn,” he said before clearing his throat, “I want to remind myself of what I will be dealing with should I decide to not stay sober…”

“Wow…just, wow…” She smiled ever so slightly and shook her head. “That’s really something.”

“Yeah.” he said, still wearing his grin. “I don’t mind the train, but I hate cabs. They’re too fucking expensive, it’s inconvenient, sometimes they don’t want to pick me up, and then I have to resort to waving my police badge… It just isn’t my thing if I can avoid it. I need to know what it would feel like to have to deal with it all the time should my license be taken away because I’d relapsed. So, I promised myself that I would force myself to take a cab at least once a week to a place I really wanted to go.”

“Are you punishing yourself, too?”

He was struck by the question, for he hadn’t even ventured there when he’d decided upon it.

“Mmmm, that’s a good question, baby. Maybe? It’s possible, I suppose. I don’t know.” He shrugged. “Maybe it’s for two purposes. Maybe it’s both.”

She nodded. “I bet it is…”

“We haven’t even been together for five minutes, and you’re already giving me food for thought. I love the shit out of you.” He leaned forward, gripped the woman by the back of her scarf-covered head and forced her into his grip. Pressing his lips urgently into hers, he claimed her and thrust his tongue inside her mouth, needing to taste her right then and there. Soon after, he reluctantly released her, and they simply stared at one another an additional second or two, before turning away in shyness. He loved it! And… he decided to tell her so.

“Why does this kinda feel like a first date or something? Like the girl I’ve had a crush on for months finally let me take her out? It’s crazy.” He laughed as he looked down at his menu, finally ready to focus and pick something to order.

“It does feel kind of like that…but it feels good. You look so great, Nick. How do you feel?”

“Honestly?” His brow lifted. “Happy, scared, excited…different. The same, strange…familiar.”

“How is your health?” Her face grew a bit more serious.

“It’s actually pretty good. I had another full physical right before I graduated. Cholesterol, blood pressure, all fine now.” He sighed. “How about yours?” His smile faded as his worries for the woman pulled at him, causing a slight delay to his next series of breaths. “Are you okay?”

She nodded, picked up her glass of water and took a thoughtful sip. “I’m great, actually. My scans show no return of the tumors… I’m NED.”

“Who’s Ned?”

She laughed lightly and slowly closed her menu. “No, I’m sorry. That’s cancer lingo. It means there is ‘No Evidence of Disease.’ It’s an acronym.”

He nodded in understanding. “There better not be… We have a lot to do, catch up on…build a life together.” The woman looked darn right startled by his words. Her eyes grew large and her lips parted as if ‘can you repeat that, please?’ would be her next utterance.

“Let me get right to it.” He shoved his menu further away and clasped his hands. “I want to—”

“Good afternoon, are you two ready to order?” The waitress stood before them, her notepad and pen in hand.

He sighed internally. He’d been gearing up to put himself out there, expose his inner workings, declare what he desired, and put his damn cards on the table but then, a road block arrived with a sweet grin and the wine menu…

“I’d like to have the panko fried shrimp and crushed purple potatoes,” Taryn announced.

“The salsa verde okay?”

“Yes, that’s fine.” She handed her menu back to the woman. “And I’d like an iced tea, please. Plain, no sugar, and lemon.”

“Of course. And for you, sir?”

“To drink I’d like a ginger beer, any brand is fine. For my meal let me get the fried goat cheese and grilled yellowfin tuna, please.”

“Wonderful. Anything else?” The server took the menu from his hands.

“That’s it for now, thanks.”

The woman nodded and walked away.

“Ginger beer, huh? I would have never seen you as a ginger beer type of guy.”

He smirked and played with the edge of the table, running his thumb slowly along it. “I like it; it’s pretty good actually.”

“Do you like ginger tea, too?” She raised her glass of water to her lips and took another sip.

“I’m not really a tea person…prefer coffee.”

“Hmmm, well, you haven’t had my ginger tea…” She winked.

“It’s special, huh? I’d like to try it. It better be as good as you say.” He tossed her a wink right back. “Look, I was getting ready to say something before we got interrupted.”

“Sure, go right ahead.” She folded her hands on the table and leaned forward, giving him her full attention.

“I love you so much, Taryn.” He paused, stared her in the eye. “I know you’re independent and all that shit, but—”

“All that shit?!” She mocked, laughing.

“Yeah,” he said. “But anyway, I don’t want you going from apartment to apartment anymore when you already have a home.”

“Nick, you’ve lost your mind.” She shook her head vigorously. “There is no way in hell I’m goin’ to go live with my parents! They—”

“No, no.” He smiled and raised his hand in the air to put a halt to her declarations. “Not with them. With me…”

At that moment, it appeared as if the woman’s complexion had been sucked through a vacuum, only leaving a shade of ash gray.

“You actually look scared!” He rolled his eyes and cracked up, leaning far to the side in his chair.

“No, I’m not scared…just…just surprised is all.”

“I want you to move in with me. I want you in my bed when I open my eyes in the morning. I want you wrapped up in our sheets, still warm from our sex. I want you to come home from your dream job, dead on your feet, and find a bath running for you with rose petals floatin’ in it… I want us to cook dinner together. I want to teach you Spanish and for you to teach me all of your wisdom… I want to have you as my very own, love you down, lift you up, and give you every damn thing you need. I can do it, if you let me.”

The woman’s throat grew tight right before his eyes as she crossed her arms over her chest. She looked to the left, then to the right, a frown on her damn face. He wasn’t sorry, and if she didn’t like his suggestion, so be it—but he’d be a fool to not propose it, to have his woman couch surfing when she could be lying right next to him…

“Okay.” She held her head high, broke out in laughter.

“You almost had me going there!” He narrowed his eyes on her, waved his finger in her direction.

“I’m so glad you asked.” She cackled. “You know we aren’t supposed to do this, right?”

“What? Two addicts movin’ in together?” He nodded, clearly not giving a damn. “That’s what they say in AA… I don’t adhere to AA. I’ve read all of the books, the pamphlets, their info. They act like one size fits all. It doesn’t. We’re not all alike. I know what I need and what will work for me. I’m not saying I’m cured, or that I won’t be tempted again, that’s bullshit… but what I am saying is that having someone who understands me and what I’ve been through is what is going to help me, not hurt me.”

She nodded in agreement.

“Let’s take a step back…” She grew serious once more.

“Sure, what is it?”

“I, uh…” She hung her head and his heart immediately pounded faster. He reached over, grabbed the woman’s hands, and clasped them between his own.

“Whatever it is, baby, you can tell me.”

…Please don’t tell me you cheated on me, Taryn. I can take a lot of shit, but if you fucked around on me I just might lose it!

“I… I almost relapsed not too long ago.” A slow tear came down her face. “So, I think you should know that before I move in with you. I was this close!”

He quickly released her, pulled a napkin out of his pocket, and handed it to her. “Here, baby…”

She dabbed at her beautiful eyes, choked up a bit.

“Okay, let’s talk about it,” he offered. On the one hand, he was relieved she’d confessed; on the other, he was hurting so badly as he sat there and watched her cry.

“I’ve been going through a lot, Nick, and it sucked that I couldn’t call you, talk to you. I know you would’ve talked me off the cliff. We just have a way with one another.”

“I know… I know…”

“So, I have been having trouble getting people to hear my ideas. Money got low, so I even tried to get some modeling gigs. One of them was promised to me. I went in, and was ready to do the job, get back in the swing of things. They took my photos, everything seemed to go perfect and then… they called me and said they decided to go with someone else.” Another tear fell. “My self-esteem right now is kinda fucked up, Nick. That’s not like me…”

“I know.”

“I feel so weak, and silly! On the one hand, I don’t want to get paid for what I look like anymore. Then on the other, I’m mad because no one wants me because of what I look like. I’m so damn silly, so ridiculous.” She sniffed, dabbed at more tears. “Crying because they didn’t pick me…boo fucking hoo! Big damn deal.” She shrugged, trying to pull herself out of the funk right before his eyes.

“I have to now face the facts, face the music… I’m getting up in age in the world of modeling anyway,” she said with a grimace. “I used to be a force in the industry, and not to sound cocky, but I had my own look, you know? And no one could compete with me. If someone wanted me for their magazine, show, whatever, then they really wanted me…’cause I don’t look like everyone else and that was a plus. Now that I’ve had a double mastectomy and my hair is still not fully grown out, they look at me like I have five heads. These people still want the girl with the tits and curly, natural hair flowing down her damn back…but I’m not her anymore, and I’m fine with that.” She pointed to herself. “But my bread and butter is contingent upon being her and if I try to reinvent myself, which has been my mission since Firststone, no one wants to hear or see it.

“…I want to see it.”

She smiled ever so slightly. “Yeah, I love that you do.” She winked, sniffed and blew her nose.

“Look, you act like this changes something. I appreciate your honesty, okay? I don’t expect a perfect girlfriend, Taryn. What I expect is someone that is trying, someone that is putting their best foot forward and working towards positive goals. You are strong, okay? This is a roadblock, a stepping stone. You’ve fought much tougher battles than this and you’ll make it. Now what happened during this relapse?”

She looked at him for a moment or two, nodded and continued.

“Well, that incident happened with the job that fell through. I have no money. I was stressed out… I didn’t want to talk to anyone, just alienate. I actually picked up the phone and called someone I knew had some pills.” Her head dropped once again, and she withdrew within herself. She said nothing for at least thirty seconds. “I went to the dealer’s home, and we got into it… It wasn’t pretty.”

“What’s his name?”

“Yeah! Like I’m going to tell my cop boyfriend and then believe you’ll not do anything.” She laughed mirthlessly. “It’s over, baby.” She waved him off. “I survived, didn’t want the shit, didn’t take anything. I am still disappointed in myself though, that’s why I told you. I want to always be honest with you… even if it makes me look bad.”

He leaned back in his chair and did a slow clap, causing her to blush and lift her head ever so slightly.

“Stop focusing on your fuck-ups. That is one of the biggest lessons you taught me, Taryn. Instead, pay attention to the progress and the process and all that you’ve accomplished. You tell me that you’re trying to reinvent yourself, right?”

“Right.”

“And that these photographers, agencies and designers are rejecting you. Okay, everything that is new is rejected at first, Taryn. People get a certain idea in their mind, and it’s hard to break from that at times. You keep on pushing forward… you keep selling, and eventually you will find a buyer. Secondly,” he said, cleared his throat then continued, “You had a very serious illness. You were in real physical pain, which led to all of the shit you subsequently dealt with in order to get healed. If people aren’t sympathetic to that, screw ’em. You’re gifted, you’re beautiful, you’re smart, you’re resourceful. You are wise beyond your thirty-two years… and you have a hell of a man who is madly in love with you.”

She laughed, tossing her head back. “I do have a hell of a man…that’s true.”

“And so is everything else. So, you are already ahead of the game, not behind. Focus on that, okay?”

“Okay.”

“Do we have a deal?”

“We do.” She picked up her napkin and spread it across her lap, her smile growing forever bigger.

“Alright. Now, I want you moved in as soon as possible. I got nothing but time… I don’t go back to work until next month and trust me, they are going to have me get established in a slow fashion. It’s just normal procedure. So let’s not waste this valuable time, okay? Let’s arrange to get a truck for your stuff in storage, get you over to my place… our place. We’re about to make some shit happen. Welcome home, beautiful…”
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Chapter Twenty-One
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…Later that evening

“It’s closed until eight tomorrow morning.” She tossed her cell phone on the glossy, emerald green dining room table trimmed in gold.

“We’ll get a few things and come back.” His eyes darkened as he pulled her by the lapel of her jacket, made her come to him. A smirk creased her face as she raised her hand and combed her fingers through his hair. Slowly, she closed her eyes, anticipating his next move, relishing the way the softness of his mouth moved against her own. His warm hands moved to her back, exploring, holding her tight.

I don’t know where his bedroom is, but we’re going right now!

She began to push into him, tried to force the man back into the recesses of a darkened hall decorated with mirrors and what she presumed was imitation fine art in elaborate silver frames. They moved like a fine-tuned locomotive, their limbs frantic to grip one another, fingers searching and grabbing fabric, trying to tear it away and expose their heart’s desire.

“Mmmm!” He moaned as he jerked at his shirt, forcing the thing open, exposing his hard chest and the long, silver chain she’d been accustomed to seeing draped around his neck. It swung in the semi-darkness like a pendulum as they pulled and tugged at one another until he reached behind himself and turned his bedroom doorknob. She could feel his resistance, and her body followed the laws of inertia as she chased and followed after him once he departed from her oral embrace. He hit the light, and made haste to fling his shoes off, his pants and underwear soon to follow. Close behind, she removed her blouse, her fitted tank top and her form hugging jeans that she’d spent an entire morning trying to pick out. The room smelled of clean linen, like fresh laundry right out the dryer and a bountiful amount of fabric softener to boot. On his dresser sat a glass figurine of a police hat and on his nightstand, carefully placed crystal containers filled with odds and ends, including a watch and spare change.

He’s clean…doesn’t seem obsessive about it, but keeps a nice place…

She stored the information in her ‘he’s a keeper alright’ files.

The dream on two legs stood before her, his beautiful lips slightly parted and his gorgeous thighs, too. A smattering of fine dark hair trailed down his chest past his taut stomach into well-trimmed pubic hair that crowned a cock he should surely be proud of.

There’s that curve…

Her pussy gripped itself right then and there as she eyeballed the thing, anticipating him pushing all of it inside of her. Not waiting for an invitation, she slid onto his bed like a panther on the prowl and forewent the sheets. No, she wanted to be seen, all of her. Every inch, all her imperfections and all her pure loveliness, too. She loved the way he eyed her, like some wolf sitting in Grandma’s bed. His heavily lashed peepers hooded as he joined her, causing the bed to dip and groan from his weight. He lay on his side, his long body sculpted and flawless, worthy to be placed in an old European museum. With his thumb, he circled her jaw as he looked deeply at her, captivating her with the way those stormy eyes stole her soul with a mere glance. He represented the Devil’s delight and God’s gift all rolled into one.

The man of her dreams slowly broke their trance and lowered her further onto the bed, grabbing the pillow that rested behind her back and casting it to the ground. Kissing her, he caressed her hips with a roving hand that played as his accomplice in the sexual torture, the appetizer that she never ordered but cherished all the same. Her thighs grew sticky from the continuous pouring from her lower lips, a slight, slow throb growing stronger in urgent longing.

“Ahhh,” she sighed as he deepened his kiss and hooked his arm behind her neck, draped her frame with his musky scented form. “Shit, Nick.” She trembled in his grip, her wondrous emotions marrying lust and creating a lovely mess within her. “I missed you so much!” She gripped the back of his head and forced him to deepen the kiss, making him sigh and moan as she lost herself beneath him, aggressively claiming her man from the top of his head to the bottom of his size eleven feet.

“You couldn’t have missed me more than I missed you… There’s no competition.” He smirked, whispering the words in between kisses. Then, he left her all alone to trail down her body, tracing it with his fingers, caressing and drawing designs upon her body as he drifted lower and lower until he’d secured a perfect position between her thighs. “Damn, you’re already so fucking wet…” He spread her lower lips apart and did not lose one additional second to plunge his face between her legs.

“Ahhhh!” She arched ever so slightly from the bed, his tongue taut and going hard against her clit while he softly rubbed her pussy, keeping it spread open for his delight. “Ahhh, yes…right there… right there.” The softness of his hair caressed her inner thighs, her essence no doubt coating him as her spring continued to pour forth. A wetness formed under her ass so quickly, she filled with astonishment and appreciation of the way the man loved her, worked her over, and her heart sang his praises. “Ahhhh, yes! Keep on…that’s it!”

“That’s it, baby?!” His muffled voice rang through as he lapped and sucked at her flower, his mouth moving faster and faster, pushing and bringing her sensitive pussy into his mouth with gentle tugs between his lips. “I love your taste, missed these pussy lips, soft and gushy… I wanna swallow your flavor.”

“Ahhh!” He held on to her a bit tighter as she arched once again, and then again, lost control of herself.

“I love you! I love everything about you!” he blurted.

“Mmmmm! I love you too, baby!”

“I love your wet, juicy pussy in my mouth.” He gulped her essence with stark hunger. “…And I love the way you push my head in between your legs!”

“Ahhhh!” Her toes curled, hips frantically rotated above stiffening legs, and the orgasm that refused to release her from its grip climbed throughout her core and stole her from all sensibilities and sanity. “Oh….ahhh, shit!…Oh God…” Her breathing erratic, she came down the high, her chest glistening with a fresh layer of sweat. She looked herself over, as if viewing her body for the first time. A satisfied smile crept into her face. Then, before she could fully catch her breath, the man climbed back up her body, kissing her along the way as if she were some precious possession that he owned free and clear… and he indeed did…

He hovered above her, love in his eyes as he leaned close to her ear and ran his hand delicately over her curls. “You have such a beautiful mouth… I can’t wait to see that pretty little thing wrapped around my dick.”

“You read my mind. Get on your knees…”

When he kneeled before her, she lay on her stomach, facing his gorgeous, thick and long cock. Reaching with both hands, she stroked the thing, smiling a bit as it jumped at her touch.

“Mmmm,” he moaned as he placed his hand on her shoulder, looking down at her in a lazy sort of way. “Don’t tease me…suck it, baby.”

She winked at the man, squelching an eye roll at the fucker for bossing her around. She’d take it with her to her grave…but she dug that shit! And then, his wish was her command.

“Uhhhh!” She took it to the throat, sucking it hard and stroking it with determination. “Uhhhh, yes…yes!” His hands roved through her curls in sloppy swirls; he gripped them ever so gently as he pushed his cock further into her mouth. The bend in the middle of the thing caused her to tilt her head slightly to the left, taking more of him in. She relished his reaction as he wrapped both hands around her head now, pushed her into his groin as he fucked her mouth a bit faster and harder.

“Uhhhh! Look at me, baby! Look up here!” Her eyes landed squarely on his own. “I want you to look at me as you suck my dick. I want to see it, all of it!” She did as he asked. Streams of her cream raced down her inner thighs while his nasty, commanding words sent her libido into a frenzied tailspin. The more he barked out orders, the more he gripped and pulled at her strands, and the more his face twisted in ecstasy, the more she lost control, became addicted to his utterances and cock all at the same time. “Uhhh!”

She gripped the damn thing with both hands, focusing solely on him and his pleasure. As if a magic button had been pushed, her pussy began to pulsate and she…

“Ahhhh….Ah!”

…Paused…

…And slipped his dick from her mouth, letting it rest on her lower lip as she quivered from the sudden climax. As she melted within, her skin sensitive to the touch, she felt his soft, sensual, slow caress along her forehead. Eyes closed, she deeply inhaled and exhaled, yet the vibrations within her continued. He loomed over her and though she could not make out his form, exhaustion and euphoria merged, consuming her. His scent surrounded her as he landed a soft, sweet kiss upon her cheek. Taking his palm and ushering her down, he pinned her just so beneath him. His knee grazed her own, shifting a bit as he knocked her thighs further apart.

“I’m going to put my hard dick in your pussy… We missed you so fuckin’ much…Uhhhh…”

“Ahhhh…” When he plunged deep and hard within her, he awakened her cells, nerves, and temple with an explosive entrance. She wrapped herself around him as if her life depended on it, held on to his body hard and tight as he thrust deeply within her.

“Uhhhh! You missed my cock in your sweet, little pussy, didn’t you?!” He grunted, the warm breath from his words flowing against her shoulder.

“Yes!”

“Say it! Say you missed my cock in your pussy!”

“I missed your cock in my pussy, baby!”

“Mmmmm! My sexy baby…” He swooped low, taking her lips into his warm, wet mouth and sucking ever so gently, then with a bit more pressure. His long legs worked frantically between her own, his hips compressing with each plunge as he pounded inside of her. She heard her voice out in the air, floating about, but couldn’t make out the words. His thumb caressed her mouth, then slipped in between her teeth. She sucked and drew on the thing as he stared into her eyes, lunging harder and harder within her.

Fuck! He’s so deep…so fucking deep!

She kept rocking against his nature, forcing him to drive impossibly further inside of her. The sheets of his bed whirled around them as if a tornado had hit.

“The only thing that kept me sane some days was knowing I had you waitin’ for me!” he blurted, his voice choking on an intense moan. He gripped the side of her neck and pressed his eyes closed so hard, his complexion deepened. “Uhhhhh!” Another plunge and then another, and soon his balmy liquid offering flowed within her, paired with the hot hardness of his body growing heavier against her flesh as he lost control of his balance, and fell completely upon her chest. She held him close as he shuddered, coming hard and rough, his muscles compressing while deep, raspy moans seeped from his mouth. “Uhhhh…”

After a few moments, she gently ran her hand over his hair. She looked down at the man lying on her chest, his eyes were closed and his breathing shallow as his dick still rested within her. His arms loosely hugged her, while his legs had intertwined around her own, possessing her, daring her to move. His heavy weight against her gave her an amazing sense of comfort… for he felt like power, protection, and everything in between.

Before she knew it, she’d fallen asleep and was rocked awake when he whispered her name, once, twice, and then again…

“Taryn…Taryn baby… Taryn, wake up, honey…”

Her eyes fluttered and then her lips parted in a satisfied smile.

“Hi…” was all she could muster at a moment’s notice.

“I just wanted to tell you that I love you…and you mean a hell of a lot to me. Can’t wait until you’re all moved in.” He smiled down at her, kissed the top of her head, and she felt like swooning.

“I love you too, Nick.” She grinned, lifted herself up a little to kiss the bridge of his nose, then lay back down. “Speaking of moving in, let me take care of it, okay? I’ve got a friend that can help me.”

At this, his thick, slightly unruly dark brow rose a centimeter or two.

“You don’t want my help?”

“You’re already helping enough. Just let me take care of it, okay?”

He was quiet for a second or two, then nodded, allowing her the space needed without further argument.

“Alright…”

So then she steered him back down onto her chest, wanting to feel that weight, that love, that power over her once again. They said nothing further, simply drifted into independent dreams that, she was convinced, met somewhere in the middle, linking their fates. Some place or another, the man’s desires became her own, and vice versa. He was her friend, a support system, a lover, and her man. He was a kind word of encouragement, a protector from discouragement, and a no-judgment zone.

He was her perfect beast, and she, his imperfect beauty…
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He sat wide legged on his immense black leather living room couch listening to the Talking Heads’ Greatest Hits on repeat. The alluring scent of cigarette smoke wafted through his partially cracked window, making his nose twist with familiarity. Slowly turning towards his coffee table, he took a slow gander at his cell phone, as if a mere glance would make sense of it all…

His boss had dialed him up, congratulated him on his recovery, and jumped right into the thick of it all. They wanted him back, and they wanted him back sooner rather than later. For the first time in his career, he was scared that he may not live up to the captain’s high expectations, that he’d somehow let the guy down. The weight of his worries made him slump in his seat, unable to predict his next thought, and the one following that. He looked to the left and to the right of the place, taking note of all of the neatly labeled boxes piled sky high. Taryn and one of her girlfriends were taking care of her transition, and she appeared to be in rather high spirits that morning, for she’d received a call about an engagement she so desperately needed. He was proud of his angel, wanted her to be happy, and believed she’d excel at anything she put her crafty mind to. He talked to her once more, and then again, about her plans and aspirations.

As usual, she was vague, as if not certain where she was going—as if her deliberations were still swirling aimlessly in the air. Bullshit. The woman planned everything well in advance. Even breakfast had a damn itinerary. He knew she was not being on the up and up, keeping secrets, and though it unnerved him—they’d vowed honesty after all—he got the sense that, in some way, she didn’t want to look like a fool before him… just in case it really didn’t work out. Nevertheless, he was determined to get to the bottom of it, to get the 411 from the woman, although his immediate priority was simply to get her under the same damn roof.

Just then, his townhouse’s front door swung open, revealing a gorgeous woman donning a chocolate brown baseball cap, a cropped gold sweater, and brown yoga pants, pulled high upon her narrow waist.

“Just a few more to go,” she huffed as she grabbed a water bottle from the refrigerator, out of breath and glistening with freshly drawn sweat. He nodded in her direction, forced a grin, but the attempt must’ve sucked for she reached him in seconds, concern etched upon her face.

“What’s wrong?” She took another sip of the frosty bottled water.

He looked away, out the window, his ears listening to the sounds of the passing cars and the sidewalks filled with people walking fast to arrive nowhere.

“Gotta call from Captain O’Sullivan… He wants me to come back sooner than I thought…a week earlier.”

“That’s great, Nick! You wanted to get back into the swing of things, right?”

He looked in her direction, leaned back in his seat, and briefly closed his eyes as if he could barely muster the strength to answer her right then, and possibly never.

“Yeah, you know that I do…”

She sat right beside him, lifting her hip up a bit and covering part of his leg. “Nick, I don’t know what’s going on in that head of yours, but this is what you wanted. I’d even go as far as to say that this is what you need. What is the problem?” She wrapped her arm around his own, tugging at him, bringing him closer as he continued to stare off into the distance.

“I’m afraid I’ll let them all down, Taryn.”

He sighed, hating how the words sounded coming out of his mouth. Frailty was a monster with a huge mouth that enjoyed exploiting its prey, making a mockery of all his best intentions.

“Oh, I see.” She nodded, leaned back in her seat and tucked her foot underneath herself. “Because you are a perfectionist when it comes to your job, you actually are concerned about the stigma, that people won’t think you’ve got what it takes.”

He slowly turned towards her, his brows bunched ever so slightly. The woman was picking at him… picking hard.

“That’s not what I said.”

“You didn’t have to. I’m just reading between the lines.”

He stared at the lady a good while.

“That’s not it…” He turned back away and melted into a series of daydreams, leaving her in a way, putting space between them. Those sticky, icky feelings began to creep and crawl up his spine until they surrounded his heart in preparation of taking the bastard down.

“What is it then? I don’t mind being wrong.”

He could hear the air of confidence in her voice.

Is she right?

He pondered it briefly, then threw her a glance over his shoulder. “It’s possible that you’re right,” was all he offered, catching her expression morph into a smirk.

“Look, Nick, you are just as capable, actually more so now post treatment. All of these doubts floating around in your head—you gotta push those out of the way! You can’t let all that negative shit inside of here,” she said, pointing to her temple. “Stop it. You’re beyond it. You’re over and above it. You said yourself that your boss is a tough guy, doesn’t mess around. If he is saying he wants you back,” she shrugged, her brows bunched, “then hell! Believe him!”

“You’re right.” With a sigh, he leaned back further onto the couch and crossed his arms, looking straight ahead at a black flat screen television. “You’re absolutely right.” Crossing his legs, he slid his index finger under his nose and fell upon more deliberations…

“I’ll tell you what another thing is, you know, the big thing that has me a little screwed up. I think they’ll just keep me on my beat.”

“Okay, and why is that a problem?” She gently caressed his ear, causing a tickling sensation mixed with a bit of soothing, too.

He turned towards her, his expression lazy, his heart guarded, though it beat somewhat faster.

“I want it so bad, baby… I’m pretty sure I was about to be promoted to homicide detective. That’s what I really want to do. I was on my way. I knew I’d never make it at the rate I was going though; I’d flush my chance right down the damn toilet. It takes a certain type of person to work homicide day in and day out. You’ve got families depending on you; you’ve got a D.O.A. that you can’t interview, but you better try and get justice for them, and that’s an adrenaline rush for me. I like chasing, hunting.” His eyes narrowed. “I like finding answers. I like for a mothafucker to hide, and for me to seek them out. I love that shit…I live for it. But, no matter how you cut it, I’m going to be looked at with suspicion, like, ‘Is he usin’ again? Is he getting drunk again?’ I can’t worry about that though… You’re right. I can’t control another man’s thoughts.” He shrugged as he turned away from her, only to be drawn back into her magic touch with a caress from her hand on his shoulder.

“Nick, they can think whatever they want. As my grandfather used to say, ‘I can show you better than tell you.’ I refuse to sit back and watch you stab your dream in the face.”

He looked at her and cracked a smile. A faint wisp of a laugh escaped his mouth and he had no idea where it originated from, but it felt good.

“Stab a dream in the face, huh?” He leaned over to her, gripped the back of her head, and brought her in for a kiss…

Damn, her lips taste sweet, like sugar cookies…

Reluctantly releasing her, he hooked her gaze. “Let’s go get the rest of your stuff,” he said, getting to his feet.

“Sit your ass down.” She chuckled as she stood, pulled her sweater down, and yawned. “I told you I’ve got this.”

“You don’t have shit.” He laughed as he pointed to all of the boxes. “You’re not going to fill this place with a bunch of designer clothes and girly shit. Why in hell do you have so much stuff?” He walked to his hallway closet to hang up his jacket, and prepared to help the woman regardless of her continued protests.

“You’re just jealous!” She grinned as she trailed behind him. “You have a nice place here, but it has no flair. What would you do without me?”

“Have more closet and counter space…” He grabbed a box cutter from out of a junk drawer and placed it on the kitchen table.

“Oh yeah? You are sooooo funny.” She rolled her eyes as she sauntered past him. Grabbing his keys, he stuffed them in his back pocket as he closed the door behind them.

“Where is this truck at, huh? I’m going to charge you five dollars a box, you hoarder.”

“You’ll end up taking my ass to court.” She giggled as they made their way outside to the moving truck parked right in front of the place.

“You know you aren’t supposed to be parked there; you’ll get towed. We better hurry up.” He opened the back of the thing and was relieved to see only a few more items. Reaching for what appeared to be the largest and heaviest box, he grunted as he bear hugged the thing and made his way back towards his place. “What the hell is in here, Taryn?!”

“My hopes and dreams…”

“Well, in that case, I’ll help you carry them no matter how long it takes you…”

He couldn’t help but like what she’d said, love it real tight and strong.

I can dig that… hopes and dreams should always be big and bulky, taking over every damned thing. Yeah, dream big, baby… Warrior Princess dreams, they sparkle yet cut. They are weapons of mass construction. Construct it, baby… build it, and I’ll help you… You’re going to tell me what it is you want. You’re going to tell me and we’ll build it brick by brick; we’ll build each other back up from ground zero all the way until we reach the top…
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Chapter Twenty-Two
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It was one of those days when odd yet familiar scents floated about in the air, taking him to a place filled with well-worn memories of yesteryear. The aroma of maple syrup wafted in the wind as he tugged at his dark green hoodie, hiding himself from the world in a strange sort of way. Taryn had finally landed a small gig after she’d already decided to switch directions. She finally admitted that she did have a firm plan, but it required a presentation of sorts, and she’d be sure to share it with him. He rolled his eyes at her stalling methods, but found it comical all the same. Funny how things turned out…

Wanting the money, she went on and conceded, did the advertisements. He was so damn proud of her that he bought her a large bouquet of red roses, yet that didn’t explain the pink bouquet he’d bought her the day before he knew… He didn’t need an excuse to spoil her; he simply loved doing it. Parking a block away to ensure he got a bit of fresh air, he made his way toward Livonia Avenue. Keeping his head a bit down, he contemplated buying a bottle of ice cold water and made a mental grocery list, when he saw someone humped over in the distance, sitting on the steps of an old, light blue row house.

He looks familiar…

He wasn’t certain if his eyes were playing tricks on him, but as his sneakers continued to smack the concrete to an uneven beat, and he gained leverage, his vision proved to be 20/20…

“Diego? Oh shit!” His mouth split into a big grin as he reached the house. “Diego! Man!”

The guy immediately looked up, stopped speaking on his cell phone, and stared him in the eye.

“Oh shit, I gotta go, man. You won’t believe who I’m looking at!” The short guy in an over-sized light brown T-shirt and slouchy jeans disconnected his call and got to his feet, standing on green and white sneakers. Nick opened the lopsided gate that squeaked as he pushed it forward and they raced towards one another, slapped hands, and held tight in a warm embrace.

“What tha hell you doing out here, man?! I ain’t seen you in like five years, man!” Diego cracked a smile, exposing several missing teeth. Nick’s smile gradually faded as he looked deep into the man’s dark, haunting eyes…

Oh no, he’s on some shit…

His heart sank down low, drowned in a pool of pity.

He exhaled, pushed past it, and kept on.

“I was just taking a walk, believe it or not. I try to get a little exercise every now and again.”

“Seems to me you’d be getting plenty of exercise chasin’ mothafuckas up and down the block.” The guy laughed heartily.

“Actually man, I’ve been outta work for a while.” He swallowed, deciding to bite the bullet and tell the guy. Hell, pride had no room here, and though he wasn’t trying to be anyone’s savior, monsters simply weren’t allowed; the least he could do is share his story. “Some shit happened… some real messed up shit.”

“Word? You get fired, man?”

“Not quite. I had a problem with alcohol and drugs.” He paused, scratched the back of his head, and continued. “I was in rehab, man. Just got out not too long ago and I start work again in a few weeks.”

“For real, man?” Diego’s eyes glistened as he observed him, no doubt making assessments and forming opinions, some of which may have been accurate, others that begged for correction. Nevertheless, it didn’t matter. He’d told the truth.

“I’m not ashamed of it, man. I just needed to get some help is all, before things got even worse.”

Diego slumped back down on the porch, almost as if the wind had been knocked out of him, as if he couldn’t afford to stand any longer. The man rolled his tongue around in his mouth as if tasting something sour. He ran his grimy hand along the side of his face, his fingernails caked with dirt. Diego was Jonathan’s little brother… the little boy they ran from, told to shoo… He used to follow Jonathan everywhere, making himself a damn pest, but he was as much a part of their clan as all the other official members.

“Diego, I want you to know that I think about Jonathan every damn day. I mean that. The shit haunted me, man. I loved him so much.” His eyes watered.

The man nodded, a sad smile on his face.

“You were his best friend, Nick. Ma would say, ‘If you can’t find Jonathan, go to Nick’s house. If you can’t find Nick, come to our house.’”

They both chuckled as he nodded in full agreement. He shoved his hands in his jeans pockets and rolled in the uncomfortable waves of discovery, recovery, and potential healing.

“I remember that. Uh…” He looked down, then back up again. “That you felt responsible for his death. We never blamed you, Nick,” he said, his bloodshot eyes sincere. “When I saw you breaking down at his funeral, you remember who lifted you up?”

Nick lowered his head, nodded and sniffed away a sign of weakness better known a motherfucking tear drop.

“Yeah, you, Javier, Edgar, your mother, your uncle Teyo, and Brian. You all came and got me off the floor… picked me up and hugged me.” He kept his head down as one of the fuckers got away, fell from his eye and landed on the concrete step. He sniffed once again. “I could barely look at him in that casket… It really messed me up, man…messed me up real bad.”

“When I heard you’d became a cop, Ma and everybody here was proud of you. She always said you were smart.”

He slowly lifted his head, stared at the man in confusion.

“Your mother called me a trouble maker, and I was!” He laughed sadly.

Diego nodded, slicked a cigarette out of his shirt pocket and lit it. A swirly cluster of smolder soon framed his full face then faded away with the grayness of the day.

“She did, but she loved you like a son, man. When you stopped hanging around in the street just before it happened, Jonathan told ’er you’d changed. He said you wasn’t no fun anymore, but we knew he was still proud of you…still saw you as his best friend. We missed you. You ain’t come around as much. He said you had your head in some books, was trying to pass, to graduate. It was so strange, man,” he said. “I remember that shit like it was yesterday. I didn’t imagine you like that though, but after a while, it made sense.”

“What do you mean, it made sense?”

“Maaaan.” He smirked as he watched a car pass by then turned his attention back towards Nick. “You were smart, that’s why. I used to watch you and my brother doin’ shit, and I was so impressed by you. You were so smooth. People never saw you coming. Maybe it was because you were little.”

Nick lifted his head and cracked a smile. “Yeah, I was a late bloomer…”

“Kinda short and skinny… Who tha fuck grows like six inches their senior year in high school? That was so funny, man.” He cackled.

“I know, right? I was thankful for it though…coulda ended up a runt.”

“Yeah…yeah.” The guy’s eyes narrowed on him as he took another puff of his cigarette. “But like I was saying, you could get in and out of somewhere just like that. You had a slick way about you. You were what the bitches would call a charming mothafucka.”

They both burst out laughing.

“I’m serious, though. You had people convinced of shit.”

“I was just a good liar is all… That was nothing to be proud of, but yeah,” he said with a shrug. “I lied pretty good and if lying could have been a career, I would have been the CEO of the company.”

Diego grinned. “But you know, people that have a way with others can make people believe shit, make them feel good even though it’s a bunch of bullshit. Guess you could call it a gift.” He paused, neither of them saying another word for a spell. “So.” The man took a toke of his cigarette and continued. “You used your powers for good instead of evil.” He laughed lightly. “That’s good. That’s real good.”

“A, Diego, where did you go? Like you said, last time I saw you was like five years ago. I even stopped by your mom’s house once a long time ago, but no one answered.”

“Oh, man.” The man drew on his cigarette once more, cocked a lazy smile. “I was in and out of jail.” He tapped his cigarette, forcing ashes to fall alongside his foot. “Then Palm Partners.”

“The rehabilitation center?” Nick raised his chin a bit higher. “Okay.”

“Yeah… so uh…” The guy shifted his weight. “I understand the predicament you were speaking of earlier… Yeah, I get that…”

Nick wanted to barrage him with a bunch of questions, sit down beside him, hug him real hard, and drive him to a detox facility immediately. But, those were simply pipe dreams and that wasn’t how this shit worked. He had no say over Diego’s life and furthermore, it would have been a twisted attempt to once again somehow redeem himself regarding Jonathan. No, he couldn’t be impulsive, not think the shit through, make rash decisions when he knew better.

“Yeah… I get it. I understand.”

They sat in silence for a while.

“So you got clean, huh?” the man asked, an air of doubt in his tone.

“Yeah, been sober for over six months now.”

“Not a drop of nothing?”

“Nothing, not even cough syrup.” He smiled.

Diego nodded, crossed his arms over his protruding stomach, still looking unconvinced.

“Six months ain’t that long, but it’s longer than most.”

“Yeah, not a fan of the twelve step thing but I take it day by day, Diego… day by day. I have a good support system. That is a must.”

“What? You gotta sponsor ’nd meetings ’nd shit?”

“I go to meetings three times a week. Matter of fact, just had one this morning. I also have a supportive girlfriend and people I can call. I have people that believe in me, and people that would probably like to see me fail. The last category of individuals sometimes inspire me the most…real talk.”

They glared at one another, a heaviness taking over the conversation.

The tide had changed; a new dynamic was at play.

“Hey, you want to come to a meeting with me, man? They’re cool…not a bunch of preachy shit. They don’t try to get you to come to church or anything like that, and you come when you want to. It’s real informal and works well for me.”

The man stared down at his shoes, seemingly sorting it out, thinking it through. Nick heard childlike laughter, then spotted two children giggling as they played in the middle of the street. The two little girls crossed the road, getting smaller and smaller, and their voices more and more distant, until he could hear them no longer.

“I don’t know.” Diego shrugged. “Maybe.”

“Well, look, take my number, okay? If you want to talk, call me. If you want me to pick you up and take you, call me. Shit, if you just want to catch up about old times, call me!” They grinned at one another.

“Cool, cool…” The man pulled out his phone with one hand while with the other he held onto the dangling cigarette. “What’s your number, man?”

“917-420-7121.”

“Got it…cool man, cool.” He took another puff of his cigarette, flicked it away like a bastard that had pissed him off, and stomped it hard and heavy. “I might call you and go. I just might.” Diego continued to look off into the distance, fading…fading away, just like the little girls’ laughter. “This my girl’s house.” He flicked his thumb behind him. “She ain’t home right now or I’d introduce you.”

“No problem. Hopefully, I’ll meet her soon. I want us to keep in touch.”

…I NEED us to keep in touch, Diego…

“I’ll call you, man. Shit, you seem like you got some good luck that could rub off on me. The one warehouse I was working at laid me and uh bunch of other guys off…fuckin’ losers, man. I’m kinda struggling right now… Yeah, I could use some good luck.” He offered Nick a miserable smile, one that cracked his heart, made it bleed in his name. “You were always lucky… Suerte dedos pegajosos! ‘Lucky Sticky Fingers’.” He cackled.

“Awww, you remember that shit?!” Nick laughed heartily. “I’ll never live it down.”

“You don’t need to live it down, man.” Diego bit into his lip, looking proud of him. “It was amazing. Like I said, you were a work of art, man. You’d slide in and out and have a bunch of shit in seconds flat. That was fuckin’ amazing… Then, when you became a cop, of course we all laughed, but again, I understood it.” He pointed to himself. “It made sense. You stealing and shit was just survival. That’s what we did…didn’t mean that’s who you actually were. People get that sort of thing twisted all the time.” Diego lowered his head, causing thick, dark brown loose curls to tumble forward. “But, congrats man… you know, on getting back on track.” He slowly looked him back in the eye. “It’s hard, you know? Ain’t shit out here, man…ain’t shit out here…” Diego shook his head as he clasped his large, puffy hands together, no hope in his eyes, no sense of faith or self-trust. Nick knew that look all too well.

“You’re right.” Nick stooped down to his level, wrapped his arm around him real nice and hard, and whispered in his ear, “And that’s why sometimes you gotta make your own shit.”

“My own shit, huh?” The man kept his head down, his words husky and rich.

“Yeah, your own shit, man. Be an inventor of your destiny. It’s a big ass black hole; fill it up with something good, so that something is finally there. You can say that you made something outta nothing… something you can hold onto and call your own, before it’s too late. Diego, it’s not too late for you. If you need me, you know where to find me. Jonathan was my brother, and that means you are, too, man. And I am my brother’s keeper…”
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Chapter Twenty-Three
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I expected nothing less…

The vast twenty storey building on Warren Street in Tribeca proved to be exactly what his imagination had cooked up several hours before their arrival. North East New York wasn’t on his beat; matter of fact, he seldom ventured in the area but still, he was quite familiar with it from his brief travels. Mrs. Brown, the Queen hostess, better known as his soulmate’s mother, had invited him for brunch. Taryn had been gone since the wee hours of the morning, working her tail off. She’d left dressed in tight black yoga pants and a long coat that swung around her body like flapping wings, eager to get up and at ’em, coffee in tow. After all, she’d landed a decent paying shoot and had plans for the funds before they’d even reached her hands. One of which, she insisted on paying rent… This resulted in a low grade argument, a level 2 on the Richter scale, but it shook the foundation nevertheless. Afterwards though, she phoned him just before going straight to her parents’ home, as it wasn’t located far from her engagement.

He, on the other hand, had spent the morning preparing for the damn event. For he was certain either one or both of her parents would have questions and concerns—he hadn’t forgotten the way both of them looked at him upon their first meeting, especially Mr. Jones with his sallow face, deep set, small, dark eyes, and stern demeanor. Nick didn’t scare easily, but this wasn’t a corner drug dealer on the run after a transaction gone bad, or a half dead body slumped over a passenger’s car seat. No, he could take that like coffee with no sugar or cream, but he had to balance himself, be careful… ever so careful, for these were Taryn’s parents. This was his love life, his future—and what a different world that was to navigate.

Nick stole a stifled breath from his damn lungs. The double-barreled bastards didn’t want to give it up. He ran his hands together as his chest tightened. Taking a deep exhale, he tried to convince himself that he could still sell flames of fire to a soul condemned in Hell. Those days were long gone, whispers of a glib life gone bad, and he wasn’t exactly interested in pulling tricks like some mysterious magician gripping the tattered, mangy rabbit from an old dusty top hat.

Walking straight, erect like a solemn London soldier, he approached the doorman, his chin high and his confidence higher… even if he had to fake it.

“Hi, my name is Nick Vitale. I am here to see Mr. and Mrs. Jones in apartment, I mean…” He slicked a white, folded piece of paper out of his pocket and referred to it, “Number 1750.”

“Of course, they’re expecting you!” the kindly, older gentleman exclaimed, his green eyes full of life and his pale, weathered flesh thin from time and vocational exertion. “Go right in. The elevators in the back of the lobby will take you right up.” He buzzed the door open, allowing him to step forward and be immediately baptized in the mellow and alluring lights of the lobby entrance.

Nick looked above, feeling the presence of something large, hefty, possibly even dangerous from out of the corner of his eye. Upon catching the cause of the distraction, he winced, almost blinded by the light of a dazzling chandelier the size of his entire damn bedroom. He casually looked away from the thing and continued his stride as he buttoned his jacket, enjoying the discerning pairs of eyes that looked his way.

A stranger… Oh my…

His baby told him to be there for brunch at 11; it was 10:46 and he sure as hell hoped they didn’t mind. He finally reached the elevator, stepped inside, and looked about the mirrored enclosure. Searching the panel of buttons, he selected the 18th floor and the strong scent of cherry cigars filled the space when the doors closed. Cocking his head to the side, he rested his shoulder against the corner and relaxed a bit on the long ride up, accompanied by a jazzy rendition of Whitney Houston’s, ‘Dance with Somebody.’ His brain collected thoughts, wove them together like a seamstress in some sweat shop. Some of his deliberations were rather silly, such as imagining himself bursting through the door and doing a fast paced tap dance, equipped with a smile and exclaiming, ‘Cha Cha Cha!’ Others proved more sinister, such as Mr. Jones glaring at him and saying, “I’m sorry you came all this way. You can leave now.” And him responding, “I’m sorry you’re such an uptight asshole, but you can fuck off now…’

He knew when the man had laid eyes on him at Firststone, he didn’t care for him; matter of fact, there was a man-to-man thing going on that neither Mrs. Brown nor Taryn were the least bit privy to. For he’d seen the look before—a conversation had occurred in those fleeting seconds and if the man were able to speak his mind at that moment, he would have said something to the effect of, ‘I know you’re messing around with my daughter. Leave her alone or I’ll kill you, you fucking loser.’ Yet, he hadn’t rebutted; he’d kept his peace…but the words were communicated to him, regardless of the fact that the man’s mouth didn’t move to utter them aloud. The message had been smeared all over the bastard’s face and his posture. Nick knew better than any goddamn body that the human form tells stories, dead or alive, and they’re always the truth. Such truth always manifested in the eyes, in the way the body moved and reacted, or simply remained still, without one tendon or muscle twitching below the fragile human flesh.

The elevator doors opened, shoving him away from his thoughts. Like curtains pushed aside, they revealed another breathtaking view. As he navigated past the golden hallway vases and décor, smaller scale chandeliers and lavish sitting areas in emerald green and rich ivory fit for royalty, he paced himself, figuring his way through, sorting everything out during these final seconds to the moment of reckoning.

Do I turn left right here? Yeah… these are even numbers…

He looked to and fro as he gained his bearings and approached the double walnut doors. After leisurely rapping on the thing, he stood there, looking around with his hands in his pockets, feeling dry lint and a rouge dime that had escaped his clutches the other day to feed the face of a greedy meter. Strong aromas drifted to him, hinting at delicious food on the other side. The scent rolled out from under the doorway, an invisible hand ushering him closer, teasing him so. Suddenly, one of the vast doors swung open, startling him a hair. Rather than being met by a butler or maid, Taryn appeared in front of him. He immediately broke out in a smile, relieved to set his eyes upon her.

“What took you so long?” she teased as she grabbed his hand, free and easy as she was, a breeze with long, gorgeous legs. She led him inside. The woman was now wearing black flared pleated pants and a pale golden top with a rather dainty, ultra feminine collar. She’d been working on his fashion sense as of late, though he pretended to resist and not be interested in her sartorial advice.

“I’m always fashionably late,” he joked, causing her to laugh lightly and toss him a perfectly timed wink from over her shoulder. At that, he caught sight of her earrings. They swung as she bounced about, each step joyous and full of all the shit happiness is made of… Busy bee, at your service…

“They’ll be out in a second. My brother isn’t here right now but he’ll be by in a minute.” She pointed lazily ahead as she led him to a long, white contemporary couch. The thing looked like something created for Heaven, and placed inside of the condo for the Browns to borrow. He smirked at his silly notions as they both took their seats.

“I like your hair… The stylist do that?” He ran his fingers through the front, unable to resist reaching for her like his old cigarette habit.

“Yeah, they blow dried it out. Can you believe that? My hair can actually be blown dry.” She cackled as she scratched the back of her tapered neck, looked down into her lap for a spell. “I had tried so many times to grow it out, you know? Then, it fell right back out.” She shrugged her shoulders. “I’m surprised it’s not doing any more peek a boo bullshit. I had the most difficult time with it… Hopefully it’s here to stay. If not, I might just smear some seeds on there with a tiny spatula and see if I can be a human Chia pet.”

They both burst out laughing. After they’d settled, and their fingers touched, his heart opened a bit further, causing a damn chain reaction.

“You know I had grown out my hair for you in treatment.”

She cocked her head to the side, bewilderment on her face. “I’ve heard of people shaving their heads for others that have undergone cancer treatment, you know, chemotherapy, but not growing it out.” She intertwined their fingers, turning his hand just so.

“Yeah, well, that wasn’t it. I had a little something different in mind. As soon as I graduated from Firststone, I went and got it cut before I came to see you.”

“…And it looked nice.” She smiled at him, and he couldn’t help but to smile back.

“Thanks. I’d started growing it out after I fell in love with you… decided it would be a good idea.” He looked away for a moment, collecting himself as those old feelings of watching her sleep on his tiny twin bed after the first time they’d made love flooded back into his psyche. “It’s now being made into a wig for some kid…”

Gasping, Taryn placed her hands to her lips, covering one of his most favorite parts of her. Her eyes glossed over like a brand new baby doll’s, fresh out of the package. Reaching over, he pulled her back to him and kissed the top of her head. However, he simply couldn’t stop there. He then stole a kiss on the side of her neck, which was simply too fucking pretty to resist.

“Come on, baby. Don’t cry now.” He smiled. “It was supposed to make you happy, not turn on the waterworks.” The woman said nothing, only gripped two fistfuls of his jacket in her palms, twisting and turning the leather. He gently ran his hand up and down her back, suddenly wishing they were alone. Could he snap his fingers and make the world disappear? Perhaps if he were still a thief, and could steal the hands of time…

No, it was far too late for that. Commanding steps soon approached from the near distance along the glossy walnut floors. He didn’t look, but he could tell by the gait the person was tall, heavy, and reserved. He’d spent too many seconds, minutes, hours, days, months, and years watching people move. He’d watched them when he was stealing, lifting expensive wares from a department store or from a shelf way in the back of a refrigerator filled with ice-cold beer in a bodega.

Later in life, he watched people when predicting if a perp was going to take off running, cause him to get his daily dose of a heart pounding workout. He watched them when he was privy to an investigation, getting his bearings for what he sought, a key inside the world he wanted to enter. He’d even lent his own advice on how to deal with certain suspects that were not involved in any of his cases. Yes, all people were different, but the way the body moved under times of stress, anger, and happiness was easy to peg. Drifting away from his reflections, he heard a clicking noise. Suddenly, the cream colored solar shades opened, exposing the sun’s obscenely graceful light show for all to eat up and warm to.

“Hello,” came the masculine voice, glazed in a monotone pitch, obvious from simply one word uttered. Nick released his flower and looked to his right, then got to his feet. The two simply looked at one another, a smirk on their faces. Breaking the eye lock, he studied the man before him, who stood wearing deep burgundy pants and shiny dark brown shoes of an indeterminate brand that, no doubt, cost a pretty penny. Navigating his way back to the eyes, he did what came naturally—extended his hand.

“Hello, Mr. Jones. It’s nice to see you again.”

They shook hands heartily, and though the man had a slight smile, he knew that shit was manufactured from some toy shop inside of the guy—plastic, fake, mass produced, and in need of batteries for the rest of its short life.

“Dad.” The flower in the room broke the tension by dropping one of her petals, better known as her alluring voice, and let it drift close to their listening ears. “Nick did the most amazing thing.” She sniffed, sucked back happy tears as a grin grew impossibly wider across her face. “I can’t believe you didn’t tell me!” She suddenly grew angry and gave him a gentle punch against the shoulder as they stood side by side, like some team.

Shit, we are a team, right? It’s me and you against the world…

Nick grinned and nonchalantly shrugged. “Well, I wasn’t going to say anything but when you started talking about hair growth, I just kind of blurted it out.”

“What’s this all about?” the man inquired, crossing his arms over his chest and looking rather serious, slamming on the brakes of the ‘feel good’ festival that played out before him.

“Dad,” she said, pushing herself in front of him. “Nick had grown his hair out in rehab. I didn’t know why at the time; he never told me and I didn’t question it,” she explained. “I figured he was just going for a new look. Anyway, come to find out, he did it for me.” She shot him a glance then turned back to her father. “He was growing it out so that he could donate it to a child that lost their hair due to illness.”

“Well, isn’t that nice,” the man said insincerely, his lip lifted in a rascally grin. Nick simply stared into his eyes and nodded, refusing to let the guy get the best of him. “Where’d you donate it?” the man asked as he pointed back towards the couch, an invitation for them to all sit down.

“Locks of Love. They’re based in Florida, so the stylist braided it up and mailed it off.” Taryn took her seat, still smiling wide.

“How thoughtful of you. Wow, a police officer, a good Samaritan, and now this!” The man said all the right things, but his tone…yes, that tone was haughty, pompous, and spiked with the bitter flavor of sarcasm-laced judgment.

It’s cool… I expected this. You’re kinda predictable, Mr. Jones… and how boring that is…

“Where’s Mom at? Mom!” Taryn called out, breaking into the conversation like a robber thrusting a rock through a damn window. She sat up a bit, her body language screaming, ‘Mayday! Mayday!’ He knew his sweetheart could feel the thick tension that piled up high like a 1960’s bouffant. And, being her typical self, she sought to protect him, bring out interference, push a pin in the mess, make it deflate and go the hell away.

“Here I am, baby!” her mother called out. The attractive middle-aged woman appeared before them in a black, slightly above the knee form fitting skirt. The light caught the silky material of her ivory shirt, granting her the right touch of elegance and sex appeal. She was a real siren, and it was evident where Taryn had gotten her unparalleled good looks from. The woman paused, crossed her ankles in a dainty sort of way, and tipped her head to the side, causing a salt and pepper cascade of hair to fall over one heavily made up eye.

“So we meet again.” She clasped her hands together and gave him a quick once over, clearly taking him in. Nick immediately got back on his feet. He extended his hand as the woman approached him, meeting at the crossroads. Instead of shaking it, she looked down at the thing as if he’d just finished scratching the crack of his ass good ’nd hard.

“Oh no, that’ll never do,” she chastised before she grabbed him in a strong embrace and pressed him close to her petite body. Her strong perfume assailed his nostrils, an expensive scent with which she’d doused herself quite liberally. Inside, he chuckled at how she held him so close. A wide grin snaked across his face as his chin hung over her shoulder, his face away from observant eyes, shrouding his uncontrollable amusement.

“Mom,” Taryn said dryly. “Is brunch ready?”

The woman finally released him, and cast a look at her daughter as if she’d been awaken from a long slumber. “Yes, I made it myself, too.”

“What?!” Taryn burst out laughing and slapped her knee in sheer amusement. “You rarely cook any more…wow! Nick, you’re in for a real treat then.” She got to her feet, took him by the hand, and led him to the gray and white kitchen lounge area with state of the art stainless steel appliances. Red electronic buttons gleamed from them, and it was more than evident they were programmed to take commands. He’d always fantasized of having a refrigerator that would select his beer for him, and hell, serve it, too. Now, those fantasizes had to be twisted, chopped and screwed, replaced with a desire for chilled juices or iced coffee. He continued to survey the place, duly impressed.

The long, futuristic area looked as if it were set up to show to a potential buyer with a sky-is-the-limit budget and money to burn. Taryn, her father, and he took their respective seats on a series of white leather bar stools at the granite counter, and inhaled the aroma of fried hickory bacon, simmering in its salty, savory oils and baked apples bubbling in a pool of cinnamon and brown sugar. He knew those smells… the same ones that had come from his kitchen as a little boy when Ma would make him a big breakfast for his birthday. Mr. Jones sat to his right, boxing him in like a big truck from an exit.

“Okay.” Mrs. Brown clasped her hands together as if about to teach a class. “Give me your coat. I will let Claire know we are ready for drinks. Virgin bloody Marys and chilled apple sparkling cider for you two.” She winked and smiled, as if what she’d said was particularly witty.

“That sounds really good, Mrs. Brown, thank you. I’ll just take it off and keep my jacket with me.” He nodded, keeping his internal smart-ass thoughts to himself. Besides, she didn’t deserve it; he was simply reacting to the vibe around him. Something was amiss, but he had to wait until his suspicions were confirmed, for delicate hands were needed for such an occasion, despite his desire to call everyone on their bullshit. The woman nodded in his direction then disappeared behind a partition, her bracelets clanking with each high-heeled step she took.

“So, I don’t know what my daughter has told you, Nick, but I’m not one to mince words.”

…And here it comes.

“Well then, we have something in common, because neither am I.” The shit just slipped out, and he didn’t dare look at Taryn. He just kept staring into the older man’s eyes, keeping his nerve on the trigger of his tongue. It didn’t stop the guy, who didn’t blink or halt, but jumped right the fuck in, without testing the waters for shit.

“Were you taking crack or heroine?”

“Dad, really?!” Taryn leaned towards the man, snaking her body past Nick and damn near knocking him off his stool. If she were a cat, her tail would be thick and twitching, bouncing about like some feather duster.

“Neither, actually I—”

“Don’t answer him, Nick,” she snapped.

“No, I demand some damn answers.” The man casually leaned across the bar, grabbed a small white cappuccino cup rimmed in gold, and placed it to his lips.

“I have no problem answering you,” Nick stated calmly.

“Don’t!” Taryn warned once again as her eyes constricted.

After taking a leisurely sip, the fella continued on his twisted campaign to seek and destroy.

“You’re dating my daughter. She’s moved in with you much against my wishes… My feelings about the situation have been ignored and you’re a damn drug addict.”

“And so am I! You and Mom act like I’m better than everyone else out here shootin’ up, drinking up, and falling down. I’m not!”

Her father ignored her, growing colder and ruder by the minute. “I want to know what the hell you’ve been doing, Mr. Vitale, and what plans you have for your life. Do you understand me?!”

No, I need an interpreter… I’m not well versed in the language of bullshit.

“Mr. Jones, I understand that you’re concerned, but let’s get one thing straight, make one thing clear, okay?” Nick lifted a brow and sat a bit taller, a smirk on his proud face.

The man leaned back and cleared his throat, a look of clear disdain and loathing etched across his wide, plain face.

“You have to treat me like a human being, talk to me like a man, or this won’t go anywhere. If you speak to me like a child, then you are setting up some problems in this communication process because then,” he said with a shrug, “I’ll shut down or start sayin’ things that really don’t help us progress. I’m not at work right now, I’m not in rehab either, and I’m not in a support meeting. I’m at my girlfriend’s parents’ home, and that is how I plan to treat this conversation.”

“Nick, I don’t care that you’re a police officer, okay? That might impress some people, but it holds no weight with me,” the man stated sternly. “I wouldn’t care if you were the damn President of the United States or the Pope! Right now,” the man hissed, stabbing the bar with his finger, “regardless of your background, in my mind, you are a drug addict, and drug addicts are unpredictable, and drama surrounds you people wherever you go.”

“Dad! I don’t believe you’re doing this. I just don’t believe this!”

“It’s okay, baby. Let him finish.” Nick grinned.

“As you know from my daughter no doubt, I own Information Capital, Inc., the software development company. Do you know that we have a no tolerance policy for people like you?”

“People like me?” He pointed to himself, his eyes narrowing.

“Yes, drug addicts! Dope heads! Drunks! I won’t tolerate it! If one of my employees is taking drugs, they are fired. No second chances.”

“Well, I’m glad that you’re not my boss then, Mr. Jones. I’m also glad you’re not God… I’m certain you’ve needed a second chance at some time in your life. Thankfully, when you did, you weren’t treated in the manner that you treat others.”

The man’s eyes widened, and so did his mouth, yet for a moment or two, nothing came out. Nick appreciated the silence as he was tired of hearing the bastard’s voice. But all good things must come to an end, for the fucker began again.

“My daughter almost lost her life to breast cancer, she became addicted to a pain medication that was prescribed to her. My daughter did not choose to become an addict! You chose to do what you did, didn’t you?! Answer me!”

“Dad, that’s it! Nick, come on, let’s go!” She got to her feet but he grabbed the woman around her waist, forced her to sit on his lap and hugged her tightly around the waist. He didn’t miss how the man’s eyes dropped to their joined hands…

No honey, I need to talk to your father…just chill.

“Answer you? I had no intentions of not doing so, but once again, you’re going about this all wrong.” He talked himself into conversing calmly, not allowing the man to rock him, for he had a final destination and one wrong move would force him off the edge. “Taryn is your child, I’m not. But despite her being your daughter, she is an adult. I understand that you are protective over her. Who wouldn’t be after all that has occurred? Back to you and I though… I don’t know you. I only know of you, so I expect you to acknowledge the same. If you want to get to know me, then we can talk. I’m open, just like I said, but you are coming at me in a rather hostile manner. Let’s start over, okay?” He grinned wide, extending the olive branch when in fact he wanted to take his fist and crack it across the man’s flabby face. The monster inside of him wanted a chance at bat; he told it to beat it, yet his threats were insincere…

“If you were a father you’d understand, Mr. Vitale. Or maybe you are, hell if I know.” Mr. Jones shot a disapproving glance at his grown child, then back at him. “You might have twenty kids spread across New York for all I know!”

“Dad.” Taryn sighed loudly, dropped her head and held it as if in serious distress. “I asked him here so that you and he could get to know one another, not to argue and hurl accusations. He is insisting on still being here when I was ready to leave ten minutes ago! Would you PLEASE stop it?! This is ridiculous!”

“I’m not arguing with the man, Taryn.” His brows dipped but his tone went icier as he addressed her. “I’m trying to get answers, figure out what’s going on here, and get to know him just as you said.”

“Get to know him?! Get to know him?!” Her voice became shrill with anger. “Really?! I can’t tell! Right out the gate your first question is not how he is doing, what does he like to do, or where did he grow up. Instead, it’s does he do crack or heroine!’”

“…It was past tense.”

“Who cares? That’s not the first thing you ask someone! He is a guest in this home!”

The back of her head continued to bob about in that ‘black woman gone rogue’ way he’d seen his entire life from various women in the neighborhood. He simply sat back and observed for a short while, watching her father very closely. He wanted to jump in, tag team his ass, but he thought better of it.

…Come on, keep control…stay in control…

“Claire is on her way out.” Mrs. Brown flaunted a pleasant smile as she reentered the room, seemingly none the wiser about the shit pile she’d stepped into. Taryn rose from his lap and returned to her original seat, though she kept a stern eye on her father, looking past Nick at the man, anger stamped all over her face.

“So, Taryn says you go back to work soon. Are you excited?” The older woman reached into a clear bowl in front of her, secured a green and white-striped piece of mint candy, and popped it into her mouth.

“I am.” He faced the woman head on, giving her his full attention as the scent of spearmint hit his nostrils. “It will be nice to get back in the swing of things.”

She nodded in understanding as she overtly assessed him. “You know, Nick, I’m a talent scout.” She noisily sucked on the candy.

“Yes, Taryn told me… Musicians, right?”

“Yes, classical musicians, particularly children,” she clarified, her eyes sparkling just so.

“That’s cool, really nice.” An image of Trey’s twisted face jumped inside of his cramped mind, assaulted the conversation, derailed his mood even further. The man’s angry expression regarding his son’s abuse bum rushed him and demanded examination at the most inappropriate time. At that moment, he imagined the piano, Oliver looming behind, and the little naïve black boy with the large dark brown eyes, fingers placed perfectly on the ebony and ivory keys, none the wiser to the terror that lurked in his wake…

Shit!

The whole repugnant ordeal fucked him over, made his heart beat a bit faster. He pieced the sordid scene together, though he’d never witnessed it. For some reason it seemed so eerily clear, his imagination getting the best of him. He closed his eyes for a brief spell and pushed the bad imagery away like dust particles into a broom pan.

“I don’t listen much to classical music, but I appreciate it,” he finally said, engaging once more.

“So were you ever drunk when responding to calls, Mr. Vitale?” Mr. Jones interrupted.

“Nick, I’m not asking you, I’m telling you. Get your coat back on, we’re—”

“Taryn.” He turned slowly towards her, gently touched her shoulder, his gaze on the older man. “It’s okay, really… I have this under control.” He winked at the woman and started to speak but before he could reply, Mrs. Brown cut him off at the pass.

“Robert, now you know better than to ask something like that,” the mother weakly chastised.

He couldn’t see her, but he had no doubt from how the words rolled out of her mouth that she, too, felt shocked and indignant. Just then, a lofty woman with red hair secured into a sloppy bun entered the room. Wearing a crisp, white dress that tied in the middle and a pleasant smile, she emerged from behind the partition carrying an ornate silver tray full of drinks, some of which showcased sparkly fruit candies floating atop them.

“Perfect timing, Claire,” Mrs. Brown clasped her hands together as if deliberating her next chess move. “I’m parched.” The woman reached for the largest one, rimmed with what appeared to be large brown sugar crystals. “Thanks so much.” Tilting the glass to her lips, she took a delicate sip as the server nodded and placed the rest of the items down on the bar.

“I’ll be bringing out the potatoes, salmon, eggs, cream leek soup, and bacon in just a moment.”

“Wonderful.” Mrs. Brown took another sip of her drink.

“Thank you, Claire.” Taryn reached for a glass filled with something red and thick, a large stalk of celery sticking straight out of it.

“You’re welcome. It’s so nice when you come by,” the maid stated, sincerity in her voice.

“It’s always nice to see you too, Claire…wish I could say the same about my father.” The big man shot her a vile grimace. Claire tried to tuck away a smirk, but it was far too late for it showed before she turned her back and disappeared back behind the partition.

“Mr. Jones, do you mind if I ask you a question?”

The man turned towards him, releasing his big hands from around a martini glass filled with what Nick presumed was vodka.

“What is it?” He crossed his arms and sat back casually in his seat, his tiny eyes growing even smaller.

“Well.” Nick grinned. “Let me take a step back. I first want to say that I understand you being concerned about my relationship with Taryn. You asked if I’d be apprehensive if I were in your shoes, and the answer to that is, ‘Yes.’ Here is the thing though.” He coughed into his fist. “You’re angry. You’re worried and honestly, you’re scared. You also probably believe I’m not good enough for your daughter. Even if I had never been drunk a day in my life or never snorted coke, you’d still believe that because, well, I’m the boy from the wrong side of the tracks, right? I don’t come from what you’d call a wholesome family. I’m sure you’ve asked Taryn all of these things, and you discovered her answers, though honest, weren’t to your liking.”

“Yes…” Mr. Brown stated in almost a whisper.

“Here is the very short version of what happened to me regarding my drug use. What I’m about to tell you are not excuses; they are just what led me to do what I was doing’.” He swallowed, gathered his thoughts before going on. “I have been struggling my entire life to find out where I belonged. I was not the worst child in the world, but certainly not the best. I grew up in a household with a woman who loved me but had no idea of the struggles I was going through on a daily basis.

“My parents weren’t married. I didn’t know my father, Mr. Jones, and still don’t. To pretentious people like you, that’s the definition of a bastard.”

“Now hold on a minute, Nick—”

“No, you hold on a minute, okay? You’ve sat here throwing out accusations that were designed to incite me, get me goin’. I’m not stupid and neither are you so don’t try to play me, alright?” His brows dipped and jaw tightened while his nerves strained, the bad monster within trying to take over and put in work.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” he said stiffly.

Nick dramatically rolled his eyes, looked over at nothing in particular then focused his attention again on the guy.

“Just stop, seriously. You said you wanted to know me, to find out what I’m up to and all of that, so be quiet and let me tell you. This isn’t a courtroom, but you treated me like some accomplice to murder. I don’t appreciate it.”

“Nick, please calm down. I’d like to apologize for my husband if he offended you…”

He looked over his shoulder at the woman, and smiled.

“In order for me to have been offended, Mrs. Brown, I’d have needed to have higher expectations… I didn’t.” She shot him a look of utter surprise just before he turned back towards the man. “Now, back to what I was saying. As a child, I watched my best friend get murdered in one of the cruelest ways you can imagine. I was covered in his blood for several hours and will never forget it. I saw three people die from gunshot wounds before I’d reached age ten. I knew what gun smoke smelled like and the noises a guy makes before he takes his last breath.” He plucked an odd looking orange colored drink from the tray, examined it for a second or two, then took a taste…

“This is really good.” At his grin, Taryn laughed ever so lightly, though he could hear a slight tinge of nervousness in her tone as she soothingly caressed his shoulder.

“Anyway, I also stole a lot, Mr. Jones. Not a candy bar every now and again like many children have done; no, I was a professional. I was lifting cameras, video gaming systems, bikes, expensive jackets, rare car parts, jewelry, you name it. I’d gotten so good at it that big time gang members were hiring me to lift things for them, too. There were women that would pay me a little something to lift high-priced underwear from the fancy boutiques, perfumes… like the kind your beautiful wife is wearing. Anyway, I had guys that would give me a list of parts they needed for their televisions and music systems. I was good at taking things apart and putting them back together, too. That was key. This way, I could break something down in the bathroom of a department store and have it fit in my damn jacket pockets by the time I walked out of there.” He took a deep breath.

“I was quite good at it, but once I got into drinking heavily, my work became sloppy. I don’t know what day it was when I became an alcoholic, Mr. Jones, but considering the road I was going on, it was destiny. It happened in my teenage year, that’s for sure, and it messed me up. I didn’t stake an area as well, and that ended up being my undoing, but it also saved my life. You see, someone finally cared about me, gave a shit. That someone, a young man at the time, is now dead, Mr. Jones. He didn’t see me the way you do. He saw the potential in me. He didn’t see where I was, but where I could be going.”

The man’s chest rose and fell a bit faster now; he was clearly irritated.

Nick’s lips curved upward, pleased with his handiwork as he continued on.

Squirm, motherfucker…

“His name was Frederic. He was my mentor. He didn’t think I was trash because of where I grew up. He earned my respect in five minutes…” His eyes narrowed on the man as he pushed the fruity drink away, not wanting anything sweet to pair with such a sour mood. “He helped me, and was probably the closest thing to a father figure that I’d ever had. You know.” He shrugged. “People like you, Mr. Jones, hear this story, and instead of thinking, ‘That thief was resilient. What if he used those skills for something positive, he’d be unstoppable?!’, you’d think, ‘He’s sneaky, untrustworthy and will never amount to anything.’ Instead of seeing that I just needed someone to give a damn and show me a better way, you’d think, ‘He’s a bad seed.’ Instead of looking past where I grew up, the father I didn’t have—you see that as my fault, my ruination, and let it define me.

“I’m an alcoholic and a drug addict just like you said, Mr. Jones. I am those things because I never dealt with some of the stuff I just shared with you. It ate at me, festered. When you have that sort of stuff inside of you,” he said, pointing at his chest, “it builds up like vomit in your gut, but never comes out. You think you’re okay, but you’re not… and before you know it, your entire life is one big, stinking mess. I grew up in a place where boys didn’t cry. You didn’t complain, you acted hard and tough even if you were scared shitless. Because of people like you, Mr. Jones, a lot of boys like me back then didn’t make it. Luckily…” He widened his smile, forcing himself to feel his anger, but not let it control him. “Your opinion doesn’t matter because I’m a grown man and you’re no better or worse than me.” He got to his feet, slid his jacket on, and zipped it up.

“I’m a damn good cop, addict ’nd all, and I am a good boyfriend to your daughter, too. I treat this woman with respect.” He hitched his thumb in her direction. “I love her and would never do anything to hurt her and should I become that jerk that causes her a moment of pain, I’d leave her. That’s my promise to you and your wife. I love her just that much!”

Just then, the front door opened and a tall man with a dark green beanie hat entered the dwelling. His smile was whiter than freshly fallen snow, but soon faded like tiny leaves in the wilderness on a pitch-black night.

“Damn.” The guy burst out laughing, slowly slipping the hat off his head and clutching it with both hands over his crotch. “Did someone die in here? Why is everyone looking so serious?” The man drew closer, tugging at his thick black coat as he slipped it down his arm and removed it.

“Uh, this is my brother, Robert Jr., Nick. This is Bobby.”

Nick waved lazily at the guy. “Nice to meet you Bobby…”

“Robert,” their father barked. “Hold on, I was just having a conversation with this person… It’s almost over.” His tone grated, covered in layers of rudeness only the heartless could concoct.

Nick had heard enough. “You’re right, Mr. Jones, it is almost over. I don’t need your approval. I only care about what one person in this room thinks of me, and it’s not you. In case you’re still clueless, it’s this woman right here.” He pointed to Taryn. “I need to get out of here before I say something you’ll regret, so if you’ll excuse me…”

“I’m leaving too. It’s about time!” Taryn huffed, shooting a glare at her father. “We should have left after the first nasty comment. Dad, I will never forget this! How could you?!” she stated between gritted teeth.

“Taryn, I only—”

“Mom, I’ll call you later.”

The older woman nodded, kept a prim and proper demeanor, but something unspoken simmered under the surface, like a poisonous spider lying in wait beneath the folds of a cottony sleeping bag.

“But what about me? I just got here!” Bobby explained as he grabbed Nick’s arm while he marched past. The two paused, stared into one another’s eyes, and gave each other a quick shake. He looked over at Taryn who was now frantically moving about the place, tossing on her jacket and slinging her purse over her shoulder fast as could be.

“You and I will have time to talk later, I promise.”

“But what about brunch?” Mrs. Brown called out as she stood to her feet, seemingly wishing to salvage the tattered threads of the day. “Nick, please don’t go… seriously.”

“It’s best that I do, Mrs. Brown, and as far as brunch,” he said with a shrug, “I don’t have much of an appetite now.” He sneered at the older man before turning to walk towards the front door. “Something turned my stomach, and I just don’t like the taste of pompous pie…”

Score: 0 for the nasty, internal monster, 1 for Nick. Case closed…
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He hated how she looked at him. The woman he’d loved for over thirty years lay in the bed, her body rigid as if she were a damn corpse, gripping a hardbound copy of the latest Jackie Collins book. Her blood red nail polish gleamed in the dim lighting, while her pale pink frilly gown from some second rate catalog covered all of her secret, lovely assets. He called that getup the attire of death—the very same that held up a big, glaring stop sign to any physical advancements or sexual inclinations he may conjure. He sucked in air as he turned his back to her, only to hear her slam the book closed then place her eyeglasses down onto their thick, cream-of-wheat-colored sheets.

“Now that the doozy of a day is done,” she said with a sigh, “let’s talk about the events.” He heard her shift, and the sound of her glass of iced water being lifted from her nightstand. As always, the tumbler had two slices of fresh lime floating amongst the icy chunks. He kept turned away from her, not in the mood to hear the groundwork she laid for an argument of the Gladys kind. But nothing compared to the scowl across his daughter’s face earlier in the day. Taryn had given him such a horrid look, he’d never forget it, but he had to stick to his convictions! Who in their right mind would want such a thing for their child?

Finally, he faced her, slicking his hands in his navy and white pinstriped robe with nautical embellishments….but he was captain of a sinking ship.

“What do you want to talk about, Gladys?”

Yes, I’ll not acknowledge what she’s digging for. This never works, but I’m tired, not in the mood for any of this crap this evening. I did nothing wrong…

The woman dropped her head ever so slightly as her eyes drew dull like an old schoolroom chalkboard and narrowed into cobra like slits.

“Don’t mess with me, Robert.” Hers was the tone that snowcaps were formed upon. She set her glass down, faced him head on as she clasped her hands across her lap…the lap his head should have been lying on… Better yet, his lips should be nestled between her heated thighs. Even in her anger, she stoked his fire, made him ignite like spontaneous combustion of the passionate kind. But, his thoughts were yanked back like a dog on a leash as her voice cut through him, each vowel like a heated knife thrust into his mushy, soft dreams.

“You know damn well what I want to talk about! Why did you do that to that man?!”

“Oh, please! Someone had to say something.” He rolled his eyes. “What’s this turn around about, huh? Gladys, you felt the same way I did! We discussed this before he came over,” he yelled as he beat the backside of his right hand into his left palm. “Someone had to say something, damn it!”

“And thank Heavens you were there for the cause!” She sucked her teeth and turned away.

“I can’t believe I’m hearing this! I defended our daughter, Gladys! What else was I supposed to do? Ignore it all and pretend like he is an upstanding member of the community?”

“Haven’t you heard the saying, ‘You get more bees with honey’?” She lulled back abruptly onto the bed, her head slumping down onto a fluffy pillow in exasperation. “Robert, you talked down to that man like he was some trash. Where’s your class? You sat there like you didn’t understand anything he said—not one word. It was hard to watch.” She briefly closed her eyes.

“And may I ask why?” He put his hand on his hip, barely holding onto his composure.

“Because it was dehumanizing.”

“Dehumanizing?! If anyone had the right to be angry, it was me!”

She sat up straight with no chaser, shook her finger in his direction, and squinted as if the blinding sun were in her eyes. “You are not the victim. He was right, okay? I heard the whole damn conversation from the kitchen. I was hoping you were going somewhere with your questions, gave you the benefit of the doubt, but all you did was poke and prod for sport. How very childish!”

His stomach moved about within him as if a cowboy were twirling a lasso with his cantankerous innards…

“We don’t know him, we haven’t given the guy a chance, and let’s not even get into the fact that Taryn absolutely refuses to speak to you now. She even hung up after I handed you the phone.”

“That was her choice. If she wants to protect this thug, she won’t be able to do it without it being perfectly clear where I stand on the issue.”

“He’s not a thug. He’s a police officer and it was your choice to behave that way.”

“Cops can be thugs, too! Look, I’m choosing to be my daughter’s parent, not her friend, Gladys.” He covered his words in the thick, bubbling sauce of judgment, and asked the woman how it tasted after he served the shit up… hot and ready. A steely darkness crept into her eyes, overtaking the irises like the night framing the full moon in the sky. He was alone, lost in the wilderness. Out in the cold amongst wolves, yet their shining, golden eyes glowed with frightful familiarity.

“I refuse to lose my daughter again, do you hear me?!” She punched the small hump of sheets beside her, causing a muffled, pounding thump as her body quivered beneath the lady-like material of her unflattering attire. “Have you forgotten everything we’ve been through with her?! The countless tears I shed, fearing my baby was going to die! The loud arguments in this house when she refused to get help after stealing thousands of dollars from us, not returning her agent’s calls, and becoming a nightmare to be around!” She gripped the sheets in her fist, twisting and turning them every which way. “Taryn became a liar and a con artist seemingly overnight, totally out of character, and I mourned my baby, Robert! I mourned her!

“Where’d she gone off to?” She swiped at a tear and continued on, her words slicing into him just as she intended. “The never-ending hospital stays…holding her hand, the machines, her moaning out in terrible pain! The ongoing cancer treatments, watching her lose weight and turn into a skeleton right before my eyes…the horrible, double mastectomy that made her a bit less trusting and a lot angrier, and then, the subsequent recovery! She’s thirty-two, for Christ’s sake! That’s old enough to make her own choices, and young enough to still mess up and live and learn!”

“So I’m just supposed to sit back and watch her move in with a drug addict, Gladys?! I’m not supposed to say anything?! I’m surrounded by craziness! That is preposterous!” His throat grew hot with words yet to be spoken, fighting himself tooth and nail lest he utter something gruesome and abhorrent to match his true sentiments.

You’re my wife! And here your spoiled ass sits taking that fucker’s side! When have you known Taryn to EVER bring a good guy home, huh? The 21st of never, that’s when! You think I give a shit that he’s got a nice smile? He’s conniving! He’s a playboy cop with a penchant for drinking his ass to death! Nice! Real fucking nice! He probably snorted cocaine this damn morning and has our daughter hooked on it now, too! I will not trust him with my child, I won’t, and if you do, you’re a goddamn crazy woman…

…But he kept his thoughts to himself.

“We don’t know him yet, damn it!” Her chest heaved up and down. “You said your peace, but you couldn’t leave it be. She already knew how you felt, but you just couldn’t stop yourself now, could you?”

“That wasn’t just for her; it was for him to hear, too. He needs to know where we stand! And I don’t have to know him to figure out he’s a damn drunk and she met him in a drug rehabilitation facility! That’s not the stuff good relationships are made of!”

“I’d much rather have my daughter healthy and happy than depressed and angry; and if she is the latter, I damn sure don’t want to be the cause of it!”

“Yes, because once again you want to be her peer, not a parent!” He threw up his hands in frustration. “Fine.” He shrugged. “I’ll be the bad guy… If it saves her from a terrible mistake, I’ll take that one for the team.”

“You can keep saying that all you want. She opens up to me, talks to me more now since I changed my approach. Don’t you get it?! She never talked to us about stuff that bothered her in the past because she believed we didn’t want to hear it, or worse yet, wouldn’t understand. I told her I wanted things to be better, to be different, between her and me. I love her enough to meet her half way, Robert. You, on the other hand, are the same old bullheaded bastard I met thirty-five years ago. I hope you’re satisfied!” She lunged towards her nightstand, pulled out a tissue, and blew her nose.

“What? You think I’m happy about this?” His eyes bucked. “Look, let’s take a step back and calm down, okay?” He cleared his throat, trying to sound diplomatic when he wanted nothing less than a glass of something tall and strong. “Sometimes things like this are uncomfortable to discuss, but I had every right to ask him what I did, get it all out on the table. The man is an addict; he has some issues, okay?”

“Everyone does…”

“No.” He shook his head adamantly as he fought a smirk. “His are a little more serious, or have you forgotten that?”

“No, I haven’t forgotten that, Robert… How could I?”

“He’s a dope head and a drunk. I’m shocked he will be trusted with a gun again… walking around in uniform! Unbelievable! An addict, Gladys! You’re defending a drug addict.”

“Your daughter is one, too, and yet you seem to need to be reminded on a daily basis! Let me tell you something, I play a role, Robert. I play a role and try to act as if everything is fine but trust me, behind closed doors I know the deal! How would you like it if this were reversed, huh?”

“Reversed how?”

“How would you feel if someone treated Taryn the way you treated that boy?”

“He’s not a boy; he’s a grown man, honey.” He sighed. “He can take care of himself. And she’s not an addict…”

“She is!” Her voice rang out so hard, heavy and loud, the walls seemed to pulsate after the two words sprang from between her lips. “Do you know how hard it is for me to admit that?! Do you have any idea? Do you know how long it took me to be able to say it, and mean it in my heart?” Another tear streamed down her face. She quickly patted it dry. “It doesn’t even matter anymore how it happened, Robert; it’s that it happened! The girl was stealing money out of our account to take care of her habit! Why do you think she refuses to accept another dime from us now?! Not even when she needs it most! That check is still uncashed! She’s been couch surfing for Heaven’s sake! Our daughter,” she said, pointing to herself as the tears continued to flow, “once one of the top models in the industry, on the cover of Elle France, Vogue and Maxim, officially homeless after being strung out!” She shook her head as if in disbelief. “She’s been hiding from the paparazzi, ducking and dodging, ashamed, embarrassed. She refuses to Google her own name because she says nothing but horrible things come up but despite all of that, she’s got pride and strength! She’s got what we taught her to have, in spite of it all!”

He swallowed, looked away.

“…And you don’t think Nick might feel the same?” Her voice cracked. “You don’t think whatever you said to him he hasn’t said to himself—thought of himself, too?!”

“I have no idea.” The man shrugged. “What I do know is that with his issues, he and Taryn have no business being’ together. That I do know.”

“You don’t know that, actually… Robert, you don’t know that at all.”

They were quiet for a minute or two.

“Okay, I’ve got to know why you have completely changed your tune, Gladys! This is just…insane to me.”

She sighed and looked towards the window, a distant stare in her eyes.

“Robert, I’ve had a lot of time to think about things since Taryn stormed out of here this morning. On the one hand, yeah, I agree that two people that are messed up may not be good for one another; it could make things more complicated, worse. But guess what?” A tiny smile creased her face as she looked back in his direction. “Isn’t it possible that the exact opposite could happen? Could people with the same problems actually help one another, instead of bringing each other down? Hell…” She huffed out a breath. “They just may be the best thing for one another.”

“Woman you sound crazy!” He couldn’t take one more blasted second of this foolishness! Where had his spritely, intelligent, and slightly snarky Gladys flown off to? Over the coop apparently… Perhaps she’d fallen prey to a common sense eating bacteria; and he internally pleaded the situation wasn’t infectious.

“Oh, really? I sound crazy, huh?” She sucked her teeth, making him regret his outburst, but he was desperate. How could she turn against him this way and then keep weaving these fantastical notions in that lovely head of hers?

“Look, they understand each other in a way that we don’t. No one wakes up and thinks, ‘I sure would like to be an addict today!’ He turned himself in, Robert! No one nabbed him, tried to make him do the right thing. He did it on his own. That says something about his character; it says a lot about him, period. All you’ve been doing is focusing on all the stuff you could use against him, throw in his direction, and hope it sticks. What about the good stuff? You mean to tell me you saw none of it in that man?”

He turned away from her, spinning, going in circles. She had a damn point, but it wasn’t enough for him to hang his hat on, feel at ease. No… it would take much more. No one was going to ruin his daughter—his little girl. Taryn kept bucking his authority; she never listened and had been hard headed from the day she was born. But far too much had happened…

No. No one was going to undo all of the work he’d done, invested in her.

“His mama is dead. He doesn’t have anybody, Robert!”

“Oh, now it all makes sense!”

Why didn’t I see this right away, figure it out immediately?!

“What makes sense?”

“You’ve always been a sucker for a charity case! All of those checks.” He waved his hands around frantically, “Those Fund-A-Lie organizations! Anything dealing with children, and you are right there on the spot! These organizations see you coming and stamp a ‘SUCKER’ across your forehead.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” She sat up a bit straighter.

“I see what this is about…yeah!” He waved his finger at her. “As soon as that man poured out that hard luck story, you were wrapped around his finger! Your heartstrings were pulled once you found out from Taryn his mother had passed away, but what sealed the deal were all the depressing details he gave today… the poor me story, like he’s a damn orphan! Before all of that, you agreed with me and now I know why you’ve turned your back on me!” He screamed. “We were supposed to be united! Just like when we confronted Taryn about the pain medication, all of it! I can’t get emotional and all weepy eyed. I have to stay focused and the fact of the matter is, that man is a hazard to this family! He’s gonna break her heart and rip us all apart!”

She looked at him long and hard, as if she didn’t recognize him a day in her life. As if she’d suddenly been seized and riddled with amnesia, and no doctor in the land could bring the light back in her eyes.

“If you love your daughter, really love her, you’ll stop this right this second,” she said between clenched teeth. “You’ll push your pride aside! You lied.”

“Lied about what?”

“This is all about pride for you. It’s about what will people think, just like it was in part for me. I didn’t mind that he was a police officer; hell, that’s a plus in my book, but yes, his background and addiction issues are enough to make me lose my breath.”

As he looked at her a bit more closely, more tears welled in her eyes and threatened to fall. He hated how sad she’d become over the course of their argument. Hated that they were battling, and hated Nick for being the damn root cause of the anguish!

Everything was fine until Nick came into our lives!

“I’m scared, okay? I’m scared for Taryn and for Nick, too, quite honestly. Yeah, I’m worried, Robert. That’s my baby, but she loves him, Robert! Didn’t you see the way she was looking at him and him at her? Don’t you remember what that feels like?! My God…” She patted more tears away.

He looked down, away from the woman’s gaze. Yeah, he’d seen it. He could see it all on his daughter’s face…

“You’re unbelievable!” she added, an air of disgust in her tone. “You think it, you don’t say it! We had a private conversation about our daughter’s boyfriend, and you then went out there and let him have it. You didn’t even listen to him. The man opened up to you; he didn’t even know you, and he told his story…and you acted like, ‘so what!’ I am so disappointed in you!” She rose from the bed, grabbed her pillow, stormed past him, and slammed the door behind her, causing the pictures on the wall to rattle.

Time found its pause button. Everything stopped, rotation on the Earth’s axis ceased and the air filled with thickness, sucking the oxygen from his lungs and replacing it with feelings of coiled remorse. He rose from the bed and took a few unsteady steps, his knees suddenly so weak, he slumped onto the semi-rumpled bed. The woman’s Chanel perfume lingered well after she’d made her grand exit, and he missed her already. Running his hand over his short, coarse salt and pepper hair, he sank in deliberations, nearly drowning.

“Shit…” He slowly closed his eyes, trying desperately to ignore the way his gut knotted and twisted from anxiety. He took a deep breath, replaying what his wife had said, and Taryn and Nick, too… and the echo of his thoughts, the damn encore, sounded worse the second and third go ’round. But what was the use? It was far too late…

What am I going to do?

The temperature in the room grew cooler, as if an invisible ghost had drifted past him and sucked all the energy from the place, leaving him nothing less than alone. His linear world was suddenly covered in impenetrable layers of uncertainty and his wife, though oftentimes overly emotional, had made a couple of points he couldn’t quite refute.

Was I wrong?

No… any other man would feel the same…

But did I handle it okay?

He fell back against the bed, placed his hands under his head, and stared up at the domed ceiling that showcased a mesmerizing skylight. It was his favorite feature of the entire bedroom, a galactic, celestially dazzling show each and every evening. Only, tonight, there would be no shooting constellations and Big Dipper… No, tonight there would only be him, his nomadic thoughts and his suit of invisible heavy duty armor, cast off to the side. He no longer needed it for it wasn’t in style, in fashion, or appreciated, anyway. He couldn’t recall the last time Gladys had laid into him like that, become so over the top. It caused him to pause—and that pause caused another, and so it went.

And now, here he sat. What was a father to do?
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…A couple of days later

Nick slathered the thick, white cream cheese on the toasted sesame bagel with care. It was lunchtime, and he planned to carve out a pleasant interval, not take the tiny nuisances of the day for granted. Moving his plastic knife around the bread like a surgeon, he ensured that each nook and cranny was well coated in culinary love for his pending gobbles. He took a bite, and then another, closed his eyes slow and hummed. For some odd reason, the damn bagel tasted brand new, as if he hadn’t experienced such flavors before in his entire lifetime. Matter of fact, everything tasted richer, crisper. Since he’d quit smoking, his taste buds awakened and oral sensitivities he’d long forgotten turned him out, made him savor the simplest of meals.

He’d made a joke to Taryn just that morning that he’d better renew his gym membership, for food now had a whole new meaning and a love affair had begun, one he was certain would turn him into the proverbial jelly donut eating cop if he didn’t watch his step. She joked back that she didn’t do threesomes, and Ms. Jelly would have to stay in her sticky sweet little lane.

He unceremoniously stuffed the last bit into his mouth, grabbed his keys, and headed out the door to take care of a bit of last minute shopping: soap, toilet paper, the necessities of life. Once in his car, he merged with traffic, becoming one with the city like blood running through urban veins.

“It’s too quiet. Let’s play a little something.” He grinned as he fantasized of what his first day back at work would be like; his excitement had grown to a fever pitch the previous evening. The sounds of Chaka Demus and Pliers blared from the stereo—‘Murder She Wrote’—taking him right back to his childhood. He recalled ever so vividly the days when he’d stood huddled on a corner amongst a large crowd of his sweaty peers, their stern faces occasionally breaking out into baby-like grins when a dirty joke or two was shared. He bobbed his head to the catchy reggae beat, falling deeper under nostalgia’s spell… She had him. Yeah, the halls of bygone weren’t all bad… As he drove past Glenmore Plaza, his cellphone rang. Unable to hear over the drone of his blaring music, he noticed the thing simply light up like a beacon of hope, possibly despair, who knew? It shook and shivered, vibrating against his car console, demanding he pay attention. He gripped his phone, answering it as he approached a red light.

“Who is that?” he mumbled, as he reached for the volume knob and begrudgingly turned the music down to a low whisper where lyrics were muddled and the tune drowned by city clatter.

“Hello?” He looked out the window, observing a tall, unusually thin guy cross the street. The man’s shoulder sloped in a weary sort of way, his hay colored hair tucked behind large, slightly protruding ears, as he was glued, damn near fixated on his phone, clutching the thing with long, spindly fingers.

“Is this Nick Vitale?”

“…Yes.”

This son of a bitch did not just call me…

“What is it now, huh? You want to know if I’m rollin’ a fat blunt and lacing it with crack cocaine? Maybe chasing a joint with some St. Ides and polishing off my night by poppin’ a little ecstasy or some molly along the way, right? Call me back in an hour to see if I’ve fallen off the wagon; better yet, I’ll text ya and give you a play by play! Let’s FaceTime a drug deal!”

“Nick, come on.”

“No, you come on, goddamn it! I didn’t say what I wanted to you, didn’t want to get Taryn all worked up, but you have a lot of damn nerve calling me. Oh, wait! Can you hold on a sec? There’s a crack supplier on the corner right now this very damn second who I can’t refuse. Can’t trust ol’ Nicky boy! Once a fuck up, always a fuck up.”

“Well, obviously no introductions are necessary,” the man huffed and grumbled. “You realize who this is.”

“Yeah, I know who the hell it is. Wish I could say I don’t hold grudges, but that’s a damn lie. Now what do you want?”

“It’s about Taryn. I need to—”

“Taryn isn’t with me right now. She’ll be home later tonight. If she hangs up on you again, I guess I’m to blame for that, too.”

“No, that’s not what I mean. I’m not looking for Taryn.”

“You’re not looking for me, either; you never were…”

“I suppose I had that coming. Anyway, Nick, I wish to extend my apologies.”

“Okay, you’ve apologized. I gotta go.”

“Nick, this isn’t quite fair.”

“Don’t you talk to me about what’s fair!”

You arrogant, self-righteous son of a bitch! If you weren’t Taryn’s father, I’d tell you to shove your big head up your tight ass, and take that sorry, lame ass apology in there with you.

“You aren’t being reasonable.”

“Well, let me save you the aggravation. I’m hanging up now.”

“Wait! I’m serious. I am sorry about how I treated you when you came over to my home and if I were you, I’d be just as upset.”

“Why are you sorry, Mr. Jones? Because Taryn isn’t speaking to you? Or maybe her mother said you better make this right or there’ll be consequences?”

A fog of silence formed between them.

Yeah, I’m right…

“Nick, let me cut right to the chase. I’ve been doing some thinking, and some research, too. I looked you up online. I saw nothing but good things about you… helping out with Christmas toy drives, volunteering to speak at community meetings, things like that. You really are a good cop, and good people aren’t born, they’re made. And speaking of good, I was not being a good person when you came by here, but I promise you, that isn’t my nature.”

“Of course it is. Everything we do and say is in our nature. If it weren’t, it would’ve never happened in the first place. Unless you suffer from paranoid schizophrenia, that’s all you.” He shrugged. “Anyway, no one said we had to be friends.” He yawned. “I’ll let Taryn know you called. Goodbye.”

“Hold on, Nick. Do you have some time? I’d like to have a talk with you if you don’t mind, a real discussion this time, man to man.”

He exhaled loudly, fiddling with the notion of hanging up, yet, he was torn.

…I wish I had never answered this damn call.

“I’m kind of busy right now.” He made his way down the street, the traffic growing thicker, rubbing his nerves raw as he tried to focus, lest he be distracted.

“What about later this evening? Nick, please. I understand your reservations but I promise to not keep you too long.”

You must’ve gotten your ass chewed out so bad, it looks damn near like Swiss Cheese… So you’re asking to be trusted… what a coincidence…

“We can talk right now I suppose. Hold on, let me pull me over…don’t want to keep driving while on the phone.”

“Okay, understood. Thank you.”

Nick looked both ways, assessing his options, then made his way towards a parking lot across the way. He pulled inside, grabbed the faded orange ticket from the machine and found a vacant spot after circling the grounds a time or two. He cut the engine off, minus his Sirius radio station playing, Mungo Jerry’s, ‘In the Summertime.’

Ma liked this song…

On a deep sigh, he leaned far back in his seat and closed his eyes, as if in desperate need of a nap.

“Alright Mr. Jones… what do you want to talk about?”

“Nick,” he heard a door click closed and then what sounded like a chair sighing under pressure.

“I want to first let you know that, regardless of what you believe, I understand my behavior the other day was unacceptable.” The man exhaled, took a deep breath as if it took all of his nerve to say the words. “I’m quite protective of my daughter, as I already explained, but that’s still no excuse. I also know that she is fully grown and can make her own decisions.”

“What tipped you off? When she no longer wanted you to take her to see her favorite boy band?” he goaded, his anger still bubbling at the surface.

Mr. Jones didn’t address his sardonic words but kept on with his undoubtedly carefully crafted spiel.

“Taryn is quite headstrong as well. That’s part of the reason why some designers actually didn’t want to deal with her, between you and me. It wasn’t because she had a bad attitude as some of the press implied, but because she refused to be treated with disrespect or do things she felt were beneath her. That’s how her mother and I raised her and her brother to conduct themselves. To have integrity… We taught our children to speak up for themselves, but also to be courteous, and despite them not really wanting for anything, they were each required to get good grades in school and have jobs when they came of age, Nick.”

“Well.” Nick slicked his finger slowly back and forth across his lower lip as he listened and deliberated, tried to stay three steps ahead of the man. “All of that sounds good. I’m sure it helped that Taryn had a good support system.” And then he yawned.

“Yes, I can only hope that it did. I have a strong work ethic. I went to college and received my Masters and met my wife, Gladys, right after I’d graduated. When I met her, I could barely speak or see.” He chuckled.

I wish you could barely speak right now… Get to the damn point!

“I didn’t think I had a chance with that woman, but I became fanatical about her as soon as we met. The first encounter happened at a car wash, of all places. She was there with her father, bored, and I was hand cleaning my black and white Dodge Challenger.”

Nick’s interest piqued as he wondered where the story was going. Mr. Jones was as plain as store brand vanilla yogurt. Yet, like most men in his position, he had an eye for beauty. Nick did wonder how a guy like him had landed Mrs. Brown. Things like that always intrigued him—how seemingly unequally yoked pairs wound up together and stayed together. It was more than apparent the man was head over heels in love with his wife, even after all this time. He envied Mr. Jones, wanted what he had with that woman… for the love to grow even richer with time. Maybe Mrs. Brown had a spark of glittery magic and shared some of it with her daughter on the day she was born. He wouldn’t doubt it, for he’d fallen under Taryn’s spell not long after he’d laid eyes on her…

My beauty fell in love with me…the beast…

“She liked my car.” The guy broke him out of his romantic deliberations, getting him back on track. “And we started to talk. She did some local modeling, and…she was beautiful. I was literally awe struck. However, through the course of that conversation, I realized she was also articulate and intelligent. My wife graduated with a 3.7 from Syracuse University. After I somehow convinced her to give me her number, we were inseparable. We had common interests and similar backgrounds. She was raised in an upper middle class family, just like myself.”

Pride emanated from his voice; clearly, he felt their similarities made their bond stronger, made up something he could hang his hat on. Nick looked lazily out the window, suppressing his resentment. The shit tried to fester, cause him to lose focus. Yet, he remained silent and let his ears do all the work.

“The reason why I felt she was above me in some ways was because she could have had any man she wanted. Gladys was that dream woman, the kind all my peers wanted. On top of it all, she had values. She was damn near perfect… I couldn’t believe my luck… what a blessing.”

He knew the man was smiling on the other end of that phone and his heart warmed a bit from the confessions. Nick wondered who else the man spoke to about his wife in such a manner?

He wants me to open up… so he is opening up first, trying to make amends for that brunch bullshit. He wants me to talk, to tell him everything I know, to be honest. If he knew the crap I’ve been through, he’d also know I have no choice but to be completely real right now…

“Nick, she was… she was… I can’t even say. I just knew shortly after meeting her that I’d do almost anything to keep her.”

“Yeah, I know that feeling. She makes you feel good and look good and be good… She makes you tingly all over. She’s got your heart; no one can replace her. And no one can replace Taryn for me, either.”

They were quiet for a few moments.

“The day my daughter was born, Nick, was truly one of the happiest of my life. I had so many dreams for her, things I wanted to teach her, you know? But, Taryn had her own dreams, and her own interests.” He paused, as if that truth caused him pain as well as pride, all at once. “I don’t know if she told you, but initially I didn’t want her to model.”

“Yeah, she told me.”

“As usual, she went against my wishes, and that time it was good that she did. She went on her way, with my wife’s support, and was very successful as I’m certain you are aware of. But then our world crashed. Things weren’t the same. I felt like I was going to die… just die…”

“…When she was diagnosed with cancer.”

“Yes.” He cleared his throat, needing a moment. “When my wife came to me one afternoon stating that Taryn had a lump in her breast, I pretended that I was okay. I did it for my wife’s sake, because she was falling apart. No sense in both of us standing there crying. I had my times behind closed doors, and I don’t think I had ever prayed so hard in all of my life. Taryn put on a brave face, and she went to the doctor. My prayers weren’t answered, Nick. Our worst fears materialized. It was like some big, horrible nightmare with no end in sight… ‘She is so young, how could this have happened?!’ I thought to myself. I knew it ran in the family, both sides, but like this? To my daughter?! She was active, worked out all the time, ate well… She was doing the things so many young ladies dreamed of. And as if that wasn’t enough, things got even worse.

Yup. Addiction walked through the door and fucked up everything within a hundred mile radius…

Nick shook his head.

“She survived, but not without heavy cost. Now, the very thing that was supposed to make her healing somewhat bearable had turned her into a person we no longer knew, trusted, or recognized.”

The man continued to speak in his businesslike way, yet the words dripped with seasoned pain. His voice cracked a time or two. He’d grow quiet mid-sentence, as if struggling with his confessions.

“She was combative, withdrawn, alienated. Taryn loved life before she’d gotten sick, Nick. She was boisterous, gregarious, optimistic and fun. The woman you see now? The young lady that you enjoy spending time with… Well, that wasn’t what we had. No…all of that changed… all of it gone. It took her a while to find herself again and along the way, she and I butted heads.”

…Because you’re too much alike, set in your ways…

“Some of it was her fault, some of it mine, but none of it was worth losing my daughter over. She was a good person, and she didn’t deserve this! I wanted to believe it would all be over soon, that she’d just snap out of it, but she didn’t… No, she didn’t.” His voice trailed. “After money began to disappear and her behavior became more erratic, we demanded she go into treatment. She didn’t, but then she got busted for writing fake prescriptions. At first, she resisted, but then she realized she had a serious problem. There were so many ups and downs, Nick. She’d been in treatment two prior times to this final one. This last stint, well, she went on her own.

“One part of her seemed to want it all to end, to be better, but then another part of her seemed to find it all too hard to deal with. I’m so glad the survivor in her won once again. It was a battle almost to the death! My wife has never been the same, and neither have I. Our poor son was a bit neglected during the ordeal while we first dealt with her illness, and then her addiction. It was like we had one child instead of two… but she made it. We’ve got our daughter back…”

…And you don’t want me to take her away. You think I’m a threat, something to be ‘handled.’ You couldn’t handle me if I were a bucket, but I love her, so I’ll tolerate you…

“I’m not surprised that you took a liking to her. Not only is Taryn …what’s the word I’m looking for? I suppose kind would suffice…”

You think she’s naïve…

“I’ve always been concerned for her because of that, you know, her kindness being mistaken for weakness. She has a big heart, and trusts far too easily. She falls in love quickly, too…”

Nick’s jaws clenched tight as he drew his lips inward. He gripped the steering wheel as if he was taking a curb like three the hard way and he found himself wrestling with a tangled mess of jealousy, resentment, and anger. He was certain he was entering a zone of provocation with no stop signs or even a measly yield. He closed his eyes, this time bracing himself for the man’s next words.

“Nick, what I’m saying is, my daughter attracts a lot of attention because of the way she looks, even after the cancer ordeal, but she doesn’t have a good track record with men, okay? I have to tell you this, explain my position, and a part of me…a part of me feels like here we go again.”

Nick tapped his finger against his lower lip as he slowly opened his eyes, then stared casually out the side window of his car.

“Nick, can you hold on for a moment or two? I need to answer this call and it will only take a second.”

“Yeah… go ahead.” Suddenly he was listening to silence on the other end, and his thoughts drifted about like boat sails against the wind. The day had grown a bit warm, beat the predicted high temperature, and people walked about with their windbreakers and jackets off. Some had their garments tied around their waists while others held loosely on to the articles of clothing as they journeyed up and down the street. The sun’s silky yellow shoulders were shrouded in a cottony kiss from clouds that dared to ask for her rays in marriage. The azure firmament wrapped around her heated glow like a shawl, as if hiding the blazing sun goddess like a demure woman on her wedding night.

Here was the type of day that invited good times, and good times always summoned trouble. Back in his past life, the one hanging over his former life waving a bell of familiarity, he recalled what he’d done on such days as this. He had a hearty penchant for them, for they made him restless and encouraged him to make himself promises, embark on a mission to seek and destroy himself, one bottle, shot glass and white, powdery inhale at a time. He’d pair the whole damn experience with some porn, typically hard fucking, the kind that made the woman’s mascara weep down her damn cheeks as her orgasms caused her muscles to tense and her entire body to stiffen then quiver from head to damn toe.

The next step would be him calling up a woman soon after; no need to waste a perfectly good erection. He’d become more sexually aroused when he drank and chased it with cocaine, or so he thought… Didn’t matter, he seldom recalled the details, but with Taryn, he was making love and remembering every damn kiss, caress, the salty sweetness savored between her thighs. He could replay every constricting hug from her sugar walls, and each and every single climax that often shoved and pushed him into his own with little to no warning. Yeah, he had all of this… and he hadn’t touched not one drop.

“Sorry about that.” The man interrupted his daydreaming.

“Yeah, look, Mr. Jones, I—”

“Call me Robert.”

“Robert, I know about some of your daughter’s past relationships. Unfortunately, the entire world does. Here’s the thing though,” he scratched the bulb of his nose. “I can only worry about myself. I can’t focus on the man before me, because now he is behind me and there will be no man after me, so I prefer to live in the here and now.”

The man went quiet and offered no additional words. “I understand that,” he finally said. “My reason for telling you is to try and explain myself, not to discourage you or cause you worry. I’m the one that’s worried, Nick. I don’t want to see her lambasted or hurt again.”

“Let me ask you something, Robert…”

“Yes?”

“Do you believe I love your daughter?”

The pregnant pause lingered, surpassing its due date before the man finally answered, putting an end to the stilted silence.

“…I honestly don’t know, Nick. But I know that she believes she loves you.”

“Well, let me share something with you, okay? When I first met your daughter, she stood out to me for all the reasons you’ve described within the last five minutes of our conversation. The other reason is something you’ve yet to really hit on.”

“And what’s that?”

“You say she’s intelligent, but then you don’t believe that intelligence touches all aspects of her life. It’s like you think it’s selective, like a game of eeny, meeny, miny moe. You think because she has been in relationships that didn’t work out, she doesn’t have the ability to choose a good boyfriend ever. You act as if once we make a mistake in judgment, our future decision making about that same thing will always be impaired. I get it though, alright? You think she might be attracted to bad guys, but all you want is for her to have perfection, or at least someone that won’t fuck around on her… sorry for my language.”

“That’s alright…”

“You see, you struggle between parental role and casual observer. I don’t have that issue.” He pointed to himself, regardless of the fact that the man couldn’t see him. “Intelligent people do stupid things sometimes, just like everyone else.” He chuckled. “I think I’m intelligent, too. I’d have to be in order to still be alive. Hell, intelligence is not a super power; it just means a person can grasp concepts that may be harder for someone else to understand. Intelligence can also mean that a person can decipher information in a way that benefits them, and create from it.”

“I’d agree with that…”

“It means a lot, and can be interpreted all kinds of ways, but intelligence is like a flight of stairs, you know? You can fall down… doesn’t mean you can’t get back up and ascend. Being smart doesn’t mean someone won’t pick losers or won’t become an addict, or won’t get caught up in their feelings. Some of the most intelligent people are out of their damn minds. I work in law enforcement, as you know, and the smartest sons of guns were some of the most dangerous. But here is the key; intelligence also means that we learn from our mistakes.

“I believe Taryn has learned from her mistakes, Mr. Jones, and so have I. We are human though; we’ll still mess up. I can’t promise you that I’ll never drink again. It is my intention not to, though. I don’t want to; I don’t want to be the person I left behind. What I can promise you is that I won’t hurt your daughter or hold her back, and the only way to ensure that is me not drinking, so, it kinda goes hand in hand.”

“So… Taryn is keeping you sober?”

“No, that’s not what I said. What I’m saying is that I’m keeping myself sober and if for some reason that changes, I love her enough to let go. It’s hard, I’m not going to lie to you. I handled stress with it, and I got plenty of stress, man… plenty of it. But.” He shrugged and grimaced. “It’s a day-by-day situation.”

“Yes, I’ve heard that. I went to an Al-Anon meeting when she first…well, when she seemed to have a problem.”

“Say it, Mr. Jones. Taryn is a recovering addict. What are you afraid of? You see it as a reflection of yourself, right? Like because she abused prescription medications, that means you somehow are at fault.”

“Yes, I did have thoughts like that at one time.” The man sighed.

“Look, Mr. Jones—Robert—I really encourage you to keep going to those meetings or whatever meetings you need to go to, to understand this. Read some books, talk to some professionals about this, but whatever you do, you must do something. I can tell you are still struggling with the issue, and based on the way you treated me, you’re still in denial.”

He heard nothing on the other end except increased, heavy breathing.

“Some people don’t think it’s a disease, but at the end of the day, none of that even fucking matters, excuse me… none of that is important. The bottom line is that it destroys people and families, and we don’t have control over it after a while, if we ever did. Taryn is a recovering addict, period. Ain’t no way to pretty that up. It doesn’t define her; it’s just part of what happened in her life. She taught me that. She doesn’t need you to acknowledge it to help her feel worse about herself. She needs you to acknowledge it so that you understand, hold her accountable, and love her anyhow. There’s no room for being in denial… it hurts us.”

“I’m not in denial, it’s just… I guess, hell, maybe I have been,” the man said woefully. “I must say this conversation is going much more different than I imagined. I’ve been listening to you, taking in what you’re telling me. Some things I agree with, some I question… but you have given me some food for thought.”

“Well, that’s a start. Nobody wants to admit this is what has happened, but you have to. She’s one of the most self-aware people I’ve ever known. What Taryn did was help show me how to start the process, you see? That’s one of the hardest parts. She already knew how—she’d been through this too many times. My struggle was getting to the heart of my problem, really taking a good look at what started this whole mess. It was too painful, too upsetting. I don’t like to feel stuff like that. I don’t like being upset or focusing on myself like that.”

“You’re macho.” Mr. Jones chuckled. “You look the part, but I know there’s more to you. I can see that now.”

“Macho, machismo, is code word for male hurt. That’s all the hell it is… Addiction is personal, but it affects everyone. It reaches out like octopus tentacles and wraps its slimy arms around every-damn-body who cares about us. Your daughter understood this. Her issue was accepting that things had changed, that she had to start over and in a whole new and different way. We had totally different battles, but they required the same amount of work and dedication. She was my personal trainer, and I was hers.”

“So, you’ve found a kindred spirit? In my child, no less…”

“Yes.” He nodded, his lips kinked in a grin. “She’s my best friend. Some people, including yourself, think our relationship is a mistake. If she is a mistake for me, then she is the best one I’ve ever made.” He chuckled, causing the man to offer a stilted laugh or two. “I just want to love her in peace, ya know? I’ve loved her through walls, I’ve loved her through secrets and a bunch of whispers, I’ve loved her through notes and dreams, through tears and insurmountable pain. It’s time for something else. It’s time to love her through joy.”

“Nick, I… I am honestly impressed by you. I can’t say that I feel great about this, but I do feel a bit better. I trust that you want what is best for Taryn, at least that is your intention.”

“Do you know what was one of the first things she said to me when she realized I liked her as more than a friend?”

“What?”

“That she couldn’t be with a user, an addict. Taryn didn’t want another loser, Mr. Jones. She wanted someone who could understand her, have her back, and love her with everything they had. She had to see me working that program, and working it hard, and she has to see me continue to be serious about my recovery. I go to my meetings, I talk to her, we communicate. I don’t believe for one second she would stay with me if I started abusing again. Maybe after one relapse, or even two, but once it became an ongoing problem, she’d turn her damn back and walk away. I can never let that happen… not today, not tomorrow, not next year or the year after that.

“I know who I am and how I operate, even in my sickness. As for you believing she chooses the wrong men, well, I can’t answer for why she picked the guys she did in the past. All I care about is that this time, she chose me, and she chose wisely.”

“Hmmm.” The man laughed lightly. “Yes, I can appreciate that.”

“And I love your daughter, Robert. I am so in love with her that I would protect her at all costs, even if I had to give up my own life or step out of hers, just as I said… even if in protecting her, I must safeguard her from me.”

He closed his eyes for a moment, caught up with the thought of leaving her, and that hurt too damn much…but he meant what he’d said.

“She makes me feel like I can do whatever I put my mind to. She gave me strength when I was weak and at my lowest point. She has seen things in me that no one else has seen because I trusted her enough to show her. She’d earned it, and I needed it. She helped teach me how to love myself and in that process, my heart opened up. It ended up with me realizing I was worthy of getting and staying clean, that I meant something!” He beat on his chest. “Robert, she’s my world! Your daughter is your child, but she’s my everything and she lives in my heart!”

His confessions moved out of his mind and rolled off his tongue, voiced with the greatest of ease. He wanted this man to understand the depths to which he loved his flower’s very soul, but no words could truly describe it, for they hadn’t been invented yet.

“If for some reason Taryn and I don’t work out, Robert, I’ll still have what she taught me. She uh…” He took a deep breath. “That lady, my flower, will forever be my Love, and you raised a hell of a woman… I applaud you and your wife. You created the best gift I’ve ever received in my entire life, and I have no intentions of being careless with her.”

More silence ensued, this time, not a hefty or uncomfortable one, but the kind of hush that was home grown from the heart and soul’s garden due to an overwhelming need, and that need sprouted wings and took flight high up into the heavens.

RELEASE…

“Thank you for talking to me, Nick. This conversation has been… wow, just kind of speechless. Anyway, I’d like to speak to you a bit longer, but I understand you have things to do and I myself am late for a very important meeting. I also promised to not take too much of your time, but we’ve talked for quite a while. I was so engrossed in the dialogue, I lost track of time.”

“We’ll talk more soon.”

“Yes, I’m certain we will… Nick, can you do me a favor?”

“I don’t know. Depends on what it is.” He sat up and turned his car on, stretched his legs a bit.

“Can you tell Taryn about our chat and have her call me, please? I really need to speak with her.”

“Yes, I will tell her.”

“Thank you… One last thing, you make it seem like in some ways she saved you. Well, she said the same thing about you…”

A slow warmth took root and grew across his chest, titillating his heart from the words spoken.

“Initially, I honestly thought Taryn had lost her mind. I didn’t understand.”

Nick burst out laughing at that for he couldn’t help himself. “Of course you didn’t. I’m sure you aren’t the only one, but things happen…”

“Yes, but now, it’s starting to make more sense. It’s strange, almost like you two rehearsed this, but I know that’s impossible. She said that you gave her a new reason to smile in the morning… that you said things that made her challenging days better, and you would push her past her own limitations. She said you embraced and loved her for her. No supermodel obsessive bullcrap, and for the first time in a long time, she felt she was being loved and cherished. So, she decided to give love a try one more time.”

“One more day of life is one more try… She and I are trying together. There’s nothing ugly or wrong about that, Mr. Jones. Matter of fact, it’s wonderfully right. Love isn’t intelligent, but intelligence knows a good thing when it sees it… and I’ve found a damn good thing…”
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Chapter Twenty-Six
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There are seventy-seven police precincts in New York City. There are twelve Transit Districts and Nine PSAs. I work in the 73rd Precinct. That number has been like a football jersey for me, one worn with pride. My uniform arrived fresh, dry cleaned and pressed. My badge sparkled and my hat appeared brand new. But I didn’t want a brand new hat; I wanted my old one… I was assured that it was…

He closed his journal, placed it in the glove box, got out of the car, and headed towards the place. The tightening in his stomach was laced with the freshly spun juices of anticipation. He inhaled deeply, getting high off the possibilities. His fingers twitched, sliding against one another in a strange fashion before he clasped the cold, metal handle of the front door. The scent of hot coffee intermingled with the strong odor of Lysol, as if the cleaning crew had just left the building. The din and smells of the area came for him…overheated, hard working copiers and computers amalgamated with the melee of other scents, creating a concoction he’d almost long forgotten. When he opened the second set of doors, he didn’t expect much—a nod here and there, a ‘Welcome Back’ from Officer Clark, the friendliest of the bunch. But, he soon found himself face down on the ground with four uniformed and armed motherfuckers clobbering him, going at his limbs with playful punches, laughing their damn asses off.

“Shit! What are you doing?!” He scratched against the linoleum floor, his hat now tilted to the side like a damn beret as the TS Operator snickered away, turning red and pointing at him. Finally, he succumbed and accepted his mock demise.

“Welcome back, you bastard!” someone screamed out. The sinking feeling in his gut let out as if someone had flushed a goddamn toilet. In its place sat a big yellow life preserver, along with an ‘all teeth’ showing smile spread across a ruddy face. His eyes glassed over from the fun of it all, though he was certain his back would be bruised from the rumpus. Soon, the heavy weight came off him and inviting arms stretched downward. He stopped. He stared. He looked at those hands, all of them different colors, shapes and sizes, extended in his direction—some big, some smaller. A few brandished shimmery wedding bands… others wore old scars… The hands waved at him, offering a way up, from being down… These were his brothers and sisters.

These were his ‘good’ outlaws, bandidos, compañeros. They’d replaced the street creed with street beats. They imbued the bloodshot eyes of an all but forgotten Brownsville boy, who would peer through shattered glass windows at a broken, ugly world, with a hint of hope and a vision for the future. He grabbed hold of a dark brown hand with one palm, and a creamy tan one with his other.

My brothers… my sisters… mi familia…

“Uhhh…” With a heave, he was on his feet. He immediately fixed his hat, dusted his knees off, and looked about while new bands of chatter commenced. His friends dispersed, like nothing had happened, like nothing had changed, and for that, he was deeply grateful. He’d been gone for seven months total, but it felt like a fucking lifetime. He realized he was still very much addicted—not to alcohol, but to his damn job. He dreamed about it practically every night, scouring for information about who was doing what, wishing so much to touch base with the ones his heart beat for.

But… he wanted to see them face-to-face, look them square in the eye, and earn their trust once more. He’d left a coward, not wishing for them to see his damn face as he took his walk of shame, a tour of his fractured internal world hidden from the masses. However, he’d returned new and strong, standing erect, ready to earn that damn respect. He continued to trudge forward as yells of, ‘Welcome back, Vitale!’ echoed throughout the place. He passed the Complaint Room, shot Patricia a wink as she waved in his direction and entered information into her computer.

As he navigated to the area his desk used to be in, drawing closer and closer, his chest drew tight. His breathing increased and he blinked several times, trying to make sense of the matter.

Who the hell is that?

His freshly launched jovial mood deflated like a popped, saggy balloon at a little boy’s birthday bash. He glared at the back of the man’s head as the guy’s thick, short fingers glided across his keyboard, typing in information, taking care of his paperwork in a happy-go-lucky sort of way. Suddenly, the man stopped, undoubtedly noticing him in the computer reflection. He hoped he didn’t make out his expression, for he was certain his mood showed as clear as ice in a glass of cold water.

“Hey Nick, welcome back, man.” The guy offered a tilted grin and got to his feet. They slapped hands, did a light embrace.

“Hey Greg, what’s up?”

“Uh, nothing much…same ol’ same ol’. We missed you, man.”

“Yeah… thanks.” Nick looked around nonchalantly, forcing himself to play the damn role. “I missed you all, too.” He exhaled and rocked back on his heels, fighting for the right damn thing to say.

“Nick!” Captain O’Sullivan called out, his large body almost blocking the entranceway to his door.

Saved by the bell… thank goodness…

“I’ll talk to you later, man.” He tapped Greg gently on the shoulder and ushered his way past him, making a quick-footed beeline towards his boss. Before he could say, ‘thank you’ or ‘hello’, the man grabbed him and pulled him to his chest for a bear hug that nearly crushed him like a peanut beneath a hammer.

“Welcome back!” His gruff voice broke through as he released him, pushed him inside his office to the desk covered in papers. The guy slammed the door behind them as if he were mad at the whole world. “Sit the hell down, Nick… We need to talk.”

Nick did as instructed without hesitation. His back straight as a ruler, he respectfully removed his hat and placed it on his lap, his fingers grazing the cotton material of the thing.

“Now.” Captain O’Sullivan clasped his hands together and looked him dead in the eye. “You saw that Officer Lesley was in your seat.”

“Yes, I did.”

“Here’s why. We didn’t hold your seat out of necessity. We needed to move him so we did.”

“Understood. It’s a consequence.”

“In some ways, yes, but there is another reason.”

“Really?” His brow arched. “What?”

“I want you to start in slow. No car or foot patrol assignments just yet…” The dreaded yet predictable words rolled off the older man’s tongue, hit his ear like a knife to the drum, and made the damn thing bleed. Nick sighed and nodded in understanding.

“Because I want you to get your bearings, become reacquainted… We want to work you up to being back on your beat, Nick. But first, we need you to—”

“Prove myself.” He shook his head as he looked down at his shoes that picked up his reflection. “You don’t trust me. I expected this.”

“I wouldn’t say I don’t trust ya; it’s just, well, we have to watch you for a while is all.”

“It’s fine, really.” He took a deep breath, meaning the words though he hated saying them nevertheless.

“Okay, good.”

They sat in silence for a while.

“I’m glad you’re back, Nick. Everyone is. You were really missed, buddy. You have no idea. So many of the guys wanted to stop in and see you on visitation days, matter of fact, a couple tried but were denied, per your request. Tomas pulled some strings it seems and got in.” The man frowned at him, showing his disapproval of such a thing.

“Captain, I needed control over something. I had lost everything, well, almost everything. I needed to be able to have a shred of dignity and regain influence over that portion of my life, and that was one thing I could regulate.”

“Makes sense…” The man nodded. “Okay, back to business. I’ll call Tomas and have him show you to your new desk. There’s some paperwork for you to jump into, and you can get your files organized, all of that.” He waved his hand lazily in his direction. “I know it’s not what you wanted, your ideal situation, but I’m glad you see why we have to do it this way. It’s beneath you.” He clicked his tongue and winced. “But I agreed to it in order to get your ass back in here without delay or incident.”

“Thank you. I didn’t assume I’d be treated any better than anyone else that had a similar experience, captain.” He slowly lifted his head, meeting eyes once more with the man. “It’s alright… really, it is. I’m just grateful to have another chance, you know?”

“Yeah, and we’ll be doing drug tests on you, okay? During dates and times you aren’t aware of this time, do you understand?”

“Of course, yes.” He nodded.

“And if one, just one, goddamn it”—the man held up his long, fat finger and looked at him sternly, his unkempt dark brown brows furrowed—“comes up dirty, that’s it, Vitale! I’m not vouching for you. I refuse!”

“I understand.”

“Are you still tryna casually drink?” The man’s thin lips twisted in a smirk. “I know some alcoholics do that sort of thing.” He shrugged. “Be upfront with me.” Captain O’Sullivan turned away to type something on his keyboard, then returned his full attention to Nick.

“Nah, I can’t touch the stuff, captain. I know if I start up again, it will go in just one direction, downhill. I knew pretty early on I’m an all or nothing sort of guy… there’s no little bit with me. I do everything full steam ahead. I don’t know what the yellow light means,” he said with a smirk. “Only green and red…”

“Remind me to never let you direct traffic,” the guy teased, causing them both to chuckle.

“I don’t even want to test those waters so I haven’t tried that, don’t plan to. It’s kryptonite.”

“Good, I think that’s for the best, considering your aspirations.”

He liked how the man said the word. It sounded like ‘dreams’, only fancier…

“Yeah.” He ran his hands nervously up and down his pants legs. “Seems to be the best plan. Look.” He sighed, flushed with slight embarrassment. “Thanks for taking care of my bills while I was gone. I’ll pay you back every dime…every damn cent of it. I’m no bum, okay?”

The man nodded in his direction, but the gesture wasn’t sincere. He knew a fucking blow off when he saw one.

“It wasn’t a loan.” Captain O’Sullivan started to type again, before piercing him with a straight look.

“I know, but in my mind it was, and I have to make that right. I’ll make monthly payments to you until it is all paid back. Now that I’m not buying a bunch of booze and other shit anymore,” he offered with a soulless laugh, “it shouldn’t take that long.”

“Alright.” Captain Jasper leaned far back in his seat and placed his heavy arms across his slightly protruding stomach. “So, do you wanna come over for dinner next week or what?”

“Of course I do… Thanks for the invitation.” Nick crossed his ankles, getting a tad more comfortable. “That would be great. Can I bring someone this time though?”

The man’s forehead rose in haughty suspicion, an expression paired with a silly grin.

“You gotta broad, Nick?!” He snorted. “I mean, not that you haven’t had girlfriends since I’ve known you, but you never made formal introductions, nothin’ like that. This is a big deal, huh?” he carried on, his narrowed blue eyes full of sparkling delight.

Nick nodded, a sly smirk on his face. “Yeah, it’s a big deal… She’s living with me, we’re together. It’s serious.”

“You’re shackin’? Wow! Congrats. What’s ’er name?”

Flower, Beauty, Warrior, Princess of Fire, my fucking everything and then some…

“Her name is Taryn Jones.”

The man paused for a moment and tapped his chin.

“Why does that name sound familiar to me, huh? I’ve heard it before. I know I have.”

“Shit.” He shrugged. “Funny you should say that. I didn’t know who she was when I met her… Guess I didn’t keep up with those sorts of things.” He grinned as he scratched his scalp, digging in deep to cure an itch.

“Well? She famous or something? She gotta be, right? What is she, an actress? Singer?”

“She’s a model… been in magazines… She was big time, the kind you’d see on the newsstands. That’s probably where you’ve seen her.”

“Well, shit!” The man cackled. “You lucky bastard! What a crazy world! How’d you get ’er? Doesn’t seem quite fair!” he teased.

“I know.” Nick shrugged, showing off a goofy grin. “It’s crazy, right? She likes me though… she loves me. I love her too…very much…” His voice trailed away.

“Awww Jesus, you’re lovesick. This gets better ’nd better.” He laughed. “Congratulations, Pretty-Boy Nick!”

“Ahhhh, you know how I hate being called that! You promised you wouldn’t call me that anymore!” Nick whined, really feeling sorry for himself. This only caused the big man to laugh harder.

“I couldn’t resist! Anyway, yeah, bring her by… can’t wait to meet her.”

“Will do.” He turned serious, placed his hat back on his head.

“You can take that off, you know. You’ll just be in the office.”

Nick got to his feet and turned towards the door.

“I don’t care how silly I look; today, I want to keep it on… it’s an honor, and I want to wear it. I haven’t been in uniform for so long… I missed it. I want to wear it because I’m proud.”

“…And you should be. Welcome back, son…”

[image: *]

He dabbed at the side of his mouth. The thick spaghetti sauce had done a number on his lips. They burned ever so slightly from the fresh cayenne pepper and fragrant oregano, but it had been oh so worth it. In appreciation of the delicious meal, his mouth curved in a satisfied grin. He’d inhaled his dinner faster than could be timed by a watch. Taryn could cook like no one’s fucking business. She said she’d learned from her mother.

Motherfuckin’ thank you, Mrs. Brown!

She raised her phone to her eyes and snapped photo after photo.

“When are you gonna stop taking photos of me, huh?” He took a sip of his water.

“Never! I like taking pictures of hot guys.” She smirked.

“Weren’t the ones you took of me in the shower enough?” He laughed. “Thought I’d put on a performance for you since you wanted to come to the peep show. I never got paid for that little gig, either,” he joked, winking at her.

“Speaking of which…” She twirled several sauce drenched noodles around her fork and stuffed them in her mouth. On a swallow, she began to speak again. “So, I put the rent money on your nightstand.” She looked at him from across the table, tapped her water glass with her fingernail just so.

“And I’ll put it right back on yours. Don’t do this shit, Taryn. I’m tired of arguing with you about this. You’ve got medical bills and other shit to deal with. We’re together, you live here.” He turned away from her gaze and leisurely took another bite of his garlic bread, then used the rest of the dense slice to trace up the abundant red sauce along his plate, savoring it almost as much as her pussy…

“Nick, I’m not kidding. I’m helping to pay the rent here.” Her words had attitude sprinkled all over them, but he refused to be shaken loose.

Pride… we both have a lot of that shit…

“I don’t rent it. I own it.” He glared at her as he worked his jaws, enjoying the last remnants of flavor.

“Whatever.” She rolled her eyes. “I’m going to pull my weight, okay?”

“That’s only fifty pounds…a preschooler weighs more,” he teased.

“Shut up,” she mock chided with a grin. “Anyway, that print ad worked wonders and landed me another gig… I got checks coming in, woo hoo!” She did a fist pump.

“…And yet you still don’t seem happy.” He wished there were seconds to the feast but he’d devoured everything off his plate and the pots on the stove had been emptied. So, he simply sat back and took a lazy glance at the gorgeous lady before him, waiting for her response, figuring he could gnaw on that for a bit.

“I am happy. It’s just…” She shrugged. “Oh, fuck it.” She clasped her forehead. “I’m not unhappy, okay? Only, things are different than I remember. Maybe I’m changing, I don’t know. Do you know how many women would kill to be in my shoes? The next print ad isn’t for some Wal-Mart flyer; this is for Cosmopolitan…and here I am complaining!” She shoved her plate out of the way as her brows dipped and her forehead creased with weariness.

“Just because someone else would be happy with something you’re doing in your life doesn’t mean you have to be. Look,” He took a sip of his water and placed the glass back down. “Baby, it’s like this… not everything we did before, we will be okay with doing now. You aren’t fooling anyone but yourself.”

“What do you mean?”

“Did you ever stop and think that maybe you weren’t getting the gigs at first because your heart wasn’t in it? You blamed it on your surgery, your illness, the sun and the moon, but did you stop and think that people can smell that shit on you? Insincerity has a look and a scent… and you wear it oh so well.”

Her expression changed as she crossed her arms and puckered her lips in anger.

“Don’t give me that look, baby… you know I’m right.” He smirked as he crossed his ankles and wiggled his toes.

“No, I don’t know that you’re right. I was very depressed about not getting any work, Nick, or did you forget that?!” She leaned a little closer to him, her eyes narrowing as she itched for a fight.

“I didn’t say you knew you were doing it. I’m just saying it happened.” He cocked his head to the right. “I knew before you left treatment that your heart wasn’t in it. You said you wanted to try other things, and even before you admitted it to me, I could see you wanted to do something else, touch something new, feel something different.”

She looked away, her intensity softening, her resolve melting.

“I have the same problem, but I’m kinda stuck right now, because I have to prove all over again that I have what it takes. Anyway, this isn’t about me, it’s about you.” He sighed. “You have to be honest with yourself, Taryn, and you haven’t been honest with me, either. You said you’d tell me what it was you were working on, what you’re up to. Why are you so resistant?”

She looked away, fiddled with her napkin. “…Because I wanted it to be done, have the finished product and then show you. I didn’t want you to see part of it. I wanted you to see the whole thing.”

“I don’t need to see the whole thing. I’m interested in the process, too.”

The silence stretched between them.

“Why are you trying to be perfect for me?” he asked at last. “Look, that’s your life out there.” He pointed towards the door. “In here, in this house, it’s just Taryn and Nick, alright? Anyway, you already know what I’m telling you is true, so why are you fighting me? More importantly, why are you fighting yourself?”

She took a deep breath and hung her head, causing her loose curls to fall slightly forward. Staring down into her lap, she disappeared within herself, and he felt sorry for her. She looked damn near pitiful.

“You’re right,” she muttered.

“Thank you, but I don’t care about being right. What I care about is helping you through this. You’re hard headed. You think you always have to do things by yourself, prove how tough you are. I don’t need tough, I need Taryn. Now, what is it you want to do?” He placed his napkin onto the table and glided his hand back and forth across the light gray table cloth, the texture a bit stiff and new creases denoting it as fresh out of the pack.

“Okay, but…”

“But nothing. Tell me what it is…”

She slowly looked back up at him; her eyes slightly moist and a faint, crooked smile on her beautiful face. “I want to be a designer…”

“Clothing? That’s great! You already have one foot in the door.”

“It’s not that easy, Nick… Matter of fact, it’s complicated.”

He was quiet for a moment, reflecting. Taking a deep breath, he succumbed to the new world he’d entered. He was in love with a woman that, at times, spoke a different language than he. As each day passed, he became more and more aware of this little notion called, ‘Give and Take.’ In his sobriety, he saw not only Taryn differently, but all women in general. He could hear a bit more of what they were saying, but that caused more complications and frustrations on his part. So, he’d secretly began to read her magazines… one after the other. In between the pages displaying scantily clad models and ones dressed in thousand dollar attire, there would be an article or two, tucked away like a tooth under a pillow for a fairy to catch in her star studded sling and replace with a golden coin. He’d read them… and more. Some read like humorous prose paired with cartoonish satirical images, while others offered a platform for new ideas—food for thought placed before him from a well-meaning relational expert or psychologist.

This led him to want to know more, and a bit more after that. Something had to be around to cure his curiosity. Sure, he’d heard the jokes and been the author of many; trying to understand a woman was a distant cousin to trying to be a rocket scientist and biophysicist all rolled into one—but he’d try, nevertheless. After collecting his books on sobriety, addiction, alcoholism, and PTSD, he’d found himself searching for quiet times in small hidden reader haunts, bookstores with shelves and shelves of love stories packed tightly together—and second hand sections filled with musty, pre-read wares that had served duty and educated, enlightened, and entertained hundreds. He’d surpass all of his first choices and dive nose first into the romances. And books about relationships. He wanted step by step courses, for surely he could follow such things, but that was nonsensical. No woman or man came with a handbook. There was no police protocol he could apply. No slick, sly, sneaky maneuver he could use and then be okay with it. The woman had blood running through her veins; her eyes told stories and her body told more.

She’d given him permission to fall in love with her. Not that he needed it, but she made it so fucking easy; he was constantly grateful for her generosity. After all of his research, reading and devouring of online information and magazine quizzes, he realized he still didn’t know shit. He had to shoot from the hip, to trust his gut, just like he did as a cop. He simply knew and understood people. And though women proved to be a bit more complicated, all he had to worry about was one… and she was worth the energy and determination.

He shuffled his feet about, settled into his seat as their silence stretched a bit longer. There was so much he wished to say to her, but no… that wasn’t the course of action he’d take. He realized she needed to talk… but not necessarily receive his award winning advice. So, he followed the lady’s cues, let her bloom like the flower she was, work it out in front of him.

“Tell me about it, I’m listening.” He reached across the small table and gripped her hand. In that moment, she offered a stilted smile and squeezed his fingers.

“I draw.”

“I know.”

“No.” She smiled ever so slightly, “I draw designs. It goes beyond those sketches and smiley faces. I draw clothing, people…everything.”

A faint nervous smile caught the side of his lips. “Why would you not want me to know something like that?”

She shrugged, looked away. “It’s not that I was keeping it a secret so much as it was like, my ‘thing’.” She emphasized her words in quotes after slipping her hands away from his. “It was my personal medicine, in a way. I hadn’t done it in a long time and got back into it once I first entered recovery,” she said. “I’d forgotten how much I loved it.”

…Those ones on the wall in Firststone were hers… I knew it…

“Let me see ’em,” he asked, almost unable to curb his enthusiasm.

“Hmmm.” She tapped the side of her face as if in deep deliberation. “I don’t know…” she teased, a glimmer in her eye.

“What do you mean you don’t know?” He jumped to his feet, demanding entry into her hidden little world. He knew it was selfish, possibly even intrusive… but how dare she keep this love affair away from him?

“At Firststone I told you a bunch of times that I loved your doodles. You didn’t say one word…not one!”

“Drawing is my boyfriend,” she egged him on, seemingly getting a kick out of his reaction.

“Yeah?” He smirked. “Well, I’m gonna kick his ass…”

She burst out laughing and slowly got to her feet. “Wait right here. Some are under our bed and the rest are still boxed up in the closet.”

“Under our bed?” He frowned. “Tell me something, when have you been drawing? I want all the details of this little affair.”

She chuckled. “While I’m on the train, if I get home before you, when you sleep…”

“So you’ve had another man in my bed while I slept?! You just don’t give a shit, do ya? Unbelievable!” He quipped, causing her to crack a smile.

“I’ll be right back.”

He went to the couch, getting comfortable as if about to see an exclusive art show. In some ways, he imagined that he was. A few minutes later, the woman returned with large drawing books dangling this way and that from her arms. Jumping to his feet, he helped her place them down on the coffee table. They made themselves comfortable next to one another and he waited, staring at the things, wanting to take a peek at what she and her secret lover had been up to.

Slowly reaching forward, she gently grazed the side of one of the large, yellow sketchpads. The thing was rimmed with silver spirals along the top. She took a deep breath and flipped it open.

“I drew all of these in Firststone…” She handed it to him, turned on some music, and sat back. Sam Smith’s, ‘I’m Not The Only One’ began to play. “I love this song…”

He looked at the lady as she leisurely tossed her arm behind her head, her long lean body stretched out along the couch, her legs over his lap, ankles crossed in a care free sort of way.

“I do, too.”

She closed her eyes and he focused on the pad. Taking the corner of the cover in a tender grasp, he turned the page.

“Damn, this is incredible, Taryn…”

She didn’t respond, simply continued in her restful way. He scanned the sketch, the beauty of the firm yet controlled lines, the detailed, delicate shading. He could barely see the texture of the pencil marks, only light and darkness against a cream backdrop. Now, he understood. He saw why the woman cheated on him, fell to pieces for her first love, and returned to him time and time again.

“You’re fucking amazing…” he mumbled. “So much talent… just look at these…” Page after page after page, he stared in awe, and then, he paused. “You drew the people at Firststone?” There everyone was, all the residents in that room he’d grown to hate and love all at once. The few windows allowed them to see where they could no longer be, and she’d somehow captured the pain and hope that they caused, even showing the tiny one with the blind that never came quite all the way down. He recalled all the faces, knew their names, their stories, but one thing struck him as rather peculiar—he wasn’t in the picture…

“Must’ve been before I arrived…” he mumbled as he tossed a glance at the lady, her eyes still closed.

“Nah, you were there… I was just trying to pretend that you weren’t…”

He swallowed, uncertain if he wanted to open that door, to inquire why he was purposefully excluded, but then she saved him the trouble.

“I was still upset about our first introduction to one another.” She sighed and shrugged. “It was a way for me to control my anger, draw you out of the picture if you will. I liked you, and was disappointed…so, I took care of it on my own terms.”

He nodded in understanding then turned another page, and another… and he winced, trying to focus, make sense of it all.

Is that?… It is… That’s me…

He’d been so accurately captured, it was eerie. He’d been held and loved on before he even knew her last name…

There they were in her ebony rendering, catching snowflakes on the tip of their extended tongues… How surreal it felt, as if he could reach right through the damn thing and relive the experience all over again. He could feel the damn cold, imagining he could get frostbite, and recalled the snapping noise his buttons made as he’d ripped them away from his coat, not giving his foolhardy sacrifice a second thought…

He turned another page and paused… His heartbeat accelerated.

In that image, he kissed the top of her bald head, her scalp tickling his lips as tiny strands of barely visible hair struggled to break free and peek through. He loved every damn strand, ever cell of her body, every piece of her dreams, too.

He turned another page, and there he was once again, kissing her scarred flesh, loving on her, taking heed of her femininity, whether she’d recalled it or not. She was more woman than almost any lady he’d had in his company.

When he moved to yet another page, his eyes grew large, as his chest instantly begun to constrict.

He saw himself once more, this time all by himself. White birds with their wings spread far and wide flew all around him amongst smoky swirls as if the Earth and air around him were on fire. He stood there, arms outstretched and a tranquil smile spread across his face. All alone in a field, he appeared exultant and free. On one side of him, carved into a tree, was the name, ‘Jonathan’. The roughness of the bark called to him, drew him in further and as he inspected her meticulousness more closely. He noted the contrast of the imperfect letters, that looked as if someone had taken a knife to the thing during a jaunt in the wilderness. On the other tree, the word ‘Ma’ was whittled in the middle of a heart. Nick’s chest swelled and burned, as if he’d just gulped a shot of elixir. He inspected the drawing, and took notice of the shining police crest above his head. The damn thing picked up the reflection of the overhead sunrays. Below his bare feet sat a broken wine bottle with dark liquid spilling forth from the opening, partially swallowed by the soil and saturated onto the surrounding blades of grass…

He paused, tamped down the emotions, not in the mood to let go of his manufactured machismo. His muscles grew rigid as his heart went into overdrive. He’d been given no warning of such a discovery; the woman simply let him walk into the shit, absorbed into a world that was his own, yet seen through another’s eyes. These were the things he’d shared, the words he’d uttered; yet some of it he’d not disclosed at all at the time… Maybe it was implied?

Or maybe she just knew him so damn well, she’d been able to fill in the missing pieces with the touch of her pencil to paper. As he deliberated, the music continued to play. Sam sung, and his spirit did, too. Nature had taken its course in the picture in more ways than one. He slumped back onto the couch, closed his eyes real tight. One quiet tear fell, then another, and soon, he was enveloped in her feminine warmth. Her alluring, healing scent surrounded him, medicinal as it was. He kept his eyes closed for dear life, while her hands roamed all over his back and shoulders, and her soft lips swept against his moistened face.

He reached for her, taking her hand into his, held it tight. He squeezed, hated that he may be hurting her just a bit, but he didn’t know what else to do! His damn soul was screaming, a magnificent release… Someone else understood him, captured his pain and healing in a way he’d never dreamed imaginable. She’d made his misery magnificent, his demons delightful, and his fears wither away like weeds in a harsh winter.

“Taryn!” he wailed, scaling her arm with both hands, and pulling at the fabric wrapped around her waist. Unable to say anything more, her name poured out of his mouth like a call for help, and yet, he could say nothing less. She held him tighter, indulging him, loving on him so damn hard that any man in his right mind should have been satisfied—but at that moment, it still wasn’t quite enough. He swiftly got to his feet, taking his precious gift right along with him, carting her away to their bedroom as he held her close to his chest. She said nothing, only wrapped her arms tightly around his upper back and laid the side of her face gently against his shoulder blade, relaxing against his urgency, becoming the calm to his storm.

He could barely comprehend what was happening, what his mind and body were doing. He tore at her clothing as if the damn things were mocking him, making matters difficult. The silky articles flew across the room here and there, strewn colors in shades of the past, the present, and the future. Soon enough, he tugged and pulled at his body, taking himself apart via his shirt and pants, piece by frantic piece.

“Ahhh!” She sighed when he pressed her into a heap of soft pillows, his weight hard and strong on her welcoming flesh. Grabbing her by the neck with one hand, he guided himself inside of her with the other, plunging within her security deep and hard, making her plead, scream obscenities, and moan.

“I need you so bad!” He gnashed his teeth, his body tormented as he plunged hard and forcefully within her. He couldn’t move quite fast enough, hard enough… rough enough. Unable to control himself…unable to stop… unable to leave her or release her from the bond that kept them glued to one another in a way that was beyond anything he’d ever known.

He craved the woman, needed so desperately to pour himself inside of her, dominate her damn body and mind, draw her deepest, most coveted reveries forward, and make her face them front and center.

“You’re not going anywhere!”

His grip on her like a vise, she jerked hard and spastic beneath him, her legs shaking. Then, he slowed for a spell, needing to feel her orgasm vibrate from her temple to his… After a few moments, she wrapped her long legs tighter around his lower back while he regained his momentum. The unceasing thrusts continued on and on, his cock pushing within her to the limit.

“Ahhhhh!” They sighed against each other’s lips, grasping and gasping each other’s resolve.

Faster and faster he went, thrusting, pushing and fucking her with all of his might. Their bodies twisted about amongst the sheets and the headboard slammed repeatedly into the wall—loud, thunderous—bruising the paint and marking it up with each plunge. She screamed at the top of her lungs, making him impossibly hornier as he manhandled her pussy, showed it who was boss. Her voice grew hoarse with each scream, and her long fingers raked urgently through his hair.

“Nick! Baby! Baby!” she cooed.

“I’ll share you. I’ll share you with him! You’re killing me baby, but I’ll share you with him!” His hips dipped and gyrated almost out of his control, while the bed squeaked and rocked violently beneath their thrashing bodies. He traced his fingers along her slick pussy, making his way to her engorged clit. The sweet little nub greeted him at the door, protruded from its sheath and bumped against his digital stroke. “What you tryna do to me?!” He nestled close to her, rendered her speechless, and she squirmed about, her body demanding more, but retreating from his intensity all the same.

“Stay still!” He pinned her down by the wrists, made her take it… made her feel what she’d given him, complete… control… over her heart.

“Nick… baby I love you! I love you, baby!” She wrapped her arms around his neck, her voice choppy and wanting.

“Mmmm!”

His hips strained, contracted between her thighs as she vibrated beneath him. Her eyes fluttered when yet another orgasm took her away, stole her from being fully present. He kept on, fucking her with due diligence, ramming into her. And he swallowed his pride, no longer caring that he was fucking her hard and weeping at the same goddamn time. Sitting up, he placed one hand on each of her shoulders, and forced her into each and every lunge. “Uh shit! Shit, baby! Fuck!” he roared, his groans guttural and croaky between each expulsion.

His cock stiffened and jerked within her, his emulsion leaving him a mere fraction of his prior self.

“Uhhh…” his abdominal muscles compressed, drew in, and his breath was nearly taken away. “Uhhh!” He paused, looked between their legs at his thrusting dick, refusing to let go and release her just yet. His cum and her delicious nectar intermingled, covering his cock, leaving slick, copious designs all over his nature. Designs that changed over and over as he thrust back inside of her, then pulled out, time and time again. He kept on until he had nothing more to give and he slumped onto her body, melted against her. She moved her hands against his sweaty skin, then through his hair, causing the strands to spread and coolness to hit his scalp in a comforting sort of way. After a few minutes, her voice broke through their mutual trance.

“I can feel your heartbeat… it’s beating so fast.”

He held on to her, wanting to make a pillow out of her and drift away. His lethargy gave way, but as soon as he entered into a dream state, she gently shook his shoulder, then whispered, “Baby, I’m going to do the dishes.”

“Nah, I’ll do ’em. You cooked.”

He tried to gather his bearings, pull himself into the land of the alert. In a half daze, he reluctantly rose from her, softly patted her hip, then covered her body tight and snug with the sheets. As he stumbled out the room, he leaned sluggishly against the hallway wall, a terribly mischievous smirk cursing his face. Navigating further up the way, he re-entered the living room and looked about almost as if he’d never seen the place before. He glanced in the direction of the kitchen, at the table covered in their empty dishes while the scent of garlic and rich seasonings still hung in the air. Glancing over his shoulder down the hall, he could partially see the woman with the sheets wound tightly around her naked body, one of her legs hanging over the edge of the bed, the light skin of the sole of her foot contrasting with her tawny flesh. There lay the scene of the crime, reminding him the monsters that had made him do it… With new eyes, he caught sight of the pile of drawings—the other man. He swallowed and made his way over, needing to have a word with him. Sitting down on his couch, legs spread far apart, he got comfortable and delved deep in thought as he ran his hand along his hairy legs. The fine hair moved to and fro from his light massage while he stalled, bought a bit of time. He had no idea what stood behind door number three, what else the woman had in store. Taking the plunge, he yanked the sketchpad from the table and turned the page from the drawing that proved the culprit to his most recent emotional detriment.

Wow… nice…

There, on the paper, stood a woman, showcasing a bikini.

Damn, she is good…

He kept on going, looking at sketch after detailed sketch of what he presumed were models, people sitting on park benches, and just everyday occurrences that she’d breathed new life into.

It was more than apparent to him that Taryn wasn’t on the outside looking in as she placed her work onto paper. No, with a talent like this, the woman stood on the inside looking out, becoming one with the scene.

Yes. Inside.

He had to be inside of her, for that was where he felt most at peace, comfortable, himself. A new erection formed, drawing a light laugh at the thought of his misfortune. He could hear faint snoring coming from down the hall now, and realized at that moment that any initiations of another romp, sexual solicitations and invitations would go unanswered.

She’s sound asleep… even her damn snore is cute…

Regardless, it was a struggle. He wished his libido would tamper down a bit, give him a break. He’d been pawing all over her since the moment she’d moved in, like some fucker who’d never had sex before, never touched a woman or tasted her kiss. Everything felt so new, yet so familiar and beautiful, and he couldn’t seem to get a hold of himself. He liked it, despite the torturous frustration it occasionally brought his way. If he were to desire a woman in the capacity that he did, he was grateful that it had to be a woman like Taryn. He finished one sketchbook, then began another, and then another until he landed upon one filled with the strangest, yet most intriguing illustrations of all.

“What is this?” he whispered aloud, his curiosity piqued. “What have you been up to, Taryn?”

His eyes narrowed as he brought the drawings closer to his face, turning the sheets in different directions, trying to decipher what he was seeing, taking in. Numbers and measurements lined the paper, swirling all about. The markings looked like something an architect would draft…only they manifested on a woman’s two-dimensional frame.

“This is mind-blowing yet also strange…hmmm.” He kept the conversation going, as if he had an audience waiting to hear his thoughts. He continued to turn the pages, seeing more and more of the same in many different styles.

“She’s gotta do something with this… She’s gotta do something about this… she can’t just sit on talent like this. This is your dream, isn’t it, Taryn? This is what has caused you so much frustration, hmmm?” He grew a bit aggravated on her behalf, wanted to make some calls, tell someone—but who? She was right. How could he help her? This wasn’t his field of expertise; he could barely draw a stick person, let alone some shit like this!

These are definitely drafted designs… and good ones, too…

He continued on, falling head first into the illustrations until he’d reached the last book, and nearly lost his breath.

Oh my God… so this is what all this is?! Taryn… shit!

She’d written out a series of names he’d never heard of, and made little notes regarding who she’d called and who she still wanted to get the designs in front of. He saw a long ass list and he got a taste of her frustration, seeing why she was tired, so very tired. She’d been working so hard, yet just as she told him, it appeared no one was giving her the time of day…

Time? I’ll give you time, baby.

I’ve got your back, baby… You need money to get this off the ground? I’m nowhere near rich, but I’ll give you what I can. You need a studio? I can work on that… make some calls…

He set the drawing book down in the most careful of ways and got to his feet. Pausing, he looked down the hall and took notice to the fact that she hadn’t moved one damn muscle since he’d last spied her out. He smirked, loving the fact that he had fucked her pretty little ass to sleep. At times he felt spoiled, undeserving… but he took her nevertheless…drained her out.

He made his way over to his small dining area, cleared the table between stifled yawns, and set all the dirty dishes in the sink, one by one. Turning the music up, the volume a mere whisper so as to not wake and disturb his baby, he twisted the faucet, allowing a burst of water to come forth. Taking a light pink sponge from the counter, he then poured a generous helping of the blue, gloppy concentrated dish detergent in the center of it and went to work. A sense of euphoric peace took him over, enveloping him just like the warm water as it ran over his roving hands. The song sent him somewhere, on an excursion, and he welcomed the reprieve. It was one of his favorites—Jacoo’s ‘Memories.’ And yeah… the title was befitting to his newly simmered mood as he lulled between the past and present, feeling comfortable in his own skin, embracing both.

Ma…

He smiled; this time, no tears came, no pain… just peace. The music continued to play and so did his heart, to a happy internal beat.

Are you proud of me, Ma? I hope you are. I really do.

He rinsed a glass, set it on the rack, and picked up another…

If you’re up there watching, and you’re still worried, just sit back and watch… I’m going to show you something, Ma. I miss you so much, you know that. I know you do… but I’m happy, I’m free and I have everything I need to make it. You deserve this; you deserve a good son. Just sit back and watch me, Ma… I’m about to show you something and I know I’m late, yeah… I’m late, and I hate being tardy, but in some way, in some strange way, you know, I think … I think I’m here right on time…
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Chapter Twenty-Seven
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Her pussy wrote her a letter that afternoon with only four words:

STOP HIM AT ONCE.

She sat there at the restaurant with a smirk on her face, daring to cross her legs as her crotch throbbed and ached from the recent erogenous romping. She twisted ever so slowly in her seat, ass raised just a smidgen in the air as she gangster leaned to the side, falling into the private, hedonistic memories. Her mouth opened to release the lyrics of a song that paired with her mood so well, but all she could muster was a sigh as the kitty between her thighs whimpered and pulsed with a pleasing, dull pain. Nick had fucked her to infinity and beyond just two hours prior to her arrival at the café, but it was no damn toy story. She was a human being for goodness’ sake, not some wind-up machine… Hell, it had been her own damn fault, too.

She was part of the sensual nonsense, a secret society with only two members. They’d made a pact, an agreement that consisted of plentiful meetings at their home during rushed lunch hours. By all accounts, her Love was pushin’ papers by day and pushing her pussy to the brink by night. She couldn’t blame it all on him, however. At times, she initiated things by sending a playful text message or email, inviting the bastard to fuck her fast and deep, go on a tempting tryst and then return to their jobs. Jobs…

I’m unemployed again… shit.

For a moment, she pitied herself, recalling the day when she had so much work, she had been forced to turn down people. The pages of those chapters though were worn with time, the words faded, almost unreadable. The moment of movement had arrived now, to release and relate to reality. It was time to let up, let go, and let herself know the damn truth. Nick had been right all along.

Modeling was no longer her passion any damn more anyway and despite the occasional person sitting a few feet away taking her photo, as occurred right at that instant, she didn’t mourn her face and body plastered on glossy pages alongside perfume samples and expensive car ads. No… she lamented the love and devotion from her past admirers from time to time, but her life now screamed of something bigger and better, if only she could grasp it and keep it from escaping into the night. Time proved a cruel son of a bitch—and it let her know every damn day that hers was running thin.

I’ve got to come up with another plan. Maybe this just wasn’t meant to be… but no, I don’t believe that. I don’t really believe that at all. I can bypass an investor and do the shit myself, but that would take forever. I could go to my parents and ask for a start up loan, but then it’s not really mine, it’s theirs. This isn’t about pride or my damn ego though. This is about being able to do some shit without my dad’s money and mom’s backing. I want to utilize my own connections, make a way. Someone is going to listen to me damn it; they have to…

She refocused on the reason why she was sitting there in the first damn place. Today, her assignment had ended and she was waiting for her accomplice in modeling crime to burst through the door—Vicki Laurel, a woman she loved the hell out of. Vicki didn’t have many friends but didn’t give a fraction of a fuck. Reason: She had a loose mouth, ostentatious ways, but was envied by many despite these ‘brand defects’. Vicki was a ‘you need bail money girlfriend’ and money mentor all in one. A fellow model from London who’d moved to New York after being discovered at the young age of seven, she knew her way around a damn runway, as well as a boardroom. She’d taken a liking to Taryn for some strange reason, albeit initially, they’d shared little in common. Regardless, she liked the woman… Vicki had some magic, some star quality shit that you were either born with, or you simply made do and lived without. Taryn was partial to strange, shiny things that sparkled under the moon, and Vicki shimmered like freshly minted coins illuminated from a dancing candle flame.

Vicki’s pale, porcelain skin glowed on a face framed by long, poker straight dark brown hair with natural auburn highlights. Her tresses were dramatically parted on one side and swooped over her right eye… and damn those eyes… Her almond shaped jade green windows to the soul gave her an exotic look that kept men and some women gasping and panting, wishing to sample her European wares.

Taryn had known the vixen for years, and was rather surprised when she’d reached out to her earlier that week, out of the blue, and invited her for lunch. She’d missed the woman terribly, but the lady had been so busy, they’d barely been able to touch base as of late. Vicki was all about business; even a lunch date with her typically had little to do with dainty, delicate appetizers and robust salads with home-made vinaigrettes… Whatever the cause for breaking French bread and dipping the damn thing in oil, it had to be something that would get her financial juices flowing so they could both toast to the concoctions cooked up in the vixen’s mind.

She took another sip of her unsweetened iced tea, caught a seed from a wedge of lemon between her teeth and cloaked a napkin over her mouth to spit the damned thing out. She huffed as time ticked away, then glanced out the window, watching the Manhattan crowd move up and down the streets like mission-driven work ants marching off to the meet the motherfucking Queens, or maybe they were headed to Brooklyn or Long Island… she simply didn’t care. She sat there in Manhattan, enjoying the scenery nevertheless. It had been a few days since she’d been in the city, and she welcomed the change of pace. Just then, Vicki’s long, lean body meandered her way, her arm swinging wildly with each rapid step and her hair bouncing and gathering across her shoulder with each carefully crafted movement. All eyes turned to the woman, and then the low chatter began…

“That’s Vicki Laurel!” someone screamed out.

Love or hate her, she was the official showstopper. Dressed in a pair of sable brown knitted pants and a long matching vest that barely covered her flat chest, the lady approached, a kitschy smirk on her face, and her long leopard print clutch tucked securely under her arm.

“Taryn Jones!” She grinned as she leaned forward, her lengthy onyx beaded necklace swaying along with her willowy body as she kissed her on her cheek before taking her seat. Camera phones surrounded them from a short distance as people took the woman’s photo, snapping here and there, unashamed of their thirst for gossip and violations of privacy.

“So.” The lady set her purse down upon the table, picked up her menu, then tossed it aside as if realizing it was a mere coloring book. Scratching her nape, she took a quick survey of her surroundings and cocked her head to the side. “You may wonder what this is all about.”

“It’s not about lunch?” Taryn teased, knowing her friend all too well. She leaned back leisurely in her seat, wearing an award-winning smile. “Put me in the know. I’m ready.”

“Well,” she said with a smile. “Here it is. I’m working with Betsey Johnson right now.”

Taryn nodded in understanding.

“Next year, I’m doing Fashion Week with her as well. Well, it just so happens Taryn that she wanted to bring another model along for her upcoming show and not that she’s hurting for any recommendations, but she actually asked me to give her some suggestions… Apparently, she trusts my judgment.” The tips of her fingers swayed against the fabric of her vest. “Imagine my surprise.” Her lips twisted in a garish grin.

“I’m not surprised actually, Vicki. It was quite obvious that she was taken by you several years ago… I’ve never been in any of her shows, but I’ve heard a lot about them and her personally, actually. From what I hear, you two rub shoulders quite a bit.”

“We do, but she’s never asked me anything like that. You know her reputation; she runs her own show and knows what she wants. And… she wants some new blood, wanted to spice things up a bit. She asked, I answered. I immediately thought of you…”

“Well, thank you, Vicki. I really appreciate it.” She took a nervous swallow of her tea. “What does this entail?”

“There is a fashion gala at the Metropolitan Museum of art in a couple of months.”

“Serendipity, Satindippity – The Belle of Blue.”

“Exactly…hold on.” She paused, looked down at her phone, then tossed it aside. “I need a drink like right fuckin’ away!” Tossing her classy modes to the side like yesterday’s headline news, she waved her thin, branch like arm frantically in the air, lips puckering up as if she were about to whistle for a cab. A waiter with a long black ponytail flowing down his back immediately drifted to her side with an empty tray in hand and a coy grin on his face… one of definite familiarity.

“Ms. Laurel, I apologize for my delay. There were several people opting to purchase you a drink so it slowed me down a bit. Particularly those men over that way.” He threw a lazy glance over his shoulder at several men sitting in expensive dark suits at the bar, their brows bouncing up and down like Groucho Marx as they waved their glasses in her general direction.

Oh God… here we go…

“Oh, fuck them,” Vicki said leisurely as she waved them off like gnats hovering over a piping hot meal. “Look, I want a simple drink for a simple girl.”

“Of course.”

“I want an Amaretto Sour, and then bring out a Lemon Drop. If I’m still feeling alive and breathing just fine, I’ll request more until my friend here offers to split a cab and get me back home straight away. Do you understand?”

Taryn smirked and shook her head.

“Certainly. Would you like to hear our lunch specials?”

“What’s your name again?” Vicki grinned up at the handsome guy in a sarcastic sort of way. “I’m sorry, I know you see me every damn month but my brain is so fried right now.” She dumped her phone back into her bag.

“Dale.”

“That’s right, Dale. Let me ask you a question, dear. Do I look like I eat?” She grinned a bit wider. “Have you ever known me to order any food from here, hmmm?”

“Well no, I can’t say that I have but it’s my job to inquire, Ms. Laurel, and besides, it doesn’t hurt to ask.” He nodded in an agreeable sort of way.

“But it does hurt to order and then eat the shit. I am 6’1, Dale. Six fucking one. This morning I weighed myself and it came up to exactly 138 lbs. My agent told me that I needed to lose five for a show in two days. My diet is mainly liquid mush and a basket full of vitamins, minerals, and crap I can’t even pronounce. I work out twice a day until I can barely stand straight, my mood is programmed to a comfortable 72 degrees with a chance of bitchy, and my I.Q. is higher than that of those married dicks over there trying to buy my pussy with the wave of their ‘someone is about to get alimony, you scum-bag’ filled wallets. I do want to be catered to. I’m a spoiled fucking brat, but that’s neither here nor there.”

Taryn dropped her head and laughed so hard within, her entire body vibrated. Her eyes moistened with a fresh wave of silliness that only Vicki could cause.

“And one more thing regarding the model worshipers over there in the penis gallery, and yeah, I meant to say penis, Dale.” She waved her finger towards the fuckers still winking and smiling in her direction. “Tell them I only fuck billionaires and each thrust is a thousand dollars so they better cum quick. Now.” She snatched the menu off the table and scanned it. “I’m hungrier than I’ve ever been in my entire, miserable life and you ask me if I want to eat! Does a whore want to fuck? Does a school marm want to beat hands with a ruler?! Of course I do! I’m at death’s damn door… Do you know what that feels like?!”

“Can’t say that I do…” The man’s lips trembled as he did his damnedest to control his laughter.

“It feels like I could turn into a cannibal, Dale… I could sop you up with warm tea and biscuits, just like my mum used to make. I could sink my freshly cleaned and dental grade whitened teeth into your shoulder and delight in the flavor of your tender, young flesh… How barbaric, yes? This beautiful, poised woman sitting here talking about chomping away at her waiter—a man that has treated her horrid self with nothing but kindness while she’s returned his favor with contempt…I’m a fucking asshole. And no—no need for modesty.” She lazily waved her hand in his direction. “I know I’m stunning, goddamn it. I can barely keep from making love to myself every morning, it’s no wonder I’ve labeled myself as bisexual.”

At this, Taryn burst out laughing, unable to take another second of Vicki’s antics with a straight face.

“Anyway, this is serious business!” The lady smirked. “If I gain one more goddamn pound, I could be in big fucking trouble, so you go back into that kitchen of yours,” she pointed across the way, “and you ask that chef in there to cut me up one, and I mean just one,” she said, holding up a finger, “celery stalk into tiny slices with a dab of fat free Ranch dressing or the equivalent. And don’t you fucking giggle; control yourself or your tip will be no laughing matter. Do you understand me, Dale?”

The man’s lips kinked in a quivering grin as he took her menu from her grip and for a moment, he clamped his eyes shut, no doubt pushing back tears of laughter.

“Yes, I understand,” he finally stated, semi-straight faced.

“Good, because it would be a travesty if I left from here, walked into a bakery, and told the employees it was a stick up…demanding all of their sweet, carb-filled treats! Ugh!” She waved him away as if he disgusted her, but all the man could do was laugh, and Taryn, too.

“Vicki, you are a horrible woman…horrible!” Taryn taunted.

The lady chuckled and leaned back in her seat, closed her eyes for a spell or two as if utterly exhausted. “I know… I simply can’t help myself. Now, I know you haven’t been out of rehabilitation long, and I hope you don’t mind me drinking but—”

“No.” She shook her head. “I don’t mind you drinking, Vicki.”

“Okay, great. I thought about that after the fact. That is my way after all; quite inconsiderate I am. It would be devastating if I ever changed.”

“You really are a trip.” Taryn smirked and shook her head.

“I know,” she said, smiling proudly. “Okay, so anyway, back to Betsey. The show is happening soon and I mentioned you. She’s interested. Would you like to come down and meet her? She’s in town right now.”

Taryn opened her mouth to accept, to say ‘yes’, to give a gracious gesture or two and sing it from the rafters, but something stopped her dead in her catwalk tracks… It was Nick’s voice…

Follow your dream…

The other day when she’d awakened after they’d made love and she presented her wares to the man, exposed herself in more ways than one, he’d asked for an in-depth explanation of the drawings, going straight to the one sketchpad filled with the most detailed designs. She sat him down and told him, and his intrigue, interest, and total attention to her desires delighted her… It felt so good. No… it wasn’t perfect, but his response pushed her even further over the edge.

He believed in her, told her to chase her dream until she had it backed in a corner, and if the damn thing resisted, to call him—he’d throw handcuffs on the bastard and make it submit.

“I’d… I’d love too, but I can’t.”

Vicki cranked her neck to the side as if having some out of body experience. Her eyes widened and her body twisted in a strange, yoga type way. Dale returned with her first drink, and within a matter of uncomfortable moments, the woman had dumped it down her throat and slammed the glass on the table as if to say, ‘Now what?!’

“I must be hearing things, Taryn. You did NOT just say that.”

“I did.” She shook her head. “I’m serious.”

“Listen, you’ve been trying to get back in! Has your brain gone rotten? I’ve heard all about you wishing to get back into the swing of things!” Vicki slapped the table. “I prayed for you, Taryn. I never pray! I visited you in the hospital… brought that big spread of flowers!”

“I know… I remember… thank you so much. They were beautiful.”

“This is Betsey Johnson, Taryn! Betsey fuckin’ Johnson! If she likes you… you’re in! Every Fashion Week, you’re there. It’s your first step to being back in the game, on the map and climbing!”

“I know…” Taryn lowered her head, fiddling with the napkin on her lap, turning it here and there.

“Why are you doing this? Am I witnessing a suicide?” Vicki asked woefully as she grabbed her second drink from Dale’s hand and downed that one, too.

Taryn took a deep breath. “I’m doing this because I’m someone else, now. I want to say yes and you have no idea how badly. I need the money, God knows I do, but I know if I accept this job then I won’t get back out… I’ll be sucked right back in. I don’t want it anymore… I can’t be that girl anymore, Vicki.”

The woman stared at her as if she were some strange fungus growing up along the wall, something that needed cut down, exterminated, eradicated. Then, after a while, her expression softened and her head fell back as she laughed and laughed, then laughed some more.

“Oh fuck…this is what I’ve always loved about you, Taryn. So damn unpredictable.”

Taryn sucked her teeth and got to fidgeting with her hands.

I must be crazy! This was my ticket! The golden train into a tunnel I was no longer allowed to enter! It was all set up; all I had to say was, ‘Go!’

Vicki looked about the place and exhaled, her sights on nothing in particular. “Taryn, I’m glad you’re in a good spot… I’m glad you got your confidence back, if it ever fully left. As for me, well, cue the sad, soppy daytime drama music.” She looked down, shook her head. “Everyone hates me…”

Taryn had no idea where the damn statement had come from; it seemed out of left field… but no, there was more to the story.

“Vicki, that’s not true.”

“Oh yes, it is.” Vicki’s expression turned stern. “And I’m fine with it. Really, I am. You see, I’m a hard worker, and I respect other hard workers. A lot of these people out here are so damn lazy. You’re not.”

“Well, thank you…”

“They want all the glittery glamour, the fame, the adoration, but don’t want to work for it and earn it. Do you remember the day we met?”

Taryn’s lips curved upward in a mischievous grin. “Of course. I had just finished that InStyle job and then we were booked for the same show.”

Vicki nodded and placed one hand over the other on her lap. “You were just coming into your own. I was quite young, too.”

“And a lot of newcomers looked up to you, anyway.”

Vicki shrugged, sucked her teeth, and stared at Taryn for several seconds before responding. “I was dealing with a lot during that time, Taryn.”

“What was going on? If you don’t mind me asking…” She took another sip of her iced tea, pleased no more seeds swam her way.

“Something dreadful… Anyway, I watched you for a little while. I didn’t know you personally, had never worked with you beforehand obviously, but most people knew who you were by then.” She shrugged. “You were a hot commodity, you got attention. That’s not what made me take a liking to you though.”

“What was it?”

“You were the only person that smiled at me…and it was a genuine smile, too.”

Taryn’s brows dipped and she went tongue-tied as emotions she couldn’t describe filled her chest cavity.

Who wouldn’t smile at Vicki?

The woman was beautiful and a riot. Sure, she rubbed many the wrong way, but she was unforgettable, and extraordinary people simply garnered a grin or two by simple default.

“You smiled at me when I needed it most, when I needed to feel safe.” She took a deep breath. “You and I had a conversation, and you had no idea how you helped me.” She paused, took another deep breath. “You said the simplest of things, and it really just helped me get through the next twenty-four hours. We were chatting and I said to you, ‘The lighting in here is vile.’ Then, I went on to complain, in my typical way.” She smiled sadly. “I added, speaking in a joking tone, that when I was a kid, I used to be afraid of the dark, and that the photographer was bringing my phobia back to the forefront. So, you leaned in close, with those gorgeous, dark brown eyes of your’ and said, ‘It’s better to be afraid of the dark, than to run from the light.’ You were old, Taryn.”

“I beg your pardon!” Taryn cackled, causing Vicki to do the same.

“No, not like that. I mean, here you were, this young twenty-two or twenty-three year old, talking like that… and it drew me to you, made me want to be around you. You see, the previous evening had been the worst night of my life. Yes, I truly was afraid of the dark, Taryn. I had been violently attacked while leaving a photo shoot the day before.”

“Oh, Vicki, I’m so sorry.” She reached across the table and gripped her hand, not suspecting such a confession in the least.

“I had the audacity to refuse his advances.” She rolled her eyes. “So, he beat the shit out of me.” She shrugged, smirked… spoke so flippantly, yet her anger over the matter remained quite fresh, and the pain and sorrow fresher. “But, he watched my face,” she said, shaking a finger. “He made certain to not touch a hair on my head or any skin above the neck.” She shrugged. “The show must go on…”

“Oh my God, Vicki… I would have never known! You acted so… so normal.”

“I never reported it. I knew who he was; everyone knows who he is. I was young, afraid, and hadn’t developed the audacity I have now. Additionally, if I’d said anything, he would have destroyed me.” Her eyes narrowed. “My ass would be right back where I started with no prospects. Blackballed and forgotten.”

“Who was it, Vicki?”

“No point in discussing that now.” She held her head high. “I know the drill, so don’t bore me with it… about how I should have said something because he could do the same to someone else, blah blah blah… wouldn’t matter! He’d get off scot-free and I’d have nothing! Anyway, he’s incapable of doing anything to anyone now… He’s dead, car accident. And far as who he was, I will take it to my grave.”

Taryn tried her damndest to navigate the situation laid at her feet. She sat before a complicated, tortured woman with simple, elegant features. Within that gorgeous shell lived a tormented human inferno, a woman no one knew, and she would never allow a living soul to come too close.

“Before you go rolling out the rusty, bloodied guillotine or borrow a stack of stones to cast in my direction, know that I’ve made up my mind and the decision is final. I know it’s not the P.C. thing to do.” She rolled her eyes and put her fingers in quotes. “But it’s what is personally best for me.” She looked down into her lap, thoughtful, and slicked her tongue real slow across her upper lip.

Taryn shook her head. “You know better than that. I’m not judging you, Vicki… I’m not judging you at all.”

They sat for a while, in silence but for the sounds of the people around them talking and the clanking of silverware and plates.

“That next day, I came into work with my head held high, put a little make-up on the bruises and carried on as usual.”

“I can’t believe it… I just can’t believe it.”

“Oh, I think you can, Taryn. Something inside of you probably told you I was in some sort of mess. Out of all the people there, you came up to me. There had to be at least fifteen other models standing around. I took the words you said to heart. It gave me permission to just breathe and not run from things, let them destroy me. Over the years, I heard people making snide remarks about me, saying I was a bitch, and I made a choice at that moment to protect myself at all costs. No one offered me a slither of kindness, a well placed laugh, nothing… but you came up to me and… you smiled.

“You also told me that I was really good, and you’d always wanted to meet me. You intrigued me, Taryn. Over the years, we never spoke on a daily basis, but when we did talk, it was for hours and I felt like I’d known you my entire life. You were fun, exciting, and good… so good. I still considered you a close friend, no matter where in the world I was, and how much time had passed.”

“Me too…”

“And when I heard about your diagnosis, it just…” She hung her head and shook it, then looked back into her eyes. “It really did something to me. I cried so hard. It made me think about mortality too, and all the time I wasted being angry and fighting myself. It seems like all the good people get screwed over, and the bad people get all the luck.” She shook her head and smirked. “I hated that this had happened to you. You were hanging on, wrestling every damn moment trying to keep a grasp on life, and here I was, taking it for granted. Seeing you like that…sick like that, well, it changed me.”

“It changed me, too.”

“Why, of course it did. I learned a lesson though, through you. A simple one: ‘Be grateful.’ I knew if you made it through, God willing, you’d have a tough time of it. You were still smiling though. In that hospital bed, you just kept smiling…”

“I had to, Vicki. I had to stay as upbeat as I could, for as long as I could, because I couldn’t let cancer win. If it was going to take me down, then it was going to have to fight me.” She gritted her teeth as she relived spells of the trauma.

“And what a fighter you were. You were still beautiful though—bald, bruised, skinny as a run over penny and all… but just… lovely.”

They smiled at one another and reached out to hold hands tight.

“Thank you for visiting me in rehab, too, Vicki.”

“Of course… I had to. I needed to see you.” She swallowed, her face deep in concentration. “You know, when I met you that very first time, I said to myself, ‘What a pretty girl…’” She blinked away tears. “‘What a kind, generous, pretty girl…’ I liked your voice, too. I liked how authentic you came across and I knew you’d make it if you kept on and worked hard… and you did.”

“We’ve done so many shows together, Vicki! Damn, just think about it! We’ve had so many parties, travelled all over the damn globe! You’re crazy, you know that?”

The woman grinned. “Tell me something I don’t know.”

“No, I’m serious. People don’t hate you, honey! They’re envious, want what you have. You say I’m authentic? Well baby, you’re the real McCoy!”

The woman laughed mildly, nodded, and withdrew her hand to cross her arms over her chest, closing the door, locking Taryn out, leaving her in the damn cold. The glimmer that once danced in her eyes all but evaporated, leaving the shell… the one that was talking, but simply no longer cared.

“…I’ve never told anyone but my therapist about it, except now. I told you, Taryn, so that you’d understand the impact you had on me; how at times, you were one of my few friends. I’m a wild card but people are addicted to my persona—the person I portray, anyway. They don’t really know me… Taryn, no one really knows me.”

She nodded in understanding. “Well Vicki, people can’t get to know you if you don’t ever reveal your true self…”

The woman sighed. “Yes, I suppose. This… this is all I have.” She threw up her hands. “I have my looks. It’s what brings in my checks, pays my bills, gives me the lifestyle I require. I don’t want a sugar daddy; I just want a good fuck and then to return him from whence he came.” Her teeth glistened as she chortled deep and heavy, yet it wasn’t real… No, her surface joy lay saturated in viscous layers of bleeding pain. “Enough of that shit, a bunch of damn sadness.” She sighed and slapped the table, bringing everything to an abrupt stop. “I don’t do sadness. I do never ending diets that make me want to go out and slice someone up into tiny cubes, boil them, and have myself a grandiose meal.

They both burst out laughing.

“I’m beginning to think you’re a cannibal, Vicki.” Taryn winked.

“A man eater? Many would agree.” She winked back. “Anyway, I wanted you to ride with me, for us to do this together, but you tell me you don’t want it anymore. I don’t understand.” She shook her head in disbelief. “But I can respect your decision. What’s going on though?” Her eyes narrowed.

“If I told you, you might think it’s comedy hour.” Taryn grimaced as she leaned back in her seat, not completely believing her nerve.

“Try me.”

“I don’t want to abandon ship completely. I love fashion.”

“…And fashion loves you.”

“I also love many aspects of being a model, so I know over the years I may have come across as blasé, but—”

“We’re kindred spirits… You didn’t come across as blasé; you came across as jaded.” She smirked.

“She shoots, she scoooores!” Taryn stuck her tongue out at the woman in jest. “So… here is the deal. I actually want to design now, Vicki. I want to be on the other end of the table, so to speak.”

“You’re kidding me, really?” The woman’s tilted smile assumed the eye-catching colors of astonishment, just as she’d imagined her reaction would be.

“Yes, really.”

“Well, what are you designing?” She leaned forward, her eyes wide with what Taryn was certain she was mistaking for genuine curiosity. Taken aback, she stumbled over her words.

“Well, I… I mean, they’re undergarments.”

“Let me see.”

“You think I just walk around with big notebooks of this stuff, Vicki?” She laughed. “I don’t have them with me. We were having lunch, not planning an exhibit.”

“You have no designs on your phone, tablet, nothing? What type of businesswoman are you?! Taryn, if I’ve told you once I’ve told you a million times—come ready.”

“What?” Taryn sat back in her seat, truly astonished.

“For bloody sake, Taryn! I’m going to have to set you straight. If you are really serious about giving this a go, then you should always be ready. I was prepared to make a call on your behalf if you had anything worth sharing… I’d tell you either way.” She sat back in her seat, a look of defiance on her face.

“A call on my behalf? To whom?” Her brow rose in sky-high curiosity. “And before you answer, I’ve already shopped them around and no one is giving me the damn time of day.”

“Then you should ask for the time of night…”

“Touché…” They grinned at one another. “You just reminded me—I do have some in my email that I had taken photos of…” She quickly pulled her phone out of her purse, scrolled through her messages, and found what she sought. Thrusting her phone across the table into Vicki’s grasp, she sat back and watched, waited.

“You’re fucking good,” was all the woman offered as she continued to scroll. “Pause! Who is this handsome devil? What a nice looking bastard! Is this your boyfriend? I’ve yet to meet him… Oh wait, is he nude in this photo? Well holy hell, wave a bell, he is! What a nice fuckin’ cock!” She cackled.

“Oh my God,” Taryn said in horror as she waved her hands frantically in the woman’s direction. “Give me my phone back!”

“No wonder the smile on your face was so big when I walked in. It surely wasn’t because you missed me. Oh no, you’ve got some man meat at home!”

“Why do people like you always have to go and look at other pictures when you hand them your phone?! You swiped left! I already directed you toward what you needed to focus on!” She laughed nervously, and kept gesturing for Vicki to return her damn phone.

“More naked pics!” Vicki gasped, faking astonishment.

…It was too late…

“You dirty girl!”

“Vicki, give me my goddamn phone!” Taryn narrowed her eyes upon the woman, no longer playing the game.

“Nope.” She smiled. “I’m back in your designs now… not that I wish to be… His eyebrows need plucked, but even those are a bit sexy… Boy, is he hot.”

“I thought you said you were back on my designs?!”

“I am, this is just an inquisition. I don’t believe I’ve ever seen him before. What agency is he with? Ford?”

“I told you when we talked a few weeks ago that my boyfriend is a cop.”

The woman shrugged nonchalantly as she continued to peruse the phone. “He could do both… How many of us have waited tables and bartended and even taught school while modeling? It happens.”

“…That’s true. He isn’t a model, though.”

“He’s fucking amazing. And his cock, Jesus! Simply a thing of beauty!”

“Okay, Vicki! Enough about my man’s dick, please!”

The woman offered a sly smile and continued on. “Anyway, seriously, you need to show these designs to someone and though they are not my expertise, per se, I know just who may be interested. Hold on.” She set the phone down, dug in her purse for her own, and moved her fingers about the screen, presumably scrolling through her contacts list.

Taryn focused on the lady, her sense heightened, not wishing to miss a single thing. She hadn’t anticipated such a turn of events. She’d only expected to meet a friend for lunch, certain she’d accept whatever offer was cast her way, no matter how big or small, but instead, she’d slapped opportunity in the face, tossed herself in a hole, and then waited for a shovel to fall from the sky… She hoped it was golden; it would make the path upward a bit more glorious.

“Yes, Diane, this is Vicki Laurel, how are you? Beautiful! Yes… I’m still in New York. I will be going to Thailand next week.” The woman smiled in an almost obscene way as Taryn caught her image from the corner of her eye. “Look, I need for you to relay a message to Jules, please… Oh, he’s there? I assumed he was, well, never mind. What a pleasant surprise… Why, of course. Yes, I’d like to speak to him.”

“Jules Rousseau?!” Taryn perked up and slapped Taryn with a disbelieving look. “You’re talking to Jules Rousseau?!!!” She couldn’t believe her ears but was soon met with a stern, ‘Shhhhh!’ along with a finger pressed against plush, pink lips, demanding her silence.

Vicki’s expression settled into an agreeable one as she looked off into the distance, seemingly unaware that her photo was being taken once again.

“Hi Jules.” She tilted her head to the side, giving the performance her all. “I know you’re a busy man, but I promise not to take much of your time. You see, I have a friend who has some outstanding lingerie designs I’d like for you to take a look at… Oh yes, I do understand, but you see… Yes, I know.” She dropped her head, rolled her eyes and sighed. “But these are different and if you could just give me three minutes, I’d be happy to let you get back to whatever it was I interrupted… Oh, wonderful!” She turned like a viper in Taryn’s direction, snapping her damn fingers, and whispered, “Email three, and only three of those designs to him, NOW!’

Then, on a dime, she was back on the phone, sealing the deal. Taryn scoured the phone once more, her hands shaking.

Her lips kinked in an anticipatory grin.

“Okay… what’s his email address?” she asked, cocked and ready.

Vicky snatched the phone out of her grasp while she still cradled her own to her ear, talking to the guy, and sent the damn files herself.

“She’s sent them to you, Jules,” she said nonchalantly, not the least bit apologetic about her actions. “Her name is Taryn Jones… Yes! The model… She is lovely, isn’t she? She’s sitting right here actually. Let me put you on speaker…” She laid her phone down and the two women huddled over it like they would over a damn bonfire.

“Yes, I see the email,” the man stated after a few moments of stilted silence. His thick, French accent sounded suave, sexy, refined. “I’m opening it now… How’s the weather there?” he asked, a smile in his tone.

“Hello, Mr. Rousseau, this is Taryn. It’s a little dreary, but I can’t complain.”

“Mmmm hmm,” he said without much enthusiasm.

What the hell is he thinking?!

She shot Vicki a perplexed glance, but the woman had moved on to bigger and better things, such as looking through her phone once again and smiling in some perverted way.

I’m gonna kill her!

She proudly held up a photo of Nick in the shower, fully exposed, his hair soaking wet and his notorious kinked smirk spread across his face. Taryn pointed at her, angrily waved her hand at her, but the exchange was cut short.

“I understand you had cancer, Taryn…” the choppy male voice came through, laced with the sexiness that only a distinguished Frenchman could bring.

“Yes.”

“You’ve been out of the circuit for a while… You had a double mastectomy, correct?”

“Yes, that’s right.”

“I’ve never seen anything like this…very interesting. These are…intriguing. I believe I want to meet with you. I have to go back to Paris tomorrow, but will be back in New York in a couple weeks. Call my assistant and have her schedule you in for the first week upon my return. These are good… they’re different, too. Let’s talk.” And just like that, the conversation was over.

“Oh. My. God!” Taryn screamed. Her enthusiasm blasted through the damn roof.

“You owe me…” was all Vicki stated with one brow raised as she shoved her phone into her purse.

“And what do I owe you?” Taryn snatched her phone off the table and slid it inside of her bag.

“To do this Betsey Johnson show. It will be your last hurrah. She wants you now; she’s already looked at your portfolio. Don’t screw me over like this.”

“After what you just did for me, you got it. I’ll do it. Thank you so much, Vicki!” Taryn squealed, bobbing about in her seat.

“Not so fast. You know this could go absolutely nowhere, but at least he’s willing to see you. And well, I’ve never seen such classy yet sexy lingerie designed specifically for women who’ve undergone such a surgery. Those are like works of art within themselves. You’re full of surprises, Taryn… full of surprises.” She got to her feet to leave.

“Aren’t you going to stay and wait for your celery?” Taryn joked.

“No, they’ll have someone send it to me once they see I’m gone.” She shrugged. “They know where I stay. Anyway, I must be going. I’ll speak to you later this evening.”

“Okay, thanks.”

“Oh, and a word of advice. When you walk into that man’s office, wear a really nice pair of heels. He abhors flats.”

Taryn nodded in understanding.

“Let me ask you something,” she said. “Why’d you call Jules, of all people? He’s not a lingerie designer. He would have never popped into my mind. I would have never thought to try and present my designs to that man.”

Vicki paused and smirked in her customary way. “I finished an editorial for him a couple of months ago for Harper’s Bazaar.”

“Yes, I saw it. You looked beautiful as usual.”

“I know. Well, there was a wardrobe malfunction with one of the other ladies. Her bra wasn’t fitting quite properly, so it had to be rigged. She couldn’t go without one; you would have to have seen the blouse. It would’ve looked plain silly. Lovely girl but I’d never seen such a thing. Anyway, they found her another bra, and it looked Godawful so they had to Photoshop the shit out of it. No one had time to go out and get her another one. Jules sat there, his legs crossed and said, ‘We’ve designed dresses made of crushed glass that don’t slice into the human skin and yet an attractive bra that can be adjusted to fit each and every woman is yet to be made. We’re fucking imbeciles.’ I thought the comment was funny, but I knew he’d hinted upon a real issue he was having in regard to undergarments. I didn’t think anything of it until you showed me your designs and, additionally, his aunt passed away from breast cancer. She’d raised him…and he adored her.” She turned her back and began to walk away. “Best of success to you, Taryn, and thank you for lighting my way…”
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Chapter Twenty-Eight
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He pushed the down arrow on the computer, and scrolled as fast as his eyes could handle. Slightly ashamed, he wished upon a million stars that Sticky Finger Nicky would just die, but the thief refused. No, he wasn’t lifting top of the line bike parts and expensive men’s shoes, this time, but information. His eyes scanned down the screen. The damn thing had kept him up at night, made things hard to swallow.

Fuck!

The case had been plastered all over the news about a perpetrator in Brooklyn kidnapping little girls and the damn mystery refused to release him. He’d first read about it while in rehab, and the details held him captive. His curiosity grew into an obsession, and his obsession became his breakfast, lunch and dinner, with plentiful snacks in between. He was tired of shuffling papers and helping to answer the damn phones. Where was his goddamn beat? Where was the fucking city? The lights, the sounds, the groans of a soiled drunk lying about asking for money, then cursing him out when he refused? Where was the subway filled with people on their way to places they hated, missing those that they loved? Where was the instant flutter of criminally designed legs, flapping about in the opposite direction like bird wings taking flight when his car would enter their drug trafficking zone?

He needed the shopkeepers to call; he desired to hear the arguing voices of people blaming one another for a break in, of possession of stolen goods… even the nonsensical calls of someone reporting another for stealing their stash of weed and illegally carried gun. He was going stir crazy, about to pop at the seams. So, he soaked in the private conversations around him about the damn case. His hearing had always been one of his best senses, and before long, he’d become one with the case. This particular one struck a special, blood-drenched chord within him, one that bellowed an off-key melody that he was hell bent on tuning to perfection. He looked at the screen, seeing all the missing girls’ names, then looked over his shoulder at the map of the various abduction locations.

We got Rockaway Parkway right here… 108th street, two hits… We got one on Ditmas Avenue. We got one on Ralph Avenue and three on Sutter and then one on East 95th street, the latest one… The kidnapper is working a tight area…

He looked at the stack of photos of the girls, all pinned to each location. Scratching his scalp as he cocked his head to the left, he winced, working the information around in his mind, trying to make sense of it all.

They’re all black, except this one is Dominican. He tapped the photo of the dark-skinned ten year old with long, bushy hair…

Hair.

They all have long hair… a couple have braids… all dark brown or black hair… And they all are small for their age… He continued to tally the information, mull the shit over…

She coulda been mistaken for black… I think he’s going after all black girls… They ruled that out because of this one white girl right here on Ralph Avenue but I bet that wasn’t his… I bet that was a separate case…

He studied the photos carefully, running his finger up and down them. He noticed things, little things, big things—and then a thought hit him. Grabbing his jacket, he burst out of there, swooshed past his desk, still cold from him not touching it at all that morning.

“I gotta go!” he called out. “Be back in an hour! Lunch break!”
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Nick stood along the main drag of Atlantic Avenue. It was 12:09 P.M., and the latest incident had taken place in broad daylight, around lunchtime, almost as if the perpetrator had squeezed in a little afternoon play during a rather busy day. A case from his childhood haunted him as he stood there leaning against his car, watching traffic go by…

A beautiful, young Puerto Rican girl by the name of Eldira had disappeared one early autumn day in Brownsville. She only lived a few blocks from him, but he didn’t know much about her. He recognized her; she was easy on the eyes, but in his thirteen-year-old mind, she was just another girl. Her parents had five other children, and somehow, in the shuffle, Eldira disappeared one morning on her way to school and was never seen or heard from again. Her body was never recovered. It was one of those mysteries left unsolved and uncared about once the long weeks turned into longer months, and the months into faded years.

Over a decade later, bones were found in a shallow grave near Junis Street. A tiny piece of red fabric, no bigger than a Saltine cracker, was also found amongst the debris, and it was determined via dental records and that little red textile sample, that the remains were those of Eldira Serrano. To that day, no one knew who’d taken the girl. The only certainty was that the skull remains were fractured on one side, denoting blunt trauma. As in so many similar cases from impoverished lands, only the residents gave a damn…

People wanted answers, but nothing came about. Eldira had been a good student and a young lady full of promise. She didn’t run the streets, and barely spoke to strangers. One day, she went out dressed in her red jacket, dark jeans, and white shirt with an oversized collar. The next day, she was never heard from again. Nick had a sore spot for children, one that had grown bigger and bigger over time. He knew it was so because of his own childhood. For if that cop that took him to his mother and his mentor hadn’t intervened, he’d be dead or in prison. Someone had to help the babies… the kids. Someone had to protect them from the underbelly of the streets and many times, from their own families. They were naturally defenseless, but up against a grotesque monster, a grim reaper that feasted upon young souls.

That grim reaper’s arms represented poverty, his massive chest cavity, abuse… his legs were made of molestation and rape. His hefty feet treaded upon hope and freedom, the tendons filled with the blood of fear. His gut made the home of domestic violence and his heart was darkened, filled with the shadows of the tiny coffins soon to come. His hideous face consisted of metal from bullets used in drive-by-shootings, robberies, kidnappings, and torture… The grim reaper was only a myth to those living in glass bubbles, but the children around him, the ones suckling from the ghetto’s breast, knew better. The Grim Reaper was real, and Nick looked in the bastard’s eyes every day, unable to completely stop him, only able to slow him down…

He ran his hand over his face, watching, taking it all in. He spotted silver Chevrolet Impalas here and there, wondering. Why he was loitering about, he wasn’t sure, but he felt the need for it. After a while, he got back into his car, and began to slowly drive around, canvassing the area. The good news was that none of the victims had been found dead, but with each day that passed, their chances of still being alive significantly decreased. Still clueless, he reluctantly drove back to the precinct, and settled into his undesired role of paper pushing police officer…

Four random drug tests later and a tedious psychological exam, he wondered how long this trust building period would go on, but it no longer completely mattered, because he was already knee deep in a sea with bigger fish to fry. He was involved, he was doing it, and nothing was going to stop him. The phone rang; he answered the call.

‘Who is this?’

‘The streets…’

‘I’m on my way…’
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Her finger cramped, digital spasms flashed through the tendons, stretched and pulled like short bursts of lightning.

“Ahhh.” She sighed in agony as she dropped her pencil, watched it roll away on the floor. Sitting amongst a heap of papers displaying bra designs here and there, she prepared for the meeting with Mr. Rousseau that loomed over her. Just the day before, his assistant had contacted her and asked that she email more of her sketches and answer a series of sweat inducing questions. Anticipatory heat rushed through her body every now and again and mixed with fresh waves of excitement. It was as if destiny had called her by name, and she stood up and reached high, determined to grasp the sucker before it eluded her once again.

Just then, the front door opened, and the tall shadow of a man cast across the wood. His keys jingled in his hand as he stomped past her. Clad in a dark trench coat, he looked somewhat sinister, shoulders slumped and incoherent mumbles escaping his lips. Frowning, she got to her feet and massaged her palm as she called out to him.

“No, ‘hello?’”

“I’m sorry, baby…” he murmured as he made his way to the restroom.

Soon, she heard the toilet lid lift, smack against the cistern, and as she drew quieter, she heard his zipper coming down. His piss hit the water, and seemed to go on forever. She lowered her head, drew circles on the rug with the tip of her toes. The soft fibers felt good and cool against her bare flesh, playing a game of hurt and tenderness from her spasm-filled hand to the arch of her heel. She got so cozy in her daydream, she startled when his hand landed upon her shoulder. His lips brushed against the side of her neck, the taste soon turning into a kiss upon her earlobe. Then, he playfully smacked her ass, retreated from her and hung his coat up.

“What secrets do you keep, Officer Vitale… you will tell me, I will make you squeal,” she teased. “You’ve been really distracted lately. What’s going on?”

“Huh?” He kept his back turned as he meddled with odds and ends in the closet, then slid his shoes off and shoved them with his toes toward the back of the thing. “No, I was just giving you time to get your work done. I know you’ve been busy preparing for the show with your friend Vicki ’nd all and getting some of your newer designs finished.” He huffed and brushed past her once more, avoiding eye contact.

“You know,” she said with a grimace, shaking her head and crossing her arms over her chest, “whenever you say, ‘huh,’ I know that you’re lying, Nick. I shouldn’t have told you, because now you’ll be aware of it, but since you rarely lie to me, I figured what tha hell, right? May as well let the cat out of the bag and let you know what a farce you are.” She didn’t have to try hard to imbue sarcasm in her tone.

He stopped in his tracks, made a U-turn and slowly stepped to her like a panther on the prowl. Lazy, menacing. His thick, dark brows drew together and his face twisted. Before she knew it, he was upon her, looking down at her as if she were some specimen.

“I’ve never lied to you.”

“Bullshit.”

“I’ve omitted some details at times, but never lied. Take it back.”

“I’m not taking shit back and omitting details is a lie… Same difference.”

“No it’s not. I tell you what you need to know and you’ve got no room to talk…. You’ve been designing pussy parachutes and tittie holders, and didn’t tell me.”

“Don’t try to change the subject and it’s not for you to determine what the hell I need to know. You tell me the whole story, not your twisted version of it. I explained to you why I didn’t show you my designs. Now in retrospect, do I regret that decision? Yes, but let’s stick to this right now, please. What happened to our honesty pact?”

“It still exists, unless you want me to break it. I’m entitled to my own thoughts just as you are. You act like you have to know every damn thing that’s going on in my mind… You don’t, and I keep you safe that way.” He ran his finger over her lips, his eyes hooded… She knew she was in trouble.

“Stop trying to mind fuck me, Nick.”

“Fine. How about I body fuck you instead?” In a sudden quick move, he grabbed her, tossed her over his shoulder, and deposited her on the floor in the bedroom like the brute that he was. She looked over at the bed and took in her current predicament with a sense of alarm and excitement.

“What are you doing?” She crawled back a bit, but he came right after her, violently tearing his clothes off along the way.

…Monster.

“Ahhh! Stop it!” He snatched her pants down and tore her panties off, then pushed her down on the on the carpet. Knocking her knees apart with his strong legs, he pinned her down by her wrists, forcing them above her head as he worked to get into position. “Stop it!” she repeated, hating herself for the warm wetness that collected between her thighs at his every utterance and move.

“Now who’s lying?!” he yelled. “I’m tired of you trying to boss me around! Who tha hell do you think you are? Put that warrior shit somewhere else tonight.”

“Fuck you!” She laughed.

“I plan to make you do just that! Ugh!” He surged forcefully within her, forcing her up the damn floor.

“Ahhh! Oh my God!”

“If you want to jail break into my mind, there’s a way to go about it.”

“Tell me! Ahhh!”

He thrust within her again and again, sighing and moaning, eyes closed, lips hanging open as if he needed a moment, or possibly two…

“Can’t you let me get my ass in the goddamn house first? Jesus! Give me some goddamn space… You don’t come to me demanding shit just because you want answers. You let me fuckin’ relax! Ughhh! Goddamn you’ve got some good pussy, baby, shit!!!”

“…And what else?” She tucked away a smile.

“You ask me if I want something to drink, if I’m hungry… just like I’d do for you if I was the one here first today! Ugh!” He kept pounding, going over his rules, driving his point home.

“Okay… anything else…? Ahhh, shit, shit! I’m cumming!” He pressed down upon her, kissing her hard and heavy on her cheeks as his hips flexed and thrust between her legs.

“Uhhh! You fuck me… just like this!” He snatched her off the ground, and carried her to the bed, depositing her there so hard, she bounced. Within a flash, he was back inside of her, pounding, thrusting away. Streams of clear sweat rolled down his face and his chain swung back and forth from around his neck. One vein pushed and prodded as if it wanted to burst through his flesh after each lunge.

“After I unwind, you sit me down and talk to me… Damn, woman!” He laughed lightly then a bit harder, eliciting the same reaction from her. She wrapped her entire body around his beautiful form… His hair, a bit longer in the front, swayed with his efforts and a glow surrounded him, framing him like the damn picture of an angel.

“God, you are so beautiful…” she whispered as she traced the side of his face with slightly trembling fingertips. She’d forgotten her pain as he forged inside of her; she’d forgotten her frustration, too, and all she could remember at that moment was the love…

“Oh…shit!” His stormy blues clamped closed as he pushed deeper within her, so deep, she sighed and winced upon feeling head of his dick bumping into the recesses of her vessel. The thick warmth overcame her as he released within her, filling her to the max. He hovered above her, panting, his muscular, lean body twitching every now and again until finally, he opened his eyes and looked down at her while wearing that sneaky, crooked smile that was his and his alone. Sliding off her to lay by her side, he ran his hand up and down his thigh. His breaths came hard and heavy; he closed his eyes once again, snatched the sheets, and covered his dick, as if a sudden breeze had forced him to grow cold. They rested for a few moments, quiet in their respective spaces.

“Now.” He took a deep breath. “What is it you want to ask me?”

She hesitated for a moment, then nestled her head on his chest.

Damn, he feels good. Solid, warm… masculine… intense…

“What have you been up to at work? It seems like something has you on edge and distracted.”

He sighed, took a deep breath as he leisurely circled her shoulder with his fingertips. “I’ve been working on a case I have no business dealing with, baby… It’s not mine. But, I have to do it.”

“I thought you were on desk duty?” Brow raised, she lifted herself off him a bit and looked down at his face. His eyes remained closed, and had she not known the man, she’d mistake him for being in the throes of sleep.

“I am…”

She leaned over his body, turned on the alarm radio and sighed as The Brothers Johnson crooned ‘Stomp.’

“So what is this case?” She ran her fingers over his chest, enjoying the softness of the hair tickling her skin.

“You know… it’s all over the news.” He grimaced. “The missing little girls…”

“Oh yeah…” She tapped his chest with her fingertips, snuggled closer to him. “So, what’s going on with that, or can you not tell me?”

“I can tell you… you just can’t tell anyone else.” His Adam’s apple bobbed under the skin of his long neck as he swallowed. A sheen of sweat collected in the hollow of his neck. The pores were rather noticeable, and the dark brown beauty mark she’d yet to nickname gave her a focal point as she poised herself to hear some shit she knew she may regret even asking the man about.

“I won’t tell anyone. I promise.”

After a few moments, his lips parted and a slight web of saliva danced between them. He quickly licked it away, but kept those damn eyes closed as his breathing returned to its normal rate.

“Did I ever tell you that, as a little boy, I used to wish a rich, white woman would kidnap me? It was a fantasy of mine.” He smirked.

“No.” she smiled. “You never told me that… You’re crazy.”

“Yeah, well, I did. I guess I’d been watching too much T.V.” He shrugged beneath her and licked his lips. “Anyway, that of course never happened but I used to wonder, after a girl disappeared not far from where I lived, who would do such a thing. I could understand why someone would kill someone, hurt ’em, rob ’em, but kidnap a girl that didn’t want to be taken away?” He shrugged. “It didn’t make much sense to me. I figured for a little while she’d probably run away like a lot of kids my age had, but something told me that wasn’t the case, either. Sometimes I’d walk where she’d walk every morning to school. And, I’d think about her and wonder what her last moments were like. I used to look for her, try to see if I could find her… I’d say in my mind, ‘Come out, come out, wherever you aaarrrreee…’”

“Like hide-and-seek.”

“Just like hide-and-seek.” A tiny smile crept across his face. “I liked looking for things… I liked the hunt of a good steal. I’d watch a place, try to find the hidden treasures, you know?” After taking a moment, he went on. “I didn’t want to steal the obvious shit, but the good shit, so, I’d bided my time.” He sighed. “So, back to the girl. She’d disappeared, no one could find her, and I was real fascinated by that. Like, almost obsessed. I have no idea why it took Frederic to bring it to my attention as far as me wanting to be a cop. I’d never even considered such a thing before he was like, ‘yo’, this is what you need to do.’”

“Well, probably because you didn’t have a good view of police officers.”

“Yeah, that was probably part of it, but I think it was also something I just couldn’t see myself doing. I didn’t care enough, or so I thought, to go ’nd try to help people. But… that girl, Taryn… She haunted me for years. I used to see her walking to school. I was supposed to be going to school, too,” he said. “I used to think about how pretty she was. She never spoke to anyone; she’d just go on her way. I wondered who nabbed her and what they did with her? My thoughts as a little kid got real crazy, almost psychotic. I wondered if they’d raped her, you know? I wondered if they’d sliced into her, cut her… Shit like that happened all the time, it wasn’t anything new, but she was gone… vanished. That was different. There were no answers… I wanted answers. I needed answers, Taryn.” He slowly opened his eyes.

“Did they ever find her?”

“Yeah… dental records, many years later. A body showed up, just bones, and a little piece of her jacket that hadn’t disintegrated.” He took a deep breath. “I got all into the cop shows then… Miami Vice re-runs, shit like that. It’s like I was destined to do it, and not just to be the guy waiting to get off the clock and wear the uniform, Taryn. I wanted to be in the heart of it all, in the middle of the action. I did that, and then I wanted to concentrate on the murders. Soon, I wanted to be a homicide detective… but you gotta earn that. You can’t just walk in.”

…And he’d gotten so close…

“That’s why it was so hard, wasn’t it? You know, for you to go into rehab, because you knew then you’d have to start at ground zero.”

“Yup… and that’s exactly what happened.” He shook his head in disgust.

“Why didn’t you try to make detective first and then turn yourself in? You said in rehab you were about to take the tests.”

“’Cause I knew it would have been too late, baby. I was using borrowed time as it was. I could just feel it in my bones, like a premonition, something like that. I had to do it right then. I had kept putting it off, and putting it off; one more ‘putting it off’ and that would’ve been it.”

“I totally believe you and understand that. I know exactly what you’re talking about.”

He nodded and kept on. “So, I wanted to be what I saw in the movies, but as I got deeper into it, I saw that a lot of work and slow starts and pauses come along with that…but you know what? I was fine with that, too. It was like a long ass game of hide-and-seek; maybe that’s why it appealed to me, too. Yeah.” He massaged her shoulder blade as he stared into her eyes. “There are quiet times, moments when you are just hanging around, looking. There are instants when you are gathering information, trying to narrow down where you know they aren’t and trying to figure out where they’d been. And in stealing… yeah,” he said with a grin, “same principles apply.

“I never knew how much the shit I was into was so similar.” He smirked. “Who’s over to the right? Who’s to my left? Who might be coming and who just left? What days and times does such ’nd such work here? How much inventory do they have? Are there any security guards over there? Is what I need on the top, bottom, or middle shelf? How many cameras are set up? And it goes on and on and on. But you’re just standing there, not doing anything, but in fact, you’re doing everything.” He slowly closed his eyes once more.

Nick had a way of telling her things, explaining them and breaking them down. The way he opened his world up to her, gave her a front row seat, let her know he trusted her more than any damn body in the entire world. His wretched words pulled her the hell in and she was helplessly in love with his depravity, just as much as with his virtuousness. She was a mere visitor in his sordid, torn down, pissed on world, had never been around children like him when she was growing up, but he loved her all the same…

He’d made her an honorary member of his domain. Despite being a bad boy turned good, some of the bad shit still stuck to him like tar in a crack, reminding the world of the fracture along the not-so-hidden surface. She didn’t mind this for it was a part of who he was. It blended well with the design that was Nick, and she sketched it in her mind, embracing all of him, completely. The ugliness within, the monster that worked its evil magic inside Nick, kept him grounded, faithful and thankful… It kept him close to her, and the few times it pulled him away, it brought his ass right back…

“He’s mine.”

“Hmmm?” He slowly opened his eyes, and shot her a lopsided smile. “Who’s yours?”

A flush of embarrassment ran over her core, her face heated with her accidental transparency.

“You’re mine…”

“Yeah, I am. And you’re mine, too.” He smiled at her, ran his hand lovingly along her neck.

“I’m sorry, I got you off track.” She lay down upon him again, shrouding herself from his glare. Running her fingers through the fine ebony hair covering his chest, she fell in love with the rhythm of his heartbeat.

“Mmmm… where was I? Oh yeah… so yeah, like the game of hide-and-seek, you only have so much time, you know?”

She nodded in understanding.

“No one is going to sit around forever waiting for you to find them, but timing is funny, Taryn… it’s real funny. It’s fickle. When you’re dealing with law enforcement, a homicide case in particular, you can go to a scene of a crime and not see much. Then, you go back the next day and realize you missed an entire damn world of evidence! You don’t know if the person went back and fiddled around with the scene, or if you were just sloppy. You don’t know if the lighting was better and you don’t know if the evidence you do get is going to help, because disappointment is part of the job. You can be too early and too late, all at once…

“That’s just how this shit works.” He cleared his throat. “And I love it… and that missing girl from when I was a kid, Teresa Mendez—she deserved better. She deserved someone that didn’t give up on her just because she was poor and a minority. I hated that for her. I keep her picture, clipped from a newspaper, in my wallet.”

She looked up at him, completely astonished. “Are you serious?”

“Completely.” They stared at one another for a long while. “She was my hope and my goal. It reminded me of why I was born in the first place… There need to be more cops that grew up like her, so we can give a damn. It’s hard to identify with some shit you don’t understand, can’t relate to, you know? People can have the best of intentions, like missionaries, shit like that… but until you yourself have actually experienced starvation, didn’t have any food or wondered if you were going to make it through the night, the understanding just ain’t the same. You don’t have that drive, you know? That push. We need the do-gooders though; they help a lot. The good Samaritans, the cops that come from middle class families and just wanna help… wanna give everybody the American dream.” He issued a sinister laugh, a painful laugh.

“There’s no such thing as an American dream. All dreams are different because all realities are, too. But, regardless,” he said, wincing, “people do what they can, you know? They do what they can…” He ran his hand slowly up and down her bare arm. She gave him time to sort his thoughts, to continue on.

“So, you asked me about the case that I’m meddling with, the one I’m not supposed to be even thinking about…” he sighed. “These girls as you know are coming up missing. From the information I’ve obtained, they don’t have a good handle on who’s doing it. All they know is that it is a 2005 or 2006 light silver car, an Impala more than likely… maybe white. It’s probably just one guy, and he’s got a thing for little black girls.”

“What? They never said that on the news.” She shot up, wanting answers. “Matter of fact, they showed some Hispanics missing and two white girls, too I think…one of which just disappeared a couple days ago I believe.”

“I know they did, baby… but I personally don’t think those others are from the same perp. Matter of fact, my gut tells me they aren’t and I think the guy doing this is probably white.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m certain he mistook two at least one of the girls, who were Dominican, to be African American. You know how it is; sometimes we only recognize our own… you or I would know they weren’t. Maybe not at first glance, but after a minute or two, we’d be pretty certain. Yet, a white guy may not notice that right off the bat. All he knows is that she’s got brown skin, her hair is kinda coarse, and she fits the way he likes his girls to look…”

“This is so sickening…” she mumbled, holding on to him. “It is so disturbing how someone can hurt children like this… take them away from their families and do Lord knows what. Every time I hear stories like this I just want to vomit.”

“Yeah… but we live in a sick world, baby. People have been harming children since the beginning of time. These people prey on the weak. This ain’t some new shit; we just started caring as a society is all. Hell, parents were allowed to kill their kids and in some places in the world, they still can.” He shrugged. “You got places where, if your daughter gets raped, she’s seen as a slut, a whore, no longer pure, and they force her to marry her rapist. You got people right here in our very own country that don’t give a shit if a man beats up on his woman if he is a celebrity. They figure somehow she deserved it ’cause she’s a gold digger, had it coming. We got uncaring people right here under our nose hunting children through the laws they pass, so all this self righteous shit, baby, about people caring is bullshit. People only care about the shit that directly affects them until something turns on inside of them that makes them realize life is bigger and more important than their little role in it…

“If you have people just trying to survive, then they have no time for empathy for others. Why in the hell is someone who has no place to live and his freezing his ass off going to be motivated to care about and try to help find some missing kid half across town? When you find exceptions to that rule—the homeless guy for instance that sees another hungry person and pulls his last dollar out of his pocket and hands it over—that’s where the gold lies… those are the people that should be running some shit, having some say, you know?”

She understood, though his words broke her damn heart.

“Those people are the angels. They have a special something that most of the world doesn’t fucking have. It’s like God touched them personally with a gold finger, told them that their lives would be fucked up, but they were created to serve nevertheless. We’re all monsters, Taryn. I’m a monster, too… one of the worst ones of all.”

“No, you’re not.”

“Yes, I am. I’m a beast, trying to be gratified by God, asking to be given the Midas touch, and I’m alright with that. I accept who and what I am. It’s why I’m not afraid when I see a bunch of dead bodies. It’s why, as a kid, I’d steal things and not give a fuck who I hurt. It’s why I can look at people that are a fucking mess, and keep on going like nothing happened… until you show me children. When you show me children that are all messed up, hurting, it tears me up inside. That innocence, you know? That’s why I say I’m a monster, baby… because I just don’t care, as a product of my environment, or maybe it’s in my blood. It’s about damn time I accept who I am, and embrace it. So now, I want to help. I don’t want to be like that anymore; it no longer feels good to me. I want to use what I know and what I’ve done and lived through to make a difference. I want to find these girls, Taryn, dead or alive… but I won’t give up. It’s not my case and it never will be, so I had to take it. I had to steal it…

“They aren’t handling it right… I can see where they’ve fucked up already, and trust me, I work with some competent ladies and gentlemen. They’re good, I can’t take that away from them, but they’re missin’ shit because the world is falling apart. The monsters are taking over, and they don’t have the time, resources, and manpower to keep trying to find that needle in the haystack.

“But I do… and so now, I’m just beggin’ to be given a little more time and a longer leash… to be trusted… to be touched by that golden hand of God. He already touched me once, and the beast found his beauty… I found love… I found you.”

She couldn’t help but smile at the look in his eyes.

“Lightning might strike twice… stranger things have happened. But I have a hunch, I have an idea or two, and I’m going to chase it. My soul, baby, is telling me I can do this. I’m going to chase that shit, chase it to Heaven and Hell and back, and I just hope I’m not too early, and I’m not too late… but right on time…”
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Chapter Twenty-Nine
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An ombre wall in shades of hot pink and muted orange greeted Taryn as she stepped foot into the lobby of RED, Rousseau Enterprise and Design. Jule’s black and white photo, printed on stretched canvas, took up another wall. He posed like a majestic man from yesteryear, brandishing a smile, a black top hat, and a suit that almost appeared to be painted on his limbs. He leaned back against a graffiti covered wall, only one eye exposed—a dazzling, dark thing paired with an all-knowing smirk. Regardless, Taryn was no fool. Vicki was fucking him.

She’d realized it as soon as she called and the man made himself welcome and available for her without a moment’s notice. No one just called Jules Rousseau up, as if he were a pizza delivery service. One would have far better luck being blind playing in rush hour Manhattan traffic on a unicycle, guns a-blazing, and surviving such mayhem. Nevertheless, she was grateful, for Vicki owed her nothing. The woman definitely had sat by her side, showing up at the oddest of times, and if Vicki weren’t occasionally so incredulous and downright negative, she’d have sworn she could be her guardian angel.

She walked to the front of the place and greeted the receptionist, whose oddly shaped, rectangular, glossy white desk looked tiny and shrunk down in the large, almost empty area.

“My name is Taryn Jones and I’m here to see Mr. Rousseau.”

The blond with short, cropped hair gave her a once over, studying her face, body, and clothes, not making any concessions to hide her analysis.

“Taryn Jones? Hmmm…” She smirked as she tapped her pointy chin. “You look different in person.”

Taryn mirrored the woman’s expression, nodded, and bit her tongue.

And you look idiotic in any setting…

“Is he available? He’s expecting me.”

The woman looked down at her computer, her face tight in concentration as if she were doing tricky surgery on a patient.

“Yes, here is the appointment I see… He is with another client right now. Looks like their meeting is running a bit over.” She looked back up at her. “May I get you some coffee while you wait?”

“No, I’m fine, thank you.” She made her way over to a sitting area with two black and white checkered couches, one of which was shaped like a heart. She’d never pegged Mr. Rousseau to be the sort of man who’d give in to silly furniture gimmicks and whims, yet looks could be deceiving, and she’d never spoken to the man face to face in her entire life. Whatever perceptions she had of him, she was certain would be challenged—for she also did not envision him as the type to hold an inkling of an interest in specialty bras designed for women such as her, either.

Just then, the receptionist stood from her chair and waved her over. With desk phone in hand, she stated, “Yes, she’s here… send her to conference room A, correct? Or your office? Mmmm hmmm… Oh, okay.” She disconnected the call. “He’ll see you now in his office. Go over here to the left.” Taryn followed her direction. “Get on the elevator and go up to level 14. Once you get off, there will be another receptionist and she will lead you to his office… Good luck.” She winked at her and picked up her cell phone.

“Yes, thank you.” Taryn swallowed a ball of something wrapped in trepidation and made her way over to the elevator, following the instructions to the letter. She was already on the twelfth floor of the building; two more flights would not give her nearly enough time to gain control over her jumping nerves. She stood there drawing hot and then cold like a water heater on the fritz. She’d marched in front of dignitaries along a blazingly lit stage, posed scantily clad for elite editorials, yet here she was showing some drawings and losing her damn nerve.

She stepped off the elevator and saw an attractive middle-aged black woman with snow-white braids piled atop her head, paired with sky blue lipstick on her mouth. The song, ‘Don’t Want to Fall in Love’, by Jane Child played softly in the background.

“Hi, Taryn! It’s so nice to meet you person!” The woman got to her feet and extended her hand. She shook it.

“Thank you so much, I’m here to see—”

“Oh, I know… he already told me.” The friendly woman rounded her desk and shoved a piece of letterhead in Taryn’s grasp. “May I have your autograph, please? My daughter adores you. Her name is Amanda.”

“Oh… of course!” She offered a silly, half-cocked grin, took the paper and pen, and signed it.

“God is good, isn’t he?” The woman slipped the autograph on her desk, barely looking at it.

“Uh, yes, yes he is…”

“Look at you, surviving… such a terrible thing you went through. I am stunned that more exposés haven’t been done on your life. I’m tired of us as black women getting the short damn end of the stick! Your ass should have been plastered all over the place! CNBC, MSNBC, all of ’em should have been trying to interview you! Hell, Dateline did a—”

“Tiffany!” someone called out, interrupting the woman’s rant. “Can you please order more bread, cheese, and fruit for downstairs?! There’s nothing left except a few bottles of water!”

A short, petite woman with curly brown hair called out, her expression full of distress.

“Yes, Margot…” Tiffany sighed, barely hiding her irritation at the lady’s disruption. “Taryn, normally I’d walk you to his office but this meeting starts soon and if I don’t call these caterers right this second, everything could be late and trust me, if it is, I’ll never hear the end of it…you know how they do us…” She rolled her eyes.

“Oh, I understand,” she offered.

“Please head to your right and his door is the second one down the hall. Knock on it, say who you are, and he’ll let you in.” The woman winked at her then sat back down at her desk, looking every kind of flustered as she plucked the phone from the receiver.

“Thank you!” Taryn called out and did as instructed, now feeling a bit more at ease. She stood before the closed door, inhaled a deep breath, and knocked.

“Mr. Rousseau, it’s Taryn Jones.”

Before she could take another breath, the door swung open, revealing the man. A whisk of cool air brushed past her, while the scent of exotic cologne engulfed her. His photos did him no justice whatsoever. Jules was approximately sixty-five but looked not a day over fifty. His salt and pepper hair was slicked back, his thin frame covered in expensive fabrics, and his face gentle, yet determined.

“Please.” He stepped out of the way, pointing to a chair beside his desk. “Have a seat.”

She walked past him, gripping her portfolio as she stepped to the camel colored leather chair. His office décor was far more subdued than she’d imagined it to be, devoid of whimsical colors and odd furniture pairings. Rather, it reflected the trappings of a male millionaire who had a thing for strong lines, dark, rich colors, and minimalist design. He closed the door behind them, rounded his desk, and sat down.

“Would you like a glass of wine?” he offered as he pulled out a compartment from behind his desk, revealing a gray, slate tray with a few wine goblets and a glass carafe filled with something no doubt expensive and smooth to the taste.

“Uh no, Mr. Rousseau. No, thank you.”

Nodding in understanding, he poured himself a glass, placed the tray neatly behind his desk, and took a sip. The sounds of Stevie Wonder singing ‘Another Star’ played dully in the background.

They’ve got good music here…

Her chest warmed with pleasant, summertime memories…

“So.” He leaned back in his seat, his hand cuffing his ankle as he looked at her, offering a pleasant smile. “I had a chance to look at your designs again. They are rather crude, don’t you think?”

Taken somewhat aback, she made damn sure to not show it. “Well, I’m not a professional but—”

“Doesn’t matter.” He waved his hand in dismissal as he placed his glass of wine down. “The drawings are childlike, lack craftsmanship, but their core is raw and real. They are unique, dare I say beautiful. I like them. You are accustomed to drawing the human form, bringing out its rawness, but designing clothing is much different, Ms. Jones. I can tell that you are an artist; my issue is that I can’t present your designs in their present form. However, I was able to look beyond the faults, although not everyone will be able to do so. Therefore, here is what I’d like to do.” He cleared his throat and leaned forward.

“I have clothing design students who do quite well at this sort of thing. I would like to pass your designs to a few of them, have them redraft them. After which, you can approve them and we can send them to Lori Greely of Victoria’s Secret. Now, when I criticize someone, I also point out what is good. Here is what I like about your designs, Taryn.” He paused, took another sip of his wine and continued.

“Your brassieres have stunning designs, and a nicely built in prosthetic for one or both breasts. The prosthetic is moldable, shapeable,”—he moved his hands around as if squeezing Play-Doh—“and claylike. I like the idea of using silk over the light-weight plastic. You’ve explained how this works very well in your email that I requested several days ago.”

She nodded and swallowed down her rising excitement. It was getting increasingly difficult to sit still.

“I saw that you’ve done your research regarding various materials, and the silicon is nice as well. For women with only one breast removed, a cast is made of that breast and sits in the bra perfectly. Like a do-it-yourself kit. For those ladies such as yourself who’ve had both breasts removed, they simply order the bra size and dimensions they want, and the bra cast is created for them. I like that you even have specially designed padded bras for those that do not want a prosthetic at all, but can achieve a look of fullness under their clothing… Very nice, Ms. Jones…very nice indeed.” He finished his wine, then poured himself another glass. “The designs are edgy, classic, and sophisticated… some are even fanciful. You’ve done an exceptional job here.”

“Thank you very much, Mr. Rousseau.” She was certain she was blushing, turning a million shades of crimson. First, he knocked her down, but like a true gentleman, he reached for her hand, and helped her stand right back up.

“You’re welcome. Back to Victoria’s Secret for a moment. They do a breast cancer drive as well as ‘Pink Lingerie’ fashion shows for breast cancer awareness and fund raising. I know Katie would be particularly interested in seeing these. The fact that you are an accomplished model and have exhibited for them in some of their smaller, local shows in the past definitely bodes well for you. You may not have been a Victoria’s Secret Angel, but you were close enough to understand how they do things, and that can only assist you.”

“Yes, thanks.”

“Now.” He looked down at his watch, then back at her, his face serious. “Vicki can make money in her sleep. I trust her.” He tilted his head to the side then brandished a roguish grin, as if slipping into lurid fantasies. Taryn felt she was witnessing something private, something for their eyes only, but it showed out in his expression in a way he perhaps couldn’t hide. “She’s brought me two other deals that turned out to be quite lucrative. I’ve been branching out a bit more, finding talent.”

“Yes, I read something similar online.”

“Good, you did your research. I did mine on you as well. If I go to bat for you, and you fuck me over, you’ll be ruined, do you hear me?” His calm, matter-of-fact voice chilled her, while he still sat there with that ‘Daddy knows best’ smile on his face. That attitude pinched her nerves, twisted them, and yanked while she whirled in a state of shock.

Fucking Frenchman! Make a woman fall in love… then snatch her back into reality in one fell swoop…

“I get where you’re coming from.” She kept herself even and cool under the pressure, refusing to break into a sweat.

“Good, because I don’t give a shit who is smoking what, who is fucking who, and who is choking on their own cum. What I care about is who is making money, who is reliable, on time, and looks the part. You’re beautiful. You have a well-established reputation as well. Some of it is good, some of it not so much…” He shrugged. “You’re still fairly young; that will work in your favor. You’re also viewed as a wild card… difficult to deal with at times.” He fisted and unfisted his hands. “Lucky for me, I’m not trying to put you on a runway, though I’m not against the idea… We can talk more about that later. What I’m trying to do, Ms. Jones, is to help you, help me, help three… Vicki gets a cut.”

“Of course.”

“I understand you have a boyfriend?” he said with a sardonic lift of his brow. He snapped his fingers at her, impatiently asking for her portfolio while he dove head first in her private business.

“Uh, yes… but not sure what that has to do with this.” She handed it over while he laid it out on his desk and flipped through it.

“It means that if I propositioned you for a non-business related dinner, you’d be more inclined to decline.” He kept his eyes on the portfolio.

She smirked. “I walked right into that.”

“Yes.” He grinned, flipping quickly through her sketches, but with a keen eye. “You did.”

“You asked Vicki if I had a boyfriend?” she questioned as she slumped into her seat.

“No. I asked her if you were bisexual or at least bi-curious after looking at some of your more recent runway work.”

At this, Taryn burst out laughing, almost in shock at the man’s unbelievable nerve.

“She said she wasn’t certain, but that you had a man at home that was taking care of you quite nicely and she would never proposition you for such a thing. She refused to ask on my behalf, so I decided to do it myself. I can tell from your posture and facial expressions that you’re not interested. Now that that is off the table, we can get back to this right here.” He didn’t appear the least bit irritated nor disturbed by her lack of interest. “I want you in my office first thing next week, on Tuesday at ten a.m. I will have the re-designs finished and we will then proceed with the meeting with Victoria’s Secret. I have no doubt that they will give your designs a test run and, should they do well, we will then speak with the American Cancer Society, National Breast Cancer Awareness, and put in a call to Angelina Jolie to see if she has any interest in assisting with advertising…”

The man continued to speak, talking matter-of-factly, on and on as if the shit was already a done deal. She sat there hearing him, but her body grew numb in fucking amazement.

…Oh my God. This is really happening. I am really sitting in Jules Rousseau’s office, one of the best fashion designers in the entire damn world! The man is talking about all these heavy hitters and putting his money and team behind it… Oh… my…God!

“…And then of course it will need to be economical for the everyday buyer so we will get a hold of some of the other distributors—but it can’t be cheaply made; the fabric must be quality and craftsmanship fairly decent… I’ll give a heads up to Macy’s once the details are worked out,” he continued on, looking down at his watch a time or two more, and then, he concluded.

“So, it’s settled.” He rose to his feet, straightened out his jacket, and extended his hand for a shake. She gave a hearty one, the kind her father taught her how to do from a very young age. “I will see you next week.”

“Yes, see you next week and thank you so much, Mr. Rousseau.”

“You can call me Jules after we complete this deal.” He smiled coyly.

“Okay. I’ll do just that.” She smiled back and turned to walk away, almost floating off the damn ground.

“…Nice shoes,” his deep voice rumbled.

She paused, looked down at the things. She’d had a rare moment in time—didn’t know what to wear, so she’d consulted Nick. She’d lamented over her outfit for the meeting for quite some time, and finally threw in the towel. So, reaching in the recesses of their shared bedroom closet, he’d pulled out a navy blue pair with four inch silver heels. She’d created her outfit around them—a navy blue sheer blouse and slacks in the same color, along with silver accessories…

Thanks Nick! She laughed inside.

“Thank you, Mr. Rousseau… my man at home, as you referred to him, chose them for me.”

“Well, he has good taste… in more ways than one…”
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The sharp corner of the vibrant green, apple-flavored jolly rancher scraped against the roof of his mouth. He wrestled with the thing, debating on spitting it out, but he enjoyed the flavor, all the same.

“Nick,” Officer Kennedy said, approaching him. “I need some papers put away for me… Can you help?”

He looked the fucker in the face and wanted to strangle him. He had no beef with Kennedy, but the way he said the words, as if he was now the town flunky, made him swallow the slice of candy left in his mouth to cover up the words he wanted to blurt.

“Yeah…” He sighed, got to his feet and followed Kennedy over to his desk. The guy moved about, wearing his uniform just right, creating deep wells of envy in Nick’s heart as they made the jaunt.

“Hey, you want some coffee first?” Kennedy hitched his thumb towards the break room. “I thought I’d get me a cup.”

Nick shrugged.

“If you want, makes me no difference.” He put his hands on his hips and looked around the place, recognizing it, but suddenly feeling as if he was trying to jam his oval shaped ass into a square shaped slot.

“Well, come on with me. I want to ask you a few things… get your advice.” At this, Nick perked up.

Maybe it’s about the case… Kennedy is on that. He might want to pick my brain…

His face cracked with a slight grin at the possibility, but he kept his feet on the doubtful, just in case he was let down once again.

Kennedy opened the break room door, and the place was filled with bastards hooping and hollering while Captain O’Sullivan stood amongst them, a big grin on his rosy-cheeked face. On the table sat a big, fancy white cake with ‘Welcome Back Nick’ scrolled across it, some shiny, red plastic cups, and blue and white balloons…

Looks like rehab graduation…

He smirked.

“Congrats, Nick! You’re back in! You get your beat back, bastard!” His boss screamed, causing others to blow party horns and throw skinny pieces of colorful paper around the room.

“Awwww, man! Are you for real?!” He grinned real wide as he stepped to the man, taking him in an earnest embrace.

“Yes, I’m definitely serious. You’ve certainly earned it. You’ve done well, no complaints or griping, and you’ve helped, done what you were supposed to do. The board agreed to let you have your beat back. You start first thing tomorrow.”

He released the man, looked him up and down, then bear hugged the hell out of him, causing an outburst of laughter.

“Oh, he been complain’, Captain! His mouth wasn’t moving, but best believe Vitale was complaining!” someone shouted, causing more laughter to dance about the room.

“Thank you everybody!” Nick shouted as he grabbed a plate and fork. “You won’t regret it!”

“Yeah, yeah… we’ll see. Cut your cake, Nick! Some of us have work to do!”
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“Saks Fifth Avenue will be next,” Vicki stated on the other end of the phone.

“I can’t believe the meeting today.” Taryn shook her head in disbelief as she paid the taxi driver and stepped out of the cab, her phone cradled to her ear. She looked at the facility before her—the building that had once housed shoe and purse repair equipment that would soon be turned into her new sewing factory from which to manufacture her designs. “Everything went so well.”

“Of course it did. There is a need for this, and you somehow made the almost unbearable sexy. Now look, check out the building real well. I haven’t seen it yet, but it has three floors and should be a good start. Jules has guys ready to start after the renovations.”

“Vicki, how in the hell did they get a spot on 34th street, though?!”

“Don’t worry about that…”

“No, wrong damn answer.” She shifted her weight, dug in her pocket and on a sigh, removed the key from her pocket. “I just signed a contract giving Jules twenty percent of my company based on simple projection and you receive six percent for five years. That’s fine; trust and believe, I am totally okay with that, but I am not one of these bimbos that is so happy for an opportunity that I piss away common sense. Now, how the hell did he make this happen?” She stepped inside, and immediately begun to cough. “Jesus! It’s dusty as hell in here!”

“It’s old… the rent is too high. Everything is out of date. They wanted you next to the retailers your lingerie would be in and they worked it out. All of that mess you see will be taken care of. When you walk in there next month, it will look like an entirely new place… Speaking of which, you’ll need a sign. Have you thought of a name?”

Taryn’s lips twisted in a satisfied grin.

“I’m still working on that…”

“Well, hurry. It takes a while and we need it on your paperwork. As it stands, we only have your legal name… You’re already way behind the curve ball. Get it together.” And with that, Vicki disconnected the call.

Taryn turned around in circles to survey the place. She looked at the long narrow windows, could barely see out of them due to all the dark gray dust and dirt. She’d walked past the place her entire life, and had never taken much notice of it. It was a tiny, odd, tall, and awkward building, yet, simply perfect for her.

She made to exit the building, prepared to make a jaunt over to Ali Baba restaurant, being in the mood for some Turkish food. As she made her way out of the place and locked the door, she stopped short when the phone rang. Raising it to her ear, she answered but before she could ask how he was doing and give him the play-by-play updates she was certain he wanted, the man blurted, “Baby, I’m back… they put me back on!”

She burst out laughing. “Nick, why do you sound surprised, baby? Of course they would! Congratulations. We’ll have to celebrate.”

She looked across the street and took notice of a police officer driving past, his arm hanging lazily out the side of his window.

“Hey, what are you doing right now?”

“Nothing but stuffing my mouth with cake… I’d prefer to be tasting your pussy.”

A light, airy laugh escaped her lips as she tilted her head back, causing her curls to fall while she ran her fingers across the back of her neck.

“You wanna hook up for lunch? I’m on 34th street.”

“Yeah, wait…what time is it?”

“11:32…”

“Yeah, shouldn’t be a problem… Are you at your new spot? What do you think of it?”

“We can discuss that when I see you… Oh, and put on your uniform.”

“Why? What are you up to?”

“Just do it. See you in a bit, Officer Vitale…”
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Nick walked the streets like a son of a bitch in complete and utter charge! His swag was amped up five thousand degrees, burning a hole in the damn cement. Chin held high, he moved about the crowd of people as they dispersed from his pending approach. Though mixtures of music played and the city drone sung low and hard, he imagined that with each step he took, Wu-Tang Clan was rapping, ‘C.R.E.A.M.’ He dared to admit, he’d missed that shit. The way people would suddenly be on their best behavior when he perused Manhattan—the one spot he’d hated as a kid, that reminded him of all the shit he didn’t have. But now, he felt the magic of the place, embraced it up close and personal.

“There she is…” he whispered aloud, his lips kinking into a gratified smirk. He crossed at the walkway, his navy blue short-sleeved shirt, matching pants, and heavy black work shoes in tow. His hat set on his head just right, and his air of confidence he hoped would prove fucking contagious; the shit simply needed to be shared. “Hey baby…” He said, easy-go-lucky, as he reached for the flower standing there wearing a pink and brown striped jumpsuit, short hair brushed back from her face. “I don’t have much time, but definitely wanted to see you… even for just a little bit.”

She wrapped her arms around his neck and leaned in for a kiss. He pressed his mouth into hers as he surrounded her with the warmth of his embrace.

“Mmm, you smell good.” She winked at him. “And you taste like frosting.” She flicked her tongue back and forth, causing his dick to salute.

“Let me show you the new place.” She took his hand, leading the way, and they walked quietly, pacing themselves.

He couldn’t wipe the grin off his face; he had to store this moment as one of the best days ever…

I’m watching my baby’s dreams come true… I’ve got my job back… I’m sober… Life is fuckin’ good!

She released his hand, leaving him suddenly lonely, wanting her touch to return. The warmth was replaced with coolness along his palm, and in that instant, he realized things only felt perfect when she was close by. As she unlocked and opened the door, he grimaced, refusing to let his concern stay bottled within.

“What in tha hell is this? Baby, this place is a mess! In this part of Manhattan?!” He stepped over the threshold and looked from left to right. “I thought this Jules guy was top notch!”

“He is.” She rolled her eyes at him as she moved through an array of old cardboard boxes piled up high like skyscrapers, threatening to collapse upon her. “But I wanted more control over the company, so I had to make some concessions. Please don’t underestimate this place though, Nick. Look at where it is… look at the potential.” She outstretched her arms and spun about, a smile on her face as if she were dancing in the center of the Taj Mahal. The dust bellowed around her, swirling higher and higher as she made dirty, black magic… He was officially seduced.

Damn…

She started to move to an imaginary rhythm, dancing to some unheard beat.

I’m going to help her out…

Digging in his pocket, he pulled out his mp3 player and set it atop a dust covered counter. The girl was gone though…in her own world.

He pushed play…

Lavell Evans’ ‘So Intoxicated’ began to play…

He simply stood there, overdosing on her beauty and happiness as the music lulled their souls closer and closer…

I thought my happiness was contagious, yeah… and so is hers. We can be contagious together.

She didn’t pause, didn’t break free, just danced… and danced… and danced to the beat, now snapping her fingers.

So he, too, fell into the lyrics as the music embraced them, making the two addicts drunk off one another:

I’m losing all my control and I can’t think clearly…

I’m faded, head in the clouds, yeah…

…No, I don’t need no alcohol to get a buzz tonight, ’cause I’m tipsy off of lovin’ you…

Girl, your body O.D., fine like wine… Every time I take sip from your fountain…

Your lovin’ got me faded… Girl, I’m so intoxicated…

She slowly opened her eyes and waltzed to him, her hips swaying to the music. He went to unbutton his shirt, but she shook her head and mouthed, “No…”

He stood there, letting her have her way as she sashayed down, down, down until she had his zipper in her hand, her partial reflection placing shadows and light on it. She ignored his pants button, and focused a bit lower, gripping the zipper, pulling it down, exposing his white boxer shorts through the slit of his pants. His breath hitched.

“I’m gonna take your gun to the head…time for some premium top…”

Her hands circled his dick and brought it out from its confines. She massaged and awakened the beast as he bent a bit over, rubbing her back in lazy circles.

“Mmmm,” he moaned as her lips touched the tip, then engulfed the head. “Ahhhh….baby…” He slowly closed his eyes, taking in the moment. His nostrils flared as she pushed, backed him up into a wall, all the while keeping his cock in her mouth.

BAM!

As his back slammed into the hard surface, dust particles flew about, catching glimmers of sunlight that dared to enter the dastardly place.

“Officer Vitale… you.taste.so.good… juicy dick…I’d steal it, keep it for myself if it weren’t already mine…” His body shook as he struggled to focus. The room started to spin. To his right, the ancient, peeling, wallpaper drew his eye, along with a ragged, old paper sign advertising a sale in days long past.

“Taryn! Uh!” He gripped the back of the woman’s head, bucking inside of her mouth as she caressed his leg with one hand and kept his cock steady between her lips with the other. His damn baton beat against his thigh as the handcuffs rattled with each movement he made.

“I want you to arrest me… crime and punishment.” She offered him a mischievous wink and he stared at her lower lip, shiny with his appreciation. Then, he scooped the little petal into his arms, snatched at her jacket and shirt and made them land in the filthy mess. Switching positions, he pinned the little minx to the wall, taking in his stroke of beautiful luck…

Lucky thief… you stole her heart, and she stole yours, too…

He stroked his cock, wet from her saliva and warm from her oral embrace. Bringing it farther out of the folds of his underwear, he waited impatiently as she unzipped her pants, and wiggled against him until the garment fell to the floor. More dust wafted forward, and neither gave a damn as he surged within her.

“Ahhhh…” Her eyes rolled as she sighed, looking so helpless and sweet…

“You have the right to remain silent…”

“Ahhhh!” He thrust within her again, this time a bit deeper.

“Anything you say or do may be used against you while I’m fuckin’ you against this wall!”

“Ahhh, shit!”

“Do you understand?!”

“Shit! Yes!”

“Uhh! You have the right to consult my dick before speaking to anyone else and to have my cock, and my cock alone, present during all future fuck sessions you may encounter…Uh!”

“Ahhhh, yes, yes, yes!”

“If you cannot afford my dick because you’ve pissed me off and are in relationship jail, I may change my mind if you promise to be a good girl and not offend again.”

“Ohhhhh, I’ll offend again! Ahhh!”

He pushed into her harder, much harder…

“If you still mess up, try to pull that warrior princess shit on me, you will have only your vibrator for a night or two. It will be appointed to you but I still expect dome, so you understand…Uhhh!”

“Yesss! Yes!”

He pounded harder and faster within her.

“If you decide to ride my dick tonight when we get home, understand that I won’t bust or stop until you cum at least twice! Time is nothing to me! I will last all night… you know this… Patience is a virtue.”

“Nick!!!”

“Knowing and understanding your rights as I have explained them to you, are you willing to answer my questions without an attorney present?”

“Yes!!! Yesss, baby!”

“Do you love me, Taryn?!! Uhhh!” He shoved more of himself inside of her.

“Yes! You know I love you! Ahhh…”

“Do you trust me, baby?!”

“Yes! I trust you with all of my heart!”

“Do you want me to fuck you harder, baby?”

“Yes! Give me that dick, baby!”

“You asked for it!”

Pulling roughly out of her, he flipped her around, gripped his cock and entered her again, making her claw up and down the damn wall, the dry-rotted wallpaper peeling as her stiletto shaped black nails scratched at the shit like an angry cat.

“Nick!” she screamed out, the shit echoing over and over…

Her potions flowed along his shaft, christening it just right.

“I want to make you cum again!”

Tiny flakes of light-colored wallpaper flowed through the air, sparkling amongst the dust, floating past their swaying bodies. The music carted him away somewhere, his soul drifting away into a land of the long forgotten, being transformed into something beautiful and brand new.

“Ahhhh!” She shivered against him, ensuring his undoing.

“Fuck!”

Pressing his chest harshly into her back, his mouth open, he stared at her profile. The helpless expression on her face tore him up from within. At that sight, he released inside of her, firing squad style.

“Uhhh! Shit! I’m cummin’ inside of you, baby…uhhh God!”

He held onto her waist with brute determination, kept her steady while he poured his all into her…

“Dayum!”

They broke into laughter as he delicately sat her back onto her feet, made her face him. “You are going to fuck around and make me lose my job when I just got it back!” He checked his watch, an inerasable smile on his face.

She turned away from him for a spell and burst out laughing even harder before facing him once again, pointing like some little kid making fun of the class clown.

“What’s so funny?” he asked in annoyance as he pulled his zipper back up.

“You should see your hat…and your shirt! Oh shit!” she said between uncontrollable giggles.

He looked down, inspected himself.

“Damn it!” His lips turned downward and anger seeped inside of him, regardless of how trivial. “I look like I’ve been rolling around in mud!”

“Okay, calm down,” she said as she made her way over to the counter where she’d set her purse. Yet, she didn’t stop laughing. “Here…”

She handed him two wrapped wet wipes. He snatched them away, irritated with her continued expression of mirth. This only caused her to laugh harder. Tearing the packs open, he went about patting, cleaning, and erasing the proof of their dirty, nasty ways… But it was too late; the shit was inked on his soul. No amount of cleaning would get her scent off him—and he never wished for it to go away in the first damn place.

“I gotta go, baby.” He pulled her close and kissed her nose, then her cheek.

“I’ll see you tonight,” she said as he turned his back to leave. “What do you want for your dinner?”

“Bring carry out, Thigh Bistro.”

When he opened the door, it chimed from an old, dusty bell that swung above his head like the mistletoe at Firststone.

“Thigh Bistro?” she called out.

He smirked as he stepped over the threshold to leave. People moseyed past the place as he straightened his hat, keeping his back turned towards her.

“Yeah, it’s a new joint in town.” With his hand, he traced the brim as he grinned to himself. “When I get off work, I want a window seat between your legs, baby.” He tossed her a look from over his shoulder, then turned back towards the street. “…And make sure you’re on time. I plan to eat for a long while. Wet naps sold separately…”
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Chapter Thirty
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When a camera flashes, it tells a lie… Photography is the untruth, the living dead. Art is its master, and science is its vice. We only see a portion of the accuracy, the scene, the people, the things… It can’t help but lie, for it is forced to do so. Liars and thieves thrive in a world that is conducive to and feeds their innate desire to deceive. It encourages deception, greed, the need to feed off the success of others. I’ve been lying my entire life…

Yeah, telling beautiful, sweet, seductive lies…

Nick stood outside the precinct. The two eggshell colored, cube shaped lamps were mounted into the brick wall; the right one flickered, as if the light were dying right before his eyes. Off to the left hung the police crest, letting the world know who they were…

Police Department

City of New York…

And in big, black bold font right next to it, under the two lights, read the words,

73rd Precinct

He was home away from home…

It had been a long morning. He’d just taken an important test, the kind that his fate hung on. He hoped and prayed no one would circumvent it, make the shit hard, unobtainable. He’d been proving himself, doing right. He wanted this … No, he needed it. That day, he recalled what a strange guy named Floyd that used to work there had said during his first year of service. Floyd had been on medical leave almost from the moment he’d stepped foot into the place. The truth was, Captain O’Sullivan was trying to pawn him off onto someone else. Floyd scared easily and how he’d made it through the academy was one of the great mysteries of the world…

“This is the 73rd Precinct, Nick. Do you know what that means?” the scrawny guy asked in his thick West Indian accent as he peered at him from over thick, black-framed bifocal glasses.

“Yeah… it means we’re the 73rd precinct,” Nick retorted, wishing the strange man would go on about his awkward way. He knew the cop wouldn’t last long, for he read into every goddamn thing. Sometimes a robbery was just that, a robbery… It wasn’t the Illuminati, the Devil, or some great universal force at work. Not only that, Floyd was too damn emotional, and emotions killed. Nick knew about that first hand.

“No, it means we’re number one, this precinct. See, seven plus three equals ten and ten in numerology is the number one. That means we are the leaders, Nick. It means we’re in charge, you know? It means we’ll have some of the worst crimes, too. Leaders attract the worst sort, the type other people can’t deal with. It’s not a coincidence, and what I say to you right now is no shim sham! There is a reason as to why Brownsville has such a high crime rate!”

“Got nothin’ to do with joblessness, homelessness, and lack of education, right? Got nothing to do with bored kids, uninvolved parents, huh?” he teased, rather sick of Floyd already. “It’s all because seven plus three equals ten…”

“Well, yeah, I mean… that’s it, but there’s something more powerful at work, something creating all that stuff!”

“Really? Floyd, I think it’s just motherfuckers behaving badly, that’s all. No magic to it…no voodoo or spells. Just people acting fucking crazy, okay?”

“No, Nick, look, you gotta listen to me. You’re the leader of this troop!”

“I’m a police officer just like you, Floyd.” He rolled his eyes. “I’m not the leader of nothin’. You gotta go talk to Sergeant Pirellis, or Captain O’Sullivan, or Lieutenant Walker if you want to talk to some leaders, okay? I have no interest in being a leader, anyway. I just want to do my job, not be holed up in some office all day.”

“Right! I get that, man. You’re a number one though, Nick! Always on the front line.”

“What do you mean on the front line? We all have to be! We get a call, we go. That’s it.”

“No, man, no!” The guy shook his head. “Leaders aren’t always selected, they’re born. Look.” The man looked from right to left as if about to deliver some top-secret news. “Number one people attract that sort of thing, you know… trouble. You’re a number one cop, Nick… You’re a daredevil… Aren’t you an Aries, too? What’s your birthday again, man?”

“Oh man, don’t start! Floyd, we got work to do, okay? Stay away from the caffeine and all that silly hocus pocus shit. Let’s go hit the streets!”

“Hit the streets?” The guy smiled nervously. “Yeah, you not ’fraid of nothing, are you, Nick? But you should be…” His eyes narrowed. “You should be…”

He pushed Floyd’s words away, not certain as to why the old, weathered conversation had jumped out in front of his mind. Oh yeah—he took notice of the 73rd precinct sign outside on the brick wall.

I don’t know anything about numerology. But it’s like today, those numbers mean a little more…

He smirked as he made his way to his new desk, one not covered in manila and green hanging folders. No slip of paper requiring a morning urine sample or hair strand… what a damn relief. Instead, there sat a new computer, his desk nametag, and a packet for him to sign regarding his reinstated obligations. He sat down and contemplated his surroundings, got his bearings. Turning on his computer, he logged in and began his duties. Today, he was assigned to do basic street patrol. He couldn’t wait to slide his ass into that car, smell the leather and old coffee that permeated the thing. He wouldn’t wait for a call to come through before releasing himself like a hound on the prowl, though. First, he’d spend some time reintroducing himself to the people—to let them see him and know he was back. He had a reputation as being a tough motherfucker, and he planned to keep it that way. Many of the residents must have noticed his absence, for it seemed he arrested some of them every damn month. They’d surely question as to why he’d missed their special time together. Regardless, some may know the truth in regard to his unplanned absence, while others would speculate it was just a lousy rumor. Didn’t matter anymore…

He shrugged as his thoughts evaporated, his focus now on Taryn…

I miss you, baby.

She’d left for Paris two afternoons prior with her cute little Louis Vuitton luggage in tow. The house wasn’t the same already. The smell of delicious baked food and her Bond New York perfume no longer floated about the place. She had an important meeting with Jules.

Jules. He hated that his jealousy had reared its big, bumpy, ugly head. He’d read up on this Mr. Jules Rousseau; not only was the bastard rich and famous, he saw some photos showing the way he eyed his baby, like she was a piece of succulent meat.

He knew that look.

I see you, motherfucker…

Taryn’s new lingerie company under her brand name, ‘Sweet Warrior’, had taken off like his little ass with a handful of stolen goods several lifetimes ago. The press was already rolling in, and he was head over heels proud of her. He’d told her this would happen; he’d known it as soon as he’d flipped through her sketchbooks. Such immense talent and passion the woman had.

Passion… yeah… who else notices my baby’s passion, huh?

He trusted Taryn, knew she’d never cheat on him, but this Jules person was a whole different story. She’d told him she found his new feelings of jealousy ‘cute’, though he didn’t find anything ‘tiny rabbit’ and ‘little chick’ adorable about it. Ms. Popular had become Ms. Popularity; he could barely speak to her on his breaks without her saying, ‘Hold on, someone is trying to call.’

Now, Jules was the primary one… The fucker was blowing her phone up like a suicide bomber—calling her, texting her, saying flirty things disguised as an innocent compliment…

I hate that son of a bitch…

He’d talked himself down many a night, knowing Taryn would never forgive him if he caused a scene and went too far. He wanted to pick up his phone and call the old French, suave fucker and make him a threat he couldn’t refuse. He played it out in his mind, over and over…

Oui Oui, motherfucker! Stop calling my woman all goddamn day! I’d like to jam the Eiffel tower right up your ass!

I gotta stop this shit…

Nick took a deep breath and raked his hands up his face and through his hair, ruffling it so.

“I’ll get some coffee, wake up a bit…” He’d had a hard time sleeping without her, and his crankiness had reached an all time high because of it. He left his damn chair spinning and made for the break area holding his white police mug. As he neared the room, he slowed to a crawl. There, only twenty feet away, hung the crime board, only partially exposed as the door to the little meeting room—the homicide detective den—had been left ajar. That room was the place where plans were made, important meetings conducted, and decisions on what to say to the press were carefully premeditated and orchestrated.

It called to him, drew him in. He looked about to make sure no one was around, then zoomed his sights on it. From a distance, he could see bits and pieces of faces, missing persons… the girls. He couldn’t make out the words written in various colored ink, but he did see the maps and vibrant pushpins all over, indicating specific locations along the winding grid. The culprit had been busy… too busy. More disappearances had happened in the last few weeks, drawing the attention of national news.

No one cared about one, two, or three missing black girls or even Latina girls for that matter—all hailing from an impoverished, long forgotten part of town. Yet, the world took notice when a pattern developed and spread like wildfire through the tattered, ghetto streets. This happened not because creation suddenly developed a consciousness, a beating heart that cared about children—you know, those little people adults make, then forget about—but because the nightmare case was turning into a fucking epidemic. Epidemics spread, poured over the ‘innocent’ like sauce until they were drenched in it. The shit became bigger and more grotesque, feeding off the frenzy, and one day, the monster behind the mayhem may no longer be satisfied with poor little girls wearing brown skin wrapped around small limbs… One day, the soulless man may break the serial kidnapper code and step out of his M.O… snatch himself up a pretty little white girl, one from a nice part of town, and that simply couldn’t happen…

It was already believed that a third white girl had been grabbed, so certainly pandemonium was spreading like a bastard on a diet of nothing but fried donuts and mayonnaise. These concerns were denied, squelched by law officials and so-called experts alike. Besides, the police still believed the fucker didn’t have a type.

Bullshit.

Nick stood out there staring, scrutinizing from afar, like some Peeping Tom. His eyes narrowed as he tried to decipher the puzzle from a distance… He took a step, and then another, until he was able to read some of the notes pinned on the thing.

‘Two more white girls went missing’, said the heading above two photos…

Damn. Still doesn’t sit right with me… And those two girls are not from Brownsville. One of them is really tall for her age. That’s not his type. He might cross over race, he might cross over body type, but he won’t do both… impossible.

Nick trusted his hunch. Those weren’t the perps and in one case there was the strong possibility of the girl being a mere runaway—yet, the trappings looked clean, connectable. He sucked in air and made his way over to the open door, daring himself to walk inside, but then, he paused right outside of it. His sixth sense screamed that he didn’t know the half of it, and if he could get just five minutes in that room, to gather the intelligence, the truth would somehow be revealed to him. But… there were far too many people around, the coast wasn’t anywhere near clear, and the last thing he needed was a warning or reprimand.

Think, motherfucker… think…

“Goddamn it! That’s it!” He turned his back, grabbed his keys off of his desk, and high-tailed it out of there. Clutching his phone, he made a mad dash to his cruiser, hopped inside and dialed.

“Yeah, we need to have a little talk. I’m coming to see you.”

“Is this Nick?”

“You know who the fuck it is… Sit tight; we have some things to discuss, and they can’t wait…”
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He sat there with his jaws full and his puffy hand wrapped around a small blue plastic cup covered in tiny white flowers; such a contrast to the cold, sterile environment. He’d filled out quite a bit since he’d last laid eyes on him and Nick was certain that in this case, it was a good thing. He marched toward him, arms swinging like pendulums. The guy looked up, his brown eyes syrupy and soft as if he’d been crying. Nick pulled out a chair, set it across from the man, and plopped down in it, crossing his arms as he leaned slightly forward.

“Don, Mr. Oliver… what’s up, man?”

“Hi Nick,” he said in a mild mannered voice, nothing like the arrogant nemesis that almost got the beating of his life before Frieda sounded the alarm. “You wanted to speak to me?”

“Yeah, I need your opinion about something. I won’t waste any time, just get right into it. Look, I’m working on something, an important case.”

“Congratulations on being reinstated.” He smiled, showing a missing tooth. “…And you can call me Oliver in here. I’d prefer it, actually.”

Someone fucked him up in here… Jesus…

“Thanks… Hey, before we get started.” He looked around the place, trying to peep out the motherfucker that caused him fear. “Uh, is there a problem, man? What’s going on?”

Oliver’s eyes drifted down to his lap. He clasped his hands together on the table.

“Just a little disagreement is all,” he said. “Had nothing to do with what was, you know … going on before… I mean Trey.”

Nick scratched at his pocket, digging his fingers inside to reach for something… so strange.

I was itching for a cigarette?! What the hell?! I haven’t smoked in months!

Something about Oliver made his damn skin crawl; nothing had changed. Even time itself couldn’t rub the creepy sensation away. Yet, he felt drawn to the man as he would to an intriguing and terrifying haunted house he’d be compelled to explore. Oliver represented the walking macabre, a scientific study with a smile; hence, the reason he was there in the first place….

“How’s treatment here been going?”

“Pretty good. I’m on medication, so don’t mind my attitude… I don’t feel a whole lot right now.”

Nick sat back and sucked his teeth as he looked the man over.

They’ve killed his sexual libido while he’s in intensive therapy…

“Okay, well.” He ran his finger under his left eye, taking care of an itch. “Do you mind if I pick your brain for a minute?”

“No, please do.” The weirdo’s lips made tiny jerks at the corners.

“There is someone kidnapping little girls in Brooklyn.”

“Yeah.” He yawned. “I’ve seen it on the news.”

“So.” Nick sat back, crossed his legs. “What do you think?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, what do you think he, or even she, wants? The news has already been given too much information. I know things like this interest you, Oliver…”

I read your journals, remember? You savored news stories like this… remembered every single detail…

“I think the better question Nick is, what do you think?”

…There’s the Oliver I know, the one I came here for…

He grinned and looked up at the television mounted on the wall, showing The Price Is Right, then back at the man.

“I think it’s a white guy…”

“Okay, but that’s too easy. Everyone knows the statistics say that more white men than black men commit these sorts of crimes.” He shrugged. “Try harder. What else?”

He turned back towards the television, still wearing his smirk, and wearing it proudly.

“I think he’s from Brooklyn. He knows the area too well, can do this shit in broad daylight, and not cause any raised eyebrows. I believe he’s intelligent and likes to collect things, sees children as dolls, if you will, figurines of some sort. I believe he has chosen little black girls not because he finds them particularly appealing, but because he trusts they won’t be missed. He turns them into projects, just like an investor would.”

“Hmmm, interesting.” Oliver lifted his cup from the table and took a gulp. “Anything else?”

“He doesn’t like the attention, the media coverage. He doesn’t believe they are being accurate, and accuracy is important to him. He is trustworthy; people look at him and don’t see a kook, an insane man. That means he is probably above average in the looks department, doesn’t look intimidating, and has a naturally calm demeanor. He is soft spoken, but turns very angry quite easily if things don’t go as planned. He has viable employment, too. Collectors need income to support their habit. He’s been doing this for a while; it’s just that now people are beginning to notice.”

Oliver gave a slow handclap, showcasing a toothy grin… minus the one someone knocked the hell out.

“Okay, so now you want the rest of the picture, right? You want me to help you?”

“No.” Nick rolled his eyes. “I drove all the way to Long Island to play a game of chess with you! Why the hell else would I be here, man?!”

“What do I get in return?” Oliver asked smugly.

“To keep all the rest of your goddamn teeth…”

Oliver’s smile quickly faded.

“Very well.” He cleared his throat, sat a bit higher. “Yes, I’ve been watching the case as we’ve already established. So, I have the background on the events; at least, whatever’s been broadcast by the media. You’ve figured some portions out but, as usual, the police don’t look deep enough in the mind of the perpetrator.” His eyes narrowed, as if he were amongst the company of an idiot. Nick let the shit slide…

“So, let’s begin where you started, and I’ll work my way through your bullet points. Deal?”

“Deal.”

He took another sip from his cup, then looked austerely into Nick’s eyes.

“It’s more than likely a man between the ages of thirty and forty. I say that because he isn’t sloppy, is financially stable and is physically capable of overpowering all these girls. The eldest was thirteen I believe, and though she was small, it didn’t mean she wasn’t able to put up a fight.” He nervously cleared his throat. “Secondly, I agree that he is from New York. Not necessarily Brooklyn though, and I’ll tell you why. You see, you mentioned the collector aspect. I’m familiar with such a phenomenon. We don’t normally wish to shop where we drop, if you follow me…” The fiend’s eyes darkened, as he undoubtedly relived his own predatory actions.

“Yes… I understand.”

“Because of the collector aspect that you guessed more than likely correctly, you missed an important key.” He leaned in a bit closer. “Collectors don’t like messes. He is less likely to kill his prey unless they cause him trouble. He likes things to be quiet and calm, so… he will do what is necessary to keep things peaceful and relaxed… short of death.”

“Binding, taping, placing in areas no one would look…”

“Precisely.”

“Drugging, too.”

“Yes, but he would be very careful with drugs, Nick, because some could cause the collector item to defecate on herself, slob, things like that. He’s going to be a tidy freak. Did you notice most of the girls’ faces were void of make-up, even lip-gloss and their hair nicely combed? He wants to do it himself, get them all dolled up, but he needs a good platform. Now, he may be a sexual predator, the chances of that are high, but it may not be his main draw, his reasoning. At least not in the way you suspect.”

Nick leaned across the table, intrigued.

“Tell me…”

“He may not be sexually attracted to his collection in the least, Nick.”

Nick’s heart began to beat a mile a minute. The notion had never even crossed his mind. The victims were girls, young girls at that.

“But… why then? What the…” He threw his hands up, speechless.

“To collect… there are some people who collect trains, others that collect rare coins. If he is taking young girls, wants to dress them up, own them so to speak, what is he collecting, Nick?”

“…Dolls. He’s collecting dolls.”

“That’s right,” he said. “You were correct earlier when you implied such. Now, there is an awful stereotype that all homosexual boys play with dolls. Many did not… some did. I did not.” He pursed his lips in annoyance, as if the mere mention of it caused him distress. “However, if I were a doll collector, I would have in fact played with them in the past, when I was a child. So, this would not be new behavior for me. In fact, I may simply want to be the doll. So, this person may have even had a mannequin fetish; it is not out of the question. Now, I agree that he is meticulous, and looks unsuspecting.

“I also agree that he is more than likely deemed attractive. He also struggles with his sexuality, pretty much as I have. Thus, he takes the girls, thinking in some way it proves his virility when in fact the sexual attraction to them is either fleeting or nonexistent.”

“So, who am I looking for, Oliver? Give me the CliffsNotes on this twisted motherfucker.”

“White, male, attractive, lives near Brownsville but not in Brownsville. Lower middle class. Lives alone. Is not in the limelight but doesn’t shy away from it. Prefers attention from afar. Stiff, stern, violent when expectations are violated. Will hide and hide very well if he suspects anyone is on to him. Nick, that point is imperative. You have only ONE chance with a man like this, and each minute that passes, he gets farther away from you instead of closer. He gets better over time, less sloppy. He has a chance to perfect his approach. He will not easily break…keeps his cool under pressure with anyone but the ‘dolls’, should they disappoint.’”

“You know.” Nick’s heart beat a bit faster. “Little girls grow into women. He can’t keep them doll-like forever. What happens, Oliver? What does he do with them after they’ve grown out of their ‘cuteness’?”

“Well,” Oliver said, rubbing his cheek up and down. “I don’t believe he’s gotten that far yet. He doesn’t have much experience in this, but enough. Should he reach a level of infinite expertise, I believe you know what he’d do to them, Nick. I think you know quite well.”

“Has he killed anyone yet, Oliver?”

The man took a while to respond, losing himself for some time in the television screen. “Perhaps. I would be surprised if he hasn’t, actually. He doesn’t enjoy it, though. It can get messy, ruin the collection, too. Therefore, he doesn’t make it a practice.”

Nick closed his eyes in pre-emptive frustration. He had to have patience with the likes of a fucker such as this, but having too much patience would cause more and more girls to disappear.

If I push, he’ll pull back, making it even harder for me to find him… but that’s what I do best.

He smirked, remembering who the hell he was.

I’m the king of hide-and-seek… Time is on my side…

“Oliver, thanks for your time.” He slowly rose from his seat and pushed the chair back in. “I’ve been checking in on your progress. Seems you’re doing really well.”

Oliver nodded, crossed his ankles and looked at the television, a sad smile on his face.

“You do know that I’ll be here for probably the rest of my life, correct?” he said.

“Yes, I know that.” Nick sighed and pushed his hands in his pockets.

“Do you know what’s worse than being caged away and never trusted, Officer Vitale?”

“What’s worse, Oliver?” He slid his card across the table towards the man, grabbed his keys from his pocket and traced a ‘Big Apple’ key chain with the tip of his fingernail.

“Knowing that you’d better stay put, even if you had the chance to leave, because it’s tragically true. You can’t be trusted; you know the nature of your internal animal. You’re a horrible person, and no amount of education, therapy, and even your cock being cut off can make it stop!” He looked pitifully at him, his face angry and strangely human.

“And you know what else?” His voice trembled as tears collected in his eyes. “You love and hate the cop that placed you here, because you just realized not too long ago that if you ever got out, you’d go and ‘collect’ again…” He let his voice trail away, his tone ominous. “Hurry up and find him, Officer Vitale. The clock is ticking…”
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“I miss the fuck outta you,” she slurred, sleepiness taking over her high notes and replacing them with something silly and off-key. The woman had music playing, and he recognized the song: ‘Purple Kisses’ by The Dream.

“This was supposed to be only for a week, max. You’ve been gone for two…” He reached over and sniffed her pillow. Crisp, white, cold. No coconut oil smell lingered upon it from the hair oil she liked to use. No creams, perfumes or powders… And no long, shapely brown legs wrapped around his own. Where was the little black satin scarf he liked her to wear when he fucked her? The one she always wore to bed to protect her hair that always slipped off no matter what she did?

He missed the way she’d bunny hop to the restroom in the middle of the night. It used to irk his nerves, but now he’d do almost anything to hear it.

“I need my baby, my Warrior Princess…” he hissed as he stretched, sat up a bit. “Goddamn it, Taryn… this is crazy. I want you back home.”

“I’ll be home, soon. I promise.”

“Is he hittin’ on you? I’ll rip him to pieces, Taryn. I promise you that.” His anger giving him new alertness.

“Come on, Nick,” she said with a light laugh. “You know I can handle this and no, he isn’t being disrespectful in the least.”

“Yeah.” He rolled his eyes and slid his arm under his pillow as he looked up at the ceiling. “I bet that bastard is on his best damn behavior… Tell me anything, right?” He chuckled listlessly.

“I’m serious.” He could hear the smile in her voice. “So, enough about me. How’s work been? Good?”

“Yeah, just trying to figure some things out, but good.”

“Does your boss know that you’ve been moonlighting as a homicide detective? You went on and promoted yourself behind their backs. Nice touch.” She chuckled.

He closed his eyes briefly while he massaged his scalp, just as she used to do on his behalf.

“Of course he doesn’t know, but I can’t be worried about that. They are no closer to getting this guy… and children are missing.”

“Yes, I’d have to agree with you there. Well, honey.” She yawned. “I’ve pulled another all-nighter. I have to check out these models they sent in for the online catalog. We are planning a big fashion show in Manhattan soon, too. Anyway, they’re going to take some photos for the booklets, and of course I will be there every step of the way.”

“That’s because you’re a control freak,” he teased. “If you weren’t, you’d be back home by now!”

“It’s true, you’re right. Look, I love you, miss you so much… Call you tomorrow, okay?”

“You better. Love you too, baby…and hey?”

“What, baby?”

“I’m so damn proud of you. You’re amazing. Don’t let my possessiveness make you think otherwise… I just…doesn’t matter.” He sighed. “Just know that I’m proud of you and I’ve got your back, okay?”

“I know you do, Nick. I know you real well.”

“Good, ’cause it’s nothing against you. I just know what I’ve got, and I know if others are around you, they’ll see it and know how good you are, too… and I trust you, I do. You’re my woman, my baby… you inspire me. Anyway, I know you’re tired. Goodnight.” He took a deep breath as his heart pounded faster within him. The damn thing wept, wanted her beside him as soon as possible.

“Goodnight, baby!” She blew him a kiss from the other end, then, the call was over.

He lay there for a good while, loosely holding the phone in one hand and looking off into the distance. Out the corner of his eye, he saw the darkness of the night through the sheer curtains of their bedroom. Running his fingertips down the center of his chest, he caught the dark, silky hairs in his grasp. Closing his eyes, he continued to touch himself, imagining her hands on him, all over him…

“Shit… baby… Taryn, proud of you baby… but hurry home to me… I need you so damn bad… want to feel you… kiss you… I miss your body pressed under mine.” He swallowed deeply, clamped his eyes closed as he dipped his hands deeper and deeper until he’d reached his pubic hair. He skimmed them over his inner thigh, then the side of his left nut and, after that, he gripped his shaft.

It’s not the same… can’t even rub one out the same! She’s got me all fucked up! Shit!”

He snatched his hand away in frustration, held his forehead and sighed, wanting to almost sob in her memory.

Want to be inside you… so deep inside you, baby… Never missed somebody so damn bad! Maybe Frieda was right. Maybe I’ve replaced one addiction with another. My new one isn’t Hennessey, it’s Taryn, and I’m not going to rehab for it. I like being high off her love; I wouldn’t have it any other way… just waiting for my next fix…
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Chapter Thirty-One
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Three in the morning at the 73rd precinct was a sight to behold. For his first five years as a cop, Nick drove the streets at the witching hour, witnessing some of the strangest shit known to mankind. One time, a guy had walked around wearing a red turd cutter and an albino snake wrapped around his body in the middle of the damned winter. Another night, he’d broken up a fight between two drunk people, each only three feet tall. One was deaf and the other refused to speak anything but Pig Latin. Ahhh yes, home sweet home…

He moseyed about, people asking what the hell he was doing there at that hour as the damn phone rang off the hook. He only offered a friendly grin and acted as if he’d showed up to finish up some more work. Waltzing inside with blue jeans and a t-shirt on, he tried to blend in and not bring too much damn attention to himself. He slung his black leather jacket over his chair, shuffled some papers around, then stole glances towards the back room… where the little girls lived…

Back room, dark room, deep and hidden…

Hide-and-seek…

Where are you, ‘Doll Collector’?

Where is your Doll House?

My time is running out, isn’t it? Tick Tock… Tick Tock.

He casually got to his feet, grasped his coffee mug, and headed to the break room. While filling the thing up until it almost ran over, he fell into a well of ideas, lost himself in murky thought. He cracked the break room door open, his eyes shifting from one side to the other as he stayed close to the wall, not daring to look anyone in the eye. He spied the discussion area, taking note that the lights were off within. Setting his coffee mug down on a nearby desk, he took a few cautious steps.

He drew closer until he had his hand on the knob and turned it, the steel cool against his palm.

“Uh.” He winced when the door made a slight cracking noise as it broke away from the frame. Taking a deep breath, he slipped inside faster than melted grease down the crack of an oiled ass. Once inside the dark room, he slicked his phone out of his pocket and used it as a light to guide him to the other side.

I can’t take a chance on someone seeing a light on in here… They may come over to try ’nd shut it off.

The scent of stale coffee perfumed the place and a chill remained in the air, as if heat were not allowed in the quarters, be it morning, noon or night. He was certain he’d soon be able to see his own breath. Once he’d reached the other end of the room, he flipped the switch on a small desk lamp that provided minimum light and set his cell phone down.

Do I need to light a fire in here? Damn it!

He brought his hands up to his mouth, blew in hot air, and proceeded. He scanned from left to right, taking notice of every single photo, the new maps, the circles and Xs marking possible suspects—all leads had come up empty, day after day, week after week. He stepped back and grabbed his phone. Taking a quick glance over his shoulder, he looked back at the board and began to snap shot after shot after shot in fast succession. The scribbled notes, the names of the missing girls, the whole shebang. As he wrapped up his information collection, he heard voices approaching.

Fuck!

He quickly dove to the floor and slapped the lamp button, rendering the room pitch black once more. As the door opened, he wiggled backwards into a corner, partially hidden beside a file cabinet.

“You sure you left it in here?” he heard someone ask as they flicked on the light.

“Yeah, had to have been. I looked everywhere else.”

Feet hobbled about, papers shuffled.

He pressed his body as much as he could to the ground, trying desperately to simply blend in. The odds were against him; he was in the lion’s den, and they were trained to smell freshly drawn blood. So, he prayed they’d experienced tremendous lethargy, the punishing kind that only a graveyard shift cop in Crown Heights, Brownsville or East Flatbush could have after breaking up several bar fights that had bled out onto the crime-streaked streets.

Don’t. Fucking. Breathe.

He swallowed his nervousness as rivulets of sweat collected around his brow. He’d never lose his cool on a call, but suddenly, being busted in an area he had no business being in sent his anxiety up into the rafters. He pushed himself further onto the ground.

Yeah… try explaining to them why the fuck you’re in here in the damn dark!

Captain O’Sullivan was no fool. If it got back to his boss he’d been drifting about at that time of night and discovered hiding away, down on his belly like a damn snake, not only would a series of drug tests be thrown his way, he’d be called into the man’s office, asked a bunch of invasive questions, and the shadow of doubt would once again hang over him. Hell, he wasn’t quite convinced it had ever completely left.

Clutching his phone so damn tight, the flesh over his knuckles strained, he danced with his own pulse, nestled in such a tight position, he was certain his ribs would be bruised when it was all said and done. Finally, one of the cops motioned towards the door to leave.

“Hey, it isn’t in here, man. Let’s check the break room.”

They exited, leaving the door partially ajar as they turned the light off. A sliver of light crept through, a beacon like the Statue of Liberty; its torch of brightness guided the way as he crawled across the slick floor on his damn knees, sliding about like some dying desert sidewinder. He felt like a damn fool…and then he paused, flirted with bursting out laughing.

This is so fucking ridiculous! I work here, goddamn it! Shhh! Don’t laugh. God, don’t laugh! Hold it in…

Peering out the door, he witnessed people going back and forth, to and fro. Some cursed under their breath while others talked in loud voices about the mundane. Finally, he saw a clearing. Jumping to his feet, he slid out the door and pressed his shoulder against the wall, dodging the many eyes, just as he’d done in rehab when sneaking off to his girlfriend’s room for a bit of late evening delight…

His pace fast and furious, he returned to the break room and took a few deep breaths, gained his composure. He smiled down at his phone, then slipped it back into his pocket, leaving out the place so fast it was a mystery how a blaze of smoke didn’t form in his wake…
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The two computers were positioned side by side like news teleprompters.

He sat cross-legged on his bed, brows dipped, nostrils flared, and a biteful of three-layer leftover lasagna in his mouth. Every day after work for the past three nights, he’d heated up a frozen meal and studied the photos, notes and all shreds of evidence he could muster. The suspect list looked promising, but then any given one would have an ironclad alibi when another abduction would take place. Frustration began with the letter ‘F’ but it wasn’t the only F word floating about on the tip of his tongue. He sighed, fell back onto the bed and ran his hand over his bare chest. His head throbbed as if tiny men were inside, rocking about with jackhammers and drilling to the beat of, ‘We Will Rock You.’ Gingerly sitting back up, he swallowed the rest of his meal, hating the flavor of defeat.

“Goddamn it!” he screamed out, shifting amongst the sheets, feeling the slight strain of his muscles from walking around town, where he’d asked questions and observed… That’s what he did—always observing. Taryn moved next to him; a muffled moan escaped her lips and then, back she drifted in slumber land.

The streets never lied; no, they were notorious for telling God’s honest truth, then laughing about their gruesome confessions. A single blood droplet in the cracks of uneven concrete told an entire tale, as well as a vibrant, white carpet fiber from a rare, imported rug discovered in a cluster of hair of a fresh D.O.A. Life and death were one in the same on the streets, and their stories overlapped, treated like mirror images.

Taryn had set her luggage, still packed, against the wall. He looked at it occasionally, feeling sorry for the woman, who now slept long and hard after she’d arrived on the red eye. He hadn’t had the heart to wake her… but he did have the heart to undress her, spread her legs, eat her pussy, and give a few eager, much needed pumps until he came. She’d cursed at him, laughing, but angry all the same as he didn’t show two fucks of concern—he was out to get his, desperate for the sexual encounter in the worst of ways.

Hell, she’d been gone so long. She should have been thankful he didn’t expect much more in her time of exhaustion.

And now, he was back to square one with this case…

He stared at the computer screens, the photos of the victims’ faces staring back in full resolution. He hated the camera… what had it missed? What was there that he couldn’t see?

Plucking a half full, dented, plastic water bottle from his nightstand, he uncapped the thing and took a long, hard swig. He clicked on another folder; pulled up the notes he’d taken photos of.

-    Missing Person: Denise Austin – Age: 9 Race: African American

-    Missing Person: Veronica Davis – Age: 10 Race: African American

-    Missing Peron: Casey Greene – Age: 10 Race: Caucasian

-    Missing Person: Niecee Pierce – Age: 11 Race: African American

And so it continued.

Deciding to go back to the maps, he looked closely at the locations of the abductions.

Okay, right here we’ve got Linden Boulevard… three disappearances. That’s smack dab between Brownsville and East Flatbush… Over here we’ve got Livonia Street; here we’ve got Lott Avenue… Right here we’ve got… Liberty Avenue… ‘L’…. not every street he’s done abductions in starts with an L, though… but a lot of them do… he collects. Like Oliver said, he likes order, pretty things… all of these streets, minus a couple, are border streets to larger mainlines…

Oliver was right; he probably shops right outside the… dollhouse. Yeah, let’s call it the dollhouse, for sure. He shops right outside of it, keeps his menagerie clean and neat, on display. So, if Oliver’s theory is true, where would a collector stay? Not far from his collection… He holds it too dear. He would be close, but somewhat removed… like a God… a Creator, right? He is not poor, but far from rich. He is comfortable around minorities… people know him. He is trustworthy…

I bet his ass stays on a street that begins with a damn ‘L’!

He pulled out a street map from his drawer, unfolded the damn thing, and spread it out across the bed.

He’s between the ages of thirty and forty, right? Yeah… he’s established, but strong. L…L… Linden Boulevard!

He stabbed the damn map, as if needing to draw blood from the thing.

Linden Boulevard is a main drag. It crosses through two boroughs—Brooklyn and Queens. This is perfect… he can shop for his dolls at various locations, but have an easy way in and out…

Dolls… I bet he is on the Queens side… He has a thing for order and categorization—got that. He steals from Brooklyn, but resides in Queens… His majesty takes his collection to Queens… He is on the Queens side!

Nick continued to scour the map, his brain moving a mile a minute. He knew the area like the back of his hand, after spending too much time loitering and hanging out there with his buddies as an adolescent, year after year.

Hide- and- go -seek… Time is running out… Tick Tock… Tick Tock…

He watches along Kings Highway… Yes! He lives in Queens, steals from Brownsville—Brownsville, brown girls… brown girl collection… Watches over the area like a King… Jesus Christ! That’s it!

He grabbed the map, hopped off the bed, and raced to his closet. His hangers swung frantically as he ripped off a shirt from one and his jacket from the other.

“Whu… what are you doing?” Taryn sat up, the black spaghetti strap of her silky gown sliding down her arm. She sluggishly rubbed her eyes, barely able to keep them open.

“Go back to sleep, baby… Gotta take care of something.” He huffed as he struggled to get his damn pants on.

“Where are you…” She yawned. “Where are you going?”

“Not sure yet, but I’ll call you.” He ran to her, kissed the top of her head, then raced out the bedroom.

Tick…Tock… The clock was moving…

The flames too high to douse…

Little brown dolls—he wants to collect them all…

And place them in his dollhouse.

Tick… Tock… who’s there?

Tiptoeing and re-routing his vector,

Tick tock, tick tock

It’s the King, in Queens, Collector…
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Nick sat in his parked car near Aqueduct Racetrack in Queens, scoping the damn place. He’d pulled his black scull cap down on his forehead, almost covering his eyebrows. A few renegade strands of hair stuck out along the sides, tickling his ear every now and again. Arms crossed, he sat, observed, and contemplated. His intuition was a hell of a drug, a thing of beauty if he said so himself. He’d already accessed the police database and received stats on all single, white male residents living within the radius. The number was unsurprisingly small. Armed with only home addresses, he made his rounds until he ended up right there, by the racetracks, sorting through his thoughts. There had been an increase in abductions as of late, and this sent Nick into high gear. He reached for the handle, got out of his car, and locked it. The area looked rather desolate at six in the morning, though a good show of school buses moved about.

Reaching into his pocket, he removed a piece of sugarless gum, unwrapped the thing, and popped it into his mouth. Chewing briskly, he turned from side to side, thinking… thinking…thinking…

Silver car… Impala…

None fitting that description were registered to any of the white men in the area.

Maybe it was a rental…

He pulled his cell phone out, shuddering from the unseasonably cool morning.

“Yeah, Mike, hey, how are you?”

“I’m good, Nick. You bringing donuts in this morning? It’s your turn, you know.”

Nick chuckled. “Yeah, I’ll bring some donuts. Hey, need a favor.”

“What’s up?”

“I need a list of all the rental car areas in Queens and Brownsville that have rented out any white or silver Chevrolet Impalas in the last six months.”

“You think I got nothing better else to do, huh? You think I’m just sitting here waiting on your beck and call?” The guy laughed.

“I thought we had a good thing going, so yeah, I figured you were sitting there thinking, ‘I wonder what favors I can do for my main man, Vitale!’”

“You rat bastard… you owe me. I’ll give you the information when you get in this morning.”

“Need it faster than that… Need it in, like, ten minutes, so get some other guys to help you, too.”

“What? Are you serious?! What are you doing, huh? What’s going on?”

“Can’t say just yet, just tryna figure it out and oh, do me another favor?”

“You’re pushin’ your luck, Vitale.”

“I know, I know… Keep this under your hat, okay? Don’t say it’s for me.”

“We’re friends and you helped me a few times over the years so I’ll do you a solid this one time! Where are you going to get the pastries? I have a request.”

“Name it.” Nick smirked.

“Go to Tit-For-Tat, okay? They’ve got real good apple fritters.”

“I thought you were on a diet? Don’t you want some bagels and lox? Maybe an egg white omelet… some shit like that,” Nick teased.

“No, you son of a bitch, I want the shit packed with calories and sugar and then I want a big ass cup of Starbucks coffee, too… I’ve been up all night!”

“I don’t have time to stop at Starbucks, man! Drink the fuckin’ Folgers! What? You think you’re special or something? Folgers too good for you?”

“Do you want these rental car records or not?”

“You got me over a fuckin’ barrel…” He grimaced. “Alright, deal, you greedy bastard.”

“And get four coffees, not just one ’cause I gotta pull three other guys to help me. You owe us all… this will be damn near impossible.”

“Yeah, yeah, I’m calling back in fifteen minutes exactly and if you don’t have the information, all you’re getting is a kick in the teeth.” And then he disconnected the call…
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Nick stood outside the single-family home at Ozone Park in Queens, New York. The white house with wine-colored awnings looked inconspicuous, the kind of residence no one would give a second glance to. There was nothing particularly interesting or off-putting about the place. Rather, it appeared nondescript and mundane with the white fence surrounding the house, protecting it from the outside world. The faded green lawn had been cut evenly, flat topped, as if done with a magical pair of sheers. The scene didn’t look much like a showcase area, a place to create a display.

…But I bet he likes to stay low-key…

A Mr. Christopher Allen lived there…

The suspect had rented a silver Impala several times in the last few months, as well as other cars he switched between. His license was valid, his record squeaky clean like a damn rubber ducky. The man now rented a white Nissan, which was parked in the skinny serving of driveway leading to his place.

Nick sniffed the air; the scent of car exhaust imbued the area. He moved an arm instinctively to his leg, feeling the slight pressure from his .40 caliber. A television satellite dish was mounted onto the roof, and the white shingles appeared worn from harsh weather. As he stepped a bit closer, he took note of the window treatments. Snow white, bulky, possibly costly. All curtains were drawn shut, with the exception of two that were open enough to afford a glance within—as if just beyond them lay a display worthy of being peeked at, and inviting a person close enough to see… Still, he stood too far away to make it all out.

Outside is nothing magical, right? The outside is where all the filth stays. Inside is where the party happens, huh? Chris, are you the King, baby? Collecting brown dolls from my stomping grounds? Are you stealing from my hood?

He kept his eyes on the action or lack thereof. Then, pulling out his phone from his pants pocket, he dialed.

“Nick, what are you doing? You told me you were just going to go into work this morning but would call me when you got there… Of course, I didn’t hear back from you.”

“Warrior Flower,” he greeted her. “I’ll be at your fashion show tonight, okay?”

“Mmmm hmmmm.” She didn’t hide her disbelief.

“Look, something important is kinda going on, okay? I’ve got a question for you.”

“Yeah?” He could hear the smile in her tone.

“Did you like dolls as a little girl?”

“Nick, what? I don’t have time for this! I have all this stuff to do for the show tonight!”

“Just answer the question, baby, and I’ll be outta your hair.”

“Oh, you got jokes?”

He burst out laughing. “Come on, Taryn!”

“Why? What are you doing? You’ve been acting so strange… I thought you’d be happy to see me back in town but all you did was make love to me, got on your computers, and then you kept mumbling and talking to yourself all night!”

“Baby, I just need an answer.” He grimaced as he looked both ways and pushed on the fence gate, letting himself in for a closer inspection.

“They were okay, I guess. Believe it or not, that wasn’t really my thing, but yeah, I had some.”

“Did you collect any?”

“I had a few that I liked and wanted… Barbie dolls mostly.”

“Uh huh…” He moved a bit closer, squinting, trying to make out items just inside the windows that seemed partially covered with salt debris and dirt from the rough winter that had recently passed.

“Did you have a doll house?”

“Yeah, but I was more into their clothes. The dollhouse didn’t matter much to me.”

Figures.

“Mmmm, in your doll house, would you place the dolls all over or in just one area of it?”

“Nick! Are you going to tell me what’s going on? All these strange questions!”

They could be anywhere in there!

“Taryn, please! Just humor me…ugh…” He grunted, straining to get a better look through one window that was caked with so much outside dirt, nothing could be seen. He walked to the side of the place and stepped on a rock trying to see inside another window, this one offering more promise.

“I don’t remember, Nick. Like I said, I was more into what they were wearing but I imagine they’d be all over the house.”

“Okay… yeah. As a girl, a woman, if you were into dolls and doll houses and you wanted to hide your collection from someone, like a friend of yours, where would you put them so she couldn’t see them? Like, if you had to actually hide them inside of the doll house.”

“Well, in a regular house, the attic or basement, but doll houses don’t have attics or basements usually… so, I’d put them under something I suppose.”

“Like what?”

“Like a bed or couch. Somewhere closed off, hidden, you know?”

“Mmm hmmm, thanks baby…” He abruptly ended the call and slicked it back in his pocket, certain he’d be hearing about his impossible rudeness later that evening.

There’s no movement, no activity in there… but I know he’s inside… I can almost smell him.

He looked up and took notice of a cylinder, the thing spray-painted white to blend in just so with the wall behind it. It hung right by the front door, a small camera pointed in the opposite direction under the awning…

A camera? Why do you have a camera, King Christopher? Do you have something to hide? Cameras lie…

He turned his attention back towards the window. Leaning in close, he squinted, adjusted his eyesight—and there it all was. Just as he suspected, the place was pristine. Nice, clean, light tan couch, puce-colored throw rugs with silky fringes, a glossy dark wooden coffee table with a lavender runner across the length of it, and a silver tea set atop it, placed just as if drinks would be soon served.

I bet he’ll be leaving for work soon…

He checked the time, looked about, and hissed.

Shit! Work!

Stomping back to his car, he quickly got inside and watched the house from a short distance. He’d fallen under the spell, engulfed by the rush of adrenaline, and lost track of time.

“Hey, let Captain know I’ll be a few minutes late… got something to take care of.”

“Where’s my damn coffee, Nick? It’s almost seven o’clock! I’m dyin’ here!”

“I’ll have it soon!” He disconnected the call, growing weary of this talk of hot drinks and pastries. Tossing Mike’s demands out of his mind, he waited, bided his time, and tapped his fingers against the steering wheel as he sank deep into the moment, his excitement growing.

After a few minutes, the iron wrought front door opened, revealing a man wearing a lightweight beige jacket, loose dark brown pants, and possibly tan loafers. He sported short, dark brown hair, cut perfectly in a school-boy sort of way, the side parting straighter than a ruler. The guy turned and locked his front door, tugged on it a time or two, his shoulders slumped, to ensure it was bolted to his satisfaction before he walked to the Nissan and slid inside the driver’s seat. After a short while, during which he seemed to be arranging some items on the passenger’s seat, he started the car and drove away down the street, not the least bit aware that a monster lurked only a mere few feet away…

And the monster was ready to go inside the dollhouse and play…
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Chapter Thirty-Two
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That should do it… He sighed as he plopped two more batteries in an inside jacket pocket.

Nick canvassed the house, looking for people, any sign of life, only to find himself right back on the first floor with nothing to show for it. He smirked, not surprised that things would become rather complicated, pose another layer to the game. His first line of defense consisted of disabling the remote peepers…

He inspected the usual spots people tend to hide and mount the things in—behind plants, beside pictures, in the corners, high and low—and after discovering a rather disturbing number of camera hookups, he took action. This wasn’t the work of a technically savvy person, yet not that of a lackluster, wannabe professional, either. Despite the somewhat sloppy job, it made his inspection go quicker. The wiring was crude, the mounting fragile, so he managed to cut right through it, disabling it just so without a hitch. At last, he found the antiquated VCR hooked up in a first floor half bath. He grabbed the tape, hoping to see a clue or two, and cover his own damn tracks just in case.

He’d had harder jobs as a teen thief racing between tall buildings in a single, thugged out bound and entering apartment dwelling after apartment dwelling, hoping no one pulled a gun out on him, but kind of hoping someone did. This was a piece of cake… yes, cake…

A chocolate cake set under a crystal clear glass dome. It set atop the dining room table, sliced strawberries all around the frosting, the delicious, vibrant red fruit glistening as if dipped in melted sugar. The entire house smelled like a bakery, in addition to a strong floral aroma. Nick slid the two black bobby pins back in his back pocket as he continued his investigative journey, pleased that he still recalled how to pop a lock, and in record time. The man didn’t have an active alarm system; most likely, he didn’t want the police coming to his damn house in case it was accidentally tripped.

He walked carefully around, his shoes sinking into the plush, light colored carpet. He ran his foot over his path every few steps, sweeping his trail away, ridding the evidence of his excursion. Not a thing appeared out of place and he had to ensure it stayed that way.

Though the furnishings were somewhat dated, they were quality made, the construction solid. The classic décor featured lots of solid wood furniture mixed in with a touch of vibrancy in the form of modern decorative pillows and sculpted, clear glass knick-knacks splashed here and there. On the walls hung replica oil paintings with frosted, gold frames depicting ponds, mountains, and nature scenes galore and there appeared to be one too many Tiffany styled lamps dotted across the small living room. The only sound proved that of a rather plain looking clock ticking on the wall and the motor of an old refrigerator that hummed from the kitchen, a short distance away.

The living room boasted a large screen television that swallowed one entire wall. Oddly enough, two frilly rose red curtains framed it, the old fashioned kind with a scalloped detail as if a show were about to start in a fancy funeral parlor. The thought of it sent a chill up his spine. Using caution, Nick opened one closet door after another, and studied the contents. At one in particular, he paused and swallowed harshly as he took note of two jackets hanging inside, far too small for a grown man of Christopher’s stature. The fellow easily stood six feet tall, and the jackets were a spring green, each of them with pearly pink buttons and faux sapphire adornments along the mint-colored collars.

He pushed them aside, pulled the old cord inside to switch on the light and looked in the back of the closet to find a strange looking chart with numbers and letters on it. The poster reminded him of a growth diagram, and included countless initials by each possible height record. One set of initials had a heart drawn by it, colored in dark pink from what appeared to be a marker.

… So many initials… so many…

As the evidence grew, his heart beat faster, then broke, the pieces pulsating at each new discovery. He closed the closet door with care, but was certain to put the jackets back together just as he’d found them before he’d moved them apart like draperies to see the light of dawn. Taking a deep breath, he made his way into the kitchen to take a closer look. All of the appliances were older, yet meticulously clean and built to last. The scent of bleach overwhelmed him.

“Damn it…”

Placing his arm over his nose, he coughed a time or two, blinking from the fumes and lack of exhaust to cart the strong odor away. He approached the stove and looked inside a large white pot sealed with a clear lid. Removing the top to view the contents, he found nothing except a shallow amount of lukewarm water. Yet, beside the pot, on the counter, lay a pair of green metal tongs, almost as if something had been recently pulled out from the pot.

Nick opened the refrigerator, noting the carefully placed items, all facing forward—the thing a person suffering from OCD would dream to see on a daily basis and bask in the restricted, methodical glory. The shelves were immaculate, with items arranged just so. He opened the crisper, taking note how all the fresh fruit was stored on one side, and all the vegetables on another. His lips kinked in a grin as he also realized the items were placed in alphabetic order…

The apples on the far right, followed by blueberries, sliced cantaloupe—and so it went.

He closed the refrigerator, then walked out of the kitchen, casting his attention up the short flight of stairs.

He struggles with his sexuality…

Oliver’s words rang in his mind just at that very moment… Next in the mental parade was Floyd, the brief fellow officer who was afraid of his own shadow and addicted to the fear of all that went bump in the night…

The 73rd precinct… Seven plus three is ten… Ten in numerology is one…You’re number one… front line…

Oliver’s world was comprised of an obsession, similar to OCD. He had little to no control over his attractions, and hated himself for the sick, twisted weakness that thrived within him. His intellect struggled with his illness, yet his body yearned for that which was forbidden, and his desire grew in the most obscene of ways. Regardless, he was aware of his plight, tried desperately to wrestle it under control. Nick saw to it that he had, in one way or another…

Floyd’s world was comprised of a strong desire, almost a deep need to make sense of the unexplainable, to create reason and rationale in a confusing, distressed world. He found it in prophesies, graphs and patterns. He found it in numbers… Numbers are rational, numbers are order… numbers are infinite.

And finally, there was Nick’s own inner demon to contend with…

The one that needed recognition, but wanted no attention at all… The old part of him that straddled the fence, doing slick, sneaky, despicable things behind a turned back and a restful eye.

A successful thief relies on order, too. He’s gotta know where everything is located in advance, map a plan. You don’t just walk in a damn place and take it over. That’s sloppy, that’s how fuckers get caught, but I survived. A skilled thief uses the principals of hide and go seek, relies on order to catch his prize … He lives for the thrill, but doesn’t let the thrill become so addictive that he loses focus. You gotta keep track, you have to know where you’ve already been, figure out the labyrinth, the maze of new surroundings—and then you have to continue to move forward… unseen, unscathed, and weighed down with your loot…

The twists and turns in Nick’s mind meandered on, rusty wheels spinning, thankful for the encore. He made the shit go round, play out like a vinyl record from his mother’s old collection, one he’d never heard, but that sounded oh so familiar nevertheless.

If this is the dollhouse, the place Christopher feels most comfortable in, where would he put his ornaments, his playthings?

In the bedroom…

Rest. Sex. Getting dressed. Pretty dolls getting their hair combed in the mirrors…

He tiptoed up the steps, slowly… so slowly, they creaked under his weight.

Though he’d cased the place, he wasn’t convinced the man hadn’t put some sort of booby traps in place to deter intruders. After all, he’d gone to great lengths, albeit rudimentary ones, to capture unauthorized visits and incidents on camera. Nick never put much past anyone, so he braced himself, remained careful, alert, and ready to shoot on a fraction of a notice…

As he ran his hand ran along the banister, he took note of a slight stickiness.

So unlike a man who keeps such a nice home…

Nick looked at his hand to identify the substance, noticing redness upon his palm. He sniffed it…

Jam. It’s strawberry jam…

He continued up the steps and spotted three closed doors to his right that extended down an unusually long hallway for such a small house. Two closed doors stood to his left. The corridor was unnervingly dark; only whispers of light reflected from a window all the way at the other end, and those ray rations proved meager. Painted sepia, the window looked as if it had been covered with thick motor oil that began to break down after years and years of exposure to sunshine. The truth always came out in the light…

The dollhouse had cracked, and now, he crawled on in…

Which one of these is the master bedroom, hmmm?

He took hold of a dented and bruised doorknob on his left and opened the thing, hating the way it squeaked and whined, told his stories to the gloomy surroundings. The old, shabby floorboards compressed and groaned under his weight with each careful step he took. He flicked on the light. A dull, lion clawed bathtub with a sheer curtain pulled around the back of it came into view. On the nearby soap dish sat two reddish brown bars. The pedestal sink showcased a little water in the basin as if something had been recently rinsed or washed in it. Nothing appeared out of place, but he knew better—for the human eyes lied too, although not quite as often as the artificial lens. He made his way to the small trash container. Inside lay a plastic grocery bag tied neatly in a bow fashioned like that of a hobo knapsack. He made a mental note to grab it on his way out…

Tick tock…tick tock…

He journeyed down the hall, persistent, trudging onward, pushing himself further and further.

Where is the goddamn prize?! Which one of these doors, huh? Taking a gamble, he decided to go for the door that was farthest away.

If I cherished something, was obsessed with it, I’d want to keep it safe… away from the world… afraid someone may steal it.

HIDE. AND. SEEK.

Where is the King’s treasure?

He made his way to another door and jiggled the knob.

Locked.

His chest rose and fell, hard and tight. And he smiled.

Hmmm, you wanna play? This is child’s play. What the fuck you got in here, man? Let’s find out…

Pulling out the two bobby pins out of his pocket once more, warming them to his touch, he dropped to his knees and worked them inside the keyhole, peeling the black finish away in the process. The damn thing resisted him, the keyhole fought back, but he was not one to throw in the towel at such a minor setback. A few moments later, the white wooden door sprung open. He hit the light, revealing a crystal ceiling fixture and an area covered in pink and white, a frilly ménage—the things dollhouse dreams are made of…

Well, well, well…

Nick stormed the place, opening and closing closet doors, dresser drawers and the like. It seemed each compartment was filled with lacey, pastel colored dresses and little sparkling shoes…

…Like a bed or couch. Somewhere closed off, hidden, you know?

His baby’s words came back to him; he suddenly halted and looked towards the king-sized bed with its pleated canopy in a cream shade. When looking for criminals, derelicts, and simply people in a world of trouble, he and his partner always checked under the bed if the person that let them inside declared the perp wasn’t there. The attempt to squeeze under bedclothes or to fool them with sophomoric attempts at disguise proved commonplace for someone trying to escape the police. This bed, however, appeared undisturbed. The damn thing looked as if it hadn’t been touched in ages. It was simply perfect, too perfect.

He dropped to the floor, wiggled about, and flung the bed skirt upward, hopeful he’d see a few young girls with their mouths taped and hands bound in fetal positions, or worst yet, the remains of some—but instead, he found nothing but the mouth of darkness, and the blackness remained silent, its lips sealed.

“Goddamn it!”

Streams of sweat dripped down his face. The room felt unbelievably hot and a hard-hitting headache had started to throb within his skull. He got to his feet and surveyed the place like an overseer gifted with new land.

Why is it so damn hot in here? That’s not my nerves… no, it’s like there’s a furnace running nonstop…

He noticed an intricately carved fireplace in the room, yet it was unlit, dark, and ashy. The deep, murky four-sided gateway of the thing hung onto a cloak of blackness. It definitely had not been used anytime recently and Nick surmised it was no longer functional, a simply ornamental feature. Furthermore, two two-by-four boards had been laid across the fireplace, shutting it out, with shiny silver nails nailed into the wood, as if trying to keep the Devil from entering the dwelling…or in this case, escaping it.

He looked back at the bed, trusting in Oliver’s theory and believing in Taryn’s vision of a doll hideaway. But if he believed them, why did his eyes tell him otherwise?

Nick, you’re a leader…

Floyd’s words reverberated, haunting him in his time of despair…

You gotta find them! You have to!

Aren’t leaders kings and queens, too? Kings have a throne and dungeons, too…

He dropped back down onto his knees, pulled up the bed skirt again and pushed along the sides of the boards, beating them like bad habits. Led by premonition—a monster seeking a monster—he dug into his mind hard and heavy, got on the man’s level, sank to an all-time low. Pushing and prodding, he clawed away as moisture oozed from every pore of his upper body and his eyes burned with freshly fallen perspiration…

And then, his moist palms hit something small, metallic…

He cracked a grin, tasting his salty sweat as it rolled over his upper lip, and got a good grasp of the metal thing, lodged snugly between the bed rail and thick mattress.

“Mmm,” he grunted. Maneuvering himself in an upward position, he pulled it out and admired his prize for a second or two…

A golden door key…

My, my, my, Christopher… Now what do we have here?
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“Has anyone seen Vitale?!” Captain O’Sullivan called out, his brows bunched as he circled the man’s desk like a starved shark smelling blood in the water.

The phones rang off the damn hook, making him certain this day marked the beginning of a full moon. To make matters worse, they were short of staff; he needed all the help he could get. The mayhem had begun early, yet one chair remained untouched, colder than an unsolved mystery. He hated how anxiety stuck to him like a jockey upon a horse. The son of a bitch had him worried. In all of Nick’s time being an officer, his whereabouts had been seldom unknown while he was on the clock but now, the man was nowhere to be found.

“Hey! I asked a question! Anyone seen Vitale?!”

“No.” Officer Mike Moore stated, his back turned. “Not since this morning. He called and let me know he’d be running late.”

“This morning? You spoke to him this morning?”

“Yeah, I left you a message on your voicemail… He said he was coming in, just would be a little late is all.”

“Did he say why?”

“Nah, he didn’t say why.” Officer Moore quickly walked away, high stepping it like some soldier until he’d disappeared.

Where’s he running off to?

Captain O’Sullivan stood there, a hand on one hip and a file in the other, feeling clueless, exasperated, but more importantly, incensed.

He’s not answering his phone… he hasn’t been here today at all… no one knows where the hell he is. Jesus Christ, Vitale… If you’re drunk somewhere, strung out, so help me God, I’ll kill you!
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All three bedroom doors now stood open by force, exposing their wares like storefronts on a sunny summer day. The other two weren’t nearly as elaborate as the master, but the middle one featured an array of used make-up, the drawers stock full of it stored in tidy containers. He’d carefully picked out a few lipsticks, placed them inside of his pocket, and taken photos at each and every turn. He’d also gathered a silky pale pink ballet slipper here, a plastic white comb and brush set there…

Stealing… taking… pillaging along the way. With extreme care, he’d wrapped each item in a freshly plucked tissue, praying for the least amount of contamination possible. As he made his way back down the steps and into the living room, he paused.

Did I miss anything? There’s always more… there has to be more. Come on, dollhouse, what secrets do you keep? Show me, damn it…

Taking one more look around, he huffed in frustration until his sights fell on the ceiling, which seemed curved slightly higher at the corners…

He cocked his head to the side and gasped, his heart racing so hard, he feared he may pass out.

Fuck!

I can’t do it myself. I could blow the whole goddamn case if I make a move! Fine, I’ll take care of this another way… I got you, you son of a bitch, I got your ass!

He quickly burst free, raced to his car and jumped inside. The clock had gone from tick tock to turbo blast and he feared he may already be too late…
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“Nick, where tha hell have you—”

“I need a search warrant issued right fucking now!” He stormed past Captain O’Sullivan, yelling at the top of his lungs as he flung his jacket down and rummaged through his desk.

“For who?! What have you been doing?!” his boss angrily called out.

Sweat clung to his form, his hair slicked across his forehead as he placed each item on the captain’s desk from his journey to Queens. Returning to his desk, he looked over his shoulder to see the man almost running towards him, his face balled up, and his fists, too.

“I’m talking about the Brownsville Thirteen case! I’ve got him! But he’ll know I was there so we gotta hurry up, they’re inside! I have to go!” He raced past the big man once again, almost knocking him over as he grabbed at drawer after drawer, filtering through the damn things over and over again.

“Nick, you’re going to tell me what you’ve done right now damn it, ya hear?!” the big man’s voice boomed.

“I laid some stuff on your desk—evidence, just cause! Go see for yourself!”

“You’ve been following a suspect without being officially on a case?! Are you crazy?!”

“Two of the missing girls are twins.” He tossed a stack of papers haphazardly in the trash. “When they disappeared, they were last seen in green jackets… Those jackets are now documented.”

“Nick! For fuck’s sake! You broke into someone’s house? You know that’s not how we do things. The entire department could be sued! Jesus Christ!”

“I know what I’m talkin’ about!” he screamed. “Shit! I thought I had it in here… Doesn’t matter, look!” He paused, swiped sweat away from his eyes. “Can’t you just trust me one more time, please? Just one more time, Captain! I know I’m not a homicide detective, I know this, but you know damn well I should have been years ago!” A crowd began to form around the two men as his anger surged within him.

“You gotta earn that! It’s not just given to you because you feel like you deserve it!”

“Oh, really? I earned it years ago!” He pointed away at nothing in particular. “Because I was unpredictable, a bit hot under the collar, you didn’t let it happen. You wanted to give me a chance, right? But you knew your reputation was on the damn line. Don’t worry.” He laughed mirthlessly. “I got it all figured out.”

“No you don’t, Nick… no you don’t.” Captain O’Sullivan huffed and looked at him sadly, as if he were just plain pitiful.

“Oh, trust me.” Nick smiled wide as he placed his hand across his heart. “I do. You saw me like a son…yeah, you did, but you didn’t trust me, not as far as you could throw me, Captain.”

The man turned away for a spell, the truth written all over his face.

“You liked me, but you sure as hell didn’t know what to make of me. And… I know why. You weren’t sure what my deal was, but you knew something was off, something that made you a little uneasy—apprehensive—because you’re a real good judge of character; you’re known for it…”

The man’s stern expression softened somewhat. He seemed to stand there wrestling with sorrow and anger. Which emotion won, Nick wasn’t sure, but in the grand scheme of things, it all came out in the wash.

“It was the goddamn drinking, Captain.” He smiled grimly, swallowed, shook his head in shame. But he had to make the man see, to wake him up right then and there.

“My head wasn’t always completely in the game. I understand your hesitation, Captain… but sometimes we gotta crawl on our bellies so we can appreciate what it feels like to stand on two feet. As messed up as I was, I still worked circles around most of these motherfuckers!” he shouted, the room drawing quiet, void of other chatter. “Captain, I’ve been doing homicide cases this entire goddamn time! Now what?!”
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The seat was still empty…

Taryn turned away from the thing and warmed her arms with her trembling hands.

Nick! Where are you?!

The seats in the audience filled up fast, and though they’d had an incredible turnout, it felt to her as if no one had come at all. Something told her when she looked at her man that morning, the way he made a mess of their closet and almost bust his head wide open as he hopped about getting on his pants—whatever had set him ablaze would cause a fire in her heart, too.

She danced between infuriation and sadness as she reflected on how his phone continuously went to voicemail.

And then, there were the questions about dolls… such strange, bewildering questions…

Startling her out of her thoughts, Parish, one of the models, bounced towards her and tapped her shoulder.

“The show is about to start and I can’t find my red and cream bustier.”

“Oh, um, I know where it is.” She sniffed and hightailed it towards the dressing room. The place lit up with chatter, and the M.C. got ready to take the stage. “Shawty is a Ten” by The Dream began to blast through the large speakers…

Jules approached her, looking like a damn vision from Heaven in his white suit and silver cane. He nodded her way, winked, and sailed on past just as cool as he pleased.

“Parish, here you go, honey.” She handed the lady the bra and paced nervously from side to side, then picked up one of the flyers of the show:

SWEET WARRIOR LINGERIE PRESENTS

Pink Ribbon in the Sky Productions

TARYN A. JONES – Designer

of the ‘LIVING DOLLS’ Collection…

She gripped the flyer so damn hard, it crumpled in her hand as she marched back out front to watch everything she’d worked so hard for in action.

Nick! Damn you! I don’t ask you for much, and you abandon me on the night of my show! One of the most important nights of my life!

She seethed with anger, her mind going around and around as she made herself comfortable in a front row seat, her long, sparkling white gown shimmering under the lights.

When I get my hands on you, Lord help you!
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“Nick, chill out… calm down,” someone called out—he couldn’t tell who.

“Chill out? Don’t tell me to fuckin’ calm down! Someone’s gotta give a damn around here, get some serious work done! I’ll chill out when I’m dead, okay?!” he barked, wanting everyone to hear every damn thing he had to say. The volcano he’d become had finally erupted, an act of Nature long overdue. “I’ve been drunk doing a better job than some guys and they know it!” He pointed around the precinct, looking into the eyes of all the men and women dressed in navy blue, their badges sparkling under the ceiling lights.

“The Glen-Mills case—remember that, Captain? I solved it!” He stabbed his forefinger into his chest, claiming what was rightfully his once and for all. “Lieutenant Walker got a package in the mail about the case in Long Island; you know, the one with the stolen cars ending up in the damn river. One of ’em had a baby in the back seat! Who could forget that, huh? I sent that research to him, all that information that I personally collected… stayed up night after night. I gave him everything he needed. All he needed to do was double check my findings and make a damn arrest, and less than twenty-fours later, ya know what? He did, but he didn’t mention my name; he sure as hell didn’t!

“That wasn’t the perpetrator confessing, finally coming clean like it was said in the press! Noooo!” He shook his head vehemently. “I sent those damn maps for the Opal case, including the one where the body was found of that man that had been missing for months! The Victor homicide, remember that shit? I solved that too! Just ask Officer Ashton!”

He and Captain O’Sullivan shot a look at the man in question, a guy with enough tenure for two. The man stood there, stone faced, then lowered his gaze from both men.

“The Tractor-Belle case, I cracked it!” Tears welled up in his eyes, threatened to fall. “The Rifer case, guess who mother-fucking who! Yeah, it’s me again.” He laughed angrily. “That interrogation of the Baseline killer, I told Officer Townsend what to ask ’im, how to make him fall apart, make him tell the truth… cause I’m one of them, Captain! I’m a part of this, the people we chase and hunt down each and every day. I chase myself away every damn day, too… I’m a beast! A goddamn monster! I fight with that fucker every morning, afternoon and night!

“You gotta be a thief to understand one, Captain. You gotta get into their damn heads, know how they operate. The best hunters think like the animals they’re after; they become the beasts. They don’t just sit back passively. No,” he said with another shake of the head. “The hunter becomes the hunted. You must have a deviant mind. And I did… I do. That was me, goddamn it! All me! I worked, drank, and worked some damn more because that’s my fuckin’ job, and my job was my wife and my life!” Spit sprayed out of his mouth out as his eyes continued to water, anguish so deep begging to burst forth.

“I had to keep quiet, work behind the scenes… a damn ghost writer to my own life… Well, I’m done being invisible, Captain… done with it all.” He threw up his hands. “I’m not a drunk and sad sack of bullshit any longer. I got purpose; I got reason to live!” He snapped his fingers and looked out into the sea of people.

“Get me my search warrant, goddamn it!!!” His voice cracked. A couple of people started to move away, on the alert, as if ready to follow his orders.

“Someone taught me how to love and respect myself—someone I love with all that’s in me, and she no doubt wonders where the fuck I am right now, but I am where I’m supposed to be, doing what I was born to fucking do so that I can continue to give her all the love she needs and deserves! I’m alive; I’m a cop, a damn proud one! Brooklyn’s finest!” He beat his chest with a firm first. “Brownsville is my home. I was born and raised here, and someone is taking little girls from their families, snatching’ them up, and no one gives a shit to dig deeper, go the extra damn mile! Well, it stops NOW! Not on my goddamn watch! Not now, not ever!”

“Nick,” the Captain said calmly. “I’m trusting you… I am. What do you need from us?” Angst imbued his tone and he put his hands up in surrender.

“A search warrant in record speed, a big ass bulldozer, and a damn prayer!”

“Where’s it at, Vitale?!” someone called out.

He grabbed his jacket from off the ground and turned his back on the crowd. “6809 Linden Boulevard, and I need back up and I need it yesterday!”

He grabbed a second gun, strapped up, and hurried out of the precinct. In the distance, he could hear scrambling behind him, as well as elevated voices, the screams of shattered pride and a call to action. The monster within him had been unleashed to bite the heads off everyone in his way. He was returning back to the dollhouse, and if he had to tear the place up brick by tiny brick with his own hands, he simply would.

The clock wouldn’t let the hell up; it became the biggest monster of all, refused to release him, to slow down. So, he asked Father Time if he could take a moment of his life, steal it away, and give it to the missing girls of Brownsville instead…
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They look so beautiful… dreamlike.

The models came down the runway one by one, poised and graceful, their eyes bright and glassy. Moving to the music, they looked like musical notes in motion. Vicki gave Taryn a big squeeze, a warm hug as she observed her creations coming to life.

They do look like dolls… just gorgeous. Each of the models on the stage had had either a partial or full mastectomy, every example showing the gamut of the lingerie line. They bounced about, their heads high, all warriors… every damn single one of them. They owned the damn stage, from the palest one, almost the color of snow with long, straight, flowing light blond hair, to the darkest, most luminescent azure, her natural hair blown out like a gorgeous coiffed halo…

They radiated from the inside out.

The dolls go marching one by one,

Hurrah, hurrah…

The warriors beat their drums,

Hurrah, hurrah…

Cancer’s a thief,

but it didn’t get shit.

The Warrior Princess

surely saw fit.

…And the dolls…kept… m a r c h i n g…

                d

              o

            w

          n.

To the ground.

To Hell…

And beyond…to fight, with the Devil…
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Chapter Thirty-Four
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“You can’t do this!” the man screamed out, his blue eyes bulging from their sockets as he twisted and turned in the officer’s grip, a look of complete panic and distress on his face.

“We’ve got a search warrant, Mr. Allen…we can do this,” Officer Tomas said dryly.

“Over here.” Nick pointed to the ceiling in the living room, commotion all around him. Officers from three precincts moved about the premises. “There’s fresh paint there, you see? Right above here is the master bedroom, and an old fireplace. There’s water damage, too. Something leaked.” He continued to make his way around, pointing and directing like they were in the middle of a damn traffic jam.

“Open that closet right there… there’s a growth chart inside. He’s had some of the girls for almost a year! He’s been doing this for much longer than people realize—and one of the twins is dead. He drew a heart by her last growth spurt. That’s why the jackets were still in there.” He dashed away into the kitchen, giving directions amongst the chaos.

“Go over this entire kitchen from top to bottom. He’s been sterilizing everything. Someone got hurt. There was blood. If you turn the UV light on this place, it will light up like the fourth of July. Do it and video tape it.”

He snatched open the refrigerator door and pointed.

“There are five types of fruit in there and four vegetables. That means there are nine girls that are alive in this house. He keeps checks and balances in odd ways, all over this fucking place. The girls’ names are in alphabetical order, either by first or last name.” He slammed the refrigerator door shut and raced up the steps, pausing where the jam had dried a little.

“This is also how I know they are still alive, at least some of them,” he announced. “He’s been feeding them.” He pointed to the jam. “He was in a hurry, so he didn’t notice this. He has a long morning routine, but he’s never late for work, so some things have to wait until he returns…like cleaning up small messes.” He kept moving, racing about with his fellow officers on his heels. “Check this bathroom sink,” he instructed, pointing to it. “We need samples for forensics. There’s a clog in it. Water was a little backed up and drained slowly. It’s from long hair. He keeps his hair short. He washes their hair in here; it’s a routine, a ritual.” He looked towards the bars of soap. “He cleaned up some blood this morning. Look at the two bars of soap. They were originally white.”

He kept on down the hallway, frantic, not sure his mouth could move fast enough to get it all out.

“Follow me, keep up!” He kicked in the master bedroom door. “You see that fireplace?” He approached it. “Take a crowbar and pry off that wood. He’s got it blocked off… protecting something. This plywood is old, but the nails are new and shiny. He does this every damn day. Once you get behind the panels, you’ll more than likely see a lock. I’ve got the key.” He tossed it to one of the officers standing by the fireplace, then headed out the room, the noise growing louder as the sound of a drill from the first floor vibrated through the whole damn area. In another location commenced the swinging and bashing of a sledgehammer into a wall. A few moments later, someone from the first floor screamed out, “There’s blood down here!”

Nick took his time descending the steps. As he reached the front door, he looked out onto the street and saw Christopher sitting in the back of one of the squad cars, his head down in his hands. A deep hatred for a man he didn’t know birthed itself within him at that very instant. He wanted to march over there, drag the bastard out, and beat him to death with his bare hands—and if given a moment alone with the bastard, he just might.

“Oh my God!” someone screamed out so loudly, the air itself seemed to shake as if an earthquake pulsated below and above his body. Nick quickly looked over his shoulder and raced back into the house, fighting the crowd. On the first floor, part of the ceiling had been exposed. He rushed up the steps back to the master bedroom.

“Oh …God…Oh God!” He slumped to his knees as he stared at the half knocked in fireplace, the wall partially torn apart, exposing old brick and emptiness, a portal to Hell…

Inside the hole could be seen a small crawl area with drywall clinging loosely and waving around from a cold front. It seemed as though a set of jagged white teeth framed the area like a haunting, surreal picture before his eyes. Christmas lights hung within the thing, strewn back and forth, some of them ablaze more brightly than others, flickering just so, undoubtedly emitting an ungodly heat.

Sitting right below the tinsel and fire hazard wiring were at least nine girls, their mouths bound with electrical tape, their thin bodies covered in silken gowns and frilly dresses with layers of tulle. Pairs of expressive dark eyes screamed on their tiny bodies’ behalf, but those same tormented eyes seemed unable to shed a single tear. Colorful bows covered in soot decorated their kinky curls, though a couple sported slender, neat braids.

His throat tightened in horror, disgust, and anger he’d never felt before in his entire existence. Nick’s fingers trembled across his dry lips as he fought the urge to puke once the all too familiar scent of death settled on them, free from its hidden away coffin. He looked into their eyes, stared into them long and hard, forcing himself to acknowledge who sat before him, and accept that awareness, connect with their souls… No running. Look. Look at them. Remember them. Dolls…

No.

Little warriors…

Some of them collapsed forward, others lay atop one another, bent and twisted in awkward ways, huddled together like a flesh-covered puzzle. Skin from dark brown to deep tan, they lay upon and against one another, as if the next one’s breath was only guaranteed by the young lady dying beside, beneath, or above her…

Flashes of light came and went as officers took fast photos and voices sounded through handheld radios and speakerphones, while emergency medical personnel began their tedious work. The room grew eerily silent for a moment or two, as if everyone had fallen in mourning, and in a way, they all did.

They mourned the moment before they’d seen such a thing, for no words could properly describe the horror in their midst. They mourned the innocent childhoods of the victims, for they’d never be the same…

“Some are alive, some barely… this one is dead,” one of the paramedics stated as he snapped his gloves into place.

Nick shuddered as hot, mad tears cascaded down his face. He groaned, gripped at the air, trying to hold on to something, anything… trying to keep it all together. But it was too late. He’d seen their souls; the connection was made. He cried on their behalf—one after the other until nine tears had crept down his face, never to be seen again…
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The chill in the room went from uncomfortable to unbearable. Taryn sat in the bright dressing room surrounded by layers of beauty. Things had finally quieted down, and she cherished a long sought after moment all to herself. The show had been an epic success, but she couldn’t help but feel a bit sorry for herself as the mounting depression made her heart cave within. Her best friend was absent, null and void… gone. Twelve dozen cerise roses lay on the dresser, a gift of congratulations for a job well done. She picked them up, smiled a bit as she saw they were from Ambrose. The man hadn’t been able to make it as he was modeling in Amsterdam, but he’d sent his regards all the same. She picked up her phone, force of habit. No missed calls… no messages…as expected.

You’re never late, always on time, always there for me… And now… nothing when I needed you most! Nick, where are you?!

Her heart broke, replaying their odd prior conversations… dolls and houses…

He’s working on that case, that’s it… That’s got to be it… He wouldn’t just not show up… but no call?

She took a deep breath, pushing the negative thoughts aside, slipping into a new understanding.

This was the man she loved. His life was dangerous, and sometimes things like this would happen. But what the hell had happened?!

I can love him through it… I can…

But it still hurt.

She ran her fingers along her collarbone, plucked her phone up once more and dialed.

Hi, you’ve reached Nick. I can’t answer right now but leave a message and I might call you back if you’re lucky…

She disconnected the call, then heard a knock at the door.

“Yes?” she called out, not in the mood for company just yet.

“It’s me, Vicki! Come on, we’ve got to go!”

“I’ll be out in a second!”

“Okay, hurry! We’re supposed to be at Death and Company for an after party!”

“I know. I’ll speed up, and thank you for your support!” Taryn called out.

“You’re welcome, Beautiful!” the woman said, her voice trailing at the end as her shadow disappeared from the doorway.

Taking a deep breath, she spun around in her chair, scrolling her phone, reading all of the congratulations and tweets about the show. Social media was aflame with photos and video links of the show and Angelina Jolie had given them a shout out. Her lips kinked into a smirk then… the phone did a half ring before she snatched it up, jumping out of the chair.

“Nick! Where are you?! What’s going on? Where have you been?!!!” Her voice shook and she hated it; she was beside her damn self.

“Baby, I’m so sorry for missing your show. I know it was important to you… but… something happened.”

“What? Are you okay?” She paced back and forth, not liking how he sounded. She’d never heard him like that before, as if the wind had been taken right out of his sails.

“Turn on the news. I can’t really talk right now… just wanted you to know that I’m sorry. I’ll make it up to you and I love you…”

“I… I love you, too.”

“I gotta go, Taryn. I’ll call you back as soon as possible, okay?”

She wanted to ask more, demand answers, but she knew now was not the time. She pulled back, complied. He needed her to love him, not argue.

“Yes, okay.”

And then he hung up.

She quickly went to her browser on her phone and sought the news coverage.

“…What’s this?” On Yahoo’s front page, one of the headlines read, ‘Dollhouse Kidnapper arrested.’ “Oh my God…” She almost dropped her phone as she sank back down onto the seat. She clicked on the link and opened the video reportage of a newscaster in front of a small, white house, and Nick’s boss, Captain O’Sullivan, speaking to the media.

That’s definitely Nick’s boss! He took me to his house for dinner one night!

“Yes, we’ve started the process…” the man stated calmly, his chest poked out and chin high. He continued to speak, each word feeling heavier and heavier, and then, he finally said…

“Thanks to the very hard, diligent work of Officer Vitale, this case is now under further investigation and the suspect has been apprehended and is in custody.”

“How many girls were in the house?! What was his motive?!” A mob of reporters approached the man, bumping into one another.

“I can’t answer any more questions at this time.” He casually held up his hand. “We will issue a press release as soon as possible but right now, our focus is on the investigation and getting medical care to the victims. Thank you, that’s all I can answer right now.” He turned his back to walk away as the original commentator gave final statements.

“Nick!” Taryn’s eyes welled up as she placed the phone down on her dresser. She clamped her hands over her mouth, stifling a cry. “Oh Nick…Oh my God.” She trembled in her seat, unable to control herself. “I’m so proud of you, honey! So very proud!”

…You’ve reached the mountaintop, baby… How’s the view?
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Captain O’Sullivan stood there with his hefty arms crossed over his gut, looking down at him.

“How are they?” Nick questioned.

“Well, some are better than others.” He sighed. “Two are fighting for their lives and the families have been notified. I’ve never seen anything like that in my entire life, and trust me, I’ve seen a lot.”

Nick nodded in agreement and then, they were quiet for a minute or two.

“I don’t know why they have me here. I don’t need to be here.” He looked around the hospital room in disgust. “If Taryn knew where I was right now she’d freak out. Besides, this is a waste of time. I need to be in that room talking to him.” Nick gritted his teeth, angry as hell. The captain had insisted he be checked over, and though he knew the routine, he resented the shit.

“Someone else will do the interrogation, Nick.”

“No! Please, I need to do this, Captain! You can’t do this, you can’t!” He sat up in the hospital bed, ready to go toe to toe with the man. He was met with a smirk, then an all out laugh.

“Calm down, I was just pulling your chain. You know you’re on the new payroll now, right?” The big guy groaned as he took a seat beside him, clasped his hands together, and leaned forward.

Nick’s brows dipped in confusion. “What do you mean?”

“You’re Homicide now… Your test scores came back, you passed, you more than passed. You did excellent, actually. All you have to do is sign the paperwork when we get back…”

Nick’s mouth dropped open as a sense of pride and relief washed over him.

“I’m promoting you to detective. You’ve been doing it.” He shrugged. “When you left the precinct today, everybody was talking. Not one person in that damn building has a bad word to say about you, Nick. While you were in Firststone, at least once a day, someone brought you up, missing you, wishing you were around. We weren’t pissed because you had a drinking problem. We were pissed because that drinking problem took you away from us. The place wasn’t the same. You’re a hell of a man, and an unbelievable officer.”

Nick looked away, suddenly feeling a bit strange. He was certain he’d be in a world of trouble for interfering in police business that was not his. Instead, he’d garnered a damn internal fan club.

“I want you to know though, you were wrong about one thing you said when you were letting me have it today.”

“What’s that?” Nick sat up a bit higher, listening intently.

“I did trust you, Nick. No, I didn’t know you had a drinking problem—that’s the truth.” His eyes narrowed upon him. “And quite honestly, I felt like I’d missed it, maybe even turned a blind eye subconsciously. But here are the facts: I trusted you more than any other guy that’s been under me to do your job, and do it right. I saw your potential, and I knew more than you think I did.”

“Then… why didn’t you let me get on homicide? I’ve been trying for years! I told you I was going to take the test, and you said it didn’t matter, that I wasn’t ready and you wouldn’t sign off on it. It really pissed me off! You saw that’s what I wanted. I made it no secret,” he asked, more confused than ever.

“I knew you’d been doing homicide behind my back, Nick. I’m not stupid.” The man looked at him sternly. “You blabbed to everyone else today, so I had to save face, be quiet, but it had nothing to do with a lack of knowledge of what the hell you were up to, nor lack of faith in your abilities. Now yeah, I didn’t realize you’d been that busy.” He smirked. “But I knew you’d been involved in some of those cases. As long as you didn’t get caught doing the shit you did today, nothing illegal like breaking and entering,” he said with a grimace, “I stayed out of it. That part isn’t going into the report, of course…”

“I would hope not,” Nick said with a smile. “You gave me my search warrant, thank goodness… It will all look on the up and up on paper.”

Captain O’Sullivan nodded.

“Anyway, in those other cases, you were helping, not hurting. I wasn’t going to get in the middle of that but I couldn’t co-sign the shit for obvious reasons! You weren’t supposed to be involved! At least not publicly… I didn’t let you move forward just yet because I had a personality issue with you, Nick. I knew once you took the exam you’d pass. Everyone knows it’s a hard test; less than ten percent of people who take it pass the damn thing, but I had no doubt you would. You’re smart—brilliant, some would say… Today is a perfect example of that. Anyway, that was the least of my concerns.”

“A personality issue?” Nick said, not quite following the man.

“Yeah, you’re hot headed, okay? Just like you’ve admitted. You had this anger inside of you.” His voice dropped as his eyes darkened. There was no sense in arguing or denying it—that assertion was true. The captain had seen the monster, the beast within…

“You come across as very relaxed and cool under pressure, but I’ve watched you too long and too closely to buy that bull. There is something inside of you Nick that wants to tear the damn world up, and it could be potentially destructive. The Homicide unit is a tough one, you know that. It takes a special type of patrol officer to go from his beat to that. It’s no slow dance, no picnic! I needed that anger inside of you to be addressed first. I needed to find out what was going on with you, but I decided that I in fact may never know. I can’t put a guy in homicide if that guy has unresolved anger issues, no matter how much I like him, Nick. It had nothing to do with not trusting you to do the job; it went deeper than that. On top of it all, I didn’t want you burnt out before your light even got a chance to shine.

“After I became aware of the cause of your behavior… which was the alcoholism and some trauma you’d experienced growing up, the hot head stuff,” he said with a shrug, “I felt better about it. As I was getting the weekly reports and updates about your progress, I had confidence that it might just work out after all. I’d already decided to put you on Homicide if you completed treatment, Nick. I couldn’t just have you come out of drug rehab, though, and put you on just like that. Wouldn’t have looked good. I needed to observe you a bit and you needed to get re-acclimated.”

Nick nodded, understanding the man loud and clear. It all made sense now and he couldn’t dispute it… not a word of it.

“Nick, I have a question for you.”

“Yeah?” Nick ran his hand over his neck, working out a cramp.

“How’d you do it? We’ve been working on that case for months, and contrary to your accusation, the guys have been busting their asses on it, trying to find out who was responsible. I would love just five minutes inside that head of yours.” He smiled proudly at him, like a father with his son…

“I just started looking over the evidence, like I did in all the cases. I kept studying it is all.”

“You become a tad obsessed, don’t you?” The man’s eyes turned to slits as he dug inside of him, forcing the truth to come out.

“Yeah…”

“And then what happens? What’s the process?”

“Nothing magical, believe it or not. I just kinda follow my gut, like I always have. I ask for help when I need it, see a different vantage point; that always helps, too. Funny, I wasn’t convinced I had the right person until I got inside of that house, Captain. I didn’t expect to find what I did, but as soon as I got in there and started looking around, I could see that we had him! We finally had him! We found his ass and I needed to find those girls. That’s all I cared about.”

“…And you did. You’re a hero. People are going to be talking about this for years. Anyway.” He sighed. “I’ve never not been unable to get a hold of you and yeah, I was worried, thinking the worst… I thought maybe the stress had gotten to you, the strain of it all. I didn’t know, wasn’t sure. Today was actually the first time I didn’t trust you, but you proved me wrong.” He cleared his throat. “In any case, I had some paperwork in my hand for you. I needed you to sign it, because… I had good news. You were being assigned to the Homicide unit. You passed the tests and I’d signed off on it. The damn irony is almost funny.”

Nick broke out in a smile, then burst out laughing. “That is hilarious…and you thought I’d relapsed right after that…damn.”

The captain rose from his seat and pushed his hands into his pockets. “They’re gonna release you from here in about an hour. Tomas is getting preliminary information from Allen.”

“Is he talking?”

“Not really. He hasn’t asked for a lawyer yet, though. No one is pressing him; he’s just in holding. When you get outta here, come down to the station and get ready. We need you.”

“Get ready?” Nick smirked as he rubbed a spot on his forehead and sighed. “I was born ready…”
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Chapter Thirty-Five
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Have you ever looked into the eyes of the devil? I have… No, not when I looked at Oliver, or even in the mirror. There are souls inside of these vessels. This is completely different… There is a certain type of person you come across that, when you look at them, they seem to be only a shell, soulless, dead… and if being void of a conscience had a scent, these people would reek. I’ve come across a few in my line of work, and it always leaves you changed once you look into their eyes, mere hollows in their sockets. You’ll never be the same because you shared space with the wickedest of all and, in that process, they’ve taken a piece of you…

Nick went into character, leaving his old self behind…

“So, are you comfortable? Need anything? Thirsty?” He sat down before the man, who possessed a somewhat meek disposition and unmemorable features. He was attractive in a quiet sort of way.

Jaws tight, his face a mask, the guy crossed his long arms over his chest and rocked back and forth in his seat as if trying to get situated—uneasy, but not a nervous sort… His behavior indicated impatience, as if he believed his time was being wasted.

“No, I’m not thirsty,” Allen uttered, devoid of emotion or concern.

“Okay, well, let me introduce myself. My name is Officer Vitale,” Nick said, hand on chest. “I understand your rights have been stated to you, is that correct?”

“…Yes.”

“I’ll let you know before we proceed that I treat everyone I come in contact with professionally, with respect, and I expect the same. My job is to not prove what I think is right; it is all about getting to the truth, okay?”

“I was set up, framed,” he stated. “I didn’t do these things I’m accused of.”

Nick nodded, crossed his legs. “Okay, well, before we get into all of that, I want to make sure that you’re comfortable. Are you? Is it too hot or cold in here?”

The man took a deep breath and nodded abruptly. “No, I’m fine… the temperature is fine.”

“Okay, good. So, as you know, Mr. Allen, a search warrant was acquired for your residence earlier today. Subsequently, the residence and surrounding land were explored.” He cleared his throat, sat back in his seat and traced the rim of his cup, half full with coffee. “In that investigative process, Christopher… Wait, do you prefer to be called Chris or Christopher?”

The man exhaled deeply. “Chris.”

“Okay, Chris. In that investigative process, there were nine children, one of which was post partum by approximately one day according to our preliminary medical intelligence. These children, all girls between the ages of eight and thirteen, were found behind your master bedroom fireplace, enclosed in a makeshift living arrangement. So, as you can see, things aren’t starting off well or looking good on your behalf. You own the property; it is in your name. It was originally a rental, but you bought it. You’ve lived there for approximately three years. This is a problem. I’m certain we can agree on that.”

The man’s nostrils flared as he hugged himself.

“Now, at this point, Chris, I just need you to explain to me what happened.”

“I can’t explain what happened if I didn’t do it!” He looked away for a brief moment. “I have a roommate that comes into town every few months.” He turned his attention back in his direction. “He must’ve done this… It must’ve been Ted. There’s no way I could afford that mortgage on my salary.”

“I see, I see.” Nick jotted some things down on paper, nodding along the way. “So, you knew nothing about the nine girls in your bedroom wall; more specifically, directly within and behind the fireplace, as well as the chimney?”

“No. I’m telling you the truth!”

“Okay.” Nick took a deep breath and sat further back in his seat before suddenly leaning in close, so close, he could almost smell the fear on the demon before him. “Here’s the problem, Chris.” He ran his finger along his chin and peered at the man. “We’ve pretty much destroyed your house.”

The man’s jaws clenched, the muscles visibly contracting and twisting beneath the pale flesh.

“I’m sorry about that. It was a very nice house… But you see, in that process, we found some things, not just the dolls… Oh, I’m sorry.” Nick smiled ever so slightly. “I meant the girls. And we found their accessories… Goodness, sorry again. I swear, this media coverage about all of this doll business is seeping into my brain and it’s been a really long day.” He jotted down another note or two.

“I’m innocent and you and your guys destroyed my house! I want it fixed, damn it! Do you hear me?! I want every window replaced, and every wall you tore out rebuilt!” The man’s voice rose in a way that caused Nick to raise his own brow.

…Anger and violence if things don’t go as expected…

“Chris, if you are not responsible for the abductions of these children and placing them inside of your house, you have my promise that your home will be repaired on our dime. I’d hate to accuse the wrong man, okay?” He shook his head. “That would be a tragedy. I just want justice for those poor girls and having the wrong guy, well…” He shrugged. “That’s not justice now, is it?”

“No… no it’s not.” The man pursed his lips.

“Okay, so let me just step back a minute here, and give you the benefit of the doubt.” Nick crossed his legs and looked the man square in the eye.

“I’m innocent until proven guilty. Innocent. Do you know what that means?” the man asked smugly.

“Yes, I know what that means, Chris, and yes, you are one hundred percent right.” He shot the man an agreeable smile. “Okay, you know what? You seem pretty upset about this. I’m just tryna talk with you, Chris… find out how those girls got in your house. Let me just ask you a few questions and get this over with, okay? I’m sure we’d both like to go home and besides, if I figure out I’ve got the wrong guy, then I want you out of here as soon as possible, and the real perpetrator to be sitting in this seat that you currently occupy. Okay?”

…This man is completely crazy. He honestly believes he can get out of this…

“Alright.”

“Chris, have you spent any recent time in Brownsville, particularly Linden Boulevard?”

The man hesitated for a second or two. “No…”

“Okay, okay.” Nick jotted down more notes. “So you are saying that you have not had any professional or leisure travel to that part of Brooklyn?”

“Yes, that’s what I’m saying. I work in Windsor Terrace. I go to work, I go home. Sometimes I take a walk, but I don’t go over to Brownsville… it’s dangerous.”

…Giving considerably more information than what was requested… a sign of deception…

“Mmm hmm, yes, Brownsville definitely is a place one should visit with caution. Now, you work on Flatbush Avenue, correct? You’re a dental hygienist?”

“Yes, I’ve been there for nine years.”

“Nine years, wow. I imagine that’s an interesting job.” Nick issued a light laugh. “All those people, toothaches and route canals. We all have to go to the dentist, right? Always can find a job in the dental field… I bet you’re kept pretty busy.”

“Yes, not much down time.”

“Is it a big place? A lot of patients?” Nick slicked a piece of gum out of its foil wrapper and tossed it into his mouth.

“No, not really. It’s a small but hectic practice. The dentists there are very good, and I’ll miss work tomorrow if I don’t get out of here.” He looked about the place, then focused on the black and white clock hanging on the wall.

…Tick tock…

“No worries, if you aren’t our guy, Chris, I will let you leave. I promise.” He smiled at him. “Thanks for letting me know about the dentists you work for. It just so happens that I’ve got a wisdom tooth that’s been bothering me, and I’m looking for a new dentist, too. I might have to try where you work at, if it’s not too far. Mine retired.” He shrugged. “This tooth, boy.” He shook his head, feigning pain. “It probably needs to be extracted.” He sighed.

“…You should have someone look at it soon.” He lifted his chin and spoke with assurance. “It could get infected, if it’s not already.”

…He wants to feel important, all knowledgeable.

“I agree with you there. It’s just kind of a fear of mine though, you know?” He winced. “First, I got this pain… and that’s a bummer. Then, I have to find a new dentist. I don’t like that.” He shrugged. “I like for things to stay the same… predictable.”

They looked at one another for a moment or two, no words exchanged.

“Some people get a kick out of that, but we, I mean police officers,” he said, pointing to himself, “are afraid of some things, too. Everyone is afraid of something, don’t you think?”

“I’d imagine so.” The man sat a bit straighter in his seat. Nick leaned in closer again, until his knee brushed against the guy’s.

“And I’d imagine a man like you, that’s never been in trouble with the law before, would find this is a little scary, too? Being down here, accused of kidnapping and murder… that’s gotta be frightening.”

Christopher’s blue eyes grew larger as the two men stared at one another for what felt like a long while.

“These are serious charges, right? Multiple charges… Multiple.” He looked down at the floor and shook his head. “One after another, after another, after another…wow.” He sighed, as if the weight of the world sat on his shoulders. “So many, there is no way a person who had done these crimes, if caught, would ever get out of prison, Chris.” Nick cocked his head to the side. “Unless that person actually helped in some way with the investigation… gave the families some peace.” He shrugged. “Then there just may be a way, you know? And, I’m all ears, Chris. I have nothing but time on my hands… Nothing but time.” He grinned at the man and clasped his hands together. “Now, here is where you and I help one another.”

“How?”

“There is something called honesty that I really respect. Honesty gets people more on their side, and honesty is synonymous with order. Everything we do, say and think follows a timeline.”

“I don’t… I don’t understand what you’re implying.”

“What I’m implying, Chris, is that there is a start and an end to everything but sometimes, we don’t see the end coming until it’s far too late… But.” He raised his index finger in the air, paired it with a gentle grin. “When we’re honest, we then take back control over things that appear, well, out of our hands. Chris… you can lead the way. I want you to…”

The man frantically shook his head. “No, no, no!” He waved his hand. “I don’t know anything about any girls, none of that!”

“Chris, we’re past that, okay?” Nick widened his smile. “Right now, I need the timeline. Because if you don’t give it to me, then I’ll make up my own… and my own could never be as exact as yours and if I’m not exact, well, that could affect what happens to you later, down the line, in a way that is clearly not in your favor… Do we understand each other now, Chris? Do you see what I’m implying now?” Nick nodded as he placed his hand on the man’s shoulder. “Your DNA is all over those girls… DNA doesn’t lie, Chris. You see, DNA is honest. It’s orderly.

The man didn’t reply, simply put his head down.

“I may not like what you did, but if you’re honest with me, then that means I could possibly understand you better. Don’t play games with me. We’re waaaaay past that game playin’ stage. Don’t take yourself through a lot of changes. Now, you seem like a reasonable person… Once you appear unreasonable, then, I will wash my hands of you.”

“You don’t believe me… I didn’t do this! I swear, I didn’t do this!” The man’s lips trembled as his eyes watered and tears threatened to fall.

“Now, here’s the thing, Chris.” Nick kept an even, cool tone. “You’ve told several lies in this short period of time.” He clasped his hands. “I don’t believe you have a roommate. There is no Ted, and there never was. You haven’t had a roommate in over five years and I think you are quite comfortable in Brownsville despite you being apprehensive about the level of crime that takes place here. And that’s because the benefits of you shopping for your victims in this area outweighed the possible anxieties you may have had. Now, let’s cut right to the chase.” He counted off his fingers. “We’ve got rental car records in your name, Chris.”

The man chewed his lower lip hard and steady until it reddened.

“We’ve got your work records for the past year. That’s a timeline… I know when you clocked in, clocked out for lunch, returned, and left for home.”

Nick slicked his tongue over his lower lip, waiting, biding his time.

Tick…Tock…

“Let me explain something to you.” Nick casually scratched the side of his nose. “There are over twenty-two missing girls that have disappeared in the last twelve months from Brownsville, Brooklyn alone. Of those twenty-two missing girls, eighteen were under the age of fourteen. The case, as I’m sure you’ve seen from the news coverage over the past few months, was originally called the Missing Brownsville Thirteen. That number stuck, but rose significantly over time. The girls found in your home are Sophia Emerson…” He placed a photo of the girl down before the man. Chris snapped his head to the side. “LOOK AT HER!” Nick yelled.

“Mia Harold.” He started again in a more subdued tone. “Sydney Long, Genesis Quinton, Aaliyah Jordan, Serenity Smith, Taylor Burger, Caroline Fischer, Robyn Jenkins, and the deceased one is Rebecca Jenkins. Now, Chris.” He cleared his throat. “Someone matching your description, driving what seemed to be one of your various rental cars, has been identified as the last person some of these girls were seen with. White guy… thin, tall… dark brown hair… silver car. And here we are, with seven girls who are alive, one dead, and one barely still barely hanging on, not out of the woods yet but out of that number, two are talking, and the rest are beginning to do the same…”

He let the words sit there… marinate… bring down the axe.

“And isn’t it interesting that all of them came up missing around the same area? Now that’s just uncanny, don’t you think?” Nick cocked his head to the side, clicked his tongue against his inner jaw, and smiled ever so slightly.

Chris Allen faded away, swallowed himself whole, withdrew into a shell right before his eyes.

“All of the girls removed from your home, which are part of the investigation as it stands to date, are of African ancestry. All of them are thin and have long hair. They are young… quite young, and from a physical stand point, they look a bit, well, like life-sized dolls, wouldn’t you agree?”

“I… I don’t know.”

“You don’t know? Well, maybe I can jog your memory with a few more facts from the timeline, Chris.”

“I have no timeline! That can’t be true because I’ve never seen them so I don’t know if—”

“You do know, Chris.” He pointed in his face. “You know each and every one of their names! You know their height, their weight, and every blemish on their bodies!”

“No no…” the man shook his head vigorously and twisted about in his chair as if needing escape in the worst of ways.

“You have a type. Most people do… You’re no different.” Nick grinned. “What are we going to do, Chris? Hmmm?! What… are we… going to do?!”

The man’s face flushed red. He folded his arms up tightly and looked down, becoming paralyzed in that position.

“Now, here’s the fun part.” Nick sorted through some papers that sat before him. “You agreed to give a DNA sample earlier. You provided it to Officer Stein. I told you that your DNA was all over those girls. Would you like me to tell you what we found?”

“…Yes.” He sniffed, as if coming down with something.

“Your hair, your skin cells are all over them! One of them, Serenity, pissed you off this morning, didn’t she?! She’s got a fresh scar and your skin under her little nails! Feisty little thing, huh? Serenity wasn’t too serene, huh?! So I ask again, what are we going to do about this, Chris?!” he repeated, pressing, pressing, pressing. The man strained in his seat as if attempting to suppress a horrid outburst. His hands gripped the arms of the chair, his fingernails digging into the wood, threatening to splinter it, drag and claw away at the glossy finish.

“One of the girls has already picked you out of a lineup… already described you from head to toe! What are we going to do, huh?!” Nick rocked back and forth in his seat, smacking his gum. “You like little girls, Chris? You like to touch them, dress them up… abuse them…”

“Stop it!” The man pulled at his hair, shaking his head back and forth.

“Your fingerprints were on the fireplace planks that were used as a makeshift gate to keep them inside. You went through so… much… work, each and every day! It is amazing that you’ve never been late for work, not even one single day! How admirable… but,” Nick said blandly, “things get a little messy. The girls get a bit untidy… like jam on banisters. Oh!” Nick held up one finger. “Your fingerprints were on the golden key to your little secret palace, too! I get it, Chris! I understand you! Can’t you see? You placed the key under the mattress, your little secret! No one was getting close to them without that key! What in the fuck are we gonna do?!”

“THEY NEEDED SOMEONE TO TAKE CARE OF THEM! THEY NEEDED ME!” the man screamed, tears coming down his face as thick streams of spit sprayed out of his mouth.

Nick threw a glance at the two-way mirror and even though he could not see the officers, he knew those bastards were high-fiving each other almost to death!

He turned back and stared him down, long and hard.

“…You saved them?”

“YES! I took care of them… made them pretty! I cleaned them up… they were filthy!” His eyes grew darker as his tone morphed into something sinister. “I fed them… loved them! No one wanted them! They’d been thrown away!” The man jabbed his finger into his chest. “I made everything alright! They love me! And I love them, too!”

“…You loved them, Chris?” Nick smiled sadly. “You loved one right into the grave…”

“I needed more time, just a little more time! Everything would have been perfect… just a bit more time!”

“No, Chris…” He stood and reached for the handcuffs on the table. They clanked together, swinging apart and back against each other like chimes. Their warped reflections in the metal shined on the steel under the harsh lights. “I’m sorry, Chris. But time waits for no one…and yours is officially up…”
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…Three weeks later

The sounds of Vancouver Sleep Clinic’s ‘Collapse’ played loudly as the summery scent of freshly washed laundry filled the townhouse.

“Ahhhhaha!” Nick laughed, running his hand over the prickly stubble along his jawbone. “I love you, baby… You’re so silly… so beautiful.” The woman swayed in the sunlight that burst through the windows, a sensual shadow as the rays in back of her engulfed her slender, womanly image, blinding him so. Swaying back and forth as she held the cake on a tray, she hypnotized him with her moves.

“Don’t drop it… I want that.” His eyes moistened with mirth.

“You like my little dance?” she spoke in such a sexy, beautiful voice, her naked body mesmerizing him as it moved back and forth in slow motion.

“Come here… let me show you what I think of it.” He hooked his finger and beckoned her over, as if he had curled an invisible lasso around her waist and was tugging, jerking, bringing the little vixen closer and closer to him until she couldn’t escape. When she stood before him, he took the platter from her grasp and swiped his finger across the white frosting on top.

He plopped his sugar-covered finger into his mouth, sucked it off, then went in for seconds. She stared down at him, her brow arched just so. This time, he wrapped his free hand around her waist, making her almost lose her footing. Then, he trailed his hand down, between her thighs, creating a gap. His gaze never left hers. Taking his frosting-covered finger, he rubbed it along her pussy, up and down, then, he palmed her ass and pulled her closer to bury his mouth between her legs and suck, lick, and swallow the sweetness away.

“Ahhh…” She moaned, bending slightly forward and gripping his hair with both hands. “Yessss…please… yess…”

With the tip of his tongue, he drew circles, slow and rugged, along her pussy, flicking it from side to side across her clit, varying the pressure as he tasted her juices pouring into his mouth. Securing a better hold of her ass, he coaxed her forward to sit on his face as he rested in the chair, feasting on the delectable warmth between her thighs…

“Mmmmm, baaaaby…” he murmured, then slipped his tongue within her. “Sooo good…” And she began to grind to his movements as he orally fucked her… up and down… back and forth… “Mmmmmm…”

He gripped her right ass cheek nice and hard, rose a bit from the chair, undid his belt with one hand, then forced his pants and boxers down until they puddled around his ankles. His eager cock throbbed, ready to be mounted as he continued to make love to her sweet, little, wet pussy.

“Come on, now!” he rasped. “Give it to me… let me taste you!” He stroked his cock hard and fast with one hand and kept her elevated with the other, on an invisible pedestal like the fucking queen that she was…

“Ahhhh… Nick…Ahhhh!” She fell upon him then, losing total muscle control.

“Mmmmm! Make me drown…make me drown in it!” He dug his fingertips into her ass cheek, sure to leave an impression as he took her there…

“Ahhhh! Shit!” She vibrated against him, breathing hard and heavy.

Grabbing her with both hands around her waist, not wasting a second, he forced her down on his rock, hard shaft.

“Ahhhhh!” She slinked forward, wrapped her trembling hands around his neck as Bryan Ferry’s ‘Slave to Love’ began to play.

“Uhh!” He thrust hard upward within her, running his hands all over her chest, feeling the smoothness and slightly raised flesh. Pausing briefly, he tenderly kissed her, drawing a sigh from her, then began to thrust again. They looked intensely into each other’s eyes, rocking and riding hard against one another. “Go all the way down… all the way until you can’t take anymore. I wanna go deep, baby…”

She quickly complied, braced herself, her face etched with painful pleasure while mounting him just as he desired.

“Uhhhh…” they moaned in unison.

He twisted his hips from left to right, going side to side, rocking within her, not taking his eyes off hers. “Jesus, I love you so damn much, baby!” he cried as he reached upward, gripped her neck and pumped harder and harder within her. That did it—she trembled against him once again and he damn near came as her honey cascade glided down his dick.

“Nick… you fuck so good!” A big smile creased her face; she looked happy and high, full of life, alive and fulfilled.

…I did that… She’s happy because of me… That smile? That’s mine.

He smiled back, matching her tempo as she bucked up and down, riding him good and hard.

“I’m about to lose it!” He clamped his eyes closed and gritted his teeth as he wrapped his arms tightly around her back, making her take all of him. Her screams ushered him on… loud, helpless, guttural… “Uhhhhh, baby baby baby!” He shot his eyes open and tried to speak, but couldn’t.

“Uhhh…. Oh…God!” she yelled.

Hand on the back of her head, he brought her closer to claim her mouth in a kiss. “Uhhh!”

And then, he stopped when the rush overwhelmed him, his cum shooting deep inside of her, slick, warm and wet… He thrust again, feeling it running down his cock with each final, urgent stroke. “Uhhhh!”

Her hands cradling his cheeks, she put her all into their kiss—a sensual violence that was sure to break the skin as they clawed at one another, falling apart in each other’s love. His muscles tightened then relaxed as his climax slowly subsided. She rested her forehead on the curve between his neck and shoulder, her naked, lovely, perfumed body slick with sweat as she grinded ever so slowly against him, keeping him inside her for as long as she could.

They stayed there for quite a while… Not speaking, not saying a word.

They simply basked in each other’s glow.

Saving one another, repairing each other, one moment at a time…
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She’d said some time ago that the guy liked Italian food…

Yeah, he was kissing up, showing out, brown-nosing like no one’s business, and he didn’t care. Nick sat at the table in Pepe Viola on Smith Street, the table elegantly covered in white linen. He’d only been a few times in the past, but he figured it fit the bill for a guy like Mr. Jones. After a few minutes and two glasses of iced water, he took notice of the filled-out fella coming through the door. Getting to his feet, he cleared his throat and extended his hand. The guy looked pleasant enough, gave a lackluster smile but a firm handshake before sitting across the table from him.

Nick sat back down and shoved his marine blue, hardbound menu aside, losing his appetite before their dinners had even been ordered. His stomach knotted up something fierce, and his chest burned, as though a fire had been lit from within.

A man points a gun at me and I barely break a sweat. I’m meeting my girlfriend’s father for dinner, and I’m about to piss myself… figures.

“Thanks for coming.” he stated, no doubt looking rather shifty-eyed.

“Yes, no problem, Nick,” the man stated dryly as he plucked his menu from the table, opened it, and scanned it over with a discriminatory eye. “So you come here often?”

“Nah, not really.” He shook his head. “But the food is good, and we can hear each other talk.”

The man nodded in understanding. Just then, a waitress approached, explaining their chef specials for the day.

“But my favorite is the Penne Vodka.” She rolled her eyes back as if suddenly finding herself in Heaven.

“Uh, I’ll be passing on that.” Nick chuckled, causing Mr. Jones to crack a sheepish grin. “Can we have a bit longer?”

“Of course!” the woman said cheerfully. “I’ll be back. Take your time.”

“Your hair has grown out,” Mr. Jones stated as she walked off, keeping his eye on the menu.

“Yeah.” Nick smirked, pushing it away from his face. “Taryn liked it, so I grew it back out.”

“Hmmm,” he grunted. “I see. I don’t see you much.” He gruffly cleared his throat. “Taryn said you got promoted to detective… have been quite busy,” he added, still perusing the menu.

“Yes, I’ve been extremely busy, but it’s good. I really like it.” He leaned on the table and folded his hands, a smile pasted on his face.

I bet a look fucking silly… ridiculous…

He pushed his self doubt out of the way.

“Look, Mr. Jones, I just want to come on out and tell you why I asked you to meet me this evening.”

The man slowly looked up from his menu, stared at him just so. “Alright,” he said with a stern face. Locking his fingers and placing them on his lap, he looked him dead in the eye. “Why did you ask me to come?”

“Look.” Nick took a deep breath. “I’m just some guy from Brownsville. I’ve made a lot of mistakes in my life… too many to count. I know I’m not your favorite person, but we’ve come a long way.”

The man’s lips kinked in a tight smirk as he listened to him, his head tilted to the side.

“Taryn is…” Nick lowered his gaze to his lap as he ran his thumb back and forth over his thigh. “She’s really important to me. I’m in love with your daughter, Mr. Jones. I can’t… I can’t even describe to you how she makes me feel… how good she and I are together. She accepts me. I have a demanding job and she gets it. Her job is demanding, too, in a different way, but it keeps her moving around a lot. She has my full support, and that is what we each need. So…she’s not just my girlfriend, Mr. Jones; she’s my best friend, too.” He took a deep breath. “What I’m trying to say is…I want to spend the rest of my life with her.”

The man’s Adam’s apple bobbed and the right corner of his mouth twitched. Nick ignored him and continued—he was going to finish what he’d begun.

“I’m going to ask Taryn to marry me, Mr. Jones—Robert—but, it would be nice… if”—he closed his eyes for a brief spell and took a deep breath—“you gave your blessing.”

The man plucked his perfectly rolled napkin from the table and carefully unwrapped it, exposing the polished knife, fork and spoon. He offered a low-key smile at first, but soon, he was beaming.

Am I fucking seeing right?

“Nick, my daughter loves you.” He picked up the knife, turned it around and around, then blew hot air upon it until it fogged up. “She says you were instrumental in helping to convince her to go forth and put her best foot forward, to not give up on her dream to have her own line of fashion. I couldn’t be prouder of her.”

Nick nodded in agreement as he clasped his hands together.

“And, though I still find you a bit perplexing, even at times unnerving, I do like you.” He grinned, forcing Nick to smile in return. “When I called you last month and congratulated you on that case with all those missing girls, I meant that. I turned on the news and saw that…” He shook his head, a sullen expression on his face. “And I was floored. I’m not perfect, no one is, and I judged you too harshly initially. I simply want my daughter to be cared for and treated fairly, and with respect. I want her to have a man who adores her the way she deserves and treats her as an equal. I wanted a man for her who wouldn’t try to suckle off her success, but earned his own keep and way. I wanted a guy for my child that was intelligent, knew how to have a conversation, and had a moral compass. You are all of that… so who am I to complain?” He threw up his hands, blessing him with a toothy grin.

Nervousness, excitement, and relief mixed together in Nick’s belly.

“Thank you! Thank you so much!” He reached across the table, extending his hand for a shake. Instead, the man took him completely by surprise by abruptly getting to his feet and giving him a big, warm hug. Nick hesitated for a moment or two, sure he was dreaming, before he wrapped his arms around the man, returning the loving embrace.

Mr. Jones released him and returned to his seat. “So… when do you plan to pop the question to her?” He scooted his chair in a little more.

“Well,” Nick tossed him a sly look as he unwrapped his own silverware and laid the napkin across his lap. “I figured it would go a little something like this…”
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…Two weeks later

Paris was a place that one saw in a snow globe. Taryn looked at the photos of herself standing by the Eiffel tower, posing in silly ways. She loved it there, and her visits proved to be not only fruitful in the business sense, but also a balm to her spirit.

But damn, did she miss her baby. Nick happened to be one of the hardest working men she’d ever known; matter of fact, she was certain he lived on only four hours of sleep a night, and sometimes that proved a generous guesstimate. If only he could clone himself…

He’d recently undergone training in interrogation psychology, fine-tuning his skills, which made him even more sought after. Police departments around the State of New York were calling him, asking for advice if they were anticipating a particularly complicated suspect. He was just that good, and it made her moist thinking about it. She hated that she loved his air of mystery, even after all this time of them living together. Now, the man’s customary police patrol uniform had been replaced with pressed button down shirts and pleated pants… But the retired uniform got a good bit of use in heavy rotation in their bedroom…

Nick… Her lover, her personal homicide detective. Though he worked to give a voice to the dead, he left her feeling more alive than ever.

How unfortunate that he was scheduled to go out of town as soon as she arrived. He had to take a ride to Hoboken, for a possible suspect risked hopping away, and Nick simply couldn’t have that.

The red eye flight in first class made her body ache as she tried to adjust to the ever changing time changes. People filled the seats around her, drinking their champagne in the wee hours of the morning. She waved goodbye to Paris, blowing it a kiss, vowing to be back as soon as possible—but she had business to attend to in Manhattan. She’d be there in less than four hours, and two hours after that, she’d be thrust into another board room meeting, this one full of big time game changers such as the CEO of Saks Fifth Avenue and the marketing manager of Amazon.com for women’s apparel. Sweet Warrior ‘Living Doll’ lingerie clothing line sales in the first month had tripled the projection, causing the most cautious of investors to poke their curious noses out from hiding. She’d cracked into one of the hardest businesses in apparel to get a foot in; to acquire deep pocket investors should have proved even more challenging, but she was doing it all, and doing it well. She curved her lips in a satisfied grin and raised a chilled wine glass full of sparkling apple juice.

Cheers, Taryn!

She toasted to herself as she looked out of the airplane window, excited at the prospect of holding Nick in her arms and press her lips against his. Yes… Nick was her home, for home is where the heart is…
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Chapter Thirty-Six
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Dark Bill Blass and Michael Kors suits and rare silk ties—the kind that thousands of dollars are made of. He sniffed the air, surprised he’d hadn’t become rich just by standing amongst the fuckers, or overdosed on the mere scent of their money. Nick couldn’t wipe the goddamn smirk off his face. He hated that he enjoyed slithering around, hiding under the radar just like in his hay day. The element of surprise still titillated him as he stood there in the vast lobby with his hands on his hips. He glanced up at the large clock on the wall, the thing decked out in crystals, the time barely discernible due to the overkill of adornment. Every now and again, a hostess would come and offer drinks on a platter. He’d never seen such a thing. After all, this building sat half a block away from Grand Central Station; 44th street was nothing to scoff at.

He’d never been inside the place, only driven by. Being inside the belly of the beast proved an entirely surreal experience. He ran his hand over his charcoal gray blazer pocket, tapped it just so, needing a reminder as to why his ass was there in the first place. Meanwhile, he continued to turn down the alcohol; hell, it wasn’t even noon yet, despite his adversity to the beverage for obvious reasons. Yet, he did ask for a hot cup of coffee to tide him over while he waited outside the vast red cedar doors with stainless steel handles. Silver bracelets and platinum and diamond watches floated about, wrapped on arms worth their weight in gold. Never mind all of that, he was there for one reason and one reason only.

Just a few more minutes to go…

He looked back up at the clock, watching the second hand tick and tock its way around and around, drawing him closer to a resolution. He was pleasantly surprised that his nerves hadn’t kicked into high gear. Regardless, he was thankful for the calm before the storm.

It’s almost Showtime…

Tick… Tock…

[image: *]

“And so.” Fern sat back in her seat and her chair sighed as she shifted about. With each move, her clear bracelet slid against her tanned flesh. “If we order, say, one hundred units, we would want to sell the ‘Living Dolls’ nightgowns in the three colors and seasonal designs mentioned, at approximately seventy-two dollars a piece.”

“That’s astronomical. That defeats the purpose,” Jules spoke up, his brows bunching in annoyance at the woman. Taryn sat across from him at the other end of the long table, lulled by the faint sound of a water cooler juddering about.

Seventy-two dollars? Is she crazy?! I’m not selling those nightgowns for that price. We’ll just have to find a cheaper manufacturer.

“Fern, first I want to thank you for coming, and for your interest,” she said, unwilling to let this go on a second longer.

The woman nodded.

“I must say, although my clothing line is considered higher end, it is not only intended for wealthy women. Women of all walks of life have suffered from this horrible disease. All women, whether they make eight bucks an hour or five hundred dollars a minute, deserve to be able to feel beautiful and sexy. I want to offer all sorts of lingerie products that fit most budgets. I cannot in good conscience sell a nightgown for over seventy-two dollars to anyone, if it is not made of a higher end material. This is our middle grade, and the price point was supposed to be at thirty-one, thirty-five tops. You’ve almost doubled that.”

The woman sighed, an obvious look of annoyance on her face as she crossed her arms over her chest.

“Now, I know we wanted to keep all the manufacturing in the U.S. I get that and I am all for us having the gowns and bras made here, but if we need to consider having some manufacturing outside of the States to help keep this price point low, then we simply must.”

Jules nodded in agreement, cleared his throat, and got to his feet.

“I’m glad you brought that up, Taryn, because I’ve been encouraging you to consider that from the onset. Though your mission was admirable, if you wish to keep the lingerie at that price point, then not all of it can be manufactured here, especially not the prosthetic inclusive ones. We have a meeting with Spanx in two days.”

The room buzzed with instant chatter at his revelation.

“They are quite interested. Now, we have—”

The room suddenly brightened, as if a novel idea had been hatched. Taryn looked about, wondering where the strange sound was coming from. It grew louder and louder…

…That’s music.

Jules looked around in confusion, as well as the other executives, shareholders, and guests.

“What is that?” He looked about. “Why is there music playing during this meeting?”

Everyone wore a dumbfounded expression. The oversized doors slowly opened, and there stood a man. The music grew louder, and she recognized the damn song—one of their favorites, the one they made love to at least once a week… the one that made her climb the damn walls while he moved like a river within her…

‘Ed Sheeran’s, ‘I See Fire’…

She clasped her hands over her trembling mouth as she slowly rose from her seat. When he walked in, all eyes turned his way…

Chin held high, he slowly undid the last button on his blazer, a smirk on his beautiful face.

“Oh my God… what are you doing here?” she whispered, knowing the man couldn’t hear her…

“You should have stayed away from me,” he announced into a small microphone. His smirk soon morphed into a smile. “That’s what some people think… that’s what some people say.” The music died down a bit, but continued to play as he spoke. He casually stood there, one hand in his pocket, the other gripping the microphone.

“Hi, everybody,” he said. “Sorry to interrupt, I know that this is uh,” he looked towards his feet then focused back on the audience, “an important day for Taryn, for Ms. Jones.” He pointed down the way at her, and though he was so far away, he felt so close… so near… so dear… so deep.

“My name is Nick Vitale, and I’m a homicide detective for the Brooklyn Police, the 73rd precinct in Brownsville. I’m also Ms. Jones’ boyfriend.” He took a deep breath and continued. “We have been together for awhile now. All of you in here are well aware that she is not only the creator of the Living Dolls lingerie line under the Sweet Warrior brand, but she’s beautiful, intelligent, kind, and highly capable. I’m not here to make a business deal with Ms. Jones, however. I’m here to make a lifetime pact.”

“…Oh my God…oh…my God.” She stood there, frozen in her damn skin. Lost, drowning.

“I’m doing this, right here, right now, in this way, to prove something to myself, as well as to her. You see, for the longest, I was closed off. I didn’t play well with others. I… I had some problems. I still have problems, but I deal with them in a totally different way. This woman,” he said, his voice breaking. “taught me how to do more than just survive. She taught me how to live, give and accept love and to thrive. I thought I was doing okay, but I wasn’t. She is the strongest, most resilient person I know. She was young and beautiful, and in her prime, a monster came, called breast cancer, and tried to beat her down into submission… but Taryn is submissive to no one…”

Chuckles and claps erupted in the room, and she couldn’t help but smile.

“But… she’s not hard. She’s all woman… soft, calming, beautiful, alluring, and feminine. She had this dream…” He pointed to the designs piled neatly in the middle of the table. “…and because of her trauma, that dream came to fruition in a new way. Come to find out, there were hundreds, thousands, even millions of women who had the same desire she did, to feel like they had before the monster came and challenged them. To wear clothing that complemented their new bodies, made them uninhibited, sexy and simply… comfortable.

“Don’t we miss how we felt in some ways, five years ago? Hell even a year ago?”

Several people nodded.

“Recall your best times in life, how you felt, what you were wearing, seeing and feeling… oddly enough, the best time of my life happened during one of the worst times. I was in a drug rehabilitation center. While in there, I was forced to find myself, to figure out why I was doing what I was doing. I wasn’t addicted to alcohol; I was addicted to suffering!” His voice cracked again.

“I felt the continuous need to be punished for many things that were not in my control. It was far easier for me to chase bad guys than to deal with the bad guy inside of me. It was much easier to risk my life each and every day for the people of New York, than to care about my own life enough to try and make it better, make it count. I was alive, but not living… I didn’t think I deserved to live, because there were dead people all around me, and in some ways, I believed I put them there; therefore, I should be dead, too.” He took a moment to regroup.

“No one has judged me harder and harsher than I judged myself. No one has pushed me as much as that woman right there.” He smiled sadly at her, and though she stood too far away to be completely certain, she could have sworn the damn man’s eyes were glistening with emotion. “She loves me…” He shook his head, as if in disbelief. “I’m not completely sure as to why, but she does and I need it!” He pointed to himself.

“I’m the best me when I’m with her. We’ve had some experiences together that most will not have, but those experiences made us better. She showed me how to be present, to feel and accept and change. And I showed her how to let go, to step back, re-evaluate, accept help and never give up on herself. Taryn was everyone’s cheerleader except her own, and that needed to stop… It needed to stop.”

She dropped her head, blinking back the tears.

“You all need to get back to making these deals, agreements, and a bunch of shit that I think is pretty damn cool but frankly, don’t understand.” This caused a louder burst of laughter. “And you may wonder why I came in here, thinking this was planned, some sort of sales pitch so you could see that you were getting a real prize, a warrior to go along with the merchandise, but that’s not it at all. I’m here because she tells me I’m the most important person in her life, and this is an important day for her, so why not merge the two together and create a beautiful memory?” He zoomed in on her then, like a rocket, his steps beat fast across the floor. At the same time, he dug in his pocket. Before she knew it, she was inhaling his Jean Paul Gaultier cologne and his warm breath wafted against her cheek as he whispered, “I love you,” and planted a kiss upon her lips.

His watery eyes, rain over the storm, made her blush within. He opened the black box he held, revealing a large snowflake shaped diamond ring. She gripped her chest, certain she may just fall out and have a heart attack right then and there.

I never knew! He gave no indication he was up to this!

“Taryn, I wanted to know if… uh, if…” His cheeks reddened as he looked down, then back into her eyes. “I was wondering if you’d marry me? Become my wife… ’Cause I kinda need that. I want to be with you forever, in every sense of the word.” The room burst out in awwws, drawing a reluctant audience in the romantic, chaotic scene but her heart beat too damn loud within her to fully take it all in. She ran her hands nervously together as she shifted her weight from one foot to the other.

“You kinda need that, huh?” She smiled. “Well, I kinda need that, too…”

The room burst out in applause as she flung her arms around him and kissed him hard and strong. Reluctantly releasing him, she immediately blinked away tears but relished his ear-to-ear grin as he took her hand and slid the gorgeous engagement ring upon her finger. People jumped up from their seats, laughing and applauding.

“I swear you guys, I didn’t know anything about this!” she protested, causing many guffaws. Taking a hold of her, he placed a kiss upon the crown of her head… just as he had done one day so, so long ago…

“I love you, apple head. I could just sink my teeth in that cute, tiny thing.” He playfully jetted his tongue out at her.

“Ass!” She giggled, and then he placed another gentle kiss on her cheek.

“All right!” He threw his hands up, walking backwards, away from her, towards the doors. “I apologize for the interruption.” he smirked. “I’ll let you all get back to what you were discussing. Baby.” He pointed at her, winked in her direction. “I’ll see you later on this evening and it was nice, a real pleasure tellin’ all of you strangers my business! Enjoy the rest of your day!”

Laughter rang in the room one more time. With another wink and a wave, he was gone. Congratulations rang out from varying voices in the room.

“Oh my God!” She turned from side to side, joy flooding her, and slumped back down in her seat. Her hand trembled. Had she dreamt the whole thing up?

Jules approached her, looking vexed.

“Oh shit…” she murmured under her breath.

Please don’t kill my vibe…

She grimaced. When the man reached her, he slowly dropped down to one knee and in his thick, sultry French accent whispered in her ear, “Yes, you had someone at home alright… what a lucky man!”

She laughed and shook her head.

“I have no idea if you lied and knew about this or not—doesn’t matter, but it served you well… Fern wants in! Congratulations!”
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“Stack these up there.” Officer Tomas handed Nick the whopping, dusty files, all seasoned with the odor of time.

“You think I’m just sitting here twiddling my thumbs? I’m not your damn secretary.” Nick scoffed at his previous patrol partner.

“You’re not good enough to be my secretary!” the man taunted him. “Come on, help me out. I’m behind on my paperwork.”

Nick huffed, gave it a thought or two, and swallowed down his protests.

“You think you’re a big shot now, huh?” Tomas teased. “Mr. Detective! Mind sharper than a stick of butter.” He burst out laughing, causing Nick to do the same.

“For somebody that needs a damn favor, you sure talk a lotta shit! Uhh…” he heaved one stack of the old, brown files and set them inside a file cabinet.

“Man, I got all this shit. It’s been so crazy around here lately,” Tomas explained.

“You’re in Tim’s old spot now, right?” He placed another stack inside the drawers.

“Yeah… there’s no telling how long he’ll be out and by the looks of stuff, he hadn’t cleaned that crap out in years.” Tomas shook his head in disgust as he flipped through a series of papers stacked on his desk. “Lucky bastard. Damn gallbladder surgery.”

“Doesn’t sound like any kind of vacation I’d want.” Nick grinned.

“Vacation? You don’t even take vacations… make the rest of us look bad. Now that you’re getting married, maybe you’ll chill with that just a little.” He cracked a smile.

“You wish.” Nick blew him a kiss, causing the guy to throw a wadded up piece of paper in his direction. Minutes passed, and they continued about their business until several trashcans were full and his fingers were covered in stinging paper cuts.

“A, Nick.” Tomas paused. On the desk he had a folder cracked open, exposing yellowed papers, some of which seemed to be sticking together. He attempted to pull at them, separate the damn things. “This guy’s named Vitale, too… I know that last name isn’t uncommon, but he kinda looks like you… ’specially the eyes.” Nick looked over Tomas’ shoulder at the damn thing. A faded photo lay paper-clipped to a stack of papers, more than likely an old report.

“Hey, let me see that.”

“Yeah…” The man handed it to him, turned his back, and continued with his chores.

Nick looked at the photo long and hard.

He looks kinda like the guy I saw walk in here a long time ago…

He flipped the photo out of the way, pushing it upward with the side of his thumb. He squinted at the words, and he got a tick at the edge of his mouth as he quickly scanned over the thing…

Case No.: 0178032521

Date: August 15, 2010

Reporting Officer: Deputy Bernard

Prepared By: CPL Inez

Incident Type: Robbery and Homicide

Address of Occurrence: 1620 St. John’s Place

Victim: Franco S. Vitale

Witnesses: William Alexander. Male, 52, pedestrian

Adam Hernández. Male, 49, storeowner

Evidence: Closed-circuit surveillance footage.

Weapons/Objects used: Pistol/Firearm

Details of Event: On August 15, 2010, at approximately 15:38, one unidentified male approached Happy Go Lucky Grocery Store on 1620 St. John’s Place. Franco Vitale, age 58, was exiting the store. He was placing his credit card back into his wallet when the unidentified suspect saw him and reached for it. A verbal argument soon escalated into a physical altercation, at which time, the unknown assailant pulled out a gun and shot Mr. Vitale three times in the chest. The store’s security camera recorded the incident, including the gunman removing the wallet from Mr. Vitale’s hand and running south down St. John’s Place.

Two witnesses who were inside the store, William Alexander and Adam Hernández, describe the suspect as being in his early twenties, Latino, and wearing a black T-shirt, dark blue jeans, and black Nike sneakers. No other witnesses have come forward with any additional information.

Deputy Bernard arrived on the scene at around 15:51, responding to a 911 call from witness William Alexander. After reviewing the security footage, Deputy Bernard concluded that this was an unplanned robbery and, based on speaking with Mr. Vitale’s wife and adult children later that evening, neither the suspect nor the victim knew one another prior to the incident.

The suspect is still at large.

Nick’s hand trembled as he re-read the text over and over. In his mind, he could see the incident clearly, envision the blood oozing out of Vitale’s chest, the sheer panic he must’ve experienced, and the pain as he hit the ground then died, staring up into the summer sky. He looked at the picture; his heart seized up, damn near ceased to work, refused to beat. Those were his eyes…

His lips…

His hairline…

People were mugged, robbed, and killed every day. He certainly didn’t know about each and every case, and sometimes there were so many incidents, especially in the summer when criminal behavior seemed to thrive, the news couldn’t cover it all. He’d slipped…right through the cracks.

…The father that got away.

The man who’d stood inside of that same precinct years ago, reporting his car being torn apart like chicken meat from a bone, was now facing him in that photo, one more time. He seemed frailer, older, but it was definitely him…

Officer Tomas tossed another wad of papers in the trashcan.

“Any kin to you, man?” he asked. “He looks just like you!” He chuckled. “Anyway, what happened? What the report say?” He grabbed another stack of old files and plopped them on a nearby chair.

“No, no kin to me… Said it was a robbery, assault, and homicide…”

“This damn place! It’s a shame, ya got old people that can’t even walk the streets anymore! I betcha the fucker that did it wasn’t even caught, was he? I love my job, don’t get me wrong, but sometimes, Nick, I swear, this place is nothing but a big ass, stinking hellhole.”

“Yeah…” Nick could barely speak, barely utter another word, but he tried, he tried hard. “Just one big hellhole…” he repeated softly.

“Sometimes I think about just walking the hell away, Vitale, I’m serious. They don’t pay enough for all the bullshit we go through. Brownsville is just one big ass square mile of Hell, overrun by rats! Just the other day a damn florist got robbed, man! A man delivering flowers! Now they need a police escort to drop off some fuckin’ tulips!” Tomas continued to rant, his back turned as he moved to and fro, frantically trying to clear the cubicle area.

“Yeah…tulips, like pushing up daisies.”

Suddenly Tomas slowed, looked over his shoulder.

“Hey, you alright, man? You look kinda pale, like you saw a ghost or something.” His lips kinked in a slight smile.

“Yeah, I’m fine.” Nick rubbed his face. “Just a little tired is all. Uh, is there anything else I can help you with?” He pulled himself together, set the file down, and placed his hands on his hips. “I need to get back to work.”

“Thanks man, no… I’m good. You helped a lot. Hey, you wanna go to the gym this weekend? I’m tryna get back in shape!” The guy swung his fist about as if he were a prized boxer.

“Yeah, we can do that. Just call me.”

“Will do!”

He made his way back over to his cubicle, sat down in his chair, and pulled up several cases he was working on. He dove deep into them, refusing to move out of that seat until he’d made several phone calls and crossed off plenty more on his ‘To-Do’ list. One case was over ten years old and irked the hell out of him—seemed damn near impossible to solve. Regardless, he reviewed the evidence, making notes to call the victim’s daughter and touch base with her, announce that he was the new detective on the case and he would keep an eye out.

Minutes passed, then hours…

Tick… tock…

Franco Vitale…

…Three shots to the chest…

It’s in the numbers, Vitale…

Nicky… you’re a bad boy! Why can’t you be good, huh?!

’Cause I’m a monster, Ma…

Before he knew it, the sun had set, and left the place darker and busier than ever. Derelicts and criminals broke free in the nighttime, multiplying, inviting their friends out for a romp and a rousing round of pandemonium. This was the time when bullshit on top of bullshit popped off, and he’d receive those calls at two and three in the morning that pulled him out of bed, away from his fiancée…

Taryn… I don’t deserve Taryn… I don’t deserve anything!

He gritted his teeth and balled his fist up tight as sweat ran down the side of his face, while a bitter, disgusting flavor coated his tongue. Breakfast marched backwards from his gurgling gut and up his throat, leaving a burning swamp along his taste buds. He got up, grabbed his coat, and headed out of there without as much as a goodbye. As he drove home, he cursed; the road rage that overwhelmed him wouldn’t let loose. He ran to the mental zoo, went ape shit, screaming at people as they got in his way.

Barely getting a hold of himself, he slowed at a stop sign, taking note of the enchanting insignia of a business he used to happily frequent—the Vodou Bar on Halsey Street. Jerking the steering wheel into the far right lane, and causing another vehicle to honk at him, he crossed over and barreled down the way. He could see nothing but the place in his view; everything else seemed to evaporate into thin air, like cigarette smoke churning embers into bar rooftops, sourcing from an ashtray set next to an empty shot glass…

Yes… that’s what I need. That’s what will make it all better…
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Nick pulled up the place, maneuvered his car against the curb, and placed it in park. Barely getting the engine good and off, he slammed his door and marched inside the joint.

“Hey.” He shot a half-cocked grin at the bartender. “Let me get a square off of you.”

“Pretty-Boy Vitale!!!” the woman squealed as she grinned wide at him.

Did I fuck her back in the day? Probably…

He believed it highly probable, especially the way her eyes kept roving over him in a suggestive way. He simply couldn’t recall such a thing without a shadow of a doubt, but he had neither the time nor the desire to lament about the shit. Spotting an empty seat at the bar, he slid right onto the reddish brown stool. Familiarity grabbed him by the neck, gave him a hug and smoky kiss across the cheek.

“I haven’t seen you here in forever.” She winked at him and passed him a cigarette and a lighter. He quickly placed it in his mouth and lit that joker up like an arsonist. Tossing the lighter down on the counter, he blew out thick circles of smoke and leaned forward, loving the fuckery he was falling into. It was time to feed that goddamn monster; it was damn near starving, and he knew just what it craved.

“Where have you been?” she asked as she turned away and pulled out several empty beer mugs.

“Oh, you know, here and there.” He winked at her, talking that shit, loving the pulsating red lights and the way people talked amongst themselves, sharing secrets, telling lies, stealing kisses, and plotting fuck sessions.

“You want to see the dinner menu?” she offered.

“Nope, not even a little bit.” A curl of smoke escaped the side of his mouth.

“Okay, what can I get you?”

“A salty dog…”

“We’ve only got pink grapefruit juice. Is that fine?”

“Yeah… and bring me out a shot of patron, too.”

“You got it.”

She turned her back, leaving him there with the music, the smoke, the pussy swaying women, the heavily-made up whores all hot and bothered—not for stiff cock but to get paid. He took another puff of the cigarette and caught his reflection in the mirror behind the bar, the glass fractured, ugly, covered in golden veins. He bit into his lower lip, slightly piercing the flesh; pain emitted, but he paid it no mind. He casually turned away from himself, and looked around the place.

It seemed different from what he last remembered. In his foggy state, he recalled memories of hedonistic electricity and a slice of heaven dipped in rum and coke. Now, the place looked more polished, and the clientele, though definitely the partying kind, a bit classier. The men wore sporty glasses and the ladies held tablets and iPads, their smiles wide, the semblance of intelligence yet to be confirmed, yet still could not be denied. He grunted and turned back around, now facing two drinks set before him.

The grapefruit and vodka mixture called to him, an oh so familiar flavor that used to give him all sorts of happiness and life. The cocktail to the left, the patron tequila to the right. Back in his days of drinking motherfuckers under the goddamn table, he would’ve kicked both of these back, and proceeded to swallow three more rounds without getting the least bit tipsy.

The bartender returned and leaned forward, showing her ample cleavage, undoubtedly trying to tempt him as she swam in long-gone memories of him fucking her in the back of her car.

…Yeah, that’s where it happened…

Her tittie display meant nothing; he didn’t care. He looked back at the glasses, now viewing his weak reflection in the liquid…

“Why do you look so sad?” she asked with a slight grin, no doubt prepared for him to say something preposterous.

He looked her in the eye.

“…Found out my father died.” He circled the rim of the shot glass with his fingertip.

“Oh, Vitale.” She patted his shoulder. “I’m so sorry! What happened?!”

“Some guy robbed and killed him.”

She gasped, placed her hand over her mouth.

“No biggie.” He shrugged, took another drag of his cigarette. “People die everyday, right?”

“But… oh my God. You’re not alright .You couldn’t be. Look, those drinks are on the house!” She threw up her hands.

“Nah.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a twenty-dollar bill. “Ain’t nothing in this life free.”

“Damn,” she murmured, shaking her head the way a sympathetic friend would. “So, where was it at?”

“Here, in Brooklyn.” He smiled nervously. “Over there at the Happy Go Lucky store…”

“HGL?” Her brows dipped in confusion. “You sure? That place has been closed forever.”

“Yeah… time is relative I suppose.” He sucked his teeth and gingerly placed the cigarette butt in the ashtray. “You know what?”

“What?” She crossed her arms and listened intently… making him feel important, like a big fucking man, when inside, he felt small and completely useless. Insignificant.

“When I was a little boy, I used to love playing hide-and-seek.”

She smiled at him. “Pleasant childhood memory with your dad?”

“Nah.” He shook his head, plucked the salty dog from the table and peered at it from various angles. “With my mom… but…” He shook his finger at her, “My Dad did play hide-and-seek, too!” He laughed mirthlessly. “He was a damn pro at it. You see, the object of the game is for someone to run off, go hide. Then, the other person goes out to find them. I would always volunteer to be the seeker.” He inhaled, back straight, then slumped back down in his seat on the exhale, melting like heated wax right there on the stool.

“I’d find every fuckin’ body!” He waved his hand around, causing the drink to slosh about. “I was so good at the shit, my friends didn’t want to play that shit with me anymore. I wasn’t much good at the hiding part though… you’d think I’d be, considering it’s in my blood. My dad hid… shit.” He laughed, resisting the urge to get up and throw something hard and fast at the goddamn mirror that continued to toss his image back at him.

“I didn’t look for him too hard, but he showed up at various times in his own little way, anyway. He hid from my mother, from his family, from his responsibility. What kinda son of a bitch makes two kids and just walks the fuck out, huh?!”

“I don’t know, Vitale, but not a very good person…”

“And now, here I sit, trying to find myself again.” He burst out laughing. “Hey, hand me a big empty glass, like a water glass, would you?”

“Yes, hold on just a second.” She turned around, grabbed a tumbler then set it down before him.

“Like, if I pour this salty dog in this glass, right… it doesn’t look like much. It looked much better in the smaller glass you had it in.” Confusion settled on her face. “Then, if I add in this patron,” he said, pouring the tequila inside of the glass too, “I just made a mess, you know? All that mixture; no one would order a drink with all of that shit in there.”

“What… what are you doing Vitale?”

“What am I doing?” He smiled. “Yes… what am I doing? Damn good question. What I’m doing, Gina, is making this drink, well, undrinkable. You see, I already found myself. I didn’t need anyone coming for me, hunting my ass down. I hate that. I’m the hunter, not the hunted. You asked me where I’ve been, I’ll tell you were I’ve been, Gina—in a goddamn, motherfucking drug rehab program.”

For a split second, she looked somewhat surprised, and then, she simply smiled at him and nodded.

“Yup… drug rehab for alcohol and cocaine. You want to hear something wild?” He pushed the drink away in disgust, almost making it tumble over.

She gently plucked it from the table, tossed the contents in a sink behind her, and turned back towards him, eager for what he had to say. “What?”

“I fell in love.”

“You… you fell in love?” Her brow arched, and knowing the ladies the way he did, he could tell the woman was intrigued, yet slightly jealous. He could dig it… respect that.

“Yeah, I fell in love with a beautiful lady. She’s a professional model.”

“Wow!” she exclaimed. “What happened? You two still together?”

“Yeah, we’re together… I just asked her to marry me a few weeks ago. She was crazy enough to say yes.” He chuckled. “Had it all planned out, you know? Proposed just right. Real romantic ’nd shit… did it the way you ladies like it done. I made it into a big ass production, totally not my style, but I wanted to do it. It was fun… and she deserved that.”

“Congratulations, Vitale. What a lucky girl…”

He rose from his seat. “I’m the lucky one. Anyway, I’m going home, Gina. I need…” He caught his reflection in the mirror once more. “I need to just… go home.”

“I understand. It was nice seeing you, Vitale, and I’m sorry about your father.”

“Nah, don’t be.”

She looked at him as if she wanted to say a bit more, to offer something to make him feel good, perhaps to stand taller, prouder. There was no need. He had it covered.

Almost fell there, boy…

He turned to walk away, dusted off his shoulder, and smirked.

Almost got lost, didn’t you? Almost got caught slippin’. Nah, baby… you’re stronger than that! Ma didn’t raise no punk. She raised an Outlaw, and now she’s smiling down on Brooklyn’s Finest.

“Nick, can I get you something? Maybe a water or Coca Cola, something for your ride home?” the lady called out over the roar of the music and babble.

“Gina, I’m fine.” He threw her a big smile over his shoulder. “We just poured a little liquor out for my father is all.”

Sorry sack of shit…

“He’s been dead my whole damn life, you know? We just had his funeral, right here, right now. That’s it.” He nodded, working through the process. “All is well, Gina,” he said with a wink in her direction. “Time is precious, baby! Never waste it on the shit in life that just doesn’t matter. What matters is waiting for me at home right now and I can’t wait to hold her in my arms. Yeah, I got everything I need, right at home…”
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…Seven months later

“Nah,” Nick shook his head as he looked over the lavish cream-colored yacht, beyond at the water that spun and shot away from the side of the thing as it moved along the breakers and whitecaps. “This was all Taryn’s idea,” he explained to Captain O’Sullivan who stood by his side, gripping the railing.

“Del Rio yachts…” The guy shook his head, then sighed as if he’d had an exhausting day. He looked to his left and then to his right, seemingly taken aback. “This must’ve cost a pretty damn penny! This is nice!” The man held his shot glass up in a silent toast, then placed it to his lips. “Well, you’re getting married… and she’s well out of your league,” he teased.

“She is!” Nick laughed. “Don’t tell her that though. Somehow I convinced her I was some sorta great catch.”

“She should throw you back in the river. I said it once and I’ll say it again—you’re a lucky son of a bitch! Nick ‘Pretty-Boy’ Vitale is getting married!” he cheered.

“It’s my wedding day, Captain! You can’t cut me a break with the whole ‘Pretty-Boy’, routine?! Over the years, you’ve had other people calling me that crap and it stuck! The whole damn city called me that, and it’s all your fault!” He threw up his hands, then thought better of it as the boat caught a sizeable wave and dipped to the left.

“I don’t give uh shit if it’s your bar mitzvah, christening, or alien abduction, you’ll always be ‘Pretty-Boy’ Vitale in my book!”

“Oh, really?” Nick winced and sucked his teeth in annoyance.

“Really.” The man laughed, then took another swallow of his drink.

“I paid for that there apple martini or whatever the hell it is. I oughtta slap it out your hand.” Nick joked—well, half joked as he eyed the thing.

He was met with soft laughter and a rolling of the eyes.

“I want that as my wedding gift, okay?”

“What?” The man lifted a brow to match his sardonic tone. “You want what as a wedding gift, an apple martini poured in a damn shot glass? Haven’t you learned your lesson?” The man chuckled loudly, really getting under his skin.

Nick twisted up his lips like a bow tie. “No, I want you to stop all of that as my gift. Look, whatever you may have bought Taryn and me, set on the gift table at the hotel—take it back. I want you to stop callin’ me Pretty-Boy, alright? You’ve been doing it since I was in the academy!” He tried to sound angry, to show just how much he disapproved, but he was too damn happy to even let the veiled insult bring him down. “It’s like callin’ a guy that joined the army a maggot. I’ve earned my dues.”

“Oh look, Mr. Big Shot has a complaint, huh? You don’t get that as your wedding gift,” the captain said sternly. “If you look over to your left, you’ll see all the fucks I give!”

Nick abruptly turned away, hiding a grin.

“You don’t tell me what to get you. You’ll always be Pretty-Boy Vitale today, tomorrow, and the next damn day.” The big bastard stomped away, no doubt proud of himself.

Huffing, Nick checked the time on his wristwatch. He felt itchy in the black, fitted tuxedo, a custom design from that damn Jules fucker. He had to admit though that he looked nice; hell, expertly demonstrating clothing excellence, as his baby would say. Just then, Taryn’s mother approached him, her hair pulled back to show her natural born elegance. Wearing a sky blue gown that draped over her body just so, she touched his shoulder and looked into his eyes, a serious expression on her face.

“I’m so happy for you and my daughter. We love you, Nick.” And just like that, she kissed his cheek and walked away, swallowed by the lively crowd, before he could respond with something endearing and heartfelt, or even ask her to wait while he threw some crafty words together.

He looked out at the sea of people and noticed his brother-in-law who was chatting it up with a couple of ladies. To his right stood Mr. Jones with a big smile on his face, holding a glass of something that resembled champagne. As if feeling his eyes upon him, the older man slowly turned and looked his way, held his flute glass up high in the air, and gave an approving nod. Nick smiled back and waved, then continued to observe the scene.

There he was amongst fellow officers, his friends, all huddled close as the boat rocked from side to side. He was certain he was going to get seasick, lose his breakfast right there over the side of the damn thing, cause a disgusting display on the most important day of his life. He’d been on ferries all his damn life; he also used to love to swim in the summertime whenever he got the chance. But his gut did a number on him, screaming at him things were getting serious—he was settling down, and he should be alarmed at such a notion. He’d be a married man in less than thirty minutes, so no more horsing around and desire to play the field. And though the thought of it all attempted to overwhelm him, it did no such thing, despite how his prehistoric tuning tried to convince him otherwise. No, he stood content in the knowledge that this was it, and he embraced the feeling…

For he desired no other woman.

His bride-to-be had gone incognito, not even answering his calls in the past day, ignoring him as if he were some jealous ex-lover that couldn’t catch a hint. She’d already warned him she had a lot to do to prepare for their special day and didn’t want to be distracted. He hated her for it… for he wanted her near him the previous evening, her exposed skin against his own, comforting and soothing, as he lay deep inside of her love. Taryn had made an honest man of him, and for the first time in his adult life, he never wanted an additional woman in the mix. His thoughts were so consumed with her, the thought of another warm body in his bed did nothing for him but leave him cold and unmoved.

Only she will do… No one else can compare.

She’d captured and captivated him and from the moment they caught icy, white flurries on the tips of their tongues in a contest to the frigid death. At that moment, he’d known his heart was gone, taken, stolen. The true thief of the relationship had been revealed. And she wore heels…

She had him. It was a motherfucking trap and a wrap, and he happily stayed behind bars.

Just then, music began to play in the distance—the soft, beautiful harmonies of Michael Bublé, singing ‘Everything’. The guests moseyed on to their seats after enjoying the magnificent panoramic view of the alluring city of New York. Just then, the tangerine-colored sun begun to set in the dusky lavender skies. A soft breeze blew, forcing strands of his hair to block part of his vision, his sight clouded by waving threads of hair. He swiped at them, brushed them back with a curl of his fingers, then stood with his hands crossed over his stomach. He cleared his throat and stood a bit straighter, not completely certain what to do with himself as his patience quickly wore thin. Standing there, he waited…wished. So in love.

The minister approached, tapped his shoulder, then flipped through his worn, dark brown bound Bible and placed his index finger along the lines of scripture.

In deep thought, Nick faced away from him, staring down at the white floor as the waves splashed and sloshed against the boat. His eardrums took in the music of the river beating against the vessel, so crisp and clear, as though it came from a seashell placed to his ear. He tried to stay serious and dignified so as not to make himself a fool among these people, but he couldn’t help grinning and feeling like he’d grown twenty feet tall in spirit.

I remember the first time I looked at you, Taryn, the first time I saw you. I was fresh out of detox, but high all over again, overdosing on your beauty. The way you walk… it’s like your limbs are liquid, and you’re just going with the flow of nature.

Your confidence… you look like you have your shit together even when you’re scared to death—chin always held high, looking regal and elegant, like a black swan with a golden crown…

The way you speak…

You say things succinctly, honestly, yet in a beautiful and abstract manner all at once. At the same time, your words have edge; New York is inside of you, through and through…

The way you sit, move and lie… It’s like you’re dancing with each sway of your extremities…

Your scent… so sweet like freshly bloomed flowers, so feminine and natural. I can’t really describe it, but if I could, the best thing I could say is, you smell fresh, uninhibited, and free…and I can’t get enough of you…

Yes, she was freedom. She was a ticket out. Inside of the rehab center, Taryn had become the thick, smoggy air and the shoreline breeze, the tall, gray buildings clawing at the sky, and the bright yellow taxis stalling bumper to bumper on 5th street. She was all the shit he swore he hated until it was gone, far from his vision, and beyond his desperate reach. All the things he wished he could have, but didn’t muster the courage to imagine… She was everything, and then everything times two…

I won… I got the girl! She’s mine…

His chest rose up and down against the fabric of his jacket while he sucked in air, the coolness tickling his teeth from a smile that refused to be banished. He tried to compose himself as the obsessive thoughts attempted to get cozy within his mind.

I feel like some lovesick chump!

When laughter finally burst free, fresh tears streamed down his face while he looked up and around, avoiding eye contact with anyone looking in his general direction. But it proved too late; his fickle emotions told on him, for he soon felt a tender touch on his back. He looked over his shoulder and took note of the minister, giving him a warm smile and a sliver of comfort as he endured the moment. The sounds of the water grew louder, crashing, matching the tempo of his racing heart. He couldn’t stop it, couldn’t make it go away, for his eyes were soon competing with the waves until his face was soaking wet, just like the roaring waters around him.

Ahhh shit, I’m fallin’ apart here…

The tears started to blur his vision. He swiped at his face, but it was no use. Like a torrential rain, an internal storm, the monster poured out of him, groaning and dying… The damn thing was no longer content to stay within him. The seating had been rearranged and the creature comforts were null and void.

He was too in love; his heart had been made hostile, not fit for any demons to dwell in.

…And then, there she was.

Dressed in a simple eggshell white gown, her head covered with a thick hood, and a teardrop shaped crystal bindi dangling between her brows. Several of her friends surrounded her, dressed in shimmery sky blue gowns, fussing over her as if she were fragile petal presented to him in the manner of a judiciously wrapped gift of distinction.

…And the sight of her did make him feel like a fucking king.

Two of her friends, statuesque women with pleasant smiles, pulled her hood slowly back, revealing her cropped hair and causing the crystal adornment to come into full view. The ladies moved towards the front and stood close to him as her father walked her up the aisle to him. The man nodded towards Nick, offering a pleasant, sincere smile, and a pat on the shoulder. Taryn had made it perfectly clear she did not wish to be ‘given away.’ She told the minister that she was giving herself away to her husband, and that was that. The man retook his seat while the ladies once again surrounded his bride.

Vicki reached in front of her, adjusting Taryn’s gown just so. His woman’s tresses moved him, the black waves lustrous, alluring, sexy, reminding him of the surface of the water they sailed upon. Lust and love merged inside of him, creating the perfect cocktail.

Shit, baby… you’re beautiful! I’m going to fuck the shit outta you after our reception…have you screaming, creaming and clawing at my back all night long…

He smirked at his seedy deliberations while her spirit ascended upon him like the sun after a hard, turbulent rain. He held her hands as they faced one another and he studied her, wishing he could read her damn mind. He needed to touch her, keep her as close as could be. A slight dewiness covered her cheeks, and her succulent lips, lush with a hint of neutral gloss were begging him to kiss her. He swallowed harshly, resisting the urge to do just that, and squeezed her fingers, praying he’d stop shaking. His heart sang song after song as she smiled up at him.

It’s just me and you against the world, baby…

“You look like a walking dream,” he whispered, causing her to chuckle lightly and cast him a wink.

“You don’t look so bad yourself…” she flirted, filling him with joy.

He turned towards the minister, ready to get down to the nitty gritty…

“Dearly beloved, we are gathered here today, in the presence of these witnesses, to join Nicholas Raymundo Vitale and Taryn Bailey Jones in holy matrimony, which is commended to be honorable among all men; and therefore is not by any to be entered into unadvisedly or lightly, but reverently, discreetly, advisedly and solemnly. Into this holy estate these two persons present now come to be joined. If any person can show just cause why they may not be joined together, let them speak now or forever hold their peace…”

“I dare you!” Nick looked around the area, his face twisted up, itching for a fight. The entire audience erupted in laughter. Feeling a bit foolish after the outburst, he had to laugh at himself.

“You are crazy.” Taryn snickered as she tightened her grip on his hands.

“Yeah… crazy about you,” he cooed, causing the woman’s cheek to warm with color.

The minister continued on, until it was time to present their rings to one another.

“Please repeat after me…this ring is a token of my love. I marry you with this ring, with all that I have and all that I am…”

Nick examined her for a second or two, then recited the words, “This ring, Taryn, is a token of my love.” He slid the thick, platinum wedding band on her finger. “I marry you with this ring, with all that I have, and all that I am.”

Taryn took his hand, and repeated the same words, but struggled a bit to get the wedding band down his long digit.

“…Ate a bit too much salt on my eggs this morning,” he joked, causing more laughter. “Ahhh, you got it… there you go.” He whispered around a smile.

The minister cleared his throat and began again. “I will forever wear this ring as a sign of my commitment and the desire of my heart…”

They both followed suit, until all the vows were exchanged.

“Taryn,” he said, getting his nerve up as his heart spun in his chest. “You have no idea how happy you’ve made me today. I promise to be good to you, to be honest, okay?”

She smiled, slipped her hand from his grip and stroked his cheek, then nodded.

“I promise to not do anything stupid to you, at least not on purpose.”

This caused more laughter, including from the two of them.

“And I promise to make time for you… not get so lost in my job that I forget where my heart is, and who loves me in spite of myself. I promise to talk to you, tell you how I am feeling… I still forget sometimes that I’m no longer in this alone, that I don’t have to keep everything bottled inside… that I can talk to you about stuff, let it out. That’s hard for me, you know that.”

She smiled in encouragement, her eyes welling with tears. He paused, swiped them away with the side of his thumb.

“You’re my family now… my wife, my lover, my best friend. You know where I come from, and I won’t apologize for that. I embrace it. It makes me who I am, and you love me all the more for it. I’m a guy who’s lived a lot in a short span of time. I grew up in a way some can’t comprehend… poor in my pockets and in my spirit.” He took a few moments to brace himself, trying desperately to continue without falling apart again, but the plausibility of that seemed fleeting.

“I know everything happens for a reason… and meeting you was one of the reasons I went through so many changes… so when I saw you that first time, I knew a good thing when I saw it, and could appreciate you. I would have never met you if I hadn’t had my problems, and the least I can do now is be a testament to others. If I hadn’t taken the first step to loving myself, I would have missed having you in my life, and I’m thankful to you for taking me by the hand and showing me how to do the rest. You didn’t feed me, you taught me how to fish—that’s part of the reason why I fell in love with you.

“You showed up in my life in the nick of time, Taryn. I was lost… so lost. You knew what you wanted, and I was…” His voice cracked and he stopped, shaking like a leaf. The tears wouldn’t cease to fall. Hooking her fingers under his chin, she sought his gaze and grounded him once more. “I was so happy when you chose me! You’re classy, beautiful, intelligent, funny… and open. You’re a warrior all right.” He caressed her knuckles with his thumbs. “A warrior with a shining spirit and softened by a layer of beautiful petals. You gotta beast in your heart, and it opened the gate and let me in… gave a crazy guy like me a stamp of approval.”

Light laughter filtered through.

“So, thank you. Thank you for trusting me when most people no longer did. I needed that… I needed it bad.” She grabbed his hands and squeezed them with might as soft, quiet tears saturated her cheeks.

And so she cried with him. Shared every emotion with him.

That’s my Taryn…always and forever.

“Nick, we’re here with our family and friends today. They’ve all come to help us celebrate and for that, I’m thankful,” she began. “There was a time in my life when I didn’t know if I’d make it to the end of the week, let alone live long enough to see my wedding day.” She shook her head, and continued, “I would sometimes get very ill after chemotherapy, and the pain…sometimes the pain was unbearable. Nick, I’m not talking only about the physical kind of pain, but the emotional kind, too. I wasn’t happy long before I’d been diagnosed. I didn’t know why, but I wasn’t. It took a man like you to come into my life, to say the right things at the right time.

“So much so, you gave me courage to dig in real deep and get those designs that only floated in my mind all sketched out. I filled up book after book after book, and without you in my life, I’m not sure that would have happened… We all get scared sometimes, Nick, even beasts and warriors…”

She trailed a hand tenderly along his cheek.

“Things change, people change. I had so much to live for, so I fought… I fought so hard, Nick. I didn’t know I’d meet a wonderful man during my time of adversity. I had no idea that the very thing that tried to destroy me would have a silver lining… and I’d end up in the company of greatness.”

He leaned in, no longer caring, and kissed the top of her head. A light applause echoed behind them.

“I didn’t know that, through my pain, I’d be helping someone else. I had no idea how much I meant to you, until I saw the love in your eyes one day while you stood under the sun, and you looked up into the sky, and then at me… so free. You told me,” she said as fresh tears rolled down her cheek, “that you didn’t know the difference between me and the sun, and that’s why you kept looking up, then over at me, because to you, we looked the same…”

“Oh Jesus! Nick got some serious game!” someone called out, which resulted in a ruckus of laughter.

“You said we were bright stars in a world so lost. I knew then that I had met my best friend. What mattered to me most was that you stayed well, stayed healthy. You were too damn good, Nick, to ever settle for less, even from yourself. You are a rare one! A strong one! My Hero! The guy who would walk through fire to protect me… and just know, I’d jump in the flames to shelter you, too.”

No longer able to contain himself, he grabbed the woman and kissed her with all the passion he could muster, and the guests’ cheers resounded around them.

“You may now kiss the bride…looks like I’m behind the curveball.” The minister chuckled, to everyone’s delight. Nick wrapped his arms around her back and pulled her closer, leaving no room for a wisp of air.

“You’re stuck with me now.” He grinned in her ear.

Her cheek plumped as a smile broke free across her face.

“Stuck with you? No baby, you’re stuck with me! You might regret it! I’m wedged to your ass like a barnacle on this boat!” She chuckled, and he planted another kiss against her lips, and then another. “I love you, Nick. You came into my life right on time. Thank you for loving me, baby…and thank you, for simply being you…”
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Chapter Thirty-Nine


[image: ___]

…Several months later

She wasn’t certain she wanted to continue to play. Her mind yelled and screamed as her anxiety mounted, but her pulsating pussy told her to shut up, threatened to do her in if she dared give in to fear…

“What are you doing?”

He said nothing…

Daley, ‘Alone Together’ featuring Marsha Ambrosius played.

This is what I get for agreeing to this! I should’ve known better!

All she could hear was the opening and closing of what sounded like the refrigerator door off in the distance. Unpacked boxes littered their new digs, the place with beautiful trey ceilings, new silver and white granite counters, and floor to ceiling windows, located on Thompson Street in Soho.

“Nick?” she called out, her voice weak as she strained against the rich, velvety, purple sheets covering her naked body, yet moving carefully, lest she let them slip and catch a chill. Soon, she heard the shuffling of the man’s bare feet across the wooden floor. A moment or two later, the bed sighed as his weight pressed onto the mattress. He simply sat there, unnerving her all the more. After a few frustrating seconds, she could feel him drawing closer and closer until he hovered over her, his deep breaths audible and the way he blocked the light with the mass of his body intimidating, yet, erotic. The blindfold over her face allowed whispers of light and darkness to reveal themselves, but no further evidence of his tasks were demonstrated, much to her chagrin.

She swallowed as perspiration dampened her body, particularly her upper lip and the Cupid’s bow as she swiped at the salty moisture with the tip of her tongue.

“What are you doing?” She twisted her wrists, causing the fabric that tied her to the bed posts to tighten uncomfortably around her flesh. “Uhhhh! Ohhh….” She bucked when the slippery cold ice slid against her navel, through the sheets. Taking his time, he left her, curious and unsettled, so he could remove the sheets from her body, unwrapping her bit by bit like a favorite chocolate bar to be devoured under the cloud of secrecy. The man knew exactly how to tempt her, but he remained full of surprises, some of which danced on the verge of erotic, erogenous perversions… and that suited her just fine.

“Mmmmm.” The slither of ice danced across her skin, melting quickly from their combined heat. From the wisps of warmth around her groin, she surmised the thing was clenched between his teeth… and damn it, his expertly moving hands were free, for they caressed, traced and grabbed at her flesh. Soon, nothing was left of the ice but a warm puddle of moisture on her skin.

Like a voracious animal running to a lake for rapid relief, he licked up the liquid remains from her navel. Twisting ever so slightly to the side, she wiggled, her body responding, fighting against the confinement, but there was nowhere else she’d rather be…

“Ahhhh….” Her tongue slid across her upper lip as the soft, downy hairs atop his head caressed her inner thighs. Rough, masculine hands ran up and down her sides, bringing her closer to completion as his soft, perfectly formed lips caressed her petals in just the right way. “Ahhhh… Oh God.” He went on and on, until she felt his hand opening her bud, exposing her just so. A cool breeze danced across her clit as he pushed her completely open, butterflied and exposed for his view.

“Your pussy reminds me of Hennessey…” his deep, guttural voice rasped. “I sometimes miss the taste of it. I won’t lie to you, baby…”

He slicked his tongue across her folds, again and again…

“Ahhh…”

“I love the smell of your pussy… the way it tastes… It’s distinct, the flavor unfiltered, clean… fucking beautiful…”

His lips cornered her bud, drawing her into his hot, wet mouth.

“Mmmm!” She bucked against him once more, twisting and turning but he pressed her down, made her stop… stay in position… arrested her development right then and there. “Feels… so….good…”

“Yeah? Feels good, baby…” Hands held her hips as though about to remove an expensive, rare painting from a wall. Careful, yet rigid, with direct force… Burying himself impossibly deeper, she squealed, moaned, and yelled out as he plunged his tongue in and out of her, faster, faster and faster.

“Ahhhh!” Teeth clenched, she paused, tightened, legs stiff…

The orgasm grabbed her by the throat, rendering her silent.

“Untie me!” she finally gasped, but the man ignored her as he slowly kissed up her body until he reached her neck.

“No…”

She needed to take control; he’d made such a beautiful fool of her.

“Untie my wrists, Nick! Right now!” She sounded weak as broken knees, but she had to get it out…

“No… you can’t be a warrior right now. You’re in the company of a beast. I told you I trump you. YOU’RE MINE…” The words sent chills up her damn spine, and the very thing she hated, she was becoming, and what she was becoming, her body liked… and what her body liked sickened her, made her cum all over herself once again. The aftershocks of his titillations and refusals sent her into overdrive. His lips pressed onto hers, up and down, grazing them ever so slightly. Then, the moist tip of his tongue coaxed her mouth open and slid inside. He lay between her thighs, his hard, long legs moving and grinding against her zone, and she melted below him, debilitated by her limitations, yet stronger in her love for him.

“Ahhhh.” she sighed when he removed his tongue from her mouth and gently caressed the sides of her neck. He left her there in limbo and kept on loving on her, kissing her shoulder blades…kissing her chin and right jawbone. She shuddered as his knuckles suddenly grazed her saturated zone. He moved between her legs, grunting softly along the way until… “Ahhhh! Ahhhh!”

“Uhhh…” He pushed his solid, thirsty dick hard and fast inside her. “Mmmm… give it to me, baby!” He plunged harder, his strength overwhelming, filling her up, sending her through erotic waves of ecstasy as he pushed her open. “Stop it! Don’t run… stop running!” He yanked her closer, made her take his pounding thrusts. Her body cried with pleasure while her mind tried to tell her once again to fight, to demand freedom… but she told the cerebral bastard to shut up for she had other things to tend to…

“Uhhh!” The muscles in his arms flexed, taut and hard, against her body, keeping her in the special spot he desired.

No fighting.

No trying to escape.

He had her.

“Ahhh…” Taken off guard, a delicious sensation danced within her pussy as he kept on, taking her, as the bed shook beneath them. Another orgasm, and then another… Sweet surrender had its share of delightful rewards.

“Mmmm hmmmm, you like it.” She could hear the smile in his words and he slowed just a bit to place a delicate kiss on the top of her head, eliciting a boisterous laugh. He didn’t stay in the slow lane long, for his hips got to working again, moving like a piston between her thighs… and then, words she’d never heard him say before tumbled out of his mouth…

“I want a child with you…”—his tone so calm, so cool.

Had she misunderstood him?

Her eyes widened under the blindfold as the man continued to thrust inside of her, making love to her with due diligence.

Perhaps she had…

She stiffened, but he overwhelmed her senses, hard, overpowering—like an anaconda squeezing her to death as he loved her down.

“Have my baby…” His lips hovered so close to her ear, she couldn’t ignore him… couldn’t explain his utterances away. “I wanna get you pregnant! Uhhh!” She was suddenly seized with fear as her brain waved a white flag, sent smoke signals, but once again, her body betrayed her…

She fell into an orgasm, his shocking truths rendering her a total mess, a flesh covered case of confusion.

“Uhhh! Uhhh!” He slammed into her as if she were some brick wall, and she wanted to see his damn face! She struggled hard, yelling, screaming out as the blindfold prevented her from looking into the fucker’s eyes. Perhaps having mercy on her, he ripped the thing off and looked down at her, never breaking the pace of his thrusts. Her heart damn nearly froze from the intensity in his eyes…

“Oh my God… you’re serious…”

He didn’t say a damn word, just kept on, until he came harshly within her, shouting out, scratching at her as his pelvis crashed over and over into hers. She ran soothing hands along his back as he settled, his breathing finally getting to an even rhythm. Then, he untied her and though what he’d said terrified her, a part of her wanted to continue that conversation.

How surreal…beautifully unnerving.

Maybe he just said it in the throes of passion…

She tried to rationalize it away. Besides, they’d had this discussion prior to marriage. Her situation was complicated, he knew this…did he not remember? Of course he did…

She swallowed and hugged him hard.

“Nick…”

“Mmm hmmm…” he lazily murmured as he rolled off her, landing on his back as if needing to be free from her touch before she’d even ‘gone there.’

“You said that—”

“I know what I said,” he retorted, keeping his eyes closed as if utterly exhausted.

“Well.” She sat up, a cold chill sweeping through her, leaving her with nothing but arms covered in goosebumps. “What… what did you mean by that?”

He crossed his arms loosely over his forehead.

“I think you know what it means.”

“How could you…what?” She shook her head in confusion and threw up her hands. “I don’t understand this!”

“What I said was easy to understand; you’re just choosing to not comprehend it. I want a kid. I want you to have my baby, Taryn. I want a child with you,” he replied dryly.

“So, you just say something like that? Spring it on me and then that’s it?!”

He slowly opened his eyes and looked up at the ceiling. “Taryn, look, we’re married now. I could see you being annoyed if I hadn’t popped the question, just asked you to be a baby mama, but no… I married you, made a commitment.”

She looked away, though she knew he was right… She was afraid, and the fear was taking over, making a mess of all that was logical and within reason. The emotions ran the show, but she refused to admit this…

“You never told me you didn’t want any kids, Taryn. You said it might be hard to have a family of our own because the chemotherapy can sometimes have adverse effects on your egg supply, or the quality of them, and that at the time, you didn’t opt to get any preserved for the therapy. But you also told me that you took Lupron to help protect your fertility. I took that to mean that one day, you might be open to the idea of at least trying to conceive.”

“I do, I mean, I did. I also took Tamoxifen to help stay cancer free… it’s supposed to help.”

“And this is your last year on it, right?”

“Yes…”

“Is it safe for you to continue taking that and us trying to get pregnant?”

“Well, I think so… I mean, I really don’t know for certain, Nick. You’ve just thrown me for a loop, took me by surprise.”

He exhaled loudly and slowly closed his eyes again.

“You’re not on birth control anymore.” He sat up and leaned against the headboard. “You haven’t been on it since we’ve been together. No, longer than that, actually. You said it may increase chances of the cancer returning; the studies are contradictory, but you didn’t want to take that risk.”

“Right.”

“And then you said you doubt you can get pregnant without any fertility treatment, because of some family history stuff, and obviously the various cancer treatment ramifications.”

“Correct.”

“So, we’ve been making love without any form of birth control from the onset, no condoms, no nothing, and you’ve never gotten pregnant this whole time, Taryn. Shit, I might be the problem.” He shrugged. “I don’t know, but I have rarely had sex without using anything, so… I never really tested that theory. What I do know is that we have sex at least a few times a week, sometimes every day.” He sighed. “I think it’s fair to say you might be right… Something is wrong, but that doesn’t mean it’s impossible. I never gave up thinking we might have a family one day, Taryn.” He drew closer to her, drew her close to him. The look in his eyes reflected need… something she’d never seen in him before.

“You never told me definitely, Nick, that you wanted a family…” She looked into his eyes.

“…And I never told you I didn’t.”

They were quiet for a while, lying together, holding hands.

“Taryn.” He sighed. “I just didn’t want to put pressure on you, okay? But yeah… once I realized I was in love with you, I thought about it… all of it. I thought about us getting married, being together. I thought about us having fun, building a life together, then about you having my child, maybe a couple of kids, even.” He smiled.

“Alright now, don’t get ahead of yourself,” she teased.

“I want a little girl…” He lowered his head and she looked at him closely; her heart warmed at his words. “I want her to be like her mother… strong and beautiful.” He sighed. “I want… I want what I didn’t have. Can you blame me?”

The pain shone so clear in his eyes, and the love, too…

She framed his face with her palms, and laid a kiss upon his lips.

“Nick, before I got sick, I’d always imagined myself someday getting married and having a child. It’s just that… after the cancer, and the pain pill shit… I just.” She fell into a black hole, lost, feeling the pressure of the memories. “I figured it wasn’t in the cards, so to speak.”

Curling his fingers against her hips, he squeezed.

“But we don’t know what’s in the cards. That’s why life is so exciting and crazy, you know?”

She offered a weak smile and nodded in agreement.

“Are you afraid because I’m a recovering alcoholic and addict, too?” he whispered. “You think maybe I wouldn’t be a good father? You can tell me, baby… I won’t get mad.”

She swallowed, looked away, then looked back into his eyes.

“Believe it or not…no.” She smiled brightly at him. “If anything, I think what you went through would make you an even better father because you’d want your child to be healthy and happy. Of that, I’m sure, and a child being raised by people that are drinking themselves into a stupor and taking drugs or abusing pain medication would do just the opposite… Neither of us want that.”

“Okay… so, you want this, too. Good. I believed you did, but… I need to hear you say it because I don’t want to just hear what I want to hear, you know? So, say it to me… say you want to have my baby…”

She hated how her pussy clamped and grew wet at his words once again…

Why does it sound so damn sexy yet terrifying at the same time?!

“Yes.” She grinned, excitement growing within her gut. “Yes, I do…”

“Well, you’re scared of the unknown. I get it, baby. But you’re not alone in this. I’ll be with you every step of the way. I just want to try, okay? If it doesn’t happen, that’s fine. I’ll accept that and we can maybe look at other options, but I just want you to trust me, not be afraid, because I’m not going anywhere, okay?” He gripped her chin, made her turn towards him.

“Okay…” She mustered a larger smile.

“I asked you to marry me because I love you, and I want to spend the rest of my life with you, Taryn. I want to have a family with you because I know you’d make a great mother, and I want to be a father, and I promise you, I’ll be the best one I can be.”

He searched her face before placing the gentlest of kisses on her lips, a kiss she returned with all that she had. They drew quiet once again as he pressed his forehead into hers. He caressed the side of her cheek with his fingertips, then laid her down on the sheets. She looked into his eyes, falling fast; he swept her away, made her feel safe while standing in an unsafe zone…

“I trust you…” she uttered, clasping her hands behind his neck while he knocked her knees farther apart. “Ahhh.” Her eyes fluttered when he entered her again. “I do… I trust… you…” she repeated, becoming slightly delirious as the delightful sensations of his perfectly timed thrusts took over her being.

“That’s what I’m here for… to guard the Queen.” He smiled between determined hip pumps as he sexily bit into his lower lip, skyrocketing her lust for him. “Now just sit back and relax.” He winked at her, quickening his pace. “I’ll handle the rest…”
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…Three months later

“So, we really don’t know for certain until you try but based on what you’ve shared, you’ve been trying, at least indirectly, for quite some time.”

Taryn nodded. “Yes.” She sat straighter in the hard wooden chair as she replied to the doctor. “I believe that if I were going to get pregnant, it would have happened by now.”

“Well that could very well be true. You say your husband has a hectic schedule?”

“Yes. We both do, but he made sure he was available to try and do this when he needed to,” she said, her cheeks getting flushed. “I’ve been tracking my cycle lately, just as suggested, so, he’d come home and I’d meet him there. We’d take care of it, and then he’d go back to work.”

“Okay, well, I do have some news for you. We looked at your husband’s sperm count, and it is pretty high, actually. Everything looks good. His health, overall, is good, too.” The man picked up a few pieces of paper, then studied his computer screen. “So, we can safely rule him out as the possible reason for a delay in conception. And, according to this, you’ve been having unprotected intercourse during your ovulation times consistently, to no avail, which you’ve already attested to once again.”

“Yes.” She toiled with her purse strap.

“Okay, so looking over your test results here, Taryn, I have some more news for you.”

“What?”

“It’s actually not your egg quality.” The man removed his glasses for a spell, wiped the bridge of his nose, then placed them back on.

Perplexed, she frowned in confusion. “What? Really?” She leaned forward, preparing herself.

“You’re not ovulating regularly, Mrs. Vitale. Yes, you’re having periods, but you even said yourself that they are sometimes very light at this stage, and that’s not how you’ve always been. Now, here’s what I want to do.” He cleared his throat and opened a desk drawer to pull out another sheet of paper with charts on it. “I want you to read this information and monitor yourself. I am going to write you a prescription for Clomid. Do you know what that is?”

“I’ve heard of it. It’s a fertility drug, right?”

“Yes. It helps with ovulation, and has been used for over two decades. It is highly effective in regulating ovulation and will give you the least amount of side effects. I suspect your cancer treatment interfered with your ovulation in some way… it’s not unheard of, and you’re still on Tamoxifen, which can also be causing problems. Now, typically, Tamoxifen can sometimes actually make periods heavier, but everyone is different. Having a lighter period while on it is also not unheard of. We’ve given you another pelvic exam, and that’s not the problem. You’re fine in that regard.

“Generally, it’s believed the chemotherapy can interfere with the quality of a woman’s eggs but in your case, that’s not the issue, or at least I don’t believe so. That’s a good thing because it’s much easier to address an ovulation issue than an egg one.” He smiled pleasantly at her, then turned back towards his computer and began typing away.

Sitting there in relief and shock, she continued to listen to the man go into explanations of her next steps. She took the prescription, got to her feet, and shook his hand.

“Thank you so much.”

“You’re welcome. If you have any questions, don’t hesitate to call me, okay?”

She nodded, smiled a farewell, and raced out the door, her phone in hand.

“Detective Vitale speaking.”

“Oh shut up, show off!” She chuckled. “You know who this is!”

He chortled. “No I didn’t! This is my work phone and I didn’t see the caller ID. I’m on my way to a witness’ house. What’s up? How’d the doctor’s visit go?”

“It went surprisingly well. Well, I have the infamous break up line for you. It’s me, not you.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Your boys are fine.”

“My boys?” He laughed heartily. “Yeah, okay, they get first prize in swimming competitions… what else?”

“My girls are fine, too.”

“Well, that doesn’t leave much else, so what are we doing wrong?”

“It’s my periods. He gave me a prescription to take, but it could take like six months before we conceive, maybe longer. He said around the third or fourth month after taking it is when we’d typically see results. It is supposed to help get my ovulation together.”

“But you have periods. So, you’re not releasing eggs regularly, but they are healthy?”

“Exactly.”

“Okay, got it. Well, that’s good. At least we have some answers now.” He sighed on the other end.

“Yes we do, so.” She exhaled as she made her way to the parking lot and looked around, trying to recall where’d she parked her car. “So, anyway, we can talk about it more later. When will you be home? I won’t be there until after eight, that’s for certain.” She smiled in relief after finally spotting her black Mercedes.

“Around the same time as last night unless something pops up…”

“And it always does,” she hissed. “Alright, kisses, baby.”

“Kissing you back! I love you.”

“I love you, too.”

And then she disconnected the call.

She sat there in the car for a moment or two, reeling from the information.

This could really happen…

She looked down at the prescription, placed it inside of her purse, and started the car, on her way to Duane Reade to get the damn thing filled. She tried, oh how she tried, but she couldn’t wipe the damn grin off her face…
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He looked at his reflection in the tin soup lid, debating on whether to use the serrated edge to slice his own throat. The knives would be no good; they would leave even cuts, not torn flesh, and he wanted to go out in the most despicable of ways. No, he needed something jagged and painful… Something that would make it all the more wonderful as he took himself down.

Oliver stood there for the longest in that cream and gray tiled industrial kitchen, registering the scent of freshly diced onion and green peppers that filled the air. He’d signed up to help in the lunch preparation—anything to take his mind off things… but it simply didn’t work. Nothing worked.

Maybe it’s the medication making me feel this way…

He’d told the psychiatrist he’d not been feeling well, but watched his words, for he knew the wrong sentence or declaration would land him in isolation on suicide watch, and he didn’t want to be surveyed, monitored, stopped… No, this needed to transpire without a hitch.

He took a deep breath, untied his tomato sauce stained apron and marched towards the door. The guard gave him the once over.

“I need to make a phone call,” he explained as he squeezed past the man and made his way down the short hall until he’d arrived at the antiquated silver and black pay phones, smudged with face oils and other gooey, disgusting things he couldn’t quite classify. He clutched the receiver and slid out the business card he’d been given long ago. His nostrils, reddened and raw from a recent cold, twitched as he sniffed with nervousness, looking both ways as people past him by, careful of how his voice may carry.

“Detective Nick Vitale speaking…”

“…Nick…. It’s Don…I mean, Oliver…”

Things were quiet for a moment, almost as if he’d dialed the wrong number.

“Nick?”

“Yeah, yeah… Uh, you just caught me by surprise. Hold on a sec, okay?”

“Okay.”

He waited through the sounds of honking and other hectic noises, a melee of urban instrumentals.

He’s in traffic… I couldn’t have called at a worse time…

“Okay, I was driving and I’m actually working right now. I’m pulling over to the side here… You in trouble? I get monthly reports on you, you know. Your therapist says you’re doing well. What’s going on?”

I don’t know who else to call, who else can help me…

“Well?” Nick questioned, his patience apparently running thin and they’d just begun.

Stinging tears filled Oliver’s eyes up like goblets. Panic-stricken and out of his mind, a crooked grin split his face. “Nick, I think I’m done, man… I’m done.”

“What do you mean, you’re done?!” The guy’s anger boomed through the receiver, almost as if he could reach through the damn thing and wring his neck through the earpiece. The not-so-distant memory flashed in his mind of the monster’s hands wrapped tightly against his coat collar, of him dragging him across the slick, shiny floor like a damn rag.

“Motherfucker, we had an agreement!” Nick’s deep voice rang out, shattering any semblance of peace.

“Yes, yes, we had an agreement, and I did my part. You don’t understand.”

“Make me understand it then! What the hell is going on?!”

“I don’t… I don’t want to live anymore!” His voice shook as he clutched the phone. “I’m tired, Nick!” he said in a whisper, quickly swiping away the tears that trekked down his face. His heart sank down to his damn feet, and the heaviness made him suddenly immobile. “I just want to die…”

“How long have you been feeling this way?” His tone softened, and a shred of compassion coated his words.

“Maybe a month or two… I tried yesterday morning, but… but I got interrupted. Nick… the medicine is making me sick. Why keep on living, huh? This isn’t the life I wanted but it’s too late to change it. I’ve done and seen too much, I’m damaged goods! I’m worthless!”

“No you’re not…”

“I am worthless! My family wants nothing to do with me since I’m here now. Everyone knows what I did! Everyone! That’s not the worst of it, Nick, not by a long shot. Anyway…” He shook his head like a maniac and clamped his eyes closed for a spell as he leaned against the wall. “I can’t leave, and I can’t go home. I’m already dead, so what’s the difference?!”

“Oliver, home is where you make it. You are not worthless; you are mentally sick! You care about what you’ve done, don’t you?”

“Of course I do! You know that I do or I wouldn’t want it all to end! The guilt is killing me, and I have no one… no one to love me, care about me. I have no friends and now no family, either.” He tried to push back the tears, but he couldn’t. He closed his eyes and raised his hand to veil them. His face ached as the tiny muscles beneath his skin strained while the emotions seized and locked him up. “I…I’m useless!”

“Oliver, stop it. I have an idea. Here’s what I want you to do…here’s what I want to arrange. Are you listening?”

“….Yes.”

“What you’re feeling now, the pain, the anguish, I want you to channel it differently. I want you to use it, okay? Just like how they told us in rehab.”

“That’s different! I don’t want to use; I just want to disappear! It’s not the same principles.”

“It is the same philosophies, Oliver. Most of us used because we didn’t want to feel anything else; we wanted to be numb to the hurt and pain. Many of us also felt unloved and forgotten. You want to feel wanted, liked and loved, right? Well, I have the solution… help people, Oliver. I want you to speak at least once a month at some of the juvenile sex offender facilities in New York. I want you to tell your story!”

He was suddenly snatched with panic at such a notion, but as quickly as that fear came, it left… opening the door to truth, and welcoming in the fresh breeze of innovative possibilities.

“You said it yourself—people know who you are and what you’ve done now. You might as well step completely out of the shadows so you can help others—kids and young men who still have time to turn themselves around, man. They’ve already been caught and stopped much earlier than you. If you catch this sort of thing early enough, sometimes, Oliver…and you know this…you can actually save some lives, stop people from going through what you’re going through. And you can save some victims, too. If you catch it when a kid is seven, ten, sometimes even in his teens, you can make a difference! That’s when the child is still moldable, impressionable. You’d be perfect for that. You’re a natural born teacher, and you know the psychology and drive behind your illness, too.”

“Nick, I can’t!”

“Why not?”

“… If I tell the whole thing, any chance of my family accepting me back will be over!”

“You must tell the whole thing, Oliver! All of that asshole attitude of yours was just an act. You’re not an asshole! You care, so prove it!”

“But you don’t know what happened!” His damn bladder swelled. God, would it give out on him, make him lose his piss right then and there? He hopped about from foot to foot, feeling like a lost little boy, a troubled child with a broken heart. “I never told you. I ripped it out of the journals long before handing them over to you… I refused to let anyone know!”

“I do know what happened, goddamn it! He was touching you! Your father molested you!”

Oliver grew quieter on the phone, disappearing within himself while his knees grew weak. Then, wrapping the chord slowly around his hand, he leaned against the wall, lest he fall and never recover.

“How… did you know?” he whispered, his eyes darting back and forth.

“Sometimes, what we don’t say, Oliver, is more important than what we do say. It’s not too late for you to make a difference. There is still time.”

He smiled into the phone, a huge weight off his shoulders, and he didn’t even have to utter a word.

He knew my secret…he knew it all along!

“You know.” He swallowed. “I denied it to the therapists, the psychiatrists, the counselors, all of them. They kept pushing me, but I refused. I wouldn’t say it, I wouldn’t hurt my father… he’d have too much to lose. He never acknowledged the abuse…but it happened.” He took a deep breath. “He’s also been sending me money, though he won’t speak to me.”

“…It’s to keep you quiet, Oliver, not because he loves you. All he is concerned about is his reputation. He wants you to keep his secrets. He knows you need the income and that you’re afraid of him, always have been. He put you in drug rehabilitation, thinking that would set you straight, but your drug use was the least of your problems. The same thing probably happened to him, too… but we can’t worry about him. This is about saving your life, Oliver… and your life is worth living.”

They were quiet for a moment or two.

“You know what?” He smiled tentatively into the phone. “I think that’s okay, you know? I think I can do this and as far as the money my father sends me…” He shrugged. “I’ll find a way to make it, I suppose.”

“You will, Oliver. You always do.”

“Oh, I never got a chance to tell you, but you did a real good job on that Dollhouse case… I wish I could have seen the interrogation. I bet you were simply brilliant.”

“Thank you, you really came through for me on that. I knew I could trust what you said to me, and it made a difference.”

“Hmmm, that’s good to hear. I’m glad I was able to do that for you… pay you back for your help a little. Um, so, back to the program. How do I go about talking to these kids? How do we get started?”

“Well, these are supervised groups. A police officer normally is in the room for your protection as well as the kids’. You’d be driven to the locations as a key speaker. I don’t know all the details right this second, but I can follow up with you this evening. Some of them even pay, and that obviously would benefit you as well since, after you go public with this, your money will undoubtedly be cut off. Your story is so powerful and relatable, Oliver, that you have no idea how you’d help people by sharing it.”

“The more I stand here and think about it, the more it feels like this is what I should be doing.” He took a deep breath. “I am what I am, you know? I’d like to help people though. I don’t want anyone else hurt and to suffer. Thank you, Nick. Please sign me up. I want to do this. I need to do this.”

“I believe if you knew you were going to speak to kids on a regular basis about what you endured, you’d feel like you have purpose and worth. You’re right; everyone needs to feel worthy and wanted. I get that, I do. You are the type of person that needs to teach, but you also need to learn. Stop trying to protect that monster, and start learning to forgive yourself and make a change.”

“Consider it done. Once again you’ve saved my life… someone that everyone else gave up on…” He hung his head. “I wanted to die because I believed I had nothing to live for…and I’m fighting depression…and I’m on a bunch of medication that helps me in one way, but makes things worse in another…”

“If you die, that doesn’t undo what you’ve done. The relief for your victims will only be temporary. I’m going to be real with you, Oliver. Most people are thrilled that you’re locked up in this facility. You already know that, but the reason I bring that up, even during this vulnerable time in your life, is because yeah, you are physically incapable of getting to any children. Still, your soul will always be free, and it can do things you never dreamed possible. The world may never forgive you and I can’t make them. But all you need to worry about is, can you forgive yourself? Right now, you can’t. This right here, what you’re about to embark on, is a way to eventually say, ‘Yes, I can.’”

“You’ve taught me that it’s never too late, Nick.”

“It’s not. As long as you are still alive, still breathing, then there is always time to make a change for the better…”
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Chapter Forty
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Nine months later…

He looked at her out the corner of his eye before bursting out in a guffaw as she held up the tiny dark brown pants, turning them to and fro.

Why is it we always have cake? We must really love cake…

He smirked as he thought to himself. He slid his fork into the moist chocolate delight, and took another bite.

“Oh no! Here she comes!” someone screamed as Vicki approached with a roll of toilet paper.

“We have to measure her stomach!”

“This is embarrassing!” Taryn protested as she set her cup of punch and the tiny pants down, and raised her arms high in the air for yet another game at the large co-ed baby shower. “I’m huge! Can’t we just all agree on that and let it go?”

“Nooo!” a bunch of women screamed, causing a ruckus.

Nick stayed a ways off in the distance, stuffing his face, while some of his colleagues cracked jokes and laughed loudly at the stories shared. He took another bite of his cake, then tossed his plate into the trashcan. Visions of the day she’d left him in treatment crept into his mind. That had been one of the worst days of his life, no doubt. The scene almost looked the same, but boy did it have a different ending this time around…

He hadn’t lost his best friend; rather, he’d gained a happy and healthy wife, and a little girl on the way. Much to their surprise, after only three months on the medication, Taryn became pregnant. She’d raced to the precinct after taking a test earlier that morning, and then receiving the confirmation from her doctor. She was told to wait, that miscarriages were common, but she simply couldn’t contain herself. Spilling through the doors, bustling past his colleagues, she’d barreled towards his cubicle with full steam ahead. He was clutching his damn phone, while staring at photos of a recent shooting outside an apartment complex on his computer screen when the woman, her cheeks plumped so high they looked as if they’d been taped into place, had rushed to him. Before he could say a word, she’d blurted…

“We’re pregnant!”

He was certain he’d never forget that moment for the rest of his life and those who’d overheard her erupted in applause. After the grand announcement, though, he was certain his wife had started to hate him. He called her constantly, checking to make sure she was okay, had everything she needed. He couldn’t believe he was behaving in such a way, but he should have… for everything he wanted, everything he coveted, he became obsessive and possessive about.

And now, here they were, only a couple weeks away from his daughter’s due date. He’d almost been rendered to tears when the obstetrician told them the date—the same as his mother’s birthday…

He watched as woman after woman surrounded his wife as if she were a magical lantern, laughing, measuring her with the white cottony paper, and dancing to upbeat music. This proved a jovial, happy time, the kind of elation that couldn’t be duplicated or faked. He leaned against the wall, close to the vast gift table with no more room for one extra, tiny little present. Then, they met eyes. She cast a glance his way and waved him over. Initially, he shook his head, enjoying the sight of her from afar, of getting a bird’s eye view. But she insisted…

He went to her and drew her in a hug, smiling at all of her friends who bounced around them and shared in their joyous occasion. And then, he paused. He simply looked at her, relishing this moment. He’d attempted to tell her on more than one occasion, but he knew the woman could never understand the gift she’d given him. She was pregnant with his child, and all of his anticipations and aspirations grew within her womb. He’d seen nothing but death his entire life, and continued to live by the right side of the Grim Reaper, this time by choice. His world revolved around post mortem situations, but in the near future, his life would start again post partum.

And that future smelled sweet.

Together, they created a new reality. She blew fresh vitality into his mind; his chi was nourished from the power of a listening ear and a soft kiss. In turn, he made her abandon her own shattered life by first embracing the truth that death had come and grabbed her old world, balled it up tight and tossed it over its shoulder… And she did understand, finally, no longer looking back. For she had to let go, release the coffin that confined her in order to obtain that which spilled over with renewed potential and innovation.

And what could be more promising than a brand new baby entering the world?

Bright pink and sage green balloons bobbed about along with matching streamers as he inhaled her scent, then placed a solemn kiss atop her glorious head. This was their thing; no one knew the full meaning of the act except the two of them, cocooned in their own little, private utopia. Their eyes met and, rising on her tippy toes, she land a kiss on his lips. He wrapped his arms tighter around her waist. The toilet paper bow that now cinched the back of her shirt tickled his knuckles. Drawing her a wee bit closer, almost forgetting that they weren’t alone, he gave her kiss upon kiss on her mouth.

“All right now!” her mother called out playfully. “That’s how you two ended up in this position in the first place!”

Everyone burst out laughing, including the two of them.

“I look at you, and sometimes I’m still amazed that you’re all mine,” he whispered in her ear. “And now, we’re about to have a baby… just, wow. How does that feel?”

She leaned in to whisper back, “It feels like a snowflake landing on my tongue… a man freezing to death as he rips buttons off his coat to pledge himself to the woman he adores. It feels like being told, ‘You’re cancer free’, and like a kiss atop a bald head. What’s it feel like to have your dream come true?”

“It feels like someone is watching over me, over us… It feels like you saved me, Taryn… from myself. I’ll always be a beast, it’s in me, but the hurt and the anger, it’s processed, it’s gone. The monster is dead and I have no intentions of trying to find his killer. Besides, there is no need… She is standing right beside me.” He paused, kissed her cheek. “And I happily handed her the knife…”
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Epilogue
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…Four years later

The thick, impenetrable snow that blanketed the city had impeded the search. Nick reluctantly returned to the precinct, covered in the frigid mess, barely able to feel his damn toes. As he approached his desk, he was stopped cold. Captain O’Sullivan had relaxed a bit, calmed down in his old age, but Nick was certain the reason could be attributed to him being due to retire in a few short months, and he was simply getting a head start on taking it easier.

The big guy had pulled the plug on his sixteen-hour work day, made him go home once and for all. Nick had cut down his work hours, for he had a family now, but the workaholic in him simply squeezed more into shorter spans of time, causing the people around him to no doubt fantasize about doing him harm as he demanded more and more from them. When he entered his house that evening after a brutal commute, the strong scent of cocoa and mint greeted him at the door. He stood there with the cold wind beating at his back, then slammed it shut and removed his hat, scarf, and gloves.

Somebody’s baking and making peppermint tea…

He smiled as he walked into the dwelling, his stomach growling in anticipation. Tamara, his three year old daughter, immediately raced into his arms, her little gray and pink fuzzy pajamas wrapped around her tiny body and her messy, dark brown curly hair bouncing about with each clumsy step. He picked her up and swung her around and around.

“Daddy!” she squealed as he paraded towards the kitchen with her. Jonathan, his one and a half year old son, looked up at him with his big light brown eyes from his semi-resting position on the floor. His chubby legs spread open as he lofted about, he gripped a plastic block in one hand and his heart with the other.

“What you got there, huh? Playing with blocks?” He placed Tamara back down, hunkered onto the floor, and sat cross-legged beside the boy as the pantry light went off. Picking up one yellow plastic block, and then another, he began to stack them, up, up, up.

“Ahhhh!” he screamed out laughing when Tamara knocked the things over and raced away, a devilish series of giggles trailing behind her. “You knocked Daddy’s special surprise down!” Then she raced back in his direction, a ball full of energy, and plopped down atop him, causing him to sigh in mock angst.

“A special surprise?” She looked up at him, her big dark eyes full of eager excitement.

“Yeah, Jonathan and I were going to build a castle. You want to help?”

The girl nodded emphatically, a huge grin on her face as she sat right next to him.

Just then, he felt a hand on his shoulder and the fluttery image of something silky and light green brushed against his shoe. He looked up, and saw his flower standing there.

“So you all are just going to camp right here in the kitchen? This isn’t a gymnasium, you know?” She smirked and winked at him before turning away and placing a can of pineapple chunks onto the counter.

“It’s not? Sure looks like a fun place to me!” He winked back at her when she rolled her eyes from his snarky response.

“Look, Daddy! I made uh door!” Tamara happily exclaimed, lining her blocks up just like so.

“Ohhhhh! Would you look at that! You sure did. I think I’ll walk right inside.”

“Nooooo, Daddy!” The girl giggled. “You’re too big to walk in!”

Just then, Jonathan moved his arm past the blocks, repaying the favor, and knocking her creation to kingdom come.

“Jonathan!” the girl angrily cried out, her face turning red.

Nick stifled a chuckle. “Tamara, it was an accident.”

“No!” the girl protested as she started anew.

Jonathan sat there with a happy smile, cradling one of the blocks to his chest, a somewhat satisfied grin creasing his face. Nick winked at the boy, ruffled his thick, black curls, and got to his feet. He walked over to Taryn and stood behind her, cradling her close, wrapped his arms around her, and kissed her neck. Taking a look over his shoulder, he took note that the children were well distracted. Then… he pushed his groin into her ass, and then again, while moaning into her ear.

“…Nasty.” She chuckled as she turned the can opener around and around against the metal ridge of the tin.

“What’s for dinner?” he asked, kissing the back of her neck, loving the scent of her perfume.

“I decided to make some cornbread dressing, green beans, and baked chicken… and for dessert, pineapple upside down cake.”

“Mmmm, sounds good.” He grinded into her a bit harder. “I’m starting to like this vacation thing you’re on more and more each day!” He laughed into her ear as he slid his hands against the pockets of her robe, noticing a slight bulge in one. “You know the way to a man’s heart.” He kissed her earlobe.

“You’re just greedy,” she teased.

Slapping her on the rear at her comment, he turned back towards their children.

“You all hungry?!” he asked, clapping his hands, quite famished himself.

“Yes! I want some cookies, Daddy!”

“Tamara, we’ve already been over this.” Taryn huffed. “You can have a cookie after you eat your dinner. I hid them so you couldn’t sneak in and get them.” She smiled. “You’ll spoil your appetite.”

The little girl sneered in disappointment and began to stack the blocks in a different shape, slapping them around along the way. Taryn turned from the counter and disappeared back inside the pantry. Taking a few moments to ensure the coast was clear, he quickly swooped down, dug in his pocket, and presented a cookie partially wrapped in a napkin to Tamara.

The little girl gasped, glee dancing in her eyes, while a toothy grin broke out across her face. Without a moment to lose, she quickly accepted it.

“Don’t tell your mother,” he whispered and kissed the side of her face. “Eat it fast… before she sees you.”

…She didn’t even feel me slide it out of her pocket. Damn I’m good!

She nodded emphatically and stuffed it unceremoniously inside her mouth with both hands. Getting back to his feet, he looked down at his children, happy to see them, be with them, enjoy the moment. Though he worked hard, and dedicated a portion of his life to try to help other families gain some peace and closure, he understood that time wasn’t promised to anyone. It had to be valued, appreciated, and given its just due. It had to be obeyed, or opportunities for growth, maturity, lessons learned, and blessings could be missed.

…And he was happy to have had a beautiful teacher. For she taught him to respect it, and himself, and she’d done it just in the nick of time…

The End
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Music Directory


Please note: Each musical selection listed in this directory was mentioned in a specific scene in this book. The songs, however, may not be listed in the order that they were cited in the text. I always encourage readers to re-read scenes with the song mentioned; this adds another layer to the experience. If you enjoyed a particular song after finding the video version online, please show your appreciation by purchasing an authorized copy of the track/record wherever legal copies of music are sold.
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1.   The Police – Roxanne

2.   Charles Mingus – Moanin’

3.   John Coltrane’s – Blue Train

4.   La India (Puerto Rican singer)

5.   Sam Smith – I’m Not the Only One

6.   The Talking Heads Greatest Hits

7.   Whitney Houston – Dance With Somebody

8.   Chaka Demus and Pliers – Murder She Wrote

9.   Mungo Jerry – In the Summertime

10.  Jacoo – Memories

11.  Amy Winehouse – Rehab

12.  The Brothers Johnson – Stomp

13.  Jane Child – Don’t Want to Fall in Love

14.  Stevie Wonder – Another Star

15.  Wu Tang Clan – C.R.E.A.M

16.  The Dream – Purple Kisses

17.  The Dream – Shorty is a ten

18.  Vancouver Sleep Clinic – Collapse

19.  Brian Ferry – Slave to Love

20.  Ed Sheeran – I See Fire (Kygo Remix)

21.  Lavell Evans – So Intoxicated

22.  Red Hot Chili Peppers – Under the Bridge

23.  Naked Eyes – Always Something There to Remind

24.  Journey –Don’t stop believing

25.  Karavelo – You Don’t Even Know

26.  Montana 300 – Try Me

27.  Bruno Mars – When I Was Your Man

28.  Jackson Browne – Somebody’s Baby

29.  Paul Simon – 50 Ways to Leave Your Lover

30.  Chicago – Wishing You Were Here

31.  Dr. Hook – When You’re In Love With a Beautiful Woman

32.  Lord Finesse – Hip 2 Da Game

33.  Future – I Won

34.  Jay-Z feat. Beyoncé – On The Run

35.  38 Special – Caught Up In You

36.  Michael Bublé – Everything

37.  Mos Def – Mathematics

38.  LCD SoundSystem – Dance Yrself Clean

39.  Daley – Alone Together (featuring Marsha Ambrosius)

40.  Simon and Garfunkel – Bridge Over Troubled Water
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Thank You to the Readers


Thank you so much for purchasing the book, ‘In the Nick of Time.’ Thank you for taking the time to read it and my wish is that you enjoyed it. I greatly appreciate it, and hope that you read more of my books in the near future.

Happy Reading.

Sincerely,

Tiana Laveen
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~A Little Police Trivia~


Question: What does Cop stand for/mean?

ANSWER: When the first police force began to patrol in the summer of 1845, they only used badges on their civilian clothing. The badges consisted of eight pointed stars with the seal of the City at the center and were made of stamped copper. The newspapers of the time referred to the new force as the “Star Police” but people, seeing the shiny copper shields, began to call the new force “Coppers”, which was later shortened to “Cops.”

There is also a British police term, Constable On Patrol, which may account for the term “cops” in England as well.

source: NYCpolicemuseum.org
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Book Club Questions


1.   How does Nick’s educational and ‘School of Hard Knocks’ background assist him with his career?

2.   What are the top reasons you believe Nick became an addict?

3.   When Nick and Taryn first meet, there is an instant attraction. What, besides the physical aspect, sparks their mutual attraction to one another?

4.   With Nick being around death so much as a child and teenager, one may think he’d be opposed to dealing with it professionally later in his life. Instead, he seems to gravitate towards it, and he wishes to help people. Why do you think this is?

5.   Taryn’s parents are initially opposed to her and Nick being together. If you were Taryn’s mother or father, would you have behaved similarly or differently to how Mr. Jones acts went Nick visits their home for the first time?

6.   Taryn’s career aspirations are fueled by her life-changing event. What in your own life possibly altered your path, or had you take a detour when you discovered a new goal for yourself based on personal hardships?

7.   Taryn has a myriad of interesting friends and associates. How do you think this circle of people helps in regard to her development as a person?

8.   There is quite a lot of symbolism in this book. For example, the description and use of time in regard to gained, wasted, and cherished second chances. What other symbolism did you notice?

9.   How do you believe Nick’s unique relationship with his mother helps him when he becomes an adult?

10.  Nick’s father wasn’t in his life. What do you believe are some of the repercussions for men in particular whose fathers are absent from their lives?

11.  Do you believe that Taryn and Nick will continue to endure and their marriage last?

12.  What was one of your favorite scenes in this book?
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Charities and Research


If you would like to donate to breast cancer awareness, research and for a cure, please take a look at these below websites. Each dollar gets us a bit closer to a cure!

https://www.nationalbreastcancer.org/breast-cancer-donations – National Breast Cancer

http://ww5.komen.org/Donate/Donate.html – Susan G. Komen

http://www.bcrfcure.org/ – Breast Cancer Research Foundation
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Drug Dependency Help


If you or someone you love is suffering from drug or alcohol addiction, please consider getting help. The first step is admitting the truth. The second is picking up the phone…

http://www.recovery.org/topics/addiction-recovery-helplines/ – This website will assist with giving information on centers dedicated to recovery all over the country. (United States)

http://www.samhsa.gov/find-help/national-helpline – SAMHSA’s National Helpline (also known as the Treatment Referral Routing Service) is a confidential, free, 24-hour-a-day, 365-day-a-year, information service, in English and Spanish, for individuals and family members facing mental health and/or substance use disorders. This service provides referrals to local treatment facilities, support groups, and community-based organizations. Callers can also order free publications and other information.

Call 1-800-662-HELP (4357) or visit the online treatment locators.
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Author Biography
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Tiana Laveen was born in Cincinnati, Ohio. She moved away, and now lives inside of her mind, but her heart is occupied with her husband, two children, and twisted imagination. She enjoys a fulfilling and enriching life that includes writing books, public speaking, drawing, painting, listening to music, cooking, and spending time with loved ones.

Tiana Laveen is a uniquely creative and innovative author whose romance fiction is geared towards those who not only want to temporarily escape from the daily routines of life, but also became pleasantly caught up in the twisted, well-developed journeys of her unique characters. Tiana creates a painting with words as she guides her reader into the lives of each and every main character. Her dedication to detail and staying true to her characters is evident in each novel that she writes.

Her works include “Cross Climax I,” “Cross Climax II,” “The Slave Master’s Son,” “The Naughty Sins of a Saint,” “I Want Candy,” “When Saint Goes Marching In,” “Swirled Satin Sheets I,” “In My Sister’s Shadow,” “Swirled Satin Sheets II,” “Saved and SAINTified,” “Addicted In Cold Blood,” “Forgive Me Father For I Have Loved,” “Saint’s Sacrament – Sins of the Father,” “The Tale of the Blood Diamond,” “The Unearthing of Blackstone,” “Saint and Sinners – The King Angel Child of New York,” “Smoke and Mirrors,” “The Fight Within” and “In The Nick of Time.”
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If you wish to communicate with Tiana Laveen, please contact her at www.facebook.com/tianalaveen.

The author’s website is: www.tianalaveen.com
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