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Synopsis


Sean Mahoney is unapologetic about the way he sees the world and how he expresses such beliefs with a cutting, rough delivery. In his domain, things are black and white, good or bad, right or wrong, with a healthy dose of good cheer. A hard-working garbage collector from Queens, New York by day, and dedicated college student and acclaimed kick boxer by night, he appears to be an open book, giving himself over fully without the need for one to dig further. But upon closer inspection, it becomes plain he is a ticking time bomb with a secret past, using various coping mechanisms to hide trauma and emotional pain that threaten to take him under. However, one day, the very thing he abhors becomes too irresistible to pass up… A mature, divorced woman by the name of Treasure Chambers is his newfound fascination and he knows deep down the feeling is mutual.

Treasure and Sean’s first meeting is full of spirited venom as the sarcastic garbage collector sizes her up in ways she hadn’t anticipated. She fights the attraction and his advances, for she has two children from a marriage that burnt to the ground, leaving a hole in her heart that seemed unable to be healed.

Over time, the two discover they are more alike than they thought, and socio-economic and racial disparities are the very issues that tie them together, versus pushing them apart. As their love for one another grows, they are met with outside and internal opposition, judgment, and a call to action in order to help heal themselves, and each other.

Knowing without a shadow of a doubt that he has found a jewel in his life, will Sean be able to convince Treasure he is worth taking a chance on as he reveals his true self? Come along for a reading experience about hope, healing after the storm, and the true definition of love and trust built from ground zero. There is a fight within, but who will come out victorious?
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Dedication


This book is dedicated to the working class citizens around the globe. This is for the unappreciated employees who are overworked and underpaid. For the trash collectors, delivery men and women, construction personnel, factory workers, carpenters, maids and butlers, mechanics, and all of the individuals getting their hands dirty, their sleep stolen, and their bodies tormented so that others don’t have to see or touch their own filth, look it in the eye, in more ways than one. Thank you from the bottom of my heart – for you are the beating core of not only this country, but the entire world.

–Tiana Laveen
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To the Reader


Greetings, bookworms, fans, friends, window shoppers, naughty novel lovers, avid readers and those who are new to my work. For the individuals that are familiar with me and are now well accustomed to these nauseating introductions, repeated cautionary tales and over-killed warnings, patronizing lectures, and the occasional ill-placed introductory joke, please feel free to skip this portion and go along your merry way to greener pastures in this book. However, if you are a glutton for repeated abuse, then stay put as I speak to you and everyone else in regards to this novel, as well as how it came to be. Now, if you’re still here, and it appears that you are, I’d like to say thank you for putting up with me a bit longer before I open the red curtains and expose my work for your reading experience.

First, I wish to say that I believe this book to be the quintessential love story. Well, at least it begins that way. I delve into deep character study and development, which is common for me to do, allowing you, as the reader to get to know each person involved in this tale up close and personal. Now here is where my typical warnings come in before we take one step further…blah blah blah, right? But I must be fair to new readers who are not as familiar with my writing style and delivery. I see this as essential because it protects them from probing into something they may not desire, but also attracts those that do in fact care for such a conveyance. So, for the sake of easy reference, I have compiled a warning list below…


Warning


This book contains topics that are adult in nature. There is a gratuitous amount of profanity. Though it is not common for me to delve too deeply into racism, with the exception of the Saint series, this book does in fact explore the topic, on many levels. In other words, the characters are involved in situations that may cause discomfort for the reader. In addition, though this book is not covered with a million sex scenes and I wouldn’t necessarily declare it erotica per se, many would classify it as such, I am sure. Nevertheless, the love scenes are plentiful, and no detail is spared. If you do not wish to read scenes of an explicit/intimate nature, this may not be the book for you. Below is a breakdown of all the elements that may be objectionable or a concern for a potential reader of this novel:

1.   Abundant Profanity

2.   Detailed and plentiful sexual scenes

3.   Divorce

4.   Emotional Abuse

5.   Poverty, Elitism and Classism

6.   First intimate scene does not come fast (pardon the pun.)

7.   Racism (just reminding you :) )

8.   Parenthood/Parental Challenges

9.   Ageism and age differentiation between hero and heroine

Okay, are we good here now? Very well, let’s move along.

Now, if you don’t know of my work and my reputation, here it is in a nutshell:

I am verbose. However, it has purpose, merit, and is intentional. They are not just useless ramblings, but bits and pieces being placed together so that you can see the story unfold in layers. Thus, the end result will leave you with fewer questions and more answers; at least, that is my intention. In order for me to accomplish this, the story requires descriptive scenes, dialogue, and internal thoughts to be explored. Notice that I said it requires ME to do this work, because that is simply how I write in order to accomplish several goals and to be true to how I personally tell a story. I understand that not every reader enjoys this sort of thing, so I simply wanted to make everyone aware how character study and development are tied deeply into my style of writing. I’m a visual writer, meaning, what I personally see in a scene I go through great lengths to ensure the reader sees that scene with me. I want you present, in the moment.

Moving on now to the next point. More times than not, I speak from the male perspective when I write. Why? Because that is how my brain is wired. Never mind that I am a heterosexual woman with an extensive Hello Kitty collection and obscenely large finger nail polish compendium that could easily go on the black market for hundreds of dollars. That aside, some would argue that I am missing a goatee and penis and am ‘one of the guys.’ I can go from being the stereotypical emotional lady to the ‘I don’t give two fucks about this’ attitude. And both sides of me are legit and take turns being center stage.

All that would be missing is my hand down the front of my pants, a cigar dangling out of my mouth, and me ordering some lady to grab me a beer out the fridge while I watch the game and curse at my losing team. Okay, let’s continue. (If I haven’t scared you off, of course). Let’s jump into how I handle intimate encounters. Ah yes, those pesky intimate encounters…

It appears that I’m known for also writing descriptive love scenes. You will be riding shotgun in the bedrooms, on the floors, against the walls, hanging out the cars, up and down the stairs, in the pool, the steam bath, the ocean, your grandmother’s floral couch hidden in the corner of the mildewed basement, so yes…you get the idea. You will be there and you will know without a shadow of a doubt what each person involved looks like, smells like, sounds like, and most important, how they like their sex served. And that brings me to my next point…

There are some people who read saucy books for one thing and one thing only…to be titillated. If you lean a bit closer, I promise to pique your interest in that department, however, the ride to ‘scream-my-name-ville’ sometimes is…how shall I say this? A looooong one. This gets on some readers’ ever friggin’ nerves! I promise I haven’t done so intentionally. Due to my ADHD, I learned the hard way to not make too many concrete plans in regards to my books. What I mean is, I allow my characters to do what they need to do, when they need to do it. I start with a loose outline so that I have some semblance of a plan, but more times than not, the people in my head run their own show. I am not a micro-managing sort of boss.

Besides, any detailed plans I may have had were destined to be ignored and broken by the likes of me as well. I’m such an outlaw! Anyhow, I just have to sit down and write and let stuff flow.

Now, back to the, ‘Tiana, why do so many of your books have the characters take so long to get it on the first time?!’ My efforts to allow full disclosure of the people in this love story require time, energy and buildup. Very few of my books have a sex scene in the first fifty pages. Yes, you heard that right/write. There is usually no bumping, grinding, screwing, panting, flopping about or cries of ecstasy until I have taken you down some path less travelled and forced you to look that hero and heroine in the eye. So, by the time you do witness them making love, you feel what they feel and you might even give a damn.

Over half of my books take at least double that time and a few, even longer. I don’t believe in dragging things out as a general rule, but I do believe in listening carefully to my characters, and having their encounters ‘make sense.’ Some of my characters simply don’t sleep with people quickly. Others do, and sometimes the ones that do and do not are unfortunately paired up with their opposite, so it makes for a tug of war situation. Not all of us jump into bed with people at the drop of a hat, and my characters are not unlike you and me, and other people in the world. The characters go through what many of us experience when deciding if we are going to engage in sexual intimacy with someone new. We may hesitate. We may think about it long and hard, and then cum back for more deliberations. See what I did there? LOL. Now, you’ve officially had your first sex scene in the first ten pages.

My job here is done! Okay, okay, just kidding. Back to the topic. So, understand going in that if you want a quickie, this book probably isn’t for you. Also be warned if you haven’t noticed already, this isn’t a short book. I wouldn’t call it alarmingly long but it is rather meaty. I don’t generally write short stories and one of the reasons is it doesn’t match my writing style; thus, there is a conflict of interest. It’s important to know one’s weaknesses and be real about it. I have issues regarding rules when it comes to writing, and following formulas. For some, it works and is needed; for people like me, it is oftentimes a kiss of death.

I have to be free to write what I want to write about, how I want to write about it, and when I want to write it. This is not to say I lack discipline, quite the contrary, but it has to be done in way that is self-imposed, or my work may suffer. The main character, Sean Mahoney, also experiences that same ailment and when it pertained to him jumping the heroine’s bones, he is not the ‘wait around’ type of person. Still, his love interest is, and when you read the story, you will find out why.

Now that we’ve got that out of the way, let’s talk about the nitty-gritty of this book. Sean Mahoney is an Irish American kickboxing trainer and champion from Sunnyside, New York, which is located in Queens. It is an area comprised of many races and ethnicities, though population there is heavily Irish. I’ve been there, seen the place, and bought the t-shirt. I got to see it all up close and personal so this aspect is particularly special for me. Thanks Shannon for letting my friend and me use your john in your Irish pub when we didn’t even buy anything to drink at two in the damn morning! Okay, I digress…

Anyway, he is a city kid who grew up around an array of people, many of whom had completely different backgrounds and outlooks on life than his own. Like most people in the world, some things have happened in Sean’s life that he didn’t too much appreciate. That’s simply called life. None of us have had a perfect existence; it kind of goes with this silly notion of being human, vulnerable, and having expectations.

The difference with Sean is that these things built up like layers of an onion, tiled squares of a quilt, and braided fibers of a rug, until an entire entity had formed and swallowed his humanity, part of his resolve and his ability to turn a coin and see the other side. Coins… that is a great segue, actually. You see Sean comes from a middle class family, lower middle class to be exact…working folks with a family to support. He wasn’t destitute, but he felt the pinch. His parents were hard working, good people, and he and his brother, only apart by one year of age, became best friends – seeing themselves as warriors against the rest of the world.

This book is about love. It’s about how this torn down man survived in a place that hated him due to superficiality and arrogance. It is a story about surveying one’s motivations, about analyzing oneself so that one is not imprisoned by one’s mind and self-appointed limitations. After all, the brain is the biggest, most lethal jail cell of all, should it turn on you…

This is a story about starting over, hitting the pause button, and learning to speak up for oneself. It is a tale about refusing to be the doormat, the verbal punching bag and the long forgotten person that people only contact and cry out to when they are in need. It’s a story about putting one’s foot down, and holding one’s faith up. It’s about believing in the magically impossible, and the question begging for examination, ‘How wild! Could that really be true?’

We have here a story about taking advice, taking chances, and seeing one’s life change right before one’s eyes. It’s a story written by me for YOU. Sean and Treasure meet in a less than conventional way, and their relationship pretty much keeps that same pattern and theme. Nothing about them is common, yet everything about them is relatable. This is a tale about wealth, power and riches and what that means, how it affects one person as opposed to another, and how we, as a society, define others based on their socio-economic status. We judge, but become angry when the same is done to us. We make assumptions, but hate when we are placed in a box. It’s time to open the lid and get out. It’s time to remove ourselves from the familiar, and walk amongst the ‘something new.’

So, without further ado, I’d like to introduce you to Sean Mahoney and Treasure Chambers. May your aspirations regarding this novel be fulfilled, and may you leave ‘richer’ after you’ve read, ‘The End’. Thank you, and enjoy.
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“Whoever fights monsters should see to it that in the process he does not become a monster. And if you gaze long enough into an abyss, the abyss will gaze back into you.”

–Friedrich Nietzsche
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Preface


[image: ___]

His bloodied, bandaged hands were soon framed in another puff of cough-inducing, chalky smoke. With stinging, stiff fingers, he hit the heavy bag, as if in slow motion while the damn thing swung like some hypnotic pendulum. Dull with time, the silver hanger chains rattled like the proverbial ghosts inhabiting his mind – never seen, but heard day after damn day. Through flared nostrils, he took another ragged breath then traced a spot at the corner of his creased mouth; the tip of his tongue roved out the side, slicking across his wet flesh. He tasted the shit, his usual meal during such a display. Salty sweat rolled onto the tip of his tongue, and he swallowed it whole. The brackish flavor etched inside of his mouth awakened him a bit like a sleeping giant from an involuntary, hazy trance.

BAM!

His fist connected once more with the black punching bag, this time causing it to swing uncontrollably in uneven circles as it cut the air in crazy whisks.

BAM!

Sean kept right on hitting, sweating, cursing, fighting, and now kicking the painful shit away…

His right thigh muscle flexed and burned as he lifted it high into the stagnant air dyed with the odors of old sweat and swampy underarm stench. Exerting all of his damn might, his foot connected with the bag along with a simultaneous punch, causing a loud, popping noise as if he’d deflated the damn thing, burst its hearty bubble, and made it crumble to pieces.

Beating one’s troubles into extinction became intoxicating; it was so fucking good going down, almost better than sex. But when training was over, and the kickboxing matches put to rest, he’d hold his shiny golden trophy, but always wonder, ‘What did I really win?’

What he wanted, he didn’t have. And putting what he wanted into words was some shit he wasn’t trying to do. No, he had no intentions of going there… no way. Not now, hell, maybe not ever…

BAM!

BAM! BAM! BAM!

The beating came in rapid succession; so much so, he was completely unaware he’d drawn a damn crowd. His eyes burned with increased perspiration; his arms acted of their own volition, flying so fucking fast, he saw blurs of his own self standing outside of body, watching from afar. He’d never felt so dead, yet alive, all at once.

BAM! BAM! BAM! BAM! BAM!

Beat it down! Beat the pain! Make the memories pay! Make her pay…

I’ll show them! I’ve got what it takes! I’m important! I’m worthy!

BAM! BAM!

He soon heard the muffled, excited curses from the men around him, all athletes their damn selves, and all hungry for a piece of the action. As each crooked second passed, he gained more treacherous momentum. Rather than grow tired, he grew stronger, hungrier…more dangerous…

“Yo’ Sean!” someone called out. “Save it for the ring!”

A few chuckles followed, but he kept right on until he’d had his damn fill. And soon, he had. Like a curtain drawing across a stage after the final act, he pulled himself back, waned like a once vibrant, full moon. He stumbled into the recessed shadows and simply watched his soul re-enter his being. The bag was dented in several places…

How is that possible?

The damn thing had been around since 1995. It hung on a wall mounted pad system, the absolute finest. A worn leather relic, it proved the best bag, bar none, at Urban Martial Arts. It had taken its share of bangs and bruises over the years, but he couldn’t quite recall denting it in such a way previously. He stared at the indentations curiously, until he snapped out of his thoughts by another call to action.

“Sean, you got five new guys coming in less than ten minutes. Cut that shit out before you scare ’em half to death or at the very least give ’em unrealistic expectations. You did good though. I’d like to see that in your next fight you sack of shit.” The older guy chuckled. He was a retired kickboxing trainer named Tugboat that hung around the joint for shits and giggles. Sean offered a forced half grin as he tried to collect his thoughts, remove himself from the uneven, slippery floor of disorientation.

“Yeah,” he nodded as if awakening finally, embracing the words spoken. He glared at the slightly swaying bag a time or two more, then pulled on his bandages, unwrapping a portion from his sore, slightly swollen hands. “They’re Pete’s guys, right? Need an introductory lesson…I forgot they were coming.”

“No problem.” The older man leaned on the ropes of a boxing ring a mere few feet away. “You alright?” he asked in a concerned whisper.

“Yeah, I’m good, fine.” He swallowed a wad of warm spit accumulating in the back of his throat and disappeared behind a partition to sit on the lopsided locker benches. He needed to relax for a minute or two, be alone with himself, no longer under the watchful eye of others. Yes…just a minute or two, to transform back into the fun loving persona he’d perfected over the damn years. It hurt to slide into that constricting costume…but, it was who he was in the public eye, and whenever the darkness crept out instead, during times of emotional weakness, he had to tell the real goddamn Sean to stand back, be still and not say ONE.FUCKING.WORD…

Shhh….
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A Word from Our Hero
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Sometimes I used to look at the trash piled up and knew the shit was vivacious. Yeah, that’s the right word. Fucking vivacious, like a stinking ass party that no one noticed but me. It breathed, had a life of its own. The rain would flood the wasteland, saturating and sprinkling spit onto the past lives of everyone from Staten Island to Franklin and beyond. They’d thrown away their losses and gains, their precious secrets and declarations. They’d thrown away yesterday, today and tomorrow, but trash always has a way of coming back, no matter how many times you strike the shit down. Once created, it never goes away. It’s just there in some way or fashion. Forever, ya know?

Its stench reminds you that you are now a part of destruction, of things decayed, of a past that oozes with remembrance of the life you once led. And I’m that man that hauls it away, that guy you barely see. My name is Sean Mahoney, and I’m used to being ignored. This isn’t no pity party though, I like slipping past bastards, undetected like the color gray on cement. Some would argue I prefer it that way, it’s like my default setting or some shit like that.

Alone…

It’s the fucking best, right? Being alone is a choice for me, and I like that shit very much; well, I did…or at least I told myself I did.

It’s just the truth, it was my truth, and it wasn’t so bad at times, but I’ll get more into that later. I grew up in Queens and if you’ve ever been there, you’ll know there isn’t too much shit I’ve not heard or witnessed. I saw a lot of things growing up in Sunnyside, that’s the community I was raised in. And I learned a lot, too. New York? Hell, there is no better place on Earth. I’ve travelled a bit; most of those places were interesting, perfect for a vacation too, but I always come right back here to New York. She’s like your first love. You know, the chick you used to dig, but now you kinda hate her because she knows all of your secrets, and you realize after the fact that you were way too young to have that sort of serious shit goin’ on at that age. Strange thing is, you don’t regret knowin’ her, spending that time with her, even with everything that happened. You’re still somewhat respectful to her, ya know?

Respect. That shit is not a two way street. It’s the one thing a man needs in this world that he has to fight for. I didn’t need to be adored, doted on, and loved. I needed to get some fucking respect. People are born disrespectful nowadays. They pop out the goddamn womb talkin’ shit! A man’s ability to take care of himself and those he loves is a serious thing, something a man like me strives to accomplish. People say dumb shit about my occupation all the time, but at the end of the day, I know I can pay my fucking bills and my needs are covered. I’m a sanitation engineer. That’s just a fancy way of sayin’ garbage collector or trash man. I work for the goddamn city of New York’s sanitation department. There is nothin’ like collecting trash in New York. You see all types of shit. I’ve seen horrible shit, and funny shit. You want the funny example or the horrible shit, first? Ahhh, fuck it. I’ll give you the bad one first, no sense in delaying it. Like one time I was a part of a fucking police investigation. It was only for like an hour or two, though. Found some human body parts in a grocery bag that had split open during the take…yeah, you don’t hear that kinda shit everyday now, do ya?

Another time I found a shitload of brand new expensive men’s shoes, but all the mates were missin’. It was just tha one…just tha left one. You’re fuckin’ crazy if you don’t think a woman had something to do with that! Yeeeaahhhh, her old man must’ve pissed her off really bad. What a goddamn waste! Anyway, back on point here. I do the shit no one else wants to do and for the longest, I held a grudge against a certain type of person, because that ‘certain type of person’ seemed to hold a grudge against me… Enough of that though. Let’s get into something else. You want to know one of my best attributes?

Well, my friends say I’m funny. I guess it’s sorta true. Okay, I’ll stop bullshitting you. I know I’m funny, okay? I like making people laugh and I don’t have to put any energy into it; it’s just part of who I am. Been told for years I should be a comedian. I ain’t got the discipline and stomach for all of that though. Let’s see, what other good qualities do I have? Hmmm, been told I can fuck pretty good, too. I’d have to say that’s true. All of my ex-girlfriends said I was good in bed but some of them said at times I was detached emotionally, whatever the fuck that means. What’s the point in getting all wet eyed behind some shit? Most things we can’t change, and the shit we can, cryin’ sure as hell won’t help. Enough of that shit – let’s dive into the here and now.

My current situation is like this, okay? I love a great woman who, when I met her, didn’t look past me. No, she looked through me. She didn’t treat me like I was invisible. She didn’t just see my face, what I do, my persona and all that shit. No, she saw me, the real fuckin’ me, and took it with both hands, embraced me, broken and fucked up and all. Now, I won’t lie to ya. It took some time to get to that level, but she at least waited a bit before hearing me out. Alright, that isn’t actually true either. She tried to get rid of me a time or two, but I wouldn’t let her go. That doesn’t matter right now, though. The point is, she gave me a chance after seeing me completely, at face value.

That’s hard to do when a woman loves a man like me. I guess you could say I suffered a bit from a lack of self-awareness. That’s a psychological babble way of saying I’m a bullshitter and bullshit so much, I bullshitted my own goddamn self in the damn process. At one point in time, I had to do it just to make it, just to survive. If you don’t think you’re top shit, you’ll get trampled. That’s just God’s honest truth and I, my friends, and my family all stood on the same page, reading from the same book of life. I guess there’s comfort in numbers. For me to sign off on my dysfunction was just how the shit worked.

I have a close-knit gang around me, full of good friends and family, and I stay in my own fucked up world where we live by our own fucking rules, but when I’d step foot out of that ecosystem, these rules no longer apply. I ended up in someone else’s territory, and I didn’t like that…I didn’t like that at all. I had to learn this lesson the hard way…

I found out through this process of falling in love with this woman, I didn’t know myself as well as I thought I did and sometimes, being invisible is self-imposed. You see, the mask I put on protected me, and I’m all about self-preservation. I didn’t have to answer for anything. I didn’t have to defend myself, explain why I didn’t have this, didn’t like that, or was a certain way. I hated the very people that gave me the gift to remain quiet and unseen. I hated them for not taking notice of my so-called magnificence, and I hated them for at times calling me on it, forcing me to accuse them of being back-stabbing liars…

I guess that’s how life is sometimes. You wake up, thinking you know every goddamn thing, only to find out you don’t know shit at all. But the one thing I do know is this…

When you have someone good in your life, and they love you from the depths of their damn soul, despite these crazy regulations you impose on yourself and others, you gotta hold on to that son of a bitch. You gotta hold that woman tighter than you’ve held anything or anyone in your whole damn life. You gotta fight for her! I was born fighting; this shit is nothing new to me. I fought for the right to fucking breathe! I fought for some goddamn respect! I then fought a bit quieter behind some books, used my brain, learned a thing or two, but there were other fights to come as well. Those fights that weren’t as easy for me, fights that required more than just a 1-2 punch, they wouldn’t give me the TKO I yearned for, the one I needed. No, the shit was drawn out and painful, in a way I couldn’t imagine…but…it was worth it. Because you see, for the first damn time in my life, she gave me two things really worth fighting for…

Myself.

And Love.
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Chapter One
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Sean’s fatigued eyes fluttered suddenly open from the sound of the band Muse blasting the pounding beat of ‘Madness’. The tune came through crystal clear from his trusty iPad hooked up to a small set of dusky black cube shaped speakers he’d plucked from a half off bin in the twenty-four hour Walgreens one late evening. He stretched out, sprawled in the small living room of his dimly lit apartment. His contorted, half nude body jerked in an awkward, uncomfortable way, causing the dark, tawny split leather of his couch to moan and protest under his weight. Almost sucking and swallowing his own damn tongue, thick with the remnants of beer tang, he ran taut fingers along his stubble-covered jaw and peered at the red numerals on the rectangular digital clock setting atop the clear end table. They read 2:43 A.M.

“Shit…” he cursed in a whisper while he stood from the floor, unsteady, keeping quiet as if he were inside of a church and needed to watch his volume. His feet covered only in socks, he almost tripped over the things. One was partially pulled down, flopping, barely hanging on as he stomped about on his heel. He paused and stretched again, trying to make his damn muscles come alive, work and do their damn mission. Reaching up to his popcorn ceiling and yawning wide, he lifted an inch or two more from the tips of his toes, causing his calf muscles to pleasingly stretch and burn. Huffing, he trudged down the mud colored carpeted hallway, smashed from years of his hard, flat-footed steps. Short as an ass hair, the trek seemed to be five acres long as he toured his cramped apartment, barely keeping up until he’d reached the plywood door of his bedroom. Flinging the thing open, he clumsily flicked on the light, exposing the partially made bed, mostly covered with soiled workout clothing from the day before.

Smack dab in the middle of the faded emerald sheets sat his laptop, the apple icon on the back glowing like some beacon of hope to the tired and digitally hopeless. Pausing by the side of the bed, he grabbed the elastic of his black jogging pants, flung them down his aching legs and kicked the grimy garments across the room, causing the articles to land atop a heap of hardbound text books that threatened to topple over. He ran his fingers through his dark brown hair and carried his weary bones the rest of the way across the room, bunching a cheap muted orange throw rug from a yard sale with his choppy stride.

“Ahhhh,” he sighed as he fell atop the flattened pillow. He savored the promise of possible relief from the kiss of a good night’s sleep as Muse now serenaded him the cheeky, ‘Knights of Cydonia’. As he began to doze, his computer dinged with a sound like a microwave’s, as if a meal now awaited his pending consumption. He let his eyes flicker like a half dead bulb, hanging on to wakefulness, and flirted with the notion to ignore the email notification and go on about his sleepy way. Yet, it proved simply too tempting. Besides, he’d been waiting on the free tickets Kyle, his best friend, had promised him to the Yankees game. He had been checking his phone all damn night to no avail. On an aggravated huff, he sat up and ran his sluggish fingers along the keyboard, hoping for the guarantee of a white baseball flying midair, caught in his grip on live television. It sure would give him a reason to rejoice and not worry before wandering down Slumber Lane.

They play the Twins… Tickets can’t be that damn hard for him to get.

Yet, instead of his deepest athletic desires being granted, he was greeted with a pop-up window from a gorgeous blonde connecting on one of the many dating website profiles he’d created. His lips twisted and settled into an impish smirk as he sat back against his headboard and leisurely crossed his ankles, flexing his toes a time or two. Clicking on her photo, he read the beauty’s profile:

28, Single, and into the Nightlife. Just moved to New York from Maine. Wish to meet new people, especially tall men with big smiles and even bigger assets.

He shook his head in incredulity as he clicked through the stranger’s montage of salacious photos, growing instantly attached to one of her showcasing herself in a baseball snapback and lacey dark pink shirt. Before he could save the photo and add it to his desktop collection of ‘Hotties that wanna party’, the pretty little thing noticed he was online…

Hello…

The popup window caught him by surprise, making his heart jump a bit as his computer rang out, alerting him that the lady caller in question was on the typing prowl.

He lightly laughed and tapped his fingers against the keys.

Hello back…

What are you up to tonight? she asked, her icon picture featuring her in a heart shaped computer generated frame. The woman’s photo image stared back at him, drenched in flirtation as she sported a come hither look on her sultry face.

I was trying to get some sleep actually.

Oh, am I keeping you up?

Yeah, but maybe you’re worth my while, so don’t worry about it.

He decided to bypass the open segue into a sexual innuendo about her keeping him ‘up’ alright…

I’m a night owl. LOL, she added.

That reminds me of a good joke.

Really? What is it?

There was an atheist, night owl and dyslexic that stayed up all night arguing that there is no DOG.

…I don’t get it.

Natural blonde? he asked.

What?

Never mind…

Sean turned briefly away from his computer, gripped his forehead and sighed, resigned to the fact his budding hard-on was going to be challenged sooner rather than later.

I love your photos, and what you wrote on your profile. You’re really attractive, too. So what do you do for a living? she asked.

I work.

LOL. That’s good, but what do you do?

What does it matter?

He crossed his arms and sucked his teeth, needing a moment to pretend he was still interested in this damn conversation.

I don’t like bums.

He glared at the screen, uncrossed his arms and typed:

I don’t like gold diggers.

He was met with silence.

“I fucking hate online dating!” he swore aloud, scowling up at the ceiling. “Why do I keep doing this to myself?”

The woman didn’t close the chat box, and the silent netting continued to build and grow between them as if constructed by Charlotte’s web. This had been the story of his damn life as of late. Cute girl initiates contact. Cute girl thinks her face and pussy buy her a ticket into his pockets. Cute girl gets put on alert that Sean doesn’t shell out money to get laid. Cute girl gets her motherfucking feelings hurt.

End of discussion.

Good night. He gladly typed the two little words, wishing to not drag out the inevitable.

While she fished around for a response and definitely chatted with many men all at once to find her highest bidder, he’d decided to pull the plug on the whole sinking Titanic-like encounter. At this point, it felt like the ‘Ground Hog’ movie. The shit was redundant, and he’d had it up to here.

He slammed the lid to his computer closed, pushed the damn thing aside, and curled up into the fetal position, hands wedged between his thighs as he gave a farewell to his state of alertness and said ‘hello’ to a land full of irresistible Zzzzssss…
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The following morning…

“And you bet your fucking ass I did!” Sean cackled as he moved around his miniscule, cluttered kitchen, preparing to take care of his morning routines. The off white sink was chock full of filthy glasses with remnants of milk and chipped, spaghetti–sauce-stained ceramic plates donated from dear ol’ mom when he’d moved out all those years ago. “I told you that was my only damn day off, Kyle! Come on, man!” He wanted to beg, but he simply couldn’t stoop to that level, at least not today. The fucker knew how he felt about this game, which surely should’ve been enough to put some fire under the guy’s dragging feet.

“I got ’em, Mr. Mahoney!” Kyle teased, a carefree, easygoing flair in his tone—as if not a damn thing mattered in the whole world. “It’s a done deal. “Relaaaaxxxx! Just hold your horses!” His best friend snorted. “You’re becoming a real pain in the ass, ya know that, Sean? Hell, ya didn’t even ask me how my deal went!”

“How’d your deal go?” He reached for the green Palmolive soap and dabbed a bit along the thin cloth.

“Yeah, like you really care. That didn’t sound sincere.”

“Kyle, are you on your goddamn period? You wanna cuddle?” he teased, met with steely silence. “Sincere?” Sean scoffed. “You must be sitting over there with a tissue in your hand dabbing at tears while you watch Lifetime. Bitchified!” He cackled. “Gotta call the police. My boy Kyle here has been robbed of his X chromosome and his goddamn nuts!”

“Well, you didn’t even ask me about it. You knew it was important to me. All you wanted to talk about was the damn tickets.”

“I asked ya! Want to hear it again? I’ll send over a box of tampons to ya, too.”

“Yeah, yeah, very funny, man. Look, on a serious note, Sean, don’t you ever think about anyone else other than yourself anymore?”

“Of course I do. Don’t try to sidetrack this conversation; we were talking about baseball tickets first. And what the hell is that supposed to mean anyway? Yeah, I think about others!” He gulped, feeling a bit defensive once he realized Kyle was serious. This wasn’t some show. The discussion had turned down a dead end street, and he wanted out before it was too late.

“Sean, seriously! Let’s have a man to man, heart to heart, alright?”

“It’s too early for this shit…don’t have the time.” He turned on the kitchen faucet and rinsed the soap residue off his favorite Superman decorated cereal bowl. The cartoon etched along the thing had faded with time. Superman was slowly disappearing. What to do? What to do?

“You call me all the fucking time asking me to do this and that, just like with these damn tickets. You know I can get my mitts on them, man, but you never offer anything in return, Sean. You weren’t like this when we were kids. Maybe you’ve turned into an unappreciative, kick boxing fuckhead in your old age.” He laughed.

“Fuck you, man,” Sean chuckled as he sifted through his wooden rack of seasonings, looking for the black pepper he’d purchased a few days ago. “I do shit for you all the time. Like what about that discount gym membership I talked Tony into givin’ to you, huh? And what about those coupons I got from joining that cost-saver group, huh? I gotta pay dues; it’s a membership…like you need fuckin’ coupons you rich bastard… I’m the one that needs fuckin’ coupons!” he quipped.

“Yeah, but I gotta ask. It would be nice for a change to see you just give to someone without wanting anything in return like you used to is all.”

“You make me sound like a real selfish son of a bitch!”

“You are, just a nice son of a bitch.” Kyle laughed.

“Look, I got a big heart but I won’t be taken for a ride. People knock you around, mistake kindness for weakness ’nd shit. I gotta do what I gotta do.”

“Excuses…”

“Fine, I tell ya what, Mr. Humanity, the next person that asks me for somethin’, I will give it to them and just focus on what they want, no questions asked.”

“Oh, what complete bullshit!” The guy chortled.

“No, I’m serious. I won’t ask them for anything. I won’t even discuss myself and what I need back, none of that. My entire time talkin’ to them will be all about them. Good ol’ Sean won’t even enter the picture.”

“I bet you can’t do it,” Kyle blurted, catching his words on the toe of an urgent dare.

“I bet you I can!”

“Honor system? No bullshittin’?”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah! I wouldn’t have offered if I was going to lie about it, man!”

“Hey, that old collection of baseball cards you found that you gave me wasn’t worth shit. I only got like ten bucks for all of ’em.”

“I already told you that and there is even more proof right there that I do give you shit without you askin’!”

“That doesn’t count. You got it free and it’s from the fuckin’ trash.”

“I don’t give a shit if it’s from the inside of an alien’s pussy. It counts!”

“An alien’s pussy? Where the hell do you come up with this stuff, man?”

“From your mother. Anyway, the price of the stuff has hit the shitter. Number one, baseball cards aren’t worth what they used to be, and there was nobody in that collection anyone gave a damn about nowadays, and the condition was poor on the grade. Don’t you watch Pawn Stars?” Sean teased. “You think ya know everything though…probably wasn’t even worth the cost in gas!”

“It wasn’t.” His pal laughed. “I have you covered on the game though. Did you get finished with your training last night?”

Sean popped the refrigerator door open, exposing two freshly purchased cartons of eggs, a half emptied jug of Manta brand orange juice, an unopened package of maple cured bacon and three heads of lettuce, one of which was wilted. Cradling the phone under his chin, he reached inside with one hand, kicked the damn thing shut and placed a carton of eggs on the crowded counter space, shoving junk mail out of his way.

“Fell asleep on the damn couch, man. I’ve been exhausted. Between school, both jobs, trainin’ for this match at both gyms and other shit, I just barely got my paper finished. Oh, and check this out.” He snorted as he reached above his head, removed a small white bowl from an overhead cabinet, and cracked three eggs, tossing the shells inside of his trashcan over his shoulder like he was a damn Globetrotter. “I got this notice from this hot piece of ass online, right? Like two or three in the fuckin’ morning.” He grinned as he recalled her face, then poured the eggs into a hot pan over a thin layer of melted butter.

“Tell me more.” His friend said in a silly singsong voice fit for an infomercial. The lively traffic outside of the partially opened window almost covered the sounds of the morning news as the resident reporters on WABC-TV New York declared the high temperature for the day. On the ticker popped up headlines of the local Manhattan crimes and a ‘feel good’ story no one gave two toxic pigeon shits about.

“So, she gives me like a compliment or two, right? I knew she was a bobble head though, man.” He grinned as he took the handle of the pan and forced the eggs to run from side to hot side, coating them just so before he fried them to his liking. “And then, she did the shovel move, Kyle!”

“DUN! DUN! DUUUUUN! GOOOOOLD DIIIIIGGGGGUUUHHHH!”

They both yelled out at the same time, putting on a star performance of synchronized laughter.

“Gold digger I do deeee-clare!” he said in a high-pitched Southern style voice. “Her shovel wasn’t pulled out late in the game, so she must’ve been a novice. She did her digging early on, before I’d even gotten to like ’er.”

“On a scale from one to ten, what was she?”

“Ahhh, man,” Sean smirked as he cracked a few more eggs in a different skillet, whisked them hard and fast with his fork like he was mad at those jokers, making them fluff like buttery clouds and spin about in swirls of deep yellow amongst the clear, gloppy streaks. “About a seven I guess, maybe seven and a half… She was nice looking, but kinda young, too…not really my thing.”

“Not my thing? Who says a young, hot seven and a half isn’t their thing?”

“Me.”

“Yeah, cause you’re a fuckin’ cougar chaser, man! Who does that?!” Kyle teased. “You’ve always been this way. A damn wrinkle wrangler!”

“Screw you, man,” Sean laughed. “Look, I just like older women, alright? You should give it a try.”

“You must have mommy issues.” Kyle guffawed. “Nah, I’ll pass. Older women gotta lotta baggage.”

“Who the fuck doesn’t?” Sean shrugged, his brows dipped as he plugged his toaster in and removed the second hot pan from the electric heat, then turned off both eyes. “Shit, as crazy as the world is, it’s a damn surprise any of us leave it half sane. Seriously, you’re battin’ a thousand. You outta test out my theory.”

“I’ll just take your word for it.” His friend cackled. “I mean, yeah, I’ve seen some good lookin’ forty-year old ladies, some MILFs, if ya will. I’ve had sex with some too, wuddn’t too shabby… but a relationship? Ahhhh, I dunno about all of that…”

“I stopped taking your advice about the direction of my love life the night we double dated last year and your ex hooked me up with that damn psycho. Girlfriend rated, best friend approved. Fuck you a million times over for that shit, okay?”

“Huh? What psycho chick?”

“You really don’t remember?!” Sean paused, not willing to believe his damn ears. “You know! The vegan girl you hooked me up with who wanted me to sign a petition for the some shit called, ‘Goldfish have feelings, too’. Damn freak! Where do you find these fuckin’ people?!”

“Oh shit!” Kyle roared. “I forgot all about that!”

“I sure as hell didn’t,” he huffed. “She’s still calling me every now and again, too, even after I told her I was in an exclusive group called the Caveman Society.”

“The Caveman Society?”

“Yeah, I made the shit up…told ’er in this elite group we only eat raw meat straight off the bone, pulled with our bare hands.”

“You didn’t!” Kyle was no doubt turning red as he crowed on the other end while Sean relayed the story.

“Yeah, and I didn’t stop there, either. I told her that we wear fur and leather coats and get hard from the scent of animal flesh frying in hot grease with peppers and onions. Then, after a night of hunting stray cats with sling shots and BB guns, we jack off to National Geographic… the mating beavers are my favorite… like lesbian porn. She didn’t get it.”

“You fuckin’ sicko!” Kyle roared. “You need to be committed to Bellevue, man!”

“I’m done with online dating for real this time, man. I just can’t do this shit anymore.”

“Give me that girl’s profile name. Once she finds out I’m a broker, I bet I can make her dreams come true.”

“Yeah, until you walk away and she discovers you owe the national debt in student loans.” Sean goaded. “Damn it! My toast is burnt!”

“Enjoy your torched breakfast…gotta go, man.”

“Tha fuckin’ tickets, Kyle!”

“I got ya covered!” And the call ended.

Placing his cell phone on the top of the dust covered refrigerator, he made a mental note of where he’d laid the damn thing, knowing his tendency to lose track of his phone. As of late, he’d have to hop on his computer and send himself a text message so he could find the son of a bitch as he raced about in a damn panic, cursing and yelling along the way. He poured a tall glass of orange juice, took a quick sip, then set it down. Grabbing a white paper plate, he scooted his perfectly prepared eggs, two fried and two scrambled, onto it along with the blackened piece of toast. He set the plate on his uneven dining room table in a delicate way, as if it were a sight to behold. Making himself comfortable, he chugged away at his cool beverage while glaring at the television screen set against the far wall in his living room. On the news, they were broadcasting an item about some local marathon runners. He felt his eyes hooding, already tired, and the damn day had just begun.

Am I really that self-absorbed?

He took a bite of his toast, wincing from the burnt flavor as he moved the over-cooked bread around in his mouth, and forced the swallow.

I do crap for other people all the time, like this little league shit. Someone needed me, and I came through. Kyle is full of shit! He’s just tryna get me all riled up.

He scooped up a spoonful of eggs and slid it between his lips, worked it around then gulped, his thoughts still prisoner to his friend’s accusatory words.

Well, that’s for pay, though… It sure as hell isn’t free. Fuck. Maybe he’s right…

He shrugged.

Maybe I’ve been so busy with everything I’ve been tryna get done lately, I haven’t been considering other people.

Hmmmm…

He picked up his juice glass and took a sip, then set it down, contemplations filling the voids in his brain with something worthy of a promise, embarking on turning a new leaf.

Okay, I’ll keep my word. Yeah, the next time someone needs me, I’ll be there for ’em… I can do that. That’s the right thing to do. Yeah, of course it is… I’ll show that son of a bitch. I still give a damn about other people. I should wager a bet on this. Ahhh no, I can’t do that, that would defeat the whole point. Okay, I can do it. The next time someone needs me I’ll be there, no expectations, no compensation. Jesus, what if it’s Mom, though?! Oh, please God, I know we don’t talk often, but don’t have my mother call me and ask for anything, please. It’ll be about her wanting me to settle down and get married… I just won’t be able to do that! So if anyone but Ma calls, then I’m cool with it. God, I hate to put that sort of provision in there but I’m sure ya understand!
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Jasper Owens’ miniature little reddish brown mustache twitched like it was infested with bedbugs every time he opened his tiny tulip shaped lips. The eccentric millionaire made Treasure’s skin crawl, but she couldn’t help but be amused by his naturally shrill voice and the way he repeated what she said in his highfalutin’ British accent, as if she were somehow unclear and her words stated in a language she’d just invented on the spur of the moment.

“So you see, Ms. Chambers, although I do not cook, all of the equipment must be state of the art.” He lifted his chin high as his beady, dark brown eyes grew even darker, somehow shrouding his point in forbidden mystery of the utmost importance.

“Why of course, Mr. Owens.” She smiled pleasantly and nodded as she led him over to a gray and ebony granite display. “Here I have put together five different samples for your countertops. I would like to direct your attention to the Rustic River exotic stone sample,” She pointed to a rare and beautiful slab with swirls of bluish gray along a pale yellow backdrop. “And here we have Blue Eyes material, out of the Arctic Plains. It is the type of granite which I am certain would not only meet your discriminatory tastes and criteria, but be a focal point of conversation for your house guests, for months on end.” He nodded in agreement as he slicked his slender index finger along the shiny surface, giving it the once over. Just then, her cell phone rang. She leered down at the thing, trying her damnedest to keep a smile on her face, when all she truly wanted to do was scream a series of colorful expletives.

“Mr. Owens, please take a look at the other mockups, and share your thoughts. I need to take this call but will only be a minute.”

“Fine, but please hurry. I don’t have much time.” He huffed as he averted eye contact, keeping his sights upon the majestic and obscenely expensive prototypes. She turned her back, her heels clicking noisily along the floor as she carted herself away, out of earshot of any wandering eavesdroppers in the vast warehouse.

“I’ve asked you to not call me during working hours unless it is an emergency,” she began, not wasting a second with the unceremonious greeting. She’d had about enough of Jackson, and had made that clear without a shadow of a doubt; however, he still pushed against her clearly defined boundaries as if they were designed to be overthrown, stomped on, and pulverized.

“Look, I need you to keep the kids this weekend,” he panted, as if his mere call was a favor. She could envision the man twirling about in his oversized leather chair behind his desk, the big window to his back, showcasing all of Manhattan as if he were some urban God. “Something has come up.”

“You mean something has come down, right? Like another whore’s panties on your behalf.”

“Not this shit again…”

“No, this is your weekend to spend time with your children, Jackson! Remember them? You have a sixteen-year-old son and a fourteen-year-old daughter! Would you like to see their birth certificates to help jog your memory?”

“I don’t need this crap right now, Treasure. I can’t have them over this weekend, okay?! I have a really big case to prepare for on Monday, and I will be working on it the entire time, non-stop. This is serious.”

“And so are Brian and Asia. This is the third time in a row you’ve come up with an excuse that surrounded work. Where are your priorities? You haven’t seen them in two months! Do you even know what’s going on with your kids anymore, Jackson? Do you even care?!” She quickly glanced over her shoulder, hoping and praying her raised voice didn’t meet the sensitive ears of Mr. Owens, though he seemed a million miles away in thought, and distance.

“I’m working like this to keep you and the kids in that damn house! With as much alimony as I’m payin’ you, you’d think you could cut me a damn break.”

“You really are unbelievable! Alimony can’t replace a hug from a father to his children. Fine, Jackson, skip out on your children again. I’m done lying to them on your behalf, though. I’ve been covering for you, and now I’m done with that!” She quickly ended the call and made her way back over to her client who was now twirling one end of his mustache, reducing it to paper-thin consistency, angled into a tight, pointy tip.

“I’ve made a decision,” he said sternly as he rocked back on his thick, shiny brown heels, his hands pushed deeply into his pants pockets as if he were some world-renowned speaker in a jam-packed auditorium.

“Wonderful.” She smiled from ear to ear, folding her hands dexterously over her milk chocolate cake colored skirt. “Which one did you choose?”

“None of them. I wish to see the quartzite tile catalog!” he declared, throwing his hands in the air as if this was something she’d wished to hear.

Her entire body burned as if the bowels of hell became her internal inferno. The heat began its rapid trek from the bottom of her freshly pedicured feet until the blaze rushed to her ears, scorching them so, no doubt turning them freshly pricked blood red. Surely, profuse swirls of smoke were tumbling out of her eardrums, as if she were some cartoon maniac that had transformed into the Tasmanian Devil. She’d spent literally hours with the man, going over this and that, trying to speak reason into him, but she finally gave into his demands at his insistence that granite countertops were his best option. She assured him that with a house like his, he’d probably prefer the quartzite catalog, but no, he’d insisted on seeing the granite samples—noting that it was just as good, and he knew what he wanted and refused to be swayed by her words of discouragement.

She’d worked with the bastard several times in the past, and knew his taste just as well as her own. Despite that, he insisted on taking her through these changes, time and again, wasting valuable energy, and she simply had no more on reserve. He looked about the place, his chin raised high once more and his attentions elsewhere, as if he’d done nothing the least bit wrong. Her fingers juddered, just like his damn mustache. She wanted to reach out and rip the grotesque thing clean off his face in one violent swoop.

Now, three unrecoverable hours later, the man switched directions as if he were doing the Cha-Cha Slide; only there was no happy-go-lucky beat. The bastard made a U-turn on a rocky mountain road, dragging her by the hair down his twisted path of nonsense. In that moment, she fantasized about wrapping her hands around his number two pencil thin neck, and squeezing the very life out of him! She could almost envision his beady eyeballs popping out of his damn skull, and his little stupid facial hair twitching, moving about like a playground seesaw gone wild as he gasped for air…but no, she’d squeeze and squeeze a bit more until she’d had her fill.

“Ms. Chambers. Ms. Chambers?! Shall you direct me to the quartzite?” he interrupted her fantastical trance, slicing it in half with the shrillness of his voice.

Bastard. The damn daydream was getting oh…so…good.

“…Why, of course, Mr. Owens. Right this way.” She gave a sleight of hand, observed him turn on his heels like a soldier and saunter off, as if he ran the show, the after-party, and the groupies at the hotel. Walking steadily behind him, she glared at his small, lemon shaped head as it bobbed about, to and fro, the tip of it pointy, covered in a smattering of dull brown hair that shone slightly under the showcase lights. She had a desire for a big glass of lemonade right at that moment, fresh fucking squeezed…

[image: ‡]‡

[image: Gloves]


Chapter Two
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“That’s right, baby!” Sean laughed. With two fingers placed between his lips, he whistled loudly before erupting into an avalanche of clapping while watching nine-year-old Jacob steal second base like the damn star that he was. The Manchester Monsters Little League Team was kicking butts and taking names thus far, and he was beyond thrilled to see all of his hard work paying off. The gig didn’t pay much, but he was rewarded in other ways—the kids were finally winning, and smiles stayed on their faces more times than not. He’d been called in after another abysmal season, begged to do his friend Anthony this big favor. The engagement would only last for one month and a half while the man went on some extended business trip. In exchange, he was given a meager weekly check, but he was having so much fun, it didn’t even matter. He took the job as temporary Assistant Coach, and after forcing the team to do rigorous outfield drills that the little guys moaned and groaned about, he saw a definite improvement.

He turned his back for a moment to stifle a yawn and caught the eye of a woman sitting on the metal bleachers, her shapely legs, clad in tight blue jeans, crossed, and an oversized light pink hoodie covering her chest. It didn’t hide her beauty regardless of the thing partially cloaking a portion of her dark, slightly wavy hair. An unmistakable flirtatious smirk lined her face as their eyes locked. He looked away, placing his attention back toward the field, yelling and screaming his borderline inappropriate urgings right along with the parents and opposing team. The score was 3 to zilch, with only a few minutes left in game. He tried to keep focused, but someone kept calling out to him, a voice like that of a hummingbird, and it simply wouldn’t cease.

“Coach Mahoney!”

He heard it a bit louder that time, and slowly turned his head in the direction of the voice, finding the source to be the dark-haired beauty wrapped in pink. Now standing on her feet, her hands framing her mouth in a makeshift megaphone, she gave it another go.

“I’m kinda in the middle of something right now,” he announced. He couldn’t believe it. What the hell was wrong with people? Couldn’t she wait to say whatever it was she had to say, dammit?

Yeah, she was hot, hotter than an egg frying in the middle of the desert. To add to that sweltering pot, the foxy vixen was just his type, but the rudeness she demonstrated left a bad taste in his mouth, much worse than the warm beer he’d left by the side of his bed that he’d guzzled earlier that morning. He’d downed it with a couple Tylenol due to laziness and lack of forethought. Regardless, it served its purpose.

Soon the game was over, and the sweaty boys gathered around him, their grimy faces covered in the grins that only winning could administer. He’d all but forgotten about the attractive woman until he felt a light tap on his shoulder.

“Hey,” she said, her shoulders slumped, now looking suddenly bashful. The sun had disappeared, leaving everyone under the kiss of an overcast haze. He peered up into the clouds, suspicious of rain, and could almost smell the shit in the air. He had a love hate relationship with rain. It ruined things, but made things grow, too. Parents made mad dashes to their children, surrounding them with hugs, praises and pointers of unsolicited advice for the next go round. It had been a good game, and a great day.

“I’m Lance’s mom.” She grinned a bit brighter, as if that news within itself should make his day.

“Lance? Oh yeah!” He chuckled. Lance preferred to be called by his nickname, ‘Tiger Blood’. The strawberry blond-haired boy hated his damn name so much that he’d balk and stomp about every time it was called. Once the other children got wind of his annoyance, of course they stuck it to him even harder, saying his name in a sing-song way over and over again. So, it was time for a change. This change revolved around the kid having the heart of a wild animal on the damn loose, a one-day furlough to wreak havoc. That was paired with a comment from Coach Davis a few weeks back when he’d made a joke that Lance had ‘Tiger Blood.’ The shit stuck and the boy liked it. “Tiger Blood he is…”

“Yeah.” She laughed lightly, bringing him out of his remembrances as she cocked her head to the side, her shimmery blue eyes sparkling a bit brighter. “I just wanted to thank you for talking to him last week. He was kinda bummed out.”

“Oh, no problem.” Sean threw up his hand and shook his head. “He’s a really good kid…and he’s improved so much.”

She nodded in agreement, seemingly lost in thought. They both turned in the direction of the boy, who was huddled with two others as they gripped sopping wet bottles of purple Gatorade and tipped the things to their mouths in celebration.

“Um, sorry about interrupting you earlier. I was tryna talk to you before he came over, but—”

“It’s cool…”

“Thanks,” she offered a nervous laugh and rubbed her hands together, fingers painted in red polish. “I hope you don’t mind, but I kinda inquired about you.”

“Inquired about me?” His brows dipped a bit as he crossed his arms over his chest. “I…I don’t follow what you mean by that.”

“I mean.” She glanced back over at Lance, then back toward him, her eyes narrowing just so. “Asked if you were married, single, you know…” Her lips curved slightly upward.

He warmed to the realization of what the hell was playing out, hooked his newfound understanding on a smirk as he looked back over at the small huddle of boys who were now approaching them.

“Ahhhh, I see.” He shot her a lazy glance.

“You’re not making this easy,” she said, chuckling lightly. “I was just wondering if—”

“Hey.” He put his hand up. “Let me say this super fast before he overhears.” He shot a look back over at the boys then back at her. “I think you’re extremely attractive, you might be real nice, too, but I wouldn’t feel comfortable going out with one of my player’s moms. I know I’m just a temp, but they’ve gotten to know me. It doesn’t seem right, ya know?” He winced, hating that he had to do it, especially as he surveyed her luscious lips…

Oh, this hurts!

He had an urge to bite his own damn fist to stifle a lust-filled scream, and didn’t miss her reddened complexion, as she no doubt fought for a way out of the awkward ordeal. It sure as hell wasn’t his intention to turn her down.

“Yeah, I can understand that,” she said in a resigned tone but keeping the smile, though now it was at half-mast.

“Hey, Mom! Hey, Coach Mahoney!” Lance called out as he drew closer, a look of satisfaction on his face.

“Hi, babe!” she shouted with exaggerated enthusiasm, no doubt grateful for the ‘out.’ She took her boy in her arms, leaning low to kiss the top of his hair. When she rose, Sean was there waiting. Slanting in close to her, he whispered ever so quietly in her ear,

“…If I weren’t the coach, and you weren’t his mom, trust and believe, I would’ve taken you up on your offer before you could even get the damn words out.” He loved how she reddened once again, this time the expression paired with one of the most beautiful smiles he’d ever seen.

See, Kyle? I’m not a jackass…

“Hey everybody!” he shouted out, taking a few steps away from her. “Tomorrow, Coach Davis needs you on the field at 5:00 sharp. Great job tonight!”

He said goodbye to his team, waved and turned on his heels to race home. He had an online exam in less than an hour, and hoped and prayed he’d do alright on the damn thing. His anxiety knotted up inside him, twisting about as if made of cheap yarn in his gut as he reached his black Nissan Altima and slid inside. As he pulled away from the curb, he wished he could duplicate himself, morph into a few clones so he could get everything done in record time. In less than seven hours, he’d have to be up at the crack of dawn, ready for work. For a moment, he felt sorry for himself. Had the whole damn world paid him a visit, perched on his shoulders, bearing down ready to shit a ridiculous load upon him, as if he didn’t already have enough trouble? But then, just like that, he pulled out of the dark deliberations, and gave himself an internal pep talk.

Look, you’re almost done with school, your bills are paid, this little league shit is just for fun—and at least you’re helpin’ somebody.

He hated how Kyle’s words still stung long after the delivery, and he’d kept thinking about them from time to time each day that passed. He always considered himself a generous guy—the one that would give his shirt off his back to others. He’d been told by his big cluster of friends that he was a bighearted person…but was that just compared to them? Truth was, he realized time was slipping by, and he wasn’t taking chances anymore. He wasn’t living, he wasn’t dreaming big. He stood stuck, trapped, and worst of all, he hadn’t even realized it until Kyle called him out on his egotistical ways. The whole world revolved around him, just like a baseball spinning in the air, but he seemed to have blinked one second too long and missed the entire beauty of it all. He sat there in that car for a bit longer, thinking about the shit he wanted in life, and how now he was 34, and still trying to figure it all out.

This is fucked up. Maybe my ex-girlfriend was right…maybe I am childish…

Maybe Kyle was right too. Maybe I’m selfish, only thinking about my own needs and myself…

This made a hell of a wake-up call. He pulled himself out of the funk once more, and concentrated on the here and now.

Your damn team won again…

You still appeal to the ladies. That’s a damn plus. You just got hit on by a babe for God’s sake, and she actually looked like somethin’ and may have even had a good head on her shoulders.

He nodded to himself, agreeing with his thoughts as he mentally patted himself on the back.

He was good, yeah…everything would be just fine, right? No one said the road to reaching goals would offer a smooth ride. Matter of fact, it seemed the more he drove, the more dips, turns and curves he encountered.

I just need to be grateful there is a clear, definable path in the first damn place. It could be worse. What if I didn’t have a map?

He turned the key in the ignition, and headed on his way…
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“Brian.” Treasure tossed the ivory and red-checkered dishtowel on the nearby kitchen table. “I told you to be home by nine. What time is it?” She sucked her teeth as she leaned back against the pantry counter and crossed her arms and ankles. The boy had been trying her to the tenth degree, making a mockery of her rules, her judgment, and her laws of the damn house. “I said, what time is it?!”

The tall, lanky boy with skin the color of a snickers bar and loose, wild, curly hair gripped the straps of his navy blue backpack that hung slack along his body. The damn thing looked as if he were in the midst of removing it, letting it fall to the floor. He smirked and clicked his tongue against his inner cheek as he peered down at the ground, his dark brown eyes turning into sleepy slits.

“This isn’t funny. Is something funny, Brian?” she snapped. Weeks of his insubordination, sassy mouth and disrespect had come to a head. The workweek sucked. Matter of fact, very little had gone right in the past few days at all. Home was supposed to be a haven, only her own child was making it hell.

“Nah…” He laughed lightly, exposing an off-white wad of gum pushed to the side of his mouth, then smacked on it a time or two.

“Look at me when I’m speaking to you!”

He slowly raised his head, and his cool, cocoa colored eyes, devoid of concern and care, focused upon her as if she were a mere image conceived from his imagination. Her heart skipped a damn beat, and then another. Inside of his heated glare she saw and felt hatred conceive and emerge. It drifted off his core like a wave of heat, skirted across the room in a zigzag snake like fashion, and bit her smack dab in the soul. She’d never seen her own flesh and blood regard her that way. His words could’ve never been so cruel, but his look upon her, one of regret, disdain and angst, made her feel as if she were losing her first born, and there wasn’t a damn thing she could do about it. Regardless, she stayed the course, refusing to let him off the hook.

“It’s 10:43. I got home ’round 10:32.” He held onto his sly smirk—held on so tightly to it, one would think it was permanently adhered to his damn face.

“Brian, I’m tired of you treating this house, my rules and me like some game. You’re grounded this entire week, and the upcoming weekend, too!” She turned away, facing the sink as she prepared to wash the dishes.

“What?!” he yelled out, suddenly showing emotion, giving a damn. “You can’t do that!”

“Oh, I can’t? I just did!” She cast him a heated glare from over her shoulder. “Now go do your homework and I mean, only homework. No Facebook, no Pitter, no—”

“Twitter…”

“I don’t care what it’s called! No video games, nothing!” She completely stopped what she was doing and faced him, scratched the side of her nose then extended one slightly wet hand, palm up. “And give me your phone.”

He scowled at her once again, then his expression softened in perplexity. It was as if he were nestled close to the prickly flesh of bewilderment. His expression reminded her of the one Mr. Owens had, as if her words suddenly caused him to require the services of a translator.

“You heard me, hand it over!”

“This is so stupid! I hate living here with you…dealin’ with this dumb ass shit!” He slicked his hand into his pocket, gripped the thing, and tossed it onto the table.

“What…did you say…to me?!” she said between clenched teeth as she approached him in jerky movements. Her entire body shook while she wrestled with the temptation to smack him clear across the room, force him to land in the backyard, pushing up daisies from her angry might. He looked back down at the floor, refusing to repeat the declaration.

“Don’t you ever use that language with me again!” Her voice vibrated as she pointed in his face, only an inch or two away from his nose. “And just for that outburst, instead of your phone being returned in a few days, as I had originally planned, I will have it for the rest of this week and toss something else I bought, here?! You’ll find yourself with nothing in your room, not even that bed. All that will be there shall be you! Now get out of my face, and take the trash out!”

His full lips parted and his dark, thick brows dipped so low, they formed the letter ‘V’ across his scrunched up forehead. He turned and stormed away as she rotated back toward the sink, gripping the edge of the counter. Her knees slightly trembled, and she flirted with the possibility of collapsing from emotional exhaustion, right then and there. An angry tear escaped her eye as she plunged her hands in the water, meticulously going over a small glass as her daydreams and worries married one another, creating a mental collage of unwanted odds and ends with dashed hopes and aspirations swirling around them like wounded moths to a dying flame.

I’m so very tired…

She sniffed, trying to keep more tears at bay.

I can’t be that boy’s mom and his daddy, too…I just can’t.

After a few moments, she’d finished her evening chores and poured herself a glass of Sojourn Sellers Sonoma Coast Pinot Noir, all the way to the silver trimmed rim. Leaning against the kitchen wall, she heard several doors opening and slamming as Brian undoubtedly slung his frustrations around, along with the plastic, industrial gray cans lined against the curb of their Larchmont Manor home in Westchester County. There was no way she could afford the place on her Interior Designer salary alone, regardless of her excellent wage. The alimony checks kept them going. As far as her work, it was her dream. She’d been doing her job as a contractor for years, establishing herself, letting the world know that she could turn their shabby dive into something classy and chic. Unfortunately, life wasn’t so easy to revamp and decorate…

Life could get messy. Dirty. Unkempt and vile.

As part of the divorce settlement, she was able to keep the family home, and all essential bills associated with the property, paid on a monthly basis as her top notch high powered attorney ex-husband moved to Manhattan and settled into his elaborate bachelor pad…with many of her one-of-a-kind designs. She’d spent practically every single cent she’d squirreled away years later getting a decent advocate to protect her from the influential man. Jackson was a shark of a lawyer, and few wanted to tangle with him, let alone touch the details of the man’s divorce. However, with the assistance of her best friend Erin’s connections, she’d lucked out and found an attorney that not only took her case, but also seemed to delight in the opportunity. Jackson hadn’t expected such a turn of events, and much to her surprise, he stopped fighting and threw up his hands, stating he didn’t want to take their children through anything else. She knew better; he simply wanted to save face. Regardless, the ending proved bittersweet.

Treasure settled into a cream colored chair in the parlor, crossed her long legs, and took delicate sips from her wine glass, her favorite burgundy silk robe cool against her skin. Her nerves were so wound up and tight, trying to find any semblance of a peaceful existence seemed damn near impossible. Her daughter, Asia, was settled in her bed, fast asleep no doubt, and Brian was now back inside of the house, making as much noise as humanly possible to let her know just how much she was detested at that moment in time. She shrugged her shoulders and took another sip from the glass, hoping and praying that tomorrow would be at least slightly better than today.

Hey, it never hurt to dream big…
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Larchmont Manor stood eighteen miles away from reality; at least that was what Sean believed as he wrapped his grubby gloves around a tin trashcan filled to the brim with the odds and ends that rich people no longer wanted. It wasn’t that far from Midtown, Manhattan, nestled between ‘Rich People Privilege’ Drive and ‘Money To Burn’ Boulevard. The place was particularly known, however, for a Yacht Club that boasted of extreme exclusivity. The place was surrounded by water, lending way to a bunch of aquatic sport fanatics who made a lot of money and spent it just as fast. Overpriced historic shops and eateries that pretended to be kissed by small town charm made his blood boil. It was one big fucking lie. The place reeked in his mind, and it wasn’t because of their rubbish.

There was nothing ‘cutesy’ about it—the shit stunk of old and new blood money, all tangled together like a bunch of antediluvian boating knots. The ‘Have’ and ‘Have Nots’ knew which end of the pier they stood on, and it was above everyone else, looking down and over at the rest of the world with their noses jammed in the air. The whole damn village was pretentious, snooty and élite. The only thing he saw as worthy were the tree-lined streets, a nice break from the brick, mortar and concrete that surrounded him on a daily basis back home. Another perk was, the pickings were good…

It did afford him to find something worth a dollar or two on occasion; so much so, he sporadically sold the shit on eBay to supplement his income. This was his tenth month in the area after he replaced Daniel Parker, a hefty guy with the personality of a dead squid who’d quit Johnny on the spot once his SSI checks kicked in.

With his ear bud headphones securely pressed in his ears, he drifted back into the task at hand and simply did his job. The stormy melodies of Cypress Hill, ‘How I Could Just Kill a Man’, played until the tune transitioned into the upbeat harmony of Foster the People, ‘Don’t Stop’. Bobbing his head along to the catchy song, he held tight to the slowly moving truck, hitching a ride to the next turn, right down Lyons Place. As they stopped and moved up the roadway, he’d wave here and there as if he were the attraction in the Macy’s parade. Men and women dressed in freshly dry-cleaned business suits slid their overpaid asses into their expensive cars and undoubtedly forgot about seeing him as fast as their wave dissipated.

Invisible.

Ya think ya doin’ me uh favor by waving, don’t cha? Think that’s your good deed of the goddamn day? Fuck you.

He smirked as he hauled another trashcan from the sidewalk, this time with a bit more oomph as he turned the damn thing upside down and watched the wrinkled and smashed contents spill inside the angry, stinking mouth of the electronic metal beast. Moving a bit farther up the street, he came across the vocational bane of his existence—a sprawled fucking mess. The cans were set topsy-turvy, some with the lids half off and others with jagged things sticking out of them, as if wooden arms were stretching up toward the sky begging to be struck by lightning.

“Look at this shit!”

Broken glass, posts with mangled, jutted nails and other tetanus shot worthy items were there for his viewing dis-pleasure.

“It’s always one! I’d be likely to get an infected wound with a complimentary doctor’s visit co-pay!” Not only that, he’d have to shell out funds for a drugstore prescription too…but this was not as uncommon as he’d like.

“Fuck! I hate when they do this shit,” he continued to complain as he waved toward the front of the truck to the driver. “Yo’, Roy, stop a minute, man. Gotta leave a damn note.” The driver nodded, put the thing in park and rested his hands on the steering wheel. Sean ensured the break lights appeared before jumping off the back of the damn vehicle, slamming down onto the dark gray rubber of his soles, previously white, now tarnished with time and gunk. The bottoms of his feet burned from the harsh impact, but he paid it little mind. He rushed across the sidewalk, picked up each can, his chin raised high to avoid getting scraped in the face from all the serrated debris, then slammed the things back down, now empty, in their proper spot. Slicking a pad of paper out of his jumpsuit pocket, he gripped an old BIC ink pen with one hand and filled out a company Post-It note:

Larchmont-Mamaroneck Joint Sanitation Commission:

Address: 25 Lyons Place

Reason for notification: Trash is not confined in containers properly and exceeds weight requirements. Please note, this serves as a warning. We reserve the right to refuse to remove rubbish due to a hazard to ourselves and/or violations of the Larchmont-Mamaroneck Joint Sanitation Commission laws and bylaws.

He scribbled his name beneath the hand-written information, dated it, then slapped the orange sticker onto the side of the dented, plastic can that smelled of old chicken noodle soup and rotten beef guts. Jumping back on the vehicle, he rode shotgun, holding onto the steel grip as he bobbed his head to his music, enchanted, delighted, removed from the situation and place via the tunes of one of his favorite bands. Best thing ever to quiet his savage inner beast…
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“He looks like a duck.”

“Oh stop it, Treasure! Look, Quincy and I thought you two would hit it off, be real compatible. He is divorced as well, has an adult daughter, and makes a good living. Besides, looks aren’t everything.”

“No, you’re right, they aren’t, but he has also only talked about himself this entire damn time, Erin. I guess since these stories he shares are from his own personal life. We could title those, ‘Duck Tales’…”

Erin cackled on the other end of the phone, though she knew her friend was serious and wanted her to give the man a fighting chance. Treasure sat in the quasi-dark restaurant, set aglow with vibrant candlelight, a romantic dream. Only, she was alone, waiting for her blind date to return from the restroom…no doubt ruffling his fowl-like feathers in the latrine.

“This is one case where I wish I’d been deserted. I hope he bailed on me, Erin, flew the coop!”

“Treasure, I refuse to laugh, do you hear me? Now you stop this.” The woman sounded about as sincere as a prostitute begging a john to keep his money.

“If he left out the back door of the kitchen…maybe the chefs caught him and cooked him up? Me paying the duck bill would still be well worth it.”

“Treasure, he is a good person! I refuse to be a part of this terrible conversation.” She could tell the woman was chewing on the end of a guffaw, but refused to let it out of her mouth since the man was a friend of her family. “Now listen, you are really acting up. Stop being so negative! Look, it’s been a long time since you’ve been on a real date…not this crazy stuff where you meet a guy and he tries to have sex with you then runs off. It’s time for you to get out and live a little, have some gentlemanly company. You’re only forty-three years old!”

“Forty-two. You aren’t slick Erin, tryna age me a bit faster so you can feel cuter.” Her girlfriend burst out laughing.

“Anyway, why give up on a love life now?”

“I have a boyfriend named Bob that causes me no grief. He costs me approximately three dollars a month.”

“In batteries?”

“You got it. My Battery Operated Boyfriend is wonderful.” She smirked. “I’m just tired of this, Erin.” She looked around the restaurant, and her heart sank a bit…so many couples. So many smiles across strange faces… “Another reason is because I no longer have the patience to deal with this mess, girl. And besides, the men out here are so full of themselves…the Quentins of the world are long gone. Your husband is a rare breed. Knowing my bad luck, I’ll end up with another Jackson.”

“No, trust me, there is only one Jackson. That sort of bastard only comes around once in a lifetime. The devil needs him on the main line. He is a rare breed,” Erin teased, bite in her sardonic tone.

“You can say that again.” Treasure smirked. “Oh, gotta go. Here he waddles and quacks now, he is about that Pond Life.”

“Stop it!” Erin burst out laughing. “And stop using all that crazy jargon from Asia and Brian…so silly. Call me when you get home.”

“If I have it my way, that’ll be in five minutes. If he tries to kiss me goodnight, I’ll be duckin’ and dodgin’.”

“Goodbye, Treasure!” Erin disconnected the call.

“Sorry to keep you waiting,” Disney’s Donald, also known as Trevor, said smoothly.

He’s gotta voice for radio, and a face, too…

“Oh, no problem.” She picked up her glass of wine and gave it another swig, fighting the overwhelming longing to gulp the entire thing down like a damn Jell-O shot from her college days, but decided against it.

I know I’m no model, but this right here is abusive. What did I do to deserve this? Does he want me to toss him bread and crackers?

The man started to talk again, and he picked up right where he left off, much to Treasure’s chagrin.

“So, as I was saying.” He laughed garishly as he slicked his hand across his beige lapel. She strained in the dimness to see if she could catch any webbing on his fingers. “I’ve worked there for over twenty years, twenty-three to be exact. Now how many men do you know that have the same job they got right out of college that much time after?” He nodded at her, his deep-set eyes hooded, as if she were to suddenly grow moist in the crotch at his vocational revelations. Instead, she shook her head, leaned forward, and gripped her wine glass with both hands as if it were a bowl of chowder. She looked into the glass, sloshing the contents a bit as she turned it from one side to the other, trying to wish the damn thing into something else, make it morph into a magical genie vase and grant her wish to disappear into thin damn air.

“And I decided at this time, you know, hey? I said to myself, just because one woman didn’t appreciate you doesn’t mean others won’t. Hell, I’m a great catch and I know it.”

…Yeah, for culinary experts…Maybe for a French chef wishing to make foie gras…

“Now, I was impressed with what Erin and Quincy said about you. You’ve got a successful business as a decorator and—”

“Interior designer…I’m an interior designer, Trevor.” She threw on a smile and winked, suddenly feeling the liquor putting her at ease.

“Yeah,” he dismissed. “Interior Designer, and Quincy said you had some celebrity clients.” He raised a brow as if he didn’t quite believe the hype.

…And this is the part where he asks like who…Finally! It gets back around to me, well, in a roundabout way. I now will have the floor to talk.

“And now, you can add my name to the list!” He pointed at himself and gave a light chuckle.

…And I was wrong. So you ARE Donald Duck! Erin, your butt is mine. You and Quincy will pay dearly for this mess!

“You see, I’ve done some modeling and voice over work for many local commercials and it just so happens…” He looked down shyly at the table, as if he were almost embarrassed about his great fortune, “I want my master bedroom redone. I’d like to see your portfolio first, of course…”

“Of course.”

I imagine he’d like the walls to be painted with cattail plants and lily pads for when his frog friends come over to play…

She rolled her eyes and jetted her hand in the air, frantically waving the waitress down. The woman approached her, and before she could say a word, Treasure blurted, “I want the entire bottle of this.” She pointed to her empty glass, tapping it with her index finger, creating a clinking sound as if to make an announcement. “Not a refill, not another glass or two more, no ma’am. I want the whole thing, thank you and please hurry.”

She didn’t miss the way the Trevor’s beak dropped open, as if he were clearly dealing with someone uncouth. She smiled wide at him and lifted her glass in the air as if to make a toast, when she actually no longer gave a crap.

I bet his favorite show is the one about those racist wannabe hillbillies, ‘Duck Dynasty’…

“Trevor, I wish to thank you for your company this evening and also for being our designated driver.”

“Erin didn’t say you drank like a fish.” He laughed a bit, making it sound cheery, though his furrowed brows showed the truth. He was disgusted with her.

Mission accomplished.

…And Erin didn’t tell me you looked like marine life. So I guess we are one and the same, Quackenstein…

I hope that with enough liquor, I can forget the whole goddamn night!

“Cheers!”
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Chapter Three
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“No Mom, it’s business development and marketing,” Sean stated as he sat in the living room amid an endless collection of colorful International cuckoo clocks that threatened to all chime at the same exact time and scare him half to death. He was camped out in his parents’ home in Queens, Sunnyside, and being home with the ‘old people’ always made him feel a bit more grounded.

“Yeah?” she said in a jovial tone, her face full of surprise as if he’d not declared it to her a million times before.

“Yeah, I’m almost done, too.” He relaxed back in the over-stuffed navy blue chair with snow-white doilies on the arms. “Got like a little over six months to go.” He glanced lazily around his parents’ home that they’d moved into ten years earlier, then turned his attention back toward the television.

“And what are you gonna do with a Business Development Marketing degree, pretty boy?” his older brother by one year chided as he slumped on the couch, gripping a condensation covered can of Miller-lite beer. He gripped the metal tab with two fingers and pulled it back, then brought the can to his tooted lips while simultaneously eyeballing him from the side.

“Ball it up tight and shove it up your ass, Colin, that’s what I’m gonna do with it.” Sean grinned as he got up and joined the bastard on the couch.

“Sean, don’t use that sorta talk in front of your mother,” his father barked from the small kitchen area, hidden from everyone’s eyes and no doubt fixing himself a large plate of leftovers, without offering a single bite to another living soul.

“Sean, you really should eat something,” his mother offered. She sat right across from them in her oversized tangerine and yellow floral housecoat, seemingly reading his mind. “If you ask me,” she looked at the two of them from over her thin-rimmed, shiny green glasses, “you’re lookin’ a bit on the thinner side these days.”

“Thinner side?! Mom, are you losin’ your mind?” His brother flicked his thumb in Sean’s direction as if trying to hitch a ride. “This big bastard right here?! I got some bad news for ya, Mom. Your youngest son here is on some damn steroids.” He hooted. “Sean is a muscle head that eats steroids for breakfast, lunch and dinner!”

“Star-roids?!” She reared back in her seat, her thin lips parted, utter disbelief imprinted on her face. Running her small fingers over the tiny, sparkly white buttons of her gown, she leaned forward and molded her tone around a hushed whisper…as if their home was bugged from the C.I.A. “Aren’t those illegal? You don’t take star-roids do ya, Sean? They’re bad for you, you know!”

“Stair-roids, Kathy?! They’re called steroids, for goodness sake!” their father called out from the kitchen, this time sounding as if his mouth was stuffed with everything he could find inside the jam-packed refrigerator.

“Ma, I don’t take steroids, and for douchebag here’s information, I am getting this degree so that I can be a construction company consultant or on-site contractor. Ya see, different companies would hire me to help them grow their business or I could even be hired by one company, and just assist solely with their marketing needs. I used to work construction jobs part time, remember? It’s a much needed, highly sought after field right now, and I can go to all sorts of places around New York, helping some of these construction firms better market themselves.”

“So it’s like sales?” His mother winced as if sunlight were suddenly in her green eyes as she picked up her glass of iced tea from the rusty iron TV tray. The thing depicted a bottle of classic Coca Cola being held by a smiling white polar bear.

“Well, kinda, yeah, but it is about helping them get new clients by putting themselves out there more, ya know? I’d be constantly studying the market and trends in various areas, not just New York, but globally. I’d give them advice on how to promote themselves, hooking them up with advertising firms, social media press, email lists, things like that.”

“You’d be good at that… ‘cause you’re good at bullshittin’.” Colin burst out laughing, causing Sean to lunge at him with both fists. The two tumbled to and fro, the play wrestling match making a mess of the woolen pillows embroidered with inspirational words such as ‘Happiness’. They kept on knocking each other about like pins in a bowling alley.

“No cussin’ in front of your mother!” their father hollered out once again, this time it sounding as if his throat were full of thick phlegm.

“Well, that sounds real good, Sean. I’m proud of you,” she stated sincerely, her slight chin bobbing against her chest as she nodded in approval. He slowed a bit and released Colin from his carefully crafted headlock.

“Thanks, Ma.”

“Don’t you have another kickboxing match coming up?” his brother inquired, running a hand along his reddened neck and swiping wayward blond strands away from his face.

“Yeah,” Sean reached over the glossy ashtray full of crinkled cigarette butts left from his father earlier in the day, and gripped his can of beer. He took a hearty swig then set it back down after smacking his lips a time or two. “I haven’t had much time to train lately though…been so busy with work, and everything.”

“You dating anyone, Sean?” his mother asked. Her sparkling eyes glistened and looked so much like his own. She looked so full of hope and promise, as if twinkling pink angel wings flapped in the irises while glittery fairy dust fell from her dark brown lashes and coated the world in golden kisses.

“Not right now, Ma,” he said under his breath, loathing the topic that seemed to rule the older woman’s mind from the moment she got up from her frilly, Queen-sized bed and said her morning prayers, until the second she clonked out on a soft, feather down pillow, snoring up a damn storm.

“Sean, Colin’s got uh girlfriend, why don’t you?” she asked sadly, dropping her head a bit as if his relationship status was worthy of a sullen violin music laden scene. “I want grandkids, ya know? With no girlfriend, there is no wife, and no wife means no grandkids. Your dad and I aren’t gettin’ any younger.”

Not this shit again…

“Ma, I hate to break it to you, but Sean is gay.” Colin cackled, causing Sean to push him as hard as he could until the bastard fell off the damn couch, still laughing himself silly despite bumping his big head on the coffee table during his clumsy tumble on the way to the floor.

“Is that true, Sean?” She gasped, as if she’d seen a car crash, and covered her quivering lips with both hands, as if to stifle a scream. “I still love ya, son!” Her eyes watered, like she had the starring role in some damn soap opera.

Is she for real?! Of course she is…that’s Mom for ya!

“Ahhhh Jesus Christ, Ma!” Sean rolled his eyes. “Do you believe everything Colin says? No, I’m not gay. If I were, you’d have known it by now with all this grandkid business you’re always bringing up!”

“Guys that take steroids aren’t gay, Kathy,” his father shouted from the kitchen once more, as if this was common knowledge—something stated in the books authored by clever, distinguished scholars from around the world, ones held in the highest regard.

“I am in the damn loony farm over here!” Sean slapped his knee in disbelief as he glared toward the kitchen. “Dad, I’m not on steroids, okay?!” he yelled out, ensuring he was heard, though his father’s acute ears would have picked up on a toothless rat gnawing on cotton candy a mile away. “Ma, again, I’m not gay and I don’t have a girlfriend because the women out here are freakin’ bananas. Not to mention, I don’t have time for all of that.”

“That’s good you’re not on those steroids, Sean, because you’d never get a girlfriend,” his father declared, sharing more of his infinite wisdom.

“Why’s that, Kevin?” His mother asked, as if Dad’s word was bond.

“’Cause it makes the man downstairs small! No woman wants to date a guy with a small Johnson!”

…Oh God, Dad…Ya didn’t!

His mother shot a sad yet sympathetic look back at Sean and nodded in agreement. On a murmur, she hunched over, set her glass on the polar bear’s face and folded her hands, as if she were about to deliver grave information, the kind of stuff that made one’s heart stop cold. “It’s true, Sean…if you’re taking those star-roids, it could ruin your chances of becoming a father, too.”

“Ahhh, you’re making me sick!” He burst out laughing as Colin got back up from the floor and made himself comfortable on the couch, sporting a satisfied smirk at Sean’s expense. “Can we not talk about things like this, please? Geesh!” He rolled his eyes and turned back to the television.

“Well, I wish you’d make the time to meet someone, Sean.” She paired her expression with a look of disapproval, along with quiet judgment. “You’re thirty-four years old…getting a bit long in the tooth don’t you think to be caravanning around single. And don’t think I don’t know the truth about you.” She squinted her eyes. “You’re a ladies man, no prospects either.” She plucked her glass from the tray and placed the rim to her bright pink covered lips before turning her attention to the Family Feud. “You won’t have your good looks forever, ya know,” she added for good measure, as if that assertion alone would somehow turn the tide in her favor.

Steve Harvey made his way across the screen, announcing the families prepared to play against one another.

He looks like Mr. Potato Head…kinda like a hound dog, too…

Sean thought to himself.

“I wonder how much game show hosts get paid?” Colin inquired as he leaned back on the couch and crossed his arms, his face twisted in honest inquisition.

“Steve Harvey is a celebrity, man. Probably a helluva lot. It ain’t pennies, that’s for damn sure.”

“I bet I could be a good game show host! How hard can it be?” Light brown brows bunched, his brother pointed to the screen, as if Mr. Harvey had somehow insulted him by his mere presence.

“I dunno.” Sean shrugged and took the final gulp of his can of beer before placing it down and leaning back against a pillow. “It probably is harder than it looks, like a lot of things in life.”

“Oh, so you’re Mr. Philosophy now?” Colin shot him a glance, looking him up and down in a way that suggested he wanted to pick a fight.

“No, but according to you, I’m Mr. Star-roid, I’m a know-it-all, so that makes me an authority of sorts,” he whispered on a smirk.

Colin laughed lightly.

“Hey, if you find any more of those stamps in the trash, you know, the ones with the firecrackers on ‘em, let me know. Lydia’s mom collects ’em.”

“You act like my job is a goddamn consignment shop, a thrift store, a free-for-all, and I place special orders for nunchucks like you. It’s garbage, not Federal Express!”

“Bull, you know where the good stuff is!”

“People throw shit out, and that’s that. I can’t go back to the same house, knock on the damn door and say, ‘Hey, the other day you threw out some valuable stamps. That was rather stupid of ya but to make up for your incredible idiocy, can I have some more of ’em?’ Doesn’t work like that and besides, usually I don’t even know what houses the shit I find comes from.”

“I’m just sayin’ if you see anymore is all!” Colin threw up his hands in surrender.

“You probably lied and told her you bought them for her.” Sean’s eyes narrowed on his brother, feeling him out, trying to get the goods.

“…I did.”

They both went silent for a while, then burst out laughing together.

“Shhhhh!” their mother chastised. “Caterpillar! Why didn’t anyone say, caterpillar?!” She yelled at the television. “They got termite up there, fly, moth, and no caterpillar! I bet that’s the number one answer!”

“It’s wasp, Kathy! Or maybe bee. No one is afraid of a caterpillar, Jesus H. Christ!” Mahoney Sr. called out.

“That’s not the question!” she retorted angrily, her drink sloshing violently about in her hand from her rapid, jerky movements in the excitement of it all. “The question is about insects with wings!”

“Kathy, caterpillars don’t have wings, goddamn it!”

“When they turn into a butterfly they do! Wait, that’s it! It’s butterfly!” She waved a frantic finger at the screen. “No one said butterfly!” The woman jumped out of her seat, causing the light green plastic curlers in her head to frantically bounce around as they hung onto her dark tresses for dear life.

“So,” Colin leaned over to Sean and whispered, “Do you think there’s a game show hosts school, like a college people go to? I bet I could do it…take a few classes ’nd such.”

Sean fell back and took a good look at his brother. They resembled one another here and there, and in some ways, it was like looking into a damn mirror. They were often mistaken for fraternal twins, being about the same height of 6’2 and only one year apart, but he always corrected people by letting them know he was the brother that received all the brains and brawn, and well, Colin received the smart-ass gene—how unfortunate for him and the world he was unleashed upon.

“This is the type of shit you sit around thinkin’ about, huh? How did you become a fireman, Colin? The world should be afraid, very afraid, that you’re out on the streets!”

Colin reared back and punched him in the shoulder, setting off another avalanche of more playful warfare.

“Ma! Help!” his brother cried out in faux angst. Their mother didn’t budge, nor look in their general direction.

“He’s overpowerin’ me!” the guy squealed, trying to elicit sympathy as they rolled about in pretend mortal combat. “See! He’s on those damn star-roids, Ma! I told ya sooooo!”
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Treasure felt like recreating the scene from the movie, ‘Waiting to Exhale,’ Angela Basset style. She stood there in her coveted burgundy satin robe, the streetlights illuminating her spot just so as the trash in front of her home loomed before her like the ghost of Christmas past. Billy Joel’s, ‘Stiletto’ could be faintly heard coming from her house. She assumed Asia was playing it since she had gotten on some oldies kick. The unsightly mass rose high, big and bold like some enormous, dark, nasty monster that had been vomited out the mouth of the angry full moon. Then, the big, burly celestial bitch that ruled the evening sky cast it at her feet, making her ill from the sight of it all.

It was finally finished.

All of ‘Action Jackson’s’ shit sat on the damn curb, along with the memories of ‘what once was’. She’d purged the house, every nook and cranny, so very sick and tired of finding his wares sprawled here and there, taking her out of her comfort zone. Just when she’d thought she’d gotten rid of the whole mess, all reminders of his existence within her world, she’d find an old pair of his socks here and there, a half empty bottle of expensive cologne under a bathroom cabinet, and a discarded set of golf clubs pushed in the corner of a long forgotten closet. She’d even discovered a collection of faded T-shirts with childish slogans from his Morehouse college years written across them. So, month after month, she’d toss these findings, but this time, she went through the house from top to bottom, sick of dragging this thing out.

It was the perfect evening for a bonfire, but she had no doubts her neighbors wouldn’t appreciate such a display, despite her twitching fingers to hold a match and red canister, recently empty from the act of freshly poured gasoline. No, such spectacles would have to stay on the silver screen. This was real life, with real costs, so she pushed the fantasies behind her, just like the trash before her.

“Mom,” Asia called out, standing at the front door in her pale pink pajama shorts with matching spaghetti strapped top. “What are you doing?”

“Just setting the trash out, honey. I’ll be in in a second.” She tossed her daughter a quick grin and placed her hand on her hip.

“Okay.” Yawning, the girl closed the door and disappeared from sight.

Brian was spending the night over at his best friend’s house and Asia had a dance audition in the morning. The fourteen-year-old was nothing but a bundle of nerves, and oh how she remembered those days. She’d fixed her daughter some tea an hour earlier, made the girl drink it, and told her to relax and try to get some shuteye. She knew Asia would do fantastic. The girl was a natural. Ballet was in her blood after all; Treasure had been a dancer in high school, too. Turning her back, she walked away from the monstrosity piled high, a mass seemingly trying to reach the clouds, it stood so tall. A feeling of great satisfaction steeped itself within her soul, like an assortment of fragrant, rich tealeaves dipped in boiling water. As she opened the massive, white front door and disappeared inside her abode, the sense of relief washed over her like a light sprinkling of rain.

I want no trace of you around me. Not your clothing, not your words, not your lies and broken promises, either. You said vows, but only one of us meant it. Get out of my house. Get out of my life. Get out of my mind and stay out of my heart. I don’t want you in here, ever again…
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“Those sons of bitches!” Treasure yelled as Asia disappeared on the bus, protected from her curses as the noisy, large yellow vehicle journeyed down the street farting out copious, gray exhaust fumes for her to choke to death on. She’d played it cool while the girl stood there, but oh, she’d seen it. Treasure glared at the unpicked trash before snatching off an odd bright orange note stuck on the side of the trashcan, waving ever so slightly in the stinky breeze. Someone had handwritten some crap about weight and protocol and some other bullshit. She burst into her house, enraged that Jackson still ‘lived’ there, for he was the cause of all of this aftermath. He was out on the curb, but he was still there, haunting and taunting her, mocking, laughing in her damn face under the glare of the morning sunlight. The trash had grown large yellowed eyes and leered at her before she’d left it, as if to say, I’m still here, bitch! Hahahaha!

The moon hadn’t kissed that shit goodbye at all; rather, it said, ‘See you tomorrow…or perhaps the following week, my Love.’

She grabbed her phone and searched for the sanitation department number, trying to keep her cool so she could concentrate. After locating it, she immediately dialed the damn thing, almost cracking a nail in her torment.

“Yes, this is Ms. Chambers on Lyons Place. This morning I received a note from one of the trashy people. I mean,” she closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “…one of the trash collectors, and it states that my garbage was left on the curb due to weight violations. I had no knowledge of this, and now, my trash is still out there and I have no way to bring it all back in. It can’t stay out there all week. I need another resolution.”

“Ma’am, let me transfer you to—”

“No, I don’t want to be transferred. I want someone to please come out here and get this trash!” Standing in her parlor, she pointed toward her open front door. “With as high as my property taxes are, and HOA fees, you’d think you all could do this, just this one time! I’ve never had a lot of trash in front of my house, and the one time I do, it’s just left there, and I’m not even given a warning as a courtesy.”

“Ma’am, I’m sorry about the inconvenience. I need to put you on hold and transfer you.” Before she could protest, she was listening to an instrumental karaoke version of Liza Minnelli’s, ‘Cabaret’.

Treasure huffed and resolved herself to the fact that chances were slim this would turn in her favor. Arguing with these red tape folks never went well. She and Brian would be hauling all of that crap back into the garage. She’d no doubt have to hear all of his mumbling and complaining along the way, too. Six minutes later, a man that clearly didn’t give a fraction of a damn got on the line, working on a wad of gum with brute oral force.

“Ms. Chambers, this is Mr. Duncan. How are you?”

“…Covered in trash.” she said coolly.

“Yeah, uh, sorry about that. It looks like our employee left a warning two weeks ago, though.”

“I received no warning.” She lifted her chin high, cast her glance back out the front door and winced at the ugly sight.

“Well, when he got back here, he left a copy in the bin…”

“It must’ve fallen off, I received no warning,” she repeated.

“Well, we can’t have someone pick up the trash. You’ll have tuh wait ’til next week. Typically, as long as everything is bagged up properly, the weight rules are ignored, but you can’t have un-bagged and unboxed materials just lying about. It is dangerous for our workers, Ms. Chambers.”

“Yes, Lord knows the dangers and perils to sanitation workers here in Westchester County is high! All over the worldwide news, they interrupt tales of muggings, gang related violence, and grisly murders to break out with stories about a hangnail one of your sanitation engineers received out here on the mean, dangerous streets of Larchmont Manor. It’s merciless mayhem, I tell ya!”

“Alright, all that’s not really necessary, Ms. Chambers,” he said lazily between more obnoxious chews.

“Look,” she rolled her eyes, “I will have to take care of this on my own I see, but please know, I’m beyond disappointed. It’s not like I have a history of this. If I’d seen a note last week or the previous one, I would have definitely paid attention to it. I am not that sort of person.”

“I’m sorry, Ms. Chambers. It’s nothing personal, but rules are rules.”

“Yes, I can hear how heartbroken you are over the entire matter. I’m certain you’ll toss and turn all night about it…and stop smacking in my ear. You sound like a damn cow!” She quickly disconnected the call and made a mad dash up her steps to her bedroom. Thrusting the door open, she let it bang against the wall, then marched to her dresser drawers and pulled out a pair of taupe leggings and an old white V-neck T-shirt. She had no time to wait for Brian to return after school. Besides, knowing him, he’d loiter about and not get home until dinnertime. The mess couldn’t sit there all day, and she had an important client coming over in an hour to sign a contract. What would it look like for an Interior Designer to have trash piled high like Mt. Everest in front of her estate? Who would trust her with their most prized possession, the roof over their head, after seeing such a sight? Cursing under her breath, she paused and shot herself a look in the damn mirror, a beautiful piece framed in silver, but her mood was bordered in angst.

The trash isn’t the only thing that stinks! What a messed up day, and it’s only eight in the damn morning!
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Chapter Four
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“Fifty fuckin’ Shades of Grey…” Sean mumbled as he glared at his small television mounted on the wall of his bedroom. The author of the popular book series, E.L. James, was being interviewed. “If I pulled out some handcuffs on a chick, she’d call the goddamn police!” He huffed and shuffled under his crumpled sheets, getting comfortable while successfully navigating past the lumpy dip in the middle of his Queen-sized mattress. Three hours earlier, he’d fallen asleep after finishing a shitload of homework, most of which, he could no longer recall, even if some insane professor drew a gun on him, demanding to be told. His world became a gray blur, with pops of color every now and again. Laughter with a dash of cynicism became his medicine, anything to not feel the truth, the weight of the matter on his shoulders. Shaking himself out of his own thoughts before they buried him, he turned to his left, taking note of his messy nightstand covered in half empty ink pens, balled up pieces of paper, and a coffee cup that had been there twenty-four hours too long.

I gotta clean this place up…

As he turned back around and glanced lazily up at the television, he heard his computer beep. He set his lethargic sights upon it, sighed, and pulled the damn thing close, propping it onto his lap like a hospital tray filled with all the unseasoned, bland food one could imagine.

“Who do we have tonight?” he mumbled as he typed into the dating site window, prepared to take notice of a pop-up featuring the latest and greatest shallow eye-candy this side of the Hudson River. On this particular website, instead of taking down his profile completely, he’d simply removed all of his photos and put the damn thing on hiatus. Matter of fact, he’d done that with all of the dating sites he visited over the past few days. He’d meant what he said to his mother. There was simply no time to date, and though he didn’t feed the monster of jaded thoughts very often, he was sick of women and their superficiality, silly problems and mind-fuckery ways. Regardless, he’d been kidding himself. A part of him longed for conversation with the opposite sex, he was torn. He wanted the window to be left open a tiny crack, as a precaution…a ‘just in case.’

Every now and again, someone would still come fishing around despite his boring profile, devoid of the images of him riding his friend’s motorcycle, flexing a damn muscle he’d worked hard to obtain, and other silly crap to reel in the ladies, get a little cha-cha, make plans for a horizontal joyride. No, that profile was as bare as a baby’s newborn ass. There wasn’t even a damn headshot. They got nothing from ol’ Sean, and that’s exactly how he liked it. He simply watched his porn, jerked off every now and again, and went about his merry fucking way.

Feeling the stark silence around him, he clicked on his saved musical collection on his computer, and played, ‘Money’, by Pink Floyd.

Yeah, that’s good…help me wake up a bit…

Despite his ‘fuck the world’ attitude regarding dating and blank wall profile, some lady was knocking at his proverbial, computerized door. He stared at the screen, coming face to face with the generic outline of a female. No photo, no nothing…just like himself. All she offered was a location of: New York. He waited, and then, words flew across his screen, inviting him in for a chat.

Hello FINDERKEEPER…this is Sapphire Storm.

Hesitating for a moment, he debated on even engaging in banter with the woman…or man. Who the fuck really knew? There could be a hairy ass Sasquatch wearing a tiny red sombrero trimmed with golden tassels on the other end. The beast could be relaxing in a hammock in the Cayman Islands holding a ukulele to serenade himself with a damn love song in Portuguese. You never knew with this sort of thing. He shrugged and brought the laptop a wee bit closer… Sasquatches weren’t so bad…

Hello Sapphire Storm.

I’ve never done this before, she wrote, causing him to lift his brow in confusion.

Done what before? –FINDERKEEPER

Been on a dating website. –Sapphire Storm

Well, you aren’t missing much. –FINDERKEEPER

He yawned, glanced up at the television, and then back down at his computer.

You don’t sound very enthused. –Sapphire Storm

I’m not. –FINDERKEEPER

Oh… –Sapphire Storm

Look, don’t want to waste your time. I’m taking a break from dating right now. –FINDERKEEPER

He prepared himself to say his goodbyes and send the little shy thing on her way…

Oh, thank God! That’s perfect, actually. That’s why your profile appealed to me. There’s nothing on it. LOL. I just want someone to talk to. It’s been a rough time. Not interested in dating anymore because it never works out. Just want to vent to a stranger…that sounds crazy doesn’t it? –Sapphire Storm

Sean looked at the screen and fought the urge to type, ‘Who fucking cares? Go to bed’, and shut the damn thing down. But then, he remembered what Kyle said…

Maybe this one time, he could be like his old self, before the thief of time and joy came and stole his life, made him scarf down every second of the day for his damn self, afraid to share, afraid he’d be derailed and lose something that was invisible, but oh so precious. That’s what time was after all…something everyone needed, but never had enough of. He was a second, minute and hour hoarder. He’d been driven by the freshly hatched fear that he may not reach his goals and complete all the tasks he desired to fulfill. Maybe this one time, he could give without getting a damn thing in return…so, he stayed online, and wrote back…

Yes, but not really. No, it doesn’t sound crazy. I mean, I’ve heard weirder things –FINDERKEEPER

I’m really laughing right now. –Sapphire Storm

Good. Laughter is always good. –FINDERKEEPER

It is. I have to laugh at some of this stuff now. I had a bad date. Tired of bad dates. –Sapphire Storm

What happened? –FINDERKEEPER

Sean sat up a bit higher, his interest piqued ever so slightly.

The guy poked my stomach. –Sapphire Storm

He poked you? Like sexually, or like on Facebook? –FINDERKEEPER

He couldn’t help but smirk…

No. He literally poked me. He poked my stomach with his finger, like I was the Pillsbury Dough Boy. He said he wanted to make sure I wasn’t sucking my gut in or waist training. –Sapphire Storm

LOL. That’s pretty messed up. Some people are fucking insane. –FINDERKEEPER

Yeah… –Sapphire Storm

So how did you respond to that? –FINDERKEEPER

I told him not to do it again. Well, I was a bit more colorful than that in my response, but that is what I essentially said. –Sapphire Storm

And then he made you squeal and put you in the oven on 365 degrees, right? –FINDERKEEPER

You are hilarious. –Sapphire Storm

Why thank you, I’ll be here all night. I take cashiers cheeks, money orders, penny candy and credit cards. –FINDERKEEPER

I hope so, because I’m actually feeling depressed right now. Maybe I can send you some funds over PayPal. :) –Sapphire Storm

You are really bummed out, huh? Is it all because of the date, or something else? –FINDERKEEPER

He shook his head at the exchange. How in the hell did I get roped into this? Just my luck…some depressed soul sucker has found me online and decided to hitch her teardrop covered wagon to my evening…but what sickens me the most is I actually want to hear her answer.

…or perhaps he was losing his mind.

Just everything. Things aren’t going right. –Sapphire Storm

You know what? –FINDERKEEPER

What? –Sapphire Storm

When you’re having a bad day, remember that each day, no matter how messed up it is, will get you that much closer to your goals. –FINDERKEEPER

Did you read that off of a bathroom wall or some 99 cents ‘Good Vibes’ booklet? –Sapphire Storm

No. A street performer said it, then asked me for a dollar. –FINDERKEEPER

Did you pay it? –Sapphire Storm

I told him if I gave him a dollar, it would only help him toward his goal, not mine, and since he was my personal guru, he should know that I needed the dollar more than him. –FINDERKEEPER

And what did this ‘personal guru’ say? –Sapphire Storm

He picked up his buckets and paintbrushes he was using for sticks to beat out some bomb ass beats, told me to fuck off and left. –FINDERKEEPER

NO WAY! You’re making this up. –Sapphire Storm

Yes I am, but you laughed and feel better, so that’s all that matters… –FINDERKEEPER

You’re right. Thank you… –Sapphire Storm

You’re welcome. –FINDERKEEPER

They were quiet for a moment or two, neither of them typing. Sean hated to admit it, but he rather enjoyed chatting with Sapphire. She got his sense of humor and encouraged his lunacy. He liked that. He liked that a lot.

Well, goodnight, FINDERKEEPER. Thanks for the laughs. Unfortunately I have to get up early tomorrow. Maybe I will be on tomorrow night. If I am, can I ring you? –Sapphire Storm

Ring me? This REALLY IS new to you, isn’t it? –FINDERKEEPER

Yeah, that’s true. What term should I use? –FINDERKEEPER

Don’t worry about a term. If you see me on, or want to chat with me and I’m available, I just may let you into my exclusive club. But there is a membership fee. –FINDERKEEPER

Ha-ha. Ok. Thank you, but what is it? It may be too rich for my blood. –Sapphire Storm

One poke in the tummy. –FINDERKEEPER

LOL. You’re evil. –Sapphire Storm

I try to be, but usually fall short. :) Goodnight Sapphire Storm. –FINDERKEEPER

Goodnight FINDERKEEPER, you’ve been a real sweetheart…
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The storm clouds had gathered and huddled over his damn head. Sean clung to the back of the garbage truck, hoping they didn’t decide to open their cottony mouths and have a go at him. He hated working on rainy days; it was the fucking worst. It made the stench of the loud, steel truck all the more pungent, and working in soaked clothing was an added drawback he’d much rather evade. Here he was back in Hoity-Toity-Ville, where the rich got richer, and the grass got greener, and the land of reality became more distant. As they made their way up Lyons Place, he saw a woman standing on the curb…in her damn robe. She’d crossed her arms so tightly, it looked as if she may squeeze the very life out of herself, and she sported an unmistakable scowl across her face. Oh yes, she was ready…her game face was on, and she wanted a piece of his ass on a damn platter.

Oh shit…here we go.

He drew a bit closer, picked up her neighbor’s trash, and avoided eye contact. Besides, he needed time to practice his lines inside the alcoves and nooks of his witty mind, dig out his best material. The rich woman no doubt wanted a showdown, and due to his lack of quality sleep the night before, he was ready to unleash his frustrations upon her. As they drew closer, he couldn’t help but notice how the slight breeze not only swirled the stench around, but also moved her robe a bit from her long, shapely leg, revealing a smooth, tawny brown limb for his eyes to take all in.

Look at her damn legs. Pure perfection…

He saw Roy take a gander too; the bastard had glued his eyes to the broad, getting a bird’s eye view through his side mirror. They pulled up a bit closer, and Roy tipped his hat, pretending to be a damn gentleman. The woman offered him a stiff smile, then shot a heated death glare at Sean as he jumped off the truck in his typical happy-go-lucky way.

…And she’s pretty as fuck, too…

“Are you the same person that left my trash here last week?”

No greeting, no wave, no ‘How tha fuck do ya cock a doodle do?!’

“That foothill of broken wine glasses, hypothermic needles and splintered wood? Yup.” He took hold of her lone dark green plastic bin and tossed it into the mouth of the ironclad monster beside him, rotating his shoulder blades just so. This was getting good to him, and they’d only just begun.

“Obviously that was meant to be sarcasm.”

He shrugged and kept moving about.

“In all of my years of living here, I have never had anyone leave my trash here, nor have I left a lot of waste. This was a one-time thing. You must be a very lazy person, trying to find excuses to not do your job!” she chastised, her dark brown eyes sizing him up, a look of disdain on her beautiful face as she placed her hand on her hip.

Look at those goddamn lips…

Sean smirked, reached for a white plastic bag of hers and tossed it into the jaws of death, too.

“Ya think so?” was all he offered while his sights drifted back down to her exposed leg. He was prepared to deliver another verbal blow, but damn it, he’d been distracted, knocked off his A-Game. Following his eyes, she took embarrassed inventory of herself, and smacked the damn robe shut with a slap of her hand.

“Yes, I think so.”

“I left you a warning several weeks before…wasn’t the first time you were told.” He threw a large green bag inside the metal menace.

“That’s what your boss said too, but I didn’t get it.” He could tell she was restraining herself, controlling her outbursts. Below the surface, a very angry woman lived, and if she had the chance to get him behind closed doors, he was convinced she’d pour all of that shit into a smack across his face, a punch in his damn gut, and stomp his foot like it were a bunch of grapes she wished to make into wine.

“So.” He grabbed another bag from the curb, this time, moving a bit slower, dragging out the interaction that he so relished. “That’s my fault too, right?”

He tossed it leisurely over, figuring it must’ve been full of papers since it weighed hardly anything at all.

“Look, I would just appreciate more consideration. Don’t do that again.”

“You rich people are something else, ya know that?” He laughed humorlessly. “I could’ve not given you a warning at all. The world doesn’t revolve around you, ya know.”

“Seeeaaan!” Roy called out over the loud engine of the thing, interrupting the quarrel. “Stop it. Look ma’am, we apologize. He didn’t mean nuttin’ by what he just said. He did leave a note though, I saw him. We are sorry for the inconvenience. It’s just policy is all.”

She looked at Roy, offered a peace-filled smile, softened a bit, then turned back toward Sean, glaring at him as if she could slice his head off with a mere glance. She scratched her head, which she’d covered with a black satiny scarf, and bunched the material just so, causing her tresses to be partially exposed. A few renegade curls on the side blew in the wind, reminding him of soft, shiny ribbons.

I wonder if her pussy is shaved bald or has the same soft hair on it?

He pulled himself away from the calm, beautiful moment and took in the deep, dark hatred building inside of her eyes. Oh yes, she wanted to get a hold of him. Of that, he was certain.

Honestly, he wouldn’t have minded her getting her hands on him…not minded at all…

“You have a lot to learn about customer service, young man,” she chastised as she turned on her heels to walk back up her driveway.

“But you have great customer service, ma’am!” She stopped and turned back toward him, an obvious look of perplexity on her face. “Too bad I didn’t bring any singles, you earned every cent! Nice bra and panties, baby! They match, and black is my favorite color!” He cackled as he jumped on the back of the truck and was hauled away just in the nick of time.

The woman looked down and gasped, completely unaware that her damn robe tie had fallen from her waist, blown into her perfectly cut and manicured front yard and left her semi-exposed for his wandering, perverted eyes to take in and completely enjoy. In her rage, she must’ve been so consumed with the moment at hand, she’d had no idea the wind had molested her right before his very eyes. He may have been hauling useless trash, but the look on her face was fucking priceless!
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People throw away perfectly good things that other individuals could have, make good use of…

Sean sat there in his brother’s apartment, waiting for the bastard to return with their damn dinner. His thoughts raced here and there as the drone from the television played a used car commercial. He sat cross-legged on the floor, surrounded by odds and ends he’d found along his weekly trek on the garbage routes. He’d never coined himself a packrat, magpie or anything of the like—but he did believe he was skilled at finding a diamond in the rough. His brief substitute stint with the little league team had come to an end, and he already missed his boys…yeah, his boys. They’d grown attached to him as well, and though the extra free time allowed him more hours for study and training, there was still a void, a bottomless pit inside that he tried to ignore, but it was simply in vain.

The hollowness within him made him toss and turn in his own mind. That must be why he was always on the go, always staying busy. He was afraid that once he got still, became quiet, he’d hear the creaky doors of his mind open, allowing the messiness of emotional turmoil to make itself comfortable within. No, he couldn’t have that. It was simply too much. The horrible shit would come back, mess him up, and make him pay over and over until his heart was destitute.

He rolled the notions over, revealing them face first as he sat in Colin’s apartment, the small yet homey place smelling of burnt hair and sweet ointments. His brother’s girlfriend, Lydia, had fried her damn tresses again to a fucking crisp. The woman would stand there in their colorful fish-theme decorated bathroom and painstakingly go over sections of brittle, blond hair with a curling iron, wrapping them tightly around the hot, smoking barrel just so. He had to piss so badly, but the woman wouldn’t budge, determined to turn herself into a sight to behold while he tried to keep from soiling his pants like some damn preschooler.

“Just uh minute,” she kept repeating to no avail as he rallied behind her. He dismissed himself, hobbling away with a sloshing bladder until he found himself sitting back on the floor amongst his newfound treasures.

He picked up a small white plastic bag full of Barbie doll clothing, some of it still in its original packaging, then tossed it aside. It would all be listed on eBay before the end of the night. Reaching over his picnic mass of used and abused wares, he grasped an iPhone 4 car charger, still in its new, unopened wrapper. It was old, but someone out there just may want it. He set that down and unfastened a folder full of sketches of what appeared to be an art class study of a nude, middle-aged woman. He felt they were pretty good, and he’d list ’em on eBay as well—folks tended to go for that sort of thing. He could easily get ten bucks a piece for ’em.

Just then, the front door swung open, revealing his clean-shaven, dark blond haired, butter-mouthed sibling with a white bag of greasy, aromatic cheeseburgers stuffed under his pit.

“Did jah get some more stamps?!” the man whispered as he made a mad dash toward him, like that’s what the world demanded—more firecracker collector stamps from the July 4ths of the distant past.

“No! Would you forget the stamps already?” Sean snatched the bag of oily burgers from the guy, tore it open and reached in the sack with hungry determination. He forgot his need to piss as he removed one wax paper covered ball of deliciousness, quickly undressed it as if he’d never eaten a day in his life, and stuffed it unceremoniously into his awaiting mouth.

“Got anything to drink?” he asked around a mouthful of bread, the tang of a sliced pickle tickling his throat.

“Yeah, help yourself.”

Sean got to his feet and pointed down at the floor. “I got another bag in the car. It was too big to bring in but I want you to take a look.”

“Yeah? What’s in it?” The guy took a bite of his own sandwich, rolling the flavorful meat along his tongue while his eyes lit up with anticipation for more.

“A bunch uh shit.” Sean made the short trek to the kitchen area, plucked the grimy refrigerator door open, and beheld a beautiful assortment of chilled beers, fancy wine coolers, and a jug of chocolate milk, all face forward, just like it would be at a convenience store. He surveyed his array of choices and grabbed an Icehouse beer from the pack. As he closed the refrigerator door, he jumped up in the air, his arm swung outward in reflex, but the bastard ducked in the nick of time.

“Jesus Christ, Colin!”

“Did I scare ya?”

“No.” Sean clutched the neck of the cold, wet bottle and moved around him toward the counter drawer to grab a fork for his coleslaw. “I just like shittin’ on myself in midair!” He felt a slight tinkle, and knew his time was almost up.

Colin chuckled. “You’ll shit ya self for real after I tell you this. Did you know you picked up a diamond ring, man?!”

Sean paused, tossing the fork on the counter.

“A what?”

“Yeah, a diamond ring! I debated on even telling you…I could see you hadn’t opened the bag yet. You’re lucky you’re my brother. It was in that little green sack of yours. I put it back, wanted you to see it in its original habitat,” he joked.

Sean abruptly moved past him, the unopened beer in his hand, and made his way back into the shoebox sized living room where he’d set up nomadic roots. Falling to his knees, he set the beer on the floor beside him and rummaged through the collection. He found the green bag, reached inside and pulled out a twisted, knotted mess of costume jewelry, rubber bands, and odds and ends. Searching through it like an archaeological sifter, he finally caught sight of the damn thing.

“Oh shit, man…I thought you were joking.” He turned it around and around, staring at it in total disbelief. He smiled. “It’s big.”

Colin sat down beside him, took a bite of his burger. “It’s real, too,” he said with a mouth full.

“Yeah, I can see that,” Sean whispered. “How much you think it’s worth?”

“It’s got to be at least five carats…it depends on the clarity and cut. But from first glance, I’d say a lot.” He swallowed. “I’m no expert at that sort of thing. You need to have it appraised.”

“Yeah, but how much will that cost?”

“I don’t know.” Colin shrugged. “Maybe like forty or fifty bucks…it’ll be well worth it.”

Sean nodded in agreement.

“Cool.”

Colin handed him the beer cap opener, and they soon drank from their respective bottles, both of their minds no doubt working overtime regarding the rare find. Lydia entered the room, her hand on her narrow hip and a stern look on her heavily made-up face.

“You two clowns! Where is my food? Did you greedy bastards eat it already?” she barked, but they both knew it was simply her way.

“Right here.” Colin reached in the paper bag. It rustled a bit as he dislodged a carefully wrapped chicken sandwich and handed it to her.

She plopped down between the two of them, getting comfy, as if they were old friends. Sean placed the green bag over the diamond, disguising it just so, then made his escape to the restroom. A couple minutes later he returned to them at least two pounds lighter. The three huddled together, listening to the television. Lydia’s freshly pressed tresses layered against her shoulders and the scent of her strawberry shampoo intermingled with the burnt odor. Sean slicked the diamond ring into his pocket, his thoughts drifting here and there.

I’ve heard about people finding stuff like this, but how could someone not know that they’d thrown a diamond ring away? Especially one this big? Was it on purpose?

He shrugged and took another bite of his sandwich. A piece of wayward lettuce tickled the side of his mouth.

I could turn it in, see if someone lost it…

Fuck that shit! I could sure use the cash.

He took a swig of his beer and let his gaze drift toward the front window with the clunky air conditioner unit sticking out of it. Full of white, frosty condensation, it rattled and spun noisy, churning tunes. He’d found the damn thing for Colin a couple of years ago, one of a kind and built to last…

People throw away candy wrappers, empty juice cartons, valuable comics, and diamond rings…like it’s all the same, all garbage. People throw away people, too… Yeah, I know what that’s like, that’s the worst feeling of all. At least, garbage knows it’s garbage I suppose… I wonder if I’m worth somethin’ to somebody important? Like, some dignitary might want my time, my opinion, my advice one day.

He took another bite of his sandwich as he daydreamed, feeling a tad bit foolish.

Just because somebody throws ya away don’t mean you aren’t worth shit. I’m worth a lot, even if I’m the only one who knows it…
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So that’s what it was like being there… –Sapphire Storm

I’ve never been to Betony before. –FINDERKEEPER

It was surprisingly good tonight. It’s always good though, but tonight was even better. –Sapphire Storm

How was the date, though? –FINDERKEEPER

Oh, it was ok…wasn’t a marriage of the minds, that’s for sure. –Sapphire Storm

You don’t have me convinced. Speaking of which, have you ever been married? –FINDERKEEPER

No, I haven’t. You? –Sapphire Storm

Yes. I live on a polygamous ranch. I am the only man within a 500 mile radius and I have seventeen wives. They make cherry pies and homemade granola bars for me. Late at night, my eighty-two children put on sock puppet shows by the fire. –FINDERKEEPER

Haha, silly. I am serious. –Sapphire Storm

Instead of Haha, you can use ‘LOL’ –FINDERKEEPER

What does LOL mean? –Sapphire Storm

Laugh Out Loud. –FINDERKEEPER

Ok. Got it. Back to the topic though. These conversations are too much about me and my dating. For two weeks now, I’ve done nothing but complain to you. I’m ready to hear about you for a change. –Sapphire Storm

Sean’s lips twisted into a kinked smirk. Almost every evening, he and Ms. Sapphire Storm chatted online anywhere between ten and thirty-minute intervals, and he made sure the focus stayed on her, solely on her. Honestly, he was enjoying himself and looking forward to hearing of her dating exploits. It broke up his monotony, and she came across as genuine, amusing and intelligent. Not once did she ask about his job, what he looked like, how much money he made, nothing of the sort.

He simply enjoyed hearing about her adventures, her rants. And best of all, her sense of humor was just as twisted, sarcastic and whimsical as his own. It got to the point where he was looking for her to log on, and when he’d see that tiny light shine and the ‘ding’ sound out on his computer, he’d grab a bottle of water and possibly a snack, hunker down in the middle of his bed and get settled for his nighttime comedy routine. It made him feel good to make the lady laugh, and she never asked him for more than his listening ear…but she did ask for time, in her own way.

Time was something he simply couldn’t spare, but in the case of Sapphire Storm, what began as a self-challenge from a friend who’d called him self-absorbed turned into a willing experience, something that allowed him to relax a bit. He didn’t have to prove anything, and he was accepted ‘AS IS’, regardless of his scratches, bruises and dents. He was the floor model, but she didn’t seem to mind one bit. She treated him like he was the best thing smokin’.

Are you going to tell me? –Sapphire Storm

No, I haven’t been married. What else do you want to know? –FINDERKEEPER

I’m curious as to what you look like. –Sapphire Storm

Okay, now, here it goes. I knew it was coming. Her trend of staying in her place has ended.

What do YOU look like? –FINDERKEEPER

I asked you first… –Sapphire Storm

I look like Mr. Eugene H. Krabs… –FINDERKEEPER

What? Who is that? –Sapphire Storm

The red crustacean that owns the Crusty Crab restaurant on SpongeBob, the cartoon. We are practically physical carbon copies. –FINDERKEEPER

LOL. You are crazy. No really, what do you look like? Can I see a photo? –Sapphire Storm

My looks aren’t important and no, you can’t see a pic. –FINDERKEEPER

Why not? –Sapphire Storm

You might fall in love. I’d hate for that to happen…it would complicate our intellectual vibe. –FINDERKEEPER

I’ll take my chances. –Sapphire Storm

I prefer it this way. –FINDERKEEPER

Really? So you’re serious about this laying low stuff? –Sapphire Storm

Yes. –FINDERKEEPER

Aren’t you the least bit curious as to what I look like? –Sapphire Storm

Yes, but I’d prefer to not know at this point. It could spoil everything. –FINDERKEEPER

What? Like if you saw that I look like an ogre? LOL –Sapphire Storm

LOL. Maybe. I like your personality. We talk, and I’ve created what you look like in my mind. I don’t want anything to change that. –FINDERKEEPER

Interesting. Well, I chose you because you were anonymous, felt safe. But as we’ve been talking I have to admit my curiosity is getting the best of me. So what do you think I look like? –Sapphire Storm

Honestly I think you’re probably attractive, based on the amount of dates you get, but you don’t think you’re all that. You come across as pretty down to earth, got kinda a ‘one of the guys’ vibe thing going on. –FINDERKEEPER

That is a fascinating analysis. So, how long do you plan to not date again? My stories probably scare you. –Sapphire Storm

Not really. I was already resigned to not dating. Expiration date on this defeatism attitude? Unknown. Besides, dating is overrated. –FINDERKEEPER

You can say that again. –Sapphire Storm

Dating is overrated. –FINDERKEEPER

LOL. Cornball. –Sapphire Storm

I hate corn. I’m really insulted by being called a ball made of something that I absolutely hate. :P –FINDERKEEPER

LOL You hate corn? Who hates corn?! LOL –Sapphire Storm

Me. The texture is weird and it gets stuck in your teeth. –FINDERKEEPER

It does, but it’s good. Do you like popcorn even? –Sapphire Storm

It’s ok. Not good for your bowels. The shit doesn’t break down. Ever look in the toilet after eating some? –FINDERKEEPER

Gross! LOL –Sapphire Storm

Gross but true. –FINDERKEEPER

Do you sweet-talk all the ladies like this? You’re a man after my own heart. –Sapphire Storm

Yeah, all the ladies get these poetic words. Now you see why I have to beat the beauties off with a bat. –FINDERKEEPER

Well, FINDERKEEPER, you seem like a pretty great guy to me if we erase this last conversation regarding corn from our minds. LOL! In all seriousness though, don’t give up on dating on account of me. If you believe you are a good person, then someone else will think it too. When you are ready to date, I bet you’ll make some lucky woman a great boyfriend. –Sapphire Storm

Only if she’s good looking and rich. I’ve decided to become a well-paid escort, a modern day man of leisure. Don’t knock my side hustle. –FINDERKEEPER

LOL! You are awesome. –Sapphire Storm

I’m for sale to the highest bidder, but she’s gotta be a fox. –FINDERKEEPER

Oh God. LOL. Are you a gigolo? I can tell you in advance that I can’t afford you. Maybe you’ll allow me to make payments. –Sapphire Storm

I wish and you’d never be able to pay off your debt. No one is going to pay my asking price for all of this lusciousness. I refuse to sell myself short. Speaking of which, I only stand two feet tall and have an annoying habit of licking my lips like a toad. –FINDERKEEPER

Niiiice! Your sexiness truly is off the radar. No wonder I can’t quit you. –Sapphire Storm

I’m a self-appointed comedian, remember? I’m a charming motherfucker by nature. This is why my looks aren’t important. I can woo the broads with the stroke of my hands. Well, that sounded different than what I meant it to, but you know what I mean. –FINDERKEEPER

LOL. You make me think you’re some grotesque sloth. –Sapphire Storm

Show some respect. I prefer to be called Jabba the Hutt, thank you very much. –FINDERKEEPER

LOL! But you want a Princess Lea? –Sapphire Storm

No, I don’t want her. –FINDERKEEPER

Imposter! You’re no real Jedi! –Sapphire Storm

Sure I am. It’s just that her hair looks like two overgrown cinnamon rolls. I’d be hungry all the time looking at her, not horny. Indigestion is a mood killer. –FINDERKEEPER

LOL. You are too much. Thanks for the laughs tonight. –Sapphire Storm

Thank you for the conversation…will you be here tomorrow? –FINDERKEEPER

I believe so… –Sapphire Storm

Good. Goodnight Princess Lea, May the force and the iced frosting be with you… –FINDERKEEPER

Goodnight, Jabba, may you please practice hygiene in your near future and remove this chain from my neck. –Sapphire Storm

You mean the green slime oozing out of my mouth doesn’t do it for ya? Awww Jesus, you like Star Wars, for real! Do you accept marriage proposals online, Sapphire? –FINDERKEEPER

I do, but I insist you eat corn first to prove your undying love to me. –Sapphire Storm

You must be yanking my chain. Wait, you’re the princess, not me. –FINDERKEEPER

LOL! Bye. –Sapphire Storm

Bye, Sapphire Storm. Pleasant dreams in a galaxy far, far away…
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Chapter Five
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For two weeks, Sean didn’t see the angry black woman who’d flashed him. And what a damn disappointment that was… He’d hoped she’d be standing out there again, her deep red satin robe waving to and fro, ready to unleash her angst and her panties, too. Instead, he only happened upon four trash bins, neatly placed in front of her three-story home, surrounded by perfectly trimmed shrubbery and an air of elegance. As he gathered the woman’s discarded whatnots, his thoughts drifted to past conversations with a certain someone. The oddest thing had begun to happen on his routes, causing him to be prone to wearing the silliest of grins, no doubt.

He got to thinking about those peculiar people.

Women.

Maybe they all weren’t so bad after all. Sapphire may be full of shit for all he knew, but it was a good brand of shit, the kind he didn’t mind hearing. As he spoke to Sapphire Storm more and more on the computer, his thoughts meandered more frequently to the angry flasher, too. He was attracted to her, and…he liked how she spoke, regardless of the attitude she carried like a torch the day they interacted. Not only did he think about her, he daydreamed about her, wondering what her well-formed lips would feel like against his own. His recent reservations about dating were pushed to the forefront, demanding re-examination, begging for another go at it. For redemption.

Okay, maybe that was too much, but at least a second chance at bat. He’d developed a fucking infatuation with the woman, and he found it in some ways reprehensible since she represented almost everything he abhorred. She was rich, more than likely didn’t earn it herself, and had a sense of entitlement. He could tell by how high she held her chin, her chastising tone speaking down to him as if he were some damn child. He hated her arrogance…or perhaps it was simple confidence? At the end of the day it didn’t matter; it all smelled the same at that moment. She stood there as if she were doing him a favor by allowing him to collect and discard her rubbish. She was the damn enemy, his muse, the source of countless internal jokes he kept bottled within and the reason he stroked his cock that morning. That woman became his new crave, and his painful past recreated.

These were all the things Sean rallied against. He beat his hard chest like a drum in the face of such nuisances and absurdities. Regardless, he had a new lease on the notion, and decided to push his manufactured concerns aside, take a chance on the shit. Upon a sharp inhale, he turned his music down, causing the last sounds of Action Bronson’s, ‘Strictly for my Jeeps’ to hush to a low roar.

“Yo, Roy! I need to leave a note…hold up!” he yelled into the man’s side mirror, waving his dirty, yellow gloved hand wildly before hearing one of his favorite tunes begin, the song, ‘Electric Feel’ by MGMT.

Roy caught his eye, nodded and waited.

Sean whipped out the work stationery from the baggy side pocket of the gray jumpsuit he’d thrown on due to yet another threat of rain. He removed a half dead pen that promised to let him down in his time of need. Bending low, he began to write, using the lady’s trashcan lid as his makeshift desk.

My name is Sean and I’m the trash guy you cursed out last month and accidentally showed your nice assets to. Here is my number. Call me. I think you are gorgeous, and not just because I saw you in your underwear. If I’d seen you in a potato sack, I’d feel the same way. I want to take you out.

212-675-0804

He slapped the note on the damn thing and hopped on the back of the truck, a huge grin on his face.

She’ll call…how could she not? I’m Sean Mahoney, the one and only, baby!
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“Mom, are you sure?” Asia ran her slender fingers through her thick curls and winced at her reflection in the silver and pink heart-shaped vanity mirror adorned with faux diamonds. She turned back and forth, sizing herself up and acting slightly dramatic.

“Of course I am,” From her seat on the edge of her daughter’s plush canopy bed, the purple skull printed comforter bunching under her jeans, Treasure smiled proudly at her. “I’m telling you, that’s the headband you want to wear for your audition.” She nodded and pointed at her approvingly. “It gives just enough flash, lets the audience see your face well, and it accentuates your features…You’re so pretty.”

Asia smiled, checking herself out from various angles, savoring her mother’s compliment. Then her grin quickly faded and she shot her mother a glance from over her slightly slumped shoulder.

“Of course you’d say that, Mom. You’re biased.” She looked briefly down into her lap. “Will you do my make up for it?’

“Of course I will! Honey, you’re going to do great.”

“She’ll look like a hooker.” Brian snorted as he made his way inside of his little sister’s room, dragging his negativity with him like a second skin wrapped around his long, youthful bones.

“I will not,” Asia angrily yelled out. “You are such a loser sometimes, Brian!”

“And you’re such an idiot, all the time, Asia!” He laughed, shooting his sibling a lazy glance, messing with her, delighting in her annoyance.

“Brian, be quiet and leave Asia alone. Don’t you call her an idiot again. You know better than that.”

“She called me a loser!” His brows bunched, he pointed at Asia but kept his eyes glued to Treasure’s. A look of manufactured, cheaply made sorrow danced in his pupils, created to elicit sympathy, as if his mother’s words had wounded him deeply within.

“Did you finish your homework? Last report card had two Cs… Let’s not make a habit of that.” Treasure changed the topic, refusing to go down that silly road with him.

“Yeah, I did it…” He slumped on the bed beside her, startling her so when he rested his head against her shoulder, slowly closing his eyes. He wrapped his arm around hers, as if drifting off to sleep, causing her heart to beat a bit faster. For a quick moment, he became her baby again, despite smelling of expensive men’s cologne and the facial stubble all along his angular, well defined jawbone. He became civil and loving, quiet and kind. She swallowed and reached over, running her fingertips along his perfectly coiffed braids that hung down to the middle of his back. He had boasted his girlfriend had done them for him, and though she hated such styles on men, she secretly admitted to herself that it suited her son just fine.

“Mama…” he said hoarsely, her name wrapped around a stiff yawn.

“Yes?”

“Is Dad out of town?”

Her once warm heart now froze, shut down and put up a ‘Do Not Disturb’ sign on itself, then slammed the door. She was tired of covering for Jackson and swore to Hell and Heaven, she’d no longer be his go-between, trying to salvage his piddly reputation with their children. She’d come from a broken home herself, one in which her father was spoken about in the harshest of ways. She didn’t want to repeat that pattern, make her most prized possessions hate the man who helped bring them into the world. It was a never ending struggle, for he wasn’t doing his part, pulling his weight, but should he see the light… well, she didn’t wish for his battle to be completely uphill. She’d seen what happened when mothers and fathers spoke ill of their ex-spouse to the children—there was no good to come of it.

But how could she keep lying for the man? Give him an out when he didn’t even want in.

In the last month, he’d seen his children one time. One time only, and that lasted all of three hours…

“I don’t know, Brian.”

“I know the answer. I was just seein’ if you were going to tell me the truth or not.” He sat up straight, leaving her, the warmth of his closeness now dissipating. “Mama, he ain’t out of town… I went over there. He ain’t even answer the door.” He lay back against her then, as if suddenly aware that his eyes had glossed over. He didn’t want to show his weakness so he ran away from that scene, hiding himself in the safety of her bosom. On a harsh swallow, she resumed the caress of her fingers along his scalp, not releasing him, not letting go. The perfectly knotted hair felt comforting under her touch as her first born died a bit from a broken heart in her arms. At that moment, she wished she could beat Jackson down into a pile of dust for hurting her babies.

The newly born hatred became real and huge, a monster…

Asia turned from her vanity chair and looked at the both of them, her dark eyes darting between them.

“Maybe he wasn’t home, Brian,” she offered quietly, as if trying to soften a mighty blow. But it was too late…she couldn’t un-ring the bell.

“He was home.”

Treasure watched the shit play in her daughter’s mirror. As she stared at their reflection, she caught the sorrow in her son’s eyes as he sat up a bit, his personal pain at the forefront, banging on her own heart like a broken drum drilling out a pitiful, uneven beat. “His car was in the garage. I rang the doorbell; a light came on, he ain’t come to the door. I sent him a text message while I stood out there, let him know I was outside, he ain’t respond. I hate that man.”

“Brian, don’t say that!”

At that, he pushed himself abruptly away from her, the coldness getting icier in his narrowed eyes. His nostrils flared like outstretched wings prepared to take flight. “Why not?! I’m the only one being honest ‘round here!” He stabbed his chest with his index finger. “He left all of us for another woman! He doesn’t care about you, Mom. He don’t care about his kids, neither. He only cares about himself!”

“Brian, that’s enough! We’ve been over this, okay? Your father and I love both of you very much. I know he hasn’t seen you in a while, but it isn’t because he doesn’t love you!” She felt compelled to protect the boy, to make the hurt in his eyes drift away, to take the sting from his heart. She realized then though, she wasn’t covering for the son of a bitch that lived across the way. No, she was covering for her children, layering them in billowy protection. She hated what she was doing, trying to soften the fucking blow, but she had no choice! Her son was bleeding from the inside out. “Our divorce had nothing to do with you and Asia.”

“May as well have! You found out he was screwin’ around and now look what happened?!” He jumped up from the bed, leaving an indent in his wake. His chest heaved up and down, like he’d just jogged at full speed around the perimeter of the damn house. “I’m sick of him, I’m sick of everything!” A rage-filled bull now stood before her, and she didn’t know how to reel the boy back in. Did he not see her place her red flag down and replace it with a serene, white surrender?

“We are trapped in this stuck-up, white neighborhood, the only black people here!” he yelled, as if she were a million miles away. “Asia ain’t tell you what happened, did she?” His thick, unruly brows bunched in their familiar way…

Treasure shot Asia a look, only to see her daughter look down at her lap, as if ashamed.

“Some white girl asked her if her hair was made outta lamb fur!” He pointed roughly at his sister. “Started calling ’er Lamb Chop, thinkin’ the shit was funny!”

“Brian! Stop cussing!” She craned her neck back toward her angel. “Baby, is that true?” she asked, gripping her shirt, fisting it, wanting to suddenly fight the whole damn world.

Asia nodded slowly, but refused to look her mother in the eye.

“I hate living here! Why can’t we move back to Brooklyn, huh?!”

“Brian, you’ve been here for six years, okay? The school system is excellent, you’ll be finished with high school soon, and then you can go to college anywhere you want.”

“That’s not for another year and a half! Mama, this isn’t fair!”

“Brian, please! Look.” She held her furrowed forehead, took a breather, and begged God for mercy to help her get through this mess. “We’ve all had a long day, okay, let’s just—”

“Let’s just what, Mama? Act like everything is okay, when it’s not?! Nah, I’m keepin’ this one hundred. I gotta father who don’t give a shit about his kids! All he cares about is showing off at work, acting like a big shot! He’s a sell out, sold his family out for some pussy!”

“Brian! That’s it!” Treasure shot up from the bed as if she’d been pinched hard and pointed out the room. “I’ve had it up to here with how you’ve been acting and speaking. You’re not going to be up in this house acting like this, saying anything you wish, disrespecting me! I am not playing with you! Go to your room and get yourself together. I’ll be in to talk to you in a little bit.”

“Ain’t nothin’ to talk about and it’s all true and you know it. Asia is being bullied in school, and you don’t even notice because—”

“Brian!”

“You don’t notice because you’re too busy trying to act like Dad is here in spirit, like that counts! We ain’t no family!”

“Go, now!” She pointed out the door.

“It isn’t okay what he did. Nothing is okay, and you know it!” He stormed out the room, raced down the hall, and slammed his bedroom door behind him.

Treasure focused on Asia, whose head remained down, but she could clearly see the tears streaking her poor little baby’s face. Rushing over to her, she gripped her slumped shoulders and hugged her tight.

“Asia, is it true? Are you being picked on at school?” She lifted the girl’s chin, made her look at her.

The girl hesitated, then nodded. “Sometimes…”

“I will handle this, Asia. I’m going to call your teacher tomorrow morning.” She swallowed down her own pain, trying desperately to keep her composure, not rile her child up. “Asia, I need you to know you can talk to me about anything, baby. Regardless of what Brian believes, I want to know what is going on, okay? I don’t want to be in the dark. Do you understand me?”

“Yes, Mom.”

She kissed the top of the girl’s head and wiped her tears with the side of her thumb.

I have to be strong for my children.

She felt helpless, trapped, irate, and the source of contempt. No matter how many times she spoke to Jackson about his lack of involvement, and all of his broken promises, nothing had changed. Her son was right and she damn well knew it. She’d been in protect mode of her offspring, even more so since that man left her house for the final time, determined to do what he didn’t, and even better. Yet, as she looked at her daughter’s wet face, and replayed the scene with her son, she was certain she’d been failing miserably.

She cradled Asia a bit closer in her arms, squeezing, hoping to not hurt the poor girl as she poured all of her love into that desperate embrace. Jackson’s money didn’t ease the pain. His vacant assurances sure as hell didn’t either and Brian’s anger was no more than a disguise for a wrecked heart. They’d all become shattered creatures, living a life cloaked in silent lies, intertwined together, stretching apart, and falling to pieces all at once. She’d dived faster and harder into her work, taking on more clients, burying her head just as her son accused. However, she had no idea she’d been doing such a thing until he’d mentioned it, bringing reality crashing down on her. The fact of the matter was, Jackson had left her so emotionally fragile, she grew a tough exterior to hide just how tortured she felt.

“Mama, I’m thirsty.” Asia broke her adrift thoughts, causing her to release her hard grip from her daughter’s slightly quivering frame. They left the bedroom, walked quietly down the steps and into the kitchen.

“I forgot all about these.” She took notice of the dirty dishes in the sink and sighed.

“Sorry Mom, it’s my night anyway. I’ll do it.” Asia poured herself a glass of fruit juice and gulped it down as if she’d been stranded in a desert for several nights.

“That’s right, I forgot it was your night to do the dishes.” She lightly chuckled as she picked up a soiled paper towel and walked toward the kitchen trashcan to toss it away. When she came upon the slightly overflowing heap, she noticed something of interest. In between the remains of a dried out orange peel, she spotted a piece of partially balled up paper, no larger than 4x6. A handwritten note, and in the top corner, she saw the Sanitation Department logo. She plucked it from the trash, unfolded it, and read the damn thing…

Seconds later, she lifted the corners of her mouth in a roguish grin…

That smart-lipped son of a bitch is something else… I guess I’ve still got it!

“What’s so funny?’ Asia asked as she poured the blue Dawn dish detergent onto the yellow sponge.

“Oh nothing, baby. Look,” she quickly slicked the note into her jeans pocket, “when you finish these dishes, make sure you go on to bed. No staying up reading those strange Harry Potter books you like,” she joked as she reached low and laid a kiss upon the tiny beauty’s cheek.

Asia laughed lightly. “I won’t, Mom.”

Treasure nodded, exited the kitchen, and made her way back up the steps, then paused in front of Brian’s room. Green light shone through the threshold like a rolling fog, and she could hear his loud ass music through his headphones.

That boy is going to be deaf as Helen Keller by the end of the year if he keeps this up…

She knocked briskly on the door, but he didn’t hear her. Turning the knob, she stepped inside only to find his bare back toward her and his head bobbing to the bass-infused beat. She stood there, looking at his broad shoulders on such a long, slender frame. His long braids streamed down his form and his dark jeans hung a bit, exposing the very top of his red, white and blue-checkered boxers. His feet, clad in white socks, tapped the carpeted floor as he got even more into the groove of things, the song no doubt carting him away to some place safe.

Look at him. He’s growing into a man… That’s not a boy anymore. Where did my baby go? Every day he is a little bit different…

To make matters worse, Brian was hardening. The once ‘Mama’s Boy’, polite, and straight A student had turned into a cursing, yelling, screaming banshee. As soon as he found out his father was leaving the house, he transformed into someone else, someone she no longer knew, someone she disliked, pitied loved and despised all at once. But he was her flesh and blood, and in Brian’s own strange way, he was simply trying to protect what was his, the last of what he felt he could rely on.

The boy kept bobbing his head to the beat, completely oblivious to her presence as she took quiet steps toward him. Once she placed her hand on his shoulder, he jumped a bit in his seat, then looked up at her, his mouth hanging open. He snatched off his headphones and focused on her, but didn’t say a word.

“Brian, I want things to be better between us.” There was no need for some ‘After-School-Special’ soft introduction, a cushy ride before she brought down the hammer. No…she preferred at this point to get right into it.

The music continued to play in a hush in the background, offering some odd soundtrack to their serious conversation. She glanced at his laptop and read the title of the song: ‘Collard Greens’ by SchoolBoy Q featuring Kendrick Lamar.

“Can you turn that off, please?” She leaned back a bit and crossed her arms, waiting. Huffing and rolling his eyes, he turned toward his desk and hit ‘Pause’ on his iTunes library. When he turned back toward her, his eyes hooded, sleepy, indolent, uncaring, no information sharing, daring…barely staring. Something inside the boy had died, and in the casket lay a little something called happiness…

“Brian, I know you’re angry, and I understand it. I’m still your mother though, and you’re going to have to remember that. There is a right way and a wrong way to handle things, to talk to people.”

“Yeah, but to talk to someone, they gotta call. That’s how conversations work.”

“What are you talking about?” She sat down on his bed, folded her hands together and anticipated for him to gather his thoughts and explain it all to her.

“He don’t call me, he ignores me.” The boy covered his face. His long fingers masked those gorgeous eyes of his, blocking her from witnessing his poignant discomfort. “It seems like everybody else’s father is in the picture except mine. You know how bad this looks, Mama?” His fingers slowly slid from his face, revealing the wet mess, more proof of his collapsed core. “It’s just me and two other black kids in school, ya know? And I don’t have a father. Well,” he laughed lightly, “I do, but I may as well not have one. That’s what they expect, that’s what they think of me.” He pointed to himself, speaking softly.

“I still make better grades than most of them, but they want to ask me why I don’t play basketball. They talk about affirmative action, like you and Dad got your jobs because somebody had a quota to fill, had mercy on you or somethin’. They look surprised when I say my parents went to college, got degrees and paid for their own shit, I mean, stuff. No full rides, no big time scholarships, nothin’. They look surprised when they find out I’m smart, not some damn dummy. They look surprised when they find out I listen to all sorts of music, not just rap. Mama, you just don’t understand,” he moaned, wiping another tear from his face before averting his gaze, as if he couldn’t stomach the conversation one second longer.

She reached out and gripped the boy’s trembling hand, held it tight.

“Are you angry with me, Brian?”

He looked at her for a long while, almost as if the answer dangled on the tip of his tongue, but he was just too afraid to respond.

“Come on now, you can tell me,” she urged.

“Yeah Mama…yeah, I am.”

“Why?” Her voice cracked as she held his hand a bit tighter.

“There isn’t any point in trying to explain it to you. You from somewhere else, got a different mindset. I couldn’t make you understand it, no matter how hard I try.”

“Brian, you haven’t even given me a chance!”

“I have, Mama! That’s the whole point!” He snatched his hand away from her grip, grabbed his headphones and turned his music back on, dismissing her presence, wishing her away with his body language alone. He rocked hard back and forth in his desk chair, closed his eyes, and disappeared right in front of her…

Slowly, she rose from his bed, feeling defeated, torn up inside…at square one. She’d been so close to getting through to him, but then, the tenuous rope slipped from her fingers, just like her marriage. She walked to his door, reluctantly curled her hand around the knob, and threw him a look over her shoulder. He continued to move about in his chair, rocking to and fro, dancing the unreturned love away.

…And no matter how she tried, they simply couldn’t groove to the same rhythm. He had his own secret song and he refused to tell her the damn lyrics. He’d flown a million tunes away, and she remained a reluctant solo act, hating every bit of the lonely, muted melody as it tortured his heart, and tormented her poor, tired soul…
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I know what you mean. My mother is one of those people that is funny but doesn’t mean to be. –FINDERKEEPER

Doesn’t that make it even funnier? So since you brought her up, tell me more about your mom. –Sapphire Storm

My mom? Ok. –FINDERKEEPER

Well? –Sapphire Storm

No, she doesn’t live in a well. She lives in a house. –FINDERKEEPER

Would you stop it! I’m serious. LOL –Sapphire Storm

I thought you were Sapphire Storm. –FINDERKEEPER

I wish you could see my face right now. –Sapphire Storm

Alright, alright. She is an Irish woman everyone seems to love. She has a heart made of pure gold wrapped around milk chocolate and she is honest, but really nice with her delivery of bad news. Basically my polar opposite. –FINDERKEEPER

LOL! Milk chocolate, huh? –Sapphire Storm

Yeah, she thinks everybody is good; just mess up every now and again. Not true. Most people are assholes. –FINDERKEEPER

I hate to agree with you, but it seems that way sometimes. So you’re Irish through and through? –Sapphire Storm

Yes. Both parents. I’m third generation in the United States. –FINDERKEEPER

That’s great. Do you identify with your culture? Participate in any celebrations? –Sapphire Storm

What is this? The Ethnic Elevation Secret Society? Do I have to pass a litany of tests? –FINDERKEEPER

Yes. –Sapphire Storm

Well, I’ll fail. I don’t drink green beer, I don’t find four leaf clovers lucky or cute. I have no pot of gold, rainbows or lucky charms. I’m not red headed, either. –FINDERKEEPER

Do you have shoes with buckles? LOL –Sapphire Storm

Irish Pilgrim? Why yes, and I wear them every day while doing a little drunken merry jig at the subway for gold coins. –FINDERKEEPER

LMAO! –Sapphire Storm

Look at you using the ‘LMAO’. You learn fast, grasshopper. In all seriousness, no, not really. I’m American. I don’t get into all of that, but I mean, that’s not completely true. I like my culture and do identify with it. I will do things from time to time; go to local festivals, stuff like that. –FINDERKEEPER

What do you like to do? –Sapphire Storm

Sean pressed his fingertips against his lower lip and grunted as he crossed his ankles. He truly didn’t find himself all that interesting as of late, and wished to continue to delve in Sapphire’s secret treasure trove of dating disasters.

We’re supposed to be talking about YOU. I’m your personal, pocket comedian, remember? –FINDERKEEPER

Oh come on, FINDERKEEPER! –Sapphire Storm

Fine. Let me give you the rundown. I’m in my thirties.

And? –Sapphire Storm

That’s it. –FINDERKEEPER

That’s not a run down! LOL –Sapphire Storm

Sure it is. You are far more exciting to talk about. I look forward to hearing about your dates not just because they’re usually funny, but also because I find them educational and enlightening, I should say. They give me hope, actually. There. I’ve said it. And I mean it. –FINDERKEEPER

Well, don’t go writing my memoirs. I’m never going out again. –Sapphire Storm

Oh, cruel world! I pity the raindrops that compete with thy-ith tears. Is thy-ith a word? –FINDERKEEPER

No. –Sapphire Storm

She and this make believe thy-ith shall never show her face-ith again! –FINDERKEEPER

LOL. That’s right. No more dates for me, Mister Thy-ith. I’m exhausted. –Sapphire Storm

That’s because you’ve been running around in my mind all day. –FINDERKEEPER

Ha! Right. –Sapphire Storm

Well, I’d love to harass you a while longer, but I have an exam early in the morning and then work. I have to get some shuteye, Sapphire Storm. Tomorrow? Same Bat Channel, same Bat time? –FINDERKEEPER

Are you offering me a date? –Sapphire Storm

If you mean the fruit, then yes. I can buy some dates and offer you one, possibly will it to you telepathically. –FINDERKEEPER

LOL. You suck. But I like you any-ith-way. –Sapphire Storm

You’re alright-ith yourself… –FINDERKEEPER
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Chapter Six
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“And that is exactly why the den area dimensions you provided let me know in advance how we should proceed. Your appearance of space would be compromised with such a darker color, Mrs. Vander,” Treasure explained from her seat at the small desk in the warehouse. The distinct scent of sawdust made her itch as she looked about the place, not focusing on anything specific.

“Yes, I see that…” the woman said woefully on the other end of the line. She knew the poor lady was disappointed, yet Treasure had full confidence that her design plans would not only meet the client’s expectations, but possibly supersede them.

“So, what do we do from here?”

“Well, I will have my own painters re-prime the room to remove the eggplant color. Then, we will go over the walls with the ‘Sunny Afternoon’ color I suggested. Not only will it make the room look larger, it will liven it up. I’d suggest pairing the white furniture we just picked out with touches of color from the throw pillows to complement the new wall color. Also, to place the vibrant artwork purchased from the gallery in key locations. Oh, and you can keep the matching eggplant pillows from your previous design. Those will make great pop tones. Since you wanted to maintain a rather clean appearance, I would steer away from purchasing additional art with small, abstract brushstrokes and too much color. Let’s stick to basic nonfigurative art in muted tones and I can take care of that for you later this week if you wish.”

“That sounds perfect, Treasure. Just work your magic.” The older woman laughed lightly.

“Fantastic.” Treasure smiled into the phone. “I will email you some samples of accent pieces this evening and have the painters over tomorrow afternoon, is that fine?’

“Yes, thank you.”

“Perfect. Goodbye, Mrs. Vander. I’ll be in touch.”

“Thanks, Treasure.” The woman ended the call.

She looked down at her watch, then back out into the warehouse. Various construction people moseyed about. Their paint-splotched pants for some odd reason piqued her errant attention.

Ahhhh, yes…

That reminded her of the ‘package’ she’d received that morning as she pulled out of her driveway. The trash collectors had been there a bit earlier than usual, and she was pleased to see that her debris was in fact gone. However, tied to one of the large steely gray lids, she’d found a tiny brown teddy bear with glossy black eyes and a white tulle bow wrapped around his fuzzy neck. The bear tenderly held a handwritten letter, on that notorious orange paper she’d grown to despise. He’d written all over the thing, both sides full of his surprisingly clear and concise handwriting. She’d kept that note all the same, tucked it away like the clandestine numbers for that evening’s Powerball. Pulling the damn thing out of her purse, she re-read it, this time slower…much slower:

To the sexy woman at 25 Lyons Place,

This little bear reminded me of you.

Because a teddy is lingerie and I saw yours and guess what I ate for lunch? Some smores.

And then I did some chores.

Some people have big pores.

I like to drink Coors.

I really didn’t eat any smores… but I can if you’re into that sort of camp food experience, that sorta thing, you know, if it turns you on.

This was supposed to be a rhyme, but the only word I could think of that rhymes with lunch is ‘munch’ and ‘hunch’ so I skipped that and tried smores and it just sounded stupid. I don’t have any more paper, I can’t rewrite this. That’s a lie. I do have more paper, but the driver is waiting on me so I don’t have time to rewrite this or he’ll figure out that I’m trying to hit on you. I already hid the bear from his view. See, I tried to rhyme a word with ‘lunch’ like I said, then that would just be turned into something sexual no matter what word I used, and I’m not trying to come at you like that. I guess I already did though since I mentioned your lingerie. I can’t write poetry so the hell with that. This will be my second time inviting you out on a date. It will be the last time, too, just like that warning I gave you that you never saw.

You’re probably married, but I didn’t see a ring on your finger. I looked. And if you are, it’s all right by me if you leave him for the garbage collector. I’m just kidding. I’m not interested in women with husbands, but to sweeten the pot, I have an eBay business. Yeah, I’m kind of a big deal for online auctions, but don’t let my stardom go to your head. I’ve probably got some of your crap for sale and other stuff from your neighbors that would knock your robe off, again! Call me.

–Sean

212-675-0804

Treasure giggled at the pest’s sense of humor. He was funny…damn funny. That time she flashed him must have been one of the most embarrassing experiences of her existence; yet, a part of her felt great satisfaction in knowing that some younger guy was turned on by her unfortunate ‘disrobing’. She’d been assaulted by the wind, none the wiser until it was far too late. She couldn’t take the kid seriously, though. He couldn’t have been more than thirty, way too young. But she’d be lying if she didn’t admit he was so damn sexy. Tall, muscular as hell, with some of the greenest, loveliest eyes she’d ever seen. His velvety, dark brown hair with subtle highlights was a bit of a mess, but it seemed intentional, as if he’d ruffled a dab of gel in the slightly wavy tresses.

The shortness of the length exposed his masculinity, and it had a damn smell. Yes, his manliness had some sort of aroma that wafted in the airway after his brutish ass was long gone. No, it wasn’t the stinking trash he hauled about, it was the way he looked at her, the way he provoked her to keep talking shit and dare to be surprised that he had an equally smart ass rebuttal at each and every turn.

She’d met her match, though she could tell he was still keeping his responses somewhat reserved.

How very unprofessional of him…

He insulted her, got sassy, and then had the audacity to try to hit on her…

What.fucking.nerve.

She rolled the paper back and forth in her grip, turning it so many different directions but loose as she drowned in her own complicated contemplations. It was a wonder she wasn’t practicing origami for she’d folded the thing up like a taco when all was said and done.

…but he’s so damn fine. And that smirk, that damn crooked, all-knowing smirk!

She felt silly looking at a sanitation engineer that way and as soon as that thought crossed her mind, she felt ashamed for thinking he wasn’t worthy of beauty due to his profession…

I wasn’t always that way. How did I get like this? Regardless, this is about sensibility. I’m not being stuck-up or snooty; these are real life concerns!

What would be the point of calling the guy? He couldn’t possibly make more than $25,000 a year…

He had to have been smelly too, hauling all that trash in the sauna-like heat, and he was rather rude, lest she forget—she reminded herself for good measure…but…he was hilarious. The bastard made her laugh, and laugh hard, when she entered her home after her strip tease! That proved an almost impossible feat as of late. And to add to the forbidden, boiling pot, he was not only attractive… he was strong…

Sexy…

He picked up her stuffed trash bins and loose bags like they were nothing, all the more reason for her to scoff at his alleged issues with the weight requirements of the rubbish laid out along the sidewalk. That really chapped her ass—he must’ve enjoyed having that sort of impact, that sort of power over others. But in a way, she understood the need to control one’s environment when everything else appeared to be blowing away in the goddamn wind.

What if I took a chance? Stepped out of my comfort zone? It would only be a date…not like we were getting hitched or anything.

She sat there thinking about it, continuously twirling the orange piece of paper around and around.

No, I can’t do that. What would my children think? I bet Brian is the one that threw the first note away. He is the one that usually brings the trash bins in…

She warmed with embarrassment, her cheeks more than likely flushed with color.

Yeah, I bet Brian saw what that man wrote…

But soon, her face creased with another smile as her thoughts sunk into the basement of naughty considerations. Without another second to talk herself out of things, she grabbed her cell phone from her purse and dialed the number.

I can’t believe I’m doing this! He can’t be any worse than anyone else I’ve dated as of late though…

“Hello?”

She could distinctly hear the deafening rush of traffic, honking cars, and an assortment of metropolitan noises she’d grown accustomed to while growing up in Brooklyn. The abundant background chatter and a mixture of mingled, faint music made her feel a slight twinge of nostalgia.

“Hello?” he repeated, her frozen state now compromised, melting from sudden discomfiture.

His voice… God, that slightly hoarse, deep, sexy voice!

Rough and masculine, just as she remembered, and he’d only said one word.

Simply cocky…

He even said ‘hello’ with arrogance.

“Uh…” She stumbled over her own tongue, thinking better of her choice to throw her hat in the ring of burning chance.

“Who is this? Look, I don’t have all day. Some of us have to work for a living,” he belted.

At those words, she flirted with disconnecting the call for certain, and the man would be none the wiser. But it was too late—he’d done the unthinkable.

“This is Ms. Panties-in-a-bunch on Lyons Place, isn’t it?” He chuckled, seemingly becoming aware of the situation.

Oh God, why did I call this man?!

“Um, I prefer to be called Ms. Chambers. My first name is Treasure.”

“Ms. Chambers, huh?” He laughed lightly. “Nice to talk to you, Ms. Treasure Chambers. Sexy… That sounds kinda like a porno star name.”

“What?!”

“Look, I don’t have much time. You wanna go out tonight or what?”

Tonight?! Did he say tonight?

“Sean, how old are you?” She asked, rising from her seat, suspicion in her tone as if he were some cherub faced fifth grader that had handed her a crayon-scribbled letter declaring his eternal, pubescent love.

“Old enough.”

“That’s not a suitable answer. Do you know how old I am?” She raised a brow as she waited for his response.

“How could I? Our only interaction was you tearing my head off and then you flashing me.”

“Could you please stop bringing that up?” She rolled her eyes. “It was an accident.”

“I’m sure it was, but I appreciated it all the same. I don’t give a crap how old you are, you’re beautiful.”

“Well, thank you, Sean, but I’m forty-two and you are probably—”

“Perfect.”

“What do you mean, ‘perfect’?’

“I like older women. It’s my preference, actually.”

“I still want to know how old you are.”

“I’m thirty-four.”

That’s a bit better than I thought, but not much…

“You’re still eight years my junior.”

“Thank you for the math lesson. So what time should I pick you up?”

“Sean…” She sighed and rubbed her forehead. “I think I may have made a mistake in calling you. I’m sorry for wasting your time.”

“Oh really? Well, Ms. Chambers, before you hang up, let me ask you something.”

“Yes…”

“This is no fault of your own, but I am not interested in dating, or at least, I wasn’t. Then, as soon as I get the nerve, I get a call from the woman I asked out. My lucky day, right? It’s obvious to me she kinda digs me, liked what she saw, now she’s second guessin’ herself thinking that is the prim and proper thing to do. Let your hair down, live a little.”

“Sean, not that you are owed an explanation,” she hissed, “but I am a mother, okay? I can’t just do things that feel good, on a whim.”

“So I guess mothers aren’t allowed to be happy and have fun? You’re just supposed to stay in the house with your kids, not having a good time, letting all your good looks go to waste?”

“You’re something else,” she murmured as she slumped back down in her seat.

“I’d prefer to be whatever you need me to be… Why don’t you let me take you out, huh? Take your mind off all the stuff that bothers you, has you all uptight. Let me guess, you’re divorced, right?”

“Yes.”

“You got like two or three kids?”

“Two…”

“You got a nice house, a real fuckin’ nice house, and your ex-husband is still paying for at least half of it, isn’t he?”

“That’s none of your business.”

“But it’s true, right? I’m goin’ somewhere with this. Humor me.”

“Maybe.” She grimaced, though a small part of her enjoyed the banter.

“And you’re used to dating smarty-pants teachers, know-it-all lawyers, over-paid doctors and rich fuckers but they are not doing much for ya. That is because they might want younger women, or they think you should be excited beyond belief that they asked you out in the first damn place. And now here comes this garbage man, sweaty, dirty and gettin’ smart with ya, and then flirting with you and asking you out. What kinda guy does that, right?”

She couldn’t help but chuckle…

In the background, she heard a car door opening and closing, then music begin.

This man is a real piece of work… What is that playing? I like that…

“But you’re looking at him, and he’s looking at you, and you two are attracted to each other. It’s true, isn’t it?”

“Which part?”

“Hell, all of it…what are ya, blind?! Watch were you’re goin’!” He suddenly yelled at someone. “You know he doesn’t have much money,” he continued on with his conversation, as if nothing had happened, “but you think he looks nice, and now that you talk to him on the phone, you kinda like how he sounds and the shit he says, and it scares you because then the ritzy neighbors around ya might talk bad about you.”

“I don’t care what the neighbors think.”

“I’ll remember that when I ask you to leave the windows open and you’re screamin’ my name.”

“WHAT?!”

“So, are you going out with me tonight or not? I really have to go, I have training in a few minutes so a ‘yes’ or ‘no’ will do.”

Training? I don’t even think I want to know… Is this bastard being pushy on top of everything else?!

“Tonight?”

“Yeah, tonight. It’s one of the few nights I don’t have school…”

School…he’s in school…well, that’s good!

“What is that song playing if you don’t mind me asking?”

“MØ, the song is called, ‘Waste of Time.’ You like that? It’s good, right?”

“Yeah, I do like it.”

…We have similar musical tastes.

“You’ll like goin’ out with me, too.”

“Okay, fine. Why not? I’ll go out with you tonight. You obviously know where I live.”

“Yeah, so is seven good?”

“That’s fine. What should I wear?”

“Clothes.”

“I mean,” she hit her head dramatically on the desk and rolled her eyes as a big smile broke across her face, “I don’t know where we’re going, so I don’t know how to dress for where you’re taking me.”

“Just however you want, no biggie. I figure we can get something to eat, talk a bit, get to know one another.”

“Okay. Well, I guess I’ll see you at seven.”

“Yeah…” And then he hung up. No goodbye, no confirmation, no nothing.

Treasure couldn’t help herself. She sat there and laughed, then laughed some more.

I’ve stooped to an all time low!

Her laughter increased to the point that she vibrated in her seat, causing people to cast a curious glance her way.

I’m going out on a date with a damn garbage man, and I’m actually excited about it. He is young as hell, sexy, has a smart-ass mouth, doesn’t seem to have a damn care in the world, and left my ex-husband’s crap on the curb that took me almost forty-five minutes to drag back into my damn house. And then, I had to ration it out over the next few weeks and re-bag it! Oh my God…I’ve lost my mind!
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Graffiti, a small South Asian restaurant on East 10th street, boasted of eclectic dishes that were tasty and easy on Sean’s sensitive budget. Nevertheless, he wanted to take the woman somewhere half way decent. It was evident from the way she spoke she was classy, and though his wallet was at times challenged, and he refused to go broke over a woman, he wanted to put his best foot forward.

“I’ve never been here before.” Her face warmed with a reddish hue as she glanced around the small place, taking in the sights and sounds.

He looked at her real careful, taking her in, memorizing her just so. Her dark hair was cut in long layers, framing her oval shaped face. She was the color of coffee with a dash of cream. Her eyes turned up ever so slightly at the ends, and she had some of the longest lashes he’d ever seen. The bridge of her nose sloped long and pooled into a tiny bulb with slightly flared nostrils, and her cupid’s bow was deep, well defined. He imagined tracing the damn thing with the tip of his tongue. And then came her lips….full, but not what he’d describe as large. They looked soft and delicate, warm and delightful. A beauty mark framed her upper lip and the left side of her neck, and she smelled like honey and heaven with a healthy dose of sex appeal.

“It’s good.” He opened his menu and perused the choices.

The woman stared at him for a moment or two, then followed suit.

“What would you recommend?”

“What do you like?” He smirked at her from over his menu.

“Well, the green mango paneer sounds really good. Have you had it?”

“Yeah, it’s pretty good. The braised pork buns are my favorite.”

She broke out in a big smile. “That sounds perfect.” She closed her menu, looking a bit timid as she scooted about in her seat. “It smells really good in here, and it’s busy! Must be a local favorite.”

“Yeah, they could use some expansion room.” He grabbed his glass of water and took a hearty sip. “The art in here is nice though, isn’t it?” He looked around, taking notice of his favorite piece in the whole spot.

“Yeah, it is.” He looked where the woman’s eyes landed—and they were staring at the same painting. Across the room, taking up an entire wall, hung the image of a woman painted in blue. Her features reminded Sean of Alicia Keys and her head was tilted back, while colorful swirls, some of which looked like feathers and spirally wheels, framed her beautiful face.

“So, you like art?” She picked up her glass of water and took a small sip.

“I like urban art.”

Her lips curved in a lopsided smile. He took it she liked that sort of thing, too.

“What?” He smiled back.

“I just think that’s really neat. I like art, too, though I’m better at design. That’s my profession actually.”

“Art designer?”

“No, home interior design. I’m an Interior Designer.”

He grinned and nodded proudly, as if her accomplishment were his own.

“That’s pretty cool. Funny, I bet you’d run across people like me. Well,” he shrugged, “what I’m trying to be, all the time.”

“What are you trying to be?” She unwrapped her silverware, then placed the napkin across herself in a dainty sort of way.

“I’m studyin’ industrial business development and marketing. I want to help construction companies out with advertising, bid organization, promos, things like that.”

“Oh, wow!” Her smile almost took up her entire face. He hated to admit it, but he was pleased that she approved. “That is great, Sean. So, what made you decide to go into that field?”

“I, uh, used to work construction jobs over the summers.” He swallowed a mouthful of water. “A lot of the companies went under, and I always felt that was part of the problem. It’s competitive, ya know? I really enjoyed working those construction jobs, but I’d rather be on the business end of the deal now. I understand the nature of it, how it works ’nd all, and the problem with some of these companies is they don’t invest in their brand. It’s bigger than just tryna get contract bids and hiring the best foremen, and they are starting to realize that.”

She nodded in understanding.

“I’d work the jobs to get money for school, well, when I was attending the first time.”

“What school did you attend?”

“I went to Kingsborough Community College for Mental Health and Human Services. I was goin’ to get into social work. People always said I had a way with people,” he said with a snort. “So I thought I’d do that, plus, I like talking to folks, kids in particular, but then one day I found myself asking, ‘why?’ I mean, we’re all messed up. Who am I to try and tell someone what’s so wrong with them that I’m the right person to bring it to their attention? I got my own shit to contend with, ya know?” He shrugged.

“Well, that is an interesting perspective.” Her sweet perfume wafted past him, making his groin thicken in anticipation of some shit he was certain wasn’t even remotely on her mind…though he sure as hell wished it were.

I would love to take you home right now and fuck you real deep and slow…

“So how long you been divorced?”

The woman’s luscious lipped parted as if she wanted to protest, state that she didn’t want to discuss it, but instead, she simply glowered at him.

“What?” He threw up his hands. “That’s a normal question, right?”

“I’ve been legally divorced for almost a year and a half…” She grimaced.

“What’d he do? Cheat?”

“Sean, I really don’t think this is—”

“Appropriate? Why not? Where do we get these rules from, huh?” His brow rose, and so did hers. “Why do I have to wait to ask you somethin’ like that?”

“Because it’s personal.” Her eyes hooded as she extended an exasperated sigh and reached for the stem of her wine glass.

“Right, and gettin’ to know someone requires I ask personal questions. This is just fuckin’ silly to get bent out of shape about it.”

“I’m not bent out of shape.” She huffed, relinquished her stemware and leaned back in her seat, an obvious perturbed look on her face. “Do you always just say the first thing that pops up in your head?” she chastised as she crossed her arms tightly over her breasts, compressing them.

“No. If I did, you would know how much I want to take you to bed right now.”

She turned briefly away from him, a big crooked grin on her face, then returned eye contact with him.

“What if I decide I really like you, Treasure, and then you tell me like five dates later that you just got divorced last week, right? That the guy still lives in the house and you two are still screwin’ but it don’t really mean shit? People do crap like that all the time. That’s their business, but I don’t want any part of it. Does that seem fair to me?” He threw up his hands and paired it with a half grin.

“I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone like you in my entire life!” She lightly laughed, though the sound was tinged with nervousness and discomfort. “You are entertaining, that’s for damn sure…” She shook her head, then sat a bit straighter as a waiter approached them and took their dinner order.

“So yeah.” He took a sip of his water as the guy turned and walked away. “I mean, let’s just get this shit out of the way.”

“Do you always curse like that?” she asked with a raised brow.

“Like what?”

“So frequently?”

“Oh trust me, this is the downgraded version.”

“You know they say people that curse a lot do it because they don’t have much to say.” She crossed her arms and smirked, as if she’d said something particularly thought provoking, poignant.

“Oh, I got plenty to say.” He leaned over the table, staring her up and down, making her redden under his seedy glare. “I do people a favor by biting my tongue every now and again. I just believe in tellin’ the truth. If more people told the truth, everyone would be happier in the long run.”

“Oh really? So, tell me the truth, Sean.” The sexy siren leaned a bit forward herself, exposing her damn cleavage. His eyes drifted right down to the brown globes, loving them, and he hadn’t even got the chance to run his tongue and fingers along the soft flesh.

…Those sons of bitches look good enough to eat. Will she slap me if I ask to suck her tits? Probably. I guess I better not.

“What do you want to know, Treasure?”

Silence grew between them like a web, spinning, turning, morphing into a beautiful thing, soft and cottony, but catching every nuance in its midst…and something dangerous sat in the middle, ready to devour the intended prey.

“I don’t know, I’m not exactly sure.” She leaned back and tapped her lower lip with her index finger, as if trying to decipher and navigate the recesses of his declarations, the kinky ones pouring out of him making her search him like a maze. “I find you curious.”

“I’m just a guy… If you find me funny, that’s just a bonus. If you find me entertaining, that’s fine, but don’t take me as a joke, because I’m not.”

Her eyes narrowed, and her face changed. Perhaps she wasn’t certain whether to be offended by his affirmations, or grateful for his candor. Regardless, he wasn’t sure how to behave any differently, though it was obvious from the wrinkles that spread across her forehead that she was in deep thought.

“You said on the phone you like older women…oh, thank you.” The waiter brought her another glass of wine, and for him, a bottle of Heineken. “Have you always been that way, or is this a new development?”

He liked how she spoke, like they were in some business meeting. He gathered she didn’t always talk that way and bet his bottom dollar she was a squealer in bed and screamed dirty words in the throes of passion, not so refined and well-put together…

He took a swig of his beer, leaned far back in his seat, and spread his legs wide, loosening the bunched denim on one pant leg. He let his eyes wonder again to her cleavage, that wonderful, perfectly rounded cleavage daring him to reach out and touch the damn things…

But instead, he simply replied, “I’ve always been this way…”

She smirked and took a sip of her white wine, her lips pursed ever so slightly. “What is it you like about older women?”

“Well, older women usually know what they want. I don’t have to skirt around stuff. I don’t have to put all this energy into molding you, making you feel secure. You don’t need a man to take care of you financially and call all mornin’, noon and night to prove he loves you. You know how to love, how to kiss, to hold, to show appreciation. Your bodies are fine tuned…” He traveled his gaze down from her lips to her stomach, and back up again. He couldn’t help but notice the woman blush, an act that warmed the cool tones of her darkened skin.

Jesus, she’s fucking gorgeous…

“Like you, for instance. I can tell you got some knowledge in your head. You’re smart, got some experience under your belt. And I’m usually more sexually compatible with women older than me.”

Although she hid her eyes from him again, he didn’t miss the small smile on her face and the tense way she toyed with her napkin.

“And, unlike some guys my age, I actually like kids. They don’t have to be biologically mine. I can have that with an older woman in some cases. Kids don’t intimidate me, either.”

“I see…” She cleared her throat and looked him in the eye. Judgment floated in her glare, but he wasn’t certain what it was for exactly.

“Have you ever dated a younger man before?”

“No, I haven’t.” She stared down at her lap and shook her head, ever so slowly as if falling under some old, tattered remembrances from yesteryear.

“How long were you with your ex-husband?”

“I’d known him a couple of years before we dated but the total time from the start of our friendship to the day of our divorce—for seventeen years. We met in college. He went to Morehouse and I attended and graduated Spellman.”

“You guys were real young,” He worked the numbers over in his mind. “Historical Black Colleges…hmmmm. You ever date anyone before him?”

“Yes.”

Ever fuck a white guy, Treasure?

“Was your husband and all the other guys before him black?”

“Sean, really?!” Her face scrunched up as if he’d said the worst thing ever. He acted nonchalant, uncertain what her objection was.

“Here we go again. Is it tea time around here? Is the Queen of England at the table? Geeze Louise! What’s wrong now?”

“Why are you making jokes? Never mind… Does that really matter? The race of my ex and everyone else is not imperative to this conversation.” She sucked her teeth.

“I wanna know what I have to deal with, okay?”

“What do you mean what you have to deal with?”

“That’s the only drawback of dealin’ with older women. You all are set in your ways. Now look, I asked because I’m tryin’ to understand if our differences are going to be a problem, a hindrance. You act like you’re uncomfortable with our age difference, so hell.” He shrugged. “Maybe me bein’ a white guy is a problem, too. Nothin’ wrong with what I asked. I’m not apologizing for it.”

“Don’t you think you’re moving a bit fast? Pace is important, Sean. All of these personal questions at once? You’re like some firing squad.”

“No, like I told you, this is the time to ask.” He huffed. “Just answer my questions, and we can move on with our lives.”

She rolled her eyes and roughly set her glass down.

“I am promising you right here, right now, that there won’t be a second date.” Her eyes narrowed on him as if he were public enemy number one.

“And I’m promising you that before we part ways, you’ll choke on those words…”

She glared at him long and hard as he folded his hands on his lap.

“Fine, what questions do you have?” Her face balled up like a used tissue while she leaned back in her seat and crossed her arms over her generous bosom.

“I want you to answer fast. Don’t spend a lot of time thinking it through. I just want the truth.”

“Had I known I was going to be interrogated, I would have asked for a police escort, two credible witnesses, a notary, and an attorney.”

He smirked, but kept on going. “Ever date a white man?’

“Yes.”

“When?”

“Twice in high school, several times after my divorce.”

“Did your ex-husband cheat with a white woman?”

She visibly gulped. That beautiful neck of hers grew tight, the trapezius rising under the flesh.

“I never saw any cheating with my own eyes, Sean,” she said calmly, but the tone had a bitter bite to it.

“You didn’t have to…”

“True.” She sighed. “Yes, his girlfriend is white.”

“Are you angry at white women now?”

“What the hell is your deal? I’m not answering any more of your questions about this, do you understand me?” She pointed in his direction as she laid down the law. “I shouldn’t have entertained it in the first place.” She snatched her napkin off her lap and tossed it on the table with a ’tude…but he was far from done with her.

“Are you angry at white women now?” he repeated a bit more sternly. “You told me this was it for us, so you may as well humor me. According to you, you’ll never see me again after tonight.”

She hesitated, then softened a bit before deciding to answer. “You’re right. This is it for us. In regards your question, the answer is…No.”

“That’s a lie.”

“Why’d you ask me in the first damn place if you think you have the answer already? I hate that, you know that?!” Her eyes grew small; narrow, morphing into mere dark lines. “It is one of my biggest pet peeves. Don’t tell me how I feel. You’re a stranger, okay? You don’t know me.” Her brows bunched in anger, and her tone dropped several octaves.

“Someone’s got to tell the fuckin’ truth around here!” He chuckled. “Look, I asked to see if you’d be honest with me as well as yourself. Now, answer the question. For real this time…”

She said nothing.

“Please?” And he meant to beg…

“Yes.”

“Why do some black women feel that way?” This wasn’t planned in advance. He had no concern with asking her such questions, but hell, it just sorta happened so here they stood in the middle of the quicksand, giving each other either a lifeline or a hard push lower into the thick muck, experimenting with one another’s resolve.

“Because it is hard for us to find good black men sometimes, Sean.”

“Maybe if you just worried about finding a good man, regardless of his race, you wouldn’t feel that way…”

“Easy for you to say. You don’t have a shortage of white women.” She took an indignant swallow of her wine.

He nodded.

“That’s a damn good point, Treasure…damn good. But, my words still hold true.”

“Fine. My turn.”

“I thought you said you were done with me after this date.”

“I am.”

“Then why would you want to ask me any questions?”

“Because I’m already here.” She threw up her hands and crossed one long leg over the other. “And you deserve to be treated exactly how you’ve treated me this evening.”

“Shoot.”

“I can be like you, right? Drill out my invasive questions?” she clarified, as if his answer would impede her either way.

“Ask me whatever the hell you want.”

“Do you only date black women?”

“Nope. I’ve dated all kinds of women, all races, all nationalities. I don’t have a preference based on nationality or race. I just like what I like and I know it when I see it.”

…And I like fucking, too. Can I fuck you, Treasure?

“Do you date older women because you believe we will take care of you?”

“Sexually? Yes. Financially, no.”

She paused for a moment, seemingly taking his words in like much needed elixir.

“Why are you so rude, a little strange and aggressive? It’s outlandish to be that way with someone you proclaim to want to date, especially initially.”

“Not really and I don’t think I’m strange, at least not in the way you mean. I’m saying and doing what everyone else wishes they could but I think I know when to put a cork in it.”

She shot him a disagreeable glance, then turned away.

“I can be rude at times, but what you’re calling rudeness is just honesty. I don’t like wasting time. Aggressive? Well, yeah, I am. That’s how you get shit done. I’ve wasted too much time in the past, Treasure, therefore, I am now playing catch up. And if I’m considered impolite because I want what I want when I want it and do what I need to do to get it, then so fucking be it.” He offered a disenchanted glance. “Now, you said I’ve blown my chances of a second date.”

She smirked, but offered no additional words.

“I think I like you, Treasure, so I’d like a chance to make a better impression if this first one sucks.”

“It does.”

“I’m not tryna make you uncomfortable. I just want you to see me for me, and understand that this is who I am. You’d not have to wonder about secrets and shit like that with me. I don’t roll like that and I think…I think you deserve better than a bunch of lies and games.” He didn’t miss the smile that slowly formed on her beautiful face. “I’ll try to watch my style of delivery should you wish to change your mind, but I will always drop off the goods.”

Their food arrived then. A cluster of beautiful, fragrant things soon lined the table in neat order.

“Thank you,” Sean offered to the waiter before the man sauntered away. He turned his plate in various directions, surveying it to ensure it met his expectation, then picked up his fork.

“This looks really good.” Treasure sunk her fork into the meat filled bun and took a bite. “Mmmmm, this is good.” She dabbed her mouth with the side of her handkerchief.

“Told you.” He smiled widely. “I think you deserve only the best… There isn’t no price tag on that.”

“This is the best on the menu?” She took another bite, raising the fork just so to her succulent lips.

Run those fucking sexy lips down my chest then my stomach until you reach my dick…and then keep going.

“Not necessarily. But I know I’m a good guy, and you seem like a good woman, so that makes us the best. Maybe we could be the best for one another…” He took a quick bite of his food and swallowed. “If I get that second chance, it might be worth your while.” He winked at her, then focused back on his plate. After a few moments of silence, her soothing, sexy voice broke through once more.

“Sean, I’ll admit when I’m wrong.”

He looked around the place, picked up his beer bottle, and tilted it to his lips, taking a sip.

“What were you wrong about?”

“I’m enjoying this date now. I appreciate how you explained yourself. It was real, and you seem like a pretty good guy actually, despite your flawed sales pitch.” She nodded, as if still trying to convince herself of the words she uttered as well. “I think I’ll give you another shot. You are one very intriguing person.” She smiled ever so slightly as she took another bite of her food.

“That’s good.” He picked up his bottle, waved it a bit in her direction to initiate a toast. Catching the hint, she quickly placed her fork down, gulped a mouthful of food and raised her wine glass in the air.

“To a second date, and a third, and a forth and fifth.” He offered a devilish grin. And then, their drinks clinked together, sealing the declaration just like so…
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Chapter Seven
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“For littering.” He kept close to the woman as they navigated his favorite walking path in Central Park. Out the corner of his eye, he shot her another glance, sizing her up. Treasure wore an oversized chocolate brown kimono-style shirt, matching leggings and leopard print flats. He took notice of the corresponding leopard print bangle around her wrist, edged in gold.

…I bet that cost a mint.

“They charged you with littering?!” She burst out laughing again, placing her hand over her mouth in disbelief.

“Yeah.” He snaked his hands in his pockets, not certain what to do with them. It just so happened he was in the city to pick up his new boxing gloves, and he knew from their conversation on the phone the previous evening that she would be in the vicinity around the same time. She proclaimed to have some shopping for a client to take care of. He’d given the woman a call that afternoon, not for a traditional date per se, but one nevertheless.

He’d been thinking about her, wanting to see her, smell her hair and skin, feel her against him. So, he made the call. The visit would be short, a quick bite for the mind…a coming together for a snack-sized conversation. Much to his surprise, she agreed to meet him at the park, and now here they were, overdosing off each other’s energy. She smelled like cherry blossoms, the kind that grow in Asia, the leaves turn into a red paradise and sweet delight for the senses.

“Some bastard put those flyers all over my car, you know, the advertising bullshit like refinancing your house and car washes,” he explained, pulling himself away from his fascination with the woman. “I knocked ’em off and they hit the ground. Before I knew it, I was in some sorta trouble. The police rolled up on me, threatened to get me for littering. I asked him what about the fucker that littered on my car! Wrong response…”

“Sean.” She shook her head at him as they continued to walk side by side. “You are a mess. Is that what you really said to him?”

“Yeah, verbatim. I was like nineteen; it was a long time ago.” He scratched behind his ear. His mind drifted somewhere dark and dirty.

I want to lie down right here, right now, rip her fucking pants off and jam my tongue in her goddamn pussy. What do you taste like, Treasure? She looks so damn good…smells so nice…

“So anyway, what about you, huh? Any close brushes with the law?”

“Yeah, but I’d rather not get into it right now.” She offered him a crooked grin, politely excusing herself from the inquiry.

Pausing, he gave her a look. “What do ya mean you’d rather not get into it right now? Not this again!”

“No.” She chuckled, placing her hand on his shoulder in a soothing sort of way. “It’s not what you think. It happened when I was a kid. I’ll tell you, but it makes me really sad is all because it’s tied to another event. It’s nothing crazy like murder or anything like that. I just don’t want to bring myself down is all. I’m in a good mood, would like to keep it that way. Is that cool?”

“So, it isn’t top secret, right? You’re not a stalker or some shit like that, right?” He raised a brow. “’Cause I’m known to drive women insane with my unbelievable charm and vicious stick and moves.”

“Stick and moves?”

“In the bedroom…my stick, you know? My skilled thrusts are my moves.” He burst out laughing as he pointed to his crotch, causing her to turn away and redden right before his eyes.

“I’m not a stalker, but you’re obscene.”

She liked it. He could see the mischievous twinkle in her eyes born from his haughty words. He shrugged and wrapped his fingers around hers, held her soft hand, not giving a damn to resist the temptation a second longer. The woman kept walking by his side, glanced at their linked hands then stared back ahead, accepting his claim upon her.

“On the phone last night, you mentioned your mom wanted you to pick her up and take her to the store since your dad was asleep. I bet you two are close.” She stated.

“We are. My whole family is close actually. I have one brother; he’s a year older. We’re pretty tight.”

She nodded in understanding.

“My dad worked for the city and so did my mom. She was a receptionist. I go over my parents’ house all the time. I see my brother a lot, too. He’s a fireman. Being with all of them is the highlight of my week.”

She smiled. “I love that, that’s nice. Seems like you’re a family man.”

“I am. Family is important, even if you have to create your very own.”

“Yeah… and speaking of own, do you want children?”

“Yeah, but they don’t have to be biologically mine just like I told ya.”

“Well, that’s good because, well, even though we aren’t together or anything, it’s important to get this sort of information out of the way.”

“What sort of information?”

“I can’t have any more children, Sean.”

He paused for a moment, took a good look at her.

“Okay, it’s cool.”

“Don’t you want to know why?”

“Yeah, just out of curiosity. Not because it’s a big deal to me or anything like that.”

“Well, I can’t have any more children due to a medical situation. My doctor told me after I had Asia that that was it. I have endometriosis, which also led to my tubes being blocked.” She sighed, took a deep breath. “At the time I was diagnosed, I was upset, but now,” she shrugged, “I’m just blessed to be fairly healthy and have the two children that I do have.”

He nodded in understanding and held her hand a bit tighter.

“Speaking of moms, brother and sisters ’nd everything, what about yours?” he asked.

“That’s a good starting point for some other things about me you may be interested in, too,” she offered, making him feel as if she gave a damn, wanted to open up a bit as he so desired. He wished to know all about her, and there was no better time than the present.

“Yeah, tell me about them.” They began walking again.

“Well, I could start out like you did, and talk about this or that, but I’d rather start with the truth.” Her voice lowered an octave or two. He turned and looked at her, concerned for her well-being, and she’d only just begun. “My mother is someone I don’t really know. She never let me get close enough to know her…and here I am, ruining my good mood.” She laughed mirthlessly. He squeezed her hand… an involuntary reaction, letting the woman know, ‘all is well…’

“You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to, Treasure. I don’t want to spoil your day or nothin’ like that.”

I’ll throw you a lifeline lady, because I feel something for you.

“I should though. So, I will.” She shrugged. “Not everything can be avoided, nor should it be, honestly. So anyway, let me back up for a moment. I have two brothers. One is older than me, Turner, and one is younger, Jacob.”

“Middle child, huh?”

“Yes.” She grinned. “Turner lives in California now and Jacob lives in Oregon. My mother is still here in New York. I barely see my brothers and we rarely talk, too. I don’t know, Sean.” She shook her head. “I’ve always felt sort of isolated, even when growing up, living at home. My mother took care of me, don’t get me wrong. She wasn’t mean to me per se, but it always felt more like she was a friend of the family, babysitting, versus raising children, if that makes any sense.”

“I can understand what you’re saying. That’s kinda fucked up.”

“Yeah, I suppose it is.”

“Sometimes,” he said upon a sigh, “it seems like a person can do more harm by being there than not being there. So…” He paused for a moment, slowed his trek until they both stopped. “You think she didn’t want you?”

“I think…” She looked for a moment at the ground, then met eyes with him… Such beautiful eyes she had. “I think my mother just wasn’t cut out for motherhood and had her own demons she battled on a daily basis, Sean. I think she was afraid to love and be loved. I know that now as an adult, but as a child, I spent the majority of the time trying to get her affection and acknowledgement. Fact of the matter is, she just doesn’t like me.” She smiled sadly as they continued to walk the path, still hand in hand.

“She never did like me. I was tolerated. It wasn’t anything I did, she never made me feel like I was a bad kid or anything like that, but she was emotionally absent. Vacant.”

“Was she that way with your brothers, too?”

“Yes, it was the same I believe with all of us but with me it was more pronounced. Regardless, I think that’s one reason why they moved away and never looked back. They don’t understand why I even deal with her. Nevertheless, I do talk to my mother a few times a month, stop over as well. They are awkward visits though.”

“I bet.” He couldn’t imagine having a mom like that, and felt all the more fortunate for having the woman who birthed him in his life.

“I remember one time, someone didn’t even know she was my mother and asked who she was at a dinner function we were at for a high school dance recital of mine. I was getting an award from my dance class.” She chuckled, though it was obvious the conversation was far from funny.

“You danced?” He couldn’t help but grin.

“Yes.”

“I bet you were good…” He took a look at her shapely legs once again, her leggings hugging them in all the right places. He sucked his bottom lip as the revelation spurred his imagination and did nasty things in her honor.

“Yeah, I was pretty good if I say so myself. Anyway, it was the way she was sitting I guess, her body turned away from me, which threw people off. I don’t know. Besides, I look just like my father and my mother hated my father.”

Sean’s tongue thickened as he searched for the right words to say. He was now filled with regret for encouraging the woman to open up like a can of Ragu pasta, expose her guts. Though he told her she could drop it, he had still pushed her a bit, and now the woman stood totally exposed. He sometimes forgot, on days such as this, that not everyone had a set of parents like his own.

So enmeshed in family life he’d become, it became something he occasionally took for granted. He wished he could clone his mom and dad, as annoying as they were, and pass them out like trinkets to people in need. This was one of those cases…

“Why’d she hate him?” he finally asked, breaking the silence.

“My father was madly in love with my mother, everyone could see it. I think she tried to love him back, but she became very paranoid, thinking he was cheating all the time. He wasn’t, Sean. He worked hard to support his family is all. I know I was just a little kid then, but my father was the real McCoy… a good guy. Something must’ve happened to my mother, I’m not sure what, but she changed from being barely there, to being very negative, downright cruel as time went on.

“One day, he left. She kept telling him to. She told him she didn’t want him, wanted a divorce. He tried to make it work, but she kept pushing him away. He gathered me and my brothers up one night and said he was leaving. Oh, I cried my heart out, Sean! I was a daddy’s girl! But then he hushed me, put his finger over my lips and told me to calm down, that he’d be back. He said he was going to get us an apartment for him, my brothers, and me and come get us the following week. My father never made me a promise he didn’t keep. Never.

“But this time, he couldn’t keep it. Two days later he had a heart attack at his job.”

“Oh man, I’m sorry, Treasure.”

I’m an asshole for bringing this shit up…a big stinkin’, hairy asshole…

“Yeah.” Her eyes became vacant, her tone eerily calm. “I was sorry too, Sean. Real sorry. But…that was a long time ago… Let’s talk about something else.”

He nodded, and they did. They spoke of their jobs, of places they wanted to visit, things they wanted to see and do. They discussed bucket lists and agendas, the best music and the worst movies. Something was happening. As the sweet breeze kissed their flesh, they drew a bit closer together, in more ways than one. The woman had dimension. She wasn’t just some pretty, pampered face. She had soul and was grounded…and he found it intoxicatingly sexy. Before he knew it, their time was up, far too soon.

I’ll leave you with a lil somethin’ to hold on to, Treasure. Something good, something nice… No more bad stuff.

Pulling her toward him, he watched her shock in her widened eyes and the mystified expression on her face.

“I gotta go.” Pushing his lips briefly into hers, he released her and began to walk away, leaving her there. “I’ll call ya tonight if that’s cool?” he shouted over the honking of cars as he navigated closer to a row of benches, preparing to cross the street.

“Yeah, that’s fine!” she hollered back, waving, a big smile on her face. Then, she placed her fingertips on the spot his lips had touched, before slowly turning away and walking in the opposite direction.

We’re leaving each other for a second, but we’ll be back. I think I like you a lot, Treasure, a whole fucking lot and baby, I want you…and I’m going to have you…
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The dull light of the computer worked as some sort of hypnotic incubator. Treasure tried to keep her head up, but her neck muscles bent like wind beaten tree limbs, letting her down…

“Huh?” she uttered, as if intoxicated. She went through each email and account, massaging the keyboard with eager fingers, selecting delete over and over again. She’d forgotten all about them until she’d awakened from a fantastical dream. It felt rather surreal and she blamed it on her two glasses of red wine while chatting with Sean on the damn phone. The boy could talk. No, he could talk shit, and she loved every silly moment of it. Just like that, he was running down things that made her lose her breath, made her tummy roll deep within. She couldn’t recall the last time she’d laughed so damn hard…

“It’s true. The fucking lights were all the way on the other side of the room. I was tryna get away from her ass, but I couldn’t see and I kept running my fingers along the wall, feeling it up. The damn wall asked me for my number afterward… I guess it was going to write it down on itself with the header, ‘For a good time, call…’” he said, relaying a nightmarish evening with one of his insane ex-girlfriends from many years ago.

“You’re so stupid!” Treasure chuckled.

He was so damn funny… Boy, such a relief to laugh so hard until you cried…

Cried.

Yeah, that was the issue. She’d gotten Jackson out of her system; her love for him was gone, long gone. She’d never cried so much in her life until the realization had set in that her marriage was crushed and she’d be raising children in a whole new way. She tried to keep her family together. After all, that’s what Mama said to do…

‘Keep your family together for the kids! Your father didn’t give a damn about y’all, but if that man don’t walk out, you don’t walk out, either!’

To Mama, it didn’t matter what Jackson did, said or how the brute behaved. All she could see in her old, tired eyes was that the man was tall, handsome, articulate and wealthy. Nothing else mattered to her…

Who cared that he was carrying on with other women?

Who cared that he spoke to her like she was dog shit slathered on the bottom of his Manhattan Richelieu Louis Vuitton shoes?

Who cared that he was negligent father?

Who cared?

Treasure cared.

She’d lamented for months after the divorce was final, trying to figure out what to do with herself now that the life she’d known for so long had shattered. What does one do when their better half vanishes? It was a worse half, but a half, nevertheless…

Now here she sat reading over emails the man had sent her so many years ago. He’d declared his love, told her she was the best thing that had ever happened to him. She felt honored to be in his damn presence for so many years. She never took herself as a homely girl; matter of fact, when her face was beat just right or she was feeling extra fly, she turned her share of admiring heads, but Jackson woke up looking like the sun rose and set on his glorious, smooth brown-skinned ass without much effort at all. She was subtly reminded by so-called friends, and even her mother a time or two, that he was out of her damn league.

Descriptions of the man’s jawline would be written in erotic poetry—hard and chiseled. He donned dimples, the right one a bit more pronounced than the left, with plush, bowed lips between them. Thick brows hung above his mesmerizing dark eyes and his hair felt like soft cotton against one’s fingertips. His tall, well-defined body felt like cool marble married to granite for a match made in lustful heaven. He was blessed below the waist as well, and he knew how to use it…

Yeah, at one point she did miss the intimacy, the sex, the fucking, but that soon waned once her mind allowed her to envision the man’s long, rigid dick inside of another woman, just a few hours prior, and the day before that as well. She could never shake that imagery loose, and though it came from her self-constructed imagination, the shit was based on a true story.

DELETE.

Suddenly refreshed with a second wind, her fingers came alive and got rid of all the fucked up, flowery lies the man had told her, year after year.

DELETE. DELETE.

She moved fast and furious now, loath to hear another whisper from his ghost. She kept on and on, pounding the keyboard like Liberace. A song was being created all right, a song was being sung. The tears stung a bit as they ran down her freshly washed face, but her heart had bust free, so damn alive. The things she’d forgotten came back to haunt her when those emails resurfaced that evening, reminding her of what once was, but the emotions were short-lived and she thanked God aloud for it be a swift killing. No one could bring this back. No one could refuse to haul it away. Gmail and Yahoo owed her. They were taking it down an electronic rabbit hole, never letting her see it again. They promised! And she did it, over and over again until the task was complete. After a few moments, she sighed in her seat at the small desk in her bedroom, then rose.

Stretching on her tippy toes, she yawned, then fell down onto the white fluffy sheets of her new Queen-sized bed. It opened up the space, gave her room to make their house her very own. Her sanctuary belonged to her and her alone now. There was no room for any garbage, trash, rubbish and filth. No, there was only room for love, hugs and kisses. This latest show of affection she gave to herself as she wrapped her body in the covers, cocooning and protecting her world from all others. She smiled from ear to ear as she closed her eyes, gripping the sheets tightly in her palms. Falling slowly asleep as if drifting on a cloud, some words from Sean’s lips replayed in her mind like a soundtrack to an upcoming, magnificent dream:

“We only got one life. What tha hell do I look like living it for other people? Trying to make everybody else happy? Nine times out of ten, the people we try to impress don’t give a shit about us. This is my life, ya know? I’m gonna do what I want to do and not let anything stop me. I got dreams. That’s why it’s important to take chances sometimes. A lady I like to talk to every now and again reminded me about that. I’m learning this too, not just talking about you.”

“I know you’re not, Sean. And I agree with you. I think you’re my new friend.” She couldn’t help but smile. “You have a way of saying things, too.”

“Yeah, well, I’m speaking from the heart. Done some stupid shit in my life, but it’s important to learn from those mistakes. Anyway, everything happens for a reason. I didn’t take your trash away, and now look, you’re saying we’re friends. You see me as a friend now, huh?”

She laughed lightly. “Well, maybe more than that…”

“Having friends is always a good thing…being more than friends is a great thing. I want to be your next great thing…”
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Two weeks later…

“Come here.” He wrapped his arm snugly around her waist as they waited in the long line that filtered into the cramped, shoebox shaped Brooklyn Ice Cream Factory on Fulton Ferry Landing Pier. He felt the woman’s soft body stiffen against him, then her form slump and yield as she accepted her fate. The slight wind carried her aroma in the air, titillating him just so. She smelled of cherries and jasmine, feminine and lovely, sexual and enticing, inviting him for a kiss…

Bending low, he seemed to have startled her when he pressed his lips against her forehead, causing her to look upward at him with a bewitching half smile across her face. They’d been talking non-stop for weeks since their first date. Most of the banter was light hearted and jovial but there were a few times when she’d opened up, let him see some mess, some sticky, icky shit that hurt her deep within. He felt he now knew the woman, and it was more than obvious that her children came first for her. According to Treasure, she had a sweet, fourteen year old daughter that appeared to be a talented dancer. The young lady was slightly introverted, but a sweetheart just the same. And then there was Brian, her rambunctious teenage son with a cynical bend, yet was a serious music lover. As the woman he adored began to pour out stories regarding her children, he couldn’t help but notice that she seemed to be with them during the majority of her time. Even when she worked, she’d take several self-imposed breaks to check up on them, get their 411. As she spoke, he bit his tongue, finding it difficult to curb his natural inclination to speak and think afterward, but one factor nagged the shit out of him…

Where the hell is this big time lawyer father of theirs?

He figured she’d get more into that later, as they settled into a groove of sorts where she finally completely trusted him. He didn’t want to rock the damn apple cart, make the shit tumble over and make applesauce when he’d just gotten situated. After the first encounter, he figured he was lucky that she was still speaking to him in the first damn place. However, he wasn’t exactly sure how to monitor his behavior on an ongoing basis. So, he didn’t. He figured, based on her comments then and recently, she didn’t actually want him to change. No, quite the contrary. The woman simply desired for him to be more mindful of how he said the shit he did. Not stop talking, but speak a wee bit gentler. He figured that wasn’t too much to ask, so, they got into a nice sweet spot, and it seemed to be working out just fine.

“They’ve got great floats, now.” He pointed to the handwritten sign as they moved a bit closer toward their chance to order. Her growling stomach didn’t go unnoticed, and she looked away, as if that would somehow convince him that it wasn’t her gut talking in five different languages at that precise moment. He hoped her pussy was talking to him too…

“You skipped lunch again today, didn’t you?” He smirked.

“I was just so busy!” She looked into his eyes woefully, a slight grin on her face.

“I told you about that.” He grinned, playfully chastising her as he rubbed his hand along her shoulder.

“You’ve known me all of two months and—”

“…Two and a half.”

She rolled her eyes. “And you are already trying to boss me around,” she joked.

“Gotta keep my baby healthy.” He winked at her.

“Your baby, huh?” Her eyes gleamed as she stared into his.

“You are so damn pretty… Move up, we’re almost there.”

She smiled and walked a bit ahead, the train of people steady and close behind her. The few tables inside were taken, all occupied by patrons digging into overflowing banana splits and cups of homemade delicious, sweet delights.

“What do you want, Treasure?”

“I want the—”

“Let me get a cup of ya vanilla ice cream, and a root beer float, please.”

“You didn’t even let me answer!” she protested, rising on her tippy toes to her full height, as if to intimidate.

“You took too long,” he teased. As she stood there, he simply couldn’t resist wrapping both of his arms around her waist and resting his chin above her head. Once again, he felt her stiffen, then relax against him. Her ass brushed alongside his groin, stirring the monster in his pants, daring it to initiate a ‘meet and greet.’

Push your ass into me again… I like that…feels good.

“Sean?”

“Yeah?” he answered fast as she pulled him out of his sordid thoughts. “What’s up?” he spoke over the rumble of the crowd.

“You smell good.”

“You say that like you’re surprised…like I’d smell like garbage during a date.” He chuckled, messing with her a bit.

“I didn’t say it like I was surprised!” she protested, wiggling against him a bit as they watched their desserts being prepared.

“I know, I’m just kidding,” he replied softly. He turned her toward him and took hold of her chin, made her look him in the eye. They simply stared at one another, until the woman that had prepared their homemade edible pleasures handed him the float. Reluctantly, he released her and pulled the cash out of his pocket, handing it to the employee. “Where’s my cherry?” he asked as he surveyed the delectable root beer concoction.

“We’re out of cherries,” the young lady said matter-of-factly.

“I should get extra whipped cream then.” He laughed.

“Do you want extra whipped cream?” The lady smiled.

“Nah, just tryna mess with you a bit. Thanks though.” They turned and walked away and just then, he heard a delighted moan roll like an orgasmic purr right out of Treasure’s mouth.

“Do you wanna hotel room with your homemade vanilla ice cream?” He looked at her with a raised brow as he fought off a laugh. “You need some privacy, just the two of you?” he mocked as she closed her eyes and savored the sweet treat.

“Shut up.” She laughed before taking another bite. “I haven’t been here in over a year, and I don’t know why. This stuff is so damn good!”

They exited the place and walked side by side along a pathway as the sun began to set, streaking the dark blue sky with deep purple. In their silence, taciturn words were said, shared and declared. Their hearts appeared to draw closer, especially when he sucked the last bit of his float through the straw, tossed the remnants in a trashcan, and took her hand for a moment, forcing her to face him as he stopped walking.

She swallowed what was in her mouth, and simply looked up at him.

“What?” she questioned with a sweet smile.

“What’s a guy gotta do to get you exclusively, huh?”

A devious smile spread across her face.

“Sean, you don’t waste time, do you?”

“Nope. Like I told you, I wasted too much time in the past. Not doing it anymore. So, what gives?”

“You want to date me exclusively?”

“Yes, and there is another motivation.”

“And what’s that?”

“I don’t want you to fuck someone else.”

At this, she burst out laughing. “Your bluntness is a real disorder!”

He smirked, looked away, then back down at her.

“I’m serious. Normally, I wouldn’t try to tie anyone down at this point, but I really like what we got goin’ on here and I’m man enough to admit that you messing around with another guy right now would anger me.”

“Anger you?” Her brow rose in question.

“Yeah, I feel like, ya know…” He looked away, feeling a bit silly as he declared his feelings, but it needed to be said never the less. “This is my turn, my time. I took a risk, and I want to just let you know where I stand. So, you gonna give me a chance solo, or do I have other bastards to compete with? If so, just tell me, be real with me so I know what I’m up against.”

She smiled smugly, a smile he understood but slightly resented. He’d put his cards on the damn table, and now she realized she had the upper hand and she savored having a bit of control over his ass.

“I’m not dating anyone else right now, Sean.”

“Good. Let’s keep it that way.” He took her empty cup from her hand and tossed it in the trash. “That was good, right?” They held hands once more as the sky darkened, but the Manhattan skyline stretched out before them, magnificent and regal, illuminated so beautifully in the distance.

“It was delicious.”

“But your kisses are sweeter…” He stopped and grabbed her fast, making her gasp. Twisting her body to get her flush to him, he ran his palm down to her lower back and pressed her against him in a tight embrace. Before she could protest, he pressed his lips harshly against hers, delivering an urgent kiss and then another. Unable to resist, he slicked his tongue within her wet mouth, made the woman moan and melt against his frame as she wrapped her arms around his neck. When he’d finished with her and pulled away, he couldn’t help but notice the gleam in her dark brown eyes, and that was his undoing. He sealed her lips with one more kiss, a small, sweet peck, before turning away, taking her hand again, and walking along the pathway.

She said nothing for a long time, and neither did he. He had her, and that was all that mattered to him. He’d staked his claim, she complied, and now, it was time to put in the legwork to continue to explore one another, and build a foundation he could rest his love-struck heart upon…
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Chapter Eight
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“You should’ve gotten busted.” Treasure reclined on the bed and propped her feet up on a spare pillow, flexing her toes, taking in the moment of leisure. Stifling a yawn, she checked out the time on her alarm clock, but refused to tell the man goodbye. She’d been chatting it up with Sean for over an hour, and it shocked the hell out of her, because it felt like only ten minutes had come and gone. Once again, the natural born jester was at work. The man didn’t even have to try; he was just intuitively funny and fast with his wit and that made him even sexier and more stunning in her eyes. He had her laughing so badly, her stomach cramped to the point of discomfort. She was certain she’d feel as if she’d done a hundred crunches later in the day. Picking up her glass of wine, she sloshed it lazily, stared at the liquid for a moment, then set it back down, wishing to remain clear-headed and enjoy his crazy banter with full sobriety.

“No one saw me, I was invisible.”

“Oh, so you have super powers like that? You just turn clear in front of the whole damn world?” she quipped, slapping the bed as she rolled about and blew out air from a happy place deep within.

“I do. Garbage man by day, Invisi-Guy by night.”

“You should be robbing banks or something then.”

“Ms. Chambers, you struck me as a law-abiding citizen. I’m surprised at you.” He chuckled, real loose and easy like.

“I know!” She laughed a bit louder. “You’d think I’d be a better person than to lead you into a life of crime,” she joked. “Shame on me.”

“You’re plenty good enough. I only spend time with quality. I know good shit when I see it.”

“You think I’m good shit, huh?” She smiled weakly and crossed her ankles, the sheets beneath her feeling oh so good, but not as good as the deep man’s voice vibrating in her ear.

“You’re the best shit. I’d bet my fight money on that.”

“Your fight money, huh? We’ve not talked about your kickboxing much. I know it’s important to you… Maybe I’ll see you fight one day.”

“It is and you will.”

“Aren’t you afraid of getting hurt?”

“Treasure?”

“Yes?”

“You are definitely a mom.”

She burst out laughing and placed her arm behind her head, melting further into the pillow, disappearing into the bed, swallowed up.

“No, I’m not afraid of getting hurt, baby,” he said quietly, as if taking her by the hand and gently leading her down a flowery path. “It’s fun, it keeps me in shape, I blow off steam. And besides, I’m good at it.”

“Do you have a silly name? Like Hulk Hogan, The Rock, or something like that?”

“No way! Just Sean… Sean is the Shit Mahoney and S.O.S.—Sean offers Superiority.”

“Hell!” She burst out laughing again, prompting him to join in the fun. “That’s not true, that’s not your name.”

“Right, but when you read about my fights online you will see things like, ‘Mahoney takes no baloney’, ‘Sean the Irish Beast’, shit like that. I didn’t coin it, but people have said stuff like that, so it sticks.”

“That’s kinda neat though. Hmmm, very interesting.” She tapped her lower lip contemplatively, wondering what the man would look and move like in the ring…and between her legs. She hated how the thought of him pounding someone’s face in aroused sensual sensations in her gut, travelled to her kitty cat, and made the little tiger purr.

“Yeah, I’ve always been a fighter.” He paused and blew his nose. “Kickboxing is just a demonstration of what is in my heart. For me, it’s my art, you know? I think it altered my psyche, actually, makes me a better person.”

“What do you mean?”

“Like, I’ve been fighting since the day I was born, Treasure. According to my mom, I was premature…a tiny little thing.”

“Well, we have something else in common, Sean. I was premature, too.”

“And for me, you came right on time…”

She couldn’t help but smile wide into the phone.

You’re taking my heart away from me, man…taking it right out and making me want you…chase behind you…

“But yeah,” he continued, not waiting for a response from her. “I couldn’t breathe on my own when I was first born. I was in ICU, and the doctors didn’t think I’d make it but before they knew it, I was thriving, off the ventilators and picking up weight like nothing bad had happened at all. My lungs were strong, and my heart got stronger, too. That’s everything, you know? Can you take in air, live a bit, feel it, put your heart and soul into it? You’ve got a lot of soul, I like that about you, Treasure. You’re real grounded… I gotta lot of heart. When we’re together, we help each other have both. That’s why I never want to not be close to you since I met you. When I’m with you, I feel complete.”

He’s killing me…

No he isn’t, he’s reviving me, blowing life into my trust factor… Damn, he is so deep.

“I don’t take any shit off any fucking body,” he blurted suddenly, apparently having secret thoughts she wasn’t privy to.

“Don’t I know it.”

“I don’t hesitate to defend myself. Especially after everything I’ve been through but more importantly, I don’t pause to protect the people I love. I don’t flinch, think it over or hesitate. That can be a problem sometimes too I guess, but whatever. No matter who it is, if someone messes with my family or my friends, it’s on.”

She sat there for a while, rolling his words around inside of her head, considering how beautiful they were, how genuine they sounded, regardless of how ruthless. Her paranoia then got the best of her. Maybe the man was high, or these were simply drunk ramblings? No one would say such things under normal circumstances…such lovely things from such a masculine person…or would they?

“Are you plastered?” she asked behind a smirk as she took another sip from her glass, needing a bit of courage. After it came out of her mouth, she thought better of it, but it was far too late.

“I haven’t been drinking tonight, Treasure.” He made a sound as if he were sucking his teeth. “I have been eating these leftover chicken wings though.”

“Mmmm, that sounds good. Where are the leftovers from?’

“Bar Matchless.”

“Oh my God, their wings are so good!” She could hear him smacking on the other end now, and what sounded much like him licking his fingertips. “Just rub it in! Could you eat any louder?! Goodness! I’m starving over here.”

“I can feed you…”

All she could do was swallow, catch his drift and hold it close to her clit.

“You want me to bring some over?” he clarified, making her blush with shame at how her thoughts had gone to the damn gutter and got comfy and cozy there. Then it hit her as to what the fucker was truly saying…

She paused, startled by his proposal.

“Well, no, it’s late and—”

“I can come over. I wouldn’t want you to travel here at this late of hour, but I have no problem coming over there.” He paused; seriousness seeped into his tone, turned on fast like a teenage boy watching porn for the first time. His urgency dripped all over the conversation…making her misty between the thighs…

Oh yes, the kitty cat cried…

She crossed and uncrossed her thighs, but it was no use.

“Well—”

“I’ll even pick up a bottle of wine or a case of beer if you want. I’ll bring the rest of the wings, there’s plenty, but you have to tuck me in your bed and read me a naked time story.” She burst out laughing at the silly man.

“I shouldn’t laugh at you…I shouldn’t encourage this.” She drew her legs up to her chest as her body warmed with a new wave of freshly launched desire.

I would love to take you up on your offer…

“Don’t you want me to come over?” His voice dropped like a booming base.

“It’s late, Sean.” She grinned a bit wider, a tight expression no doubt as she fought her internal whore to leave her be. “And besides, I haven’t introduced you to my children yet. I need to do this the right way.” Sitting straight against the headboard, she struggled to get a hold of herself, regardless of the way her pussy continued to purr for the bastard.

“Mmmm, okay.” He sounded duly disappointed. “This chicken bone should be you… I’m sucking the shit out of it.”

“Oh God!” She threw her head back, looking up toward the trey ceiling, as a thunderous roll of laughter tumbled out from between her lips.

“I’ll have you screaming that if you let me stop by…”

“Yeah, yeah, all the guys say stuff like that,” she teased.

“Nah, nah, I’m serious,” he said coolly. “Hold up, let me get this sauce off my hands real quick.” She waited a second or two and then he continued. “You’re in your sexual peak and I’ve been known to climb mountains, stick my flag in the top of the apex, and make a woman yodel like she’s from Switzerland.”

“Just…stop it!” She laughed so hard, she was certain she was turning red. She put her hand up in the air, as if he were sitting there and she needed to put him on pause. “You’re out of order!” she yelled out with mirth.

“I’m in perfect working condition…you wanna find out?”

“Sean, I’ve got no patience for you tonight.”

“You don’t need any patience, just a relaxed body.”

“I have to get off the phone.” She clicked her tongue against the roof of her mouth, hoping he’d keep going, keep talking, saying flirtatious, salacious words.

“So you’ll get off the phone, but won’t let me get you off? Ain’t that ’boutta bitch!”

Now she was cracking up extra hard as she slumped over to the side, her head lying in the puddle of sheets.

“You’re an absolute mess…a beautiful mess…” Her smile slowly dissipated as she realized what was happening—she was enjoying this man, really, truly enjoying him, crushing on his ass hard…liking him, loving him. He had wormed his sneaky self into her heart on the coattail of a well-placed guffaw. Though his words were so damn funny, he was so damn sexy about it, too. Everything he uttered sounded intimate, whether it was meant to be or not.

“I’m your beautiful mess if you want me to be. I like you, Treasure. I really like you more than I think you understand…so glad to be your man.”

“…I like you too, Sean, a whole lot, actually…and I’m glad I’m your lady.”

“Glad you realize who you belong to. I’m selfish when it comes to this sort of thing. You know what? I think about you all the time.”

Her cheeks warmed at his admission.

“…I think about you a lot, too.”

“I want to spend more time with you. I understand you are extra careful because of your children, you know, not wanting them to meet me just yet, and I know your time is sparse, but…I think I should. We’re together and well, we have something special. It’s time to take this to the next level.”

She hesitated for a quick moment, then came from the heart, pushing her fears temporarily aside. “We do…and, perhaps you’re right.”

“We have a nice connection, a nice vibe. I feel like I can be myself with you now. The start was kinda rough, but I like this, ya know? It feels good.”

“It does.”

“I want to make your body feel good too, baby… I want to make love to you so bad, Treasure, shit! It’s driving me crazy… I gotta get close to you.” He sounded almost as if he were about to fall the hell apart, and it was all her fault for keeping her sweetness put away under double bolted lock, rigid chastity belt and hidden key.

“What do I have to do to slide inside of you, huh? I’m not just trying to have sex with you, honey. I’m trying to be yours, completely. I’m not yet until you’ve had me in all ways…”

Her pussy lips immediately warmed and kissed one another, delivering a wet smooch between her clenched thighs. The man had caught her completely off guard, blasting her away with that candid truth, and her body embraced the words, took them down whole.

“Sean, you are making this so hard.”

“Serves you right. I’ve been hard for the past twenty minutes and you’ve done nothing to take me out of my misery. Don’t you want me to make love to you, Treasure? Right here, right now, don’t you want me inside of you?” he asked, his breathing a bit heavier on the other end.

“Yeah, I do, Sean. And do you know why?”

“Why?”

“Because I care about you so damn much, and my mind and heart are in agreement that you’re better than good. You’re great.”

“I’m your next great thing…just where I wanted to be. But I still can’t come over, right?”

“Just a little more time…the kids, baby…my children. I want to introduce them to you first before they discover Mom has a man in her bed. You understand?”

“I understand.” Once again, she could hear the disappointment in his tone.

“But believe me, I want you so badly, Sean.” She needed to make him understand that she respected his vibe, and wanted in on the shit, but there were other factors to consider. “I am attracted to you, not just physically, but the way you carry yourself and just your general personality. I’ve had so much fun with you tonight.” She stifled another yawn as the night drew on, but like a child, she had an internal tantrum, refused to end the phone call. “You are always a riot.”

“Making you laugh makes me feel good.”

“Speaking of which, Sean, no one could just be this way on a whim. It’s a gift. What you have is a blessing to others. I’ve seen you in action in public, too. You make strangers around you laugh on a daily basis. Do you know how great that feels when someone has a shitty day? You really do have something. It’s…it’s wonderful.”

“Thanks. That’s nice of you to say. You’re funny, too.”

“Thank you.”

An awkward silence soon followed, and then she heard music playing quietly in the background. After a short while, she recognized the song: Lloyd’s, ‘Feel So Right.’

“…You are not playing that song, Sean…” She rolled her eyes in disbelief. This sort of saucy R&B was her guilty pleasure, and she was all too familiar with the lyrics of the tune. How befitting. How very manipulative of the bastard…

All I want to do is touch you…

“Look, Treasure, I’ll wait for you, baby, but I’m not known for my patience. I know that you want to do this a certain way, and I get it. But you need to make that happen sooner rather than later. I’ve waited a long time, that should tell you something, and I’ll wait a bit longer, too, but eventually, I’m going to need you to show me something. You showed me your mind, you showed me your heart. I got them now, they’re mine. Now, I need you to show me more…I need to taste your fuckin’ pussy.”

Then, in an instant, her phone buzzed and she looked down and saw his Facetime request…

“Oh shit…” She hesitated for just a second or two, knowing what the bastard wanted. He gave no warning, didn’t ask permission; he simply went on, in his typical Sean way, and did what the hell he wanted to do.

My hair is messed up. I don’t have on any make-up, either…

She took a deep breath and answered, and his sexy face appeared on the screen—a slight delay, then he steadied. There he was, his arm lazily behind his head as he lay against his headboard, real easy and breezy, one leg up and the other leisurely down under thick sheets. A self-satisfied smirk graced his damn face, his hair a bit disheveled and no damn shirt on.

Hard ass abs for motherfucking days… That’s a damn eight pack, fuck a six pack!

His white sheets were pulled up to his waist, ushering her curiosity forward.

Oh Jesus…is he naked?

She bit into her lower lip and sighed.

The music grew louder, the lyrics sending her somewhere forbidden.

“How are you doing tonight, baby?” His deep voice vibrated within her.

She gripped the phone tighter.

“I’m good,” she replied, putting on a brave face, for she refused to let the man see that he was breaking her down.

“That’s not good enough. I need you to be in the best motherfucking mood ever.” The man’s eyes hooded as he held his phone with his left hand and his other drifted under the sheets, disappearing completely from view. His phone suddenly shuffled back and forth, causing her confusion.

“What are you doing?”

“Setting my phone on this tripod, hold on,” he explained.

She nodded in understanding and waited. After a few seconds, he was in clear view again, relaxed against his headboard.

“So, here’s what we’re going to do.” He looked serious as hell. His dark brows furrowed ever so slightly while he scratched the side of his mouth with his knuckle, curing an itch. “You’re going to sit there, relax, and let me do all the work, all the talking, but you have to do what I say, do you understand?”

“Sean, I was thinking that—”

“No.” He put his hand up. “Just say yes, Treasure. Stop all of this. I’m taking control. I need something to help me wait for what belongs to me… Give it to me, give this to us.”

She swallowed, mulled it over for a fraction of a second, then nodded in agreement.

The man placed both of his hands on his upper thighs, the sheet still covering whatever was going on below his waist. Pressing the sheets firmly down, he allowed her to see the imprint of his cock.

“Oh my God!” she exclaimed and turned away, certain she was turning a million shades of red. Tentatively, she let her gaze drift to the screen again.

He offered a tilted grin, but remained fairly still and quiet for a spell.

“Now, I want you to imagine that I’ve come over to your house tonight. You let me inside, and I tell you to take me to your bedroom so I can fuck you …”

Her pussy clamped over and over. The wet heffa was not resisting in the least, despite what her brain screamed into her conscious.

“So then you take me by the hand and lead me there, nice bedroom from what I can tell by the way.” He chuckled lightly. “But uh anyway, as soon as we get in the room, I tell you to take your damn clothes off. I just stand there, watching you as I rub my hands together in anticipation. Treasure?”

“Uh, yes?”

“…Take your damn clothes off.”

In that instance, she grew woozy. Was it the wine? Perhaps she’d drunk too much.

“Um, what?”

“Take. Your damn. Clothes Off.” He ran his hand over his linen-covered cock, causing her to stare extra hard at her phone, trying to make out once and for all what the bastard was working with.

Look how big the fucking head is… That’s not the sheet, that’s his damn dick! Okay, okay…this is fine. I can do this.

She placed the phone down and began to tug at her oversized light gray nightshirt that read, ‘Spellman’.

“That’s no good. I can’t see you. Put the phone up on something so I can see you,” he instructed.

She looked around and saw she could place it on her nightstand, so she swiftly set it down on the surface.

“Is that better?”

“Yeah.”

She grabbed for her shirt once more and pulled it over her head, exposing her breasts. A sudden chill filled the room, forcing her nipples to harden. She swallowed harshly as the man’s eyes burrowed into her. He leaned slightly forward, staring at her, his head cocked to the side. He made not one excuse or apology for his gawking.

“You’ve got really nice tits, you know that?”

“Thanks.”

“You’re welcome. Now, take off the panties, too.”

She reached for the side of the things, looping her thumbs in along the lacy trim. “I can’t believe I’m doing this…” She grinned.

“Move a bit closer to the phone. I want to see it, you’re out of view.”

She scooted on her knees closer to the phone, giving him full access, then pulled them the rest of the way down, exposing her pussy for the man’s viewing pleasure.

“That’s nice…real nice,” he slurred as he stared at her with even more intensity.

“Now, imagine me laying you down and getting ready to eat your pussy, right? Open your pussy for me, Treasure. Let me see it.”

She closed her eyes for a second or two, giving herself a much-needed pep talk as her hands meandered down to her zone. Lying on her back, she scooted her ass closer to the phone, then took both hands and opened her lower lips. The man went quiet for a bit, then she heard him moan.

“Goddamn…” he finally uttered. “So pink and wet… open the hole up more for me, baby…mmmm…”

She did as he asked, gulping, swallowing her own spit as her heart raced and her desire continued to grow to heights she never dreamed possible.

“Look up at your phone.”

She strained a bit to rise on her elbows.

“Oh…shit!” He’d exposed himself, and let her see the dick that other dicks wished to grow up and be. The fucker had the goddamn right to be cocky, though he never bragged about his size. Matter of fact, he made no mention of how blessed he was in that department at all.

“Lie back down.”

She did as instructed and looked up at the ceiling, wondering…waiting…

“Suck your finger and slide it against your clit…that’s my tongue flicking against you.” She did as she was told, bucking against her own maneuvers. The man moaned, noises coming from him she’d never heard him utter before, followed by a slight series of squeaks.

“What…what are you doing?” She turned her head, but couldn’t see her phone as she continued to masturbate.

“I’m rubbing my cock while I watch you.”

“I want to see.”

“Rise up then, but keep your hand on your pussy.”

In a few short seconds, they were rubbing their fingers along their respective zones, staring at one another, almost silence minus the sensuality of the music that seemed to be on repeat.

He tossed his head back. His Adam’s apple bobbed as he moved faster and faster, his hand running all along his dick for her to see. The fucker thickened before her eyes; the large head seeped clear liquid as he continued to fuck himself in her honor.

“Keep…rubbing that pussy,” he instructed weakly, stroking, bucking.

Her nectar ran all over her fingers, streaming down like rain.

“Mmmmm!” she moaned, her eyes still upon him, getting the show of a lifetime.

“I wish I was really making love to you! Shit! I need you so bad, Treasure!” he yelled, his hand now slamming down onto his nuts at each rapid stroke. “You’re gonna make me cum! Uhhh!” The vein in the middle of his forehead protruded as he leaned forward, still rubbing himself briskly while he watched her get her rocks off. “Don’t you know if I was over there right now you’d feel me in your fucking guts?!”

“Ahhhh!” She sighed, moving her hips faster and faster.

“Don’t you know when I fuck you for real, Treasure, I’m going to make you cum so goddamn hard! Uhhhh!”

“Ahhhh! Sean! Sean!”

“I want you to feel all this dick inside of you! I want to pound your beautiful pussy! Make it gush all over my cock! I want to pin you down and make you take every fucking stroke! Fuck you so damn hard, so good! I want you to shake in my damn arms, beg me to stop and threaten to kill me if I do! I WANT TO CUM IN YOU! UHHHH!”

And then, she lost complete control…

“Ahhhhh! Oh God, I’m cumming. Sean, I’m cumming!”

“Yes, baby! Cum for me, let me see it!”

His wish was granted. She trembled against the sheets, her body doing bizarre things, her honey streaming down her inner thighs. The orgasm was so powerful, so over the top, she lost herself, forgot her name, her address, and who the hell she was for a second or two. Once she regained her composure, she found the man lying on his back, jerking the shit out of his huge, rigid dick. His bed squeaked and rocked beneath him as an intense expression took over his features.

“Uh!” He focused on the head now, running his hand up and down it so quickly, his fingers seemed a blur. “Uh! Oh shit!”

“Imagine you’re still inside me,” she coaxed, refusing to be quiet, refusing to not be a part of her own experience with the man. “Imagine my wet pussy wrapped around that ridiculously massive dick of yours, and I’m riding you, and you’re pounding inside of me.”

“Ride my dick, baby! Uhhh! Slide that fuckin’ juicy pussy up and down my pole!”

“My fingers are on your chest, scratching you as you make me take your hard thrusts.”

“Uhhh! Yes…keep talkin’! Uh!!!”

“I love how you fuck me… I feel you getting closer…”

“I am! Uhhh! I’m going to explode inside of you. Put all this cream in your pussy!”

“Put it in me, baby…cum in me!”

“I’m cumming! Ahhhh!”

The man suddenly rose up, forced his cock close to the screen of his phone and shot his thick, creamy emission onto his sheets.

“Uhhh! Uh! Shit!” His body rocked with each thrust, with every movement of the damn thing shooting like a fleshy gun. “Uh….fuck! Uhhh!…Oh…shit…damn.” He fell back in a helpless heap, breathing harshly and staring up at the ceiling. After a minute or two, he broke the silence.

“You know what?”

“What baby?” She couldn’t help but smile; she’d had a damn good time…loved every sordid minute of it.

“That isn’t shit compared to what I’m going to make you feel like when we’re skin to skin. I love you and you mean the goddamn world to me. I knew you were a freak. I like that shit. Goodnight.”

And then, he simply hung up, leaving her stunned on the other end of the line, her mouth hanging open like a paper sack. He’d never told her that before—it was always ‘like’ and ‘care’. But he said it so smoothly, his words so fleeting, and that was it. No explanation, no conversation…he was done.

Recovering from her amazement, she broke out into a series of heart choking laughter, rose from the bed and dressed in an ivory satin nightgown, wanting to feel pretty, just as he’d left her.

No, he doesn’t get off that easily…

She grabbed her cell phone from the nightstand and called the man. He immediately answered.

“What’s up, baby?”

“I’m still horny. I want you to hear something real quick.”

“Okay, I’m listening.”

Quickly getting into position, she gripped the silver beaded chord of her nightstand light. She gave it a gentle yank, and her bedroom suddenly went black. As she moved about under the sheets, she plopped the pillows just how she wanted.

I need to taste your fucking pussy…

His previous words raced around in her mind like a Nascar driver.

“Mmmmm, Sean, you turn me on so much,” she moaned as she rolled over to the opposite side of the bed, pulled out the nightstand drawer and retrieved her vibrator. She was ready to go again; he’d worked her up so badly. Unsheathing it from the lavender velvet bag, she lifted her gown to her hips and slowly closed her eyes, lying flat on her back. Her thumb slid against the side of the thing, and she heard the familiar roar of its tiny engine. “Uhhh…” Arching her back, she placed the tip against her clitoris, running it up and down, imagining it to be the tip of Sean’s tongue against her zone. “Ahhh…”

“You’re fucking yourself with a vibrator. I can hear it. Damn, baby…”

She continued on, contorting her hips, going faster and faster as the tortuous fantasy drove her over the brink. Slicking her thumb further, she turned the speed up and bucked even harder against the thing.

“Ahhhhh! Ahhhhh!” She could hear his voice repeating the nasty words and imagined his head between her quaking legs, buried so deep it made her sing out, lose control of herself. “Ahhhh…” She sighed, her body shaking ever so slightly as her orgasm winded down. After a few moments, she sat up and ran her hand across her forehead, eyes pressed firmly shut. She tried to restrain it, make it stay away, but a grin crept across her face like a fracture on a desert plain and wouldn’t relinquish its new post.

“Ohhhh, Sean,” she sighed, grinning a bit wider. “I shall sleep pretty well tonight. You’re forbidden fruit, but damn, I just can’t resist you.”

“That is one of the sexiest things I’ve ever experienced with someone, Treasure. You took the initiative and just because I was quiet, please don’t think I wasn’t into it. I was just listening, rubbing my dick, and in the moment. You’re so damn sexy… Goodnight, baby.”

“Goodnight.”

“Oh! I’ll call you tomorrow afternoon, okay? Maybe we can do lunch.”

“That sounds good. I’d like that.” She could barely catch her breath as her heart continued to race from the excitement of it all.

“Sounds good. I love you.”

He’d now said it twice…then hung up both times.

And with that, she fell into a deep slumber chock full of sparkling dreams and a smile on her face that would not wipe off to save her horny, little life…
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Chapter Nine
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The dining room table was covered in neatly folded terrycloth squares. Mama had decided to do her laundry there, folding the towels in perfect shape to place inside of her hall linen closet. The petite woman with dark brown flesh, harboring a slightly reddish hue along her cheeks, sat in the large, mahogany chair at the head of the table. The delicate gold-rimmed glasses upon her face sat at the tip of her nose, forcing her to pause and push the oversized things back up to her heavily hooded, dark eyes. Her vein-covered hands worked over and over, toiling amongst the paper-thin, over-washed and repeatedly bleached fabric. As she worked away, her thin lips dipped like melted candle wax on each end in a settled frown.

A small cherry scented votive candle burned in the near distance, giving the place a sweet scent, but it did little to lessen the tension, take the lump away that danced in the middle of Treasure’s esophagus.

“I don’t know why you didn’t work your marriage out, Treasure. That was just foolish.”

“Mama, I asked you to please stop bringing this up. It’s water under the bridge. I’ve happily moved on.” She huffed in her seat at the other end of the table, looking off into the distance at the large grandfather clock set in a corner. It was one of the few things Mama hadn’t hocked all those years ago. Perhaps it was simply too big.

“What does Erin have to say about this, huh? She is the only one of your friends that ever had some sense!” the woman barked.

Treasure closed her eyes for a brief spell and ran her hand lazily against her forehead. Every month she visited her mother in Bed-Sty and every month she’d cringe, twist her hands until they were rough and dry. Additionally, she’d guard her words like an English soldier protecting the palace.

“Erin is in full agreement that I keep away from Jackson.”

“Erin can go to hell then, too.”

“Mama, why is it every time I come over here, we have to discuss him? That isn’t even the nature of this visit. I came here to see you. I haven’t been by in a while. Can’t we just talk about something else, please?”

The woman paused and placed a light blue washcloth down beside her right hand. She peered at her daughter for a moment or two, looking through her, almost as if she didn’t know her. In actuality, that assessment was more truth than fiction.

“You should’ve tried to keep your family together. I’m surprised I even have to tell you this. If I thought you were working on your marriage, we wouldn’t have to keep discussing it but I’d be doing you wrong to not even bring it up.”

“Mama, that’s it!” she snapped, losing her cool. “Jackson cheated on me, okay? You never cared about my wellbeing before, so don’t pretend to do so now.”

The older woman snatched her glasses off her face as if to do battle, squinted across the table, and placed them softly down upon a small stack of white, ratty washcloths she kept to dust with.

“But he has money.”

Treasure crossed her legs, swinging the right one back and forth, and exchanged glares with her. Here this bag of bones sat, a mediocre mother, a wretched wife, a non-existent grandparent, hardly the definition of a friend, and not involved enough to be coined a foe. Treasure wasn’t certain with whom she was speaking. As much as she accused her mother of not recognizing her existence, let alone greatness, she understood at that moment unequivocally, the woman before her was a stranger. She certainly knew the lady who worked at the post office much better than the lady who’d birthed her.

“He lied to me over and over again and was not a good husband. You told Dad to leave because you thought he was being unfaithful.”

She didn’t miss the odd smirk that cracked her mother’s wicked face.

It’s because dad was poor…could do nothing for you. You sicken me. I always knew the truth but it took you this long to confirm it.

“Your father was not the person you think he was, Treasure. And this ain’t about him… It’s about you and Jackson.”

“How is that good for your grandson and daughter? What kind of example am I showing them to allow that sort of situation to go on, business as usual?”

“You’d show them that you can overcome almost anything, that you’re strong. What you did was weak.” The woman angrily grabbed another cloth from a small pile beside her and began the tedious task of making her perfect little squares once again. “Those kids need their daddy.”

“…And I needed mine, too. You killed my father with your ugly behavior, callous words. He died trying to make more money so you could be satisfied, but you are never happy, enough is never enough. He worked himself to death, and died of a broken heart.”

“You know what, Treasure?” Her mother’s brow rose but not her tone. “You’ve always been silly and emotional. You make poor decisions based on how you feel versus what’s best for you in the long run. I tried to teach you better than this, but you refused to listen.”

Treasure slowly rose from her chair and placed her purse over her shoulder, shaking her head. What a sad, pathetic little soul her mother was. I pity you.

“You know what, Mama? I have made choices using my heart and not my mind in the past. I did that, you’re right. Thank you for bringing that up. You, on the other hand, had no option regarding what you utilized to make your decisions, for one would have to have a heart in their possession in order to make a choice to not use it.”

“Why do you come over here, Treasure?”

She looked at the woman long and hard, the clock ticking and tocking strong and hard in the background.

“I honestly don’t know anymore.”

“Before you go, let me explain something to you. You’ve always looked at me strange for how your father and I lived our lives, and my response to the man. You accused me after the funeral of being cold-hearted and not caring because I hadn’t cried. I grieve my way and you grieve yours. You are a self-proclaimed daddy’s girl, and gullible as you were, you believed everything he handed you. If he had told you that the man on the moon was real and gave out toys to ghetto kids once a year if they acted right, you’d have believed that, too!” The woman huffed and got to her wobbly feet, moving like a jittering old washing machine. Her long gray sweater swayed as she made her way to the curio cabinet to remove a punch bowl. She set it on the table, her bottom lip quivering just so.

“Mama.” She lowered her head and fixed her gaze on the elaborate tan and tangerine rug with red swirls beneath her feet. She needed a focal point, something to rest her eyes upon that wouldn’t send her over the edge, make her buckle over in pain. “I find it upsetting that you will defend a man that treated your daughter like trash, but trash a man that treated you and your children like gold. I’ve never understood you, Mama.” Treasure slowly made her way to the front door. “And I don’t think you care enough to understand or get to know me, either.” It hurt for the words to come out, to utter the truth. It had been in her heart for years. Mama was a complex woman—one full of jealousy and resentment who kept a glass menagerie of strange thoughts in her head, fragile yet protected by her own lack of empathy. The tiny, jagged things were woven together with an even stranger purpose, one that no one seemed to figure out.

Where there was light, she became a shadow; trying to block its cast. Where there was joy and laughter, she transformed into an omen, a curse walking on two legs, harboring an internal smile as she delivered a poisoned dagger into the happy hearts of the ones she’d breathed life into. Where there was hopefulness, she created tiny shreds of despair, just enough to cause low self-esteem, pity and doubt. She’d been constructed of a thin, transparent shell, and where the soul of a woman was supposed to dwell, there could be found only misery.

Her mother remained silent as she gradually slid another hand towel from the pile, and turned it this way and that. Once again, Treasure felt abandoned, all alone, but this time, also free. Her father had died. Her brothers lived in different cities. Her husband was gone. Her son didn’t want much to do with her and now, she finally came to terms with the fact that the woman she’d tried to make love her since the day she drew her first breath, had left her to swim in shark-infested waters—expecting her to be okay with being eaten alive and soaking in her own blood bath.

Be okay…

Misery loves company… and you’ve closed up shop.

Mama’s love? Ain’t no such thing.

But why?

’Cause Mama don’t love nobody…
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I can’t believe it. This guy is different. I can’t figure him completely out. –Sapphire Storm

Sometimes that’s not so bad. –FINDERKEEPER

You know, you might have a point there. –Sapphire Storm

I’m glad you like him and this is working out. –FINDERKEEPER

Me too. You know what? –Sapphire Storm

What? –FINDERKEEPER

I don’t think I would have given this a chance if it weren’t for you. –Sapphire Storm

Me? I didn’t do anything. –FINDERKEEPER

Sure you did. I told you I was afraid to date anymore. You said a while back that if that’s what I wanted, to be in love, have a relationship, then I had to take a chance. Funny, he told me the same thing. –Sapphire Storm

Life isn’t worth living without taking a few risks along the way. –FINDERKEEPER

True. He cares about what I have to say. I like that, need that in my life. I wish you’d date, too. –Sapphire Storm

Well, I did meet someone. –FINDERKEEPER

That’s great! WOW! LOL It must be the end of times because you actually told me something about yourself. –Sapphire Storm

It’s no big deal. –FINDERKEEPER

Actually, Mr. Cynic, it is. Tell me about her. –Sapphire Storm

Miss Cynicism, NO. –FINDERKEEPER

Not this again. (((insert eye roll))) Why not? –Sapphire Storm

Because, this is about YOU. –FINDERKEEPER

But we are kind of like friends now, right? –Sapphire Storm

Yes. –FINDERKEEPER

Then why am I the only one sharing? –Sapphire Storm

I am superstitious. –FINDERKEEPER

About what? –Sapphire Storm

Sean ran his hand over his face and closed his damn eyes. The old, nasty memories knotted his gut, swam up his chest, and flooded his gullet and mouth with the bad taste of yesteryear.

It seems like whenever I get happy about someone, and start talking about it too much with other people, it ends up crashing, getting fucked up. –FINDERKEEPER

Oh. I guess I can understand that. –Sapphire Storm

Yeah, so it’s not that I don’t want to tell you. It’s that I’d like for this to pan out first. I need more time to see what happens. –FINDERKEEPER

You really like her, don’t you? –Sapphire Storm

Yeah. I do. –FINDERKEEPER

That’s sweet. –Sapphire Storm

Tell me about this guy. –FINDERKEEPER

No. –Sapphire Storm

Why not? –FINDERKEEPER

Now you’ve made me superstitious, too. –Sapphire Storm

LOL. Ok. You’ve learned well. Let’s talk about something else then. –FINDERKEEPER

Like what? –Sapphire Storm

Something political or religious so we can argue. Everyone needs to have his or her first argument. We’ve yet to have ours. Makes me think you don’t care about me. –FINDERKEEPER

LOL! –Sapphire Storm

I prefer to disturb the peace IRL though. –FINDERKEEPER

IRL? –Sapphire Storm

I will send you a ‘How to Type Lazy In Chat Rooms and IM’ book soon. –FINDERKEEPER

Lazy is a language? –Sapphire Storm

Yes, and I am fluent in it, so much so, I teach it at various universities but I usually only do half of the work required I’m so damn good at it. –FINDERKEEPER

LOL, Professor FINDERKEEPER, Expert on the Language of Lazy. –Sapphire Storm

And idiot on the language of love… Anyway, IRL means, ‘In real life’… –FINDERKEEPER

Maybe one day we can do that. –Sapphire Storm

Do what? –FINDERKEEPER

Meet in real life. –Sapphire Storm

This IS real life, Sapphire. Everything you told me is from your real life. No need for us to complicate things with eye contact and hand holding and real verbal dialogue. You know, silly shit like that… –FINDERKEEPER

LMAO…Well, it was just a thought. –Sapphire Storm

“The soul becomes dyed with the color of its thoughts.” That quote is from Marcus Aurelius –FINDERKEEPER

I know who it was… It’s from his book, ‘Meditations’ and it’s beautiful. I love that you know that. –Sapphire Storm

I love that you inspired me to follow my own advice and take a damn risk…and now I’ve met someone and she’s pretty important to me. –FINDERKEEPER

I am so happy for you. So is everything going how you want it to? –Sapphire Storm

Not as much as I’d like, but it’s not her fault. She works long hours sometimes. I do too, but our schedules don’t always jive. She’s got kids. But we talk quite a bit. It’s a time juggling thing, but we’re making it work. –FINDERKEEPER

Well, can you promise me something? –Sapphire Storm

No, I will not eat any corn. –FINDERKEEPER

LOL! No, will you promise me that once you feel more comfortable, and you aren’t as superstitious about it, you’ll tell me about your dates with her? –Sapphire Storm

I can’t promise, but I will consider it. :) –FINDERKEEPER

Well, I guess that’s a start. –Sapphire Storm

And a start is always better than an end. –FINDERKEEPER

Not always, but I’ll take it. –Sapphire Storm

That’s funny. You know, I will tell you something else, too. In my mind, when she and I first started dating, I thought that was a whole new beginning. It actually wasn’t. Know what this was, Sapphire? The end to my old way of thinking. It was always in me to be this way, you know, open to listening, even when I didn’t think I’d want to hear it. This wasn’t new. It just took someone special for me to uncover it… –FINDERKEEPER

[image: ‡]‡

[image: Gloves]


Chapter Ten
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The ‘Drunk Brunch’ at Fatta Cuckoo was just what the artery clogger foodie that lived deep within Treasure ordered. After riding to Soho, they got on the train and laughed their asses clean off. She hadn’t been on the subway in months, but sitting there with Sean proved to be an event all within itself. He thrilled her funny bone like no other. That line of thinking went down a winding path, making her wonder…bringing all sorts of questions to her mind.

What if…

Never mind.

She should leave that notion alone or she’d go crazy. There existed enough confusion in her life already. She sure didn’t need more unanswered questions, more mysteries to deal with. Matter of fact, everywhere they went, Sean was the life of the party without even trying and yet once again he’d stolen the show. The man had the people around him on the train cracking up so hard, several individuals grabbed their cell phones and videotaped him, some screaming, ‘World Star!’ It was amazing how he could take almost any topic, turn it inside out, and make it absolutely hilarious, no matter one’s previous mood or the subject matter.

She meant what she’d told him several weeks earlier. He had a gift…

This event began when a man bobbed about on the train rocking to an unheard beat. There was no music playing, he wore no headphones of any sort, so it was safely assumed the poor guy in soiled clothing was like so many others that practiced such public behavior—either on some narcotic or mentally ill, possibly both. Rather than stare at the man, treating him like some walking sideshow attraction, Sean got up and began to beat box next to the guy, as if they were a duo, like Simon and Garfunkel. This only encouraged the deranged fellow’s behavior to dance harder and wilder, sporting a toothless grin across his sun-beaten, wrinkled brown face. The kicker happened when the dirty man paused, glared at Sean with a discerning eye hooked upon a gaze of disapproval, and said, ‘You off beat, man! Can’t you hear my snare drum?!”

Sean went on to apologize, his naturally hoarse, choppy voice saying just the right words. He talked fast, saying nothing, but his body moved faster as he swayed like an intoxicated fool, dancing to his own strange rhythms flowing forth from his rapidly moving lips. To add to it all, Sean was pretty good at ‘mouth music’, no doubt a fan of such musical style.

That thought brought certain images to her head… Crossing her legs tighter than two entangled cobras in the throes of fighting, her brain went there…

I can almost feel his lips on my pussy.

Her musings as of late had turned downright filthy after their mutual masturbation marathon, and she couldn’t seem to fend them off any longer. She spent practically every evening pleasuring herself to his image in her mind; the man deliberately drove her insane. He’d told her just days ago that he was going to punish her pussy when he finally got a hold of it…that what she was doing constituted cruel and unusual treatment. She explained that she didn’t trust herself in that department with him, that she knew if she opened her legs to him, her heart would follow… and his reply was simple:

‘I already have your heart, and you have mine. Give me some goddamn pussy…Trust that I’m gonna fuck you in the middle of the street if you keep stringing this shit out. Trust and believe THAT.’

Jarred back into the here and now when the train stopped, she concentrated on getting off and walking with her man to the restaurant, where she devoured a delicious French gourmet cheese sandwich. They sat in the restaurant, chewing on boiled peanuts he’d purchased on the way from some vendor she’d given the side-eye to, but the things were scrumptious. She felt like such a damn glutton, but hell, they were good and she wasn’t one to pass up on something salty and savory.

“So, ya having a good time?” he asked around a mouthful of egg and bacon fritter…his second one.

“You know that I am.” She smiled into his sparkling green eyes before taking a sip of her champagne. Yeah…it was that sort of date. What a fabulous place. As usual, the man thought outside of the box. With both of their schedules tighter than ever, he’d suggested they go to brunch on a late Saturday morning. It worked perfectly for her, for Asia and Brian had plans with friends and she didn’t have to pick out wooden flooring samples for Mr. Lambert until three that afternoon. This proved an easy breezy, relaxing day, with just the right amount of wind and sun to make a person feel alive but not overwhelmed from the weather. Stools in various vibrant and muted colors filled the place, giving it a somewhat whimsical air, but also a classy touch with the beautiful blown glass chandeliers that hung from just the right spots. Treasure could appreciate the design qualities; it had definite artistic flair that fit the eclectic menu seamlessly.

Sean seemed to gravitate toward places like this…artsy, alive, energetic. It seemed in contrast with how he presented himself to the world, but as she got to know the man, she realized his choices and opinions, as well as his history that he shared one page turn at a time, were quite in sync with each other.

“So.” He leaned back in his seat, crossed his muscular arms over his chest, and handed her a languid glimmer. “I thought maybe after this week, like one day soon, we could go to a comedy show or somethin’.”

“Oh, I’d love that. I haven’t been to one in a long while. Of course, with you, I don’t really need one.” She winked, causing him to return the favor. “Where did you have in mind? Is someone performing that you wanted to see?” She took a gander at a chalkboard in the near distance with all of the specials listed along it.

They’ve got key lime pie… I may have to try some out.

“I saw that Dave Chappelle is gonna be at Caroline’s.”

“The comedy club in Time Square?”

“Yeah…wanna go?”

She bit her damn tongue almost in half like a delicious deli sandwich! First and foremost, she loved Dave Chappelle. If she were having a particularly ruthless day, one of that man’s stand-up routines would set her mood just right. Second, she had to stop herself from offering to pay after he blurted the damn man’s name. She knew those tickets would be steep; Mr. Chappelle was not some guy no one had ever heard of. She took pause, though, because something about Sean let her know that though he laughed and played the jester quite a bit, there was a serious side to him, a traditional side too, and he could be offended by such a gesture as her suggesting to foot the bill. It was him asking, and his recommendation…so she kept her concerns to herself.

“You don’t even have to ask. I love Dave Chappelle, Sean.”

“Cool, I’ll get the tickets, then. I met him once, cool guy.”

“I bet that was neat. I think he was in a restaurant I visited a couple of years ago, but I couldn’t get close enough to confirm it. Anyway, did you get to actually talk to him?” She ran her hand along the back of her neck, suddenly feeling a bit silly as she took notice of the way his sideburns would move as he chewed… Cute.

“Yeah, me and my best friend Kyle went ’nd saw him. He’s a fuckin’ riot.” He laughed, grabbing his glass from the table as if the damn thing had threatened to run away, and placed the rim to his mouth.

“That’s something I’d like to do with my girlfriend, too. You know,” she shrugged, “go to a comedy club. Erin’s always so busy though. We both are.”

“Kyle is too, and you already know I am. He is a broker, like I told ya, but we make sure to go out at least a couple times a month. It’s kinda our thing, you know? To hang out. We go way back.” He waved his hand nonchalantly in the air. “Been friends since the fifth grade. He is like another brother.” He nodded as if quickly replaying their history in fast motion inside of that curious brain of his, then sat back further into his seat. He grabbed the rim of his Yankees baseball cap and tipped it lower, almost covering his eyes as if he were in incognito.

…Please don’t cover them. I love looking into them. Such gorgeous, vibrant green eyes.

She was filling up like her wine glass replenishments, full of lust overflowing, bubbling forth over the rim. He’d led her to this moment.

Damn him.

“What cha lookin’ at me like that for?” He twisted his velvety lips to the far right, giving himself a kitschy expression.

“Honestly?” She blithely laughed, throwing her head back before turning her considerations to the people sitting about them, deeply immersed in their private conversations.

“Yeah, I just hope it was something sexual.” His grin dissipated as he brought his glass to his lips once more. The man stared so intensely at her after expressing his sexy sentiment, it made her a wee bit uncomfortable and turned on all at once.

Bold as hell…doing this shit to me in public.

“You are really something else.” She shook her head back and forth, heating from within, making a desperate attempt to mask her true emotions.

“So you want to?” He sucked his bottom lip hard and slow as he peered at her mouth in a way that caused her breathing to accelerate.

“Want to what?”

“Have sex?” Nothing about his expression changed, if anything, he may have been slightly annoyed that she had to further inquire.

“What? Are you serious? Are you really asking me this right now?” She took a swig of her drink, waiting, hoping, praying for the punch line.

“Why wouldn’t I be? I can squeeze ya in before my training class.”

Clamping her palm over quivering lips, Treasure blocked the champagne that threatened to spray right out of her mouth as she stifled a laugh.

“Do I need to schedule an appointment with a day and time, Sean?” She slumped in her seat laughing aloud now after a forced, slightly painful swallow. This couldn’t possibly be happening. It was one thing for the man to talk dirty to her on the phone, or in some quiet, intimate moment away from prying eyes or listening ears—but this was altogether different.

“No, no need for all of that but I can pay the check and we can go somewhere and do it. What?” He looked at the time on his cell phone. “We’ve gotta couple of hours if we leave right now, easy. There are a few hotels within walking distance.” He pointed out the windows, as if that little revelation would somehow change matters in his distorted and degenerate favor.

And then, her insides bent and turned, forming one big knot within her gut. Her pussy shivered as if a blustery cool breeze had kissed the lower lips just so. Visions of them doing what he suggested cascaded in her brain, making her feel both nasty and vulnerable. Sean was serious. He left her nowhere to run and under his green eyed gaze, nowhere to hide.

“No wonder someone as attractive and goal-oriented as you was single!” she blurted, trying to save herself from drowning in an ocean of peculiar wonderment…and soaking panties, too… “Baby, look, that’s not what you say to me out in public, okay?!” Treasure got to her senses, realizing it was essential that she keep up appearances! He’d already seen her pussy spread open like French doors, made her cum on the phone several times, back to back. He had control over her and she suspected the fucker knew it. Surely she needed to save face, make this shit right. “You’re supposed to—”

“I’m supposed to what? Beg for it? Already done that! Pretend we both don’t want it? You played that game, too. Sit here and act like I haven’t been wanting to kiss you, hug you longer and stronger than I ever have before? Nah, that’s not what I’m about. I’m not on this bullshit anymore.” He tossed a napkin onto the table in a huff. “I love you, Treasure, and that’s what people in love do. We make love, we fuck…and that’s what I want. That’s what I need.”

“I love you too, Sean.”

He looked at her a long while then turned away. Not dismissively, but as if he needed a moment to collect his thoughts.

She didn’t know what else to say. Why didn’t he understand how much she yearned for him?! It wasn’t as simple as he imagined… it was complicated, so very problematic should she do what she truly desired.

“I want to take you down.” Steel coated the syllables of his words as he looked at her indignantly. Was he pissed at the whole damn world?

Take. Me. Down.

“Look, Treasure. Here’s the deal.” He clasped his hands together. “It’s just this pretend shit with how things are ‘supposed to be’,” he gestured as if writing quotes with his hands, “is crazy to me. So, are you ready to go?” He readjusted his hat and looked around the place, his eyes searching for no one in particular.

Was he raised by wolves?! How could he think this is the okay way to handle things?

“Hold up. Here she comes,” he said, as if she’d been waiting for the waitress to come over and assist her in her time of bewildered need. “Hey, yeah, thanks for doubling back. Question for ya…”

The waitress stood before them, waiting for him to make his request.

“Can we get the check? We’re done here,” she stated with a smile, then reached into her purse for her cell phone, snapped a quick photo of the bastard, and slid it back inside the damn thing. Meanwhile, the waitress left, promising to return as soon as possible and address his pending concern.

“Why’d ya take my photo?” He opened up his wallet and removed a credit card to lay it on the table just as cool as he pleased.

“So I can remember this crap in case I get the crazy idea that I dreamt the whole shit up.”

At this, he burst out laughing.

“I’m serious, Sean. You are out of your mind.” She chuckled. “Anyway, so I figure we can go for a walk or something after this.” She switched gears, feeling a bit uncomfortable as the joke played out a bit too long.

“A walk where? To a hotel?”

“Sean, stop it. Seriously.” She rolled her eyes as she took the final sip from her glass. “Enough already.”

He smirked. “I was serious…you thought this was some put-on, huh?”

She said nothing, only glared at the man sitting before her. After a while, she turned her attention to digging into her purse again, this time for her Ruby Woo red lipstick to reapply. He watched her intensely, as if needing pointers.

“I’m not a bullshitter.”

“I never said that you were.” She placed the lipstick back inside of her purse and ran her tongue along her upper teeth, ensuring none smeared along the way.

“But you act like you’re afraid that I’ve been playing games with you so I can screw you and then run off. You act like I’m a bullshitter.”

“I think we’re all bullshitters, Sean. Sometimes it’s unintentional.”

“Ahhh,” he growled, slapping the table in annoyance. “Don’t give me that. The real question is what does us fucking have to do with bullshitting, anyway?”

“Sean, you are making me so very tired.” She clasped her hands together, shutting him off.

Before he could respond, the waitress returned with the check, giving him the receipt to sign.

“Thanks. A, I had a question for ya but my girlfriend here scared you off. Let me ask you somethin’.” He handed the woman his award-winning smile, no doubt gearing up to embarrass Treasure to the utmost. “You see this lady right here?” He pointed over at her. She tried to slide down further into her chair, covering her forehead with her hand like a visor, but it was no use; she was still visible and wearing the Emperor’s new clothes.

“Yes, I see her.” The woman grinned in a polite sort of way. “She’s very pretty.”

“Yeah, so pretty that I want to have sex with her.”

The waitress’ complexion immediately turned from light beige to beet red in a matter of seconds. She ran her hand nervously over her dark blond hair with auburn highlights and angled her body a bit toward Treasure, a silly grin on her face as she certainly shopped around for the right words.

“Uh, okay…well, I, uh…”

“Nah, nah,” Sean gripped his baseball cap with one hand, bringing it further down onto his forehead, then lifted up a bit from his seat to slide his wallet in his back pocket. “You don’t have to be embarrassed or say much. I just wanted to ask you, an impartial person with no dog in this fight, a hypothetical question.”

“Okay, go ahead.”

“Let’s say you were against dating, right?”

“Right.” The waitress seemed to simmer down a bit. She put her hand on her hip as she fell into the conversation, ingratiating herself into Sean’s warped little world.

“But you took a chance, and you knew in some ways, the person you took a chance with, to many outsiders, would seem out of your league…”

“Yeah…”

“But you did it anyway, and you put yourself out there.” He waved his arms around, talking with his hands in big, sweeping gestures. “… And then you wine and dine the lady, right?”

“Yeah…”

“But you don’t think because you took her out for steak ’nd shit that she’s gonna give up the goods, but you know, you’re investing in her because you feel like she might be worth it. Because you two click, have a good vibe ’nd shit.”

“Right, you like her, I get it.” The waitress shot Treasure an approving grin, making her want to hang her face of shame on a coat rack as this all played out in front of her, the captive audience she was.

“Right, I love ’er actually, I love her a whole fucking lot. So anyway, I’m doing this shit and even though she’s a prize, she got her own shit, too, you know? Like, no one is perfect, right?”

“Right, no one is.” The waitress leaned forward, resting her palms on the table as if she and Sean went way back, were old school chums, and had just ran into each other after a long ass time.

“And you two are together now, committed. That’s your girl, right?”

“Right.”

“One thing though, she got baggage, although it ain’t like I didn’t have a chance. Add to that, she’s divorced and the split was pretty fucked up. You’ve never been married though, right? You don’t have that sort of thing going on.”

…This son of a bitch.

Treasure crossed her arms and grimaced, but kept her lips sealed until he finished subjecting her to this ridiculous spectacle.

“She got kids, you have none, right? Adding more aspects to the mix. But that doesn’t bother you, matter of fact, it makes her even more appealing ’cause you dig kids.”

“Yeah, some guys are like that. I have a daughter. Some guys are okay with it.”

“Right, and you tell ’er you want to bang her, but not like in a disrespectful way. You just say, ‘Hey,’” he shrugged his shoulders, “‘Let’s not turn this into a silly song ’nd dance,’ ya know? It’s been fuckin’ forever. We’ve had phone sex like a million times, I’ve seen her goodies, ya know? Let’s go ahead and do this!” He cocked his head to the side, winked at Treasure, then turned back to the waitress who was obviously stifling a full throttle outburst of laughter.

“Like, I’d tell her, let’s take care of business, ’cause I love you ’nd shit, I wanna feel you…do some things to you…and you just might like it. I have good dick, real good dick.” His voice deepened as he shot Treasure an almost menacing glance. “And if she’d let me give it to her versus just seeing the shit on a fucking camera, she’d soon know it, too.” His second wink to her proved to be not one of amusement, it was one of ‘promise’.

Oh.My.God! He did not just say that to this woman! He did NOT tell this stranger all of our damn business!

“Sean, you really need to stop it,” Treasure said sternly but she was met with ‘the hand’ in quick order. He didn’t even give her the courtesy of looking in her damn direction. He simply put up the ‘Stop’ sign, and kept it moving.

“Would you be offended by that?” he asked the waitress, looking up at the woman from his slumped posture like an emaciated orphan begging for a bowl of hot porridge.

The waitress stood back up and thoughtfully tapped her chin for a moment or two, like the crap coming out of this man’s mouth was pure poetry or worse yet, a Jeopardy game show question she’d bet every damn dollar on.

“You know what? No. If you did it just how you spoke to me right now, I wouldn’t.”

“Why not?” Treasure chimed in, refusing to be the sitting duck any damn longer.

“Because he’s being real, you know?” the waitress declared sincerely. She stared down at Treasure, but pointed to her left toward Sean. “He’s not being slick or slimy like a lot of these guys out here. He’s saying he loves you and wants to make love. I’d like for more guys to be upfront like that actually, instead of playing games.”

“You’re getting a bigger tip!” Sean laughed as he removed his wallet once more and slapped a ten dollar bill down on the table as if placing a dire bet.

“Thanks!” The waitress giggled, quickly scooping it up. “Are we done here? Any more opinions needed about dating and good penis?” she joked.

“Nah.” He popped a piece of gum in his mouth and chewed noisily, his big satisfied smile fixed on Treasure. “We’re good.”

“Alright, thanks for the extra cash.” The waitress waved it in the air and sauntered off, no doubt pleased with how she’d thrown Treasure under the bus.

“Sean.” Treasure blew out her frustration in the form of a sigh. The warm air from her nostrils heated her upper lip as she looked around the place, not sure where to set her sights and thoughts. “I’m finished with you. This little stunt of yours has left me completely embarrassed.”

“Liiiiiieeee-eeeerrrr!” he barked, following it up with an outburst of guffaws. “Don’t say things like that when you don’t mean them. We both know you’re having a good time and besides, I was just telling the truth. Everything I said is just how it happened, isn’t it?”

She said nothing, but her lower lip quivered, giving her away.

“That’s what I thought.”

She shook her head and burst out laughing while looking down at her lap, wishing she had the resolve to stick to her guns and close the door on this man’s craziness.

I love this man, I truly do, but he was dead wrong for doing that to me just now.

“Well, I’m going to have to find another way to punish you then.”

“Punish me, baby. Make it hurt so… damn… good.” He winked at her, causing her cheeks to heat up for the one-hundredth time in his presence. “Alright,” he said, tossing his napkin aside and giving his gum a few more dedicated chews. “Let’s go.”

They got to their feet and made their way out into the open. A soft gust of cool wind moseyed past them, blowing their hair ever so gently.

“So, what do you want to do now?”

“I already answered that.” He gave her a flirty wink, cleared his throat then offered, “Nah.” He stretched and yawned. “It’s up to you.”

They stood outside the place as cars herded past, and she simply tried to get her bearings, make a decision. All they’d discussed was brunch, no afterward ‘refreshments’. However, as was bound to happen in Sean’s typical way, nothing with the man seemed to go as planned. Before she could offer a suggestion for him to weigh in on, the man grasped her in his arms and pressed his lips firmly against hers. She could barely breathe with his arms wrapped tightly around her, an air of possessiveness about him. She lay cradle of his grip, her system shocked at his gesture, but she calmed while tasting the slight saltiness of his slowly moving lips that brushed hers, over and over… His green eyes slowly hooded until they completely closed, and she soon followed suit, falling deep into the moment. Grabbing onto her ass, he pressed along the soft flesh of the cheek and squeezed a little, as if trying it out for size. He squelched her protests with the thrust of his thick tongue, pushing and probing inside of her mouth in the most beautifully obscene ways. She hated that her panties were getting soaked…

After a few moments, he released her, stepped back and observed her dizzy stance. She stumbled back despite trying to play it off, eliciting a light laugh from the man.

“Come ’ere.” Getting close again, he curled her arm around his own and marched up the street as if they had big plans, skipping along to see some Wizard of Oz as they journeyed up the yellow cab-covered New York road.

“Where are we going?”

Ahhhh, there is my voice. Nice to hear you again…

“Let’s just walk, look around like you recommended earlier.” Releasing her arm, he intertwined their fingers…making their bond visible as a real, live couple.

And she was convinced of it.

Because they were.

“Is that fine?”

“Yes, that’s cool with me.”

“I’ve always loved the feel of your hands. They’re so soft,” he said with a brief pause in their step as they approached a crosswalk.

“Thank you.”

“Your lips are real soft, too,” he added looking ahead, his back straight, as is if he were on a mission.

“So are yours.”

And then he halted, again. They’d come upon a pawn shop, its front glittering in gaudy flashiness with golden wares, a flickering sign and a window chock full of medallions. It looked ill-placed in the otherwise upscale environment.

“Some people have to go in there probably every month to conduct their business, just to keep the lights on.”

Treasure placed her palm against the cool glass of the place and viewed her reflection. In the face of a nearby clock, she could see half of her own, as well as her body mirrored in a polished sable brown guitar. Time had been good to her, blessing her, and her flesh played a melody to the mere whisper of his words…

“Yes, I’m certain that is the reality for some people,” she offered.

In that same reflection, she saw the man standing behind her, looking at her through the reflection. They just stood there, observing one another amongst the array of name brand DVD players, designer Coach bags and fancy buckles with diamond encrusted skull heads.

“I wonder how much that PlayStation is worth?” he asked, pressing his hard body against her. His seductive, woodsy scent drove her wild, brought her deeper under his spell.

“I’m sure it is worth more to the person that had to sell it than it is to the pawn shop.”

“It’s just a bunch of shit, just things,” he whispered.

“Yeah…but sometimes things mean more than just, well, what they seem to be.”

“I think everyone has too much shit.”

“And I think shit has a claim on everyone…”

“It’s not worth it.” He buried his chin in her hair and clasped his arms around her waist.

“What is worth, Sean? Nothing is actually worth anything until someone else says it is.”

She made out the expression of thoughtfulness on his face.

“That’s true,” he uttered after a few moments of silence. “But people define worth. Who makes these rules?”

“We do. The people that change the rules are the same people benefiting from the status quo, so they don’t change the policies very often and when they do, not by much.”

“I’ve been told I’m not worth much. Must’ve been by the same people changing, or essentially not changing the rules.” He chuckled, said it with a huge grin, one so big, if one were looking at him from a distance, they’d think he was amused beyond belief. She studied his face harder in the reflection, noting the curvature of his smile, the pain in his eyes…

What a sad clown…

What masks he wears…

How can one be so genuine yet so guarded and hidden all at once?

“Sean, let me give you some unsolicited advice. You are a hell of a man, and many people will be threatened by you. You’re powerful, your mind is sharp, and you’re decisive. There are going to be people who see that, become envious, and try to tear you down. You have to be careful, baby. Never let other people define you…”

“I don’t.” His smile dissipated ever so slowly, like air escaping a punctured bike tire.

“Do you know how much you’re worth? Have you had yourself appraised?” she questioned with a smirk.

“I thought I couldn’t let other people define me. Being appraised would mean I’d done just that.”

“No. I’m talking about self-appraisal. You sit yourself down; you evaluate what you want out of life and what you have at that current time to obtain it. Not necessarily just material goods, but the things that make you happy, the experiences life has to offer.”

“I don’t really…I dunno.” He shrugged and cleared his throat, seemingly growing uncomfortable as his grip on her loosened a bit. “I guess I haven’t done it in that manner, not in the way you described.” A small smile budded across his face. “I guess it’s worth lookin’ into, huh?”

“I think you’re worth looking into…”

“You want to look into me, hmmm? If I let you, what do you think you’d find?” His warm breath swayed the curls against her ear.

“A man made of gold who thinks he’s made of tin foil…”

His smile vanished in an instant and he released her completely, even taking a couple of steps back as if she had been diagnosed right then and there with a deadly, contagious disease. Turning away from the pawnshop window, she looked him directly in the eye, drawing him toward her with a grin, coming alive again with the anticipation of his touch.

He came back to her. Her gut curled with orgasmic spasms as she weakened in his grip, prepared for another one of his ‘I’m not ready’, knock you out cold, fall dead on your ass kisses. Instead, he wrapped his arms around her waist and looked deeply into her eyes.

“I’m sorry if I made ya uncomfortable in the restaurant… But can’t you tell what my problem is?”

“Your problem? Besides you being stark raving mad, no,” she joked. And then, unable to resist, she raised eager fingers to the man’s dark chocolate brown strands and caressed them…so soft…

A chill meandered down her spine as he lifted her chin, delivered a succulent, fat kiss, then stared her dead in the eye.

“Treasure, you make me feel crazy. You make me feel like I can’t do shit without you…like I need you so damn bad. I do need you so damn bad. Baby, you’re exactly what I needed. You’re what I was looking for, and I didn’t even know I was on the search.” He groaned into her hair as he nestled his face in the crook of her neck, squeezed her harder and harder, forcing her to feel his beating chest against her breasts. People walked past them, leaving them there, letting them have this surreal moment while they went on to their destinations, not paying the besotted couple any mind.

And then, it became official. She thought she’d pissed her pants, but oh no, it was just the ‘little girl’ talking, dripping her fair share of ‘sugar-wall’ juice from his heart-pounding words. Instead of fighting, dragging the shit out, she gripped the man’s face, refused to let him turn away.

“Sean, look at me.” He slowly opened his eyes, his lips slightly parted, revealing the vulnerability in his eyes. “I feel the exact.same.way. You’ve got me…”

They remained quiet for a bit, then crossed the street. She had no idea where they were going or how long they’d be, nor did she care. All she knew was that she was with the man she adored—the only thing that mattered. He’d secured a slot in her life, one that kept growing and changing every second of every day. After her children, he was the first person on her mind in the wee hours of the morning, from the moment she woke up, and the one who consumed her thoughts when her head hit the damn pillow at night. She’d even occasionally dream about the man. First and last thought he may be, but even more than that, he was steadily climbing within her spirit, chasing away her fears, so close to a permanent spot right in the middle of her heart…
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“It’s not like that, Colin.” Sean completed his push-ups, doing his final one out of a set of fifty. He’d just finished at the gym an hour beforehand, but was still amped, rearing to get himself in tip top shape for his upcoming fight against a bastard known to rearrange faces like fucking Picasso. He paused, looked at his hard, callous palms, now indented from the carpet fiber imprint and burning with heat as he pushed all of his weight down upon them. The beige rug had gone flat like a tortilla beneath him. He swiped his slightly sweaty face with the back of his hand, got up from the ground, and fell back onto the broken-in couch in his mother’s living room, sighing with instant relief at the same time his muscles screamed in agony. “I already told you this a few days ago anyway. There’s nothing else to tell.”

“Sure there is. You’ve been seein’ this chick for a long ass time, don’t think you’re foolin’ anybody. So I’m right, right? It’s serious,” Colin probed, his head turned to the television screen, watching a re-run of ‘The Big Bang Theory’. Popping a ranch flavored Dorito into his big mouth, he crunched it heartily.

“Yeah, we’ve been seein’ each other for a while now.” He crossed his ankles and yawned.

“I can’t believe you’ve been keeping this from me. You and that superstition bullshit about if you say something, it’ll get ruined. Anyway, what does she look like? Gotta pic on your phone you can show me?” Colin gave a devilish grin as he slumped in his seat in obvious anticipation, crossed his arms over his chest, and waited for some lusty, explicit details to roll out of Sean’s mouth.

“You already asked me this, and I said it was inconsequential.”

“Oh bullshit and look at you usin’ the big words, college boy! That means she’s either ugly as a swollen hemorrhoid on the ass of a baboon, or she’s so good lookin’, you’re afraid I’ll steal ‘er from ya,” he teased, forcing Sean to grin and give him the middle finger.

“She’s pretty…real nice lookin’. Give me those chips.”

His brother handed them over and stared at him from the corner of his eye. Sean plunged his hand in the loud, crinkly bag, grabbing hold to a fistful of delicious junk.

“You have a fight coming up, you better watch the Doritos, man,” his brother warned, as if truly looking out for his well-being. Sean knew better; they were Colin’s favorite flavor, and he didn’t want to part with them, end up with nothing but the crumbs that dwelled at the bottom of the bag. “Give me some details, man. You told me you were done with women. Something changed your mind. It’s like pullin’ fuckin’ teeth with you about this tonight!”

“Ahh.” He winced and shrugged. “Man, who cares?! Okay, fine.” He huffed, popped one in his mouth, crunching it fast, and swallowed hard. “She’s about 5’8, hair that falls to about her shoulders, a bit longer. She’s black. She’s good looking, shit, not sure what else to say. Oh, she’s got a nice body, too.”

“About what size are her breasts?”

“Colin, are you fuckin’ serious?” Sean laughed hoarsely and popped another chip into his mouth before handing the bag back over.

“I’m just asking! Don’t act like you haven’t asked me the same about most of the chicks I’ve dated in the past! Pshhht!” He dramatically rolled his blue eyes.

“I dunno, maybe 36 B, something like that. She’s built real nice, okay?”

“How old is she, cougar chaser? Granny-panty lovin’ bastard… Whose cane and walker are you chasing this time around?” the man pestered, causing Sean to suck his lower lip and narrow his eyes in annoyance.

“Forty-two. She sure as hell doesn’t look it. Looks my age…must have good genes. I figured she was older though.”

“Why?”

“Man, her pad!” He craned his neck hard in Colin’s direction. “Her house is something rich old people would have…you outta see this shit.” He slicked his hand in the top of his pants and readjusted himself; his damn nuts were squished. “It’s real nice.”

“She’s rich, then?” The man’s curiosity seemed definitely piqued now, beyond the physical attributes that he’d been previously pleading for.

“I don’t believe so. She’s okay though, can take good care of herself.”

His brother nodded in approval, and then those devilish blue eyes of his twinkled…

“You fuck ’er yet?”

“Not yet.” He sighed. “When I do, you’ll be the first name written down on my ‘Do Not Tell List’.”

Just then, their mother walked into the room. Her lime green gown flowed around her stout body as if she were some angel drifting about as she made her way to her favorite chair. She set down a big wooden bowl of chili, chock full of kidney beans and onions and topped with shredded cheese, along with a few Saltine crackers stuffed on the side of the container.

“Are you two eating here tonight? If so, you better hurry because your father is on his third serving,” she said in almost a whisper. Leaning back, she crossed her ankles and plucked a cracker into her mouth.

They both stood like shooting rockets ready for blast off and made a fast dash into the tiny bright kitchen, only to find their old man with his rounded, clean-shaven face hovering over the hot, simmering silver pot, dark brown lines of goodness stained on the side of the damn thing from where it had bubbled over. A big, silver ladle hung poised in his hand, prepared for battle.

“Hey! Save some for us!” Colin chided.

Their father chuckled and scooped out a bit into his white stoneware bowl, grabbed a packet of half crushed oyster crackers from some carryout joint, and made his way to the tiny card table in the kitchen. The man plopped down in a chair that tilted to the left, along with the warped floor that had never been repaired after a terrible roof leak during a harsh winter several years earlier. The older man worked the crackers into a fine dust, smashing them to bits with the underside of his spoon, while occasionally throwing glances at the tiniest television screen Sean had ever seen. Grabbing two tan plastic bowls from the cabinet, Colin handed one to Sean, as if it were some gift. They lingered around the stove, shoulder to damn shoulder. The wondrous smell of the chili made his damn stomach flip.

“Ma’s chili is the best,” Sean declared as he scooted his brother out the way, pushing him to the side to help himself. He filled his bowl to the rim.

“It is,” Colin agreed as he elbowed him back. “Stop hoggin’ it and hurry up.”

“I am, stop rushin’ me.”

“Well you’re standing there takin’ your sweet sassy malassy time! I gotta go to work tonight.”

“And I’ve got class tonight, hold your damn horses.”

“That’s on the computer!”

“Doesn’t matter, I still have to be on time.”

After a few moments, they both sat themselves back in the living room with their mother. Chili bowl in hand, the woman kicked up her legs on an overstuffed pillow causing her pink, fuzzy house shoes to dangle on the ends of her wide, short feet. She smiled sweetly with her red painted lips, shooting Sean a syrupy glance, the kind laden with unspoken darling declarations as she geared up for something he wanted no damn part of. But…no words were shared. Thinking he was off the damn hook, he continued to stab the delicious food with his spoon, working it around and around in his mouth, until he caught her batting her lashes at him once more. Though he tried to ignore the lady dressed like a freshly sprung spring tulip, he had no doubt she was about to say some shit he didn’t exactly want to hear, and like the predicament of a confused cat stuck in a tree, there would be no way out of it.

“So Sean, Colin says you’re dating a nice girl.” She took a shy little bite of her chili as if she hadn’t just been sucking it down like her Dyson vacuum moments prior. She rolled the stingy serving about in her mouth, pausing to obviously savor her own craftsmanship, as if professing it the finest thing in the world.

“You big mouthed son of a bitch…” He shot his brother a stone-cold glare.

“Watch your language in front of ya mother!” Their father shouted from his kitchen man-cave, his mouth obviously full as he smacked between his words.

Colin looked straight ahead, no doubt proud of himself for starting this sordid mess.

“I met someone, Ma, but it’s nothing to report right now, okay?” He took another bite of his food and turned his attention back toward the television, refusing to get into the details. If he admitted the truth, that he was smitten with the damn woman, had fallen in love and thought about her the moment he opened his eyes in the morning, his mother would start calling caterers and floral shops, and her priest, too. If he just laid low, this may all blow over…but deep down, he knew better. Colin had planted the seed, and Ma would nurture the fuck out of it until it was Jack and the motherfucking Beanstalk in a nanosecond.

“Colin says she’s an interior designer.” He didn’t need to look at her. He could tell by her tone she was grinning from ear to fucking ear.

“Yeah…” He jammed his spoon into his bowl and took another hearty bite.

“Where does she live?”

“She’s from Brooklyn, Ma, but she lives in Larchmont Manor.” He turned toward her, finally accepting his fate.

Colin, I’m gonna beat your ass later… beat it real good.

“Larchmont Manor? Well, heavens!” The woman gingerly touched her chest as if she were some old southern belle ripped out of the archives of 1935. “She’s rich, huh?” The woman smiled so hard, the faint dimple on her left cheek looked suddenly deep.

“She’s doin’ alright, Ma, she’s doin’ alright.” He took another bite of his food, then shot a look at the nearby digital clock, and the assortment of strange ass cuckoo clocks too, now regretting the earlier admission that he could stay an hour more.

“Is she a nice lady, Sean?”

“Yes, Ma, she’s very nice.” He wanted to kill Colin, kill ’im dead, and bust him right in the center of his shit-starting face. His bastard of a brother stifled a laugh a time or two, but cloaked it by shoveling in another mouthful of chili, savoring the moment.

“Is she a good Catholic girl, Sean?” his mother asked seriously.

The woman would carry on about this sort of thing in years past. It ruled her mind, seemed pivotal in her decisions on who was a keeper and who wasn’t. No doubt he could come home and say, ‘Ma, I met a woman. She’s a mass murderer, masturbates in public, tried to set the inhabitants of a petting zoo on fire, and has slept with two hundred and thirty men, fifty-seven percent of whom were married …but she goes to mass every Sunday, dutifully.’

‘Oh that’s just beautiful, Sean! A nice Catholic girl! My dream come true! Tell her if she ever needs to borrow my gasoline canister for her next petting zoo trip, to just call!’

…And he knew she couldn’t freaking help it.

Though their mother was accustomed to each of her sons dating all sorts of women, she had a hard time with the whole religion thing. She wanted her boys to date nice Catholic girls and though she seemed to harbor no ill will toward Lydia, Colin’s girlfriend, Lydia wasn’t Catholic; she was Protestant, wore tight clothes, was half Italian and half French, and had a potty mouth that made Colin and Sean look like choir boys. That didn’t bode too well for Mrs. Mahoney.

“Ma, I honestly don’t know…we don’t discuss religion.”

“Well,” she took another bite of her food, her expression grim and tight, “you need to find out.”

He said nothing, just turned back toward the television, praying it was the end of the whole damn conversation.

“I hope you’ve stopped having premarital sex, young man. Have you fornicated with her, Sean?” she asked seriously, causing him to almost spray the chili out of his damn mouth like a fire hose. He swallowed down the stuff and glared at her, not believing his damn ears. It was true. As his parents aged, they became more child-like, lost their damn filter. He was one to talk, but geesh, he’d always been an ass; no sense in changing now.

“Ma! Really?! What would make ya ask me something like that?!”

She gave a slight shrug. “I’m hip. I know what’s going on in the world.”

Did she just say ‘hip’?! She’s wearing a moo-moo for God’s sakes!

“You’re a nice lookin’ man with a good head on your shoulders and nice hair, too. If you take after your grandfather, you’ll keep that hair.” She nodded, as if that was the very thing that kept him up at night. “If you’re going to do that sort of thing—which I don’t approve of, by the way!” Her eyes narrowed. “You just make sure you use protection until you get ’er down the aisle.” She pointed a finger at him, letting him know she meant business.

“Oh, Ma! Are you freakin’ serious?!” He slammed his bowl on the end table, suddenly losing his appetite.

“Ya don’t hassle Colin about this! Ya know he and Lydia aren’t just sittin’ around playin’ hopscotch and bakin’ cookies all day, right?! They live together in a one-bedroom apartment. Ghosts ain’t goin’ bump in the night, it’s them! We’re not kids, Ma!”

Colin burst out laughing and toppled dramatically to the side of the couch. Once he’d quickly regained his composure, he sat back, but barely.

“Hey, don’t drag me in this!” He seemed to suddenly realize he’d been thrown under the bus, backed over and ran over once more for good measure.

“Drag you into this? You big-mouthed bastard, this is all your fault in the first place.” Sean stifled a laugh; he was annoyed, but hell, Ma was kinda funny.

“Sean’s right!” their mother scolded. “You and your girlfriend shouldn’t be fornicating either, Colin Ryan Mahoney!”

“Ma, you told me that condoms were not God’s way, and birth control pills, too,” Colin stated matter-of-factly to their mother, but sarcasm coated his words like syrup on pancakes…as if he really gave a hot damn what Ma thought about it.

“I know, but…well, I can’t say… I just want Sean here to not be taken advantage of is all. He’s a single guy, a good catch, too.”

“Oh, and I’m not?!” Colin chuckled, but seemed rather serious all the same.

“Of course you are, Colin, but you’re settled.”

Settled? Settled with what?!

“Look Sean, keep condoms on you at all times.” She looked remorseful, as if God would pull her by her nightgown and penalize her later for using the ‘c’ word when no one was looking.

“Is this an insane asylum? I am thirty-four! There’s no need to have these talks with me now, okay? This is crazy. Let’s just drop it. You don’t see me asking about you and Dad’s sex life now, do ya? Ugh!” He grimaced as a slow burn of chili crept up his throat, repeating itself after the disgusting imagery tried to play out in his head, contaminating him so.

“Your father is a very attractive man,” she replied, seemingly unfazed by her son’s palpable discomfort.

“I think I’m gonna be sick!” It was hard to envision the two doing anything such as that. They barely kissed in front of him and his brother, but he had a sickening suspicion the two were still rather active, and it made him downright queasy.

At this point, Colin was a mess, dying of laughter right before his eyes. He shook like he was having a seizure, so much so, he had to place his bowl on the coffee table to keep from spilling it all over the damn place.

“Your mother’s right, Sean. Wrap that thing up! These broads will try to pin a baby on ya! I watch the T.V. shows, ya know?!”

“Yeah, because all the reliable information comes from gossip rags and talk shows. Everyone knows that Ann Curry competes with Wendy Williams for credibility. It’s a toss up!”

“Oh yeah?! Hardy har har, Mister Funnyman! We got a regular ol’ Conan O’Brien in the family, smart ass!”

“Conan O’Brien isn’t that funny, Dad. I’m deeply insulted.” Sean gripped his chest and put on a pitiful face, playing the role hard regardless of the fact that the old guy couldn’t see him.

“Yes he is…he’s funnier than hell!” his brother chimed in, looking at him with disdain as if he’d said the ultimate no-no.

“I used to change your diapers, and now you talk shit to me, Sean!” their father called out, seemingly stirring himself up to the point of anger.

“Kevin, when did you change a diaper?” his mother asked in almost a murmur, as if awaking from some dream.

“Forty-two years of service with the New York City Department of Transportation was all a waste of time Dad when you could’ve been finding out how some one-balled guy named Douglass, now known as Denise, fathered three sets of fraternal twins one passionate drunken night of unadulterated hedonistic heterosexual sex before the big change!”

“Keep making jokes if ya want, Sean, keep ’em comin’, but I know now what these young girls are out here doin’ to guys like you. It’s disgusting, a damn shame! Back in my day, if you got a girl in the family way, you knew it was yours, ’cause girls didn’t lie about things like that!”

“Ya don’t say, Dad…” Sean shook his head, wishing he were in his bed under the sheets with the pillow over his head…slowly smothering himself to death.

“There’s nothin’ but a bunch of tramps out here nowadays! You guys call ’em hos!”

“…Thank you for clearin’ that up.” Sean rolled his eyes. “The lady is a tramp!” he sang, snapped his finger and bobbed his head as if he were Frank Sinatra. “Yeah, the garden tools are on a rampage, Dad. Call Home Depot to round ’em up.”

“Just watch your step. They know you gotta nice insurance package and a stable job with the Sanitation Commission! They want a piece of the action!”

“Oh yeah, Dad? I’m so sure the interior designer I am seeing, whose house costs more than I’d probably make in my entire life, wants my one-of-a kind, rare medical insurance package. It’s the Holy Grail, I tell ya! It’s been a damn dream of hers since she was a little girl growin’ up in Brooklyn to sink her blood tinged fangs into a sanitation worker and get in on his policy! I shoulda seen this comin’!” He shook his hands dramatically, raising them up toward the ceiling, and pairing the gesture with faux expression of angst on his face.

“You’ll laugh now but cry later!” the old man roared.

“I’m the patsy she was lookin’ for, Dad! Everybody run! It’s too late for me, but you can make it! Go forth and survive!”

“This is your way, to laugh shit off. You prank and snicker, Sean, but I’m right and you know it!” The man’s voice rang out as if his words were tried and true.

“Wow!” He shook his head, sporting a huge smile. “You’re just a wealth of knowledge about the ladies. What would I do without cha, Dad?!”

Colin was now falling out all over the place, turning red in the face from the banter between his father and brother, carrying on as they often did.

Sean smirked, picked up his bowl and took another spoonful of his food, brainstorming ways to cut the visit short. Fuck it. No brainstorming needed. It was time to bail. He wolfed the rest of the delicious chili down, approached his mother, and kissed her tenderly on the forehead.

“Bye, Ma, I’ll talk to you soon.”

“Okay, honey.” She smiled sweetly and looked back at the television, drifting away as she often did when a program she enjoyed was on the air. He entered the kitchen, to find his father hunched over in a white tank top, glaring at the tiny television, his slightly cloudy blue eyes no doubt affixed to the screen. Smatterings of freckles lined the man’s pale shoulders and fleshy neck, along with a few wiry strands of hair that were begging to be plucked.

“Peace out, homie!” He grabbed his father from behind, causing the older man to play wrestle with him a bit before taking another bite of his food.

“Bye Sean, drive carefully, you hear?” he stated with a hint of mirth in his eyes.

“Yeah…always.”

He opened the side door that led out from the kitchen, then heard heavy footsteps approaching. Colin—hot on his tail.

“So, uh, what are you gonna do with that diamond ring? You get it appraised yet?” The guy offered a nervous lopsided grin and shoved his hands into his slouchy pockets.

“Not yet.” Sean placed his fitted black and white Yankees cap on his head. “But it’s on my ‘to-do’ list. What? You sniffin’ around for a finder’s fee?”

“I’d like a kick back.” His brother smiled wide with no shame at all now, looked him square in the eye. “I wanna get Lydia a ring actually, not askin’ you to give me that ring though. I want to pick it out for her, but…uh, yeah. Wanna ask her to marry me. I think I’m ready.” He closed the door behind him so they stood outside alone, only the sound of a neighborhood dog barking interrupting the flow.

“Are you serious?” Sean stated with a big grin. “Congrats, man.”

Colin nodded, turning a few shades of crimson as his nose twitched a bit…a telltale sign he was scared shitless.

“Yeah, it’s time, ya know? … So uh, maybe we can double date pretty soon, so I can meet this lady.”

“Maybe…yeah, that might work.” Sean turned and began to walk down the short, chipped cement steps. “Yo, whose fuckin’ dog is that?” he called. “What an annoying yappy piece of shit!” He chortled.

“I think the new family down the street. Ma said he never shuts up…some mutt that eats his nuts and sniffs his own ass all day. His mouth seems like a good spot for a piece of dynamite, huh?” he laughed nervously, as if something else were on his mind. “Hey, Sean.”

“Yeah?” He paused and looked over his shoulder.

“You seem happier, Sean…a lot happier, actually. Proud of ya, little bro.”

Sean didn’t respond, just nodded and resumed walking to his parked car in front of the place on 49th street.

Yeah, he was happier—and best of all, he didn’t have to act like something he wasn’t just to put a smile on her face. Problem remained though, he was afraid of history repeating itself, of him vomiting out the meal from the night before and causing a measured scorch. He hated he’d become so damn paranoid about affairs of the heart, but Treasure made him so excited that if the shit fell through, he’d have to explain what the hell happened not only to others, but to himself. He didn’t want to go through that, feel that, be a victim to his own emotions all over again. It was odd how Kyle and Sapphire Storm had become the catalysts to this—the key to him opening the bolted door and giving the shit a careful once over, then leaping into the land of chance. Fact of the matter was, he had fallen helplessly, undeniably, head over heels in love. He’d been down that damn road before, however, so what should’ve been a celebratory occasion, at least internally, caused him alarm during his darker hours, when his imagination ran wild and played old tapes to torture himself with.

He had no idea he and Treasure would click like this, but at the same time, he had secretly wanted this kind of bond, all along. Now that he’d gotten his wish, he scowled at the thing, certain the beautiful lady that now lived in his heart may bite him in the ass, leave him to bleed to death from his own foolhardy choice. But he moved forward anyway, pushing the fears aside, for the love tasted too damn good, and instead of being satiated and satisfied, he hungered for her a bit more and more each day, never ever getting his fill…
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“I mean,” he slid his shoe off and scratched an itch on the side of his neck as they sat in his car, in front of her house, “it’s up to you, I guess. You can call ’im and say he is getting a refund or let him know he’s being unreasonable.”

The woman huffed, then sucked her lower lip…pulling the damn thing inward.

“I can’t do that…” she finally mumbled, clutching her purse. She darted her gaze to the front door, then back his way. “He’s already paid in advance. I know, I know,” she grinned into her lap and shook her head, “I’m too nice.”

“Buuuuuullshit!” He guffawed, looking at her in disbelief. “You might have your customers fooled with this nice, professional get up, but I’m onto ya!”

“What?!” The woman would have damn near grasped her pearls…had she been wearing some. “I’m sweet as pie!”

“Pickle pie…and not the sweet kind.” She thumped him on the head with a finger. Swooping low, he playfully nibbled her ear, then begrudgingly released her.

“Well.” She sighed, as if the house held her prisoner and had sent out a capias warrant for her arrest. “I guess I better go on inside. I had fun tonight.” She smiled at him.

“I did, too.” He leaned in for a kiss, but before he could land the damn thing, her neighbor pulled out in a shiny jet black Rolls Royce. His damn stomach roiled in angst. The magical moment had been ruined by the entitled ways of some fucker who thought they owned China and knew the price.

“Why are you looking like that?” Treasure whispered as she delicately placed her hand along his cheek.

“These rich motherfuckers over here! I swear…” He rolled his eyes, then zoomed in closer to her, only to be met by two hands pushing into his chest as if he were the cause of all that was wrong with the world.

“Sean, what is your problem?” She veered back in her seat, forcing him to do the same.

“What are you talking about?”

“Why is it every time you think someone has some money, you lash out at them, as if their right to live should be on trial?! This is ridiculous, you know that?”

“What’s ridiculous is how you put up with the damn status quo, Treasure. You’re like my mother, you know that? Want to pretend everything is all nicey nice. Do you know how many people go to bed hungry in this country? Do you even care?”

“Don’t you dare!” Her eyes narrowed and steely, she pointed in his face, her finger a mere inch or two from his nose. “You are so full of yourself, talking down to me like that. I’ve had about enough of this.”

He briefly looked out the front window, a storm raging inside him. “Let’s take New York for instance, just by itself.”

“Sean, I’m warning you. You don’t get to go back to your point without me saying something to you about how you just acted. Don’t talk to me like a child.” He’d riled her the fuck up, pushed a red hot button, but he didn’t care. She needed to hear the damn truth and if he was meant to be the messenger, so be it.

“There are almost 60,000 homeless people living in New York alone, Treasure. Many of them have children, are pregnant or victims of violence. Most haven’t had a decent meal in over twenty-four hours.”

“First of all, you are assuming that I know nothing about anything that you speak of. That would be where you are wrong. Secondly, you speak as if you think I’m responsible for this, Sean?! And the man you just saw pulling out the driveway is, too, huh?! We are all working in cahoots right this second, working together for one common goal, and that is to destroy Sean Mahoney and all the poor saps just like him!”

“You are completely removed from reality, you know that?”

“My name is conspiracy Treasure, glad to make your acquaintance! Sean, please be quiet. You’ve truly exhausted me with this crap. I am not part of the problem!”

“You people are part of the damn problem!” The vein in his neck puffed and strained under his flesh as his suppressed anger oozed out like black tar onto a cracked sidewalk, signaling the calm had broken. And his internal storm got out to play.

No jokes.

No filter.

Sean was ready, raw and uncut. The masks had been removed, and here he sat, not afraid to let her know exactly where he was coming from.

“I’m part of the problem?” She pointed to herself in disbelief. “Let me tell your ass something, Mr. Mahoney.” She leaned closer to him and lest he admit it, he was suddenly silenced and dare he say, surprised at her reaction. “You haven’t been listening to me at all. You tried it! You must’ve had me fooled. So glad I didn’t fuck your ass! That would have been a huge mistake. I knew it! You were too good to be true.”

“Wait, what are you talking about?” he asked calmly, though inside, his heart was twisting and turning, flipping and flopping around like a dying fish gasping for air.

“Don’t play stupid with me. You can miss me with this bullshit, you hear me? You don’t know a damn thing about me. All you have and focus on are these crazy ideas in your head and no matter what I say or do, you’ll stick to your beliefs like glue.” She reached for the door to leave, but he pulled her back. Oh no…she wasn’t getting off that easily.

“I have been listening, Treasure, and what I see is an intelligent woman that tries to play nice-nice and not see how fucked up the world really is! I’m not sayin’ you’re a bad person, not sayin’ that at all!”

“Screw you, Sean, okay? You act like you are all knowledgeable and everyone else around you is just a moron, desperately in need of your school of twisted logic. I don’t need your approval, your chastising, critique and evaluations. I don’t need anyone’s approval and I no longer care what you think.”

“Yeah you do, or you wouldn’t be so goddamn mad at me right now. You’re angry as hell that I made you see some shit you had your eyes closed to. Open them and wake the fuck up.”

His jaw twisted and tightened as the woman took the longest pause known to man, and then, her eyes turned to slits. She raised her hand to strike, then froze. Her lower lip and chin shook as well as her fingers, just hanging there high in the sky like dangling fruit from a vine. Then, slowly lowering her hand, she placed it palm down on her thigh. She leaned in close like a doctor about to give an eye exam—the woman he’d obsessed about turned suddenly colder than a glacier and her tone dropped lower than 6 degrees below zero.

“YOU. DON’T. KNOW. SHIT.” She said it so coolly, it rattled his bones.

He wasn’t sure why he had kept talking, making things worse. It was in his nature to stick to his points, to keep fighting and fighting and fighting. Driven toward the cliff of self-destruction, he stood on the edge, ready to jump. It unnerved him how he could sabotage the very thing he needed most. And then it hit him. She’d been right that day as they stood before the pawnshop.

He didn’t think he was good enough for her, not good enough at all…

The mask had come off, and he was exposed, naked, vulnerable.

So he picked this fight, slid in like sludge, and made a mess of things.

They stared at one another, stone-faced, not daring to flinch. Several moments passed with no words uttered.

I’ve gone too far. Something is wrong with me. Why would I do this?! Why would I keep pushing her like this? I love her…

But he had to save face. He couldn’t let her see him this way. He veiled himself, hoping his new costume would be more to her liking…

“Okay, look,” he said, breaking the silence, throwing up one hand in surrender. “I’ve been upsetting you when we discuss socio-economic issues, right? Well, that’s because it’s important to me, Treasure. I believe—”

“Sean,” she interrupted. “Shut up! My father was a damn janitor, what we politically correct folks call a custodian or maintenance technician. He busted his ass working two full time jobs to support his family, and worked himself right into a heart attack, which led his behind to the grave! He was my whole damn world! You want to tell me about homelessness? I had several bouts of homelessness as a child so fuck you and that high horse you’re sittin’ on! Have you ever not been without a roof over your head, Sean? I doubt it!

“My mother dragged me and my two brothers around after my father died. There wasn’t any money coming in anymore. The rent was no longer being paid, we got evicted and the married guy she’d been chasing around, who was chock full of money and just using her, left her ass. She thought I was too young to remember, but I remember!” Tears welled in her eyes. “She couldn’t afford much on her meager salary, so we stayed in shelters more than we stayed in the damn projects. There you sit, all comfy and cozy, judging me from your mountaintop of bullshit!”

Her voice suddenly grew louder, almost shaking the damn car. He didn’t blink, didn’t budge…simply let himself be drawn into her pain, and though he hated himself a bit for placing her in that spot, he needed this… wanted it…

“That man you just cussed out ’cause he has a nice car? His wife just died, you low life piece of shit!” Her mouth pursed as if she were in dire pain, and in a way, she may have been.

He smirked a bit, not because he enjoyed what she shared, and not because he was gleeful that he’d disturbed her inner peace. No, he smiled a bit for no one had told him off quite like this in a mighty long time. In some strange way, he enjoyed her teaching him a lesson or two. He tended to be a reluctant student unless it happened on his own terms. But she no longer cared. Class was in session, with or without his permission…

“His son died two years before that, in a car accident. Two houses down from me live the Murphy’s.” She pointed down the way but didn’t turn from him. “They have an even nicer, bigger house and a bunch of expensive cars that are parked bumper to bumper. The damn things could take up half the fucking street. The wife, Frances Murphy, a wonderful lady who came here at the age of seven from Birmingham, has been ruined and barely speaks now. Do you know why? I’ll tell you why.

“Her mother’s home went up in flames and she died in an electrical fire caused from faulty wiring. That’s where their money came from…a settlement, but it doesn’t matter, because Frances went a bit crazy after that. She was very close to her mother, and would have nightmares about that woman being burnt alive. So how do you think all those fancy things, all that damn money and the jewelry and furs, are holdin’ up against this woman’s sanity?! Would you take her place, Sean? Would you slide your condemnatory ass into her shoes and walk around a bit, feel the pain? You don’t know anything about these people! I find your judgments disgusting, incredulous and disrespectful! Everything I have, I went through hell to get and I am still getting lambasted.” She pointed into her chest so hard, her silver bangles clashed against one another, sounding much like a church service tambourine. “The man who professes to care about me is sitting here with a silly smile on his face after what I’ve told him tonight. You know what? I’mma need you to lose my number.”

“I’m not laugh—”

“You are a sick son of a bitch, you know that?!” She turned away to leave, but he pulled her back, felt her struggle against his body. They made a huge ruckus in the car, knocking about like balls in a pinball machine. Pinning her down just so, he folded her arms over her chest, kept her steady and still as he glared down into her eyes.

She’s going to listen to me, goddamn it…

“Get the hell off me, Sean. Now!” she screamed out so loudly, her voice cracked the air like a whip.

“Nuh uh…I can’t do that.” And then he pressed his lips harshly into hers, grinding against her zone as his cock swelled and pushed into her groin. She squirmed beneath him, bucking and attempting to kick, but it was no use. “Stop, Treasure…stop struggling and just listen for a second. Baby, listen to me. I wasn’t laughing about that stuff you told me. That wasn’t it at all. That shit wasn’t funny, it was terrible.” She continued her attempt to wiggle free to no avail as he pressed more of his weight onto her, trying to subdue her without hurting her.

“Treasure…stop moving, stop fighting me. I’ve got you like this so you’ll be still and hear me out. After I say what I need to say, I’ll let you go. But first, give me a kiss.” Like a feather being tossed in the air, he removed his latest costume, flung the mask on the floor, and he no longer gave a shit that she’d seen him, the true Sean. It had to stop. No jokes. No goading. No witty comebacks. No more ShowTime curtains or performances, selling a person to the woman that didn’t really exist. After a second or two, she’d tired herself out and succumbed.

He took advantage of the moment to snake his tongue between her sweet, soft lips…

“I…”

Then kissed her again…

“…was…”

…and yet another kiss.

“…wrong…”

He looked down at her, surveying his prey, captive beneath him. It never felt so right to be wrong.

“I wasn’t smiling tryna be disrespectful,” he explained. “I was smiling because I had no idea. It never even entered my mind that not every damn person over here was born into money, living it up. Hearing this from you, well, it makes things different.”

“But it shouldn’t be like that,” she stated between gritted teeth.

“You’re still mad, huh?” He lowered his lips to her neck, causing her to jerk and half-fight him off once again.

…kiss…

“Don’t stay mad at me, baby…”

…kiss…

“I’m so fucking sorry…”

“You don’t sound like it…” she mumbled. Deciding to finally release his prisoner, he lifted himself up from her body, let her free to resituate herself.

“I still want to fuck you.”

“I don’t give a shit.” She tugged at her shirt, straightening her clothing in a prim and proper sort of way.

Bursting out laughing, he shook his head, hand on forehead.

“You’re so damn mean.”

He looked at her pitifully, but she refused to turn in his direction. She continued to pull at her blouse and pants, straightening herself out as if she’d been ambushed right before a very important meeting.

“I’m serious, Treasure,” he said, filling his words with pure honesty and humility. “I was wrong for what I said to you tonight. I see that now. You aren’t the problem, I am. I apologize…I mean that shit.”

She threw him a glare like some peon with a speck of shit along the bridge of his nose, her back straight as a wall.

“Sean, I don’t know what hang-ups you have concerning wealthy or upper middle class people because I’m not rich, and surely you know this by now, but I have no time for your issues. For weeks, I’ve ignored your occasional snide remarks, but I’ve simply had it. I have too much going for me to put up with this sort of shit. I told myself after Jackson and I were over that I would never—”

“Honey, I know that you—”

“Be quiet. I’m still talking. I told myself that after Jackson and I were over, that I would never, as long as I live, deal with a man who was disrespectful to me again. In the process of trying to get to know you, I let some things go because I know at times I may be hyper-sensitive, but this right here?” She shook her finger in his direction. “I refuse to put up with it one second longer.”

“Do I get another chance to make it up to you?”

Treasure, I won’t let you go this easily but we can play this game if you want to…

“I don’t know. I love you, Sean but…”

“You do know.”

“You’ve been officially warned now. No more, Sean. One more thing, do you hear me? If you do one more thing like this, it’s over. There will be no discussion, no talking it out, no heehawing to save your ass.”

He swallowed, leaned back in his seat, and closed his lids. Pinching the skin between his eyes, he felt a damn migraine coming on. Some self-induced shit, for he’d painted himself in a black and white corner, refusing to see the shades of gray. Gray—like sadness, like rain clouds, no jokes to share; this was no laughing matter. He’d been exposed as the coal-hearted person that he was, that he now dared to admit existed. She’d jammed her hand into his damn heart and pulled out nothing but cough-inducing smog and now, she couldn’t breathe in his presence.

No, this wasn’t funny. Not amusing in the least. He could see the pain he’d caused her all over her damn face.

I did that…

You proud of yourself, Sean? You goddamn fuckup…

She truly wanted to leave him where he sat, deny him another kiss, another date, and all of the work he’d invested into their relationship would go down the damn drain. It wasn’t just what he said, but the underlying hatred from which the words were born. This was deeper than his resentments regarding wealth and how it turned men into monsters. No…it was tied into that old bullshit, the mess that had turned him inside out, made him feel worthless, less than a penniless soul that even God himself saw no value in. How odd the way in which that situation had bled all over his life, leaving its horrid fingerprint on everything he touched.

“…I’ve been fucking up,” he mumbled.

Treasure crossed her arms and legs, taking a defiant stance. She offered no words, only her stoic profile, a royal profile, an honest profile…a ‘touch me again and you’ll die’ profile.

“I want this to work, Treasure.” He took a deep breath. “We just got off the ground. I haven’t opened up this much to a woman in so long. I love you…shit, those aren’t just words. I see that I’m a mess. I see that now.”

“I don’t want to deal with a mess, Sean…got my own messes,” she said coldly, glaring out the window.

“I am not asking you to clean me up. I can clean up my own shit. I just needed you to bring it to my attention is all and stand by my side, supervise while I get the mop and bucket.”

“I doubt I’m the only one who has told you about yourself.” She frowned, but still refused to turn and face him.

“You’re not, but when it’s coming from someone I care about, as much as I care about you, it means something totally different. Sometimes people aren’t ready to see things in a contrary sort of way. I’m ready now, though.”

“You just know all the right things to say, now don’t you?” She stared at him, the coldness still frozen hard into her tone, drawn on her face, but hopefully, not within her heart. As he regarded her long and hard, he sensed hot hatred rising from her flesh, but he had no problem admitting his truth and swallowing the pills he’d tried to force down her own throat. But something in her eyes let him know what he saw in her right then wasn’t just about him. No. This was historic pain… Treasure had many internal battles going on. This was no longer just about him and her.

This was about a fight within.

“Don’t punish me for what another man did, Treasure. I’m not Jackson.”

She opened her mouth to speak, her jaw dropping ever so slightly, and then she appeared to calm down, regroup just as quickly.

“I’m not. This is based on what happened right here, right now.”

“Not all of it. All you know is that you saw something in me you didn’t like, and some of those old emotions your ex made you feel came bubbling up. Look, baby.” He reached for her arm; this time, she didn’t shake him off. “I’m not trying to dodge my responsibility. I accept it. I own it, okay? But you’ve been hurt; you’ve got some shit too that’s making you see me and others around you in a way that may not always be fair or accurate. You said yourself, you got your own mess, and I believe that. I’m not perfect though, so when I mess up, just charge it to me, and only me. I can’t pay off the debts of all the guys before me, including your ex-husband. He was him, and I’m me. Let me pay my own tab. As it is, it’s big enough.” He sprawled his fingers across his chest as he spoke in earnest.

They sat quietly for a few moments.

“You’re right,” she finally uttered, looking down into her lap. “You’re right, Sean. Though I meant what I said to you, my ex-husband destroyed my trust in others to some degree. I’ve been allowing the memory of his bullshit to vacuum over my present situation and my perception of others… You are the first man I’ve ever loved since that man.” She paused, took a deep breath. “I hate that it’s true, you know, me lacking the ability to just let that shit go.” She shrugged. “But it’s true, all of it.”

This was one of the many things he adored about this woman. Treasure thought and acted with logic. Passionate and emotional? Hell yeah, but she could step out of herself and be solution driven, too. He hated that his cock was getting hard all over again from the revelation…

“Strong women aren’t supposed to have baggage, cry and complain. I can’t fall apart in front of my kids, Sean.” She looked at him as her chest rose and fell rapidly, as if she’d just finished racing up and down the street in ten seconds flat.

“Who says? Where’d you get these rules from? Are they the same motherfuckers that wrote the ones we talked about at the pawn shop?” He grinned at her, taking her hand.

She offered a weak, slanted smile. “I honestly don’t know who the authors of these rules are, Sean. I just know that when I don’t abide, I judge myself because others are judging me, too. Someone is always watching, seeing what you’re doing and not doing and then, making assessments. It’s crazy because these people aren’t you, they aren’t us. They know nothing about our lives.”

“Kinda like what I did tonight.” He turned away from her, disgusted with himself all over again.

That’s the shell I wear… I deflect, focus on other people’s crap so I don’t have to look at my own. I’m tired of being this way. It’s exhausting and it’s messing up my hopes and dreams. And all I dream about is her. I’m done. I can’t do this anymore. It’s time to grow up…

“Look, baby, a strong woman to me is one who knows what she is capable of and doesn’t let anyone or anything stop her, despite the obstacles. Strong women cry all the time. Why do tears equal weakness? In my opinion, a weak woman is the one that pretends to not care because she wants the people around her to think she has balls, be someone to look up to. That’s just pathetic to me.

“If we weren’t supposed to break down every now and again, we wouldn’t even be able to. We bleed, we cry, we laugh and we die…that’s life, take it or leave it. I don’t wanna woman like that…that’s fake. I prefer reality. I want to see you how you really are. You know why? Because the woman sittin’ in front of me is the best thing I’ve ever had. Can’t no one top you, baby.”

He must’ve hit her where it counted because his words had her embrace him in a sweet, warm hug and kiss his lips so gently, so delicately. After a few moments, she slumped back into her seat and stared off into the distance.

“You know what keeps me up at night?”

“Dreams of riding me?”

“No!” She laughed and shook her head. “I’m so afraid Asia is going to grow up and meet a jerk, marry him, and end up how I did.” The woman gripped her forehead as if trying to remember an answer for an exam. Her eyes closed and he wanted so badly to take her pain away, swallow it whole, and chase it with a glass of liquid love. “I’m afraid my son will end up being that jerk to some woman. I live in fear, sheer terror, all because I chose the wrong damn man!” She turned toward him once more, her eyes glassy as she beat her fist against her thigh, rocked a bit, no doubt fighting tears. Again, she closed her eyes hard and tight for a spell, shielding herself from him. But it was too late. He’d tasted her discomfort and its flavor was heart wrenching.

“Love is kind of like a matching game, you know, like the ones we’d play as kids,” he said.

That got her to give him her full attention.

“You’d have a stack of small cards, and there would be drawings of strawberries, footballs, things like that. You had to match them together, but you had to remember what was where, or the game would go on and on, and frustration would set in. I think finding the person you’re supposed to be with is kind of like that. You’re going to make some matches that don’t work, don’t add up, but then, you get the sunshine and the sunshine, and well, then the future looks bright. I can say you chose the right one this time. We match up perfectly…”

Reaching over, he pulled her to him, enveloping her in a warm hug, then laid the sweetest of kisses on her lips, and swiped her tears away with the side of his thumb. The wetness against his flesh awakened his senses, made him fall into a desperate need to protect and serve her. And he would, from that moment forward, even from himself.

“I’m not going anywhere, Treasure. You’re my sunshine, and I’m tired of being out in the rain…”
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Erin’s martini reminded Treasure of a tiny, rotund green man floating about in a posh swimming pool. The olive bobbed about, dancing like it was having the time of its little, fruity life. Treasure’s friend gleamed at her through hazel contact lenses under the dreamy blue restaurant lights. The woman’s long legs were covered in black leather pants, which she’d paired with white-tipped, spiky dark purple heels on her feet. Running her fingers over her pixie cut jet-black hair, she blew out her mango scented hookah smoke, a barely-there smirk on her peach-shaped face.

“You’ve been busy, baby,” the woman said coolly.

Treasure nodded, looked sheepishly away to stare into her half empty glass of red Moscato.

“So, as we’ve been talking all of these weeks and you’ve fed me information little by little, here is the rundown I have thus far: His name is Sean, he’s younger than you, he collects trash, he’s a college student, he is funny, fun, flirty, and can probably screw like a champ though the last point you’ve yet to confirm. It’s just a hunch based on the fact that you’re a phone sex slut.”

Treasure burst out laughing, almost falling out of her seat.

“Erin! Yeah, that’s pretty much the gist of it. You’d know more if you ever answered your phone!” Treasure chastised.

“I’ve been out of the country on business! You know you my boo-thang,” she chided, smiling from ear to ear.

After returning her smile, Treasure looked away into the crowd of people standing around, bobbing their heads to the sounds of Skream belting out, ‘Rollercoaster’.

“That about sums it up.”

“I wonder if Quincy knows him.”

“Why would your husband know him?” Treasure lifted a brow in bewilderment.

“Because he works with the sanitation department all the time when contract bids come up for new neighborhood zoning. Sometimes they have like town hall meetings, invite the workers and citizens in for their opinions.”

Treasure nodded in understanding. Quentin worked in neighborhood maintenance and street zoning for Brooklyn, Queens and Manhattan. It made sense.

“From what you told me, he sounds like he’s cute as hell, too.” A naughty expression sleeked across her friend’s face, all knowing.

“Cute? Baby, the first time I saw him I couldn’t help but stare, regardless of being mad at his ass. He is tall and built like a goddamn college football linebacker. Muscles all over the damn place…dark hair, beautiful green eyes. When I say green, I mean really green, they just pull you in. His voice is kinda hoarse, like he smokes cigarettes, but he doesn’t. He’s unbelievable. Sexy as hell… If I could throw caution to the wind I would have ridden his face like a bronco weeks ago.”

Both women remained quiet for a second or two, then burst out laughing simultaneously.

“Yeah… he sounds amazing.”

“Erin.” Treasure sighed as she plucked a salty peanut from a half folded napkin and popped it into her mouth. “This man just does something to me and…I love him. That’s a big deal for me; it’s been a process, that’s for sure.”

“I could see it in your face last week when you picked me up from the airport, Treasure. You are so in love with this man. You used to look like that when you and Jackson were first dating. I’d never seen you look at anyone that way before Jackson, or after, until now.”

She nodded in agreement. “It scares me a bit too, but I can’t stop, you know? We even got into a fight the other night, but he found a way to bring me right back into his crazy world. He’s just so real, sincere. Even when he says something fucked up, it’s like he is open to hearing another point of view, my point of view. Well, at least now he is, or maybe he always was, I don’t know. Regardless, I’ve never met anyone like him in my entire life, Erin. I’m weak for this fucker. I hate that.”

“You don’t hate it.” Erin took another leisure puff from her hookah. “You hate that you don’t hate it. He is your opposite, but you two mesh well together and you want him. It doesn’t make sense to you, but that’s the problem.” She paused to sip on her martini, then set it back down. “Women like you and me try to make stuff like this make sense. We are rational. We are similar; that’s why we understand each other so well and have been the best of friends since college. Time and busy schedules, family,” she waved her hand lazily in the air, “have caused us to have gaps in communication, but it doesn’t define our love for one another. We pick up right where we left off, simple as that. The bottom line is this. We forget that underneath all the bullshit, all we want is a man. We want a real, true blue guy to have our damn backs. We want companionship, someone we can depend on and sees us as equals. We want to feel loved and based on what you’ve shared with me, Treasure, it sounds like he fits the bill.”

Treasure nodded. “I know I’m not imagining this, you know? He really is what I think he is…but my mind keeps playing tricks on me.”

“No, your mind knows the deal, but your heart still wants protection so they’ve been having meetings behind your back.”

Treasure burst out laughing.

“I knew after your last dating disaster, I was finished trying to set you up with guys. I told Quincy that you’d meet the right man, but it would be when you were ready, and not because I pushed you out there. I see I was right.” Erin’s eyes hooded. “Look how beautiful you are tonight, you’re practically glowing. You look gorgeous in that dark green dress clinging to your curves just right…damn near radiant, and he hasn’t even given you the dick yet.”

They both burst out in obnoxious fits of cackling.

“I know, right?” Treasure’s laugh tapered as she swung her leg a bit faster, causing her gold and diamond anklet to sparkle as it caught the nearby bar area strobe lights. “Not that I don’t want it, you know, sex with him, but because of how I’m feeling about Sean, I’d get more attached if I go that route with him, Erin. I’ve been stringing this out. I told him it was because I have children and I have to be responsible. Well, that’s just part of it. The other half is that I know that he’s not one of those guys I can just screw and be okay afterward. I’d feel something…something deep, and that kinda worries me. I can have sex and not speak to a man ever again, but I can’t make love and just walk away… I just can’t.” She took a deep breath, exhaling just so as the smoke from Erin’s hookah embraced her in a misty circle.

“Treasure, this is your life and your timing. You don’t have to rush due to what other people think or say, or submit to the pressure. I get where you’re comin’ from. He’ll wait a bit if he’s the guy for you. How long has it been though?”

Treasure shot her nosy friend a tilted grin. “About four months I guess…”

“That long?! Oh shit! I take back what I said! You’ve been dating this joker for four months and haven’t fucked him? Treasure! Shame on you! How can you stand it? Girl, I’d be going crazy.”

“You act like I said ten years or something! That isn’t that long of a time. I mean, we wait longer to even do a closing on a house sometimes.” She shrugged.

“You better give that fine man some of that coochie, woman! You’ve lost your mind! You’ll scare him away at this point ’cause as soon as you open your legs, cobwebs and bats ’nd shit will be all over the place. He’ll wonder if it’s Halloween up in that mofo!”

“Shut up!” Treasure laughed. “Like I said, I want to. I’m working up to it, don’t worry. I can’t last much longer. The phone sex thing isn’t cuttin’ it anymore.”

“When you do get down to it, I want full details!” The woman counted off her fingers. “I want to know how many inches, because sometimes a camera can be deceiving. Don’t ask me how I know. Anyway, I need to know if he can last, how thick that shit is, can he eat pussy right, the whole damn nine!”

“Erin, you are nosy and nasty as hell!”

“And you wouldn’t have me any other way!”

They both burst out into more laughter as a remixed version of Beyonce’s timeless song, ‘Crazy in Love’ hit the DJ Booth sound system.

“Ohhhh girl! This classic is dedicated to YOU!” Erin took another puff from her hookah, set it down, and grabbed Treasure off her seat, practically dragging her away to the dance floor.

They moved together, dancing like two crazy teenagers as they screamed the lyrics, “Your love’s got me goin’ so crazy right now, so craaaazzzzy in loooove! Treasure’s in love, everybody! Woot Woot!”
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Chapter Thirteen
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What are you doing? –Sapphire Storm

I’m listening to music. You like the Goo Goo Dolls? –FINDERKEEPER

Never heard of them. –Sapphire Storm

What? Are you serious? I disown you, Sapphire Storm. Whip out your good ear and check this out. –FINDERKEEPER

LOL, I’m sorry! Okay… –Sapphire Storm

Oh boy, that’s nice. Goo Goo Dolls? –Sapphire Storm

Yeah, the song is called ‘Iris’. One of my favorites. –FINDERKEEPER

It’s really nice… We haven’t chatted in weeks… –Sapphire Storm

I know, I’m sorry. Been busy with school and other stuff. –FINDERKEEPER

Yeah, my boyfriend is finishing up his schooling, too. –Sapphire Storm

Boyfriend? That’s the first time you’ve called him that to me. Wow. So this official, huh? –FINDERKEEPER

LOL, yeah, we’ve been together for a while now. He’s great, FINDERKEEPER. Thanks again. –Sapphire Storm

Why are you thanking me? I told you, I didn’t do anything. –FINDERKEEPER

Yes, you did. You helped me keep giving guys a try after all of my dating nightmare tales. You’ve been busy, but still managed to make time for me. I really appreciate that. –Sapphire Storm

Yeah, well, okay. I think I’m going to break my own rules for a second. I’m taking a chance here, breaking out of my superstitions, but school isn’t the only reason I’ve been missing in action. That woman I told you I met? Well, we’re together in a relationship too now. Things are going really well. –FINDERKEEPER

Oh that is great! I am so happy for you! –Sapphire Storm

Looks like our lives are in parallel right now. That’s kinda cool. –FINDERKEEPER

It is. You know what else? My guy is Irish, just like you! LOL –Sapphire Storm

Hey, you know a good thing when you see it. LOL. –FINDERKEEPER

LOL. Yeah, he’s great. FINDERKEEPER, I need to talk to you. I feel bad about something though. –Sapphire Storm

What’s that? –Sapphire Storm

You and I’ve been honest with one another, or at least I have, except for one thing. –Sapphire Storm

I haven’t lied to you about anything. So what did you lie to me about? –FINDERKEEPER

I feel bad about it now. I lied to you about one thing when we were first chatting online, FINDERKEEPER. –Sapphire Storm

What? Just tell me. –FINDERKEEPER

I don’t know why I did it. Well, I guess it was to keep myself somewhat anonymous at the time. You asked me if I’d been married before, and I said no. Truth is, I have been. I just want to come clean because it has been bothering me. It was not a good marriage, very one sided and he was verbally and emotionally abusive to me. –Sapphire Storm

Hmmmm, I see. Sorry you went through that. Is that the only thing? –FINDERKEEPER

Yes, that’s the only thing I was deliberately untruthful about. I was still pretty new to this online chatting stuff, and I didn’t want anyone to know who I really was. I didn’t know you, and in case you were some crazy person, I didn’t want you to be able to find me or anything like that. –Sapphire Storm

That’s fine, I can understand that, I suppose. Now that we’re beyond that, let’s catch up. Do you have any kids? –FINDERKEEPER

Yes I do. Two. What about you? –Sapphire Storm

No kids. I like kids though. –FINDERKEEPER

That’s great. Again, I’m sorry for lying. That’s not like me. I feel pretty shitty about it. I guess because I pride myself on being an honest, trustworthy person. –Sapphire Storm

Forget about it. I told you I understand why you did it. It doesn’t change anything. It’s not like we’re a couple or dating or anything. Then it would be a problem. –FINDERKEEPER

Right. LOL. True. Let me ask you something. –Sapphire Storm

Ok. –FINDERKEEPER

Are you in love with the woman you’re seeing? –Sapphire Storm

Yeah, very much so. When I open my eyes in the mornings and look up at my bedroom ceiling, I don’t see the light fixture or the sun peeking into my window. I only see her. –FINDERKEEPER

Damn that was beautiful and took me off guard! LOL. –Sapphire Storm

Why? –FINDERKEEPER

Well, you don’t usually say stuff like that. –Sapphire Storm

I do, you just don’t know how I behave when I love a woman. This is typical for me. It’s been a long time though. I’m a little rusty at it, but getting my sea legs nevertheless. –FINDERKEEPER

That’s wonderful, FINDERKEEPER. No wonder we’ve been talking less, lol. –Sapphire Storm

Yeah, now we know why we’ve been talking much less, but I’m still here if you ever need to talk, okay? –FINDERKEEPER

Thank you! I appreciate that. I extend the same to you, FINDERKEEPER. –Sapphire Storm

Thank you. Get some sleep. We’ll talk again. When that will be, who knows – but I’m certain it will happen again. You’re good people, Sapphire Storm. –FINDERKEEPER

You are too, FINDERKEEPER. Goodnight and thanks for being a friend. –Sapphire Storm

Golden Girls just came to mind. –FINDERKEEPER

LOL. Your girlfriend is a lucky lady. –Sapphire Storm

So is your guy. I guess Irish luck in this case is real. LOL. Good night, Sapphire, and may all of your dreams come true… –FINDERKEEPER
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“You can’t be serious.” Treasure swung her coral and taupe purse over one slumped shoulder as they exited the Thai noodle place that left her stomach embarrassingly packed and filled to capacity. The man was introducing her to places she’d driven by countless times, but never noticed, and worse yet, the meals were incredible and savory! Sean had a way of knowing good food; she supposed he was rather resourceful, a skill she’d lost along the way.

She remembered what it was like to have daily ramen noodle meals, and pay for schoolbooks by giving blood and plasma. Then, if all else failed, hawking a coveted piece of jewelry. She recalled what it felt like to work several jobs, get only two hours of sleep, and have to cram in studying right before a big test, after which she’d barely have enough energy and money to purchase, let alone eat, a bowl of cheap, store brand cereal. Those days may have been over, but they were never forgotten. She squelched a belch, refusing to do such a thing in front of the man, then grimaced as she ran her hand along her stomach. She’d overdone it, and her slightly poked out blue and gray striped shirt was proof of such gluttony.

“Why not?” They stood in front of the psychic parlor that glowed an alien spaceship. She said nothing as he pointed to the neon green Hamsa hand, as if that would somehow put her at ease, bring her to his side of the fence.

“Sean, I’m not going in there.” She wrapped her arm around his and bit into her lower lip, stifling a chuckle. The whole thing was just plain silly, and lest she admit it, the idea of it all made her a tad bit uneasy. For a split second, she forgot about the crazy man’s suggestion, taken as she was by his intoxicating scent. He always smelled good. How ironic, funny, but downright lovely that his flesh smelled so divine. Yeah, the garbageman smelled like Gucci’s ‘Guilty’, which made her crave him a bit more.

“What cologne do you have on? I always smell it on you but never asked.” She hugged him a bit tighter.

“Gucci…you like it?”

I knew it!

“Yeah, it’s nice.”

She smiled, feeling his warm breath against her ear when he spoke…and not only that…

His hard body—a thing of beauty.

Oh God, his arms…so big and solid…

She leaned in a bit closer, wrapped herself a bit tighter around him, feeling a little crazy for loving on him so. Yet, a sense of peace settled on her, too.

“It’s just something to do.” He shrugged in his ‘no biggie’ way. “Hey,” he said, lifting her chin to make her look into his glorious face.

Oh my goodness, he is so sexy…and his kisses make me feel like I am floating.

She gave an internal squeal, enjoying herself to the hilt. They’d been working on spending more time together, meeting up for a coffee here and there. It seemed the man kept an even busier schedule than her own as of late, but they made the time, squeezing in a few minutes where there seemed to be none. He’d send her all sorts of text messages, mostly funny ones. She appreciated those the most, for her current life seemed to be no laughing matter. He provided a reprieve, a break from her warped reality. He was her hidden paragon, a secret dressed in the precious jewels of her mind, surpassing her wildest inclinations and imagination and weaving wisdom into his comedic declarations. Sean possessed the kind of intelligence that didn’t scream at you, but you’d see it, hear it, and know his aptitude was nothing to scoff at. Although pretentious, he wasn’t a show off, but simply Sean. He knew what he knew, and he didn’t make a big deal about it. He’d learned his lesson, and handled her more gently now, giving respect in order to get it. And he worked hard… Hell, she found that downright sensual all by itself.

“Have you ever been to a psychic before?” she asked as they moved out the way for a large group of boisterous pedestrians.

“Nah, never. I saw the place just now and thought, ‘This is just some shit to do.’ If you really don’t want to, we don’t have to.”

“You know what? It really isn’t a big deal so what the hell, I’ll try it. I’ll step out of my comfort zone, but remember to take this with a grain of salt.”

“I prefer pepper…”

“Is that some sort of racial joke?” She smirked, egging him on as he opened the glass door and stepped aside, allowing her to walk over the threshold.

“Racial joke, huh?” He smiled. “Maybe you should ask the psychic,” he teased as he intertwined their fingers in a hand embrace. The place was filled with wall-to-wall curio cabinets, all cramped together with displays of smoldering pipes, brass herb pedestals, colorful tapestries, and what appeared to be glass figurines inside of a large bowl. The scent of smoky incense and sweet mulberry scented candles hung in the air. They stood in the restricted foyer area, looking at tables covered in dusty wares, odd things she’d never seen before. One large wicker basket was filled with what appeared to be tiny witch brooms, or possibly freshly rolled blunts. She chuckled at the notion as she read the little card beside the basket that read, ‘White Sage Smudgers’.

Hmmm, strange…

On another table sat what appeared to be needle and thread and next to those, black and white skinny candles with price tags wrapped around each one.

“Hello?” Sean called out in his customary loud way as he released her hand and explored around him. With heavy footsteps, he moved about, picking up things here and there, taking a curious gander. Just then, a petite attractive woman that seemed to be in her early 50’s appeared, her hair blowing gently behind her, as if a fan stood nearby. Olive skin was paired with some of the darkest, most soulful eyes Treasure had ever observed and it looked as if the room grew a bit warmer after she entered, looking the part dressed in a colorful floral print blouse and dark pants. But Treasure didn’t believe in such stupid things, and dismissed the tingly sense she got from the woman. But, it continued. Before she’d even spoke one word, Treasure sensed a gentle presence about her, as if she were an enchanting entity, a calm wind, a gentle soothing soul like a lozenge against a sore throat.

“Hi, how may I help you?” the lady asked, tossing her raven hued hair over one shoulder.

“You do, uh, readings I guess you call ’em?” He pointed toward her front door where the sign was located. It advertised her specialties.

“Yes, I do.” She shot a seemingly perplexed glance over in Treasure’s direction, one she found a little unnerving. It seemed as if the woman was looking through her, trying to gauge her, pluck information without her consent. Before another second of time had come and gone, the woman’s features smoothed into pleasantness once again. “Do you want one together or separately?” She kept her eye on Treasure while she asked the question, as if she alone were the deciding factor.

How did she know we were together? I’m way over here… Do we look like a couple? Maybe we do…

Treasure wondered, and wondered hard, but she kept her lips firmly sealed. The woman turned away, allowing her to take a deep breath and relax, but it was a fleeting thing, for soon she shot her another look, this one paired with a tilted smile…and sending chills up her spine.

I don’t like this!

She wanted to pull Sean’s arm, tug at his wrist and lead him toward the front door and out the damn thing before this got any weirder. The occult, psychic readings, love spells, potions and money brews were just meaningless and trivial, a waste of time and money, insulting to one’s intelligence. She looked at the psychic once again, bunching her collar in a tense grip. She needed something to hold onto for her heart was beating faster, harsher and harder. The woman was doing things to her…

I bet she is one of those damn gypsies…a fake. It is crazy for me to get worked up about this; she’s just playing a game.

“What do you think, Treasure?” He looked over his shoulder at her, wearing a crooked grin.

“I uh, well, you go ahead, Sean. You can go first.”

He nodded as she drew closer to him, then to the woman, his expression rather serious. “How much is it?” He slicked his wallet out of his pocket and thumbed through a thin stack of cash.

“Twenty dollars for one, thirty dollars for couples.” There was that damn ‘all knowing’ look again. She smiled pleasantly at Treasure, then took the cash from Sean’s grip. They followed her into a back area to a small wooden table covered with a thin white tablecloth, fringed at the ends with long, clear beads. Upon it sat a deck of colorful cards, and serene, Celtic type music played in the near distance.

“Please, have a seat.” The woman pointed at a chair on one side of the table, while Treasure made to stand against the wall closest to the damn exit, intending to simply watch from a bird’s eye view. “Do you not want to sit next to your lover?” The woman cocked her head just so as she pointed to the free chair beside Sean.

The man got comfy, unflinching at the words or odd situation in the least! It was almost as if he’d been through the strange ass drill before, knew the rundown. Paranoia birthed in her mind, growing, multiplying like a damn calculator, but she still came up with zilch.

“My lover?” she said lamely.

The woman simply nodded, as if nothing she’d said was unusual. Treasure had no interest in causing a scene, so she forced herself to walk back over to the pair and sit in the chair next to Sean, who pulled at his slightly baggy jeans, exposing a dark blue pair of Nikes that looked as if they’d come straight out the box that very morning.

“So.” The woman smiled as she began to shuffle the deck of cards, her long yet delicate fingers moving like flashes of light. “Let me introduce myself. My name is Madeline. What are your names?”

You’re the psychic, you tell us…

Treasure rolled her eyes, unable to keep her skepticism at bay one second longer, and delighted in her internal humor. However, comedy hour grew suddenly stale. The woman’s smile faded, as if she’d read her damn mind in that instant. Treasure nervously averted her gaze, clutching her purse as if it somehow offered protection against the bizarre world she’d entered.

“I’m Sean and this is Treasure,” he politely offered as he leaned slightly forward, really getting into it.

She stared at him in disbelief. Who knew? Sean was rough, rugged, reality driven and unfiltered; yet, here he sat, looking completely comfortable being part of such an outlandish spectacle.

“Nice to meet both of you.” The woman focused on the deck of cards, then placed it in front of Sean. “Okay, cut the deck, Sean.”

Without a moment of hesitancy, he broke the deck into halves.

“So, you are gonna tell me my future?” His lips curved slightly upward.

Treasure smiled smugly and crossed her legs. His tone had an air of incredulity… Yes, he was finally coming back, joining her in her land of skepticism.

“If you’d like.” The woman appeared unfazed as she placed several illustrated cards in front of him. When she’d finished, they were laid out in the shape of a cross, which only made Treasure impossibly more uncomfortable. “Interesting…”

Oh, here we go…

This time Treasure simply looked away, unsure how much more she could stomach of this dog and pony show.

“I know this is supposed to only be your reading Sean, but your lady friend is coming through. You two knew each other in a previous life, and have crossed paths before your initial meeting,” the psychic began.

Of course we have…and if we give you fifty more bucks, you will lift a curse from us, right? Let me guess, Sean’s great great grandfather stole some land in the lush, green hills of Ireland and now the entire family is doomed to eat potatoes for the rest of their lives unless you burn some candles on his behalf for seven days and seven nights. I knew I shouldn’t have agreed to this nonsense!

“Really?” the man questioned.

Treasure sucked her teeth and glared at Sean. His animated green eyes glowed with curiosity as he seemingly drowned in pools of mystery and hopefulness all at once.

Oh my God, he is really drinking this shit in! Sean! Come back to me! Don’t stare into the light, it’s a trick!

Treasure rolled her eyes and slumped back in her chair, losing herself with frustration. Crossing her arms over her breasts, she watched the man she loved turn from a raunchy mouthed prince into a tiny brained frog right before her eyes.

Ribbit.

“Yes, you see, you both are connected, and on a journey together,” the psychic explained. “This tarot card right here is the ‘Lovers’.” She tapped it with her finger. The illustration depicted a scantily clad man and woman in a romantic embrace. “It is in your past, which is why I stated you two knew each other before.”

Sean slowly turned toward Treasure, but kept his thoughts to himself before turning back to the lady.

“Then, right here, you have the ten of cups…”

“Why is that devil card there? I don’t like that.” Sean leaned in even closer, His dark brows bunched as he slurped down the rest of the mess the woman was serving.

“It’s not what you think.” Madeline smiled ever so slightly. “In this particular case, it means that something was holding you back, something was imprisoning you from reaching your true potential, until recently. You see here? You’ve broken out of that.” She pointed to a series of cards, one of which showed a child dancing under the golden sun while riding a horse, and another, which exhibited a smiling family celebrating under a vast rainbow covered in golden chalices.

Sean nodded, then let her reach across the table and grip his hand.

“For lover readings, I use my own empathic abilities. I read palms, vibrations, crystals and cards. It helps give me a full perspective.” She stared into Sean’s eyes so intensely, clasping his hands as if about to ask him something quite serious.

“You work with your hands…very rough, calloused, but your mind is sharp,” she offered.

Sean nodded in agreement. The woman turned his hand over, palm up, and then burst out laughing.

“What? What’s so funny?” He presented a kinked smile on the end of a light chuckle.

“You have a great, supportive family. I like them!”

Sean nodded once again. Treasure scooted a bit closer to him, listening carefully to the nonsense that poured out of the woman’s mouth.

“Your family is very important to you, Sean. You’ve been acting, how shall I say it, ‘out of character’ for quite some time though.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Well.” She shrugged. “You’ve been avoiding people…”

The man visibly swallowed, but offered no explanation.

“You are usually quite sociable. People look forward to your presence at parties, and things of that nature. You are also a very ‘in your face’ sorta guy.” The woman chortled, mirth in her dark eyes. “You are physical, too…you like sports…baseball, basketball, football.”

“Yeah.” He nodded in agreement. “I like just about all of ’em.”

“I see you doing one though, like it is a skill of yours. There is emphasis on it.” The woman squinted ever so slightly, as if concentrating with all of her might. “I see you moving your legs…fast and hard, wow!” She leaned back in her seat, as if seeing something playing out on a big screen. “Powerful! Your arms move too, but especially your legs… Yes, you move your legs a lot.”

“Yeah! I kick box…that’s right.” He now looked completely drawn in, bought and paid for. Treasure couldn’t believe her damn ears. “I’ve been doin’ it for years now, but have been in martial arts since I was a kid.”

“Yes,” the psychic nodded as she continued to stare down at his palm. “You’ve kick boxed though since about age nineteen, right?”

“Eighteen…close enough!” He laughed garishly.

“I age people by their moon signs.”

“But I never told you my birthday.”

“You didn’t have to. Anyway, you’re one year older under your moon, and you’re wise for your age, always have been. That’s why you like older women…”

She shot Treasure an ‘all knowing’ look, made the woman slump and melt away in her seat like a heated ball of wax.

“Oh my God, man!” He laughed. “You’re right, you’re pretty damn good. I never really believed in psychics. Well,” he said bashfully, “I mean, I was never sure is all.”

The woman nodded in understanding.

“Oh please,” Treasure hissed. “I can’t stand one more second of this. Sean, she can look at us and probably see I am an older than you! And yeah, you work with your hands. They’re calloused from sports more than anything! I hold your hand all the time and I can feel it! All of these generalizations.” Treasure slammed her palm on the table, causing the furniture to shake. He and the charlatan both looked at her with total astonishment, as if she’d cursed them both to Hell, damned them to spend eternity with demonic forces right then and there.

“Sean, do you mind if I pause with you and address your lover?” The lady smiled kindly, hooking her intonations on the last word, making it stick like warm gum underneath a school desk.

“No.” He shot Treasure a ‘shame-on-you’ glance, his eyes hooded and heavy from judgment…

“Before you address me,” she rolled her eyes, “I’ve got a question for you. Why do you keep saying that?” Treasure stared the woman in the eye, wanting answers that were clear and concise for a change.

…How’d she know? Tell me!

“Lover? Because you are his lover. You were his lover yesterday, you are his lover today, and you will be tomorrow…”

Treasure swallowed. Hard.

“And you’ve always behaved this way, and will continue to do so until you learn your lesson.”

They glared at one another, their energies gravitating toward each other as some strange dynamism loomed between them, almost like a kindred soul—but that kindred soul was angry, insulted, and tired.

“Give me your hand.”

Treasure hesitated, then made her move. Madeline’s fingers ran up her digits, before she flipped her palm over and stared into her warmed flesh, scrutinizing it like a page from a textbook.

“You’re a very hurt soul, and you know this to be true.”

Treasure offered nothing, but she could see Sean drilling holes in her direction, his expression full of exploration and unsaid questions paired with silent declarations. He wanted ‘the goods’ on her, and his countenance proved he believed he just may receive them. All she could offer was a harsh swallow as her throat constricted, grew tight from the episode. Once again, she regretted entering the establishment. She was an educated, sensible woman with children to take care of, yet here she was, with Sean, in a place filled with strange trinkets and an even more outlandish woman, struggling with her budding curiosity and rationale.

“You’re strong, guarded, protective, upset, holding onto pain that you believed you’d released. You’d made several efforts to cleanse yourself, only to discover there was more and more pain to uncover. You’ve felt disappointed in yourself, like a failure. You’re fighting your own self, too. You care deeply about your family, and I can sense them around you. You have three children and—”

“Two!” Treasure woke from her almost hypnotic daze, happy to correct the swindler. “I have two children, that’s it,” she stated smugly, her chin held high and a proud smirk on her face.

Uh huh! Busted!

“Three… I’m counting the miscarriage during your failed marriage, too,” the woman corrected sternly.

For a moment or two, it felt as if the world had slowed, paused, stopped, then cracked into a million fragments right below her damn feet. Her heart started beating faster than a professional tango dancer after drinking a Red Bull energy drink. She turned toward Sean. Her lips fell apart in awe, but she couldn’t speak. He gave no words, nor asked for anything in return, either. They simply stared at one another, caught up in the gravity of the intense flash in fractured time.

“Oh God…” was all she could muster before lowering her head and focusing on her lap. Suddenly she felt an arm around her shoulder… Sean’s, giving her comfort for a situation that she’d buried, pushed down deep, and tried to forget.

“You dedicated yourself to someone who wasn’t dedicated to you,” the woman continued, moving away from the prickly topic lest she explode in tears.

Treasure…be strong, just be cool…

Madeline kept right on and on, pounding her pain with the beats of her words, utterances coated in the thickness of truth. Fraud or not, she was spot on, and there was simply no denying it.

“You helped your former lover a great deal, but he helped you little. He took. You gave. The reciprocity was nonexistent. He left you with nothing but his last name.”

Sean’s grip grew a bit tighter around her frame, as if to say, ‘Baby, it’s okay…’ And she needed it, despite the brave face she continued to put forward.

“You both have met in this lifetime, at just the right, pivotal moment.” Madeline gripped her hand a bit harder, and then took Sean’s hand again in her other. From one palm to the other, she took turns staring down at their hands. She placed them side-by-side, reviewing them more carefully.

“You have hang ups…”

Treasure blinked ever so slowly, as if falling under an incantation.

“He’s younger than you in earthly birth age, but he is spiritually older than you, Treasure, much older. You are the youth. Sean is the elder. What some people fail to realize is that many May-December romances, as they are coined, are not the result of superficiality, mid-life crises, or other negative ideas. No, they are about two souls being drawn together, to assist and learn from one another.” She gently released their hands, then made their fingertips touch. “Each of you is helping the other grow. Age is something that we prescribe. It is not a divine intervention. There is no such thing as definite time in the infinite universe. Our bodies age, but our souls are on their own schedule, and when they get older, they actually improve. This is why I say your ‘lover’,” she said, quickly nodding in Sean’s direction, “is older than you, because he is…despite his quirky sense of humor and at times uncouth, immature candor.”

Sean burst out laughing, seemingly pleased that the psychic picked up on such a thing.

“He, too, has been hurt. He has been hurt quite badly.” Sean quickly looked away, evidently not wanting the spotlight on himself. “Don’t fight each other, don’t resist.” She made him face her once more. “Follow your hearts. You always fight now, Treasure.” She loosened the grip on her hand a bit, then Treasure wanted to withdraw within herself. “You fight because you believed you hadn’t fought hard enough the first go round, so now you are trying to do it again, the right way, but at your own expense.”

TRUTH. HURTS.

“The first time Sean and I met…” Treasure swallowed, then took notice of her hand shaking ever so slightly. “I had plans to address, to…” She took a deep breath, accepting that the woman was right, regardless if it was a lucky guess or not. It was happening; she was stepping up to the plate—front and center. “… To address the person that I felt had wronged me. You see, he left something behind, something I needed gone right away. It wasn’t…that the trash was left…but what the trash was…what it represented.” She lifted her chin a bit higher and stared at the woman. “It was like…I’d failed again.” Her lips remained slightly parted as a tear streaked her cheek. “I tried to do something to free myself and instead, the pain, hurt and failure returned like a jagged boomerang, threatening to tear me apart once it came back around. It was a reminder, yelling at me, saying, ‘Look, Treasure! You can’t even do this right!’” She quickly swiped away more budding tears before they had the chance to fall. She hated the entire moment! This moment that had her falling a bit a part, stepping into the truth of the situation, and opening up big and wide—full exposure.

“You never told me that…” Sean whispered, his look serious as he ran his free hand softly along her thigh.

“Speaking to this man was the bravest thing you’d done in a very long time,” Madeline offered. “Don’t keep second-guessing it, don’t be ashamed. Your past is your past. You threw away the parts that no longer served you, a long time ago.” She offered a pleasant smile. “You must let all of that go. Be uninhibited, and trust him. And trust yourself, too. You’re very smart as well. You’ve got a good heart and are an excellent mother.”

“I don’t feel so excellent sometimes,” she offered dryly.

Those words simply came out. She was falling in love with what Madeline was saying, because it was factual, concrete, real and organic. The truth. After all, this was the reason why she’d fallen in love with Sean, too…

The man proved real, tangible, and warm to her soul. He had lost his need to dress up. The man wore no getups, masks, or anything fake. He was simply himself…

Her damn heart spoke before her mind could corral the pouring emotions, and though she donned fear like a coat, over that layer had settled a sense of relief.

“I know. You want to succeed at everything you do, but lately, you feel like a walking disaster. That has not been good for you, but it helped you accept this man, give him a chance.”

“What do you mean?” Sean asked.

“Because she was more vulnerable, it made her more open, her mind more accepting. You see, when we are at low points in our life, sometimes those low points have good outcomes that we don’t understand at the time. Sometimes,” she shot an all-knowing look at Treasure, “we have to get real low to the ground, so that we are then able soar higher than we ever imagined we could. And we appreciate the beautiful sky a lot more once we’ve been left for dead on the cold, hard ground.”

“So basically, she settled. I was her last resort?” Sean burst out laughing and slapped the table, not seeming to really care, but enjoying the butt of his own joke nevertheless.

“No, not exactly, because her desire for you is genuine,” Madeline corrected with a rascally grin, seeming to enjoy the banter. “Despite how we arrived where we have in life, once we are there, our choices are reflections of what is currently in our heart. It doesn’t matter how this came to be, only that it did.”

“Well,” he said with a shrug. “That’s an interesting way to look at it. I’ve learned something here. I liked this…yeah, you’re pretty damn good. I’d even say you were worth the money.”

This caused all of them to laugh a bit more.

“So, what now?” Sean questioned on a sigh. “Any parting words of wisdom?” He grinned.

The psychic released their hands and looked at both of them, studying the pair.

“You’re doing what you’re supposed to do. Just go with the flow, don’t fight it. This lifetime, I want you two to make it. You both deserve it.”

The woman stood from her chair and handed each of them a mauve business card with her information scribed across it in white before escorting them back to the front of the store. They followed behind, lagging a bit, their footsteps in unison, as if both loathed to leave the safety of the place.

“Well, thanks.” Sean read the card then slipped it into his jeans pocket. “Thanks a lot.”

“You’re welcome.” Madeline smiled a bit wider as she shook his hand.

Treasure slid the business card in her purse, while sizing up the woman out the corner of her eye. Then, the psychic gently took her by the arm, leaned in close, and whispered, “He’s the real deal… Let go, and just be…”
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Chapter Fourteen
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“There comes a time in a man’s life when—”

“Sean.” Treasure rested her forehead against the man’s chest as they stood from their barstool seats. They’d popped in for a late night coffee in Dunkin Donuts. Throughout their time there, he’d had her stomach forming thick loops of laughter, doubling over just so, going on and on about the less finer things in life. She never brought up the reading they’d had an hour earlier, and he didn’t, either. The words had been said, and no more was needed.

“I was just getting to the good part.” She slowly lifted her head, rested her chin in the gulley between his collarbones—and falling a little more in love. After a few moments, they met eyes. He stared down at her, smelling like caramel and strong coffee all rolled into one delicious fragrance.

“You put caramel in your coffee. I’m telling.” She snickered as she ran her fingers slowly along his chest, catching the fabric.

“People already know my dirty little secret.” His smile kinked to the far left, drawing her further under his green-eyed spell.

“Did you want a coffee to go before we leave?” he offered, his gaze never straying from hers.

He wrapped his hands around the small of her back, layered her forehead with gentle kisses, then peered down into her eyes once more, making her mind turn to a damn muddled mess of incomplete thoughts. Her pussy swooned over the damn fool over and over, saturating, her lower lips swelling up like cotton submerged in water.

“Nah, I’m fine.”

He nodded and removed his worn, light brown wallet from his back pocket, but she placed her hand across his, stopping him in his tracks.

“Let me do it. It was my idea to come here.”

He hesitated for a moment or two, then stepped back a bit, conceding. After she’d paid their tab, they walked out the place, the intoxicating scent of fresh, hot, gooey donuts wafting behind them. The gutters smoked from a recent downpour as a burst of warmer air tickled her lower legs. They took a few steps, hand in hand, their fingers sliding against one another as if making love all on their own. The silent movement ceased when the man slowed to a crawl and pulled her to him, locking her in place like a child on a rollercoaster…only the steel bar across her belly was his hard, warm body… And oh, how she wanted to take a ride…

“Do you know how beautiful you are?”

Before she could respond, he pressed his lips into hers, almost knocking her off her feet. When he turned her loose, she resisted being set free, and tied her wrists securely behind his neck, drawing him in once more, refusing to be banished from her current post. He’d wear her like jewelry, for she demanded to be his new human necklace.

“Mmmm…” They mutually sighed, tasting each other’s kiss.

I want him so damn bad…

And like the psychic, it was as if he could read her mind.

“Baby, come home with me tonight,” he said smoothly, his tone wrapped in the most sincere of packaging. He presented a mischievous smile as he gleamed in her eyes, then raised her arms a bit in the air while pressing his palms into hers, turning their affections into a sweet slow dance. Those words left his sexy, slanted mouth, dripped from his tongue like water for her dehydrated self, causing her erotic pause. So she melted into the invitation, becoming one with it for a second or two.

“I want to, but…” Her mind resisted, but her damn body pushed her harder and faster into the man’s open arms.

“What? The kids?” His brows bunched ever so slightly, yet true concern mixed with his expression. “I thought you said they were out all night, would be gone until late tomorrow?”

“Yeah, that’s true…it’s…it’s just…”

He loosened his grip on her, but didn’t let her go.

And then, she looked up into his eyes again…what a magnificent sight to see. She looked at their touching hands and wrapped her fingers around his, locking them into place. Then, she recalled what the psychic said, and her heart, body and soul were now in agreement. Her mind had to be ruled out until it complied. For now it was time…

“Yeah, I’ll go home with you. I’m ready.” No point in resisting a second longer. She was ready, she’d been ready, and she decided right then and there, she wouldn’t circumvent her own happiness, do what she believed was right, when what she had always believed right had seemingly been wrong.

No, it was time to let Sean inside her a bit further, inch by beautiful inch…

[image: *]*

“I wasn’t expecting company, so excuse the mess.” He fidgeted with his key inside of the hallway of the apartment building, looking over his shoulder every now and again at her as she studied the odd lime green light he’d taken for granted, gotten accustomed to. It made the long, narrow hallway in the place look like some sort of asylum, at least, that had been his first impression when he’d first visited the building before signing a lease. Ushering the heavy dark door open as it sung a squeaky groan, Sean flipped the light on, illuminating his living room, with the emerald green bike that hung on the wall in a lopsided sort of fashion and a dog-eared, classic poster of a Pink Floyd album cover, ‘The Wall.’

“Ah.” Jamming her hands in her pocket, she looked nervously about, muscles tight, stiff posture, forcing a grin. “So…” She nodded. “This is your place, huh?” She’d been outside of his complex too many times to count, but never indoors, despite his prior attempts at inviting her up.

“It’s messy, I know, but the bedroom is fine. I promise.” He closed the door behind her, locked it, and took her coat in quick succession. “I’m going to hang this up right over here, okay?” he stated while pointing to a slender closet beside his kitchenette.

“Okay.” She swallowed, her long neck seemingly caught with a fur ball while she still wore that silly faux grin.

Relax, baby…

“You want something to drink? Some water? I got beer, too,” he announced as he opened his finger-print smudged refrigerator door, pissed he didn’t think far enough in advance to purchase one of the woman’s favorite drinks, X-Rated Fusion Liqueur.

“No, I’m fine, Sean. Thanks,” she answered quickly, turning to and fro as if waiting for a late bus. He was certain her heels would wear a hole into his damn carpet.

“Alright.” He grabbed himself a chilled bottle of water and marched back into his living room where he’d left her standing to peruse a small tower of school books, an impressive electronic collection if he said so himself, and a long forgotten assemblage of thin paper plates soaked with old pizza grease, along with one renegade pepperoni slice that had escaped his ravenous bite. Taking her by the hand, he led her down the short hallway, opened his bedroom door and flicked the light, revealing a neatly made-up bed with crisp, fresh linens.

So fuckin’ glad I washed my bedclothes this morning and made the damn thing! Must’ve been an angel whispering in my goddamn ear!

He sighed with relief as he made his way into the bathroom inside of his bedroom, leaving the door open for her to watch, stare, take it all in.

“You can sit on my bed if you want,” he offered, standing in front of his toothpaste-speckled mirror and sliding his shirt over his head. He didn’t dare admit the shit, but when the psychic was revealing things, stuff he knew no one could just make up, he had begun to sweat. What was supposed to be simply for fun, something to pass the time, had turned into a ‘Truth or Dare’ situation, and he feared his greatest concerns would be revealed to Treasure, that his past would be opened up like the festering wound that it was, split like a can of old tuna, stinkin’ up the joint—and he’d have to explain the source of the stench.

He wasn’t ready…not now, possibly not ever. He just wanted to enjoy the here and now for a moment. His damn anxiety had made the shirt stick to his flesh and it was a relief to tear the thing away. When he eyed his reflection once more, he noticed his hair had twisted in a faux hawk of sorts from his abrupt, urgent movements to be released from the sticky confines of his clothes. He heard her giggle in the distance, the music of her laughter put a smile on his face, breaking him away from his strained thoughts. Turning to face her, he simply stood there…eyeing her.

“Gimme a sec, gonna jump in the shower.”

She nodded in understanding, and less than ten minutes later, he reappeared, his back slightly damp and an anticipatory smile on his face. He wrapped a towel around his erection, keeping his back toward her. Scratching an itch along his jawbone, he moseyed back into the bedroom, making a beeline toward his computer. Propping it open, Sean scanned his playlists and selected the one he had in mind. As Sam Smith’s ‘Stay With Me’ began to play, he re-entered the bathroom and removed the thick, cream-colored towel from around his waist, letting it fall to the floor. He could feel her heated stare without the need for confirmation as he looked in the mirror, and if his ears weren’t deceiving him, he heard her utter a subtle sigh. He took a couple more glances at himself, and once he turned around to exit the bathroom for good, he found her in her underwear, with only her claret lace bra showing. She got settled, nestling herself just so under his navy blue sheets like the sweetest little semi-unwrapped thing on Earth.

“I want you in the worst way…”

“I want you, too.” Her words came out slurred, thick with expectancy. Her eyes hooded, the long, dark lashes batting as she slid one foot slowly over the other, causing the sheets to rise and fall from her sluggish movements. He could barely get himself together as he surveyed her, drawing closer and closer until he slid beside her under the rustling sheets. He wasted no time in flipping the damn things off of her body, exposing her for his full viewing pleasure.

“Leave the sheets off. I don’t want to miss a thing. And if you get cold, tell me. I’ll just hug you a little tighter.” He gently tugged at her chin, bringing her so close, the tickle of her breath from her slightly open mouth tiptoed against his flesh. Not wasting another damn second, he enveloped her full lower lip into his mouth like the succulent fruit that it was. He gradually slid his other hand slowly up and down her thigh, daring himself to keep his cool, to not let his dick tell him what the fuck to do. Her flesh warmed quickly to his touch as he glided his tongue slowly, so slowly, inside of her mouth, eliciting a feminine, helpless whimper that made his dick jolt, twitch, stretch and constrict against the thin fabric of his linens. He let his fingers wander farther and farther until they’d skimmed her downy pubic hair, turning him the hell on.

She’s got some peach fuzz now, let it grow out a bit…niiiiccceee….

Intensified, burning with desire, kiss after heated kiss, his muscles ached from the strain of his self-control. Her scattered, jagged breaths became louder as he slid her thin, lacy panties aside and ran his urgent fingertips against her plump pussy lips. With him deepening the pressure, slowly up and down, the woman swallowed her voice in a gasp, then regained it on the back of a moan.

“Uh…Ahhh…” Her eyes widened as he slid his digit in her creamy, warm center.

“…Uhhh… Ahhhh…” Her lashes fluttered and her eyes rolled as if she were barely holding on, taking him closer to the point of no control.

“I’ve got so many plans for you…your body belongs to me, now.” Opening her slippery petals, he slicked another finger within her essence.

“Mmmm, you’re wet, baby…soooo fucking wet!”

“Ahhhh…Ahhh…” She squirmed about beneath him, her hips rotating forward, backward and side-to-side as she fucked his fingers rhythmically, coating his hand with drenched gratitude. Ushering her legs further apart, he parked himself between her legs and stared into her eyes. He grinded against her, forcing his hand deeper within her. His digits and dick fought for center stage, both wanting to be close to her sweet, weeping nectar.

“I just gotta eat your pussy. I can’t wait any longer.”

“You can have it all…” she said on a moan as her body twisted round and around.

“And I plan to.” He raked his gaze possessively over her entire form. “…And I will…”

The woman gyrated her hips faster and faster, stirring in timed twists to his demanding touch. Finally, he removed his hand from her zone and journeyed between her soft, awaiting thighs. The jaunt proved over before it began, for he was famished and ready to feed…

Spreading her thighs wide open with the palms of his hands, he took a quick look at the saturated beauty that awaited his taste. Just as he suspected, she was even lovelier in person. Without another second to lose, he buried his head between her legs.

“MMMMMM!” She twisted and shook for he gave her no time for a slow build up. He needed her flavor in his mouth right away.

“Ahhhhh…Ahhhh! Oh God!” She buried her fingers in his hair as he pushed his mouth roughly into her lower lips. When he slid a finger back inside of her, she christened it while he worked it all over and within her saturated folds.

“Ahhhh…” The woman slipped and slid amongst the sheets, her body snaking and winding in strange yet lovely contortions as he moved against her zone with soft pecks, back and forth, until he could no longer resist deepening his oral kiss. Gripping her hips, he shoved his tongue completely inside of her.

“Ahhhh….Sean….Ahhhh!” she cried out, losing control of her damn self, just how he liked.

He lazily looked up at her a time or two, turned the fuck on at the sight of her hand fisting his pillow and squeezing the shit out of it. Like an airplane landing and coming to a complete stop, he pulled out of her, but he was nowhere near his final destination. Ushering himself slightly forward, he flicked the tip of his tongue over her distended clit. Her hands made their way back down to his hair; she ruffled his tresses, emitting a loud sigh while bucking against his mouth. He gripped his lover tighter and sucked harder, rocking her roughly against the sheets, causing the coils to squeak and holler beneath them.

“I love your flavor, Treasure…damn, you taste so good,” he murmured between hearty gulps of her essence, his chin and lips glazed with her honeyed, liquefied love. Digging his fingertips harder into her hips as a mere reflex, he found himself with both hands on her ass cheeks, lifting her to his hungry mouth as if she were a bowl of water and he were gulping her down whole.

“Ahhhh! Ahhhh! Ahhhhh!” The woman bucked and fucked his mouth as she drew near her moment of detonation.

“Ahhh!” Her moans and whimpers turned to full throttle screams. She ran her trembling fingers roughly all over the sheets, looking lost in space.

“You gonna give it to me, huh?!” He kept going, glanced into her eyes and watched her fall the hell apart.

Her entire body quaked as he dove his finger in and out of her and flicked his tongue up and down and all around her sopping pussy in messy, urgent gyrations.

“You eat my pussy so good! So good!” she screamed, her voice breaking.

“Mmmmm! You’re so fuckin’ selfish!” He swallowed, gulping her sweetness. “…Kept all of this good pussy to yourself for four damn months!” He kept his pace, driving her insane, relishing her powerless expression as her orgasm seized her. The woman planked, stiffened, speechless…lost… She gasped for air.

“Ahhhhh! Oh…God…Oh my God…”

Paying attention to her cues, he slowed a little, and then a bit more.

“Ohhhhhh, Ohhh God….” She began to slowly settle, her body vibrating and jolting about—what a lovely display. When she calmed down, he crawled up her stunning form and wrapped his arms around her neck, enclosing her lower body between his thighs.

“You’re picture fucking perfect…your pussy belongs in a frame.”

Pressing his weight upon her, she looked up into his eyes, a look of slight confusion and bliss mixed together, creating a sight for his pleasure.

“…Open your mouth.”

She parted her dark red painted lips, allowing him to slick his tongue inside, to taste herself, the salty sweetness he so savored.

“Mmmmm!” he moaned in between her lips as he probed long and hard while gently caressing the back of her lovely neck. She slicked her hand between their writhing bodies, forging ahead until he sighed with expectancy. Rising a bit, he gave her full access to his dick, his fucking pride and joy—the damn thing long, hard and ready to slide inside her gateway, and fuck her to oblivion.

She raised a brow, lips twisted to the side in a mischievous sort of way.

“I’m going to suck this big ass dick of yours.”

He loved the natural way the filthy words dropped out of her beautiful, high-class mouth. He loved even more that he was the source of her being so verbally nasty. Finishing her off with one final peck, he rolled to his side, tumbling away from her to lie on his back. Placing one hand behind his head, he let his knees fall open, giving her admittance to maneuver between his thighs. She hitched her fingers around the thick base, urgency in her eyes.

“Look at this shit…” She laughed lightly. “I need to use both hands.”

“I want you to wrap your fingers around it, baby, squeeze it…yeah, uhhh.” He hissed. “Just like that.”

She flicked the tip of her tongue flirtatiously at him, teasing him, toying with his damn emotions.

“Let me see what my cock looks like in your mouth…” he urged the lady on while staring down at her with a naughty grin.

She gave no verbal response, yet her expression could be as easily read as a preschool nursery rhyme in a children’s book. Her glossy lips parted once more, messing him up, dragging the shit out. Treasure wrapped her hands tighter around the shaft, taking a gander at his dick from different angles. The shit seemed to amaze her. Winking in his direction, she cocked her head to the side, forcing her soft tresses to fall over one shoulder as they met eyes. His dick jumped, jerked from the exchange, the tip flexing and bobbing about in her grip.

“Ahhhh…shiiiiit…” He lulled his head back when she swirled and grazed her tongue over the head and veiny sides, making him rasp beneath her moistened touch. “Ohhhh, baby….yes…” His hips did a slight involuntarily flex, causing his length to the tip of his cock to inch farther into her mouth. Ever so gently, he reached out and gripped the back of her hair, winding it loosely around his fingers as he administered slow and steady thrusts between her lips. “Suuuhhhh! Uhhh! Shit!”

Moving in closer, her head bobbed up and down, faster and faster as she worked her eager hands up and down his wet shaft.

“Mmm! Mmm! Mmm!” she moaned, sucking the hell out of his cock, massaging his balls simultaneously. Her saliva dripped down the thing as she took that shit to the throat, making him certain she was no new jack.

“Sucking my dick so fucking good! Uhhh! Don’t stop! Don’t stop!”

The woman knew how to pleasure a man, and this act of adoration was simply a bonus that fell right within his reach.

“Mmmm, you taste so good, Sean.” She paused and stared into his eyes, her lower lip slightly above the trembling head, where streams of pre-cum seeped and ran down the damn thing, making a complete mess of her meal. She went back at him, this time sucking his dick harder and leaving barely any flesh of the damn thing exposed as her hands busily massaged his lower stomach, shaft and balls.

“Ahhhhh…Treasure… Uhhh!” He closed his eyes while his body bucked harder and faster, the sensations making the room spin around him. He lost track of himself, his balance compromised and his ecstasy on the horizon. He gripped the woman’s hair hard and shoved his cock in and out of her mouth, fucking her between her lips with all of his might. “Treasure! I’m going to cum!” His eyes flashed open as if someone had burst inside the place. A state of delightful panic seized him as his balls tightened, warning of his impending expulsion. Reaching down without a moment to spare, he slicked his cock out of her mouth and caused a light giggle to escape from her mouth. He tossed her down on the damn bed and hovered greedily above her.

“Let me see it! Cum for me.” Her eyes glistened with excitement as he jerked the damn thing over her breasts.

“Uhhhh!” His abdominal muscles tightened and he lost his breath for a moment or two.

“Uhhhh! Shit!” Her dark nipples were soon covered in thick streams of semen. His balls continued to tighten and constrict; the shit just wouldn’t stop.

“Uhhhh! Uhhhh! Uh! Uhhh! Shit…oh my…God…”

He looked down at her and weakened impossibly further.

“You’re so sexy…” He barely got the words out as his heart beat harshly in his chest.

She writhed about, gripped the soft fleshiness of her perfect breasts and squeezed them together, making his cum canvas all the more visually tantalizing…and then, she completed her kill…

Compromised his resolve by doing the damn thing he couldn’t resist.

She looked down at his mess, smirked, and bit her bottom lip in the most innocent of ways.

“Uhhh!”

Another creamy, forceful expulsion shot onto her chest. He felt like a damn fool as his body went through slightly awkward convulsions. She wiggled beneath him, her movements sluggish, as if seduced by sleep, languid, then awakening from a slumber. A sexy smirk creased her face with her dark eyes gleaming in the dull light, inviting him closer…

Giving a wink of approval, he gradually lifted himself from her form, went into his bathroom and returned with a warm washcloth. She lay there for him, like a flawless doll, as he cleansed away his velvety gratitude from her temple, then tossed the soiled cloth onto his nightstand. The territorial monster inside of him hovered above her once again, looking down at her, pinning the beauty between his legs like the trapped prey that she was. He sucked in air, overdosing on the shit. Not only was he in love with the woman’s mind and heart, but he’d swim a thousand oceans to forever lie close to her body. The woman’s physique was showcase material, as if God himself had kissed her lips upon her creation and blew life in between them, promising the world that this gift right here was truly one of his greatest constructions.

“Your skin feels like butter…so fucking soft,” he murmured, sliding a finger slowly down her arm, then retracing the path to her delicate shoulder. Resting his weight upon her, he placed a fine-spun kiss along her prominent, floral-scented collarbone, then more delicate pecks along her flesh. He groaned in her ear when her breasts pressed against his chest, and grinded between her thighs when her dexterous fingers ran leisure circles and laps through his hair, enticing him, inviting him in for a closer look at her feminine wares.

Unable to help himself, he reached with both hands to run his fingers through her thick tresses, the texture so different from his own, so beautiful and alluring. When he reached her scalp, he paused, looked into her eyes and set his lips delicately upon her own, like a teacup on a saucer. She sighed beneath him. Reaching lower, he embraced her waist and moved her a few paces across the bed until she was right where he desired.

SMACK. DAB. IN. THE. MIDDLE.

…matching her placement in his heart.

Squelching a longing moan with a kiss, he swallowed the woman’s voice and pressed his hard, demanding dick between her thighs, gently running the head up and down her dripping wet slit. He hated to turn away, leave her in such a state and back away from that lovely moment, but duty called. Sliding his nightstand drawer open on a sigh, he unearthed a small avalanche of bill receipts, bar flyers, and school notifications. He reached into the rubble with a swift hand, unearthing his box of Magnums, and made quick work of opening the damn thing and removing one from the container. He tore the wrapper open and sheathed himself before returning to his original destination. Her eyes glossed with trepidation in their depths, yet she remained quiet, kept her possible concerns aside, let him have his way with her for alas, she understood this moment in time was simply meant to be…

“Oh God! Ahhhh, Sean!” she moaned and pulled him harshly down upon her as he pushed half of his dick deep within her, pausing so as to not overwhelm her.

“…Your damn walls…shit! Tight…so tight, Treasure…”

In her heated embrace he found love and comfort, thus, he couldn’t resist staring at the side of her elongated neck as she encircled his torso with a heartfelt embrace. He leaned in, his lips slightly parted, his mind going blank…

“Your pussy feels so good, baby.” Flexing his hips, he shallowly thrust in and out of her, making her say things…beautifully crazy things…nastily glorious things that made him all the more determined to give her that ‘good dick’ he’d promised.

“Uhhh!” he groaned hoarsely before running his lips along her throat, taking the skin into his mouth and giving a gentle bite.

“Ohhhh!” She wailed as he released her, then nibbled once again, marking her body in his own special way. He’d become a gentle vampire, taking her in, penetrating her fleshy opus with a carnal, toothy kiss. He devoured her; no spot of her form was off limits for him to taste, savor, swallow, dominate and own.

“Goddamn it, you feel so good! I could just die happy inside you, baby!” Slowly increasing his thrusts, he pushed farther, delving deeper and deeper as they wrapped their limbs around one another, ensnarling each other in a mutual web of desire that neither wanted to be released from.

“Feels so good, Sean! I love your big dick!” Her back arched from the bed just so as he continued to thrust and layer her face and neck with bountiful kisses. Rotating her pelvis in a tilted, tantalizing angle, they grinded against one another, faster and faster until it was far too late to turn back.

“You like my big cock inside of your tight, wet pussy?!” he roared.

“Yes! Ahhhh!” she screamed out through gritted teeth, trembling, eyes shut.

“Uhhhh! Uhhhh!” They tumbled headfirst into their perfectly timed, mutual orgasms, rolling in the sheets like angry ocean waves, coming and cumming together as one.

“Ahhhh! Ahhh! Mmmm baby, baby, yes…” Her beautiful sighs sent him far and beyond, causing his body to judder. He fell harshly upon her, his dick shooting over and over within the condom, filling the damn thing to the max.

“Oh my God,” she uttered listlessly. “I feel that…feels so good…it’s… amazing.”

He gently ran his fingers along her jaw. “I wish I could put you in a little bottle and take you wherever I go.” He smiled ever so slightly, wanting nothing more than his desire to be granted.

You make love like…just damn.” She rolled her head back and forth into the pillow, a lazy grin upon her face.

His cock throbbed within the woman’s tight, warm walls as they continued to contract against his nature. He relaxed a bit, studied her intensely, itching to get his next hard on fast and in a damn hurry and have another go at her… and then again.

Treasure stared up at the ceiling, her lips slightly parted and her body twitching every now and again. She’d been rendered silent, but from the look of her hard nipples and glistening skin, her body screamed out all the love that she simply could not. His cock still throbbing within her, he rose onto his elbows, peering down at her, not daring to turn away. He succumbed to a compulsion to caress her flesh, to run his fingertips ever so lightly across her upper thigh, but refused to break their eye-lock or slide out of her just yet. Treasure’s stomach caved, the muscles tightening then relaxing until she fell helplessly flat onto the bed, turning her head to the side and closing her eyes, as if ready to fall into a deep slumber.

“Sean, my goodness.” She chuckled throatily, as if her vocal chords hadn’t been used in years. Running her fingers tentatively along her throat, she languidly massaged herself, barely summoning the strength and fortitude to move one tiny muscle.

He lay flush against her, spooning her, wrapped his leg around hers and pulled her possessively close. He hated to admit it to himself, but he felt a sense of ownership over her now, one he wouldn’t soon relinquish.

There is no way I am letting her go. Ever…

He kissed the top of her head. She gripped his hands as they cornered the market below her navel. Her clasp hinted at a release of worry, tension, and admitting that this was happening, and she could truly be all the better for it. He didn’t need to hear her say it. He could feel it while his cock rested within her and in the searing memory of her kiss. He could see it from the way she looked into his eyes as he came inside of her…

They were now one…

After a few moments, he offered these simple words, “Your heart is safe with me.”

She gripped his fingers a bit firmer, and her body shook against his. On a sigh, he reluctantly rose from her, carefully removed the condom, and tossed it in his small tin trashcan. Then, he reached for another, slid it onto his freshly erect dick, and returned to his previous post in a spooning, loving embrace. After layering her upper back with pecks, he gradually moved his hands up her sides until he’d reached her shoulder. She sighed when he pulled her into him, her eyes open wide in wonder, then glossing over with pleasure…

“You know what I want…give it to me,” he insisted, not in the mood to play.

Just like that, she opened her legs, giving him easy access to her valley. Reaching between their sandwiched bodies, he slid his dick between her fat, soaking wet pussy lips.

“Ahhhh….” She trembled when he got into an even rhythm, setting him ablaze as her ass rocked against his groin.

“Mmmm! Uhhhh…” His relaxed state graduated to relentless urgency. Careful thrusts turned to hearty pounding.

“Oh shit! Oh shit!” She reached behind herself and pushed on his flexing thigh, but was unable to stop his non-stop thrusts. “Uhhh, your dick is soooo damn good! You’re going to make me cum again! Ahhh!”

“I promised you it would be, and now…it’s all yours! Uhhh!” He slammed into her, sticking in position, forcing her to fall apart as he plunged all of his cock deep within her. Wrapping his hand firmly around her shoulder, he pulled back from her and looked between their bumping bodies at her sugary waterfall coating his shaft, instantly transforming into a puddle of lust.

“Uhhhh! Uh!” Unable to control himself any longer, he dove inside of her over and over. Her wails echoed in his bedroom, turning him on impossibly further. They soared to new heights; she sank her nails into his thighs, struggled against his body and the bed, wedged between the two as he fucked her with everything he had.

“Uhhhh! Don’t stop me! Don’t try to fuckin’ stop me!”

“You’re fucking me so good! Shit! I wouldn’t…dare!” she screamed, fully aware he was making her cum once again onto his propelling cock.

“My pussy! It’s my pussy, now! Uhhh!” He filled the condom in fast, thick spurts, gripped her around her waist, forcing her the rest of the way into his gut as his hip muscles and teeth clenched. “Ahhhhhh! Fuck…”

Gentling down, he flopped onto her side, keeping his grip on her, refusing to let her go while his dick jerked within her, finishing what it had started. After a few moments, his breathing finally returned to an even rhythm, though his emotions whirled within him.

They rested for a moment or two, basking in their subsiding orgasms.

“What time will your kids be back home in the morning?” he asked as he pulled the sheets over their sweaty bodies, and lovingly brushed away her hair, exposing the part of her he wanted to kiss most. He swept his lips along the back of her neck, taking his sweet time. Her cheek plumped in a smile as she caressed his wrists with her soft fingertips.

“Around ten-ish for Asia, probably eleven for Brian…”

He gave her a satisfied grin. “So, that means you can stay the night with me…right here, become my pillow and let me make love to you again.”

A light, lazy chuckle escaped her mouth as her eyes slowly closed like window blinds.

“Yeah, I can stay.”

“I had no plans on letting you go anyway.” He kissed the back of her neck once more. “I got you now, baby.” His smile turning sly, he pressed his lower stomach into her ass, while his now soft cock still rested inside her.

“I hope you do, because I wouldn’t want anyone else to have me but you.”

Her uninhibited declaration made his fucking dick hard, stand and salute the roundness of her cheeks as his heart pulsed beneath his skin. He drew slow circles on her shoulder with the tip of his pointer finger, delving in his thoughts for a moment or two… He couldn’t have designed a more perfect evening.

“Sean?”

“Yeah?” He paused.

“I love you.”

“I love you too, baby…. So happy you’re here with me.” Tracing the back of her neck with his lips, he sighed.

Soon, she fell asleep. As he followed suit, he wondered whether this was reality, or was he dreaming of the sweet scent of her bare flesh against his own? In any case, he never wanted to awaken, never wanted it to cease, to end, to be over.

Please, no rolling credits…

He needed her, and what made him feel even better, the best reward of all, was the knowledge that she needed him just as much…
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Chapter Fifteen
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Yeah, I was busy but you’ve been quiet. –Sapphire Storm

So have you. I figured you were out with your new main squeeze. –FINDERKEEPER

Main squeeze? Like lemonade, huh? LOL –Sapphire Storm

Making lemonade out of sweet lemons, that’s what you did. You never gave up, and see? It worked out for you. –FINDERKEEPER

Yes, he is pretty awesome. –Sapphire Storm

He couldn’t be. Now that your love life has improved, you’ve left me here twiddling my thumbs. That makes him a bum in my book. –FINDERKEEPER

LOL! And who wrote this book about bums? –Sapphire Storm

It’s not about bums. There is just one chapter devoted to bums, and it is about your boyfriend. –FINDERKEEPER

LOL! You are a horrible person, you know that? –Sapphire Storm

I try, but sometimes I fall short of my daily goal. –FINDERKEEPER

So crazy! LOL. I doubt that you are twiddling your thumbs. If you are, that surprises me. I thought you had a main squeeze yourself? –Sapphire Storm

I do, but she doesn’t find me as funny as you do. She calls me on my shit. I’d much rather live in denial. I need someone to stroke my ego like a cat on their lap. –FINDERKEEPER

LOL! Well then she must be asleep and have her ears plugged. You are a riot. –Sapphire Storm

I was kidding actually. I imagine she thinks I am a big ass riot, like L.A. Rodney King style…without the racism, looting and police brutality, of course. –FINDERKEEPER

I just can’t with you tonight. Anyway, I’m sure she does. –Sapphire Storm

A minute or so passed…

You seem a little quiet. Are you okay? –FINDERKEEPER

I’m great, actually. I just can’t believe what’s been happening. We’ve not spoken in a while. –Sapphire Storm

I know. What’s going on? Maybe I can help. –FINDERKEEPER

This time actually, there is nothing to help me with. There isn’t a cure or a need for rescue or a joke needed to bring up my spirits. This is exactly what I wanted and needed. –Sapphire Storm

Well then, what’s the problem? –FINDERKEEPER

I am in love with him, FINDERKEEPER. I have never felt like this about someone, not even my ex. –Sapphire Storm

Well, isn’t this an interesting turn of events. Tell me more about this. –FINDERKEEPER

I knew it some time ago, but it became crystal clear after we saw this woman and she…never mind. Anyway, he is so good for my spirit, my mind, my heart and my soul. He’s not perfect, but he is good for me, you know? I have never met anyone like him in my life. No matter how I tried to second guess this, he really does love me back. It is like I am caught up in some dream, in a good way. –Sapphire Storm

I know what you mean, kind of experiencing the same thing over here, but would just word it differently, I suppose. Anyway, since you’re in love with this man, then you need to embrace it, Sapphire Storm. –FINDERKEEPER

I am. Trust me, I am. At first I wasn’t trying to entertain it but that was short lived. –Sapphire Storm

Why would you stop something like that? I thought that was what you wanted? –FINDERKEEPER

It was, I mean, it is. But I was afraid of getting hurt. –Sapphire Storm

Okay. That’s honest. I can understand that. It’s kind of like when you keep putting your heart over and over on the line and it keeps getting stepped on. After a while, you just don’t want to chance it anymore. –FINDERKEEPER

Exactly. I am worth more than that. I know what I deserve. I’ve just never dealt with someone so honest before. One quality I like about him is that he admits when he needs to work on something and tries to better himself. I saw things about myself from his vantage point that I didn’t like. With the exception of one situation, he never said it in a condemning sort of way; it was just through our interactions. It made me want to do some self-analysis. I think we make each other wanna be better versions of ourselves, you know? You can’t ask for more than that. –Sapphire Storm

No, you really can’t. That’s ideal actually. So many people go their entire life never finding a fraction of that feeling. You’ve got it, and then some. That’s what this journey is all about, finding someone that loves you in spite of your flaws, and being a better person due to their positive influence in your life. That’s the basis of a lifetime friend, and an ideal mate. Sounds like you’ve got a winner to me. –FINDERKEEPER

I do. He’s got me, FINDERKEEPER. I am hopelessly his. –Sapphire Storm

Devoted to one another, sounds good. I like that. I am very happy for you. And never forget, he has a winner in you, too…
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“So you just gonna date the trashman, huh? That’s what’s hot, huh? That’s what’s happenin’?”

Treasure shot her interrogator an evil eye though the curve of her mouth twitched with the mirth she kept at bay during the hurled accusations.

“He is about my age, and you just standing there acting like that shit is normal. I can’t believe this.” Brian’s upper lip rose in what appeared to be antipathy as he glared at his mother through darkened, slitted eyes.

“The next time you curse while speaking to me,” Treasure stated calmly as she placed her small diamond stud earring inside of her lobe at her bedroom vanity mirror, “will be the same time you are entered into foster care. I have the paperwork pre-filled on your smart-mouthed behind. Now try me if you want to.” She smirked.

“It was an accident…” her son offered as he slumped onto her bed like a deflated balloon, suddenly defeated by her nonchalance and failure to rise to his bait.

She felt his eyes on her while she finished dressing for her date with the very man in question.

“I know. You curse so much at school and with your friends, it just comes on home with you like your bad attitude. Now, my question to you is, how do you know what he looks like?” She took a good look at herself before reaching for her Maybelline mascara.

“’Cause he left you some raggedy note on the trashcan a long time ago. I threw that shi… that thing away.”

“Why?” She spun around in the boy’s direction then back to the mirror before he’d uttered his answer.

“’Cause ain’t no trashman needing to talk to my mom, that’s why.”

“You still didn’t answer my question…” She struggled to concentrate on the task at hand.

I hope I don’t get mascara on my damn eyelid again…

“Remember a while back when I forgot my backpack and came back home?”

“Yes.”

“I saw the garbage truck down the street and waited for him to pull up the week after he left that dumb letter trying to hit on you. I stayed in the neighbor’s yard, saw him jump off, and he was smiling at the house ’nd crap. I knew it had to be him, the way he kept looking over, like he was waiting for you to come out onto the balcony, let down your hair like you were Rapunzel or some shi…I mean, some stuff…just smiling. Anyway, if this is the way you say it is, why haven’t you introduced him to us?” In the reflection, she watched her son raise his chin high, challenging her, then crossing his long arms across his chest, like some B-Boy about to whip out some cardboard and breakdance his life away.

All he needs is a kangol and gold chain… LL. Cool J is Baaaaaad! She smirked at the notion, relishing her teenage years of being obsessed with the rap icon’s music.

“Because you and Asia are the most important people in my life, and I never bring a man home unless I know he and I are really serious. It may just confuse you, make it harder.”

“Oh, so you and he serious now?” The boy’s thick brow shot up and bunched like a caterpillar, and he no doubt was hoping for his mom to say, ‘Nah, we’re just messing around…’

She couldn’t help but smile, despite the tense look on his face. She threw him a glance over her shoulder. “Yes, we’re quite serious. He and I have talked and you will be meeting him very soon.” She turned back toward the mirror and finger combed her curls, elongating them, making them bigger and bolder to match her heart as it swelled with svelte memories of words recently spoken from her lover’s lips…

‘I fucking love your hair…wanna bury my face in it.’

“Mama, I know you can’t be this desperate.” The sixteen-year-old crossed his arms even tighter now, bunching his black and white checkered shirt against his chest. He grimaced, refusing to give up the gauntlet. “I mean, he might be nice, I don’t know,” he shrugged his shoulders indifferently, huffing, “but he is like, twelve! And he is a trash collector, Mom! That’s just crazy! And he’s white.” The boy nodded, as if he’d brought some new shit, an undiscovered detail that blew her damn mind, one that would cause her pause, stop her dead in her tracks and declare his disputes Nobel-Prize-worthy.

“First of all…” She sucked her teeth for a spell, trying to choose just the right words for the irritation known as her first born. “He’s fully grown, thirty-four, about to be thirty-five to be exact, and secondly, it doesn’t matter what his profession is. The point is, he has a job and is self-sufficient. In reference to his race, so what, Brian?! I’m surprised at you.” She kept her reserve, unmoved by the boy’s protests as she dabbed a bit of perfume along the side of her neck.

“So what? What you mean so what? How is he gonna help you, huh?”

“Brian.” A sense of exasperation crept within her like rapidly growing branches across a wall that simply wouldn’t move the hell out of her way. She pushed the frustration aside, keeping in mind that her son was simply trying to protect her, do what boys do… “The idea of a man helping me is more than just financial, okay? Your father helped me financially, and look where it got us?!” She turned quickly, facing him head on like a semi truck barreling down a road going the wrong damn way. “Money is not everything! And him being white is irrelevant. I am still stuck on that…it’s not like you to say things like that.”

The boy lowered his head and shrugged, twisting his lips to the side—fighting the urge to say something smart, no doubt.

“And you’ve dated white girls, too. Why is it okay for you and not for me? I never said one word to you about your dating choices. You’re not grown, but you’re old enough to decide who you want to go out with, share your company…and I’m beyond old enough! I’ve never tried to choose your friends for you. As long as I knew they weren’t out in the streets getting into trouble, you never heard a word from me. I don’t need anyone’s permission to date Sean, especially not my own son’s.”

“Oh, so now we finally know the trash man’s name!” His eyes grew large. On a long-suffering sigh, he threw his hands up in the air, a bit of dramatic flair, even for him. All that was missing was an avalanche of silvery glitter falling from the ceiling and some stagey music with a canned audience applause.

“Boy…I swear.” She laughed mirthlessly as she turned back toward her vanity and applied a fresh coat of scarlet lipstick.

“I don’t know, you’re my mom…” He shook his head. “It just feels different. This is the first time…” He ran his palm against his thigh so hard, she was certain he’d rub a hole in his brand new jeans.

“…The first time, what?”

“The first time you’ve been happy since Dad left. I mean, actually look happy, like really happy. You’d pretend to be, but I knew it wasn’t real. This is real… I don’t want you to get hurt, Mama.”

She looked at him through the rounded vanity mirror and cracked an all-knowing grin. Before she could think harder about his confessions, she was up on her feet. She approached the boy and lifted his chin just so, forcing him to look her in the eyes.

“I know you don’t, and I get it, baby.” She kissed the top of his head. “But, I’m able to take care of myself. I was taking care of myself before your father and I met, and I’m doing so now.” Dropping another kiss on the bridge of his nose, she sat beside him. “But I appreciate your concern all the same.”

He nodded and swallowed and as she stared at him, knowing him the way she did, she could also sense his internal struggle. He wanted to keep fighting on her behalf, keep the conversation going, but…he wanted her just as she was at that moment, too.

Happy.

“So, like, what kinda stuff do you all do?”

On a light chuckle, she wrapped her arm around his narrow waist, pulling him in closer. “We date…real dates, you know? We talk about everything under the sun.” She waved her hand across the air as if painting an invisible picture with the palm of her hand. “He is a really good man, Brian. He’s smart, resourceful, and so funny!” Her thoughts drifted briefly. “I mean, seriously funny! You’d love him. I know you would. I’m looking forward to you and Asia meeting him.”

“But what if I don’t find him so amusing? What if I don’t like him?”

“Well,” she said with a shrug. “You’d have to tell me why.”

“Would it change anything?”

She didn’t miss the mischievous gleam in his eyes, a glossy dash of hopefulness that was certain to be doused with her words.

“It would only change something if it were legit, and not just you nit-picking because you want your mother all to yourself.” She offered a tilted grin, and he returned the favor.

“It’s not just that, Mom. You’ve been through too much. Do you know what it would do to me to see you messed over?” He leaned back a bit and laid his hand across his chest, his voice rising ever so slightly.

Her heart warmed at his words, how could it not? He was communicating with her, telling her the truth…loving her in the best way he knew how.

“I know, Brian. But you know what?”

“What?” he said, his shoulders slumped.

“It would hurt me more to never trust and love again, take a chance. Yes, I could play it safe, but then I’d never experience those butterflies of falling in love anew and not the kind born from infatuation, the kind where the wings keep on flapping long after the first ‘hello.’ If I want to win, Brian, I have to play the game.”

He looked down between them, and slowly nodded. Reaching for him, she brought him close and caressed his long braids.

“Sometimes not playing the game at all is worse than knowing you participated, but your one person team lost—and add to that, you broke a window with your flying ball. I’d rather see that broken glass, knowing it just didn’t work out, Brian, but also understanding that at least I attempted to get something I wanted, always trying for that homerun. That way, I never have to wonder ‘what if?’ I never have to guess what it would’ve been like to step up to bat in the first place. I played, and I won because I tried, honey. That’s what life’s about. It’s about trusting yourself enough to fail, but knowing true failure is never trusting yourself at all…”
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“I haven’t walked the Brooklyn Bridge in years.” They strolled hand in hand. She looked over the majestic thing, at the people passing them to and fro, while a light breeze moved her hair about. “Tonight is just perfect.”

“…And it didn’t cost a thing.” He laid a tender kiss upon her cheek, grazing her soft flesh with words unspoken. He’d been thinking about the woman all damn day, so much so, it drove him to distraction. Suddenly, some of his favorite songs became soundtracks to memories of making love to her in the wee hours of the morning, replaying the sordid and beautiful tapes in his mind. Each time he found home inside of her, it seemed as if he were unearthing a new layer within her core, something unspoken and undeclared. She became a canvas for his eyes only, and they feasted off each other’s rugged artistic flavors. Her arm hung lazily over the side of the rail and he wondered what thoughts danced inside of her head. As she leaned over the railing looking across the waters at the Manhattan cityscape, He couldn’t help but take a quick yet meaningful step back and scan her ass… the same one he’d sucked, licked, and left with a heart shape bruise after pinching the skin ‘just so’ between clenched teeth.

Did she find the smallest pair of jeans she could get in?

“Your ass looks amazing!”

“Thank you!” She laughed.

He wrapped his bandaged arm around her waist and pulled her near, gathering her lightweight sky blue sweater in his grip as he brought her so close, she couldn’t resist laying her head against his chest. He shifted a little, trying to keep his arm steady. It hurt a lot less now, and the aspirin helped a bit, too. Paul, his trainer for his upcoming fight, had told him to lay off it a day or two. The guy was shaped like a fucking brick and just as hard, too. He’d put him in the ring for a practice run with a wild guy that hit as if his hands were flame-covered blades of iron. The man looked like some derelict misfit that had escaped the Looney Bin, an unattractive Tarzan of sorts. Regardless, he had this fool’s number, and he was prepared to make that shit quick, get it over with as swiftly as possible. Everything was fine until Sean briefly looked away… A mistake he never made, yet, he’d been distracted by someone suddenly entering the arena.

Diversion became his nemesis.

CHOP!

No biggie…

He gritted through the pain, popped a few ibuprofens as soon as the match was over, and went on his way until he discovered the next morning, after a restless sleep and crazy, nonsensical dreams, that his damn left ulna bone had a slight fracture.

Oh motherfucking joy.

That didn’t stop him however from picking up his girlfriend that same day and ravishing her body from the first strand atop her head down to her pretty pink painted toenails. Oh, he’d have her all right, recently handicapped or not.

He hissed, gulped down a particle of pain as her arm swiped over his, reminding him that he wasn’t made of tin, metals, and everything cold and unyielding after all.

That’s interesting… She touches me where it hurts, makes it hurt some more, but it’s worth it. I don’t even mind.

He frowned as he toiled with the odd notions, philosophizing over things that didn’t quite compute in his byzantine brain.

“Treasure…”

“Yes?” She glanced over her shoulder and looked up into his eyes, wearing nothing but a slight smile…well, and clothes, but he was planning for those to be removed soon enough.

“I think sometimes we gotta hurt a bit to get to the good stuff.”

She turned away, but he could see her cheeks plumped in a smile as she softly caressed his hands that were wrapped tightly around her waist.

“I see you’ve been brainstorming again.”

“Yeah.” He chuckled. “Just thinking is all. I think I had philophobia at one point. You helped me face my fears.”

“Philophobia? Isn’t that the fear of falling in love?” she said, her tone cool like the breeze that danced in her tresses.

“Yeah. Anyway…” He swallowed. “I had something happen to me that hurt. It hurt real bad.” The wind gust grabbed her perfume and tossed it lightly into his space, causing him to drown in desire as his confessions came through the door, presenting themselves for her ears only.

She suddenly looked over her shoulder again, her eyes on him.

“Please turn around. I don’t think I can stomach lookin’ at ya when I tell you this.”

“Well, thanks!” She chuckled, and reluctantly turned away.

“Ahhh, you know what I mean.” He offered a slight smile. Holding her a tad tighter, as tight as he could without hurting his sweetheart, he ensured she stayed put, didn’t try to slip away… “I used to not be that way, but things change, you know.”

She nodded, keeping her gaze focused straight ahead. The evening offered a bright, starlit night…all the better for these crippled words, a perfect stage to illuminate his broken down, bed-ridden truth within.

“What happened, Sean? I won’t make you look at me… I won’t judge you, either.”

He looked out into the East River, his eyes becoming suddenly blurry. He hated this shit. His damn heart was folding over like a sofa bed, threatening to shut down, tuck itself away as if it had never been there in his chest in the first place. Then, her soft caress stole him from his thoughts. She ran her fingers over his hands and wrists, bristling the fine hairs, ushering him forward, comforting him.

I can’t turn this into a joke. I can’t make the shit funny. It hurts!

He sniffed, embarrassed that even the thought of it still made him sicken with sadness.

“I need to tell you something, explain myself to you. I was in love with a girl who fucking broke my heart.”

“I’m listening, baby…”

He took a deep breath, then continued.

“I’ve always felt a little inferior to others since then, ya know? I dunno.” He took a deep breath. “I think I just kinda wear different masks I guess, try to protect myself, use humor, being mean sometimes…being an asshole to get out of addressin’ the real problem. I can’t believe I’m tellin’ you this shit.” He chuckled.

“I can and I’m glad you are. How’d you meet her?” She drew lazy circles across his folded digits.

“We met at a little get together a friend of mine was having. She was the prettiest one in the damn place. That was my downfall… I always go for the pretty ones; still do, you pretty women will be the death of me.” He grinned, felt her squirm in his grip, and certain she was smiling at his declaration. Just then someone walked past, the music drifting from their earbuds loud enough for him to make out the song—Bl△ck † Ceiling, ‘WVFFLIFE’.

“I wanted to take her out; she seemed to like me, too. We started going out, things happened really fast. Before I knew it, we’d fallen in love. We were planning a future together. Our friends loved us, everyone did. We did everything together. She was not only really attractive, she was smart, too.”

“Couldn’t have been that smart. She let a man like you go…” Treasure remained face forward, but her words turned around and kissed him dead center in the middle of his mouth. At that, his heart soared like a soul rising into the grasp of God, and then he clasped her hand, uncaring that it hurt him to do so.

“Well, it got to the point where I thought, you know, I might be able to settle down. At the time, I was workin’ at a hardware store and doing construction jobs, too. I was the manager at the hardware store. It was decent, I guess, but I knew I wanted to do more than that, I just had not figured everything out. Regardless, I knew I made enough to get married, and she worked as a teller at a bank. We weren’t rich, not by a long shot, but we would eat, bills would be paid, ya know? The basics. I could take care of ’er, and that’s all that mattered to me.”

She nodded in understanding.

“I even found us a real nice place. It was kinda small, but it was nice over there in Greenpoint.”

“I lived in Greenpoint at one time, too!” she squealed, tossing him a quick glance before turning back to stare at the twinkling stars.

“Yeah? Well, I’d never stayed in Brooklyn up until that point, but I wanted her somewhere safe where our wallets wouldn’t be busted the hell up and there was shit close by, stores and our jobs and the train not too far… So, I did all this shit for Darci.”

“That was her name?”

“Yeah, Darci. I did all this shit for her, to make her see that I was for real because she’d accuse me of just playing and horsing around sometimes, not being serious. I was serious about her, though. She was everything to me. I got on one knee and proposed to her in Central Park.”

“Oh my goodness, that sounds so romantic, Sean.”

“Yeah, that’s what she said, too. She accepted, seemed excited ’nd all. We told our friends ’nd family. Everything was fine for a few months…and then…”

He turned away from the rolling waves of the river, his eyes burning with rage and sadness as he gulped down his pride, forced himself to continue.

“Sean, you can tell me. I want you to tell me.” Treasure kept straight ahead, but her reassurance helped him get over his self-imposed hurdle. He couldn’t fight his way out of this shit. He couldn’t construct a perfectly timed joke and make the crowd go wild, couldn’t dump it into a huge, stinkin’ trash heap and walk the fuck away like it never happened… No, he owned this. It followed him wherever he went. It was his, and it wouldn’t allow him to turn his back ever again.

“Come to find out, come to find out…” he repeated, reaching deep inside his gut to find the damn nerve to tell someone else this story. He’d never told a soul, except Colin. He didn’t confess to anyone what the hell went down, and he knew his brother would take the shit to his grave.

…I don’t wanna tell her. What if she thinks less of me? But I gotta… Wait, do I? I don’t have to tell her. What difference does it make? Why’d I start telling her this shit in the first place?!

“Come to find out, what?”

Fuck…

“Come to find out … come to find out she was embarrassed about me not being some big shot, like the ones she was used to dating before me. She had rich guys after ’er, men with money. I didn’t have any fuckin’ money. I didn’t match who she usually paired up with. That never bothered me, never crossed my damn mind as a problem until…until this happened.”

They were quiet for a few moments. Treasure gave him time to walk around his thoughts, examine them, and place the verdict at her feet when he’d mustered enough strength. He took a deep breath and continued.

“One day, she didn’t know I was home, and I heard her on the phone talking to one of her nosy girlfriends, telling her that I was a good fuck. I thought that was pretty funny, made me feel good, ya know? So I kept from laughing but listened in, hiding out, proud that she was bragging on me.

“She went on and on about how hard it would be to walk away from me because of the sex. Once she said that, my heart kinda dropped a bit… I was in our bedroom thinking, ‘Walk away from me? What is she talking about?’ She added that I looked good, had a nice body and face, her other friends liked me, I made her laugh all the time and was pretty good to her, but…she said I had no ambition, no money, and wasn’t going anywhere in life, so she didn’t know how to tell me that the engagement was off and that she tried to love me but just couldn’t…’cause I was broke…”

Treasure sighed and tightened her arm around his.

“Plus, she liked the apartment we had and her fuckin’ credit was so jacked up from living above her means all the time, she wanted to string me out until the lease was up. I was bustin’ my ass payin’ all the bills so she could just use her money to go back to school. I had told ’er to, told her I’d take care of everything if that’s what she wanted to do. I wanted her to be successful at everything she wanted a stab at, you know? I wanted to be the type of man that never stood in his woman’s way, but helped pick her up, give her a boost to rich, I mean…” He took a deep breath, “…to reach the fuckin’ stars that everyone else said she’d never get to touch.

“But when I heard her say that, I dunno, Treasure. I kinda felt some shit I never felt before. I kinda felt mad and worthless and some angry shit grew in me that I didn’t get rid of for a long ass time. I became a mean, fucked up person. Shit, maybe I always was…it just took some fucked up shit to happen, make it all come out.” He sniffed, his heart pounding a mile a minute.

“Oh my goodness, I’m so sorry, Sean. I have to look at you, can’t stay like this… Let me go!”

The woman broke her promise and turned, looked him in the eye. He hated that it still hurt after all these damn years. How could that be? How could something that happened so long ago control him as if it were freshly done? As if the smack of words across his heart still stung? But it did, and it framed so much of his thought process, the way he saw the world, the way he interacted with others and of course…how he viewed women in general.

“Yeah, she was just using me, treating me like a piece of shit and I didn’t even know it!” His laughter came out covered in a blue funk. He found himself looking down at the ground, tearing up a little inside. “So, I let her finish her conversation, ya know? Wouldn’t want to interrupt such a thing. Then, after she hung up, I stood in front of her, still smiling, Treasure, smiling big and wide, teeth showing…yeah. The more it hurts, the more I grin.”

The woman squeezed his fingers.

“I wanted to take every damn piece of furniture in that place and throw it all over the fucking room! It took all of me to not do it! You should have seen her goddamn face.” He grimaced, shook his head. “I punched a goddamn hole in the wall, asked for the ring back and begged the landlord to let me out the fuckin’ lease all in the first hour of her little confession. I kept a strong front in people’s presence after that, made it seem like it was no big deal, ya know?” He moved his hands up and down her stomach, wanting to be inside her so badly as he poured out his truth.

“After I get done making a fool of myself in front of you, telling you this embarrassing shit, can we go somewhere?” He peeked over her shoulder, checking her reaction.

Her cheeks plumped in a sugary smile. “Go somewhere for what?”

He shook his head and let some people walk behind and around them. “Don’t try to play me, you know what.”

She chuckled lightly. “Yeah…you already know we can.” She faced him, caressed his jaw, and cast him a wink.

“I’m going to finish.”

“At this point, never mind. Look, you don’t have to, Sean. I think I get the gist of it… I don’t want you to torture yourself.”

“I finish everything I start now.” He looked at her sternly, then softened. She blushed when he gave her a flirty wink and secured his arms around her. “So, I played it off, like the shit didn’t hurt me, but it did. Colin, like I said, is the only person who knows what went down. I want you to meet him soon by the way.” He grinned.

“I’d like that. You two seem like two peas in a pod.” She chuckled.

“Yeah, we are. Anyway, he knew I was all fucked up over it, and Kyle, my best friend, knew it too, but I refused to talk about it in detail with him. He only knew Darci and I broke up.”

“Why’s that?”

He shrugged. “Ego I guess…plus, I was a little jealous of Kyle ’cause he was the type of guy she really wanted.” He paused and scratched his forehead with his thumb knuckle. “Kyle’s got money. I hated how I was feeling toward him after that… I didn’t feel like a man anymore. I felt completely emasculated. She made me…she made me feel like shit. I couldn’t let anyone know how fucked up she had me. I had to be strong, ya know?”

She turned back away, giving him space, and looked over the bridge.

“Women come and go, that’s what I told myself…but I loved her more than anyone else at that time. People would try to ask me about it, try to get me to talk like I was a witness to some murder or some shit. Whenever they tried to bring it up, I’d say, ‘Who cares!’ or some shit like that. But I cared. I cared all right.”

They were quiet for a few moments, and she offered her silent support and understanding in the form of a squeeze.

“I never let anyone get that close to me again. I became kinda cynical, too.”

“About women?”

“About everything. I resented that I didn’t have any money. I hated rich people, blamed ’em for my situation, ya know? I thought that was the reason she’d done that shit to me, because I wasn’t like them. I said that stuff, believed it, but that wasn’t it at all. It took me a long time to realize,” he said, then paused briefly, “that even if I was rich, she still wouldn’t have been happy. I’d missed the damn point. Didn’t get the moral of the story for years.”

“When did you wise up?”

“After I got to know you…”

Treasure jerked around, stared at him with wonder. He ran his finger along her chin, studying her like the beauty that she was, then returned his hand to her waist.

“I know, I know…” He swayed, a smirk on his face. “I like how you didn’t say anything, bring up our argument in front of your house while I spilled my guts just now. Now it all makes sense to you, right?” He grimaced as she nodded with new understanding.

“I do care about poverty in our country, I care a whole lot, but that was just an excuse. All that shit was really about me, and my hang-ups and issues. I knew it right after you cursed me out.”

They both chuckled.

“You helped me look at things differently, realize I was mad at the wrong damn people. I got more than I bargained for with you, Treasure. I thought I was just getting a date with a pretty woman…my weakness. I honestly assumed we’d have sex shortly after meeting, maybe become friends afterward, keep in touch…shit like that. I never would have guessed we’d get along like this, be like this… that you’d be bigger in my world than I’d ever imagined…something worth fighting for. I fuckin’ fell in love…didn’t see it coming. You were a challenge for me, too.”

“Why? Because you had a smart mouth and mine was even smarter and you wanted to argue?” she joked.

He grinned, “Nah, that’s true, but it is because you were exactly what I needed. I think sometimes, you know, we just have this gut reaction, a feeling deep inside where we know a change is long overdue. Sometimes, the shit we claim to hate, we just want for ourselves…”

“So true…”

“I looked over your financial success, seeing it as some sort of disease, an ailment, but you worked hard to get where you are in life. I didn’t have any right to make the assumptions about you that I did. You earned it, deserve it. Just ’cause I work hard too and haven’t gotten there didn’t give me any right to judge you, or anyone else for that matter, based on how much money they have in their bank accounts.”

“But I’m not rich.”

“Don’t have to be. The haves and have-nots don’t see shades of gray. The shit is all black and white when you live from paycheck to paycheck.”

“I suppose you have a point there.”

“Anyone livin’ in a neighborhood like yours, wearing clothes like yours, and all that shit became a problem, a sore of society in my book. It was just justification so that I wouldn’t have to look at the real issue, ya know? Examine myself.”

“And after you examined yourself, what did you find?”

“That I was scared of reaching my full potential, Treasure, and blaming others for that. It was always someone else’s fault that I couldn’t succeed. That’s so fucked up. I’ve always been so quick to point out other people’s bullshit and couldn’t see my own. I think now, in retrospect, that I was a little happy that Darcy gave me an out.”

“Really? Why’s that?”

“I loved her with all my goddamn heart, but I had fears that I was messing up, would never be good enough. And there were signs, Treasure.”

“There usually are…”

“There were little signs that she didn’t think I fit the bill, but I chose to ignore the truth. Hearing her on the phone only confirmed what I already knew. I was mad at her, but also mad at myself for trying to convince myself that it was all in my head. I knew better than that. I’m one of the most realistic bastards you’d ever meet!”

She burst out laughing and nodded. “I’d have to agree with you there.”

“I know truth from fiction and I don’t believe shit anyone tells me. I need some sorta evidence, but when it came to love, it was different I guess. Love being blind is so damn true. But you know what? It was even deeper than that, I believe. There’s something I’ve wrestled with for a long ass time, on top of all of this.”

“Layers, huh? What?”

“I always picked women that I thought were better than me in some way. I even did that shit with you.” He looked over her shoulder, at her face.

She offered a sad smile.

“Because then, I felt important – like, ‘See, I pulled this good lookin’ chick and she’s confident, got a good head on her shoulders, a great job and all that other shit’ but not once did I stop and say, ‘What about you, Sean? Is she good enough for YOU?’”

He paused, took another deep breath.

“I never had a problem getting women, all sorts of women…but I was always on some challenge shit, and didn’t even realize it.”

“I don’t doubt that. You’re very attractive and in some strange, rude way, charismatic at the same time. However, success isn’t just your vocation, Sean,” she said, a bit of sternness in her voice.

“Oh, I know that now, baby. Boy do I know it. But sometimes what we hate becomes an obsession because we really love it, we’re just too ashamed or in denial to admit it, ya know? I wanted money. I wanted a woman to love me for me, though. But uh, yeah… it was time to stop doing all that shit, and work on me for a change. That’s when I decided to enroll back in school. I did it for me this time. Not for anyone else. The second time around, I did the shit right.”

“You went to school for her?’

“Yeah…I mean, you know, I like studying actually so it wasn’t like it was some big sacrifice. I like reading and learning. I’m a fast learner; I just had never really applied myself in the past in that area. It wasn’t an interest that came naturally, like sports. I’m almost finished with school now, as you know. I’ve done really well this last semester, too.”

“I’m so proud of you. Sean. But there is something I want you to know. If you still remained a trash collector, I’d still be proud of you, and love you just as much, baby.” She turned for a spell to look at him with sincerity in her big, beautiful dark eyes, then resumed her position.

“Thanks, baby and I know you mean that. I want more than the Sanitation Department can give me though. I want you to have the best from me and the best from me is to always have goals and try to reach them. I’m gonna have my degree, hopefully get a job in the field I want, and leave the garbage behind.”

“In more ways than one…”

“Definitely.” He kissed the top of her head. “Most definitely, and I’m so glad I found you in the process…found a diamond amongst my mess. You sparkled bright and led the way. Thank you for that.” He looked into the glistening waters, shimmering from the city lights that kissed the waves just so. His eyes glossed over and he swiped the emotions away.

Damn, it felt good to be free…
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“Nah, I ain’t hungry.” Brian twirled the toothpick around and around in his mouth like an umbrella on its side.

Sean suppressed the urge to chuckle.

Is he whittling me a wooden duck for Pioneer Day? What the fuck is up with the damn toothpick? Here we go…

“But you said you were famished while on the phone earlier today, and you asked what I was cooking for dinner,” Treasure stated between gritted teeth, giving the kid a warning to straighten up and fly right. She paired the shit with a smile to try and disguise her annoyance, but Sean wasn’t fooled.

“I suddenly lost my appetite…” The little punk sneered as his eyes narrowed on Sean, who sat at the other end of the table, cutting his salad into smaller pieces to devour, and checking out the teenage terrorist intermittently between lettuce dissections.

The tension poured over them thicker than pea soup and Treasure was about to blow her damn top. It was written all over his sweetheart’s face, but she continued to play the game, remain poised in front of company. Asia, the pretty young lady with a killer smile and warm nature, reached out and opened the fresh bottle of Ranch dressing, then poured a generous amount over her chopped Romaine, so much so, barely any lettuce showed through at all.

You want some salad with that ranch? She seems like a nice kid…too bad she’ll probably O.D. on dressing and miss the entire showdown between me and her wood-working brother over here pretending to be some lumberjack, or maybe cowboy. Howdy partner…

I’ve seen so many pictures and video clips of these kids, I feel like I know them already.

“Mom says you’re Irish.” The girl smiled up at him, her expression genuine and her friendly disposition leaking through her words.

“Yeah, I am.” Sean offered a quick wink, lifted his glass to his lips and took a hearty mouthful of his cream soda. He hated cream soda, but he wasn’t going to make a fuss.

“We had an Irish celebration at our school this past St. Patrick’s Day. Mrs. Bergman talked all about St. Patrick and Irish traditions.”

Sean nodded, listening intently to the young lady’s words. “I take it Mrs. Bergman is your teacher?”

“Yes, my social studies teacher.” Asia plucked her glass of chocolate milk from the table and took a generous sip, then returned it.

“Did your teacher tell ya that St. Patrick actually wasn’t Irish?” He smiled proudly as he took another stab at his lettuce, ready for the conversation that would push wooden soldier boy out of the way, no matter how much he eyeballed him.

He thinks he’s the nutcracker… You’re not crackin’ my nuts, Jack…

Asia gasped, as if her entire existence was now pulled into question, causing Treasure to lightly laugh at the theatrical gesture as she took a taste of her seltzer water.

“No, she didn’t,” Asia finally uttered.

“Here’s what happened.” Sean leaned in a bit closer. Making full eye contact with the girl, he placed his hand flat on the table. “He was a slave in Ireland, okay? At the time, he was about the same age as Brian here, about sixteen.” He pointed at the boy.

…I hope he gets a splinter…

The person in question didn’t look up, but his lips twisted so far to the side, it seemed they’d soon leap off his face and run down the center of the table in protest.

“He actually came from Roman Britain, also known as Britannia. Most scholars say he brought Christianity to Ireland. In any case, he escaped from slavery then came back as a missionary. He died on March 17th, that’s why St. Patrick’s Day falls on the 17th.”

“Cool! She never told us any of that!”

“Well, she should have. That’s the most important part.” He offered Asia a smile and could feel Treasure’s approving glare upon him.

“What is your deal, man?” Brian interrupted, crossing his long, thin arms over his heaving chest and leaning back in his seat, far to the side like a damn gangster ready to do important business. “You think you can grab my mom’s trash and her, too? You think you can sweet talk my sister here, give her some Irish trivia ’nd crap, and be in good with the family? This ain’t no game, man! We ain’t playin’ Bingo, Monopoly, none of that! Naaaaah bruh!” He shook his head and waved his hand in the air, causing his long, unruly hair to sway a bit as he maneuvered around in his seat. “You’re a fuckin’ clown!”

“Brian!” Treasure’s eyes bucked as if she’d just witnessed a car wreck. There was no doubt from her tone and expression, she felt implausible rage and mortification. It manifested in the way she now gripped her napkin, possibly creating an internal mélange of resentment for how her child was behaving.

“We talked! You promised to be on your best behavior. If this is your best, then the Devil had a new run for his money.”

“It’s okay, baby,” Sean stated before leisurely rising from his seat. He placed his beefy palms on the table, causing the beverages to shake ever so slightly, as if a tremor were moving the earth right under their feet. He glared down the other end of the table.

Bring it, Pinocchio… I don’t want to be a real boy. I’m an adult, Brian, and you’re messing with the wrong grown ass man, kid.

“Baby? She isn’t your baby!” Brian corrected, his disdain glazing each word that trundled off his sharp tongue…
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“Brian, that’s it! Apologize and go to your room!” Treasure tossed her napkin on the table, refusing to let this go on one second longer…

Treasure couldn’t believe her damn ears. The perfectly planned evening was turning into a dining disaster right before her eyes.

“Treasure, honey,” Sean tossed her an uneven smile, “I’ve got this.” He swiped the bridge of his nose purposefully, then dragged his long, thick fingers down his well-shaped lips. He cocked his head to the side and studied her son, as if he were some pitiful little thing.

“Brian, you’re being really disrespectful. Your mother cooked this nice dinner, invited me over, and you’re making all kinds of judgments and coming to all sorts of conclusions. You shouldn’t. You don’t know me.”

“You don’t know me either, bitch ass nigga!”

“Brian!”

“Try me, mothafucka!” Brian screamed out as he glared at him, paid his mother no mind. He threw up his fingers and made strange gestures like a crack head trying to throw up gang signs in Chinese.

Now Treasure was on her feet and gunning for him. Before she had an opportunity to go round the table and lay hands on the smart-mouthed joker, he called out, echoing throughout the room in a loud boom.

“Treasure! No!” Sean put his hand up in her direction. His brows dipped low and a scowl split his damn face. It scared the shit out of her… a true man had spoken. “Do me a favor, please. Give me and Brian a minute or two alone.” He smirked, clicked his tongue against his cheek, and glared at her child.

She hesitated, loath to enable their quarrel to escalate further. Sean was a bit of a hot head, and Brian had gotten a hold of the same disease…

Must’ve gotten it from his father… Okay fine, my son is like me at that age, but this is just inexcusable!

She was appalled at her son’s behavior, but certain her words and punishment may have little to no effect on the boy. Yet, she continued to stand there, shooting glances between the two, her feet sinking into the plush carpet as the weight of the damn stratosphere pushed her down until she was barely above sea level.

I can’t believe Brian is acting like this! I’ve never seen him so disrespectful to someone!

A hellacious heat commenced from her scalp and meandered its way down like blood flowing through her veins until it reached the bottom of her freshly pedicured feet. The desire to take matters into her own hands was almost too tempting to resist. Brian chucked an indolent glance her way, one of heartlessness and contempt, combined it with a ‘Who the fuck cares’ smirk, Sincerely yours, Your first born.

It hurt like hell.

She’d been assured that they had an understanding, that he was slowly but surely accepting the situation and only wanted her to be happy. Instead, he’d turned on her like a cold-blooded serpent in the grass, waiting to attack under the guise of loyalty and love, plotting, then striking at the prime opportunity when he’d gained her utmost trust and thoughtful consideration.

“Asia, let’s go in the kitchen for a little while.”

The girl slowly rose to her feet, collected her half empty glass of milk, and she trudged behind her mother under the dining room archway until they’d disappeared…
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Gradually getting up from his seat, Brian mirrored Sean’s stance and stare. They sized one another up like two boxers seconds before the first round.

“You’re a real card, ya know that? I’m not going anywhere.” Sean raised a brow.

“Oh, you’re leaving.” Brian gave a chin check and a harsh chuckle, his teeth glistening under the glittering dining room chandelier.

I’d like to knock ’em all down your scrawny throat; all that expensive dental work ya got there…but you’re my baby’s son…can’t do that.

“Your mother is happy, that should be the main objective.” Sean stood straighter and crossed his arms, not in the mood to mince words or play with the ill-humored boy, but still kept check of himself for Treasure’s sake.

“She can be happy with someone else.”

“Like who? Your father?”

“You keep my father out your damn mouth!” The boy pointed at him, his finger shaking, his voice loud, vibrating and wrestling in his gullet. “You ain’t got shit! What can you give my mama? She been through enough! You’re a busta, man!”

“So because I’m not rich, I’m not good enough for your mother?” Sean grimaced. He cocked his head to the side like a confused canine looking at some chaos that simply wouldn’t compute. “Do you know how messed up that is? This sounds like a personal problem. Are you thinking about her or you?”

The boy’s face knotted, as if he needed a moment to gather his thoughts, to grapple with the conversational curve ball. It was written all over his twisted façade. This was deeper than who dear ol’ mom was dating, having sex with…loving…

“She’s defenseless and you knew it, swooped right in to try and take advantage of her. You ain’t gettin’ one dime!”

“Yeah…” Sean rolled his eyes at the idiot and briefly looked away. “That’s why I pay for almost everything we do, everything we eat, and places we go…’cause I’m taking advantage. That was my aim this whole time. To wine ’nd dine her, pay for everything, then go in for the kill. How ridiculous you sound. You don’t know what the hell you’re talkin’ about.” He shook his head, looked away for a spell then back at the boy. “Your mother is grown, Brian. Unless I was hitting her, talking down to her or some shit like that, you have no right to take her through these types of changes.”

“I’m not taking her through anything, I’m protecting her! I know y’all fuckin’, too…” The boy’s gaze dulled, as if he’d gone to some dark, evil place within. “You leave my mother alone, you hear?! I’m not askin’ you, I’m tellin’ you!”

“You’re cute.” Sean guffawed.

“You’re corny.”

“Your mother doesn’t think so…”

The boy’s eyes went pitch black as he narrowed them upon him.

“I oughtta beat your ass.” Brian plopped back down in his seat. He said the words, but they didn’t feel legitimate, tried and true. They came out wimpy, watered down and bruised. The damn things were wrapped in faux passions falling on semi-deaf ears. “I should fuck you up.”

“And I would beat you down.”

The stare-a-thon continued a moment or two longer.

“You don’t want to mess with me. I’m serious, don’t let my thinness fool you!”

“Give it your best shot. I’d like to see you try.” Sean grinned a bit wider, then slowly sat in his chair as well. “I’d mop this damn floor with you if I didn’t love your mother, that’s a fact. You got entirely too much mouth.”

“How you gonna say some shit like that to me?!” Brian seemed truly appalled.

The little turd realized he didn’t have the upper hand, and things weren’t going as planned… and this tickled Sean a bit.

“Look,” he said with a shrug, “I’m just giving it to you how you’re servin’ it to me. What? You don’t like it? All joking aside, let’s finish this pissing contest and get right to the main issue. I just need ya to know that no one is kickin’ anyone’s ass tonight, so relax. Besides, I’d have an unfair advantage.”

“Oh, I’m supposed to be scared of you? ’Cause you a big ass Irish mothafucka with a damn tattoo on your arm, a fresh scar on your face, and you look corn-fed?” The cocky son of a bitch smirked.

“Your mother feeds me well…but I don’t like corn. I prefer her kisses.”

“More jokes…” Brian grimaced and rolled his eyes.

“I have to, Brian. I have to find humor in this because if I didn’t, I’d have you on the ground right now but not doubled over in laughter.”

The boy looked at him a second or two, catching his drift.

“And trust me, it wouldn’t be a laughing matter. I don’t like how you acted in front of your mother. My feelings aren’t hurt by the bullshit you said, so fuckin’ what, you’re just a kid…but you really hurt her tonight. THAT’S my issue with you!” He pointed at him, and was met with a steely glare and silence. “Now, what I was getting ready to say before I got sidetracked, was that I’m Brooklyn Kickboxing Champion for the past three years in a row. I’ve received several national honors and awards, too. I’ve taught Jujitsu for over six years to inner-city youth and I was personally trained by one of Louis Neglia’s prodigies.”

He could see on the boy’s face that he knew exactly who Louis Neglia was… Oh yes, the seed had been planted.

Brian swallowed down his surprise and gulped it whole, maintaining his obstinate stance.

“I don’t care if you were shit out of Mike Tyson’s ass…” the boy mumbled, now staring down at his cuticles. “You hurt my mama, and it’s a wrap.”

“I have no intentions of hurting your mother, Brian. I love your mother, and she loves you. Anyone that Treasure loves, I’d learn to love as well, but don’t make this harder than it has to be, because making things challenging for one another can be a two way street across the globe—and I’m an International traveller known to ignore traffic signs.”

The threat lingered in the air like burnt coffee, microwaved fish, and cigarette smoke.

The boy huffed, but said nothing.

“Your mom was dating other guys long before I came on the scene, Brian. What gives?” He took a gulp of his drink as he waited for the damn answer.

What is it about me that he takes such objection to? He acts like her divorce is fuckin’ fresh? Like I’m the first guy to arrive at Treasure’s door! What tha hell!

“She never brought anyone home though…inside of our house.” Brian sat back in his seat, looking thoroughly exasperated. “She’s been acting different since you’ve entered the picture, acting silly…whispering on the phone, locking her door.”

“…It’s called being happy. You should try it sometime.”

The boy’s eyes widened a bit as he no doubt combed through the recesses of his mind for a rebuttal, but the search proved in vain.

“Look, man.” Sean grimaced and fell back in his seat. “Your mother and I are together. It’s a done deal.” He waved his hands in the air as if to say, ‘That’s all, Folks!’ “I meant what I said to you about loving anyone that she loves, though. She cares for you and your sister so much, and I’m not trying to come between that. Matter of fact, it’s a bonus.”

“Why couldn’t you just leave us alone?!” Brian said woefully. It sounded more like a sad plea, a cry for help, than anything else, despite his angry expression. Sean’s damn chest grew tight, filled with uncomfortable sudden warmth as he looked down the table at the guy, met with another heated glare…man-to-man, eye-to-eye.

“Brian, this is a buncha bull and we both know it. I’m not going to apologize to neither you nor anyone else for falling in love with your mother. You must’ve mistaken me for some idiot. You already admitted that you basically have, but this crap you’re pulling isn’t going to fly. Besides, I don’t even think this is really about me.”

“Of course it is.”

“No it isn’t. I think…I think that you haven’t had to really share your mother with anyone since your dad left, and for a while you’d hoped they’d worked it out. They didn’t, and now you feel threatened.”

Much to his surprise, the boy didn’t protest. He simply stared at him, fidgeting just a tad as he chewed on his lower lip fast and tight like a dog on flea-ridden flesh.

“You had to sit back and watch your family fall apart, and you stepped up to the plate.” Sean began a slow clap, seemingly startling the boy out of his thoughts. “That’s admirable, a great thing. But you’re not a man, you’re a teenager and you should be enjoying life. Not chasing after your mother’s boyfriend, thinking you can run me off. And what if it worked?”

“What if what worked? Me getting rid of you?” He sat a bit taller, proud and bold. “I’d throw a damn party.”

“No you wouldn’t, because you would’ve spoiled something your mother was enjoying. You’d feel like crap and never forgive yourself.”

Brian turned away, rolling his eyes.

“It’s true.” Sean scratched his cheek with the tip of his index finger and continued. “I’d do anything for your mother. You wanna know why? Because I love her, Brian, and she’s good to me.”

The words were so simple, yet complicated. So genuine, so true, so pure… A declaration from his mouth to the boy’s ears, and he needed it to sink in.

I. LOVE. HER.

Brian looked at him a long while, his face still twisted in a scowl.

“She loves you too…”

“I know. So why would you wanna mess this up?” Sean asked in almost a whisper.

The boy looked down at the table and clasped his hands together. “I guess it might be like what you said, it’s a bunch of stuff, really. Like,” he placed his hand on the table as he explained himself, “I told her a while back that I didn’t want her getting hurt. That’s my mom, man!” He came to life, breaking from his sleepy tone, as if refusing to relinquish his previous post without one more gallant fight.

“She’s your mom, but she’s my woman.”

They stared at one another long and hard, sizing each other up for old time’s sake.

“Imma be watching you, man.” Brian rocked back in his chair, his eyes narrowed, his lips curled in a smirk. If Sean didn’t know any better, he’d swear the little asshole was stifling a laugh.

“That’s fine, watch me,” Sean offered a half grin as he leaned back in his seat, relaxing. “You should. Because you love your mom, you want her safe. I’m gonna take care of her, though…matter of fact, I already am.”

Brian reached for his glass of cream soda and took a hearty chug, then plopped it clumsily back on the table next to his half eaten plate of baked chicken, risotto, and broccoli casserole.

“So you kickbox, huh?” Brian sucked his teeth and crossed his arms, giving him another once over for good measure.

“Yup.”

“And you teach jujitsu? I used to take karate.”

“Why’d you stop?”

Brian looked down and shrugged, his lips twisted to the side.

“I don’t know…got bored with it I guess. That was a long time ago anyway.”

“Were you any good?”

“My Sensei said so.”

“What belt did you reach?”

“…Brown 1st degree.”

“You stopped way too soon.”

“You know karate, too?”

“Of course. There are similar elements. It wasn’t my passion though, jujitsu and kickboxing were, but that’s where I began. I was taking karate classes starting at six years old. I begged my parents to let me do it. I’ve been addicted to martial arts ever since.”

“So you think you Chuck Norris now, huh?”

“Chuck Norris is a Grand Master. Very few people are Chuck Norris’ level…that takes forty years of discipline. I’m not forty.” He smirked.

“Don’t I know it!” Brian laughed mirthlessly. “My mama is robbin’ the cradle.”

“Hey,” Sean burst out laughing and threw his hands up in surrender, “she’s nice lookin’. I couldn’t help myself!”

“Yeah, I’ll give you that. I got my good looks from her.” The boy raised his chin high and rolled his tongue around in his mouth, popping it at the side of his jaw, making the skin stretch as he appeared to fall against the lap of deep deliberations. “Y’all don’t look strange together… I hadn’t seen you this up close until now. You kinda fit, actually. That’s good, I suppose.” The boy seemed to be trying to make his way through, accept the inevitable, make it ‘okay’ in his own eyes. That was fine with Sean; whatever he needed to stop, drop and roll the interference was an achievement. They went quiet for a short while.

“So, what gym you practice and work out at, man?”

“Over there on Coney Island Avenue in Brooklyn, mostly. I go other places too, but that’s my main spot, Urban Martial Arts.”

The boy nodded, as if realizing just where the place was. “I’mma let you stay. I’mma let you date Mama, at least for now.”

Sean grinned wide, so much so, his face felt like it might split in half.

This joker right here…

“I wish I could say I didn’t like you, that your face got on my nerves or somethin’ like that, but I can’t. You seem alright. But you be careful with her, I’m warning you.” He pointed down the table at him. “I don’t care that you can fight. There’s other ways to take a man down.” The boy glared hard, sealing his warning with a fair dose of teenage bravado.

“Duly noted.”

“Cool. By the way, she’s gonna ground me and do some other shit I don’t want after you leave tonight.”

“Why?” Sean reached for his glass and took a sip.

“’Cause of how I acted, man!” Brian yelled, as if it were obvious. It was; Sean was simply killing time while the dust settled.

“Well,” he shrugged and laughed, “that’s what Moms do…and she loves you, but you went too far.”

Brian offered no more words, only stared out a window, as if an enthralling scene were playing outside on the suburban street. But nothing was there minus the plush lawns under the smile of the brilliant crescent moon.

“Treasure and Asia!” Sean called out, wanting them to return, to join him at the table now that Bruiser Brian had had his fill and found he’d tried to bite off more than he could chew. “We’re done!”

A few moments later, the two rejoined them, both their eyes shifting between the guys, trying to figure out what the hell had happened.

“Brian, your behind is—”

“Mama, I know!” The boy looked up at her, a slightly angry expression on his face. “I know I was wrong, and I’m sorry. I also know my phone will be gone, my PlayStation,” he paused and leisurely scratched the back of his neck, “and I’ll be stuck in the house, too.”

Everyone was quiet for a while while Treasure and Asia quietly re-took their seats.

“I take it you two had a decent chat,” she stated while reaching to the middle of the table and pulling a roll out from under a thick, napkin-covered wicker basket.

“Yup.” Sean scooped up a forkful of risotto. “It was decent. We have an understanding now.”

“Oh, really?” She offered a slight smile as she took a slow, leisurely bite of her bread.

“Yes. I think your son and I understand where we each are coming from now.”

Sean gleamed down the table at the youngster, observing the guy move around in his chair, sit a bit higher and taller. He wanted to know more about Brian, find out what sat at the core of his anger. He had his suspicions, but he was drawn to the kid, so much so, he knew that this had turned out to be the first chapter of something much bigger. He liked Brian; the kid had heart. He wanted him to smile and be proud, yet, the boy was wounded and wildly lashing out, making a bloody mess out of all he encountered. Whether good intentions or bad inclinations, it seemed to be all treated in a similar fashion. He could tell the fella was intelligent; also, he loved his mother and family hard. He had a lot weighing on his thin shoulders, and though Sean had never encountered the truths of a fractured nuclear family, he’d had enough hurt in his lifetime to know that no matter the trauma, shit like this proved at times unbearable. It would break a soul down, grind a spirit into dust.

It’s not me; it’s not about Treasure, either. This is about Brian needing things to stop changing for a second or two. The boy needs someone, and Treasure simply isn’t enough. No matter how hard she tries, she just can’t be everything to this boy. He’s searching for something, and I want to either be that person he desires in his corner, or help him find it…
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Chapter Seventeen
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“Yeah, sure, no problem.” The large man opened the massive doorway, allowing her to step inside. “He’s workin’ out still,” he said, glancing down at his watch and working a piece of mint candy around in his mouth. “He should be finished soon. What you want to do is walk down there,” he raised his big tattooed arm and pointed straight ahead, “and then hook a left. He’ll be over there.”

“Thanks so much.”

The man offered her a quick nod and disappeared back behind a small counter on which sat a computer and a large clear bin filled with small metal hand weights. Unbuttoning the top two buttons of her coat, Treasure looked around the place, taken aback at the sheer size of it, and at the way their voices had carried and echoed. Each step she took, her knee high, black leather boots clicked onto the hard surface she trekked. It was a bit chilly in the place, and much to her surprise, rather sterile. Two large rings, empty and void of life, stood to her right, and to her left she saw various exercise equipment, along with a large, glowing vending machine showcasing energy drinks.

“Uhhh!” BAM!

She heard a loud grunt from a short distance and what sounded like something being socked so hard that at any moment it may burst.

“Uhhh! Uh!” BAM! BAM! BAM! As she drew closer, she heard a faint squeaking nose, like sneakers moving across a floor. She took a few more steps and…there he was. His back to her, his muscular arms swinging to and fro, Sean was making a large punching bag dance around in crazy circles. His big calf muscles flexed as he worked hard, moisture pooling at his nape, and soaking his head and back. He wore only a pair of loose shorts, his muscular torso completely exposed. The Celtic cross tattoo on his upper arm glistened with the freshly drawn sweat as he continued to beat the living daylights out of the air around him. He suddenly stopped, huffed and stormed away, then sat on a bench. She smiled at the realization that the bastard didn’t even see her, and delighted in her voyeuristic pleasure. Standing back up, he lifted the large weight effortlessly over his head, then repeated the action several times as if the thing weighed nothing.

My Lord…

She ran her finger along her coat collar, feeling some sort of way.

“Mmmm!” he groaned, lifting over and over.

So strong…so resilient…so majestically rugged…

He slowed and lowered the barbell back down, lay there for a moment, his chest rising and falling at a rapid pace. He glared up at the ceiling as sweat collected in the gullet of his collarbone. His Adam’s apple moved and his lips parted, he caught his breath. He wasn’t the only one covered in wetness…or utterly breathless…

Her vessel cried streams of gratitude as she glared at the man, as if she’d never seen him before a day in her life. Her eyes roamed up and down his well-formed and fit frame, that of a damn modern day Adonis with an incredible sense of humor and a dick she craved. Her face flushed when she realized he’d spotted her, his gaze ripping her out of her saucy thoughts. He looked at her across the way, catching her reflection in a mirror placed on a nearby wall.

“I see I have a visitor.” He got this his feet and casually grabbed his gym bag. “How long have you been here, baby?”

“…Not long.” Her voice cracked as she kept her eyes on his tight ass while he moved about.

He nodded. “You could have called… I would have given you a tour.” He winked at her as he drew closer. “Follow me.” He led her into a back area filled with changing areas, restrooms and several shower stalls. She got the strong sense she wasn’t supposed to be in there, but hell, the place was nearly vacant. She shrugged off her concerns.

“I needed to see it for myself.” She broke the silence as he busied himself, putting items inside of his locker.

“What for?” Sean asked, placing a dollop of Bengay along his calf and massaging it in just right.

“Because you’ve been spending a lot of time here.” Treasure turned from right to left, sizing up the space as she took a seat. “And I needed to speak to your mistress, let her know I didn’t appreciate it. This gym and I are going to have it out.”

He chuckled and he started ministering to his other leg. “It’s late. I’m surprised you’re not asleep, actually.” He stood and reached into his locker to pull out his gym bag, then placed it on the bleacher style bench. Unzipping it, he removed his white hand towel and dabbed it across his sweaty face. He closed his eyes real slow, his exhaustion more than apparent. Even his eyelashes were webbed with perspiration, and the more she stared at him, the more beautiful he became.

“I missed you.” She shrugged. “Besides, Brian got home at a decent hour and is in the house. I can rest easy.” She grinned. Adrenaline swirling within her, she began to slowly pace back and forth like an old drill Sargent. The nervous energy had to be dumped somewhere, stowed away. Her body itched for the man in the worst way. She didn’t expect to see him that way…didn’t expect to find the way he hit things hard so damn sexy and alluring…and the way he pushed weight…

My God…

“The warden, huh?” He smirked, bringing her out of her trance.

“I have to be. He is a mess as you witnessed personally.” She continued to pace, her boots click clacking like a Newton’s cradle.

“No, I’m not talking about you. I’m talking about him!”

They both burst out laughing.

“Yes, indeed. I suppose you’re right.” She sighed and sat next to him, her sparse weight causing the rickety bench to creak.

“So, when is this fight of yours again?” She crossed her arms, knowing the damn answer but yearning to hear him talk about it.

“I’ll give you a flyer.” He placed a pair of rolled up socks inside of his bag.

“Oh! You’re fancy, huh?” she teased.

“Yeah, I get paid good money for this shit. What’s better, you know?” He shrugged. “Getting paid for doing something you’d do for free? That’s tops in my book.”

“I wholeheartedly agree.” She ran her hands down her jeans. “I missed you, Sean.” She got real quiet; so quiet, she could almost hear her own heartbeat.

He paused, took a good, hard look at her. “I missed you, too.” The only sound to follow was the zipper to his gym bag. It reminded her of the way his pants would come slowly down before he’d… Oh God. The lust struggle was real…

“So, what do you have planned for the rest of the night?”

“Shit, well,” he said, scratching his forehead. “I gotta study, I have to drop some shit over Colin’s house, too. He helps me sell shit on eBay…takes the photos for me.”

“He’s a photographer and a fireman, huh? All these talents in one family!” she joked, causing him to crack a smile. “The stories you tell about this guy, I swear, you two are hilarious. I can’t wait to meet him.”

He nodded and yawned. “He wants to meet you, too. Speakin’ of which,” he turned serious, his smile faded, “and I don’t do this sorta thing, ’cause they’re fuckin’ nuts, but I want you to meet my parents soon. They know all about cha now and my mother won’t leave me alone about it. So, I figured, ‘why not?’”

“I would love to meet all of your friends and family, Sean. It is long overdue.”

“Well, honestly, Treasure, I was just waiting for you is all, you know? Family is important to me.” He ran his hand over his chest and yawned. “Regardless, I felt it only fair that I meet your family first, ya know? I know the deal with you and your mother, so I never brought that up, pushed it, but I’ve been on you about your kids for weeks. You know how I felt about it; we even had a disagreement about the shit on the phone one time.”

Curving her lips a tad, she nodded, “Yeah, I remember. You wanted to meet them and I said no, that it was too soon.”

“Yeah, well, glad that breaking the ice phase is over now. I like them. We’re starting to get along, Brian and I.” She didn’t miss the pleased expression on his face before he shrouded it once more with the towel.

“Yeah, and what a joy my son was that fine evening,” she said on a sigh, rolling her eyes.

“Ahhh.” He waved her off. “He was just protecting his mom is all. Anyway, he and I have an understanding now. It’s cool. It’s all water under the bridge.”

“The same bridge you wanted to throw him over!” She burst out laughing, smacked her thigh.

He nodded and grinned. “Ya got that damn straight. I see the potential in him though. He’s not a bad kid. He’s actually a good kid, Treasure, but I’m sure I’m not tellin’ you anything you don’t already know. Just confused and upset is all.”

“I know…well,” she said, rising from her seat, “speaking of which, guess I better get home and make sure he didn’t burn my damn house down. I may meet your brother sooner than later thanks to him.”

“Why’s that?” He tossed her a curious glance.

“He was trying to cook something when I left. A chef he is not.”

Sean smiled and nodded, then stood to his full height, a tall, stunning brick house…

Why can’t I get this out of my mind?!

The man’s eyes hooded in that sexy way of his before he turned away and fiddled with the strap on his gym bag.

“Let me walk you out. Better yet, I’m ready to go, too. Just uh,” he looked quickly up at the clock on the wall, “…just give me ten minutes. Let me freshen up and get the rest of my things.”

She nodded and crossed her legs, expecting the man to disappear but instead, he remained in her sight while he swiftly removed his gym shorts and flung the sweaty drenched things onto the ground. His shoes followed and it took everything in her to not curse out her own need to blink. She never got over the man’s physique. The power of his form, the way his muscles naturally contorted from his slightest of movements. Sean had barely an inch of fat on his body – he was like a stone sculpture fit for the damn Gods, but he acted none the wiser. His long legs stretched as he stepped almost elegantly into the shower stall. Not bothering to pull the curtain to cloak himself, he reached upward, one foot raised off the ground ever so slightly as he turned the showerhead in his desired direction.

She slid her hands under her ass, as if they’d somehow land her in a world of trouble. Or perhaps the thought they’d stop the flow of need pouring from her core…

Before long, he was covered from neck to feet in thick, white swirly suds. His dark hair looked almost black now as he rinsed his shampoo out, making it stream down his strapping back. She captured a whimper of laughter before it escaped her mouth. He handled his dick and balls so delicately, meticulously going over them with his washcloth, treating his private parts like precious jewels… In fact, to her, they were…

He adjusted the pressure and rinsed off, and just as he’d promised, he was in and out in less than ten minutes. As cool as can be, he stepped out, dried off and quickly put on a fresh pair of white shorts and white tank top to match.

“Sean, it’s cold outside!” she exclaimed when she saw him. “Don’t you have a jacket or something?”

“Nah, I’m still hot from the workout so this is fine for me.”

She couldn’t believe it. It was only forty degrees outside, and this was how he insisted on parading around. She shook her head, knowing arguing with the man about such a thing would be futile. He grabbed his bag and placed the strap over his shoulder.

“Thanks for stopping by.” His tone sounded chipper, as if she’d truly made his day. “We haven’t seen each other in a couple of days so this was a nice surprise.” He looped his fingers in between her own, pulling her close. Walking out of the empty locker room, they entered the dimly lit gym area. Much to her surprise, it looked as if the entire place had been shut down around them, but she’d been none the wiser.

“Mmmm, it’s cold in here.” She ran her hands along her arms, shivering. “And dark, too.” The blue glow from the vending machines proved to be a beacon of light, causing the area to feel alien and odd.

“That’s because Bruce is gone, the guy that let you in. He locked up and turned everything off. They let me stay here because they know me.” He pointed toward a back area, their final destination. “As soon as I walk outta that door, it will lock behind me. It’s the routine now.”

“Oh, I see.” She took a few more steps forward.

“Hold up a sec,” he said, slicking his tongue over his lower lip… “I think we have some important business to take care of first. You owe me…”
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It’s just me and her in this son of a bitch…

“Yeah? What business? What do I owe?” Treasure turned towards him, stopped in her sexy, black leather boot covered tracks.

“Why don’t you give me a strip tease right quick, for old time’s sake?” He sucked his bottom lip as he gave her the once over, thinking of all the freaky things they could do.

“Sean.” She put her hand on her hip and shifted her weight, acting as if she was slightly offended. “You know damn well I’m not about to strip in here.” She tossed her head back when she uttered the last word, smacking him upside the head with attitude.

“Why not?” He dropped his gym bag, which landed with a huge thud.

“Because it’s a public place, that’s why.”

He tugged at his shirt, yanked it off his body, and cast it across the room. The woman simply stood there, her mouth gaping open, then turned away, flustered. She raised a hand to her lovely cheek, covering a flush, and a big smile spread across her face.

That’s more like it… You want it, don’t you, my Treasure? You want this dick.

“Look at me…”

He made his pecs jump, eliciting a nervous laugh and deeper blush from her.

“I hate when you do that!”

“Nah, you love it.” He moved closer to her until they stood only inches apart. Her gentle, alluring perfume instantly filled his space, sealing her fate for the evening.

“Take your coat off. You’re not going anywhere.” She hesitated for a moment or two, then unbuttoned the thing, let it pool at her feet.

Gently taking her blouse into his grip, he forced her arms up and removed it from her body. It dropped to the floor, flowing softly like a love letter cast from a third story window. They stared at one another for the longest. Time ticked away as he etched her every inch in her mind, ached for her so badly. He was now far from sleepy as he’d caught a second wind, his need to pussy feed fully alert and restored. Her breathing accelerated; he could hear it oh so clearly.

Yeah…try to catch your breath, pretend you don’t want to fuck as bad as I do. I’m going to fuck you like I just broke out of prison…

“Take your jeans off,” he ordered as he removed his white Nike shoes. He’d just bought the sons of bitches, but tossed them aside as if they were from a vintage collection not worth a damn. He then looped his thumbs around the elastic of his shorts and chucked them to the floor. His boxers soon followed. Standing back from him, she slid off her boots and then her pants, exposing the creamy brown flesh he’d missed caressing for far too long. “The bra and panties, too. I want everything gone.”

She did as told. A pair of silky pink underwear soon puddled around her slender ankles. Without further hesitation, he placed a hand on each of her breasts and leisurely rubbed her dark nipples until they hardened under his caress, then pushed her back into a nearby wall, staring her down until she bumped abruptly against the hardness. Dropping his head low, he took the tender flesh of her breast into his mouth, then slipped the tip of his tongue over the taut nipple, falling head first into the beauty and taste of her flesh. Their mutual moans intertwined as each sigh was born and died with heated anticipation.

“Ahhhh…” She wrapped her arms around his shoulders, encouraging him, framing him close. “Mmmm, that feels good.”

“…Such nice titties,” he whispered as he continued to stroke and suck the perfect peaks of flesh, bringing more of her into his mouth, then releasing time and again. Gripping her hips, he kissed lower and lower until he reached her navel. His lips kinked into a delighted smirk as he took note of the chill bumps covering her flesh. Oh, how he loved the stories her temple told… He navigated back up toward her breasts and pinned her harshly to the wall, unable to control himself a moment longer.

“Ahhh!” she gasped, closing her eyes and giving herself completely to him. He ran his hand up and down her soft pussy lips, massaging them, feeling the slightly sticky wetness he so craved. The suppleness meshed with the texture of her peach fuzz, and he simply couldn’t resist. Sliding a finger within her, he caught her expression and found his desire soaring to fever pitch.

“Ahhhh….Ahhh…” She grinded into his digital thrusts, rotating her hips, meeting his demand.

“You like that, huh…it feels good to you! That’s all I want, to make you feel nice…” He buried his face in the crook of her sweet neck and sucked her flesh, keeping the tempo with his finger thrusting and circling inside of her.

“Ahhhh! Ahhh!”

Soon, he let another finger join the first, then another until all three were fucking her, vying to be the one to make her cum. He curled his thumb up just so, made it dance against her swollen clit.

“Ahhhhhh!” she screamed out, clawing at his bare flesh, causing it to sting so good. He kept going, finger fucking her hard and fast as his thumb played so sweetly against her zone. “Ohhh! I’m…I’m…” Her eyes lost focus, coming undone like the ribbons on his perfectly prepared present.

“I want another shower… Cover my whole fucking hand with your pussy sauce, baby…” He whispered the words into her ear, knowing it would push her over the edge.

His wish was granted. Less than the blink of an eye later, the woman trembled in his grip and stumbled forward, forcing him to catch her midway.

“Mmmm, I got you baby…”

He kept his fingers moving and she practically jumped out of her own flesh, moaning and yelling as he took her there…

“Ahhh…” She trembled, her fingers shuddering against his shoulders. Her right leg shook and her inner thigh streamed with moisture. Gently, he placed her back against the wall and grinned as her head lulled back and forth. He’d relaxed her into another state of being, but her eyes swiftly opened when he knocked her thighs apart and grabbed his rock hard cock, wanting her in the worst way.

“Fuck!” he screamed out, angry at the goddamn world, moon and stars, too, his entire mood ruined. He released her, gripped his hair with both hands, and spun in a half circle. “I totally forgot I don’t have my damn wallet, baby. I don’t have any condoms with me, Treasure…shit. I just got on the train, didn’t drive here, didn’t bring my wallet because of that. It was supposed to be just a quick work out, then back home to study.”

“Well, I don’t have any with me either but I also don’t have any diseases. Besides, we’ve already discussed this and even got tested.” She smiled sweetly at him and caressed his cheek.

“I know…I know, it’s just that I figured you’d be more comfortable. So uh, okay, I see…so we’re good?” His frown dissipated, quickly replaced with a satisfied grin. He pushed his lips onto hers, not waiting for her to answer, sealing his relief with a kiss.

“Yeah.” she finally managed, smiling into his eyes. “We’re good, baby.”

“Uhhh!”

Ahhh!” She wrapped her arms and legs around him so tight, he could barely breathe. He surged upward within her, again and again. “Shit!”

He rocked against her, forcing her body up and down the wall as his thrusts increased in speed.

“Uhhh!” And he kept right on with a solid grip on her waist, keeping her pinned to his body, pressing into her, keeping her exactly how he wanted her.

“Uhhh! Feels so fucking good!”

The raw flesh against flesh, rubbing against one another, sent him into a thrusting tailspin. He’d never experienced her this way before, without barriers. Naturally…the way nature intended…

“Uhhh! Oh, baby! I love how your pussy feels on my dick! So damn good! Uhhh!”

“I didn’t think you could feel much better inside of me… Shit, I was wrong,” she cooed.

“Fucking you raw…damn, it’s perfect! You like that, baby?!”

“Yes! Yes!”

His entire body tingled as the juices from her zone coated his shaft.

“I’m gonna cum inside of you, baby… Uhhh! Make you drip all over the fucking place! Uhhh!”

Her eyes widened as she tightened her grip around his neck, clasping her hands tight.

“Don’t stop! Don’t stop, baby! Harder!”

“Take that! Uhhh!” He jammed harder and harder, losing his damn mind. “I promised you I had good dick, I wanted you to have it, ’cause I love you!”

“Yes baby you do, you do!” She burst out laughing at his words, causing him to act in kind. But, her laughter soon ceased when he drove in her deeper…so much deeper.

“I’ve had my share of pussy, baby, not gonna lie…but yours is the fuckin’ best and I mean that shit! Uhhhh! I can’t hold on much longer!” His dick was so hungry for her, he could barely control himself. He shoved himself completely inside of her, forcing a gasp from her. She looked at him wide-eyed…

Oh yes…she felt that…

…So sexy…

“Uhhhh!” He thrust again, sticking in place, watching her fall apart. She came all over his cock and shook like a damn leaf twirling in a storm. His gaze never leaving her gorgeous eyes, he pinned her back with his shoulder blade.

“Your big dick is spreading my pussy! You make me cum so hard!”

“Uhhh! Uh! Uh! Uh!” He pounded into her, his palms framing her face—gave her all he had, made her suffer, made her enjoy, made her his…

“So good… I love the hell outta you, Sean…love you so much!”

“I love you too, baby. Uhhhhh! Uhhhh!” He pushed forward, almost ready to release his load inside of her slick, wet vessel. “Uhhhh!!!! Uhhhh!”

“Shit!” She clutched him to her, made it so he could never escape even if he tried. Then, he finally let go, released within her; his hips contracted over and over with each hard, fast thrust.

He pumped again and again, until he was completely spent. “Uhhh…shit.” He rested his forehead against her breasts and grinned into her perspiration-covered chest. Her legs loosened around his frame, as if she were barely able to hang on. He delivered a gentle kiss to her forehead, then another against her cheek.

After a while, they began the search and rescue party for pink bras, matching panties, and white boxers. They laughed at one another, poking fun, falling a bit more in love.

“So,” she stared at herself in a wall mirror, finger combing her hair back into place, “I’m going to come to this fight of yours and see what you’re made of.”

“Nuts and honey…but now just honey because you’ve got all my nut. I filled you up good! You need a panty liner or tiny bucket?”

“Shut up! Silly ass!”

He placed his foot on a chair to put his sneakers on. “You ready, babe?” he asked after a few minutes of watching her prim and primp.

“Just one more second…” She tussled her hair to one side, and then back to the other—just one of those unexplainable and unnerving things girls do…

“It’s like twelve at night, baby!” He threw up his hands in exaggerated exhaustion. “Who are you tryna impress? You’re goin’ home, right?”

“Yes! But I still want to look my best.” She plucked lipstick out of her purse and began to apply it with a steady hand.

“Awww, Jesus Christ!” He slumped down into the seat. “The rats need to see a hot lady going to her car tonight, right? Give ’em an eyeful. I tell ya, without that there lipstick you’re hideous. Thank God for it!” She showed him her middle finger in response to his chuckle, then continued on. Before he knew it, the lady had reached back in her purse and pulled out a small compact.

“Treasure!”

“Okay, okay!” She placed the makeup back inside of her purse as he made his way over to her and placed his arm around her waist.

“I’ll call you when I get home.” He landed another kiss on her cheek, unable to keep himself off her.

“I’m driving you home,” she announced.

“Nah, I can just take the train.”

“It’s not up for discussion,” she insisted while they made their way closer to the exit door in the back.

“Let me at least give you gas money.” He swung the thing open. A burst of cool, refreshing air hit his face.

“You don’t have your wallet, remember?” she stated smugly, brushing against his chest.

“I can pay in other ways.” The door slammed and locked behind them as they moved down the street, heading toward her parked car.

“And what did you have in mind?” She reached inside her purse to retrieve her keys, giving him a glance or two paired with a tilted simper.

“Asking you up into my apartment and givin’ you what for.” He bit into his lower lip, hoping she’d take him up on his proposal. He was still reeling from their sexual interlude, and his dick throbbed in anticipation for another go round.

“Sounds more like a fight. I’ll pass.” The woman swallowed a smirk, tried to pretend she didn’t find the shit funny.

“I like to beat your pussy up, what can I say?”

“I don’t know, but I say, ‘thank you.’” She chuckled. He ran his hand along her back as she unlocked her car door and climbed inside. “Get in.”

“Nah.” He shoved his hands in his pockets. “It’s out of the way for you and it’s just as easy for me to go it alone. Look, I’ll call when I get in, okay?” he assured, jamming his head into her window and giving her a kiss.

“Sean, if you don’t get your ass in this car!”

“Alright, alright!” Grinning, he made his way around the thing, opened the passenger side door, and slid inside.

“Are you hungry?” she asked as she pulled away from the curb. Traffic was surprisingly thick for midnight on a Wednesday evening.

“Yeah, but I got some shit at home.” He shuffled around a bit, tossed his bag in the back, and readjusted his seat.

“I’ll stop and get you something… I’ve seen what’s in your refrigerator.”

He rolled his eyes, getting settled in his seat. Before he knew it, the world turned cottony and black, and he’d fallen into a web of dreams. When he awoke, the woman sat near him, parked in front of his complex, and her car smelled of spicy salsa and fresh tacos. His stomach immediately rumbled from the savory scent.

“Oh…” He ran his palm along the side of his forehead, blinking a time or two. “Damn. I’ve been sleep that long?”

She grinned at him and gripped a white paper bag of food. The crinkling sound pushed him forward out of his state of wooziness. He’d know that container from anywhere; she’d stopped at one of his favorite late night dives, Taqueria Coatzingo.

“You mean to tell me that I slept in the car while you got out, ordered me food and came back?! Damn.” He ran his hand over his mouth. “That’s crazy. I must’ve been in a coma!”

“Yes, you were tired. You’ve been snoring the entire time, too.” She snickered. “Here is something to give you indigestion. You’re welcome.” Her full ruby red lips curved upward, exposing a set of gleaming white teeth.

“Wow, you’re amazing.” He took the bag and sat back from her, staring her up and down, admiring his prize. “I have a wonderful and pretty ass girlfriend. Look at that fucking smile.” He leaned closer and kissed her soft lips. “Thank you for the food, baby. I’ll pay you back.”

She waved him off. “Don’t mention it.”

He opened the door and let himself out.

“Alright, baby,” he called out. “Call me when you get in the house, okay?”

“I will! Love you!” she waved as she pulled away from the curb and drove down his street.

He stood there gripping his snack, the cool wind moving his shorts and shirt to and fro. Raking his hand through his waving hair, he felt like the world belonged to him, and him alone. As he made his way up the short flight of steps into his apartment complex, he swam in recent memories of making love to the love of his life. He couldn’t stop thinking about it. His mind and soul had been reawakened. Flashes of her body against the cool wall, her hair in disarray, the warmth of her kiss, the scent of sex, the tautness of her nipples against his hardened flesh…

Now he knew what it felt like to lust after and love the one you were with all at the same time. Nothing could compare to the love that he had for the woman. It was bigger than his wildest dreams and more fantastic than his own imagination. He’d give his last cent if it would ensure she’d never leave his side, and consider it the best investment of his entire lifetime…
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Jackson tossed the green duffle bag into the back of his freshly washed black Benz. He slammed the trunk so hard, it echoed as he rounded the car in a torrential huff. He pointed at the woman, but only hot air flowed from his flared nostrils as Asia sat in the passenger’s seat. Then, he shifted his gaze from his daughter to his son. Brian lay sprawled in the back of his vehicle as if it were a bed. The boy had his ankles propped up and crossed on his driver’s side headrest while he showed off a lazy grin, tipped his Yankees hat and slumped down low. Was he about to fall asleep?

Jackson averted his gaze and refocused on the problem at hand.

“I swear…to God!” He hit the top of her ivory car parked right outside the garage door, the damn Mercedes he’d spent thousands of dollars on to get repaired. Then, he marched up to her, hating how she stood there under the recessed lights of the grand front porch, her expression placid and still, as if she didn’t notice he was gunning for her ass.

She’s still beautiful… Matter of fact, she looks better than when we split…

But something about her had in fact changed, morphed, and disturbed his inner peace. She tucked her hands under each arm, crossing them over heaving breasts that lay almost visible beneath her cranberry satin robe… the one that complimented her skin tone in such a perfect way.

I remember sucking those titties practically every night. Damn, they were perfect…lulled my ass to sleep.

“I’m cold, ready to go back in the house. I suggest you get in your car,” she said, pointing at it. “Turn the engine on that could, chugga chugga, chugga chugga, chugga, and spend time with your children that you helped to create.” She said the shit so coolly, as if she were a boat at sea, and her words a soft breeze.

I see that hasn’t changed, either. Treasure is still a sarcastic smart-ass…

He sucked his teeth so hard, he was surprised they didn’t detach from the damn gumline and flow down his throat like lunch. He looked into her smug face, her dark, heavily lashed eyes glossy with passion—but it wasn’t for him. He could almost smell the sex oozing off her; her beautiful pussy was probably wetter than a damn Olympic-sized swimming pool…and he missed taking dives.

Whore.

Asia had given him the play by mothafuckin’ play, and he simply wouldn’t have it. His little girl came bouncing around bragging about ‘Mommy’s new boyfriend.’ Sean this, and Sean that.

Fuck Sean!

This shit was unethical, needed to be cancelled, stopped, hauled away, and he was ready to pull the goddamn plug.

“Treasure,” he pointed in her face once again, “you hung up on me before I could finish what I had to say earlier today.”

She rolled her eyes and clicked her tongue against her lower teeth, glaring at him like he was some pesky rodent that wouldn’t stop knocking over her trashcans in search of the perfect snack.

“It was for the best. I did you a favor before I hurt your little feelings.”

Who the fuck do you think you are?!

“My little feelings? Look, we need to talk about this!”

“My personal life is of no consequence to you.”

“As long as you are the mother of my children, it is!” he snarled, getting more in her face, wishing he could shake the shit out of her…but the last thing he needed was a damn domestic violence charge. “Gallivanting around with some boy toy! What the hell is your problem?!”

“Jackson, now I know I must be hearing things!” She exposed every damn tooth in her gorgeous mouth before bending at the waist in a full throttle explosion of condescending laughter. His love and hatred for her mixed with the thick sauce of confusion, creating an internal combination he wished to purge.

“Nothing is funny about this, Treasure. Nothing at all!”

“I know you aren’t standing here trying to pretend to be the Moral Police. Who the hell sent you? Hypocrites Anonymous?” She pointed one French manicured nail in his face. He was certain he’d paid for that, too. “Get your nasty, trifling ass off my goddamn porch!” She transformed into an enraged, two-headed viper, one that Medusa herself would be proud of. The woman hissed between clenched teeth and turned her back on him—on him!—dismissing him like some child selling wolf tickets.

Bitch.

“I know aaaaallll about this Mister Sean Mahoney, Treasure! All about him!”

She stopped in her tracks. He could see her body quake under the thin material of her robe. He curved his lips in a placated grin at the realization that he’d shaken the woman up, made that faucet pouring between her legs plug the fuck up like a river dam, no doubt. She had no right to behave like some common slut simply because she was getting a bit older, needing a sexual fix.

But then she turned to face him, and her expression gave him pause, made his heart skip a beat or two. Deep wrinkles formed on her forehead, and the light left her eyes, leaving a haunting dullness—showing all her contempt for him, revealing its evil self to the world. And it left him cold and frozen.

Treasure is changing…

“You did a background check on my boyfriend?!” she asked in disbelief.

“Ya damn right I did!” He gathered control of himself, pushing past her expression, letting it all come out. “He’s been around my children several times, now. Playing card games with Asia, even attended one of her dance recitals! How dare you not tell me about this man!”

“I never had the chance!” She threw her hands in the air as if giving up on a long, hard fight. “And you would’ve seen him too, had you not been your usual selfish self and blew her off for the umpteenth time! She was expecting you, but in your typical fashion, you stood her up! You ain’t shit, you know that?!” she bellowed, loud enough he was certain Asia heard.

He looked over at his car. The windows were still rolled up and the faint roar of music continued to play from the confines of the vehicle.

“She didn’t hear me, you arrogant asshole…but it doesn’t matter. They both already know what type of man you are. I don’t have to say anything.” Her hatred for him poured out like a volcanic rush of molten lava and throat clogging ash; he almost choked on the shit. “I never bad mouthed you to our children, Jackson. Your actions speak for their damn selves…”

He stumbled back a step or two, her voice slicing into him. The tone, the steely darkness in her eyes… Had Treasure lost her mind?

“I had to work! Let’s focus on what he’s been doing!” He quickly got a hold of himself, refusing to let her distract him again with another emotional outburst. “This man has been going out to dinner with you all… Even took Brian to some damn music studio belonging to one of his friends! And you let him!”

“You act like he is a convicted child molester! Of course I let him. He has spent more time with our children in these past few weeks than you have in the last year! Focus on that, Mr. Chambers, instead of whom I’ve taken up company with and uh,” turning, she gripped the front door knob and tossed him a supercilious, careless grin from over her chip-carrying shoulder, “obviously he came up squeaky clean, which only irked you more.” Her tone held a giggle in a damn basket and her words gamboled happily down the road.

He dared the bitch to skip.

“I did my homework too, Jackson.”

“If this homework of yours involves school fees and invoices, I’m sure I’ll get the bill.” He flung an angry laugh in her direction, but she didn’t take his invitation to argue, no, she stayed on her path, unswayed by his stab at her loose spending habits.

“I’d never bring a man around my children I didn’t get to know beforehand, first and foremost. In all of this he-say, she-say business and investigating of yours, better known as stalking, did you realize I’d been seeing this man for months before he ever stepped foot in my house? Hell, before they even knew his name?! I made sure I knew all about him, got to know him very well before I ever let that happen. Unlike you, for me, their needs come first.” Her nails dug into the fabric of her robe pockets, bringing her rich, mocha globes more into focus. “Now go do some parenting…or have you forgotten how?! If so, Google that shit.” She entered the dwelling, her head held high, slammed the door behind her and locked it. She was gone. The bitch had left him there, looking at nothing, but smelling her familiar perfume wafting in the fucking air.

I hate her sometimes! Goddamn it!

Taking several deep breaths, he fisted and unfisted his sweaty palms. The grit on his teeth from his multiple cups of coffee made him suddenly queasy. He slicked his tongue across them, the smoothness gone several mugs with extra sugar ago. Marching to his car like an insane wind-up toy, he swung the door open so fast, he was surprised it didn’t break off and have it land at his feet. Taking his seat, he closed it behind him, trying to gather his thoughts into some semblance of serenity and hope, sew something together he could hang a promising new smile upon and wear it proudly like a new jacket. But nothing came of it.

Treasure was happy. With another man.

END. OF. STORY.

Asia and Brian were quiet as mute mice, but their fixated eyes, shaped just like their mother’s, were upon him.

They probably take me for some kinda fool because of her! She’s turnin’ my kids against me, I just know she is. Brian acts worse than ever and now even Asia acts somewhat indifferent.

Treasure—polished, poised and protective Treasure—had cursed him out up one side and down the other with her notorious razor blade encrusted tongue. The woman could either make you feel like the luckiest son of a bitch alive, or lower than an earthworm digging into the moist Earth for days on end. Worse yet, he could tell by her swanky body language that this Mr. Sean Mahoney was putting it on his ex-wife good… He was shocked at his twisted jealousy that roped around his throat and strangled the good sense God had bestowed upon him. He had once scoffed at the notion of being afraid, but now, he lay covered in the tar-like covering of fear and he wasn’t aware of any way to clean the shit off him.

He started his car, cleared his throat, and slowly backed out the driveway… the one he used to share with the Queen of his heart. His thoughts lingered, but he wanted to stray from them, leave his temple of turmoil. Still, he kept returning to the memories of the woman that he once called his loving wife.

I never wanted the damn divorce…

He put the car in drive and continued down the road, feeling shit he hadn’t trudged up, in or through in months.

I never wanted my marriage to be over, but she insisted, said she couldn’t stay with a cheater.

All men cheat, not just me.

The men that have never run around on their wife are either lying or dead.

I loved Treasure, I still do! I fuck up one time, and she throws us away. How’s that for loyalty? Okay, it was more than once, but she only knew about the one time! Doesn’t matter…didn’t mean I didn’t love her!

He bit his lip and gripped the steering wheel with both hands, wishing he could rip the damn thing off, release some of the tension.

She hasn’t been serious about anyone, not like this. I checked. This man has been spending time with her for months, just like she said! For fucking months! I mean yeah, I figured she’d go out here and there… Treasure’s a good lookin’ woman, of course men would notice her. Plus, she’s outgoing. Didn’t expect her to stay single forever…but…shit! He has absolutely no criminal record. He’s younger though…but there isn’t a damn thing I can do from a legal standpoint! The bastard even coached Little League!

Who the hell is going to mess with a little league coach without good cause?! He’s only had one damn speeding ticket! Nothing else showed up, but he’s a garbage man, a damn trash collector!!! How could she humiliate me like this?! What will our friends say?! Treasure is dating a damn garbage man! He is pickin’ up the trash in the morning, and then fucking my ex-wife at night! And he’s white… a big, muscle-headed son of a bitch from Queens!!!

He gripped the steering wheel hard as hell now, hurting his own damn hands, almost ripping the leather covering off as his fantasy dictated.

“Dad, are you okay?” Asia broke into his mind as if it were a jail cell, demanding an explanation for his more than likely off-putting silence and bizarre facial expressions. He couldn’t stop the continuous swallowing and clearing of his throat as he paired the mess with nervous, spastic maneuvers.

“Yeah, yeah, baby, I’m fine.” He threw on a big, dazzling smile and patted his daughter’s thigh, trying to fit the role that not a damn thing was wrong, reassure her. It was more for him than for her.

…But things were wrong, things were terribly wrong…

Fact of the matter was, over the past few months, he had come to the conclusion he wanted the woman back, but he had no idea of how to approach her, get her to give him her ear. When he did try to speak to the lady, they’d argue like feral cats and stray dogs. She wouldn’t allow him to say his piece, set the stage for an intelligent, important conversation. She didn’t give him the chance to let her know that he was working so damn hard, not just for himself, but to give their kids everything they wanted, the shit he never had growing up. Besides, Jennifer, his girlfriend, was still living in his house; it would’ve been an awkward scenario, but it didn’t stop him from putting in the legwork, to make it all come true.

I gotta get my family back. I just have to…and I will. Treasure, you go ahead and have your little fun, baby. That’s all this is… a distraction from what we had. You want to make this tit for tat? Get even with me? Okay. But please bet and believe, this tryst with Mr. Mahoney will soon be over. I’m getting my woman back and he ain’t got NOTHING on me. We had REAL love, and anything that’s real can be had again…
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Chapter Eighteen


[image: ___]

Brooklyn Botanic Garden was one of Asia’s most favorite places in the whole world. She stuffed another pickled cucumber sprinkled with black pepper into her mouth, then washed it down with the remainder of her Snapple lemonade. Pausing to tie her pink and white converse sneaker, she took notice, from an ant’s view, of the tiny rows of little red buds bursting forth from the Earth. Then she got to thinking… Over the past few months, she’d seen her mother smile a bit more, and that made her smile a bit more, too.

“Asia!” her mom called out. “What are you doing?”

“Just tying my shoe!” she yelled out as she rose to her feet and stuffed the sandwich bag, still filled with a few more slices of her beloved snack, into her mint green winter jacket pocket. She studied a flyer for the Ghouls and Gourds Festival she found lying on a bench as they passed slowly by. Sean’s arm was wrapped affectionately around her mother’s waist, and she couldn’t help but notice the way the man kept holding her, staring at her with a strange look in his eyes. That must be the look of love.

“The Chili Pepper Fiesta is next week,” Sean stated, running his thumb over his cell phone. He looked up, a half smile on his face. “You want to come? Want me to take you?”

“Uh, yeah!” She grinned and rolled her eyes as if to say, ‘Isn’t it obvious?’ “That would be great.”

“Oh, Asia loves stuff like that,” her mother piped up. “She is enrolled in cooking classes and likes to get hands on with seeing the produce, and how they grow stuff naturally.”

Asia nodded, corroborating her mother’s take on the thing.

“Hey, Sean.”

“Yeah.”

“According to the event guide, the Japanese hill and pond garden has some guy over there doing a magical show in about five minutes.”

“Magic?” He looked up from his phone. “I can show ya magic, Asia. Here, give me some of that gum you had.”

She arched a brow and twisted her lips in suspicion. The man was a practical joker, constantly getting one over. Nevertheless, she reached into her jacket and retrieved her bright emerald hued pack of double mint gum. She cherished the stuff, loving the flavor, the scent, the way the paper sounded as she undressed each and every piece. The total experience calmed her nerves, made her trust an untrustworthy world a tad bit easier. Handing him the pack, she observed him slide a silver stick out of its tight confinement. He passed it back to her and turned his portion over and over, waving it around as if it were swimming in an invisible sea.

“What are you doing?” She chuckled, now completely convinced that Sean had not even one magical trick up his deceptive, illusionary sleeve.

“What’s it look like? I’m putting this special brand of Sean mojo on it! Now, watch this!” Within the blink of an eye, he unwrapped the thing fast, his fingers working the paper in expert fashion. Soon he popped it into his mouth, noisily chewed it, then began to walk away, as if to say, ‘My job here is done.’ Her mother lowered her head and burst out laughing.

“Alright, let’s go see this David Copperfield wannabe you speak of!” He smacked on the gum hard and heavy, his jaws no doubt getting a work out.

“That’s all you got? That’s your magic trick?! I want a refund!” Asia put her hand on her hip, pretending to be annoyed yet hiding a runaway smile.

“Didn’t you see my work? My magical craftsmanship? I got mad skills, yo! Pristo, presto, the gum went away-yo!”

“Sean, keep your day job please. The only thing magical about that performance was that my common sense disappeared. I should have known this would be another one of your jokes!” All three burst out laughing as they headed over to the show. As they neared the pond, she loitered behind by several feet. She simply couldn’t help but watch them. In a way, it was like watching a couple of people she didn’t know—her mother was laughing, playing and goofing around. Not that Mom was necessarily the overly serious type, but she kept her composure more times than not, and had a professional way about her. Even when she and Dad were still together, she never smiled and laughed like this. Matter of fact, toward the end, she didn’t laugh at all, but she sure did cry when she thought no one heard her…

“You want something to eat?” she heard him ask Mom before taking her hand and intertwining their fingers.

“Um, we can wait a bit. Maybe after we leave from here, we can go get some pizza or something.”

“Yeah, but if we are going to do that then I better pick up Brian first. I promised him we’d go out for dinner tonight.”

“Oh, that was nice of you.” Her mother patted his back.

And it was nice of him…

Sean had promised her things, too, and he’d come through. He wasn’t just funny and good to her mother, the man cared. Dad barely called her or stopped by for a visit. She hated that she kept her feelings bottled up, but she simply couldn’t bring herself to tell Mama how hurt she felt. Mama couldn’t make him change, do the right thing, so what would be the point? Sean, on the other hand, was always around. He’d call to see how everyone was doing, even for only a minute or two. He always asked her how her day was at school and they’d discuss things, crazy things, funny things… She was learning a lot from him, and it surprised her how she now saw him as a role model.

Whenever I get married, I want a man like Sean…

She smiled to herself, blushing a bit when she caught him landing a kiss on her mother’s cheek, then run his big hand against the woman’s behind.

He thought I didn’t see that…

She burst out laughing, getting their attention.

“There it is!” she exclaimed, pointing to a man dressed in black who was moving silky scarves around here and there, everywhere.

“Okay Sean, this guy is going to show you how it’s done.”

“You mean to tell me you didn’t like my bubble gum trick?!” He stopped in his tracks, as if truly annoyed by this revelation. “I taught this guy everything he knows!” he protested, causing her to dramatically roll her eyes and giggle. They huddled around the magician. The crowd grew larger and larger, people standing shoulder to shoulder to get a glimpse or two of the act.

“Sean?”

“Yeah?” He looked down at her, his amazing light green eyes hooded as he dipped low and placed his ear close to her mouth.

“Thanks for bringing me along. I know you were just going to come with my mom and then I asked to come and you didn’t seem upset,” Asia whispered.

“Why would I be upset?” He stood up straight, his brows bunched as if he were insulted by such a notion. “You don’t have to thank me, Asia.” He placed his arm around her shoulder. “This is what families do. They spend time together.”

His words punched her in the heart and soothed her soul, all at once.

Yeah, that is what families do…

I wonder if Sean is here to stay? I hope so…or maybe he’ll leave us and never look back. He’s not my father; he owes Brian and me nothing. He’s not married to Mama, he doesn’t have to do anything with us that he doesn’t want to do. Why didn’t Dad treat Mama how Sean treats her? Why couldn’t he see how special Mama is? I guess it no longer matters. I guess I’ll just try to enjoy right here, right now. Right now, I’m happy. Right now, I’m having fun. But what about tomorrow? I just said I wouldn’t do that! I hate when my mind gets like this, I can’t concentrate. I wish Dad would come get me, take me somewhere. Nobody can replace Dad. But what is there to replace at this point? It’s not like he has big shoes to fill. Matter of fact, there aren’t any shoes there at all. You have to have once stood somewhere in order to walk away…

Her mind raced with questions; confusion smothered her brain with a thick sauce that tasted fairly similar to resentment. The flying colors of the scarves seemed to move in slow motion, flowing like bird feathers flapping in the air. The crowd oohhhed and ahhhed, hands smacking together in frantic claps after each and every trick.

The colors of the world swirled and blended together, tossing and turning against one another, and you never knew where one ended and one began. She reached for Sean’s hand. It was simply hanging there, inviting her over, and she latched onto it like a lifeline, gave it a gentle squeeze. He glanced down at her, still chewing his gum but much quieter now…and then, he offered a wink and held her hand a bit tighter before looking away, focusing once again on the man with the black velvet top hat and twirling colors of the rainbow…

Purple, Red, Orange

I knew you all too well –

Love is in my heart,

But I’ll never tell.

I stand on Brooklyn soil

Surrounded by petals so blue –

I stared at my phone

For an hour or two

Dad, why’d you do this?

You said that you would call –

I pretend like I’m okay

And smile through it all.

The colors make me happy

They surround me in their glory –

Mama lived a nightmare

Now she lives a love story

I dance away my pain

At least I can say I tried.

I make sure to laugh

When inside, I have crawled up and died…
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‘Dust rolls in the air as we punch the past, and then it settles on our floors waiting to be swept away by our travelling feet as we head toward our future…’

He recalled the lines in the article, but forgot who wrote the shit. Again and again, his fist connected with the swinging bright red punching bag. The sound of DJ Khaled’s, ‘Welcome to my Hood’ was turned up at full volume as he pummeled the bag with all of his might. Sean’s flesh tickled with freshly drawn rivulets of sweat, for he worked that thing over like it had stolen all his goddamn joy. It has been a bad morning, a real bad fucking morning. He was slated to graduate soon, but the damn college said he was missing some essential forms. Scrambling like eggs, he raced here and there, getting all the papers they said they needed, but it proved a rat race, during which they ping ponged him about like some cat toy in a cage full of silly kittens.

‘No, that office needs to send us this first…’

‘No, that office needs to signs off on this first…’

BAM!

He hit the bag again, making it swing wildly from left to right, then sway in awkward, misshapen circles.

BAM! BAM! BAM!

Somebody was going to pay for this shit!

He couldn’t curse out the dean, and assaulting a stranger on the street would have resulted in his ass being in a world of trouble, plus, that just wasn’t his style. No…this would simply have to do.

After delivering a debilitating punch, he raised his foot high in the air and kicked the bag so hard, it swung to the far right, rattling the thick ceiling chain it was attached to in a way that made the damn metal creek, rattle and groan.

…He’d been doing that quite a bit lately…

“Damn!” he heard a voice say from a distance, interrupting the stifled quiet. Looking over at the side of the dimly lit gym, he realized he was no longer alone in the desolate place. There, off to the far right side of the previously vacant gymnasium stood a willowy figure, encased in dark blue and gray shadows. The man came forward; exposing himself, causing Sean to glare at him in confusion as his eyes struggled to focus, make out the guy.

“Brian, what are you doing here?” He steadied the punching bag, shut the music off, removed his big, crimson gloves, and tossed them onto the floor while approaching the fella.

The boy shrugged, looking a bit despondent. “Just stopped by.”

He raised a brow. “Yeah, but why?”

“I really don’t know…”

“Try again.” He huffed.

“I guess to say thanks.”

“For what?” Sean drew closer and reached into his navy blue duffle gym bag that he’d set on a peg-legged chair. He removed a ratty, old gray wash cloth with splotchy bleach stains and swiped it across his brow, taking the sweat induced sting away from his blinking eyes.

“You know, for taking me to the studio and letting me see how music tracks are really laid down, letting me see how it’s professionally done. That’s the second time you’ve done that for me. I ’preciate that.”

“Awww man,” Sean shook his head, reached for his warm water bottle and took a hearty swig before recapping it, “that’s nothing. I just told my friend Marshall about you is all. I knew he produced music for a lot of people around here and works as a DJ for a side gig. He makes a lot of my fight music remixes. Figured you might like that. I just let him know that my girlfriend’s son wanted to do the same thing, you know, make music. It wasn’t no big deal.” Sean shrugged. “He then told me to bring you by as often as I want, no sweat, really.”

“Yeah it was a big deal.” Brian lifted his chin a bit higher and crossed his long arms, his expression serious. “He might be your boy, but you have to pay for studio time ’nd shit. I knew it wasn’t free and he had some really good equipment. The nice shit that everyone wants.”

“No problem. Anyway, aren’t you supposed to be in school?” He arched a brow.

“I had a half off day…tests today.”

“Hmmm, okay.” He was a bit suspicious, but let the shit go. “You seem distracted. Is something on your mind?” He slid the water bottle back into his bag and plopped down in another chair beside it, motioning to another, inviting the boy to sit beside him, talk a bit.

The guy hesitated, then moved a bit sluggishly until he too was seated, but he looked straight ahead, averting eye contact, as if he was about to confess to stealing a prized possession.

“I don’t know.” He laughed without joy, staring down at his sparkling white Nike tennis shoes, the kind most kids his age adored. “I said I came down here to thank you, and I did. But, honestly, I don’t even know why I’m here… That shit coulda waited until I saw you at my house tonight.”

“Yeah, well, stop playing games, please. You know why you’re here. What’s going on, Brian? What’s the problem?”

They were quiet for a moment or two…

“I really ain’t got nobody to talk to.” The boy kept his head down and pushed his feet off on their sides, back and forth, back and forth, nervously moving about in the cheap orange plastic chair. “I mean, I got friends…but I don’t want to talk to them about this stuff. I don’t like everybody knowin’ my business. That’s where people mess up…running off at the mouth, and then they can use that shit against you. It’s best…” He paused, seemingly trying to talk himself out of releasing his demons. “It’s best most times just to be quiet, keep that to yourself.”

Sean leaned in a bit closer and wrapped his arm around the back of the boy’s chair.

Brian gradually raised his head and stared into his eyes…

The intensity…the hurt was written all over his poor, wretched face.

He has his mother’s eyes…nothing but soul…

“My mother really likes you. She trusts you and uh,” he looked away once again, rumpling up the material of his jeans, playing with the stiff wrinkles he’d created in the dark denim, “that made me want to stop messin’ around, making things hard for you and try to see what you were all about. Plus, when I confronted you when we first met, you ain’t backed down. I had mad respect for you after that. On top of that, I could see you loved my mama, and you wasn’t a bad guy… I figured you ain’t deserve all of that. Even after how I treated you, you did this for me, told your friend about my dream. At the studio, the way you acted with me, like…like you’d known me forever. And just like, I don’t know,” he shrugged, then looked back at him, “how you treat Asia and everything, it made me miss my father even more… I wish—I wish my dad acted like you.” He swallowed and stared down at the floor, his body hunched over a trifle, putting distance between them. “Can I ask you something?”

“Yeah.” Sean nodded.

“Are your father and mother married? Are they together?” the boy questioned, keeping his gaze fixed to the floor.

“Yeah. Yeah they are. Happily married, actually.”

The boy sniffed and nodded, as if the revelation pleased him and elicited jealousy all at once.

“Asia and I are not really on my dad’s radar right about now.” He grinned…a sad grin, the kind that made Sean’s heart beat a bit slower, fall a bit and flip with anxiety. “I call him and he always acts like he’s too busy to talk. He’s been real angry lately, more so than usual. I don’t know what’s goin’ on.” His shoulders slumped. At that moment, Brian sounded like the child that he actually was. Instead of hearing sixteen-year-old style bravado, a boy pretending to be a man, the truth was revealed. Brian had dropped the mask of protection, allowed vulnerably, inviting Sean inside once and for all. He accepted his fate and fell into his natural role of a hurt child.

“He talks to my mother all crazy sometimes, but she comes right back for him even more now, and that just makes him more pissed. What really got me fucked up is that uh…” he ran his finger against the inside of his palm, fidgeting like mad, “he called me the other night, not to see about me or Asia, you know, ask how we was doin’… he ain’t ask about us at all. All he wanted to know was about you and my mama. He ain’t even know I’d been in a fight that day, got suspended for two days.” The boy scratched the side of his nose with his left pointer finger, and hunched over a tad bit more.

“You were in a fight?” Sean smirked. “That must’ve been what your mother was upset about the other day but told me she’d talk to me about it later. All I knew was that it concerned you and school.”

“Yeah.” Brian shrugged. “Probably. It wasn’t even my fault, but he didn’t ask. He didn’t say hi or nothing. He called me on my cell and asked if you be spending the night at the house and asked what you two do, where you go together, all kinds of shit like that.”

Sean took a couple of seconds to roll the information around in his mind then asked, “And how did you respond?”

“I told him I didn’t know. I lied to him, and I ain’t even care that I had. He jealous I guess…who fuckin’ cares?” He shrugged. “I know one thing though.” Laughing, he sat back in his chair and crossed his ankles, taking a slow gander at him. “I know he isn’t shit and I hate his guts…I know that.” The tension in the room grew tenfold. Brian sucked his teeth as he grinned, the kind of smile a motherfucker gives right before he punches a bastard’s lights out. “I know he only cares about his goddamn himself. He ain’t even want kids, man. He think I don’t know that, but I do.” He nodded a time or two, as if he hadn’t said anything too important.

“Why would you think that?”

“’Cause one time when I was like ten or somethin’, they were arguing in their bedroom late at night and I heard him say, ‘You wanted these damn kids, not me! Now you mad because I’m never home with them but that’s not my fault…’ Some shit like that.”

The tightness in his chest increased at the cruelty of the words the boy had overheard. He wrapped his arm around his back, hurting badly on his behalf. Brian looked away, yet kept on going…rolling in his pain.

“I don’t even think my dad love me, man. I think he thinks he does, but I don’t believe he truly does. My mother was the one who did everything for us. He always seemed to think since he was makin’ money and buying us shit, that made him a good father. That don’t make a you good dad, man. That make you a fuckin’ sponsor!” the boy roared. Sparkling tears made a show of themselves in the corners of his eyes.

Sean ran his hand slowly over the boy’s back, trying to soothe him, comfort him, as he spilled his guts.

No problem, he’d help him clean that up, too…

“Fuck the money, Sean! I’d rather have the man!” The words sank deep inside of Sean’s soul in a way that Brian could never in his wildest dreams comprehend. The very premise he wrestled with, fought with deep within his heart…the ol’ mighty dollar and what it meant—how it had changed his life and made him hate ten percent of the population—was the very thing that Brian hated too, but the boy detested it for all the right reasons…

WAKE.

UP.

CALL.

Dead presidents don’t love nobody…

“My mama think she can do it all, but I think she now realizin’ she can’t…and she mad. She mad that she can’t fix what she never broke in the first damn place. I used to think,” he said as a tear ran down his face; one slow tear against the boy’s smooth, mahogany skin, “that uh, I hated her too…that she was somehow responsible for how I feel. But that wasn’t fair, it wasn’t right, either. My mother gets on my nerves sometimes.” He laughed lightly and ran his hand over his knee. “But…I love her, and I know she loves me and Asia more than anything in this world. I never have to question that. I never have to worry about her not being there for me, taking care of me. We even joke sometimes and yeah, we go at it, argue at times, but I never questioned whether or not she is down for me, would go to bat for me. She a good mom but I don’t tell her often enough.”

Sean nodded in understanding but said nothing, instead allowing the boy to purge while he quietly listened.

“My mama is a good woman, period. I ain’t stupid, though I might seem like it to some people… I know what I got at home. A lot of these guys at my school, their mamas don’t pay attention to them at all. They too busy out shoppin’ ’nd shit, showing off and talking about designer purses. Their mamas don’t be at nothing, but my Mama do. Tired and all, she be there. But it ain’t enough, man! I’m just…I’m just so mad, Sean! She don’t understand!” The boy’s arms and hands shook and he moved them about, as if not completely certain what to do with his limbs. Another tear, then another, streamed down his face as his expression contorted with some deep-dish pain he’d buried in a trash heap within his heart.

The boy turned completely toward him, his face now fully exposed, showcasing the wet evidence of his grief.

“Brian, it’s okay to be mad.” He paused, grabbed a napkin from his bag, and handed it to him. He waited couple of seconds while the kid wiped his tears. “You just have to find constructive ways to get that all out, to release it. You could use music, you could use all sorts of things, but you have to stop self-destructing. Your mother is afraid you’ll be a statistic. She worries about you so much, and rightfully so. Your actions don’t only just hurt you, but your mother, too.”

“You had it good though, man! I can see it!” Brian glared at him, suddenly rearing back as if he were sitting next to an adversary. “Your parents still together and you had a good childhood. Mama even said so.”

“Yeah.” Sean nodded, not daring to try to act like it was rough and tough under his roof. “I did. I had two loving parents who, though a bit crazy,” he laughed lightly, “love me and my brother a whole heck of uh lot, and made a lot of sacrifices to ensure we ate every morning and night, had a roof over our heads, and felt loved. But, that doesn’t mean everything for me was peaches ’nd cream, Brian.” He leaned a bit forward and scratched his head. “Because it hasn’t been. I’ve had some problems along the way…my share of trouble.”

Brian looked at him for a bit, then swiped the soiled napkin across his face, removing a fresh layer of tears.

“Like what?”

“Well, like a lot of crap. For one, I walked around for the longest with a chip on my shoulder. I felt like the world somehow owed me something. There was other stuff too, but I got that bad attitude because sometimes, in school, people would say dumb shit, and my brother and I would react with violence. I don’t know what you got into a fight about the other day, but imagine that going on in your life on almost a daily basis, and no one gave a shit to try and help, intervene. That is what my brother and I knew, that’s how we grew up. There were no anti-bullying memorandums, laws and sign-up sheets. You got what you got. Boys will be boys. That was the code; it was how we dealt with problems—you’d fight. Nothing got examined or talked out. You just got jumped! End of discussion. This wasn’t a joke.”

Brian glared at him, holding on to each word he uttered.

“Everyone was like this. This is what our peers were doing—fighting. Not this candy shit you all do, where you knife and shoot people. We’d fight, beat somebody damn near to death because it helped relieve stress when in fact, we were both angry that we didn’t have what other people had…like the people on T.V. I didn’t live in the belly of poverty, don’t get me wrong, but I grew up in a time frame where people were real image conscious. The ‘80s and ‘90s were like that.”

“You had to look a certain way, talk a certain way, be a certain way. I was none of those things that people aspired to. I was a man of few words. My family didn’t have shit, I was broke and everyone knew it, but to make matters worse, I didn’t hustle, so I was looked at as not even cool enough. A lot of my peers were sellin’ drugs, running numbers, stealin’ cars, shit like that. Most of those same guys are in prison now. But at the time,” he shrugged, “that’s how you overcame it. I didn’t do any of that shit. Not because I was afraid of the police, but because I was afraid of my father and trust me, he was far worse than 5-O!” They both laughed.

“Anyway, I had one good friend and a few associates. My one good friend, who I’m still very close to, had a lot of money. He was born into it, and now he’s a big time Wall Street broker. His parents were both surgeons. He was a good guy, took a liking to me after I helped him one day when he was getting beat up. I’ll never forget it. I didn’t want to help him. He was one of the popular, rich kids that hung out with all the other rich kids that used to mess with me, talk shit…but he got into it with someone, fists flew, and he was getting fucked up. I couldn’t just stand there and keep watching it happen. I knew that wasn’t right. So I jumped in the fight and took care of it, and he and I have been friends ever since, but other than him,” Sean shrugged, “I really didn’t have nobody besides my brother for a while.”

Sympathy popped on Brian’s face. That wasn’t what Sean wanted. He felt a bit silly at telling these stories from his past, a little vulnerable, too. Nevertheless, he continued on.

“So, you know, I could fight pretty good and I liked it. I never lost a street or school fight once I hit high school, ever. I got a reputation of being the wrong guy to try to test in that way, but something really interesting happened, in the midst of that.”

“What?”

“I discovered I was funny.” Sean nodded and smirked, and noted the acknowledgement on Brian’s face.

“…You are. That’s the first thing she mentioned to me when she was telling me about you. Mama says you crack her up all the time, too.”

“I’m glad…I just want to make her smile.”

“Brian,” he said after a short pause. “I found this out by playing the dozens with some black and Hispanic kids in my class who were crackin’ on me. I thought up my insults on the fly, no rehearsed material, and soon enough, I got a reputation as being hilarious. And that made me feel really good. The people that used me as a human dartboard for their insults were now my friends. Suddenly, no one cared that I didn’t dress the best anymore. I had a lot more friends, real friends, and got respect, because I could make people laugh, ya know?” He smiled.

“I got that sense of humor from my parents, a gift from them to me, only it was just a byproduct of who they really were as people. My father never tried to be funny I don’t think, he just was that way inherently, and the same with my mom. They are two of the funniest people I know. I think that’s why they always got along so well. Humor was their medicine when times got rough…and I adopted that. It’s easier to smile than to fight.”

“Awww man, please. Save that after school special shit! I saw how you were working that punching bag over!” The boy burst out laughing, causing him to do the same. “You pretty damn good.”

“Thanks.” Sean lowered his head and grinned. “Yeah, never said I lost my passion to fight… I just did it in a more constructive manner is all. It had gotten to a point where in school, I was no longer just defending myself, Brian. The bullied had turned into the bully—that wasn’t cool. It didn’t justify anything, ya know? I needed to find something else to do, so I did. I worked it to my advantage. Now, I get paid for it. People buy tickets to see me whoop on someone.” He grinned a bit wider. “I’m just not out here in the streets knocking guys out.” He laughed lightly, while Brian nodded in understanding. “The key to change is changing the tapes you play in your mind, then your patterns of behavior will follow. You have to make a habit of what you want in life.”

“What do you mean?”

“A habit is doing the same thing over and over until it comes natural to ya, right? A part of your nature.”

“Right.”

“Well, it’s easy for negativity to become a habit…like talkin’ back, being disrespectful to your parents when you’re a minor.”

Brian looked away, as if not wanting to hear the truth, to have the magnifying glass swing so swiftly in his direction.

“And keeping everything bottled inside, taking things out on the wrong people. I did the same damn thing, man. Trust me, I get where you’re coming from. I’ve kept some pain bottled inside for a long ass time, Brian. My issue with the rich kids that bullied me was two-fold. I think I thought since I had a rich friend, after a while, they’d accept me. No, they never did, and I resented that. Then I had a situation with a woman I loved; again, the money shit came up and punched me right in the gut, but I was looking at it all wrong, all wrong, man. I’ve taken my anger out on the wrong damn people, and they didn’t deserve it. A prime example is this issue I’ve always had with rich people versus poor people. You just said your father throws money at you, as if that solves everything.”

Brian nodded, kept his eye on Sean, refusing to blink.

“I think it’s kinda wild how we both have this problem with money, but from different perspectives.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, let me explain it to you.” He swallowed and took a deep breath. “In my mind, if someone had money, they were automatically bad. I didn’t know what the hell they had to go through to get that money, how their personal lives were, none of that!” His voice rose as his self-actualization caused him to warm with a wave of shame and anger. “Your mother helped me with this. I really had no idea how I was letting that gnaw at me, and how it was coming out, being projected as it consumed me. I coulda lost her before I even had her if I didn’t take a long look at myself. That is just one of the many reasons why I love her… I came to her broken, not asking for repairs, Brian. But my heart was asking to be loved, so I could fix my damn self.” He pointed to his chest.

The boy glared at him, as if the message wasn’t computing.

“I basically assumed your mother was some pampered housewife, or some rich woman who felt she had something to prove. I was attracted to her though, so much so, I pushed past that, treatin’ it like some handicap she had… That was crazy, but regardless, I approached her anyway, although deep inside, I still didn’t trust her because of her socio-economic status, or what I perceived it to be. I judged her in advance, didn’t even know anything about her. That’s the type of thing I’m talking about, Brian. I painted her to be someone she wasn’t, and yet, I hated when people would do the same thing to me… I was a hypocrite.”

“Okay, I get it now.”

“I was judgmental and unfair and a number of other things, too. Those were my issues,” he said, pointing to himself, “that I imposed on your mother and unfortunately, over the course of my life, I saw things around me that helped reiterate my hatred for wealthy people. As your mother said to me once, people are people. There are good rich people and pissy ass poor people. No one is good or bad based on their socio-economic ranking alone. Money don’t make the man, but poverty doesn’t always build character, either.”

“My mother didn’t have shit growin’ up.” The boy uncurled his back as he prepared to set him straight. Sean already knew this information, but he gave the boy the floor anyway. “She had to pay for everything by herself. She didn’t have any money until after she graduated college, and then she got a good job after a few years, but it was all uphill, man,” he explained. “She and my father built something, and regardless of what he says, my mother makes money, too, and has always held it down. She earned every penny, too! Sometimes she be online or on the phone at like two in the morning, hustling, making that paper. She takes care of her family. She’ll be talking with clients and some of ’em are real spoiled!”

“Don’t I know it.” Sean nodded.

“They call at dinner time, like she just supposed to stop what she is doing with us and talk to them about carpets ’nd shit. Like the color of their floors is a life or death matter. I hate that. So damn entitled! Like she waitin’ around all day to talk to them about decorations and flooring, like she has no life outside of their fuckin’ pillow shams!”

Sean couldn’t help but nod in affirmation and chuckle.

“But she tells them she has to call them back, that she is cooking dinner for her family or sitting down with us, because she doesn’t play that. And then when it’s over, she’ll call them right back and handles her business. Nothing came before us… not money, not her job, zilch… and then, one day she was spending a little less time with Asia and me and I knew then, someone had her attention.” He side-eyed Sean, who didn’t suppress his smirk. “I like you, man…and you seem good for my mother. I don’t know if it is because of you or not, but she listens better now, too. I think maybe you both are good for each other, though I could be wrong. Sometimes people only let you see what they want you to see.” He shrugged.

“Brian, you and I are getting to know each other a bit more each day, and that’s what’s important. I’m glad you came down here, trusted me enough to give me a chance to listen to you, offer my perspective.”

Brian averted his eyes, looking a bit embarrassed from his assertion, although a half-smile did form on his face.

“I like you and Asia. You’re both really good kids. You’re just going through a difficult time and sometimes only another guy can understand how you feel. Not being sexist, it’s just the truth.”

Brian nodded in agreement.

“So.” Sean leaned back in his seat and crossed his arms over his chest. “What do you plan to do about your dad? Have you told him how you feel?”

Brian’s eyes narrowed as his lips twisted to the side in his customary way. The boy stared down at his feet.

“Nah, he wouldn’t listen to me. Or he’d just hear what he wants to. I’ve tried to talk to him, but it goes in one ear and out the other.”

“But have you tried to talk to him like you did with me just now?”

The boy scratched the side of his left eyelid and yawned. “No, but my father acts like he doesn’t do shit wrong, Sean. He acts like he’s invincible. He was shocked when my mother told him to get his ass out. I’ll never forget that night.” The boy’s voice grew weak, as if he were almost afraid to open that door, lest he relive the trauma. “I was mad at her for that, but happy she did it too, if that makes any sense.”

“It does. I get it.”

“He would talk to her all crazy, like I said. He was real disrespectful.”

…Maybe that’s why you thought you could do it, too…

“When he was still at home, I would tell him to stop, and he and I got into it a couple times, like physical altercations, shit like that. It got real heated. She and Asia would have to break us apart… I meant what I said earlier, man. I hate him.”

“No, you don’t. You love him, that’s why you are so hurt by how he’s been treating you. If you hated him, you’d no longer care.”

“I suppose you might be right… I’ve decided to not have anything else to do with him though. I’ve made up my mind.” He crossed his arms indignantly over his chest. “That’s how I’m going to make it through.”

“How can you do that? I mean,” Sean said with a shrug, “he has visitation rights, and you’re still living at home.”

“The last couple of days I haven’t been calling him. He is used to me calling him every day, even though typically I just get the voicemail or him rushing me off the phone as soon as he says, ‘hello.’ I’m just sick of it all. I’d be better off having a dad in prison, or some shit like that. At least then he’d have an excuse for not being active in my life, doin’ what he was supposed to do!”

“Has he tried to call you?”

“Nope.” The boy clicked his tongue against his inner jaw in his habitual way, while wearing a crooked smirk to hide more bubbling pain and hurt. “He probably hasn’t even noticed… Nope,” he repeated softly, like a delayed echo, as he rose to his feet. Sean followed suit and grabbed the boy by both arms, hard, stopping him from walking away.

“You’re not just going to come all the way over here, tell me this stuff and walk out of here.” He made the boy face him. Brian slowly lifted his head, meeting eyes with him. “Let me tell you something. I don’t know what’s going to happen between your mother and I, Brian,” he said, swallowing over a lump in his throat. “What I do know is that we have a good thing going, we love one another, we respect one another, and we have a lot in common. We have fun, and I’m serious when I tell you this, I love you and Asia, too! I think about you both every damned day! I wonder how you’re doing, all of that.”

“I know.” Brian laughed lightly. “You send me those text jokes every now and again.

“That’s right,” Sean grinned when the boy reminded him. The texting had become second nature to him. “It’s my way of sayin’ I’m thinking about you, and that you’re important to me. Look,” he sighed, released the boy, and ran his hand down his face, “I know I’m not your father. I know I’m just your mom’s boyfriend, but I want you to know that you can come and talk to me like this anytime you want. You can tell me things and know that unless your life is in danger, I would never in a million years repeat anything you share with me with anyone. Do you understand me?”

The boy paused for a moment, then nodded.

“Okay.”

“I don’t care what it is, Brian…this is a no-judgment zone. If you’re having some sort of problem, and you think you can’t talk to Treasure or one of your friends about it, I ask, no…I encourage and just about beg you to come to me. I’m a lot of shit that ain’t so great,” they both laughed, “but one thing I am good at is listening. I hear what people say, and what people don’t say. I’m good at it because for me, it’s the key to really understanding people that need to be heard, especially children.”

“Okay, I hear you.”

“Do you promise to consider me should you need to vent, shoot the shit, or just get an opinion?”

“Yeah, I promise.” The boy offered a lopsided smile.

“Good, now get your lying ass back in school.”

Brian burst out laughing. “I was tellin’ the truth! We really did get out early today, man!”

“Okay, well, just making sure.” He reached for him once again and ran his hand over his shoulder. “Look, next week, I will make an appointment for you at my friend’s studio. This time, it will be just you and him.”

“Are you serious?”

“Of course I am. I know that’s what you like. You need to express that creativity, use it. Your mother put one of your CDs in my car a long time ago…you’re good, very good! I knew that before I took you to the studio. The only problem is, you don’t have quality equipment.”

“I know.” Brian rolled his eyes. “I got cheap shit, like my Mirko MK2 and other stuff. I mean,” he shrugged, “it does the trick, but I refused to ask my mom and dad for the money. This is something I wanted to do for myself, you know?”

“I get that, and it is really admirable of you, actually. But in the meantime, you need to be in an environment that can really help you hone your skills and produce a more quality sound. Once you start selling beats, you can initially use that money to buy better stuff, but you have to have better sounding stuff first before you can do that. You’re really talented, and it needs to shine.”

“I’m surprised you know about this stuff, man!” Brian giggled. “You just don’t look like the type.”

Sean smirked and pointed at him. “That’s exactly why you should never be like how I used to be.”

“…And what was that?”

“Judging a book, or in this case, a person, by their cover…their appearance. Everything that glitters isn’t gold and everything that looks broken and torn apart isn’t worthless. Sometimes it’s a treasure in disguise…”
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“No, Mama, actually you don’t.” Sean sat across from Treasure on the bed, which was littered with stacks of paper, paint sample booklets and pricing binders. Treasure held the cell phone tight to her ear, damn near squeezing the life out of it. “Because it is my private life, that’s why…” she snapped, placing her hand over her forehead in frustration.

“Hang up…” he whispered. He must have been tired of watching her suffer for twenty full minutes. So was she—utterly exhausted.

Yet, she forged on, even with the certainty that talking any sense into her mother would be futile. She shook her head and placed her finger to her lips.

“So Jackson called you tonight and told you that I’m not being responsible and then you take it upon yourself to call me and talk to me about parenting! The same woman who couldn’t raise a damn puppy, let alone a child!” Her voice trembled as she got to her feet. They sank into the carpet as if she were falling in quicksand. Her body temperature soared and she became slightly lightheaded. She shot a glance at Sean. The man had bunched her cream and violet paisley sheets in the grip of his hand, so tightly it looked as if he were having a hand spasm.

“No, that’s not how it is…you know what, Mama? I’m getting off this phone. Please don’t call me back about this craziness. You rarely call me and the time that you do, it is in defense of Jackson, of all people.”

“That’s enough. I’m sick of this!” Sean leapt from the bed despite her protests and grabbed the phone out of her tight grasp. “Look, Ms. Foster, this is Sean…the man that you’ve been talking about…yeah, I broke up a happy home.” He rolled his eyes. “Anyway, I’m your daughter’s boyfriend and…Uh, no,” he smirked and held his hand up. Just like her mother to talk over him. “You’ve said quite enough.” She couldn’t but grin a bit at the way he spoke. It pleased her that he was trying to sound all diplomatic, but knowing her mother as she did, it wouldn’t last long.

“Uh huh, I see…and when did you prove that I wasn’t worth a red cent? Is there some special machine you can put people in and it decides their worth? … Right, I see…I’m being real nice here…how much do I make? I don’t see how my salary is anyone’s business but my own. Really? I see. How much money do you make, Ms. Foster? Is that social security check getting you to the Hamptons each year? Uh huh, no, I’m not being a smart ass, Ms. Foster, because I don’t believe you are capable of understanding anything smart that would come out of anyone’s mouth so I wouldn’t even waste my time with that…Yes… Treasure may feel that she owes you something, but I certainly do not. What you are doing is abusive. Oh really? What would you call it then?!”

Treasure made her way back over to the bed and took a seat. She simply couldn’t take anymore. Her ex-husband was calling her mother, who in turn called her and cursed her out, and now the woman was talking to her boyfriend, spewing her hate-filled venom. And, he was trying to resist ripping the old woman apart with mere words.

“She’s asked you…she’s asked you to…uh huh, I don’t care what names you want to call me, Ms. Foster, it doesn’t change the fact that you are out of line and quite frankly, sick! Now look, don’t call her again about her ex-husband!” He pointed down at the rug. “He can call you fifteen hundred times, making up things, whining, complaining and moaning, but it won’t change anything because his concern is not about his children, it’s about me!”

“Sean,” Treasure said his name wearily, so tired… “Just hang up.” She waved her hand at him. “I’ve had to do it, and now she is going to make you do it, too. I’m through, done. Just let her go.”

“Really?” He ignored her, kept on talking to the horrid woman. “Yeah…I’m a pink toe peckerwood? Okay, fine. Goodbye, Ms. Foster, I have to go to the dry cleaners and pick up my Ku Klux Klan robe now, raise my arm and salute Hitler then rally down in Birmingham in favor of segregation and you are delaying me from my racist buffet.” He slammed the phone down.

The two said nothing for several minutes and time did nothing but make her muscles tighten beneath her flesh, twist and knot with anxiety. She’d made peace with the notion of keeping her distance from the woman… but then out of the blue, Mama reappeared, carrying a torch, lit especially for her estranged son-in-law.

“One day I’ll find this funny, but it won’t be today,” she uttered.

Sean paced her bedroom like a caged tiger, then stopped right across from her in the doorway of her bedroom. It took all of her will to not ask him to leave, to simply turn around and walk out the door from whence he came. She hated that she was still upset, moved by the woman’s callous words. Why couldn’t she just let the shit roll off her like water against oil? As Sean had said in a joking manner as she made up her face in the gym, who was she trying to impress?

What was the purpose of this?

I don’t really want him to leave. I’m just embarrassed is all.

She lowered her head and wrung her hands together.

At least the kids were asleep, didn’t have to bear witness to any of this.

He casually moved away from the door and approached her, sat down beside her. Wrapping his arm around her waist, he drew her closer.

“Your mother has some problems and they aren’t a reflection of you. I’m telling you what you already know, though.”

“Yeah, I know.” She continued to look down into her lap.

“Your ex-husband is a big time manipulator and so is she. Treasure, you’re better than this. You’ve set your standards to a certain level regarding how you conduct your business, the type of mother you are, and the type of romantic relationship you wanted to have. You gave all of us rules to play by.” He began to count off his fingers. “Your clients are important. You make them feel important, but not at the detriment of time with your children. You are professional with them and go the extra mile for them, doing all that you can to ensure that their vision materializes. Secondly, you are trying to foster a loving environment for your children. You encourage them in school and extracurricular activities and you are very protective of them. Thirdly, you didn’t want to deal with a guy that was going to make your life harder, ’cause you didn’t need more stress.

“You let me know that, though you loved me, there would some things you wouldn’t accept, despite how you felt about me—and together, we worked on some things. But when it comes to your mother, it is a free for all!” He threw up his hands in exasperation. “You’re like an entirely different person with her. Enough is enough. I sat here for a long ass time watching you on the phone with this woman, arguing back and forth, repeating yourself over and over, and nothing you said registered or went through to her. Baby, just because someone brought us into this world doesn’t mean they are good for our world…”

Slowly she lifted her head and met his gaze, and couldn’t help but crack a smile. Tracing his face ever so leisurely, she leaned in close and kissed him. “Why do you have to be so damn smart?”

“Because I must be an old soul like the psychic said,” he teased with a half grin. “Shit, I don’t know but I what I do know is that I can’t let this happen. I don’t give a shit who it is, I won’t let anyone hurt you, Treasure.”

“Funny thing is, I already decided to leave her alone some weeks ago. I haven’t spoken to her in a long time. I felt guilty because I was okay with that… I didn’t miss her, it didn’t hurt. Matter of fact, it felt good. But then, I got silly.”

“What do you mean?”

“When I saw she was calling, I thought she was doing so to tell me she was sorry or something, since we hadn’t spoken in so long. She rarely makes contact, so I just assumed maybe she’d finally seen how she was acting. She didn’t. I wasn’t surprised, but I’m disappointed in myself for even thinking she was going to give a damn, to care about someone else for a change.”

“That’s because you expect her to be somewhat like you. You think, deep down, she cares, or at least wants to. Treasure, some people are just born soulless. They don’t give a shit, simple as that. In this case, that person is your mother. Sorry, but it’s true and you know it.” He huffed.

She nodded in agreement, then scooted as close as she could to him, virtually sitting atop his lap.

“Jackson started this shit.” She gritted her teeth. “He knew it would upset me. He knows the problems I’ve had with her.”

“Fuck him and if he calls here again like he did last week with some bullshit, he can get some, too.”

She burst out laughing.

“Sean, you can’t go around beating everyone up!” She cackled.

“I’m not, trust me. If I did, you’d have no one to complain about, and that includes some of your clients who think that you should be at their beck and call.”

She nodded in agreement and kept right on laughing…

Boy, it felt good to laugh even in the midst of it all. She imagined Sean punching Jackson in the face, a thought that gave her great pleasure. On a sigh, she wrapped her arms around the man’s neck, brought him closer, and placed a heated kiss against his soft lips. His protection of her very life encompassed her with internal warmth. His love and concern for her embraced her like a soft blanket, sensuous to the touch. There was no doubt that she was closer to him, not just in body, but in spirit…and most certainly her mind, which was the greatest aphrodisiac of all…

“Mmmm.” He moaned in her embrace and held her tighter, tracing her lips with his moist tongue, then slicking his way inside. “Mmmm!” He roamed her back with eager hands, pulling and tugging at her light orange silk gown.

“Come on,” she urged after tearing away from him. Rising from the bed, she dragged him with her across the room and tore her en suite bathroom door nearly off the hinges. “I’ve got too much shit all over the bed! Let’s do it in here.” She pulled and yanked at his sweater and thick black leather belt. Shoving her hands away, he did the honors. In no time flat, her gown was tossed beside the tub and he stood before her bare naked, scarred and bruised from his training, and sexy as the fucking day he had walked into her life. He cracked his knuckles, craned his neck and rotated his left shoulder just so, causing his Celtic cross tattoo to glisten under the blazing lights.

Lights…

She reached to turn the bright things off, but he grabbed her fingers and pulled her down onto the jade colored floor. The smooth, cool squares pushed into her back, awakening her senses as she shivered a time or two. Her back muscles constricted against them, her flesh screamed and delighted all at once. Her eyes widened from the unexpected sensation, the tiles reminiscent of ice that refused to melt against her flesh.

“Leave that shit on.” Covering her like a blanket, he draped her body, giving her instant heat. He competed with the coolness of the floor, beating it at a game of sensual opposites.

“Mmmm!” She ran her fingers through his hair, messing the shit up. It felt so good against her fingers. Compelled to touch him, kiss him, she layered his forehead with quick, urgent pecks until she couldn’t anymore. For he’d disappeared, his face between her breasts, his mouth sucking and kissing her exposed flesh. Curling his big hand over her right breast, he squeezed, and she groaned when he engulfed the thing in his hot, wet mouth.

“Mmmmm!” He kept right on, sucking harder and harder, latching to her nipple like a newborn baby.

“Ahhh,” she sighed. The man’s cock poked and prodded her garden, the waterfall dripping, and he hadn’t even ventured there yet. As if on cue, he knocked her thighs apart, rose up on one arm and guided himself inside of her with the other.

“Uhhhh!”

“Ahhhh…Ahhhh…” She closed her eyes at the delicious and overdue intrusion. His big dick drove in and out of her, sliding her up and down against the floor with expert precision. Sean flicked the tip of his tongue over her left breast, showering it with sweet affection while he thrust deep and hard within her.

“Uhhh!” Pausing, his body shaking, he groaned, then continued.

She looked between their bodies, wanting to see the shit he was doing for the feeling was so damn good, it should’ve been outlawed.

“Let me see! Let me see it going in and out!” She pushed up on his chest, demanding a front row seat to her own show. He immediately did as told, a mischievous grin on his face.

“Uhhhh! You like that? You like to watch my big cock going in and out of you? Such a fuckin’ freak!”

“Yes! Yes, I like it!”

“Uhhh!” He pushed all the way in and stopped to look deep into her eyes, forcing her to feel his maximum impact.

“Shit! Ahhhh! Feels so good!”

He kept right on, thrusting and moving, grinding and shoving. His hips dipped and withdrew as his pace increased. Wrapping her legs around his waist, she grinded into him, wanting to feel the man erupt inside of her. He slid up and down, lying a bit at an angle, which caused her clit to swell further from his maneuvers.

“Cum on this dick!” he ordered, wrapping his hand around her neck. “Cum on it! Let me feel all that wetness between your legs running all over my cock!”

Starry eyed, she looked up at him. His rugged, handsome face drew her in, and his dick sealed her fate.

“Ahhhh…Ahhhh!”

She was rendered speechless when her body convulsed and rained down on the man. He looked away from her, watched her pour her appreciation upon him, and his lips kinked in a satisfied smile. Before she was finished, the man lay back down atop her, holding her down by the shoulders and pounding hard and steady for dear life.

“Uh!Uh!Uh!” She could feel the warm breath from his mouth as he moved his ass up and down, tearing her up and putting her back together stronger and better than before. “Uhhhh!”

…He poured inside of her.

Filled her with liquid warmth, over and over again. She latched tight to his slick frame, her body covered in perspiration, and ran her lips up and down the side of his face as he simply lay there with his eyes closed. His weight, his hold of her, comforted her. He looked so damn peaceful, she almost didn’t want to move, lest she disturb the beautiful sleeping brute. After a few moments, Sean’s eyes fluttered open and he lifted himself slightly from her body. Grabbing the base of his cock, he slowly slid out of her, then took her hand to help her off the floor. Without another word, he was on his feet, starting the shower.

They said nothing to one another, but her pussy was talking a mile a minute. The damn thing throbbed and pulsated, as if the man were still inside of her. She loved it, the way he’d push her open with his girth and length, leave his mark, have her walking a bit slower for the first hour or two after he was done with her, turned her loose…

He stepped inside the shower. When the water hit his hair, the strands darkened, fell over his face. He swiped the rich, luscious locks away with his hands.

“Get in here with me,” he said around a smile as he massaged his scalp.

“You want some shampoo? What are you doing, co-washing?” she joked. From the linen closet, she removed a half empty bottle of Pantene.

“What’s co-washing?” he asked as he turned from side to side, continuing his routine. “It sounds like something people do when two people or more wash someone’s hair at the same time.”

“Sean, no!” She chuckled. “Co-washing is when you use only conditioner to wash your hair at various times. It is less drying for African American hair.”

“Ahhh, okay.” He nodded.

She stepped inside of the shower with him, handed him the bottle of shampoo, then reached for a small bottle of mango-melon scented body wash. As she began to lather up, she felt a strong grip on her, pulling her. The shower water suddenly stopped, and she found herself on her knees, on all fours.

“Ahhh!”

She gripped the edge of the tub as he mounted her from behind, elated and shocked all at once.

“Uhhh! Uhhhh!”

Without ceremony, he thrust inside her, taking her, making her body rock with pleasure. Wrapping his arm around her, he cupped her shoulder and forced her to take all of his dick. She screamed out, over and over.

“Ahhh! Sean! Shit!”

“Why don’t you co-wash this cock with your pussy juice?! Uhhhh!”

She writhed about, drifting on the verge of an orgasm that refused to relinquish it’s hold upon her. Her pleasure climbed and climbed up an invisible mountain, almost bursting like fireworks. Swift, sudden…ruthless.

“Ahhhhhhh!” Her eyes watered as she screamed out, her temple shaking in uncontrollable ways.

She’d never cum that fast before in her life. It happened so suddenly, taking her by surprise, and his words turned her the hell on. Yet the man kept on relentless after her orgasm, continued to slam into her ass. She observed his warped reflection in the bathtub fixtures, dazed…mesmerized.

“Mmmm, yessss!”

Soon, he shot within her, once again filling her with his heated delight. In no time flat, he was back on his feet and restarted the water. He took the shampoo and went to town on his tresses, even humming a song or two.

“Sean,” she said sternly, running her hand along her slightly swollen pussy lips…

Damn, it hurt so good…

“Yeah?”

“How the hell are you going to get me on the ground in the shower, have sex with me, then go on about your night as if nothing happened?” She chuckled. “Your ass is crazy.”

“But was it good?” He grinned as he closed his eyes and lathered up.

“You know that it was…”

“Then stop your hollering and hand me some soap.”

“You don’t want this, it’s mango and…” she looked at the bottle once more to jog her memory, “…mango-melon.”

“I don’t give uh shit! I’m going to be sleeping with you tonight. It’s not like my masculinity is in question. Besides, that shit smells good!” He snatched the bottle out of her grip, eliciting a burst of laughter and a playful slap against his wet back.

“Ahhh! That hurt!” he screamed out, really laying it on thick.

“Deal with it.” She then pinched his tight, nice ass, startling him.

“You just treat me like a piece of meat!” He pretended to sob, bursting in tears. “You’re just using me for my body! I feel so dirty!”

Laughing, she ushered him out of the way, wanting to get the water all over her skin before sudsing up, gathering a good lather. A few seconds later, they were singing a duet. Sean held his bottle of shampoo and she held the mango-melon soap as makeshift microphones while they crooned an off-key version of House of Pain’s, ‘Jump Around.’

“…I came to get down! I came to get down! So get out cha seats and jump around! JUMP! JUMP! JUMP!”

Silly couple that they were, they jumped up and down in the air, causing the water to splash about and under their leaping feet. Her heart was singing! Her soul was singing, and her body felt oh so grateful!

So good to laugh, cry, make love…to feel protected all at once. The man took her away from her broken heart, made the shit right. She loved him more and more as each minute passed, and her heart swelled with pride, knowing that he was her man, and she could trust him, depend on him.

She was fresh.

She was clean…

Clean…

C – Clear… she could think so clearly now.

L – Living… She was living the life she deserved!

E – Energized… No more restlessness; it was time to embrace life to the fullest, the hell with what everyone else said.

A – Adored… The man would move mountains for her, pick them up and knock those rocky bastards right out of her way.

N – New… A new day, a new beginning…

…A new Treasure was found within…
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Chapter Twenty
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Dear Mama…

Treasure sat at her computer and looked at those two words on the screen. She’d sat down to draft a letter and mail it to the woman. Still in the formulation process, she took countless pauses and many gulps of wine to prepare her for the proceedings. Yes, proceedings. It was that sort of farewell party. Over the last few days, she’d had a chance to truly sit down and contemplate her choices.

Choices. Those little and big things we make that affect our life forever…

Sliding one leg under her behind on the chair, she tapped against the keyboard, a sense of purpose about her and a brave heart beating within her chest.

Dear Mama,

Over the course of our lives, I have come to the realization that almost everything in our relationship that was problematic, from my adulthood forward, was my fault. You see, I never accepted you for who and what you were. That wasn’t your fault; it was mine. I attempted to make dead grass grow.

Strived for bread without yeast to rise…

Willed clouds that were full of rain to not storm down upon me…

That’s the thing about rain clouds, Mama. They are just doing as they were designed to do. Their intention is non-existent, for storm clouds do not make choices, but their gushing affects everyone that they fall upon. One thing about rain clouds though is that they do have a positive purpose, too. They water the Earth, feed the sea and help take care of thirst for the world’s people. Your rain, however, is acidic, and no amount of filtering, hoping, and praying will make it any less bearable. I had to divorce Jackson for many reasons, but it all stemmed from a lack of trust that could never be recovered. Unfortunately, I have to do the same with you. Mama, this is our divorce decree.

This last situation with you let me know without a shadow of a doubt that it was time to cut you loose. I understand now that I can love you without subjecting myself to your continuous abuse. Yes, Mama, you are an abuser. You abuse the people that love you, and covet the people that hate you. I am finished trying to understand your mentality, but one thing remained consistent with you—your need to hurt others. I can’t be your punching bag any longer. I will not sustain one more blow from you. The problem is that I stood in your way, and allowed you to beat the daylights out of me with your harsh, cruel words. I’m not certain why you named me Treasure, Mama. You don’t treasure me.

You don’t treasure anyone. I grew up hating my name because it was unusual, and I wanted a name that helped me blend in with the crowd. Now, I love my name and don’t need anyone else to validate me. I treasure my OWN self. I nurture my OWN self, regardless of who is around.

Speaking of who is around, I see that Jackson made you aware that I am in a relationship. Once again, you had no issue doing his dirty work. I know why now, Mama, because Jackson is a source of pain for me, and you reap emotional benefits from me hurting. Well, I hate to disappoint you, but your actions didn’t hurt me, Mama. They only helped me see what needed to be done.

The things you said to my boyfriend on the phone prove once again that you have little respect for anyone, and you simply desire to tear people down. It was cruel, racist and plain ugly. I have neither room nor time for any more ugliness in my life, Mama. The world is full of ugliness. You can turn on the television and see it on a daily basis. I am quite busy. I am raising two children—your grandchildren, who you barely acknowledge. I have a demanding profession and other obligations that you know nothing about. You may have time for this foolishness, but I certainly do not.

My desire for you, Mama, is to use this free time you seem to have an ample supply of, and take a look at yourself. It’s never too late. But it is too late for me to stand there and try to help you through the process. I’m checking out, leaving the boxing ring. You’ve punched me so hard this last time, you must’ve set me straight, knocked some sense into me, brought me back into the reality of the situation. I never struck you back, neither literally nor figuratively, but I must strike back now Mama, I must defend myself for my own sanity and dignity.

So to you, I say goodbye. You won’t hear from me, and I will not be stopping by any more. Mama, you will always have a daughter that loves you; you just will not have one that is actively a part of your life. You’ve made a choice, and now I’ve made mine.

You take care.

Love,

Treasure

[image: *]*

“They’re little pieces of tofu!” the older man barked at his wife, as if she’d insulted his intelligence, as if she should simply know what the hell the little cream-colored squares were that floated atop her soup like tiny life preserver jackets. Ma rarely ate Asian food, unless it was fried rice from the freezer section of Fairway. Most of the fare wasn’t her cup of tea. Regardless, she’d agreed to it on an exuberant chuckle, willing to go almost anywhere to meet this new lady in her son’s life. Before he could finish extending the verbal invitation he’d set before her not too long ago, she’d promptly accepted it on behalf of her and her father. And now, the day had finally arrived.

They all sat huddled at the bantam table in the Gu Shine Taiwanese restaurant in Flushing, Queens. It sucked that Colin had been called in to work at the last damn minute; now absent was his much-needed buffer from a trouble-causing pair better known as their parents. The brothers helped each other out when it came to the dastardly duo in times like these. They ran interference, giving each other a helping hand, but God must’ve been bored and needed a bit of entertainment at Sean’s expense, or possibly pulled a cruel joke when Colin was told to bring his ass into work at the final hour… all because of some old broad with her Depends diaper being twisted in a bunch!

Apparently, a fire had spread like the common cold virus in a Brooklyn apartment building across town. The damn thing had been ignited by an old lady who showed no remorse whatsoever after she re-told the story to the police and fire fighters alike, despite the now dislocated tenants who stood outside the place talking to the news crew and exclaiming that their family heirlooms were in jeopardy.

The angry, elderly siren had set her husband’s little rubber shoes ablaze after accusing the ninety-year-old fellow of infidelity with the lady across the hall. Ostensibly, he’d bragged about the vivacious senior vixen’s freshly baked bread one time too many and lived to pay the dire consequences, causing flames to ascend the high-rise like dough in an oven.

So that was that…

Yet, despite Colin’s unexpected absenteeism, the evening was a much anticipated, special occasion that he’d been looking forward to, and nothing could damper his mood for long. It was time for Treasure to meet Ma and Dad. She had to work late, but promised to swing by as soon as her clients left. It was a new couple, the easiest sort, who had specifically requested her services after returning from a house-hunting trip. They needed to stage their own home for a quick sale, and time seemed to be of the essence. On a sigh, he slammed the food-stained menu on the table and looked around the hole in the wall, trying to find the Chinese cat that tick-tocked the time, its yellow wooden tail swaying from side to side like a therapeutic hypnosis tool… 7:42.

Damn it. She was supposed to be here over thirty minutes ago…

“Just get the hot peppers over rice!”

“Dad, why are you so loud? No need to yell.” Sean looked around the place. He wasn’t embarrassed in truth, but his damn nerves were rattled like a saltshaker.

“I’m not yelling! I’ll show ya yelling! This is just talkin’ loudly. It isn’t my fault; she can’t hear me!” The man’s bunchy brows dipped, as if he were insulted by his son bringing his tone and volume to his attention. “And where is this lady of yours?” He grabbed his cup of hot tea and took a delicate sip, completely contradicting his hunched over, angry demeanor.

Dad must be refined now… stick out your pinky finger and wear a fancy hat.

“We’re gonna order our entrees. It’s gettin’ late,” his father said with a huff.

“Kevin, you ate right before we left the house. You can wait another minute or two.” Ma rolled her eyes at him, then squinted down at her menu, as if it were written backwards. “What’s this chicken thing?” She pointed down at the selection, like her faintly descriptive mention of the dish would prove enough to jog his memory.

“Ma,” Sean said lazily. “Play it safe and get the beef with hot peppers like Dad said. You don’t want to go being adventurous here.”

“Stinky tofu?” Her nose wrinkled as she continued to peruse the options, ignoring his urgings.

“Why would anyone order something the menu says is stinky?!” She pointed at the spot on the menu where the aberrant sustenance was described. “Taiwanese people have noses just like we do! I wish I had a frozen Michelina dinner right now.” She sighed, as if a great culinary weight had settled on her pink and yellow plaid jacket covered shoulders.

“Yeah, because six month old frozen macaroni from the grocery store for ninety-nine cents is tha stuff edible dreams are made of.” Sean grimaced, then threw his head back and downed half of his iced water, wishing it were something strong and coma inducing.

“They got oyster pancakes…” his father murmured, pointing to a large white platter coming out to another table. “And why is it so goddamn dark in here?” He looked around the place in fast, jerky motions, as if suddenly aware of his surroundings. “What are they tryna hide?!”

“Probably roaches.” His mother nodded matter-of-factly, as if she’d studied the subject extensively.

“Ma, don’t start.” Sean sat back in his seat and watched the woman push her half-eaten soup away.

“It’s true! Speaking of which, some cultures eat bugs, Sean. I heard they were full of protein. I saw it on T.V.”

“You and Dad and the damn television!” He slapped the table. “I’ve never known of two people who worked their fingers to the bone, retired, and then turned into vegetables as bad as the two of you! All you do is watch that tube!”

“You like to fight other men and get paid for it. We like to watch the tube! To each his own.” His mother chuckled as she spread out her napkin across her lap just so, real dainty like.

“Oh, here she is!” Spotting his lovely sweetheart, Sean hopped up from his seat as if he’d been sprung from a bungee cord, and waved her over to the mouth of the Devil, better known as the back of the joint where the nearby sweltering kitchen pumped heat out of a fiery blowhole. As he took in the sight of her, he curved his lips in appreciation.

Beautiful as always…

His parents immediately looked where he pointed, and he turned away from Treasure to see his mother’s mouth curl in a cutesy grin, crimped at the ends just so. He took a gander at his dad to discover the man’s expression turn rather perplexed. He wore a slightly crooked smile, paired with an odd sense of trepidation from the way his damn eyes widened. But, Sean had no time to inquire, debrief the man, as Treasure was soon upon them in her short black jacket, white and black polka dot shirt with a sheer collar, and black sailor pants, finished with four-inch, pointy-toed heels.

Treasure wears the fuck out of a suit…

Navigating past his father’s seat, Sean reached for her and wrapped his arms around her small waist before planting a hearty kiss against her plush lips. His parents scooted about in their chairs as they got to their feet. Reluctantly releasing her, he prepared to make his introductions but Treasure interjected, extending her hand to his mother.

“I’m so sorry for my lateness! I texted Sean to let him know I was running behind but it seems the area I was in was having reception issues…couldn’t even get a call out. My new clients were taking extended time,” she explained.

“Oh, no problem!” his mother stated, her head bobbing back and forth, her grin impossibly wider. She enclosed Treasure’s poor hand with a steady grip, practically gluing their palms together.

“Ma, let the lady go…” Sean smirked.

“Yes, yes.” His mother offered a cluster of embarrassed, choppy laughs as she released the woman and sat back down. Before Treasure could turn toward his father, the man had insinuated himself in her face, breathing down her neck, looking her up and down like some specimen he’d been asked to take a peek at, evaluate for his official records.

“Hello, Mr. Mahoney.” Treasure seemed unmoved by the man, despite the way his long nose hairs blew to and fro from each heavy breath he took.

Why doesn’t he ever trim that shit up? Looks like a goddamn miniature street sweeper!

“Yeah, yeah.” He shook her hand as a waitress sailed past them with a platter covered in teetering soup bowls. “Nice tuh meet you, too. Sean says you’re one of those decorators, the kind that costs a lot of money to make your place look like one of those houses out of a magazine or that one show, what’s that show called?” He snapped his fingers in the air as he brainstormed. “Rich ’nd Infamous.”

“Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous, it was called,” Ma corrected.

“Yeah, that was it!”

Treasure offered a faint laugh. “I’m an interior designer but do all sorts of related things.”

“What kinda dental plan ya got?”

“Uh, Treasure, come on over here and have a seat.” Sean shot his father ‘the look’, which the man paid no mind to as he took his seat and led the woman beside him, practically sitting on her lap. “What do you think you’d like to eat, baby? We just ordered drinks and soups.”

“Oh, well, I need to look at a menu.”

Sean shot his arm in the air and snapped his fingers, just as his father had moments previously. He’d been to the joint too many times in the past. The food was fucking awesome, but the wait staff would ignore your ass unless you made your presence known. After a few moments, a waiter approached, his black hair parted down the middle and plastered on his head like the damn mustache on the Pringles chips containers.

“I need another menu, please.”

“You want more food?” the man asked, a bewildered expression on his wide face, his tone heavy with an accent and attitude.

“We haven’t even ordered our entrees, nor eaten yet, and my girlfriend just got in here. She needs to see the menu. Is that uh problem?” He eyed him with a raised brow while the waiter looked at Treasure then set his sights back upon him.

“Oh, okay.” The man turned away, disappearing as if he’d never been there.

“Friendly bunch, aren’t they?” His mother chortled.

Treasure grinned, causing a reddened glow to color her cheeks.

“So, Treasure…” The lady pushed her water out of the way, clasped her hands, and grinned like a toothy character from some Disney cartoon. “Are you Catholic?”

“Oh, for God’s sake!” Sean slapped his forehead and closed his eyes in disbelief.

“No ma’am,” he heard Treasure answer.

“Sean’s last girlfriend wasn’t either…” His father stirred the pot, making the shit thicken like sludge.

…Thanks Dad! ’Preciate it!

When he opened his eyes, he noted the disappointment on his mother’s face, as if she’d been told it was Christmas on some other floor but once she hurried down the steps to it she discovered she’d been bamboozled. Rather than a beautiful Catholic girl to call her very own daughter-in-law, she’d landed smack dab in front of an evergreen tree with flimsy silver tinsel and there was nothing underneath the damn thing but an old, smelly gym shoe with a broken Christmas ornament jammed inside of it that read, ‘Merry effing Christmas’.

“Ma, religion isn’t really something we should talk about right now,” Sean directed, pissed more than ever now at the old lady who lived in, or in this case, lit a shoe.

Colin could’ve helped prevent this! Damn you old woman with the lighter and rubber soles!

The waiter of few words returned, slid a menu across the table, and disappeared as quickly as he came. Before the woman read it, she offered him a peace offering. Treasure slid her hand around his, cupping it in a soft yet comforting fashion, soothing his inner beast. He took a gander at her once more as their shoulders brushed against one another. Her eyes sparkled, throwing his reflection back at him. But then, like a flash of lightning, his father’s voice jerked him out of the moment.

“She’s a beaut!”

He spun in his father’s direction, shocked at this admission. Kevin Mahoney simply didn’t dish out compliments, only complaints and concerns. Yes, tricky bundles of sarcasm rolled out of the man’s lips faster than toys down an assembly line. He took a quick gander at his mother—the woman blushed a bit, as if her husband were speaking of her, but he knew it was only because she, too, agreed with the man.

“Thank you,” he and Treasure said at the same time.

The older man didn’t make direct eye contact, as if embarrassed by his out of the blue, yet honest declaration.

“Sean, it’s a little late so I think I’ll just get some soup,” Treasure finally stated, sliding her menu away. He nodded, rose from his seat with the menu in tow and whispered the order in the waiter’s ear. He was certain the guy wouldn’t make another appearance to their table in a reasonable amount of time. Once he returned, he discovered his parents enmeshed in a conversation with the woman, one that apparently caused his mother to lean over the table, wearing an engrossed expression.

“That is amazing!” his mother blurted loudly as she cupped her hands and stared into Treasure’s eyes. “Joan Rivers’ daughter, huh? May that poor woman rest in peace. She was kind of mean, though. Some of her jokes I found to be downright mean. I hope she went to Heaven. I’ve been prayin’ for her cruel, little tormented soul.”

Oh, Ma! It was comedy! Let it go!

“Yes, Melissa. She wanted some drapes that she couldn’t find in L.A. and I had a connection. It turned out well.”

“Who else did jah work for, huh?” his father piped in, interrogating her so, his eyes lit with excitement like a damn jack-o-lantern. Sean quickly rounded the table and sat between the two, but the conversation continued on just as it was, as if he were simply a fixture in the damn way. His father strained his neck, veering around him as if he were some eyesore, and concentrated on ‘the girl.’

“Well, let’s see…” Treasure tapped her lip. “I’ve worked with several hip hop artists, not sure if you’d know any of them.”

“Try me!” the man blurted, as if he listened to Wu Tang Clan classics from sun up to sun down.

“Oh, give me a break! Why waste her time? You probably think hip hop music has something to do with rabbits!” Sean joked.

Treasure gave a light chuckle but the older man waited for his answer, ignoring Sean once again.

“Little Wayne, Busta Rhymes, and Nicki Minaj, just to name a few.”

“I know Nicki!” his father yelled as if his ass were on fire, and pointed his long, fat finger in Treasure’s face. The waiter returned and took their dinner orders, then vanished once again like a flash of light.

“Oh,” Sean grimaced. “You know Nicki, huh? I suppose she came over to the house and sat with ya in the kitchen while you ate your curds and whey…fairytales! Did she ask to see your anaconda?!”

“Don’t use that nasty talk around these nice ladies.” His father’s eyes glistened with mischief. “And for your information, I do to know Nicki! That’s that black chick with the annoying voice and pink hair! She’s gotta nice ass though.”

“Her hair is black now…she dresses less flamboyant, too,” his mother chimed in, as if she were the founder of the performer’s fan club.

Sean couldn’t believe his damn ears!

“You DO know Nicki!” He cackled, falling back into his seat. “I guess the T.V. has educated you on this, huh?”

“I watch B.E.T.”

Sean let his head fall to the table; the laughter within him proved too much to squelch. He felt Treasure’s body shaking against his, too.

“What?” his father asked, his tone proof that he hadn’t a clue as to what was so damn hilarious.

Sean lifted his head and looked at the man, barely able to compose himself.

“What’s so funny?” the man repeated. “I do!”

“Why do you do that, huh? Why do you think you have to say shit like that, Dad? You’re fine, no need to try and fit in with Treasure.”

“I don’t watch B.E.T.,” Treasure noted, looking like she was having a tough time stifling her amusement.

“I’m not tryna fit in!” his father protested angrily, throwing his hands up.

“It’s true…” his mother stated, taking a careful sip of her drink. “Your father watches B.E.T. sometimes. He says it keeps him current.”

“Current on what?!” Sean blurted between more guffaws. “The top ten best video hos of all time? What tha hell are you watching on there?”

“The Hip Hop Awards… I’ve been watchin’ annually for about four years now.”

Sean and Treasure burst out laughing. Just then, their food arrived. Even his parents succumbed to the silliness, and though he hated to admit it, he was a bit impressed with his father. He looked at the man as they all began to eat and engage in small talk. Fact of the matter was, there seemed to be things about his old man that he didn’t know at all…strange things, funny things. His father was a real live person with desires, needs and dreams that Sean was none the wiser to. Perhaps he’d had a slanted, one-sided view, refrained from giving his father the room within his own mind to take on different angles and forms. It was hard to see Dad as anyone other than Dad—a son to two deceased Irish transplants, a brother to five siblings, a friend to many, and a husband to his mother, long before he ever became a father.

That wonderful slice of surprise pie he’d been served to savor went down surprisingly easy. He felt that much closer to the guy, even through something so insignificant such as identifying certain entertainers, and what he did with his time when he was glued to the tube, for this let him know the man had opened up doors to himself that Sean never thought he’d find interest in entering, let alone walk inside and take a seat. He wasn’t convinced his father actually enjoyed rap music, but that wasn’t the point…

In truth, people, including Kevin Mahoney, were multi-faceted beings and there often was much more to them than met the naked eye. Treasure made him aware of this character flaw within himself, one that had sent her on an enraged one-woman lynch mob after his ass during their heated argument in his car one late evening some time ago…

He was ashamed of his lack of understanding. It had to be through a meeting with the love of his life, then a family get-together with his parents, the people to whom he owed the world to and loved hard on, that he would discover he’d been painting pictures in his head of how his family worked and thought, but come to find out, he’d groomed himself into a lackluster artist. The portraits he produced were all wrong, skewed, painted in shades of dimly lit light, when in fact, the truth burst with vibrancy.

When he’d spoken to his mother earlier in the day, he gave the woman the full 411, anticipating all sorts of ridiculous banter to follow. She was used to Sean being with older women, so he let her know in advance that there was an age difference, not expecting much hoopla. He also let her know that the lady had two kids and was divorced, and he was certain she would throw judgment his way, and his father, too. Much to his surprise, they didn’t. Mom simply said, “Sean, I just want cha to be happy! If she is a good lady and makes ya happy, then I’m all for it.”

Without spreading Treasure’s business all over the place, he informed the woman that there would be no biological grandchildren either; however, should the relationship go to the level he anticipated, she’d get a beautiful and smart granddaughter who adored to dance and cook, and a grandson who would love being doted upon by a woman such as herself.

Leaning in close to him, her expression serious, she’d grabbed his shoulder and pulled him closer, saying, “…And I’m just fine with that.”

…And in that moment, he warmed with new understanding. He’d been wrong, so very wrong…

There was no box his parents could be put inside of, so why feel the need to cart and crate others? Treasure surely could not and would not be contained, and apparently, nor would his parents. People were people… nothing more. Nothing less.

As they continued to eat the delicious food and talk loudly over the noise, laughing, enjoying one another’s company, he sunk a bit deeper in his thoughts, almost drowning in the warmth of the cerebral waves.

Who else have I been wrong about?

…I’d imagine way more people than I thought. I like being wrong about this though…

He shot his father a glance as he picked up his glass of water, took a gulp, then smiled with contentment.

Yeah…being wrong in this case feels really right…
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Chapter Twenty-One
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“Oh God…” Treasure lowered her head as she sat in the second row of the coliseum; her nerves raw and exposed like fresh sushi on a platter.

“Sean Maaaaaaahhhhooooonnnnneeeeey!” The announcer screamed the name as if it were part of some happy-go-lucky song. The crowd turned electric! People jumped to their stomping feet in fevered applause, causing the damn steel stadium seats to shake and rattle and roll to the point she was certain she’d lose her balance, tumble over, and wake up in some hospital bed two days later. Peering over the mass of swarming people, straining with all of her might, she finally caught sight of the top of her lover’s head, and couldn’t hold back. Upon seeing him move like the head motherfucker in charge, her face split in an uncontrollable grin…he looked amazing. The brash bastard walked in wearing his silky forest green and white short robe, a self-assured, half-cocked smirk, and a tailored, green-eyed wink just for her as he cast a lazy glance in her direction. He swooped under the thick ropes, entering the ring while Migos belted, ‘Fight Night’. The hardcore, filthy lyrics fit her honey perfectly. He tilted his head from side to side, bouncing about during a quick warm up. His thick calves looked like boulders had been placed under his flesh; the muscles in his legs glistened under the harsh lights. He was a gorgeous mess, but his opponent proved to be an ogre of epic proportions, a maniacal monster fit for the cover of some horror advertisement for an upcoming blockbuster film.

The nightmare on two, thick tree-trunk type legs hunched about; sexy was definitely not a factor. The guy was some big, bald fucker, his head the size of the Superdome Stadium, and his hands and gut equally enormous. ‘It’ was named Vernon AKA Venom, and the creature sported a red and black robe and a body shaped like a tugboat… but she was certain there would be no ‘smooth sailing’ with this son of a bitch.

“Oh my God…” she murmured as the animal pranced around the ring, revving the crowd up, while Sean stayed cool and collected, acting as if the grotesque eyesore in the ring with him was nothing more than Mickey Mouse inviting him to the Clubhouse. Her Love stood there pushing his white boxing gloves together over and over and glaring at his opponent, like a man eyeing meat on a chopping block—and nothing in his expression gave her one indication that Sean was apprehensive, frightened or vexed.

I don’t know if I’m going to be able to stomach this…

She clasped her hands together tightly and swallowed over and over as her body warmed with worry. The man had his game face on, but she stood there wondering what could be going on in his damn mind. Over the last two weeks, Sean had come to her home with an assortment of black and deep purple bruises, reddened flesh, bumps about the head, and ghastly blue swirls, enlarged veins and red lines that circled and framed his green eyes like a kaleidoscope. He donned busted lips and a bloody nose that was more times than not stuffed with a raggedy piece of toilet paper, yet he walked about as if his appearance was perfectly normal, in proper working order. He’d begun rigorous, hardcore training for this very fight, and his strict diet as of late caused him at times bouts of irritability, especially if she dared to bake banana bread, his all time favorite from her kitchen. Nevertheless, for the most part, he remained true blue and in good spirits, so much so, he made a meal of her body every opportunity he got. He’d declare that just because he couldn’t have candy didn’t mean he couldn’t have the sweetness between her thighs, then he’d seal his words with a delightful clit kiss…

She’d seen her fair share of street fights, even enjoyed watching Mike Tyson, a man from her Brooklyn stomping grounds, and saw the icon fight live in Las Vegas many years ago—but this was altogether different! This here was her baby, her boyfriend, her lover, her personal pocket comedian, and beast between the sheets. No…she could never part with Sean, and the idea of him being held up in an emergency room fighting for his life felt like a true possibility.

Before she knew it, the two giants were glaring at each other, with only ten or so inches between their bodies as the referee went over the rules. Her nightmare sundae, sprinkled with worries galore, topped with a tear-filled cherry, caused her to miss crucial lapses in time. Reclaiming her seat, she clasped her hands together, feeling the sweat collecting on her palms in a matter of seconds as her knees bucked against each other.

“Ahhhhhh!” the crowd exclaimed, while she drowned in confusion.

“What? What’s going on?” She jumped back up and before she knew it, Sean’s long, muscular leg—with thighs that could crush walnuts, pecans and fucking concrete—rose in the air, and his knee caught the gelatinous bastard beast on the side, making the man moan deep and madly, as if the damn air had been knocked clean out of him. It happened so fast, that she must’ve missed it in a blink of her eye.

He didn’t waste any time…

“Ahhhhhh!!!!” the crowd exclaimed once again when Vernon the Venom got his bearings and gave her baby a knee in the chin and a punch in the gut in swift succession. Seemingly unfazed, Sean moved about the man, and a series of mutual punches and kicks ensued, an even exchange of pounds of flesh.

Oh my God, how long is this going to continue?

“No!” she screamed out through destroyed nerves, losing her semblance of sanity when she witnessed bright red blood pooling from his right nostril, gushing out with no indication of stopping.

“You okay?” A man popped up beside her after navigating the crowd. He held onto a red and cream-colored bag of popcorn, then wedged himself in between her hip and another person’s thigh without a sliver of care as he made himself at home.

“Uh…yeah.” She looked at him inquisitively, realizing his eyes were so damn familiar… Only difference was, his were blue…

“I’m Colin, Sean’s brother.” He smiled wide and extended his hand as he sat beside her.

“Oh! Yes! He said you’d be here. Nice to finally meet you.” She made to shake his hand, but their exchanged greetings simply weren’t meant to be.

“Ahhhhhh!!!!” the crowd roared once again, forcing her to crane her neck back in the direction of the ring.

“Dat’s my booooy!!!” Colin rose from his seat, screaming and yelling, causing his popcorn to fly wildly about like confetti, some of it landing in her hair.

Sean had stepped back and landed a vicious kick to the side of the big, burly man’s stomach. The crowd groaned on the man’s behalf, but there was no chance to fully take in what had taken place, for Sean wasted no time in delivering another blow, this one much worse—for he foot-delivered a vicious right hook to the middle of the bastard’s upper chest, Federal Express. The big fucker literally buckled to his damn, meaty ham-hock-like knees, losing his breath, and he clawed at the air, his mouth hanging agape. Now almost everyone in the stadium was up and about, roaring, chanting and clapping! Amped up in a vehement way, declaring profanity-laced accolades.

“Nice body kick, Sean! Fuckin’ A!” someone screamed out.

How barbaric…and she hated that she loved it all at once. He was a damn animal…

Her mouth twisted in warped pleasure at the notion.

Ecstatic and turned on at the same time, her knees must have gotten weaker than those of Sean’s felled opponent. The popcorn started to roll off the top of her head, her snack crown landing on her lap. She felt careful fingertips in her tresses, as if she were being pruned, treated with the utmost tender care.

“Sorry.” Colin smiled as he sat back down beside her, removing his buttery grub from her person, one tiny fragment at a time.

“That’s okay. You got a little excited is all.” She grinned.

“So, you’re Treasure!” He nodded in her direction, then looked back at the ring for a second or two. They witnessed the giant getting back on his feet while Sean danced about, waiting to get back into the rhythm of the thing.

“Yes,” she said, smiling up at him. “I’m Treasure. It’s nice to meet you, Colin. Sean has told me so much about you.” She threw on her professional voice as a simple default, but wasn’t sure how much longer that could last in such an atmosphere.

“Yeah…he talks about cha all the time. He told me you’d be sitting over here, in this row and seat, so I tried to make sure to get next to ya.” The guy nodded after his own declaration, then casually glanced down at her cleavage. He hung around there in boob-land for a second or two too long, then made a leisurely retreat to shift his attention back to the ring.

I see they are more similar than I’d like… She smirked.

“Ohhhhhhh!!!!” The crowd gasped as Sean lost his balance, ducking away from what she presumed was a back kick. He’d given her a crash course in the sport over the past few days, and though she still felt rather clueless, it definitely helped to explain some of the maneuvers she was currently witnessing.

Maneuvers…what a nice and tidy way to phrase that, Sean. It’s more like death blows!

“Sean has only lost one fight.” Colin leaned in close to her, a smile on his face as he bragged on his little brother, pumping him up, though inflation was definitely not needed. “Did you know that?”

“No.” Grinning wide, she shook her head. Sean had kept hush-hush about his impressive track record. “He never told me that. He’s been real modest about it, actually.”

Colin nodded and went back to staring at her. The man had the type of look as if he could see through people, dissect them on the spot, pull their card, have their number and be onto them in a second flat. He regarded her with such intensity, she clutched the fabric of her shirt, wound it around her hand like one of her baby’s bandages… feeling vulnerable, just like with the psychic.

“Am I making ya uncomfortable?” he asked, seemingly taking notice of her stiffened body language.

She laughed nervously, turned back toward Sean and Quadruped Man, then looked back toward the guy, still mulling over whether to be honest about his query or not.

“A little…”

They both loudly chuckled together.

“I’m sorry, it’s just, damn…he was right. You’re really beautiful.”

“Awww, thank you, Colin.”

“Yeah, you’re welcome, and he thinks the world of ya, okay? He’s crazy about you. Anyone that makes my brother happy makes me happy.” He pointed to himself. “He’s been through a lotta shit, ya know…”

She could see the concern in the man’s baby blues, dotted with a small warning, enfolded in brotherly love, and gift-wrapped in sparkling sincerity. After taking a second or two to contain herself, she lightly patted the man’s hand, then calmly gripped it.

“Colin, I love Sean with all my heart.” They stared at one another for a while, ignoring the wild crowd, and drifting into a tiny world that only the two of them existed in. “He is the first man I’ve dated in a very long time that allowed me to be myself, and didn’t want anything except the best for me… I won’t do anything to cause him harm, I promise.”

The guy immediately softened at her words. “Thanks, that’s all I needed to hear.” He brandished a half-grin and stroked her hand before slipping his fingers from her gentle grip.

“Ahhhhhh!!!!” The crowd got to their feet again, and Treasure followed suit.

“I can’t see a damn thing!” she complained as she teeter-tottered on her tippy toes, biting into her lip. Her frustration mounted with each torturous second that passed. Colin pointed at a screen off to the side that showcased the bloody scene below. It was hard to completely see, but it surely helped. And then, she almost wished she hadn’t seen a damn thing!

She gasped when she caught sight of what played out before her. Sean had grabbed the fiend in a headlock and tossed him to the ground as if he weighed nothing. The audience screamed with pleasure at the sadistic scene. The bell chimed and both men went to their respective corners, bloodied, bruised, looking damn near half dead.

The vultures should be spiraling overhead soon…

Her heart thumped in her chest; she had no idea how someone so loving and fun could enjoy getting the pulp beaten out of him, then return the damn favor… She was in love with a stranger, and yet, in her heart, she knew every detail of the man. He kept nothing back from her, even shit she’d prefer to not hear…like how he used to masturbate four times a day religiously as a teenager—hell, even as a grown man. He didn’t mind sharing shit like that. No, Sean was no stranger…but he sure was strange.

“Sean won the first round,” Colin whispered in her ear, stealing her from her thoughts. “He trained hard for this guy. Vernon doesn’t lose easy.”

Treasure offered a nervous smile and nodded in understanding.

This Vernon person needs to lose all that hair clustered all over his back. Looks like a lacefront wig hanging from his damn shoulders… disgusting.

Sean slumped against the ropes while two men surrounded him. One spoke close to his face, his long nose almost bumping into Sean’s cheek. The other took care of pouring water from a bottle into his gaping mouth in rapid speed. A few moments later, both men had resumed their stances in the center of the ring, ready to go head to head once again. Treasure’s chest swelled with renewed worry, yet, she couldn’t turn away. Muscular legs and arms began to move in swift motion every damn where as if attached to some invisible Ferris wheel. Her gut sank when she watched Sean take a brutal beating, this one longer than the last and then, he gave one, too…just as ferocious.

As her Love’s limbs moved like a tornado, she could almost feel his rage through each heated blow. Though he seemed miles away from her, he seemed so close, too. She could smell his anxiety, the purge, the continuous overdosing on large, sticky vials filled to the brim with liquefied self-protection, poured out as sweat down his handsome, strong-featured face. How could one man be so simple, yet so complicated? As the fight continued, her heart seized up with fresh revelations and understanding, an epiphany of sorts…

I know why he does this now… I know!

She looked at Colin, but the man paid her no attention as he shouted and bounced about. She grinned wide at her discovery, wanting nothing more than to declare it to someone…but she’d simply have to settle for her own self, and that was truly good enough.

…I know why you do this now, Sean. It’s a stress reliever on so many levels…

He was good at it, damn good at it, and it allowed her baby to pour some of his pent up energy and frustration into something else, not keep it all bottled within. The man was a beast that wore a smile, but inside he wanted to tear the fucking world apart…and worst as well as best of all, he damn well knew it.

I’m so proud of you, baby…

She smiled inwardly as she continued to watch, made herself stand straight and not flinch. She moved around the crowd, desperate for live shots of the man, occasionally checking the television for perspective views, too. She refused to hide, to flinch, to close her eyes. He loved this, and she wanted to see it, not miss a thing. She didn’t care if he lost, though he’d pout all night if he did. She smiled at the image in her mind, envisioning how he’d act like a big baby, and she’d have to comfort him…fuck him to sleep, make it all better.

“Yeeeessss!” Colin jumped again from his seat, furiously clapping after Sean administered another limber high kick. From the instant replay, she saw how Sean’s damn foot practically wrapped around the back of the fucker’s head! Her baby was incredible…

“Another back kick! And another!” Colin screamed and cheered. After another minute or two, Sean’s biggest cheerleader changed his damn tune. “Awwwww man! Goddamn it! He’s not blocking well! What are ya doing, target practice?! Elbow?! You let him get that in?! What the hell is wrong with you?!…Ahhhh! Sean!” The man chastised his brother with abandon and little care, tough loving the guy into a world of shame. And then, she heard a sound no woman in love with a fighter wants to hear… The crowd bowed down, hissing and gasping.

“What’s going on?!” she yelled. Her heart grew wings and took flight, flapping like a butterfly trapped in an empty jam jar on a schoolhouse windowsill.

“Damn…” She barely heard the man speak. She looked at the monitors, feeling a pain in her chest, and braced to watch the replay.

Colin seemed taken aback by a brutal low kick his little brother endured. The crowd continued to boo and gasp. Standing on tiptoes, she saw her man go down, sucking in air, before stammering back to his feet. The crowd lit up with applause at his recovery, while he gritted through the pain, the torment, the sweet relief of it all…

Oh yes, that had to have hurt! Why does he do this?!

Fueled by fresh anxiety, she suddenly forgot she’d solved that puzzle moments ago. The damn monster in that ring seemed hell bent on rearranging Sean’s face and placing him in a body cast.

“Shit! Sean!” Colin chastised. “Get it together!” he roared over the large, amped up crowd. With her vision slightly impaired from the bouncing mob, she could hardly tell what was happening anymore. The monitor offered no live feed. Was someone playing some cruel joke on her? Whatever happened, it elicited an all out frenzy for the announcer was yelling something about, ‘roundhouse kick’ and ‘superman punch.’

“Fuuuck yeeeaah!!! Woo hoooo!” Colin cheered, his big body swaying from side to side like a cluster of tree branches in a wicked storm. He glanced quickly at Treasure, suddenly realizing she couldn’t see a damn thing. Without notice, he picked her up and put her on his shoulders, drawing out a shriek from her. She laughed so loudly and uncontrollably, she almost fell into the lunging, cursing crowd.

“You see ’im?!” Colin yelled.

“Yeah! Sean is standing, and the other guy is just kinda lying there.”

“Yeah, that’s ’cause my brother beat his motherfucking ass!!! That damn bastard is knocked out cold!” he yelled proudly as the referee grabbed Sean’s arm and placed it high in the air.

Colin gingerly placed her back on the ground, then clapped and whistled, jamming two fingers in his mouth, cheering his brother on with full gusto.

“Three full rounds, a flying elbow and a superman! He whooped that motherfucker’s ass! That’s my goddamn brother right there! Woooooo!!!!” He stomped around as if doing some sort of jig, making her giggle so. “Irish pride, baby!!!” He yelled so hard and loud, the vein on the side of his neck strained under his pale flesh. He faced the crowd, turning from side to side so everyone in that place would hear him. “That’s my motherfucking brother, Sean motherfucking Mahoney! Remember his name, damn it!” he roared.

Treasure shook her head and burst out laughing at his pumped up behavior.

A few moments later, a large fella covered in sweat and blood was standing beside her. She recognized those gorgeous green eyes, despite one swelling up like a pumped balloon and the other donning an odd pink hue. He hoisted her in his strong arms and landed a kiss upon her lips as she buried her fingers in his damp hair. Closing her eyes, she savored his heated affections, his raw masculine scent rubbing against her clothing, leaving his claim upon her.

“I won,” he panted between lip locks, staring at her through hooded eyes that called her damn name. “I won, baby.”

Colin patted his brother’s back and looked over the two, but gave them space. Others didn’t have the same courtesies in mind…

Soon, a crowd surrounded him, pushing papers toward him to sign and cheering him on like he was the second coming of Christ. It left her in complete awe… She could see on his face, this was part of who he was. This was the one place where he could fall apart, act like an animal, and get away with the shit. It was the one setting in the entire world where being bad meant being good, and being called a brute proved a compliment.

“I won, baby,” he repeated, as if he’d gotten one too many lumps to the head…forgotten that he’d already announced it to her twice in the last sixty seconds. “But…” People started to push through, pulling them apart. Hands gripped his clammy flesh and young, excited faces talked around them. The place swelled with some sort of strange, sports-crazed pride. She could barely hear or make out what he was saying as the gap between their bodies grew bigger and bigger.

“But the big prize was you! Thanks for comin’! I love you, baby!” he yelled out, then smiled wide and winked at her before turning away to grab one of the ink pens from someone’s waving hand. In that moment, he undoubtedly made some teenage boy’s dream come true with a sleight of hand; but unbeknown to him, he’d also made a grown woman’s heart crack open and fill up with the sunlight rays of his magnificent love, his twisted, though therapeutic sense of humor, and his strong, deep embrace that still left her skin tingling, many moments after they’d parted ways. The man was filthy rich with love, and he’d given her his last dime. She’d be careful not to spend it…

…And she loved him for it, for she was dating a billionaire with a heart made of pure gold…
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Jackson sat at his massive custom-made cherry wood desk in his home. The semi-darkened room filled with thick Cuban cigar smoke and the intoxicating aroma of the last remnants of a warm glass of imported cognac. It was his third to be exact, and he had plans for a fourth. He hadn’t smoked in months, but now, he toyed with inebriation as his dry lips grew looser. He wanted to say some shit, tell the world how he really fucking felt. Yearned to be like Treasure, free to curse a bastard out, for he was a prisoner to his sensibilities and he never even figured out he’d been imprisoned. The woman walked and talked like an emancipated slave, and it stung him to his core that her transformation had begun as soon as he stepped foot out of their home with his bags in tow, and her slamming the door in his face.

Yes…his thoughts drifted back to the first woman he’d ever felt something for—the one he knew was going to make a faithful man of him. How could he resist the self-made, sweet woman with enough street sense to be a tangible dream and enough beauty to make many men stop in their damn tracks, plot and scheme to have her?

Treasure…

She was a bit old-fashioned, ladylike in many ways, unaware how beautiful she was, and that made her all the more alluring. She’d had a rough time as a child, the experiences making her vulnerable… sweet… irresistible, for she wanted a man to make it alright, make it better. Best of all, she’d never asked him for a damn thing. She wasn’t needy… But the older she got, the more she questioned him, the more inquisitive she became, and the more they argued. She was no longer the girl he’d met in college. Treasure had morphed into a person who wanted some goddamn answers. He gave her none, told her to mind her damn business, accept the money and gifts…be quiet. And in a way, she did.

Until she was turned to damn stone.

He barely recognized her, but at the same time, he knew this softer side of her still dwelled within her. She’d simply buried it, tried to fit the soccer mom role…but Treasure was a survivor. Life started off fair enough for her, but that all came crashing down once her father died. She roamed the streets with her mother and brothers like a nomad. They had no family; everyone was dead or living in other states, and no one offered to help, lifted a damn finger. Nobody wanted to take in a grown woman, two badass boys and a little girl with an occasional sassy ass mouth who questioned authority and had gotten in trouble for shoplifting.

She’d done it because was hungry…

He shook his head as his mind glossed over the damn story. Treasure had been so embarrassed. At fifteen, she’d ended up in police custody with two bags of uncooked navy beans in her front jeans pockets, a frozen bag of peas in her coat, and a small pack of ham lunchmeat in her back pocket. That hunger had remained inside the woman…a thirst, a drive. She covered it with pretty drapes, plush imported rugs, and exquisite hand crafted lamps from India. She made it comely, almost disappear, but he knew it never left her. And the very thing that had drawn him to the woman had eventually turned him away.

“Treasure, baby.” He picked up his glass and sloshed the contents around a bit before taking another sip. He stared down into the thing, drowning in contemplations that threatened to choke him dead. “Nobody’s perfect…but you were the perfect wife. I fucked up!” He laughed maniacally, slapped the table and rocked back and forth in his chair as Al Green serenaded him real low…

Let’s Stay Together…

“I’m soooo in love with yoooou!” he sang off key.

“Damn! My granddad used to love this song! He’d play this shit all throughout Harlem, yeeeeaaaah!” he slurred, bobbing his head to the tune, rockin’ in his seat, really getting down.

“Tiiimes are bad! Happy or saaaad!” he went on and on. “Treasure, damn you, woman!” He closed his eyes for a moment. “I still love ya, baby. You’d drive me crazy sometimes wit’ that smart mouth of yours, but you was true blue, a good woman. I could depend on you…didn’t have to worry about you not doing the right thing. You never screwed around on me. You took care of the kids, worked, cleaned and cooked. You’d fuck me like I needed to be fucked!” He cursed out loud at the damn ceiling, hoping Jennifer, the whore he couldn’t shake loose, heard his drunken rant. “Fuckin’ selfish ass bitches…lazy in bed! Just layin’ on your goddamn back, looking pretty in that expensive ass lingerie collection I bought you!” He shook his fist angrily at the ceiling, then burst out in more maniacal fits of laughter.

“…want cosmetic surgeries, expensive coats, cars, your own penthouse. Want me to pay for your mother’s shit, your sister’s shit, your girlfriend’s shit, your low-class brother that’s in and out of prison’s shit! Want me to eat your dry ass pussy and you ain’t sucked my dick in months! Fuck you! Get tha fuck outta my house, bitch! Get uh damn job!” His voice strained and cracked as he reached toward the invisible sky. The domed ceiling of his office looked like gold dusted heaven, though he trusted he’d landed in dusty, dank hell.

I used to have it all…

I had the shit men dream of. Good family. Great friends… beautiful women, my pick of the damn litter! Saw Treasure and had to have ’er ass… She was smart, sassy, sweet and so.damn.fine…

…And broken.

Body smooth like freshly poured chocolate. Thick, beautiful hair that got bigger in the goddamn sun, despite having a perm… She hated it, but I loved it—it was her glory. Long, luscious legs and an ass I could play a chess game on, and not lose one.damn.piece. Breasts so soft, supple, more than a handful but manageable. She kept herself together…liked to cook, would eat too many cookies every now and again, but always got herself back in check.

A fucking dime…

…And she was mine.

You know, as I think back on it, I really can’t understand why I wasn’t satisfied with her. Why wasn’t she enough? The grass really does always look greener on the other side. At first, I blamed her for everything and shit, Treasure ain’t no damn angel, but she pretty damn close to it…

He hung his head, feeling the weight of his bad choices tearing him down, shoving him closer and closer into a recently dug up, open grave.

I’m tryna do better, Treasure…

He wished she were sitting there to hear his pleas…believe his heart longed for her, wanted to make it right.

He was picking up his children more, making a concerted effort, though Brian barely spoke to him as of late. Regardless, he attempted to talk to his wife over and over again—no, ex-wife—but she’d cut him off at the pass. The damn woman left him no choice but to call her mother, tell her that he was trying to fix his marriage, but her daughter was being hard headed and worst of all, she was dating some bastard that didn’t have a pot to piss in. He picked up his glass and sloshed the drink around as his mood drew darker.

Jennifer was by now surely passed out upstairs after one of her many prescription pill cocktails, which she chased with a glass of white wine. She was his latest, not his last…but now he felt tired, so very tired.

No more of this… no more! I’m done with Jennifer, JoAnn, Staci, Anna, Amber, Vanessa, all of ’em! I’d trade them all to get just one woman back, just one! He slammed his fist onto his desk. Nah, she is going to listen to me, tonight…she gotta listen!

He grabbed his phone after a series of hiccups, and dialed the number.

She was mine first, and she’ll be mine until the last moment in time…
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Chapter Twenty-Two
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“I mean, are they black or red? Pink?”

Treasure rolled lazily over on her side and nestled her pillow between her thighs, pressing the damn thing tight between them. She tried desperately to squelch her pussy’s voice. The bitch was talking to her again, begging to be slipped an intoxicating lickey and mickey otherwise known as Sean’s fucking tongue and dick.

“None of those…” she finally answered, faux admonishing him.

“Come on, what color are your panties tonight?” Sean groaned throatily on the other end. His final was scheduled for the following evening, so with him being swamped with studying, a simple naughty conversation would have to suffice in their time of horny need.

“…None. I have none on…”

“Mmmmm…did you shave your pussy today?” He groaned, then she heard him swallow as he most likely visualized her in the buff.

“Yeah…” She slipped her finger inside of her mouth, sucking it just so, wishing it were his damn dick.

“There’s no hair at all? Not even a landing strip?”

“None, it’s bare.”

“Let me come over and inspect…”

“Sean, no!” She giggled like a damn schoolgirl. “You’ve got your exam tomorrow morning! You’re supposed to be studying right now, not on the phone with me asking about panties! Ridiculous…”

“I’ll be in and out. I promise not to take too long. I mean, unless you want me to.”

“No!”

“Come on! Look, I’ll undress really fast, fuck ya, and leave! You won’t even know what happened!”

A short laugh escaped before she could cover her mouth to stifle it, but she checked herself, lest she wake up her sleeping children.

“No!”

“Then come over here!”

“Yeah, right!”

“Just wake up Brian, say you have an errand to run and you’ll be right back.”

“Go study, Sean.”

“Damn it!” he hissed. “Alright, but you owe me…”

“You always think I owe you. What do you expect for compensation?”

“I drafted up some blow job coupons… The last couple of times we’ve had sex you’ve not given me one beforehand. We are now 2 and 0.”

“What?!” she said, cracking up. “So now you’re keeping score, huh?”

“Ya damn straight. I want it all,” he teased. “Good night, baby…I love you.”

“I love you too, honey, and good luck on your exam. You’ll do great.”

“I hope so…I’m about to go jerk off and then study… Well, I should probably study first, then jerk off because if I jerk off first, I’ll fall asleep.” Then just like that, he ended the damn phone call.

“Nut!” Setting her cell phone on her nightstand, she plucked the beaded silver chord to turn off the lamp. A few minutes later, it buzzed again.

“Who is that?” Treasure’s eyes flickered in the darkness as she pulled herself out of the beginning stages of slumber. Clumsily clawing at her nightstand, she seized her phone in a stilted grip and pulled herself up toward the headboard. “I don’t believe this shit…it’s two in the damn morning…” She read the caller-ID, then picked up. “What is it, Jackson? Oh, let me guess? You couldn’t get the response from me you wanted by running to my mother, of all people, to get some shit started. You have a lot of nerve calling me.” She sighed and let her head drop to the side. Her body refused to completely rise to the occasion.

“Never mind that. This is important. I need to speak with you,” his deep voice choked out.

“This couldn’t wait? Look how late it is.” She glanced at the clock on her nightstand.

“I never get the chance to talk to you without it turning into an argument, Treasure. Can you humor me this one time, please?”

“Fine Jackson,” she huffed, running her hand along her forehead, dragging her fingertips over the bunched flesh created by extreme annoyance. “What is it?”

“I called your mother because I was desperate, can’t you see? I…I still love you, Treasure.”

“I don’t have time for this.” She sighed again, not in the mood for one of his preposterous power plays or unscrupulous tactics that usually began with a kind word or two, to warm her up for the final kill. “Have you been drinking?” She sat up, frowning, certain he’d been dipping in the alcohol cabinet again. Not to mention, Tyrese’s ‘Stay’ played on low in the background.

“I’m not drunk, Treasure. Look, I’ll get right to it. I know that I cheated, I know that I was wrong, but… I miss you. Look, baby, people make mistakes, okay? What I did had nothing to do with you; it was me…all me. I don’t want to draw this out, drag it out further. We both know we still love one another. So, I’m calling to see,” he took a deep breath, “I wanted to see if we…if we could try to make this work, give it another try.”

“…I must be dreaming.”

“No.” He chuckled. “You’re wide awake and so am I, baby. Finally. I am wide awake and see what I risked and lost. You were the best thing that ever happened to me and I was too stupid to see that at the time. You know this is the best for everyone.”

“…Don’t,” she said in a whisper.

“Don’t what?” He sighed. “Treasure, look, if not for me and you, baby, for the sake of Brian and Asia. Don’t you think they deserve you giving us another chance? I sure as hell do.”

“Jackson…it’s been a long day, and I’m tired. I just want to go to bed and I want you to go, too.” She gripped the sheets, twisting them around in an iron grip.

“You’re tired? Yeah, so am I. I’m tired of not having you in my life.”

“Okay, okay, Jackson.” She clamped her eyes closed as her aggravation morphed into heated anger with swirls of sorrow. “What I don’t appreciate is you dragging our children into your ploy this evening. How dare you attempt to bring the children into this, make them a bargaining chip?!” She leaned over and snatched the chain on her lamp, illuminating the room as she came alive, breathed in fresh air and woke the hell up once and for all. “What a typical ‘Jackson’ move…when all else fails, try to pull at heartstrings and guilt trips. Sorry, not interested in being in your puppet production and my vacation is long overdue, but the excursion sure isn’t planned for Remorse Island!”

She knew from his silence that the man was astonished, appalled, had fallen flat on his lying face. For a quick second he must have thought his slick, greasy words were working their snake-oil charm on her. She smirked, milking the moment like a golden cow, basking in the satisfaction. The only thing that would have topped the night like a succulent cherry would’ve been seeing his face crack and break into tiny pieces upon the ground…and her leap up and smash the remains with her heel.

“You really thought this would work, didn’t you? Wow…” She grinned in disbelief and shook her head. “You thought that if you apologized and asked for a reconciliation, bringing up the children for good measure, I’d give it the old ‘college try’. Jackson, you must’ve confused me for some fool that graduated top of the class from Imbecile University located smack dab in the land of Stupid-Ville! First, you treat me like trash during our marriage. Then, you cheat on me multiple times. Then, you move your whore into your house. Then, you question me about my boyfriend and call my mother, tattletale on me like I’d done you wrong, and now this! How can you stand yourself?!

“Since you’ve been gone, I’ve learned a lot about myself, one thing being, I am wiser, better and stronger than I ever dreamed possible. You cheating on me, the lies you told, the cruel things you said over the years to pump up your ego by deflating my own, in some ways, set me free. It forced me to not live my life via what you told me I was, but instead, based on what I knew I was to become!”

“This is about the garbage man, right?” He chuckled mirthlessly. “You’re gettin’ some good sex, and now he’s made you think you’re top shit. You’re not, Treasure!”

“Ahhhh yes, here is the real Jackson!” She chuckled. “Here is the man I know all too well! Welcome back!”

“A younger, muscular white guy blows your back out, and now you have all the confidence in the goddamn world! He doesn’t want you, Treasure! He’s just using you!”

“Oh really? Thank you for your insight.” She rolled her eyes. “Well, as the song goes, if it feels this good being used, he can use me up! Now, I have a busy day tomorrow. Don’t you call me unless it is about the children, do you hear me?! Don’t call here again talking about getting back together, none of that shit anymore, and you and my mother can both stick your advice and opinions where the sun don’t shine. Neither one of you is fit to dole out any guidance, at any time, on any subject matter unless it is regarding your mutual insanity! I’d like to go back to sleep now, so if you’d excuse me…”

“Treasure, what is with some of you black women now, huh?” He chuckled. “You think these white guys are like some savior, Jesus comin’ to get you! You and your attitudes and entitled ways! Newsflash, we’re all the fuckin’ same! He ain’t no better than me! You think his ass is going to ride up on some horse and save you, like he is a messiah! I’m so sick of this shit. So because a black man pissed you off, you go runnin’ off to the other side, like you really showing me, huh? Don’t you see what you’re doing?!”

“Funny how you didn’t feel that way when you cheated with not one, but several women, some of whom—including the woman currently hemmed up in your house—were white! So you can take all that regurgitated, manipulative, sorry ass rhetoric screwed up men like you like to spew, and fuck off. I never heard you talk about your homeboys dating white women as being a bad thing. I never heard you tell our son to stop dating white girls, either, but suddenly when I do it, it’s gotta be because I hate black men and I must be set straight! I don’t think of you enough to even care about getting revenge, bastard! I’m not checking for you, you aren’t on my radar, in my dreams, my thoughts, nothing! Go play in rush-hour traffic, Jackson. You can miss me with that bullshit! You are sitting here on the phone acting like some hurt little child or some jealous mistress begging for a second chance to home-wreck! Since you want to act like your sweetheart, I’ll talk to you like your girlfriend. BITCH, SWERVE!”

“I want you to remember something, woman,” he said, his tone threatening, angry, seething and rising with rage like violent waves against a sandy shore. “This is exactly why us black men started dating white women…this type of fucked up attitude right here!”

“I’m yawning in case you didn’t hear that…you want an instant replay?” She asked lazily.

“Yeah, you real funny, Treasure. I want you to remember that I tried to put our family back together. When you are all alone again and he’s moved on to another sugar mama, or someone more attractive and younger, closer to his own damn age, I want you to remember that you had a chance to have it all, and you blew it!”

“Jackson, if my boyfriend calls me right this second and says, ‘Treasure, I was only with you for a little fun and I’m now moving on,’ it would hurt like hell, I’ll admit that to you. It would hurt, because I love him so very much, but you know what, Jackson? The difference now is, I know I’d be alright soon enough, damn it!” she yelled, rising and pointing about the room as if the motherfucker were standing right there before her. “I know I’d get over it, survive and make it! He and I love each other in ways you’d never understand. That man has given me the green light, let me feel okay in my own damn skin. He doesn’t want anything from me but my love, and I don’t care if you believe that or not. This isn’t about you, it’s about me, and no matter how you twist and turn it, the Jackson Show is cancelled, off the air for good, without even a damn re-run, and now it’s my turn to shine! I have strength to continue on, with or without him and anyone else in this world, minus my children!

“I have the tools, the self-esteem and the confidence to do so! It’s not just about the person I’m with, it’s about the experiences that he’s given me, and he is a damn good man! He has honor and integrity, knows how to treat a woman, unlike you! Now, if there is anything else you wish to toss my way to try to ruin my new attitude, my new lease on life and how I see myself in this big, wide world, you can try me if ya want to, but you’ll fall like Autumn, flail like a fish, and fail like Jackson, you paranoid, emotionally abusive, simple-minded motherfucker!”

And with that, she disconnected the call.

Treasure slammed her cell phone back down on the nightstand, plucked the light chord, and wrapped herself up in the sheets tighter than butterfly larvae in a cocoon.

Calling me with that bullshit! Some damn nerve! Goodnight, Jackson. Take your kangaroo court tactics somewhere else. Love for you doesn’t live here anymore, because I love myself first!
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Sean sat in one of the hundreds of folding taupe metal chairs in the wedding reception hall. Asia, dressed like a lily of the valley and her face twisted up into a knot, leaned in close to him and whispered, “My Aunt Jasmine has been married three times before!” She spoke behind a cluster of giggles, gossiping in the way young girls do. Sean smirked at the young lady, getting a kick out of the revelation all the same.

“Well,” he shrugged, “some people have to keep doing the same thing over and over till they get it right. She’s an optimist, I suppose.”

“An optimist? What’s that?” The girl’s brow rose as she leaned back from him, waiting for an explanation.

“It’s a person who looks at the bright side of things” He slumped a bit in his seat. “Like, something bad might happen, ya know? But they’ll find the good in it. Like say, for instance, you fall off your bike and skin your knee, right? But while you’re on the ground, you notice a five dollar bill lyin’ there. Instead of focusing on the pain, you think how lucky you are to have found that money…things like that.”

“Ohhh, yeah, I get it!”

Brian plopped down on his other side like a gray cloud about to shit turds of despair. The boy had been in a foul mood since they’d entered the place. He’d been torn away from a Saturday evening of glee and trouble, the kind that only a sixteen-year-old boy could enjoy. Nevertheless, there he sat now at his mother’s insistence, hating every minute of it, and making no secret of his extreme dismay.

“What’s up?” the boy stated without looking him in the eye as he toyed with his cell phone, scrolling through various pictures on some social media site.

“Nothin’ much.” Sean grinned. “What’s up with you?”

“Just waiting for this damn thing to be over…boring as hell.”

“Awwww, come on! It’s not every day your Aunt Jasmine gets married!” he teased.

“Yeah it is. She gets married every other year.” Brian snorted, causing Asia and Sean to laugh right along with him. “Here comes Mama.” The boy looked up to see Treasure approaching, her arms full of crimped, teal ribbon.

“I don’t know how I always get roped into this!” she blurted gloomily as she plopped down in one of the chairs behind them. The poor woman’s head lulled back while she closed her eyes, seemingly exhausted. “So glad this wedding is over. I should’ve never volunteered to help the wedding coordinator… Now I’ve got to clean all this stuff up.”

“No, we’ll help you, Mom.” Asia jumped up from her seat, pulling Sean’s hand as if she wanted to slow dance. “We first have to get all these chairs folded and placed up against the wall,” she instructed.

“You know the drill, huh?” Sean laughed as he started with his own, causing a loud banging noise.

“All the guests are in the other room eating cake. You guys abandoned me.” Treasure smirked.

“I told you we’d be right back. Asia said her head was hurting from all the noise so we just walked in here for a breather is all,” he explained while folding another chair.

“They won’t be in here anymore. We can at least start up so we aren’t here for an eternity. Then, we’ll finish after people begin to leave.” Treasure looked about the place, as if making assessments on time management. “Jasmine wants me to take this ribbon home. She plans to keep it and do some scrapbooking with it… Yeah, right!” Treasure rolled her eyes. “I didn’t have the heart to argue with her. There are literally four or five boxes of this mess.”

“Look, let’s make this a bit easier. I’ll back my car up so we can put some of this stuff in there,” Sean volunteered. “This door right here, it’s okay to open it, right?” He pointed across the way to a side door with ‘Exit’ written on it in vibrant red letters.

“Yes, I already saw the coordinator go in and out of it a few times this afternoon, and the caterers, too. Good idea. Thanks, baby.” She grabbed him, brought him close and landed a kiss on his cheek. Out of the corner of his eye, he witnessed Brian rolling his eyes and twisting his lips in faux disgust, but he soon let that go and sported a half smile, revealing the truth of his feelings about the whole display. Pulling away from the woman, he folded another chair, then stacked it against the wall.

“I’m gonna go ahead and get the car… be back in a sec.” Treasure nodded and gripped the back of a chair, while Brian and Asia followed suit.

He let himself out of the place. The door slammed abruptly behind him as he headed into the vast parking lot that was filled to capacity. Jasmine had quite the fan club, and it was of no surprise, for the woman happened to be as gorgeous and charismatic as Treasure, and had married a recently retired baseball player from the Yankees. She was Treasure’s ex-husband’s sister, yet she and Treasure remained friends, still quite close after the divorce, much to her ex’s dismay. Sean relished a moment to himself, to sort his thoughts. He released a thankful sigh for the solace and continued his trek. He’d had a damn good time meeting Treasure’s extended family, all of them hospitable and kind, with the exception of one.

Treasure warned of possible family drama and perhaps an off-putting racially driven comment or two by Jackson’s family, but none of those fears materialized, much to their relief. The cool night air invigorated him as it blew lightly across his face, ruffling his hair just so. He slicked his hand in his pocket and removed his keys, which jangled in his grip and created a special song with each step he took as he drew nearer to his vehicle. Putting pep in his step, he continued to replay the evening in his mind. But, before he could unlock his car door, a deep, low voice boomed from a short distance.

“Mr. Mahoney!”

Sean immediately stopped dead in his tracks and looked over his shoulder, squinting just so, trying to make out the man that yelled his name.

“Yeah?”

A tall figure drew closer, his steps purposeful. The man kept balling up his fists and unfolding them, over and over, as if itching for a brawl. Sean took a deep breath, got into a fighter stance, prepared for whatever the bastard was trying to serve.

“I think I need a word with you,” the man uttered, staring him down with nothing short of malevolent flames dancing in his eyes…
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“Mom.” Asia grabbed two bulky bags while the wedding coordinator spoke loudly on her phone in the background. “Are you gonna marry Sean?”

Treasure didn’t miss the smile on the girl’s slightly reddened face. Pausing, she placed her hand on her hip. “What would make you ask me that, baby?”

The girl shrugged and blushed as she gathered more ribbons that lay here, there and everywhere along the wedding aisle runner. The muted tune of ‘Fantastic Voyage’ from Lakeside played in the background.

“I dunno,” she said, shrugging once again. “I like him spendin’ time with you…with us. He’s nice.”

Treasure picked up another few pieces of renegade ribbon and rolled the shimmery things around in her hand, mulling over her daughter’s words.

“I like him, too.” She smiled. “I love him. And he likes and loves you, too.” She winked at her.

“Yeah, he’s nice,” the girl repeated, then sighed as she continued on, treating their task like a scavenger hunt.

“Brian, what time is it?”

The boy loitered in the corner of the room, almost blending in like some mechanized fixture as he bobbed his head to the music and messed around on his phone.

“It’s almost twelve…”

“That late?! It shouldn’t have taken Sean this long to get the car.” She sighed. “He’s been gone a while.”

“Mama, he might be making room in his hooptie or something. Cut the man some slack.” The boy smirked. Treasure rolled her eyes and bent low, picking up more shimmery pieces of tinsel and ribbon from the carpet. The shit had landed everywhere, as if an industrial fan had been on full blast, swirling it all around in a torrential frenzy. Instead of rice, everyone had thrown the damn things in the air and left it to Jasmine to think that was a good idea. Her mouth kinked in a smirk as she kept on about her duties. Regardless, she was happy for her sister-in-law—for the entire evening, actually. She had divorced Jackson, not his family.

Sean got to meet some of her friends as well, and no one cracked an ill-suited anecdote or made a lewd remark, not even her mother who had sat stone-faced the majority of the evening. She wasn’t even going to entertain the woman, go down that road. Although she didn’t give a shit the woman was present, she wasn’t surprised she’d come. Still, this was Jasmine’s day, not Mama’s, and she refused to engage with the lady, allow her to ruin it. Sean, as usual, had people cackling and in no time flat. The man knew how to work a crowd that was for damn sure. He was accepted with open arms, and that made the evening all the richer, in fact, even more than that…

It was picture perfect…
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Chapter Twenty-Three
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“You know.” Sean paused, seething, and looked off into the dusky distance before settling his fiery gaze back at Jackson, guarding his words just so. He scratched the side of his temple. “When Treasure pointed you out in the crowd to me, she was concerned you’d cause a scene. You didn’t do anything.” He lowered his gaze to his shoes, shook his head, then stared back into the cold eyes of the man before him. “And the night was going good. I should’ve known you’d try to pull some shit like this.”

“And why should you have known this?” The tall man grimaced as he crossed his arms over his chest. “You don’t know me. She’s told you a bunch of bullshit about me, right?”

“She’s told me things, Jackson, but from the way I’ve had to hold her, and kiss her pain away, I highly doubt it’s bullshit.”

Steely silence stretched between the two, growing and growing, until it burst from the pressure.

“Let me explain something to you, Mr. Mahoney. You have walked into the lives of my family, for what reason, I’m not sure but I—”

“It’s not up to you to know or understand. All you need to recognize is that I’m with Treasure now, and I mean your children no harm. Matter of fact, I want what is best for them. Anything outside of Asia and Brian is none of your damn business.”

“Who tha fuck do you think you are?! I will always be involved, in all aspects! All three of ’em! Brian,” he counted off his fingers, “Asia and Treasure. No matter how much you may wish for it to be different, that’s my family, not yours! They don’t belong to you, Mr. Mahoney. You can’t take my place or even come close. My woman, my children! They never were yours and never will be. You are messing with my wife, my—”

“Ex-wife, Jackson…ex.” Sean yawned.

“You’re not married to her, never were and never will be.” He pointed at him, drawing closer, jamming his finger in his face. “I don’t know what game you’re playing, but you won’t win.”

“Oh, I see what’s going on here.” Sean smirked as he leaned lazily against his car, crossing his arms and ankles. “Everything was fine as long as Treasure was miserable, right? As long as you believed she was lonely, pining away. Now that she’s moved on, you’re threatened. You’re such a sad little man.”

“What could you possibly do for her?” The beast looked him up and down, as if he smelled of sulfur and shit.

“What can I do for her?” Sean raised a brow and pointed to himself. “Apparently, all that you could not…”

“You low life, sneaky son of a bitch.”

“Oh, you want to name call? Well why don’t you try these out for size? You’re a cheating, lying, insecure, petty, controlling, scheming, money-obsessed bastard, and you suck as a father, too!”

Before Sean knew what was coming, the man raised his fist and lunged toward him in record speed. The damn air seemed to sway to the fucker’s movements, and his arm divided the sky as it blasted toward him. Sean caught the orb of knuckles in his palm like a ball in a pitcher’s mitt, and it heated from his touch.

“You’re fast. But not fast enough…”

Jackson’s hand trembled in his grip as Sean pressed on, digging into it, fighting the urge to break every one of the fiend’s fucking fingers. It would’ve been easier than slicing through warm butter with a heated knife…

SNAP.CRACKLE.POP.

I could mangle his hand so damn easily… Don’t do it, Sean…don’t do it…

It was almost too difficult to resist. He wrestled with the notion, leaning toward the dark side…

“Let go!” the man shouted, his mouth his only recourse as he gritted in pain, but refused to relinquish the shred of control he had. After a few moments of suspended anguish, Sean finally released the bastard, throwing his hand down like rubbish.

“I’m. Not. Going. Anywhere.”

“I don’t want you with her and my children! Do you understand me?!” the man roared, running his palm over his sore hand, gritting his teeth as the pain no doubt surged through his knuckles and fingertips.

“Well, lucky fuckin’ me that it isn’t up to you now, is it?!” Sean yelled, tired of the buffoon’s shit. “You shouldn’t have thrown your opportunity away. And if you try to swing on me again, you will buy yourself a one-way trip to the emergency room.”

“You are fucking with the wrong person. I don’t know what they are teaching you dumb asses in Queens, but don’t let my law degree fool you. You white boys from there really think you can take on the world! I’ve watched jerks like you in court, thinking you can beat a case that you deserved…think you are owed some shit ’cause you grew up poor, right? And now you’re jealous of a black man with some cash, think it should be yours, think you own everything and my black ass has no right to have anything but the shit you give me!”

“Is that what you tell yourself?” Sean shook his head and offered a half smile. “Your race and financial status is of little importance to me. Treasure and I are the only people who won’t give you center stage, and it just eats you up inside. You just wanna feel important, like a big shot. You can’t stand the fact that she no longer wants you. She doesn’t love you anymore, Jackson! MOVE ON!”

“You don’t know shit! You don’t know what that woman and I have! You think I should be back on some plantation, don’t you?! You think you run the whole goddamn country. You feel entitled to everything I have, even my leftovers!”

Sean glanced away indifferently, scratched the back of his head, then turned back in Jackson’s direction. The drum within his chest beat a bit more loudly, the rhythm uneven as his temper flared. He didn’t know how much longer he could hold up, hold on and hold out. A newly erupted hatred was born within him, and it was a fight to keep himself off of the bastard. He needed to defend the woman he loved, their relationship, but grappled with not wanting to use words, but his damn fists…this was an internal fight he just may lose…

“They say one man’s trash is another man’s treasure… I’d have to wholeheartedly agree.” Jackson simply glared at him, hating him more and more no doubt as each second passed. “If you spent this same energy into maintaining your marriage when you had ’er, there would be no ‘Sean’” he said with sarcasm, putting his fingers in quotes. “No man to try to intimidate in the parking lot of your sister’s wedding reception hall.” He looked over his shoulder and casually hit his fab to unlock his car. The customary clicking sound soon followed. “It’s time for you to let go, Jackson.” He slid into the driver’s seat of his car, taking control, dismissing the jerk. “I’m driving now. Your services are no longer needed.” He winked at him.

“You’ll always have to deal with me, Mr. Mahoney and I hope it’s worth it to you.” The man sneered, still holding tight to his slippery position, and still rubbing his sore hand, too.

Sean burst out laughing—simply couldn’t help himself.

“Hot damn! I thought I was a funny guy, but you are crackin’ me the hell up!” He looked the guy up and down, a half grin on his face, fighting the urge to burst out laughing real hard.

“I will destroy you.” Jackson’s tiny thread of dignity waved in the damn wind like a piece of toilet paper stuck in the back of some bastard’s pants.

“Destroy me?” Sean chuckled. “What is this? X-Men or some shit? You’re such a fuckin’ clown, so silly, ya know that?” He rolled his eyes. “Don’t make promises you can’t keep. If you ever try to come up on me again, intimidate me or mess with Treasure, the next time I won’t be so nice. Lawyer or not, I will fuck you up in a millisecond and please believe me when I tell ya that I’m always on motherfucking time.”

“That’s the third time you’ve done that! You have a lot of nerve threatening a lawyer! You must feel like a big man now that you’re fuckin’ my ex-wife, huh?! A little sugar mama for you to toy with… She’s too stupid to see what you’re up to!”

“And to think she actually was with the likes of you ever?” Sean glared at the man, trying to understand what she’d seen in him. “Let’s move on to more important topics, shall we? Let me ask you something, Jackson.” He clicked his tongue against his inner cheek. “What is the song Asia will be dancing to in her next recital? She’s been practicing for weeks, day in and day out, playing it over and over again, trying to get everything just perfect. You know it, right?”

The man’s face drew tight and tense like a raisin in the damn sun.

“Oh.” Sean grinned. “You don’t know? Surprise, surprise. Okay, let’s try a different one.” He sucked his teeth, trying to regain his composure lest he knock the bastard clear across the damn parking lot onto the hood of something expensive and lavish. “What’s Brian’s girlfriend’s name? They’re pretty serious, you know. Surely, you’d know this.” He waited a couple of seconds. “I can see from your facial expression that you don’t. Damn.” He smirked and shook his head. “Okay, let me give you an easy one!” he taunted, raising a finger in the air as if trying to gauge wind direction. “What did Asia and Brian get on their report cards this last semester in, say, English?”

SILENCE.

“What?! Come on, take a stab at it…nothing?! You got nothin’ man?!” Sean frowned, utterly disgusted.

“I love my children!” the man blurted, forcing the words out, and looking for all intents and purposes like he didn’t know what to do with himself.

He’d been placed on the spot.

“Then fucking show it! You want to stand here and try to argue with me about Treasure, and the hell with your damn kids, right?! You don’t know shit about them! I bet you can tell me all the details of your last three cases, and you know every damn thing about me, too, but you can’t even tell me what Asia’s favorite color is or Brian’s preferred video game… Get tha fuck outta my face, man.”

“Oh, so now you wanna leave? You were just talking a lot of shit a second ago. Don’t stop on my behalf!”

“Jackson, get the hell away from me and my car. I mean it. I will drag your ass around this parking lot by the goddamn ears so you can hear me clearly since you’re obviously unable to understand what the hell I’m sayin’ to you! Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have some ribbon wands ’nd shit to help cart away.”

“Yeah, garbage man!” Jackson laughed loudly, so much it echoed. “That’s what you do… clean up shit, haul off trash!” he hooted, as if the words he spewed were the wittiest thing ever.

Feeling the Devil creep inside him, Sean tapped on his steering wheel as he peered out the window before him, sinking his teeth into his lower lip.

“You know what?” He looked back at the man, turning on a dime. “You’re right…I clean up shit, messes. I haul away trash, just like you said. I clean up the shit no one wants, the shit people throw away, discard, take for granted…like you did to your goddamn family.”

The smile from the man’s face quickly faded like an eclipsed moon.

“I clean all that shit up, but the problem is, Jackson,” he said, narrowing his eyes to slits. “There was a beautiful prize in that trash you abused, tossed aside, and I found it. Now you’re digging back in the can, probably realizing you had a real gem but replaced it for two bubblegum machine replicas. Too late, I’ve got her on lockdown now, right in my damn heart. You mad?” Sean cackled, causing the man before him to stiffen.

“And now, you want to come ’nd claim my beautiful discovery after you flung it aside, treated it like complete shit. I’m sorry, man, but finder’s keepers. And neither you nor your big-headed attorney or celebrity friends, Treasure’s crazy ass mother, or the man on the moon can fucking make me change my mind or stop me. Oh, and here is some trivia for ya. You may want to write this down.” He cleared his throat, as if about to deliver a moving speech. “Asia dances to Brandy’s song, ‘Almost Doesn’t Count’ in a couple of weeks. Remember that oldie but goodie? Her favorite color is blue, sky blue to be exact, and Brian is obsessed with Call of Duty: Ghosts—heard of it? Maybe he likes it because your memory haunts him… he R.I.P.’ed your ass a long time ago.”

If he didn’t know any better, he’d swear Jackson’s eyes were welling with tears. That only urged him on…

Cry motherfucker, cry. It still wouldn’t match up with the amount of tears cried by your son and daughter over you…

“Your teenage son put your memory in a fucking graveyard, yet here you stand, trying to revive the relationships you murdered, instead of salvaging the ones with two people who should mean the damn world to you, and are still very much alive. Actions speak louder than words. Stop chasing apparitions and pay attention to what fucking matters!”

The man just stared at him as the sky grew darker and the distinct scent of pending rain accumulated around them. Soon, he spotted a raindrop on his windscreen, and then another.

“I may be a trash man, Jackson, but I’m richer and happier than you’ll ever be, because I’ve got the love of a damn good woman. You may have had her first, but I have her now. In this case, finishing last is the best feeling in the goddamn world! Now, I’m going to need you to fall the fuck back. If you don’t, I’ll be your personal escort and trust me, you don’t want that…” He slammed his car door and backed out of his parking space, leaving the arrogant fucker in his wake…

[image: *]*

The rooftop at Hotel Americano was the perfect spot for sparkling cocktails. Sean was lucky he’d gotten a spot for the two, overlooking the city. The place came alive with twinkling lights from vibrant, fragrant candles that surrounded comfy looking daybeds and cozy cabanas—perfect for snuggling.

“Do you have any idea how long I’ve wanted to come here?” Treasure plopped down beside him after her short jaunt to the restroom and immediately made herself at home. She slung her black messenger bag to the side, looking relieved to be relaxing after a hard day’s work.

“Put your legs across my lap.”

Hesitating for a moment or two, she did as instructed. He wasted no time sinking his fingers into the tense flesh of her calf, massaging the tight muscle.

“Ohhhh my….” She sighed with pleasure, a big smile on her face. “It was all of my complaining this week, wasn’t it?” she teased. “I outta complain about a horrible work week more often then.” She grinned.

“Nah, but I knew with my crazy schedule, and everything that’s been going on, we kinda needed this time together. Plus, haven’t seen you in a few days.” He looked at her longingly as he continued to stroke her leg. “I missed you.”

“I missed you, too.” She blew him a kiss.

Just then, another couple walked in and sat across from them. Sean hooked his gaze on the attractive woman, who donned shoulder length brunette hair, a smattering of freckles, and dark brown eyes. He noticed the guy with her looked a bit awkward, but also clearly smitten with her. He fumbled about, trying to get comfy next to the siren.

“Looks like a first date,” Treasure interjected.

Sean nodded in agreement. “I was thinking the same thing. Remember our first date?” He reached for her other leg and began his magic on it, as well.

“Yes!” She cackled. “It was ridiculous.”

“No it wasn’t!” He smirked and winked. “Anyway, it’s hard to meet people in New York. My hat’s off to anyone that can fucking find love here.”

“You sound so jaded!” she chastised, though she said the words with a smile.

“Maybe,” he shrugged, “but it’s true. I don’t mean that fake shit. I mean real love…like the kind we have.” He leaned close to his beauty and landed a kiss across her soft lips, relishing the moment, especially when she kissed him back, over and over again.

“Well you’re just a regular ol’ sweetheart today,” she taunted, eliciting a laugh from him.

They both slumped back into lazy comfort. Just then, a waitress came over and took their drink orders.

“I’d like a Manhattan, please,” she said with flair, as if she were with a really cool cat and needed to impress. He smiled at the notion.

“And I’d like a gin and tonic.”

The waitress nodded and left them alone once again. He took the opportunity to let his fingers wander up her thigh to the exposed flesh under her skirt.

“Alright now!” she warned with a kinked grin. “What are you doing?”

“What’s it feel like I’m doing?” He continued his digital trek until he felt the soft, silky material of her panties.

“Stop it!” She giggled and smacked his hand while pointing at the couple across from them. Sulking, he slid his fingers away and sighed, leaned back, basking in the moment.

“How do you think they met?” she asked, snuggling up close to him.

“Hmmm, I don’t know. Maybe a mutual friend introduced ’em.”

“Or, maybe it was a blind date…or online dating.”

“Yeah, a lot of online dating nowadays. You ever do that?” He shot her a look out the corner of his eye. With a bashful expression, the woman turned away, as if he’d asked her if he could bury his head between her thighs.

“Well, I tried…can’t say I was successful.”

“I used to do it all the time.”

“Really?! You don’t strike me as an online dater, Sean.”

“Why’s that?” he asked in surprise.

“Well, because you seem like the more hands on type.”

He shrugged. “I mean, I was sick of dating for so long, I pretty much just ignored it for a while. One night though, right before I met you actually, there was this pretty cool girl who’d logged on and sent me an IM.”

“Oh, really?”

If he didn’t know any better, he’d suspect Treasure of harboring a kernel of jealousy. He liked that shit…how damn cute.

“Yeah.”

I’ll just toy with her a bit.

He smirked on the inside.

“What did she look like?”

She would have to go there and ruin this for me… She’ll feel satisfied now since I’ve never seen the chick.

“Hell if I know. She didn’t have any photos or anything. We were just friendly, no sex talk or anything like that, well, at least not toward each other.”

And there it was—a big grin cracked the woman’s face, crushing his delight.

“We used to talk about all of her bad dates. At first, the crap was kinda funny, and then it wasn’t so funny anymore. I could tell she really wanted something different, but she kept running into fucked up guys or just men she wasn’t compatible with. I didn’t even want to talk to her at first.”

“So why did you?”

He looked over at her, meeting eyes, locking them in place.

I’d ruin this date if I took you to my apartment right this second and made love to you, right?

…He kept his wayward thoughts to himself.

“Because Kyle basically told me I’d become selfish in my old age. I promised him that the next time someone needed me, even if it was a total stranger, I’d step up to the plate, ya know?” He looked out at the sea of people moseying about, lovers huddled together, kissing, talking and smiling… “So I did. It just so happened that in that same time frame she popped up online. At first I was gonna ignore ’er, I was tired. But then, I remembered what Kyle said and thought, ‘What the hell?’ Turned out to be a really good decision.”

“Hmmm, do you still talk to her?”

“Not as much as I used to. She’s met someone and obviously so did I. It was nice though, you know?” He threw her a brief glance. “Funny, if it wasn’t for Kyle and her, I may not have asked ya out.”

“Really? So I guess I owe her and Kyle a big thank you!” She chuckled.

“Yeah, she would say things that made me realize I was only hurting myself by being so shut down regarding women and dating. I didn’t know what I wanted, but I knew my current love life at that time was not all right to me. I think I wanted companionship, but was so scared of getting messed over again, I just kept shit casual.” He coughed in his hand and didn’t dare look at her. He hated admitting he was afraid of any damn thing, let alone something like that. But it was true—he had been terrified to put his heart out there again, for once you exposed the thing, a crowd could come trample it, only it would be no crowd at all. It would be one woman in a pair of killer stilettos, but the pain would feel like a herd of angry elephants having their way with him, tormenting him under their viscous weight and leaving him with a crushed heart, beyond repair.

“Speaking of Kyle, his schedule has been so crazy lately too, but he wants to meet you. How about in a few days?”

“Yeah, that sounds good. Just let me know as soon as possible.”

“I can tell ya now, actually. He’s supposed to stop by on Thursday night. Come over to my place and I’ll have him there.”

“I’ll come after work. Is that fine?” She leaned in closer to him and ran her fingers through his hair.

“Yeah, that’ll work.”

Just then, their drinks arrived. Sean sat up and plucked both beverages off the tray, handed Treasure hers, and took his own.

“Thanks.” He motioned toward the lady, took a sip, then lounged back in the cabana. “This is good.” He took another noisy slurp of his drink.

“Mine is, too.”

“Come closer.” He set his drink down and motioned for her to draw nearer. They crossed their legs over one another, intertwining them just so.

“Let’s take a selfie.” Her face split in a grin.

“Alright.” He leaned in closer, hugging onto the lady as she angled her phone. This was the perfect way to end a stressful week—with the perfect date in the company of a perfect mate. And though he was flawed, his soul tarnished from past devastations, with Treasure, he felt like he was made out of pure gold…

[image: *]*

The apartment smelled like a damn swimming pool.

“I think I used too much bleach,” Sean mumbled to himself as he set the half empty bottle of Clorox beside the now iridescent toilet. It sparkled brighter than a cluster of newly formed stars. Truth was, he was attempting to step up his damn game, reach an altitude he’d never imagined. Now that he’d finished classes, he was concentrating more on his next fight and looking for other employment. During this process, he’d begun to notice things he’d not blinked much of an eye at previously. For one, his place was messy as hell. It had never really dawned on him beforehand, as if a veil had been set over his eyes, masking his own shit from him. Sure, ex-girlfriends had complained in the past, but he figured that was just something women would say. Besides, Mom had always cleaned up after him and Colin, and though he wasn’t the epitome of cleanliness, he never figured himself for a slob.

I ain’t a slob, but I’m one tossed sock away from being one…

He wasn’t even sure how it had all come to be. Things had gotten completely out of hand. He figured all the working, school hours and such had led him to a life of simply working and falling asleep, with little time for anything else. But one evening, he looked around in complete disgust, astonished that Treasure had never called him on the shit, but when she’d come over, he could see on her damn face that it wasn’t exactly to her standards. Besides, he’d been in her house too many times to count, and she kept the place like a damn showroom. He figured it was due to the nature of her job, but no, it was more than that…

She needed control of her surroundings…

Regardless, she never lit into him, but he did occasionally find the woman picking up things here and there, making tidy piles amongst the muck. A starter’s kit, if you will, but he never picked up on the hint. It seemed his surroundings, for the longest, had mimicked his rotten life. The worse he felt about himself, the worse the apartment looked. In retrospect, he deemed it a result of heavy depression. His amped up sense of humor cloaked the shit to the point where he never looked it square in the eye.

He hated himself, but thought he’d felt the opposite. When the realization hit him, the truth knocked on his door, it came on like a damn gut punch, a self-inflicted superman to the dome.

So…now he knew. He spent two days sprucing up the place, purging himself with it, making it look a bit like something. Matter of fact, the wall by the front door was filled with garbage bags about to burst, ready to be hauled away. He barely recognized his apartment. Half of his wardrobe sat in a cardboard box, ready to be sent to a thrift store, and his refrigerator was practically empty, minus a bottle of wine for his sweetheart, two beers for Kyle, and one for himself.

I gotta go grocery shopping before they get over here tomorrow…

He picked up the broom and finished sweeping the bathroom, then made his way over to a treat, a gift he’d given himself. He’d bought brand spanking new bed sheets…expensive ones.

I want her to come over more… This should help.

He felt a little silly at the department store, exploring the silky fabrics with matching comforters. No doubt about it—Treasure had changed him, made him want to do better, look the part and dress it, too. So, he bought a navy blue bed set with cobalt designs. The damn thing cost almost $800, but it was well worth it. For once, he had something over a 300 thread count… and he could immediately feel the difference. He’d bought matching items to go with it, and set everything up just so. Dark and light blue artwork, lamps, the works. He didn’t ask for her expertise, her professional help. Treasure surely would have obliged, but no, he wanted to do this all on his own. Now, the bedroom smelled like Febreze and cinnamon candles, the bathroom like fresh laundry, and his kitchen like nothing at all for a change. All the rotten food, rotten thoughts, rotten moods were gone. He’d been rotting on the inside and hadn’t known it, despite the constant stench of his own cynicism. He’d been wrong in describing the shit as wacky humor rolled in layers of honesty when, in fact, it proved nothing more than a thick, ratty cover for pain.

When something smells bad, it’s putrid…it’s decaying…it’s dying.

It was no longer about the trash he hauled day in and day out, but about his entire, miserable existence. His heart had been broken, thus, women were no longer trustworthy. He only used them for sex and saw them all in the same light—different faces, same bullshit. How horrible he’d become! Until Sapphire Storm reminded him that some women are good, and they want a good man, too. And it wasn’t like he was perfect. He’d done his fair share of shit, rationalized the inexcusable, all in an effort to survive.

Kyle’s challenge made him stick his head out of his own filth, come up for air and look at himself for what he truly was.

A loser.

Not because of his occupation, or all the times he’d tried and failed. No. He was a loser because he refused to look at the slop around him, the shit he’d created. The piles and mountains of protective layers to create a barrier around a heart that was barely beating… He was a loser because he had a chance to win, yet refused to even try due to bitterness and anger. Each lunge into the punching bag, he would wish to be a real, life person. He wanted to take his aggressions out on someone, for he was the owner of a tormented soul. It proved so much easier to pour that pain into a pound of flesh than to look himself in the eye and say, ‘You’re hurting. Fix it.’

What kinda man wants to hit the world because the world hit him?!

He could be himself without turning into a monster with no damn feelings—why such a damn extreme? He’d turned his emotions off like a faucet, believing it would keep him safe, comforted and content, but the pain kept growing within him anyway, took over like a raging rash, spreading until no one could make out the man from the disease. He scratched and scratched at the relentless itch, but it never let up—for the itch lived on the inside, and nothing he did would make it go away until he saw it for what it truly was.

Pain.

Denial.

Hurt.

Depression.

There was no shame in it, but at the time, it felt heavy and horrible, so much so, he ran from it. He’d placed his boxing gloves on and ran from the shit, beating up everything in his damn path with a sharp tongue or with his damn killer hands. Either way, anything that threatened him, made him feel something, was going to get the hell beat out of it. He wanted to fight the whole fucking world, but now he’d grown tired because Sean wasn’t just a fighter—he was a lover, too…

And, he’d finally found what he’d sought all along.

…And she loved him for him…

She let him just be.

He’d finally found his bird’s eye view to new possibilities and as the refreshing scents from all around surrounded him, his new spin on an old place, his new look at the world and life—he could see that the old him had shed away, leaving the good stuff behind. He felt lighter, full of life and energy. All he needed was a little encouragement, and he got that and then some.

He walked into the kitchen to make a mental list of what he needed to purchase for his best friend and girlfriend before they arrived in a couple of hours. Two of the most important people in his world were coming together—one from his past, and one from his future. And he was now present, in his own truth. He embraced the new him with both red boxing gloved hands…

And he was loving the new him, hard. The old Sean had been TKO’ed. How happy he felt to have been his very own opponent…and he’d lost the battle, but won the war…
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Chapter Twenty-Four
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“That tuna fucking stinks,” Brian mumbled as he sprawled across his father’s expensive, peanut butter colored leather couch.

“Boy, I told you to not use that language.” Sitting across him in the family room, his father pointed a long finger in his direction.

Family room. Why the fuck did his father even have such an area in his palace fit for a selfish king? They were no family, they weren’t even acquaintances.

“Your mother is letting you do anything and everything, and then you get over here and think it’s going to go the exact same way. Unlike Treasure, Brian, I have rules you have to follow.”

“Man,” the word rolled lazily off his tongue, “what rules? To be ignored by you all night while you work? And you don’t know what Mama is and isn’t doing so you need to be quiet.” Before he knew it, the fucker was upon him, his fist jammed in his chest and his teeth in full view when his lips butterflied open, showcasing freshly born anger.

“Brian! I’m only telling you one more goddamn time—watch what you say to me!” He loosened his grip and shoved him back, then retook his seat. They sat in silence for a minute or two.

“I’m going home.” Rising to his feet, he looked for his jacket. Who knew where his dad’s sleazy bitch of a girlfriend had placed it?

“You’re going home? Like hell you are! You’ve been begging me to come over.”

“I haven’t begged you for anything in weeks! You told me to come over, said it was your weekend. I don’t give a shit what you do or say to me, I’m going home, and I’m going now!” He dug into his pocket, pulling out some cash, making sure he had enough to get a cab versus going the subway route.

Enraged, his father shot back on his feet, getting in his face, threatening, screaming and yelling. He couldn’t hear what the man said, only made out his expression, felt his hot breath on his cheek, and the faint odor of alcohol coating each word that rolled out of his mouth. With all the strength he could muster, he pushed the bastard off of him, causing the man to fall to the ground.

Startled, they stared at one another, both seemingly in shock.

“What’s going on in here?” The girlfriend waltzed in, wearing an oven mitt, her hair pumped up high as the fucking ceiling.

“Mind your fucking business, THOT!”

His father got to his feet and pointed in his face. “You got your wish! You get yo’ ass out my goddamn house!” he screamed, pointing to the front door that seemed a million miles away.

“What’s a THOT?” the woman asked, as ditzy as she was.

“It means, ‘that ho over there.’” Brian chuckled, amused with himself.

The woman’s brows dipped and she crossed her arms, thumping her foot like a damn rabbit. “Jackson, are you going to let this thug talk to me that way?!”

“Oh.” Brian placed his hand on his chest. “I’m a thug now, huh? Black men are thugs when we aren’t falling all over your ass, right? Damn Becky…”

“My name is not Becky.”

“You stupid as hell, you know that?” He snickered.

“Jennifer, don’t speak to him anymore,” his father said woefully. “Please go back into the kitchen.”

She hesitated for a second or two, then disappeared, murmuring hateful words under her breath.

“Brian, never in my life have I met such a disrespectful punk such as you. Worst of all,” he paused to collect a piece of lint off his sweater, then cast it to the ground, “it’s my own damn son. No wonder you’re getting into fights in school. You have a horrible, entitled attitude!”

“No wonder I’m getting in fights in school? You don’t have nothing to do with nothing, do you, Dad?” He chuckled mirthlessly. “It couldn’t be, hell, I don’t know,” he feigned amnesia as he looked around in a faux confused fashion, “that my father abandoned his damn family. It couldn’t be all the bullshit I’m dealing with due to racist remarks aimed at me at school, and the teachers don’t do shit about it! It couldn’t be that you come to nothing of mine, call rarely, and show no interest whatsoever in my or Asia’s life! My father could have nothing to do with why I’m the way I am, right?! Oh, silly me for thinkin’ you might have a role in this!”

The man looked at him in complete awe, as if the information presented to him was a completely novel idea, something brand new to discover and mull over.

“A man takes responsibility for his life, Brian. Your life is a mess, fix it! It’s not my fault. Parents get divorced all day, every day, but not everyone’s children are acting like you! This is your fault, and your fault alone! There are millions of children who would love to have a father like me. A man who works hard and provides for his children… You have anything a boy your age could ever need and want! I said it once, and I’ll say it again—fix your life!!!” He said the shit in such a stone cold, serious tone, it was evident the man believed his own bullshit, ate it and enjoyed the flavor. He crossed his arms over his broad chest and rocked on his heels as if he’d stated something poignant.

“Hey Dad, you ever notice how the word life and lie are similar? You just remove the ‘f’ and you have a whole new word. That new word is lie.”

“I haven’t lied to you.”

“Everything you’ve said is a lie. I don’t like to be wasteful though, Mama taught me that, so I want to reuse that f that I took out of this glorious life you think I have, and repurpose it. That f now stands for fuck you!’ He spotted his jacket, grabbed it off the back of the couch, and wasted no time beating a path to the front door.

“Brian!” his father hollered out, hot on his trail. “Brian! You get your black ass back here!”

But he cut that shit off, slammed the door behind him, and walked out into the brisk air of the night. Without losing his hurried pace down the sidewalk, he grabbed his cell phone and called his girlfriend.

“Shanice, I need to come over,” he began, not allowing her a moment to offer a sweet greeting.

“What’s wrong? I thought you said you were staying over your dad’s this weekend?”

“Nah, that’s over with. Can I come over or not?”

“Yeah, come on, baby.”

“Bet. I’ll be over in like thirty or forty minutes.” He disconnected the call and made his way to the subway, no longer desiring to spend his money on a cab. He wrapped his jacket around himself, zipping it up to the neck, and shoved his hands in his pockets as he drew nearer to the D Train.

He and that dumb ass bitch can go to hell, fuck him AND her. I don’t need a father… He was never there for me anyway. What’s the damn difference?
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“I know what a damn ho-ho looks like.”

Treasure tumbled over on the edge of her bed, holding her stomach and clutching her cell phone as the man spoke of one of his worst dining experiences to date.

“Sean, you’re exaggerating,” she blurted, finally getting herself together.

“No, I’m not. I said it just how it happened. I was sittin’ there in that fancy restaurant, spending up my whole check, and they bring a fuckin’ ho ho out, cut in half with strawberry jam smeared all over the top. That was their dessert for the night. Thirty dollars. I called bullshit on it.”

Treasure fell flat on her back, causing her soft white sheets to puff in the air. She stared up at the ceiling, her mouth wide open as more laughter escaped, making its way out into the open and vibrating her very soul.

“I told the waitress I wanted to speak to the manager, ya know? She caught a fuckin’ attitude, told me it wasn’t a damn ho ho. I looked at the chick and said, ‘Look, I know a fuckin’ ho ho when I see one, and this right here is a goddamn ho ho! The bastards in that kitchen bought it for 88 cents or some shit, put a little strawberry Smuckers jam on it, and slid that shit back out as if it were some grand dessert, the best thing since sliced pound cake…fuckin’ thieves! So the damn manager comes over, huffin’ and puffin’ like he’d just finished screwing eight nymphos and I tore him away from his call of duty before he got to round two. He gets over to me and my lady friend and says, ‘I hear there’s a problem?’

“I told that guy, ‘Hell yeah, there’s a problem. Your staff tried to pull the wool over ol’ Sean’s eyes, but anyone can see that this here is a damn grocery store box dessert. I pointed to it and said, ‘It’s a ho ho.’ He proceeded to give me the same spiel the puppet faced waitress offered, and I told ’im to look in the goddamn trash and he’d find a bunch of wrappers and Little Debbie smilin’ up at ’im! Sweet sassy malassy, as my brother says!”

At this, Treasure lost it.

“How sweet is it, to be loved by you!” she crooned the James Taylor song, causing Sean to chuckle, too.

“You gotta nice singing voice. But yeah, so Little Debbie owes me like $29.00 bucks as far as I’m concerned, because this wasn’t worth more than a dollar and if anything, they owed me money for wasting my time and lyin’ about it.”

“So what happened at the end? What was the verdict?”

“That son of a bitch offered to take it off my bill or said he could replace it with something more to my liking. I said with what, a goddamn Twinkie?!”

“Sean!” Treasure’s eyes blurred with tears of mirth as she rolled about her bed, her stomach cramping from the man’s foolishness.

“It’s just a regular ol’ processed food gang bang up in the kitchen, huh? Fancy French restaurant my ass! I grew up on Cheetos, ho hos, and those goddamn red and hot wieners floating in jars from the bodegas. My diet consisted of turtle soup, Lays potato chips, and Nerds candy. That’s all I ate for years as a kid. It was amazing I wasn’t fat and still alive and had all my damn teeth. You try to tell me, Sean Mahoney, the fast and junk food aficionado, that something I saw for years on my damn plate and shoved in my mouth on practically a daily basis isn’t what I fuckin’ think it is? Are you serious?! I know a goddamn, motherfucking ho ho when I see one!”

“Remind me to never give you a ho ho, under any circumstances!” She tried to catch her breath, but it proved an impossible task.

“I’ll eat one if you’re sitting on it…”

“Hmmm, you will, huh?”

“Yeah, I will.”

“I like ding dongs…remember those?” She couldn’t help but smile at her nasty wit.

“Do I remember them? I got the best one on the planet…you wanna take a look at it, better yet, taste it? It’s homemade.”

“…Sounds delicious.”

“If you do it just right, there’s a creamy filling just for you… Can I slide it in your mouth tonight? Let you have a sample?”

“You want to come by and let me take a look at your goods?”

“Does an oatmeal cookie have crannies? I want to push my ding dong in your ho ho, leave you with a crème pie that you won’t soon forget.”

“If it’s coming from you, then it’s devil crème…”

“Oh, you got jokes?” She could hear the smile in his tone. “I’ll be right over, honey buns.”

“I’ll leave the oven light on.”

“And I expect you to keep the lights on all night. I want to see every expression you make when I’m pushing inside of you, not miss a damn thing. I love to watch you when I make you cum, baby. I have a nutty bar with your name written all over it…special delivery, cummin’ right up.”
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“So, yeah, that was that,” Kyle stated stiffly. He sat with his ankles crossed, looking around Sean’s living room as if in awe of the place.

Little Dragon’s ‘Runabout’ played on Sean’s iPad through the stereo speakers.

“Your job sounds really exciting,” Treasure chimed in. She leaned forward with an engrossed expression, holding on to her glass of wine as one would a cherished lover. Dressed in a bright red knee-length halter dress that tied along her narrow waist and showcased some limbs that were to simply die for, she entranced him. Her hair was pulled back from her face in a loose ponytail, featuring her prominent cheekbones and luscious bone structure that he so enjoyed tracing his lips along in their heated lovemaking sessions.

“It is sometimes, most days are blah!” Kyle laughed lightly, remaining somewhat subdued and slightly aloof.

“I guess it’s not like the movies, right?” She chuckled.

“Right, that’s all Hollywood.” He waved his hand lazily in her direction. “I like it though. It makes for a good living,” he said, nodding. A slightly awkward silence ensued. “So…” He sighed. “Sean has told me a lot about you as well, so it was nice to finally meet you.”

Treasure nodded, wearing a bright grin.

“He said you’re an interior designer. That’s pretty cool!”

“I love it, I truly do.”

“It’s important to enjoy your job, to look forward to it.” He shot Sean a glance, then turned back to Treasure. “What’s one thing about it you wish were different?”

“Well…” She looked down, searching her thoughts. “The only thing is, there is no consistency.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, I will either have almost too many jobs at one time, or none at all. It comes in waves.”

“Ahhh, yeah, I could see that. Like, what’s your busiest time of year, would you say?”

“Typically, people want to change their homes right before spring, after the winter has passed… It makes people feel better.”

“Makes sense.”

“The other peak time is right before the holidays, when guests are coming over and they want to impress.”

“Makes sense, too!” Kyle chuckled.

Sean sat there simply watching the two go back and forth as he nursed the same beer for over an hour. Something bothered him, but he wasn’t certain what the hell it was. Kyle seemed a bit uptight, as if something sat on his mind that he couldn’t quite part ways with to the point of damn distraction. To the untrained eye, the man seemed courteous and friendly, but Sean had known the fucker far too long. No, something was definitely amiss…

The two continued to engage in friendly banter, with Sean sharing stories and laughs along the way. When another hour rolled by, Treasure reminded him that she needed to get home; she had lots of work to attend to.

“It was nice meeting you, Kyle.” She extended her hand to shake his, but the man grabbed her arm and kissed her fingers instead. She giggled, while Sean looked at him like a damn three-headed monster.

What the hell was that?!

He pushed his annoyance aside and walked her to his door.

“You sure you don’t want me to walk you out?” He wrapped his arm around her waist, ushering her close to his groin.

“No, no. Stay here with Kyle,” she whispered, a big smile on her pretty face. She kissed his lips once again. “I’ll call you later tonight, okay? And again, baby, great job on your apartment! You’re a natural.” She threw him a playful wink before letting herself out his apartment.

He stared at her, watched her saunter down the haunting green-lit hall before yelling, “I’m a natural at somethin’ else, too!”

“…Don’t I know it,” she flirted without looking back at him.

“I expect my ‘payment’ tomorrow! All work ’nd no play, I’m ready to get mine! I’m coming over and stayin’ the night, and you better be there and ready.”

Chuckling, she turned the corner, disappearing from sight. He closed and locked the door behind him. Kyle had returned to the couch, his black business suit and light gray tie situated just so on his person. The man ran his fingers through his dark brown hair, smirked, then looked back across the room at nothing in particular.

“You’ve changed, Sean…”

Sean took a seat by him. “How so?”

“Well, look at your place? It actually looks nice.”

“You’re sayin’ it like it’s a bad thing.”

“No, just uh…” The man cleared his throat, glanced down at his shoes and swiped at one, removing a piece of carpet fiber. “This is new, is all.”

“Just spit it out! Why are you acting so damn weird?”

Offering a weak grin, Kyle placed his beer bottle down on the table. He clasped his hands together and sighed. “Sean…you didn’t tell me this.”

“Tell you what?”

“You said a lot of stuff, but left that part out…wow.”

“Stop fucking around and tell me what you’re talking about? Left what part out?”

“You know… you know I’m not a racist but—”

“Ohhhh! Holy shit! No way!” Sean rolled his eyes in disbelief. “Ya gotta be fuckin’ kidding me, man! You aren’t really going there, are you? You couldn’t be!” He leaned far back in his seat and glared up at the ceiling, not believing his ears.

“Look, let me finish!” Kyle yelled. “You told me how serious you are about this woman, man. I don’t have an issue with her being a bit older than you… She looks good, damn good actually.” He laughed lightly, as if somehow surprised by that revelation. “And uh, she seems like she has her shit together…no welfare Queen shit.”

“Kyle! What tha fuck!” Sean rolled his eyes as a deep anger began to grow within him.

“Come on, man! You know it’s true! Most of the people milking the system are black or Hispanic, and hard working fuckers like you and I have to pay the bill! I only have one black client, Sean, one!” He held up his finger as if that meant something. “They don’t invest money, they just spend it! They don’t invest in people, property, nothing! I’m not sayin’ she’s bad because she’s black, but you might be selling yourself short is all!”

Sean shot up like a rocket and served him with a glare. “You’ve gotta be kidding me! I can’t believe I am even hearing this shit come out of your mouth! I just can’t believe it! What about Iris, Gabriella and Tammi?! You dated ’em, and more! They were all black!”

“Well, actually Gabriella was Dominican, but that’s neither here nor there.” Kyle smirked. “Yeah, I dated them—Iris was black and Tammi was half black, a few more too, but it was nothing serious, man!” He shook his head, as if the shit should’ve been obvious. “You never heard me say I loved them. Sean, you told me you’re in love with this chick. That’s totally different! I was fucking, getting my dick sucked and fucked; it’s not the same. And she’s got kids and some ex husband who’s a goddamn lawyer; it could get messy…”

“You’ve dated women with kids, too! It’s almost unavoidable now; we’re in our mid-thirties, for God’s sake.” He rubbed his face vigorously, wishing the act could shake off this conversation. “I’m too in shock to fully respond to this shit… I can’t even get my tongue and brain to work together, to address your ass properly… Just get the fuck outta my house.” Sean got to his feet, his hands around his waist.

“What?” Kyle looked up at him in complete surprise.

“I’m serious, get the fuck outta my house, man. I can’t believe for as long as I’ve known you that you would come up in here and disrespect me this way. Who tha fuck do you think you are?! I need to know because the man I thought you were doesn’t even exist!”

Kyle slowly got to his feet, an unnerving grin on his face. “I’m your best friend, Sean…no need to get upset. I’m just looking out for you.”

“You coulda told me you were concerned about her having a crazy ex-husband, just like I told ya. Something like that would have been something a friend might say…but I love this damn woman and you fuckin’ know it and instead, you stand here in my face and tell me I should be leery, because of the color of her skin?! Because she’s black? You tell me it’s okay to fuck ’er, but not make her my woman? Be with her, care about her…but not to love her?! My own parents, as backwards as they can be sometimes, didn’t dare say some shit like this to me. You disgust me. I don’t even know who the fuck you are anymore!”

Kyle turned to leave, his footsteps slow, as if he were walking to his death. Surrounding the door knob with his palm, he slowly turned it, as if afraid to step away, to step outside of that door.

“I’m sorry I upset you, Sean. Just tryna look out for you.” With that, he gently closed the apartment door behind himself, and disappeared.

Sean stood there, his muscles jumping beneath his skin as he stared at the closed door. He realized he’d forgotten to scrub the white thing down, for it was covered in black smudges, small gouges and filth. The rest of the place was pristine, squeaky clean, but the way inside and out the place remained horrid, dirty, grimy. Kyle had entered his past, the soiled, old, grubby past, and left his future just as murky, despite all that Sean had done to make things presentable. He’d scrubbed and scrubbed, but the stench of the scene remained, and the fucking dirt just wouldn’t wash away.

He stood there for the longest, wondering where he’d gone wrong. What signs had he missed…had they been there all along? They had to have been; people simply didn’t wake up and become racist one fine morning. No, the seed had to have been planted when they were kids running around Queens without a care in the world. It was bone chilling how one could know someone, but not really know them…and that included himself.

Minutes ticked and passed. Returning to the couch, he fell in deep thought. Sean searched his memory bank and uncloaked shit he’d swept under the damn rug. Tiny things, subtle things, crooked and ugly things began to come back, little crumbled pieces to a racially divided jigsaw puzzle.

…That time on the train when Kyle said a black woman that sat next to them smelled good, like fried chicken…

…Another time when Kyle was angry that a black guy cut him off in Manhattan bumper to bumper traffic. He said the guy was probably running late for an important drug deal…

…Another time when they were at the DMV, and he said if weren’t for Affirmative Action, the lazy lady in the window wouldn’t even have that job as she gave him a hard time about his car insurance…

…Another time when he said this, and another time when he said that…

It was never anything way over the top. No ‘N’ words were ever dropped, nothing of that nature, and Kyle had a shit load of friends from all different backgrounds. But…it didn’t seem to matter, because it was apparent the man still felt superior.

And he feels superior to me, too…

Sean fell back onto the couch, feeling nauseous, sick to his damn stomach. All of these years, he savored the friendship with Kyle, partially because it gave him validation, a ticket into an exclusive world he’d been previously shut out of. He’d not had any inkling or suspicion that Kyle was using him as well, to boost himself up to a level of denial, and feed his need to feel better than others.

As soon as I get myself together, everything else falls apart. I’ve lost my best fucking friend. And I hate him for this…

And it fucking sucked. Because it fucking hurt so unbelievably fucking bad…
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Chapter Twenty-Five
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…The next day

“You’re missing the movie.”

The woman said nothing. She stood before him, her blue jeans unzipped, exposing white panties with black trim. Sean set his can of ginger ale down and tried to look around her gorgeous silhouette in the dimly lit room.

“You’re in front of the television,” he teased, pretending to be annoyed by her antics.

Treasure leisurely picked up the remote control from the arm of his couch, looked casually over her shoulder, and shut the damn thing off. The room grew darker, though he could still make her out clear as day. He lifted himself off the couch and looped his thumbs in his pants’ belt buckles, then ushered them down his legs. Kicking them off to the side, he kept his damn eye on her, falling into the place she led him to with her hypnotic stare. He ran his hand over his dick, back and forth, slowly but surely as the woman swayed back and forth, conducting a strip tease for his eyes only.

“You move like heaven.”

Her lips parted in a sexy smile. She tossed her bra at him and it landed across his knee, while she continued to gyrate to a silent beat. “Stay right there…let me give you something to vibe to.” Getting up, he turned on his stereo and selected, SZA’s, ‘Babylon”.

“I’m gonna put this shit on repeat…” he mumbled.

He loved the entire album for it reminded him so much of Treasure. He loved the cool sensuality of the music and head vocalist, moving together like water across diamonds. Rich, natural, luxuriously earth-bound…

Returning to the couch, he sat back and relaxed, a smug smile on his face. He succumbed to a lustful trance when the woman rubbed her tits and gyrated those luscious hips he loved to spoon every chance he got. Making her way in his direction, she fell to her knees before him, sinking deep in the carpet. Their gazes locked…

“You know I love you…” The words she spoke he never tired of hearing. “And I won’t stop loving you…and I hope you won’t stop loving me, either.”

He stared at her for a moment. Deciding to do one better, he reached for her face, caressed her flesh that felt softer than satin.

“I went to the Hudson river last night, stood on the bridge. I looked down into the water late at night. I was thinkin’ all sorts of things. My mind was busy.” She watched his mouth moving, no doubt trying to understand where he was going with this. She scooted closer to him, her chin directly above his crotch, and wrapped soft hands around his throbbing dick, making the damn thing so excited, it wept a trail of anticipatory delight.

“And I was so fucking mad, baby, that I shed a couple of tears. Someone I cared about died. He’s alive, but he’s dead to me.” He pointed at his chest. “One of my tears fell in the river as I leaned over looking at the waves moving back and forth. So in response to what you just said, when you find that tear that I cried in that river, baby, that’s when I’ll stop lovin’ you…Uhhhhh…” He threw his head back and enjoyed the intense warmth heating his shaft. She showed her approval of his declarations with her tongue that slowly went up and down his cock, round and round. Occasionally they met eyes as she enveloped him, over and over, taking him there…

“Mmmmm….baby….” he groaned, letting his hands roam sluggishly through her strands. “Uhhhh…” He winced in sheer, unadulterated pleasure as she lavished him with oral attention fit for a king. “Uhhh, Treasure…uh!” Not wanting to cum too soon, he coaxed her away, gently pushing on her shoulder. The woman squealed when he plucked her from the ground and placed her on her back, laying her against his couch cushions. Then, he caressed along her inner thighs…soft and welcoming.

“Mmmm.” A guttural moan escaped his lips as he ran his fingers slowly up and down her soft, fleshy pussy lips. Worming his way between her legs, he placed his head directly there. Her warmth muffled the music, all the sounds around him. “Mmmm…”

Flick.

He tenderly traced her folds, her clit extended farther, excited to cum out and play…

Flick…

“You taste amazing.”

Flick…

“When we’re together, I’m whole…”

Suck…

“When we’re apart, I’m only half as good as I can be…”

“Ahhhh!”

He gripped her waist, buried himself nose deep into her sweet zone.

“Mmmm! Ohhhhh baby….” He went on and on, tasting her honey shower on his tongue.

He broke away from her for a spell to stare into her eyes… She haunted his soul, and he hoped the ghost was real…

“Mmmmm!” his lips coated in her libations as she rose and fell, her orgasms ripping through her core. He made love to her deep, slow, and all consuming. “As long as you want and need me, I’ll always have a job in your heart.”

“Ahhhh! Sean! Oh my God…” He paused once more, a trail of her nectar traveling from his lips as he cradled her ass close. She panted, coming slowly down from her high. Picking her up in his arms, he wrapped her legs around his waist and held her so close and careful, like a rare crystal vase. So tender…so loving…

She’s so mine…

His lips met hers, pushing, warming, feeling something that hovered beyond their own minds and souls. Grinding against her nature, he stood in the middle of the room, pushing her up and down along the head of his dick.

“…Mmmm, don’t tease me!” her tone and eyes pleaded. “Don’t tease me, baby…” Her voice trembled. He walked a few steps and placed her on her feet and leaned her over the couch, placed her on her back. Sliding his hand between her thighs, he worked her up, driving her crazy. She threw her head back and arched her back, inviting him deep inside. As if on cue, a new album began to play—Empire of the Sun’s, ‘Walking on a dream.’

Sean gripped her breast and eased his way inside.

“Ahhhhh…uh…” Reaching down, she gripped his knee as he took his sweet time sliding inside of her, moving back and forth.

Oh yes, tonight she had to be cherished. He needed to feel everything, see everything, memorize it, then start all over again.

“Each time we make love, you take a bit more of me… It never felt so good being robbed!” He gripped her tighter, his thrusts growing faster and faster with each pass. “Uhhh!”

“Oh! Oh!” He felt her essence streaming, and kept on. The woman came over and over, back to back, her body loving him a bit more than just a second prior, and the second before that. “I’m cumming again! Oh my God!”

She sounded shocked at the revelation, and Sean, being the sexual opportunist that he toted himself to be, took his chance to run his hand along her clit, causing her body to stiffen. So, he continued to thrust upward within her and strum her zone with expert precision.

“Ahhhh! Oh God!” She hooked her hand around his neck, her mouth hanging open in wonder.

“Mmmm! Mmmm!” He continued to thrust, now harder with his balls slamming into her ass.

And they stared at one another, awed and in love.

Helpless.

“Ahhhh!” She coated his cock with another layer of her essence, making their bodies sticky and sweet. He swooped her up, turned her over onto her stomach and continued to deliver his promise.

“Uhh! Uh! I’m gonna cum, Treasure! I’m gonna cum!”

“Yes! Cum in me!” He didn’t want to blink or look away, just keep staring into the eyes of the woman that stole his heart.

“Uhhhhhhhhh!!!! Ahhhhhhh!!!! Shiiiit!” His teeth gritted as he delivered blow after powerful blow. He remained still for a moment or two as he flowed within her, filling her to the max. “Ahhhhh….” After a moment or two, he loosened his grip on her waist, relaxed against her, and delivered sweet kisses to her upper back. Soon after, he found himself back on his couch, with her straddling him, moving up and down the softness of his nature, working her feminine hips like a temptress, stoking the fire within him, until he was fully erect once more. Then, lifting herself up, she took him all inside her cocoon, inch by delicious inch.

He groaned, then offered her a crooked smile. “You are insatiable tonight… I love it.”

She winked in response.

But then, all power of speech was stripped from him when she started to move in a slow rhythm at first, escalating her pace until she was riding him hard and steady, pressing her palms into his chest. She took him all inside, each time she rose and fell, left none of him out in the cold world outside her body.

“Your dick is like a dangerous ride…and I never want it to end.”

“Must be a water ride as wet as you are…” He winked back.

“Ahhhh…” She kept on, bouncing up and down, falling into a place where only she’d been invited. Closing her eyes, she let the rhythm take over and rode him like her life depended upon it. Her hips rotated and grinded against his dick until they were stomach to stomach.

“Uhhh…” Gently, he took hold of her hips and matched her tempo. “Making love to my new best friend!” he blurted as he held her a bit tighter… “Love you so much, Treasure!” He was exposed and didn’t care. She’d taken over his entire world, and he still couldn’t get enough of her. All she’d ever done was love him, and love him with all of herself.

“Ahhhh…you’re saying all of these beautiful things!” She smiled sincerely, her eyes glossing over. “All of these lovely things that you know are going to make me melt.” She laughed lightly.

“But they’re the truth. And from my heart.” They worked together, pushing their bodies to the sexual brink. “Uhhh!”

At last, the woman tensed and fell upon him, pressed her lips harshly into his. Her ass slammed into his groin over and over until she shuddered, gasped and soon, was rendered silent. He followed right behind her.

“Uhhh…uh!” She held him loosely, studying him with hooded eyes. “Mmmm!” And he released himself within her, emptying himself into her essence.

They lay there with the music playing and the world spinning around them. She turned him into a pillow, the feel of her so good and warm on his chest. As he brushed her hair away from her face, he couldn’t imagine anything else he’d rather be doing, nor anyone else he’d rather be with. She lightly ran her hand along the hairs of his chest, her eyes fluttering open as if she were resisting sleep.

“You can fall asleep, you know,” he offered as he continued to play with her hair.

“Yeah, I know. Hey, I want to ask you something.”

“Yeah.”

“You said you went to the Hudson last night. Why? What happened?”

He looked closer at her hair, paying particular attention to her hairline. Dark, slightly wavy roots branched forward, wild and free, soft and lovely. He loved the beauty mark right above her left eyebrow. It was so small, most wouldn’t notice it, but he did…

“Kyle is an ugly person, Treasure. That’s really all I have to say about it.”

She remained quiet for some time, still running her fingers through his chest hairs, swirling them about.

“He has an issue with me being black, right?” Her tone wasn’t one of disappointment or even surprise.

“Kyle has a problem with a lot of people it seems, Treasure.”

She lifted herself up, kissed his nose, and smiled at him. It was such a sweet gesture, one he wished she’d do again, just so he could be sure to see the lovely shit.

“You have a freckle smack dab in the middle of your nose.” She pointed to it with her golden fingertip. “It sits there all alone. That’s kind of what it’s like, Sean, when you find yourself having to distance yourself from people you thought were similar to you, loved you, or cared about your happiness. I’ve learned that lesson the hard way. We’re both like that lone freckle of yours.” She kissed the top of his nose, making him grin.

How strange that I was just looking at her beauty mark…

He closed his eyes for a spell.

“Yeah, I think you’re right.”

“Hey?”

“What baby?”

“Tell me a joke.”

“What do you think I am? Some machine?” He chuckled. “I can’t just do jokes on cue.”

“Bullshit.”

“Okay, this isn’t really a joke, but just an observation.”

“Alright, go ahead.” She snuggled closer, wiggling a bit between his thighs.

“Heeeey now, be careful. Your knee grazed my nuts.” His brows furrowed at the possibility that he could have been singing soprano.

“Sorry!” She chuckled.

“Yeah, funny…ha ha,” he protested, caressing her shoulder. “If you had nuts, you wouldn’t be laughing.” He smiled.

“Go on with your observation, you big baby.”

“Okay, here it is. I notice women put a lot of stock in their makeup and hair, but if a guy says we like it, some of you will get mad and say things like, ‘What? I don’t look good naturally?’ Then, if we don’t say anything at all, you get mad about that, too…saying we don’t pay attention to you. Now what gives with that?” He looked at her seriously, for this was a million dollar question.

The woman simply stared at him, as if he were the stupidest motherfucker on God’s green earth.

“I asked you for a joke…”

“Yes.”

“And instead, you offered an observation, which I was hoping would turn into a joke.”

“Yes.”

“And this is what you come up with? This is what you thought would tickle me? Touch my funny bone, get me goin’? Well, it doesn’t!” She cracked up, playfully slapping his chest.

“Look! I started out with nothing, okay?”

“And you still have most of it!” They both burst out laughing.

“I’m sorry, baby.” He shrugged. “…I guess I’m just not in that mood, the right frame of mind. Shitty things happened in the last couple of days.”

She nodded in understanding, then rested her chin on her folded hands.

“You look like a little angel.” He grinned at her.

“I’m not one, but I’ll be your new best friend.”

He gripped her hard, forcing her lips into an urgent kiss. “I’m so glad. It feels good having a best friend that’s an angel.”

“I don’t have any wings or a halo though. I must’ve lost my touch.” She smirked.

“Nah, my dick would disagree.”

“Your dick thinks I have wings?”

“No! That you haven’t lost your touch.” He laughed and kissed her forehead.

“I’m no angel. Only babies are angels…”

He traced her shoulder in slow circles as he looked away from her, going deeper within himself.

“Sean, you look so upset. Is there anything I can do? I’m really sorry about Kyle.”

“Nah, don’t be sorry. I needed to know the truth. That’s not what I was just thinking about just now though…” He sighed.

“Oh.” she looked at him in a puzzled sort of way. “What is it?”

“One thing you just said reminded me of something.”

“Oh. What?”

No more masks. No more costumes. No more veils…

“I’m going to tell you something. Something you said just a second ago reminded me about it. It’s important to me because it changed my life. I’m going to tell you, and…” He massaged her scalp with a light touch when she rested her cheek against his chest. “When I finish, I don’t want you to feel like you have to say anything, okay?”

“…Okay.”

“Just hear me out, and thank you for making me feel safe and loved. Thank you for letting me feel like I can tell you anything. Thank you for being a true treasure…”
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You said you were going to go first. –FINDERKEEPER

I tell you what, how about a warm up? –Sapphire Storm

Are we doing Jazzercise? You teach yoga? –FINDERKEEPER

Jazzercise? Yeah, you’re an 80’s baby for sure! LOL –Sapphire Storm

LOL. What’s the warm up? –FINDERKEEPER

Never mind. I should’ve known you’d be difficult. LOL. I had a great time with my boyfriend last night. I feel so close to him, we are so connected. –Sapphire Storm

You never told me you were dating your Siamese twin. I find that a bit reprehensible. –FINDERKEEPER

LOL. You are insane. –Sapphire Storm

No, I’m in-my-chair – *wink* –FINDERKEEPER

You are a mess, lol. I took a selfie with him. Wanna see it? –Sapphire Storm

Are you in it? –FINDERKEEPER

Yeah. –Sapphire Storm

So you’re going to ruin the Wizard of Oz brick-by-yellow-brick road we’ve built? No, I don’t want to see it. –FINDERKEEPER

LOL. Come on, FINDERKEEPER! It’s time, right? I can break the ice. How about I just describe myself then? We’re friends, we should be able to do this by now. –Sapphire Storm

Okay fine. Lay it on me. –FINDERKEEPER

First, tell me what you THINK I look like. –Sapphire Storm

Women, I swear. Okay, you’re hairy, 3’5, your head is shaped like a cube of ice, and your feet are wide and flat, like a platypus’. You also smell like two-day-old sautéed onions and sauerkraut, but that last detail has nothing to do with how you look. I still care about you though. You’re messed up, but we can get through this together. –FINDERKEEPER

LMAO. Dumb! –Sapphire Storm

No, you’re not dumb, just short, hairy, and walk a bit odd. –FINDERKEEPER

I hate you. LMAO –Sapphire Storm

Go ahead and ruin my perfect vision of you. Display the man that stole-eth thine heart, too. Seriously, show me the pic, it’s cool. –FINDERKEEPER

Okay. Here we are. –Sapphire Storm

Sean waited a couple of seconds for the picture to load and then…

And then…

…His heart fell to his goddamn feet…

For there, on the screen, stared back a photo of him and Treasure, kissing under the cabana with their arms high in the air, clutching colorful drinks and yelling ‘Cheers!’

So, what do you think? Don’t look at me, I’m hideous! LOL! –Sapphire Storm

He couldn’t type. Couldn’t speak. He could do nothing but stare…

FINDERKEEPER? Are you still there? –Sapphire Storm

Yeah… –FINDERKEEPER

He finally mustered the strength to move his fingers and start to type, but then she asked a question…

What’s wrong? –Sapphire Storm

Nothing. Nothing at all. You’re beautiful. –FINDERKEEPER

Thank you. That is very sweet of you to say. –Sapphire Storm

Hey, I need to take care of something real quick. Can I talk to you in, like, an hour or two? –FINDERKEEPER

Uh, ok. Sure. Are you sure everything is ok? –Sapphire Storm

Yes, everything is fine. –FINDERKEEPER

It couldn’t be. You would’ve made a joke of some sort right then. LOL –Sapphire Storm

No, seriously. Everything is fine. I just need to take care of something. Talk to you in a bit, ok? –FINDERKEEPER

Ok. –Sapphire Storm

He immediately logged off and slammed his computer shut, veering back from the damn thing as if it had suddenly grown fangs and morphed into a snarling, growling mess. But in moments, he burst out laughing, falling onto his bed like a sad sack until his laughter grew so tight and loud, it bubbled in his damn chest, and tears formed in his eyes.

“I don’t believe this shit!” He tried to sit up straight to no avail. “Oh my…damn.”

He pulled out a dresser drawer and began to collect various odds and ends, putting things together just so. After a few minutes, he jumped up from the bed and hightailed it up the hallway to the small closet near his kitchen. Whisking the white shutter doors open, he removed his black leather jacket, slid it on, and grabbed his wallet. He burst out laughing a few times during the process. His heart swelled and beat fast within his chest, making him feel a little more insane as he juggled a plethora of emotions.

This shit has to be destiny or something. How the hell does something like this happen?!

When he opened his apartment door, the dull hallway lights bathed him in the science experiment gone wrong slime green. He locked the door behind him. All the while, his head throbbed from the crazy pressure of it all. This development required action, and he knew just what to do…
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I shouldn’t have done it…

Treasure looked at her computer for the longest time. She wasn’t sure what had sent her Internet buddy off and running, but it happened right after she’d shown the photo of her and Sean. Even after meeting the love of her life, she still enjoyed chatting with FINDERKEEPER every now and again, for he was the golden ticket—the one that gave her permission to laugh, even when life didn’t seem quite funny at all. He kept her grounded during her internal battles and struggles with this new dating world, and so much more. Through her talks with him, she’d become more optimistic, growing, changing a bit, gathering the inner strength she’d forgotten she possessed after being emotionally devastated from a marriage built on watery hopes versus concrete trust.

Truth of the matter was, she and Jackson used to be in love, but they’d changed, grown apart, and it hadn’t happened overnight. No, it occurred gradually over the course of their tumultuous relationship. In this new phase of her lifetime, she’d wandered out into unknown territory. FINDERKEEPER was a riot, but a realistic soul nonetheless…and it didn’t matter what he looked like…what they both looked like. There was something significantly more important at play here.

What mattered most was that she was happy…and she wanted to give the man a glimpse of the smile on her face, the one given to her by a beautiful man named Sean Mahoney. Before all this had happened, FINDERKEEPER had held her hand, via the Internet, with his well-timed humor, unaware that there were far too many evenings she’d log on, her eyes full of tears and her heart full of sorrow. Memories haunted her, making her believe she was playing a starring role in a nightmare that wasn’t soon to end. His medicine gave her a dose of wisdom wrapped in joyous laughter, and she greedily wolfed it down like the elixir that it was. He brewed it just for her…and she felt special because of it.

Her imagination roamed wildly with thoughts of what could have gone wrong that evening. Was it over? Did she say something to cause him alarm? After a few moments of careful deliberations, all she could do was sigh. Gathering herself from her bed, she made her way into the massive cherry wood cabinets in her kitchen and plucked a smoky gray coffee cup from the cupboard. She set it on the dark granite island countertop and shuffled on red slippers to the pantry, in desperate search of her filters and the canister of Maxwell House.

Might as well make me something to stay awake and get some work done…

Asia and Brian were sound asleep as it was three in the morning, so she kept her movements quiet, lest she wake them from their hopefully peaceful slumbers.

“Ahhh!” She jumped when an abrupt knock sounded at the door, followed by the bell being rung, and then knocking once again.

“Who the hell is at my house at this hour?” Taking a deep breath, she cautiously made her way to the front door. Peeling back the foyer side curtain ever so slowly, she took a peek.

What in the…?

…She knew those blue Nike shoes with the stark white laces all too well…

“Sean? What the hell is Sean doing here?!” She flicked on the porch light, snatched the chain off the door, and undid the locks in rapid speed, exposing the man when she pulled the door wide open. Before she could say ‘hello’ or demand answers, the brute brushed past her, entering the dwelling without hesitation. His vibrant green eyes jumped around as if he were on some narcotic and he bounced from foot to foot as if trying to keep up with some strange tempo that only he could hear.

He’s acting like the crazy coot on the train that day!

“Sean!” She closed and locked the door behind him, forcing him to acknowledge her presence.

He grabbed her into his arms, his hands firm on her upper thighs. When he pressed his lips roughly into hers, her tight muscles loosened as she fell into his insistent embrace like liquid love. Then, he pulled away and his sexy tone broke the sensual trance.

“We need to talk.” He pointed to her parlor room couch, so they made their way over and sat side by side. For a moment or two, they waited in silence, words unsaid weighing heavily in the air.

“What’s wrong?” She reached for his hand, a bit anxious.

The man turned toward her and ran his thumb back and forth across her knuckles, giving comfort for something that seemingly was hard for him to utter. He’d been chock full of confessions as of late, and she hurt on his behalf. Her anxiety mounted as the silence continued. And then, he burst out laughing.

“What’s so funny? I need some answers because it’s three in the damn morning and you were beatin’ on my door like you were on fire!”

“If I was I hope you’d call my brother.”

“Sean! Stop joking around and tell me what’s going on, please. You’ve got me worried.”

“I know.” He rolled his eyes and gave her a placating smile. “I know, yeah, sorry about that. Look, I want to show you something.” He released her hands and reached into his pocket, removing a roll of papers. “Here, take this…”

Treasure looked at the odd offering, the mass all bound together with a red rubber band.

“Go ahead, unroll them.”

Her eyes met his as she hesitated. She traced the edge of the spool, feeling the thin paper against her index finger. If she continued, she was certain it would slice her flesh clean open, a paper cut to make her morning all the more complete. Clearing her throat, she slid the rubber band off and placed everything on the glossy table before them. Sitting inside the wad was a small, slightly smashed red rose. Its strong fragrance wafted to her, robust, sweet, and fragrant. Picking up the flower, she gave it a hearty sniff, loving the scent.

“Thank you.”

“Look at the papers…” He leaned back casually, propping his arm behind his head as he worked his shoes off with the tip of his toes. Once he’d removed the things, he brought one leg up onto the couch, flexed his toes in his white, thick socks, and smirked…unnerving her with his sexy, strange ways. “What are you waitin’ for?” He gave a light chuckle.

She looked down at the curled papers and spread them open with both hands. After reading a few lines, her mouth dropped open, and feelings of embarrassment flooded within her. That was simply short-lived, for soon her heart raced with new, feverish anger, her body temperature swelled, and her pulse raced. With narrowed eyes, she lifted her sights back to him.

“How’d you get this?! This is my personal business!”

She pointed in his face then tossed the papers onto the floor, discarded, out of sight.

“It’s not your personal business.” He chuckled, looking all the more relaxed on her couch. “It’s our personal business.”

“What? You think I’ve cheated on you?! Well, I’m sure you read everything, Sean! I haven’t been cheating with this man… He was just someone to talk to! Yes, it’s a dating website but we never spoke sexual to one another; matter of fact, he’s been a great help to me but never mind all of that! How creepy of you to go into my private things and then have the nerve to bring it to my attention!” She went to rise from the couch but was only met with him gripping her harshly around her waist and forcing her down upon his body. Laughing, he layered the side of her face with sweet kisses.

“Where do you think you’re going, huh? Calm down, Treasure. Jesus! I didn’t go through your shit, okay?”

She looked him in the eye, studying him hard, searching for a shred of mendacity, an inkling of deception.

He looks to be telling the truth…

“Well then, how did you get those emails?”

“Instant Messages.”

She rolled her eyes. “Yes, whatever, how’d you obtain them?”

“From my computer…”

She stared at him a long while, failing to understand. Finally taking her out of her misery, he lifted her and repositioned her between his thighs, pressing her into his chest, acting as a comfy chair, before he told her the miraculous story.

“Treasure, I didn’t know it was you…I’m FINDERKEEPER.”

“What?!” She looked at Sean dead in the eye, certain the man was at his old comical tricks again.

“Did you notice how he, well me, got offline all of a sudden? I had no idea we’d been talking on there until you showed me that photo… I honestly thought you were some stranger I just enjoyed chatting with from time to time.”

All she was met with were his smiling green eyes, a half smirk that reminded her of a crescent moon lying on its back, and a look of pure love dripping off his expression. Covering her mouth with one hand, she chuckled…then chuckled yet again.

“Are you serious?!” she finally managed.

“Yeah…I’m serious.” His smile slowly faded.

“Look…” He scratched his temple, briefly closed his eyes, then glared at her, his expression grave. On a deep breath, he began—“I’ve heard about shit like this happening, usually like on one of those morning news shows about long lost loves finding each other around Valentine’s Day, things like that. This is funny and not funny at the same time, but on my drive over here, I was able to calm down a bit and process it all. You know, in retrospect, I shouldn’t be surprised about this.” He squeezed her shoulder. “You came into my life for a reason, and it was for more than love. I’ve changed for the better because of you. When you first contacted me on there, I replied back to you as sort of a challenge to myself, just as I told you during our cabana date.”

She peeked over her shoulder and smiled at him, kissed his nose, unable to resist touching him one second longer.

“But uh,” he nodded and looked away, as if afraid to stare her in the eye, “this Sapphire Storm person became a counselor of sorts to me. In helping her, I helped myself, and the things you were saying, Treasure, made me question how I saw life in general. You had no dog in the fight, ya know? You didn’t know me, or at least didn’t think you did. We weren’t tryna get with one another, just as you said…but I felt things for Sapphire Storm, things you feel for a really good friend that has your back.” He quickly lowered his head, as if trying to collect his thoughts.

“It was like you knew just when to contact me, just what to say. Sometimes, you’d just say, ‘Hello. Have a great day.’ It was always right on time,” he said, clearly working through a complex puzzle of thoughts. “I would look forward to speaking to Sapphire because she showed me how to be a better man for you…for Treasure. I wanted to become the man she was seeking, the kind of guy she deserved. I wanted to be the prototype, but not for her. For you.”

“Let me ask you something. Why did you use the name FINDERSKEEPER?”

He cracked a grin. “’Cause of my job. Sometimes I find good things, which I keep or sell online.”

She smiled and nodded in understanding.

“What about you? Why the name Sapphire Storm?”

“Well,” she looked down at her hands and rubbed them together, “sapphires are my favorite gem stone—my name is Treasure—and at the time, I was going through a rough time, like a storm. That’s why I started an online profile in the first place. Just to talk to someone…to let some things out, things I couldn’t talk to other people about out…” She paused, deliberating over her words. “This is incredible.” She laughed lightly. “No one would believe this!”

“I know. I barely believe it myself, but it happened and it makes what we have all the more special, Treasure, all the more important and real.” He reached for her hand, intertwining their fingers. “I love you so much.” The man’s voice trembled as one tear cascaded down his face, until it disappeared from the edge of his chiseled jawbone. Grabbing his face with both hands, she landed a perfect kiss upon his lips, devouring his face and his heart, trying to climb into his very soul.

He abruptly pulled away from her, then wrapped his hand around the back of her head, bringing her in for another kiss, then another, his tongue working its way inside of her mouth, probing, pushing to the brink.

“Mmmmm! I’m not leaving, baby.” He panted deeply into her mouth as he stole another kiss, the tip of his nose rubbing against her own. “I want to feel that soft, wet stuff between your thighs. I need you so bad right now.” He explored up and down her back, his urgency surging through his heated touch.

“Get up, come with me.” She tore herself from him and got to her feet. Her pussy throbbed like a subwoofer for the guy, wanting him almost more than she did. Offering a lopsided smile, she took him by the hand, nearly tripping over a vase as she navigated the room. Following close behind, they disappeared into her bedroom, the door closing and locking quickly behind them.

Sapphire Storm and FINDERKEEPER were going to ‘meet and greet IRL’, after all…
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Chapter Twenty-Six
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Sometimes the most dysfunctional scenarios can set a man’s heart ablaze, make him find love in the most unlikely places. The world is a strange place where nothing is certain, nothing is promised. Sometimes, the very woman a man falls in love with can turn out to be his friend before his lover, and he didn’t even fucking know it until things lined up just perfectly and the opportunity for full disclosure was presented.

Sean slid his iPod out of his jacket pocket and looked around the majestic room filled with white and clear furniture, everything posh, modern sophisticated. It reminded him of a damn dollhouse. He used to be afraid to even breathe in the woman’s home, lest he knock something precious off her vanity and shatter the tiny world in the globe covered in authentic white gold flecks.

“Can you hook this up?” He waved the tiny mp3 player around before handing it to her.

“Yeah…over there.” she said urgently, no doubt wanting him as much as he wanted her at that moment.

He flung his shirt over his head and cast the thing across the room. The woman stood several feet away from him, tearing at her robe and underwear.

The shit felt so forbidden. Funny. Frightfully right.

She took his breath away…

He made his way across the room and hooked the iPod up to her two silver and black speakers, the brand of which he didn’t recognize.

Koi’s, ‘Critical Hit’ began to blast—the song he was listening to as he sped over to her damn house with nothing but kisses down her spine on his mind. Shoving his white boxers down his legs, he tossed them and rushed to her, covering her like fresh rain, mounting her on the bed, and eliciting a series of light, airy giggles from the woman.

“What’s so funny, huh?” He smirked as he kissed the tip of her nose, then swallowed her voice with a shove of his tongue.

“Ahhh…” With eager hands, she clawed at the flesh of his back. Knocking her legs apart with a sleight of hand, he reached between their writhing bodies, bunching the sheets beneath their wiggling forms.

“Mmmmm…” He slid up and down her body, teasing her over… and over…and over again. “Mmmm, baby…” He could barely contain himself as he grinded against her, his dick slick with her saturations. “You want me to put my dick inside you? Tell me you want it!”

“Yes! I want it. Put it in me!” she panted, breathing harshly as she took them both in—their naked bodies flush together, touching, rubbing, bumping, arousing…smooth perfection.

“I know you do! Uhhhh!”

“Ahhh, shit, yes!” He pushed deep within her, filling her to the limit, then moved in and out, unable to release, let go, breathe, die, be born, or live without her heartbeat against his own. “Sean! Ahhh!”

He stared the woman in the eyes, unflinching, ran his fingers through her hair, then gave a gentle yank to her tresses, causing a soft moan as he continued to rock his cock back and forth in the wetness of her drenched love.

“I got you now!” he screamed into her ear as his grip on her hair grew tighter, forcing her head back.

She released a guttural moan and arched her back. His hips worked overtime as he rammed himself between her shaking legs, fighting the pussy with left and right dick hooks. “Fuck! Uhhh! Uhhh! You make me feel so good, baby!” Unable to control himself, he released her hair and grabbed her ass with both hands, squeezing her to him, immobilizing her, forcing her to feel each and every heavy, heart-pounding thrust he ushered inside of her body.

“Ahhhh! Oh God! Ahhhh!”

Like the professional that he was, he glided and grinded against her with each shove, bumping against her clit, over and over again.

“You’ve got the best pussy, baby, goddamn it!” he blurted as he neared his destination, an unstoppable force within him ready to explode. His sweat stung his damn eyes, but he peered through, watching her, getting off on her helpless expressions and the way her eyes rolled as she came beneath him.

“Ohhhh!” He gripped her around her waist, holding her tight, and watched her jerk and shudder from multiple orgasms. “Ahhhh, Oh my God…” Slowing to a crawl, he administered sweet, sensual kisses to the front of her neck, his forehead resting against her chin as she drew quieter beneath his form.

“…Treasure, you’re my everything, baby. I love you so much.” He choked on his words as the woman ran her fingers tenderly through his hair.

“I love you too, Sean.”

“Yeah,” he paused, “but do you hear me?”

She looked up at him in confusion. “Yes baby, you said you loved me.”

“Nah, yes, I said it, and I’ll keep saying it, but understand that I will never give you a reason to doubt that, do you understand me?”

A well of tears filled the woman eyes, paired with a beautiful smile.

His heart pounded faster as her body shuddered a bit more, a possible aftershock of the orgasm she’d just had, and perhaps because of her being touched by his vulnerability. His dick continued to throb within her, waiting for its chance at bat. Swallowing hard, he closed his eyes for a spell as they held each other so tight, he could barely breathe…just how he wanted it.

Safe.

Sound.

Secure.

“Sean, you and my kids are my world… I love you so much, baby. No man has ever made me feel the way you do.” He traced the side of her arm, loving the silkiness of her soft skin.

“You smell like roses and cotton candy…”

She stared up into his eyes, smiling.

Framing her face with his palms, he layered her lips with gentle kisses, one after the other. None of them wanted to miss a thing, a moment, a tender touch. Slowly, like a train moving away from port, he began to thrust within her. Building momentum, he propelled forward, making the woman coo and moan in the way he so savored.

“You sound so sexy… I want to hear that all night.”

“Sean… God, Sean… love me.”

She kept right on, moving to his tempo, matching every thrust. The soft wetness of her pubic hair brushed against his groin as they grinded into one another, their essence mixing and creating love and life.

“Your pussy is a cascade… I wish you knew how you make me feel right now.” He smiled tenderly, and so did she. Pausing for just a moment, he pressed his lips to hers, then increased his thrusts. He gripped her wrists as if she were under arrest, raising her arms above her head, stretching the sheets, keeping her prisoner in her own bed… He pinned her down, right where he wanted her to be, preparing her for his undertaking.

“Uhhh! Uh! Uh!” The mattress shook beneath them, rocking and dancing against the headboard, daring to stay afloat beneath them. “Uhhh!”

Treasure twisted in his grasp as he pounded and pushed and propelled within her, balls deep, getting all she had to offer and then some.

“Uhhhh! Don’t move! Don’t fucking move! Ahhhh, oh baby! Here it is! Uhhhhhhhhh!”

“I feel you! I feel you, baby…”

His essence flowed within her as he continued to move faster and faster, sticking and shaking, his cum filling her to capacity.

“Jeeesus!” His rose from her, his dick still within her, dancing and jerking in her honor. “Woman, damn…”

His muscles constricted and crawled beneath his flesh. Sweat trickled down the woman’s face, collecting in her cupid’s bow. Without a thought, he slicked his tongue against her face, collecting the salty perspiration. Her warm possessive embrace soon followed as she crossed her arms behind his neck, bringing him down against her soft breasts.

“Mmmm…” she moaned as he nibbled her ear and caressed her hip, unable to let her go just yet. He closed his eyes and tightened his hold.

“What time do you think it is?” he asked, wishing he could freeze the clock for an hour or two.

“Probably like four…”

“You ready to go again?” He grinned, traveling his lips along her jawbone.

“So, when will we have time to sleep?”

He slowly opened his eyes and looked into hers. “No worries. I’ll fuck you to sleep. My dick will be you favorite lullaby.” Resituating himself, he embraced his new erection and thrust deep within her.

“Ahhhh, ahhhh… Yes, you’ve got that good dick…” she cooed, wrapping her thighs around his waist.

“Sweet dreams, Sapphire Storm…”
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It was raining. Again.

For seven days in a row, New York City had turned into London. Gray manic-depressive skies and thick, angry fog hovered above the metropolis. The brisk coolness and taste of a miserable state coated the locals’ tongues. Jackson sat in his car, staring up at the house that he’d built on dreams…the one he was no longer welcome inside. The one in which a man came and went as he pleased, and stayed over while his children slept. A deep seeded nasty resentment entered his bloodstream, poisoning him to the point where he’d become a tyrant in his own dwelling. Jennifer threatened to leave the previous week, and became jaw locked when he told her to get the fuck out. He made it clear she wasn’t getting any damn ring, and she let it be known that his son was a degenerate, smart-mouthed bastard and his daughter weird—her true colors emerged after he cancelled her credit cards. So he thrust himself into his work, but to no avail, for everything he looked at reminded him of all he had lost.

If he saw red ink across a court docket, it brought to mind Treasure’s infamous silken robe…

If he heard a boisterous laugh, slightly on the obnoxious side, it reminded him of her, too.

Some bastard had left a catalog in his waiting area, one detailing special designs for the spring. He looked at the shit, flipped through it, knowing his woman could decorate circles around some of the photos he saw… and he hated that he gave a damn. After his run in with Sean Mahoney at his sister’s wedding, he’d laid low for a while, gave it some time. He was sure this shit would run its course, but instead, he became obsessed. He drove over to the house late at night, time and again, only to see that piece of shit black car in the fucking driveway. Then, his heart would always pound in his damn chest when he’d witness Treasure’s bedroom light go out…

He knew that bastard was still fucking her…

He’d never experienced such jealousy in all of his life, and it had him by the goddamn throat. Regardless, he’d gotten lucky that evening. Asia let it slip that the fucker had some fight that night, so the coast was clear. Regardless, he sat there for a good thirty minutes before building up the nerve to approach the front door, gave the bell a ring.

He had no umbrella, only the sky crying upon his head, baptizing him in the name of the bad father, the wayward son, and the holy garbage man who’d stolen his spirit. The door swung open ever so slowly, revealing the woman that had his damn soul in the palm of her small hands. This time, she didn’t curse him out. This time, she simply stood there, holding a bottle of water in one hand, and the invisible key to his heart in the other.

“Treasure.” He lowered his head, feeling ashamed, suddenly realizing how he appeared. The rain beat down even harder now, saturating his clothes. He didn’t even care. He coughed a bit, sure he’d catch cold, but not even that made him turn away and retreat. “I, uh, wanted to stop by. Not to ask you for anything, but just…just to tell you what I should have said the very first time you told me I broke your heart.”

She remained quiet, simply looking at him, her face emotionless. No judgment, but no love, either. Those dark brown eyes simply focused on him and the only sign that she was alive came when she crossed one ankle over the other.

“I should’ve told you I was sorry, and meant it. For forty-two minutes, I’ve sat in that car.” He pointed behind himself. “I sat in that car, debating on what I was going to say. This was my last ditch effort to get you back, make you give me another chance. I didn’t want to believe what I saw last week, the week before that, and even the month before that.”

“And what was that?” she finally uttered, surprisingly no attitude laced in her tone.

“That you really, truly,” he dropped his head once more, then faced her, forcing himself to be a man, “don’t love me anymore.”

“Jackson, step out from the rain, please.” She opened the door farther, and stepped aside. He hesitated for a moment, then peered within the dwelling. The cozy fire was lit, and the mantel covered in glossy, framed photos of his children. Taking a deep breath, he crossed the threshold and entered. His bones held the chill from the outdoors, refusing to give up the ghost. He watched her walk away; her hips swaying in their customary way, making the silk of the robe bounce about and catch the orange-hued, warm lights. Her toasty, russet legs and bare feet moved about almost in slow motion until she’d disappeared inside the kitchen. When she returned, she had a mug with steam rising from it.

“Here, take this before you get sick.”

Wrapping his hands around the heated cup, he seized the thing and took a seat on the nearby couch. The warmth from the burnt orange ceramic container soothed him a bit, but his heart continued to break nevertheless.

Treasure sat across from him on the overstuffed white love seat. She crossed her legs and leaned back, torturing him by the simple beauty of her movements. They sat there for a while, the rain hitting the windows the only sound, reminding him that the house was not his home, but his children’s shelter.

“Where is uh, Brian?”

“Over Jett’s house…they’ve got some DJ battle thing this weekend.” He nodded and rocked a bit as he looked down into his drink. Taking a needful sip, he sat back and sighed, then placed the cup on the nearby end table.

“Asia asleep?”

“Yes. She’s got dance practice tomorrow.”

He nodded once again, guilt ridden that he didn’t know where his children were, and what they were doing…just as the big Irish punk had accused.

“Brian’s been uh, distant lately. We had a falling out, too.”

She remained silent, only crossed her legs in the other direction and glared at him. He clasped his hands together, unsure what to do with himself as his anxiety mounted.

“He hasn’t been returning my calls. I tried to get a hold of him twice in the past three days, but it went straight to voicemail. I guess he’s angry…about everything.”

“And he has the right to be angry,” she stated solemnly.

“Yeah.” He rocked a bit harder and twisted his hands. “I guess that would be so. Treasure, I don’t know exactly why I did what I did. What I do know is that I felt some sort of emptiness inside.” He looked up at her earnestly. “I do love you though. I never stopped loving you, Treasure.”

“I believe that you believe that,” She sighed, looked away as she swung her foot back and forth. “But it doesn’t even matter at this point. What matters is that we have two beautiful children who don’t need us to love one another. They need us to work together to make their life as good as possible. None of this is their fault, they didn’t ask for this, but they are the ones suffering, Jackson. I only care about Brian and Asia regarding this. You and I are secondary.”

“Yeah, I definitely agree with that. You’ve got a mothering instinct.” He smiled weakly. “My father didn’t take care of me and my sister, he ran the streets, so I always told myself if I ever had kids, I’d make sure they had everything they needed.”

“But you haven’t given them everything they needed, Jackson.”

“…I know. I know.” He looked down at his shoes.

“What they need doesn’t always have a price tag on it. Your quality time with them is priceless. You help pay this mortgage per our divorce agreement. You pay child support. You pay alimony. But you don’t pay them any attention.” Her voice trembled as the pain in her heart rose, exposing itself to him. He stared at her, unable to speak.

“I’d write you a check right now, Jackson, empty out every damn dime in my bank account if it would take away even a fraction of Brian and Asia’s pain due to our broken marriage and your neglect. I’d give you back every cent of alimony and add interest too, just to give them peace of mind, but that won’t change things! It won’t bring their sense of security back. I can’t be their daddy and their mama, too! I tried, I failed, and now I’m payin’ for it.”

“…I lost my way. I lost my wife. I lost my son…and I will lose my daughter, too, if something doesn’t change.”

They sat there quietly for a minute or two as he worked the tears away, pushing them aside, begging them not to fall.

“Do you love him, Treasure? You said you did, but is that true, or was it just said to hurt me?”

She slowly set her bottle of water down by her feet and looked up at him.

“I think you already know the answer to that.”

He nodded and looked away, feeling lower than low, feeling like the rain should wash him away down some drain so he didn’t have to feel the tightening in his throat and the throbbing in his chest.

“I never loved Jennifer, Treasure. I just thought I did,” he said, working his hands once again, looking down at them as his fingers twisted around and around one another. “And all the other women…they meant nothing to me. You are the only woman I’ve ever loved.” He looked up at her, tears in his eyes. “You’re gone now though and you know what hurts the most?”

“What?”

“I was too prideful to tell you how I felt until you got involved with someone else.”

“If it’s any consolation, Jackson, it wouldn’t have mattered.”

“What wouldn’t have mattered?”

“You approaching me before I met Sean. I’d already had enough. I was done before you’d even moved out. My heart just wasn’t in it anymore. I couldn’t take one more lie…one more excuse…one more blame for the way you’d treated me. I just couldn’t.” She shook her head and looked away.

“I think I knew that…I think I knew you were done,” he shrugged, “so it was as if there was nothing left to fight for…might as well go out with a bang. One thing still perplexes me. Can you humor me with an answer?”

“What is it?”

He reached over and grasped his cup, took a generous mouthful, and set it back down.

“What was the final straw for you? What did I do that made you say, ‘that’s it.’”

“Does that really matter now?”

“To me it does. And the reason why, Treasure, is because you literally, like in a twenty-four hour period, went from ignoring me to being belligerent. Something put you in overdrive. You screamed for me to get out, told me you were done, and threw me out, but you never told me what caused that scene that night. You never told me and I just want to know. Please tell me. It’s bothered me for a long time.”

He stared at her for a long while. She stared back, hollowness in her eyes.

“Jackson, when you asked to marry me, do you remember that day?”

“Yeah.” He burst out laughing, a silly grin he couldn’t shake creased his face. “I was excited, had gotten into law school.”

“Yes, you were happy and it was pouring down rain, much like it is right now. You got on one knee and you raised a tiny ring in the air. I cried! I was so happy I didn’t know what to do with myself. You asked me to marry you and I accepted. I was sure we’d be together forever. I was determined to support you in good times and in bad, to stick by your side. I was determined to be a good wife and be everything you needed me to be. You didn’t have any money, nor did I, but we were going to make it work.”

“And we did…for a while.”

“But I was the only one trying, Jackson. Once you got accepted into the firm and began to receive those big, beautiful checks, you changed. But then I realized, you hadn’t changed. That possibility was already in you; it just needed to be cultivated. I loved you when you didn’t even have a car or a place of your own! I loved you when you had three jobs that paid minimum wage, and then you had the audacity during the divorce proceedings, to label me a gold digger! You ain’t have shit but the beauty of your smile, a brilliant, intellectual brain in that head of yours, and a beating, hungry heart in that chest—and that’s all you needed for me to love you! That’s all you needed, Jackson! You told me I was greedy, when it was you who saw me as never enough!” Her finger probed into her chest, moving the robe open a hair, exposing more of her gorgeous flesh.

His tongue became thick and tied like rope, and he swung from his words, hanging on memories that refused to let him simply just die.

“So, you may wonder what all of that has to do with your question, right?”

“…I do.”

“Being the great lawyer that you are, you wanted a simple answer to a complex situation. But you needed the background first, Jackson, for without seeing the past, the present doesn’t make much sense.” She took a deep breath and folded her hands together as she leaned forward. “Jackson, when you asked me to marry you, that ring was fake. I knew it was fake, but I never said one word to you. For me, it was the thought that counted and I knew that when we got on our feet, you’d get me something nicer later. Well, that didn’t happen, and I honestly no longer cared because I had the man, and the hardware was tributary. Then, one day, after you’d been out late again, blaming it on meetings when I knew good and damn well you were screwing that whore that kept calling this house, I discovered a beautiful little black box in the recesses of your closet.”

He swallowed harshly, wishing he could swallow his whole self, too.

“I have no idea to this day what told me to go through your things, but I did. I never had before, but this particular night, after yet another lie about a meeting or whatever, I decided to take a tour of our home. Lo and behold, I find a gorgeous, big, beautiful diamond ring! Imagine my delight when I viewed it, thinking you were going to give it to me, possibly ask to renew our vows and start all over!” She clutched the fabric of her robe in her grasp, bringing it closed, keeping it secure, protecting herself from her own words as she relived the past.

“…But then, I saw a card beneath it. It hadn’t struck me at first, escaped my radar. I picked it up, slid my finger under the light pink fold with the red heart sticker, and removed the greeting card. On the front were two white doves, and I thought to myself, ‘Oh, how sweet!’ Then, I opened the card, Jackson…and you know what I read. I read how you loved a woman, how she saved you, made you feel whole again. I read about how patient and understanding she’d been with you. I read about how you’d asked me for a divorce, but I threatened to keep your kids from you. I think that hurt the most, Jackson.”

He kept his eyes to the ground.

“The fact that you could lie like that, so easily, between the two of us. That you could involve our children, and pretend to be the doting father married to an evil villain…the same ol’ bullshit most married men tell their mistresses, and the same ol’ bullshit those mistresses swallow, just like that married man’s cum!”

He looked up at her, not believing his ears. Treasure never used words like that, spoke that way. Yes…she’d changed.

“So, I put your card and letter back, and the ring, too. And when you walked in here, smelling like another woman’s pussy—it was all…over…your damn body—I had reached my breaking point, Jackson. I had given up on us, but for a fraction of a second, when I saw that ring, I thought you were going to really try to make it work with me, put in effort. Once that hope was given and snatched within a five minute radius, I truly lost my mind.” She laughed sadly. “I knew I had to get rid of you. I understood that Asia could not be raised by a woman who would put up with anything just so she could have a handsome, wealthy man in the house. I had to be a better example for our son!” She swiped a tear away. “And I knew that boy would hate me because he loved his father something awful, Jackson!

“He was your shadow! Whatever you did, Brian wanted to do, too, but I had to do it, because he needed to understand that my love for him was bigger and stronger than my love for a man that was setting a horrible example of what a husband and father is supposed to be! I kept wanting to see the good in you, the ‘God’ in you, as my father used to say,” she said. “I remembered the old Jackson, ya know? The one that used to lay his jacket over puddles for me, the one that would help me with my homework. The one that would make love to me, and promise me he’d be faithful and love me for the rest of my life! I missed the Jackson whom I would sit with and laugh, just cracking up together at dumb little things. We didn’t have anything! No big fancy house, no nice expensive furniture and shoes, but we had each other! But that, Jackson, was long gone…

“And the new Jackson didn’t give a damn about anyone, but himself. So,” she shrugged and took a deep breath, “I had to buck up, get a backbone, and grow up. I had to depart from La-La-Land, and enter Reality Central. That’s the night I found that diamond ring in the little green bag. That’s the evening I found a lawyer, too. That’s the night I told myself it was time for Treasure to start treasuring her damn self for a change. And I did… So there’s your answer, Jackson. There’s your answer.”

He wiped another tear away with the back of his hand. “How unbelievably ironic.” He chuckled.

“What’s ironic about this?”

“Well.” He shook his head in disbelief. “I left that ring here, actually. When I moved out, I left it on purpose. I had no idea you’d found it. I got rid of the card, but left the ring in the box. It was strange, you know?” he winced as he replayed the memories in his mind. “I was packing and I…I didn’t want to take it with me. So, I left it right there in the closet, in the corner. It’s almost like I wanted you to have it…to say, ‘I’m sorry.’ So, I got rid of the card, and wanted you to find it…keep it, maybe wear it. I didn’t care, but…I wanted you to have the ring you deserved, not the little cubic zirconia one I’d bought you on my McDonald’s restaurant wage. I forgot about that ring, Treasure…” He looked at her earnestly. “It completely slipped my mind after a while. May I ask what you did with it?”

“I don’t think you want to know…”

He looked away from her and shook his head, but couldn’t help a smirk. “You threw away a six carat diamond ring, Treasure?” He raised a brow in disbelief.

“I sure as hell did. It wasn’t for me; it was for some trash you’d met and brought into our lives. So, I put it back where it belonged.”

“I can’t believe it.” He chuckled. “But I’m not mad… Honestly, I’m not! I suppose that’s what I deserved.” He grabbed his lukewarm tea and took another sip. “Well, thank you for answering my question and letting me inside to talk.” He got to his feet. She leisurely followed suit, holding herself stiff and poised.

“You’re welcome.”

He passed her and made his way to the door with her trailing behind. She reached for the door and opened it, but he kept his back toward her, not wanting to step away, leave her there. Looking over his shoulder, he smiled at her, and the love he had for the woman poured out of his heart once more. He dared himself to look her in the eye and not feel this way—damn near impossible.

“Tell my son I’ll be by Sunday afternoon. We’re going to lunch to talk whether he likes it or not. I’d tell him myself, but…well, you know.”

She nodded, and held the door.

“I’ll give Asia a call tomorrow after her dance practice. Maybe she’d like to go to dinner…just me and her.”

“I think she’d like that, Jackson.”

“Well,” he said with a huff. “I guess that’s it.”

“Yeah, I believe so.”

“He won, he got you,” he mumbled as he stepped over the threshold, feeling dejected, hurt, but accepting of the situation.

“Jackson, he didn’t win me. Sean earned my trust.”

“How?” He faced her head on. “I had good intentions, I did! When I called you and asked to work it out, I meant that! I love you! But I accept what’s going down now, I get it. What did he do, Treasure, so that if I ever fall in love again, I know what to do? ’Cause I’m at a loss!” Tears streamed down his face and he did nothing to wipe them away.

“Jackson, some people have the best of intentions. You’re one of those people. You made a lot of promises that you didn’t keep. I wasn’t perfect either, but I tried, and that’s half the battle. The people that stand out from the crowd have good character, and their good character makes them keep those promises, Jackson. That’s what he did. There was no magic trick needed. He told the truth, and he came through. Nothing more, nothing less…”
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Sean sat on his living room couch in disbelief. He’d hit the ‘submit’ button seven minutes ago, but still swam in a state of shock. He’d submitted his last and final exam and was told he’d receive his test results within twenty-four hours. He was officially finished with school, and despite his nervousness, his gut told him he’d aced his test. He slumped over, plucked his beer bottle from the floor, and took a final swig. After getting his wits about him, he called Treasure, wanting to share the good news.

“You’re all finished, baby?” she asked, breathing hard.

“Yeah…why in the hell do you sound like that and I’m not above ya?”

“Oh, Lord!” She burst out laughing. “I’ve been racing back and forth trying to find my damn credit card. I think I left it at the restaurant. I’m going to have to call and get it cancelled if I don’t find it soon.”

“Check the bottom of your purse.”

“The bottom of my purse?”

“Yeah, you’re always complaining that wallet spills stuff. It’s old, needs to be replaced. Maybe I’ll get you a new one for a birthday gift.”

“Hold on a second, let me go check my purse like you said.”

“Alright.” He waited for a while, then saw his phone light up and beep with a call waiting. It was Kyle… He swallowed hard and ignored it. The man had been calling him at least once a day for the past week, but as far as he was concerned, there was nothing to discuss. The truth was now out—fully disclosed. The man was a two-faced, slick bigot, and he had no room for that.

“Okay, well, I guess you’ll want some sort of reward or prize,” she said with a giggle. “It was where you said it was…at the bottom of my purse. Whew, I was really worried there for a second.”

“Told ya.”

“Alright, so I am certain I am speaking to the latest 4.0 graduate of CUNY College!”

“I fuckin’ hope so! I gotta wait like twenty-four hours for the results of my stats test.”

“You’ve been studying for that test for weeks, Sean. I know you did fine, baby.”

“Yeah, I hope so. I felt confident about it until I thought about it again. Now I am second guessing myself.” He saw his voicemail light up.

“So when is the ceremony?”

“It would be next month… I’ve waited for so long for this, and now that it’s here I can’t believe it.”

“I’m so proud of you, honey.”

“I’ve already been putting in my resume to different places. I mean, I got the experience in the industry, too…”

I want to get a really good job…not to be rich or compete, but because I know I worked hard for it and to take some of the stress off Treasure. We need this…

“You will! I can feel it in my bones!”

“You want to feel my bone? I’d love to give it to ya.”

“Sean! Okay, let me stop acting like that doesn’t appeal to me.” She chortled. “When do you want me to come over?”

“For real? No bullshit?”

“No bullshit.”

“You’re really coming over to give me some pussy? I’m not just dreaming this shit up?”

“Yes!” She burst out laughing. “And I think you’ve been rubbing off on me, I’ve been cursing more lately and talking all tawdry. You’re a bad influence.”

“I know how you fuck me, Treasure…you are far from innocent. You move those hips like a cement mixer.”

At this, she lost it. Composing herself, she said, “Alright, let me put these dishes away and then I’m on my way.”

“Where are the kids?”

“Are you sitting down?”

“Yeah.”

“With their father!”

“You’re shittin’ me! The phantom patriarch has reappeared! Well, that’s good. Glad to hear it.”

“Yup. Alright honey, I’m coming.”

“Not yet…but you will be…”
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Chapter Twenty-Seven
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Four and a half weeks later…

“There he is, Mom!” Asia jumped up from her seat and pointed into the sea of people with their black caps and gowns.

“Where? I can’t see him.”

Sean’s parents, Colin and his girlfriend stood beside her, along with several of his long-time friends and cousins.

“Right there, Treasure! Do I need to pick you up and put you on my back again?” Colin joked with a toothy grin, gently bumping her with his shoulder. Getting ready to respond with something witty, she thought better of it once she saw the irritated expression on Lydia’s face as she stared up at her man, apparently not pleased with the little revelation. Stifling a smirk, Treasure looked back out in the crowd and finally saw her Love. His smile was wider than the ocean, showing every damn tooth in his mouth. He bopped around, proud as a rooster on Sunday morning. Sean had aced all of his exams, and best of all, that morning he got a call from a big, prestigious company, HRH Construction, to come in for an interview later that week after a successful phone screening.

“Okay, okay, everyone quiet!” Mr. Mahoney Sr. declared. “They’re about to say his name!”

“Kevin, no clapping. They said at the beginning they didn’t want anyone to clap until everyone was announced.”

“I’ll clap if I want to! I’m a grown man and I pay taxes! This is a free country!”

“Shhhhh!” someone barked.

“You shhhh! Who the hell are ya? The dean? I didn’t think so. Anyway, no one tells me to not clap for my son! He graduated college!”

Mrs. Mahoney rolled her eyes at her husband and turned away, causing Colin and Lydia to snicker.

“Sean Mahoney, bachelors in industrial business development marketing.”

“Wooo hooo, Sean!” His family and friends lit up the place, their applause thunderous, as the man stood on the stage and waved, no one giving a damn about the warnings for quiet. He shook the hand of the president and proceeded off the stage, as simple as that. Asia wrapped her arms around her mother’s waist and looked up into her eyes.

“Mom?”

“Yes, honey?”

“Now that Sean finished school, I guess we’ll be seeing even more of him, huh?”

She smiled at her daughter for a second or two, then nodded.

“Probably so. I’d imagine that would be the case.”

“That’s good. I’d like that, Mom. I’d like that a lot.”
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Several days later…

“Now it says here, you worked for…” The man with sparse reddish brown hair peered over his glasses at the paper, “…you worked with at risk inner city youth.”

“Yes, Mr. Yusuf. I teach them self-defense, Brazilian jujitsu and kickboxing. Due to school, however, I had to cut back on instructing classes, but I hope to get back into that soon.”

“That’s good, Mr. Mahoney…very good.” the man said in almost a whisper as he continued to pore over Sean’s resume, delving into details and wanting specifics for the most minuscule of things.

My underarms are itching. This cheap ass deodorant! Feels like a million ants dancing on my pits. That’s what I get for buying this stuff from the Dollar Tree…probably all sorts of strange enzymes in it that give you diseases and cause you to break out in a damn rash. And Jesus it’s hot in here… why is the heat blasting like this? Am I in hell? Is this some sort of omen? Look, man, do you want me or not? I can do the job. You know I can do the job. What’s up with all this dilly-dallying?

“Says here you had a 4.0…very nice.”

“Yes, I was disciplined about studying and taking care of my assignments and exams.”

“I like that. It shows you know how to self-motivate, complete a task, and do it properly. How many construction jobs have you worked in the past twelve months, Mr. Mahoney?”

“Three. I helped a pal of mine out and offered some strategic advice on a construction site he worked at as a subcontractor. I did a side job just to make some extra cash and then another time I did some part-time marketing work on the Beamer project.”

“Ahhhh yes, the new mall.”

Sean nodded.

“Oh, I almost forgot to mention that about fourteen months ago, I had kind of what I’d call a short internship with Turner Construction. I learned the most there, worked twelve, sometimes thirteen hour days.”

“Turner Construction?” The man’s ears reddened and his long face flushed right before Sean’s eyes. “Hmm, that’s a good company.”

“It is, and they don’t have any jobs available right now, or they said they’d hire me on the spot but promised to get in contact with me as soon as something showed up.”

He didn’t miss the concern in the man’s eyes.

“You know, because of all the help they gave me in hands on experience, I got them in touch with some lean management consultants I’d met and wrote up a report for their quality control process, for free. They found it quite useful and still utilize my information, sharing it with their board of trustees.”

“Impressive, Mr. Mahoney. Turner doesn’t just work with anyone. They must’ve seen something in you. They also are one of our biggest competitors.” The man glided his tongue over his lower lip and his brows bunched. He looked down at the resume, turning it in various directions as he disappeared in deep thought. The sound of papers ruffling and a small coffee pot percolating in the background began to grate on Sean’s nerves. He looked up at a clock in the sterile room, void of décor, warmth and life. The plain white face with black arms continued to tick and tock as the skinny red second counter danced in repeated circular motions. “Will you excuse me for a moment?” The man cleared his throat and got to his feet.

“Of course.”

One minute passed, turning into another and then another. Sean reached for his small white and blue floral print Dixie cup filled with bland coffee, and took a small sip. He grimaced at the bitterness and set the thing back down, vowing to remain thirsty rather than touch it again. A moment or two later, the door swung open, allowing outside noise from the hallway to filter inside as people in cubicles talked to one another and on their phones. Their roaring conversions quickly came to a hush after two men entered the room and closed the door behind them—Mr. Yusuf and an individual Sean had never seen before.

“Mr. Mahoney, this is Derek Walls. He is the Director of Marketing for our Texas location.”

Sean immediately got to his feet and extended his hand, offering the robust man a hearty shake.

“Mr. Walls, it is nice to meet you.”

“Same to you, Mr. Mahoney.” The man sighed and slammed his bulky body into a nearby chair, clasping his hands together. Meanwhile, Mr. Yusuf collected his neat stack of papers and tucked them under his arm.

“Mr. Mahoney,” Mr. Walls began. “We have been in discussions about you for a few days now. You’ve had a chance to speak to our human resources department as well as other members of our team to get more of an idea of what our company offers and what is expected. You had a telephone interview with my assistant and boss earlier in the week, and they were quite impressed with you.”

“Thank you.”

“You’ve been working construction jobs on and off since the age of eighteen, and know both sides, which is not as common as one would think. That’s a bonus, and something we look for. Mr. Yusuf, a colleague and friend of mine here, is impressed with you as well. So, I would like to extend a job offer to you to become our Manager of Integrated Construction Solutions.”

Sean swallowed the lump in his throat, cooled his excited jets and nodded.

“Yes, I would definitely like to join your team,” he said calmly, despite the half-naked cheerleaders inside of his head doing a dance in his honor.

“Excellent. Now is the time that we enter salary negotiations. You’d report directly to me by the way.” The man stood. Reaching to a black phone sitting in the middle of the table, he dialed a number and placed it on speaker. “Hi Margaret.”

“Good morning, Mr. Walls.”

“We’ve offered Mr. Mahoney the job position. We need to get Ann in here with the benefits package and Ted as well to discuss salary.” The man shot Sean a pleasant grin, then continued. “If he accepts the offer after such discussions, you will receive the paperwork to make copies. After you are finished, please page me. Dave and I will take him to lunch.”

“No problem.”

“Thanks Margaret.”

“You’re welcome.”

Before Sean knew what was what, the big man rounded the table, gave him another firm handshake, and exited the room. For the next two hours, he was filling out paperwork and negotiating his base pay. At various intervals, he felt like he’d landed in some strange dream. Money was being offered, big money, funds he’d never imagined would be in his possession. He kept a stone face, pretended to know what he was doing, but the fact remained that he was flying by the seat of his pants.

I can quit my job with the Sanitation department now. I can buy a house … I can get my mom and dad a new stove… hell, a new refrigerator to match, too. I can do a lot of stuff I’d been hoping to do… This opens up all sorts of opportunities.

His lips kinked in a satisfied grin as he mapped out his future, signing paper after paper that detailed his new medical benefits, 401K, and Roth IRA.

“Mr. Mahoney?”

“Yes?” He paused, looking up from his paperwork at the H.R. Assistant sitting across from him. The woman had dark, thick bangs, a small pouty mouth, and smiling bright blue eyes.

“You will receive a company cell phone, computer, credit card, and vehicle for your local travel from site to site by the end of next week. In the interim, please collect your receipts and make sure to file your business expense reports on Monday, by 10 a.m.”

“Certainly. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. After we are finished here, I will show you where your office will be. Do you prefer Dunhill or Montblanc ink pens?”

“Uh…can’t say I know much about either.” He chuckled.

She offered a tender smile and jotted something inside of a planner. “I’ll get you the Montblanc. They’re sturdy, well-designed, get better with time, and are reliable.”

Hmmm, all the things I’ve tried to be…

“Yeah, I’ll take the Montblanc. Sounds like my kinda pen…”
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Swirls of light golden silk wrapped around his muscles, covering his legs and arms, kissing his limbs in luxury. Her scent and lingering kiss left him in a soft daze. He glanced over at Treasure, now fast asleep with nothing but a half smile on her face, and his warm cum in her pussy.

“Hey…hey baby.” He leaned close to her and shook her shoulder, needing her to come to, leave her state of rest for a second or two. A bit out of it, she blinked and looked about, yawned, then glided up the bed, barely hanging on.

“Hey…what is it, honey?” She yawned once again, this time covering her mouth with a closed fist.

“I don’t know how you’re gonna take this, but I have to do it.”

“How am going to take what?”

He didn’t miss the tinge of anxiety in her tone.

He slipped out of the bed, his naked body exposed as he moved about in her bedroom, trying to find where the hell he’d tossed his jeans.

“Oh, there they are…” Stumbling around, he retrieved them from the floor and dug in the pocket. Soon, he was once again by her side. As soon as he slid the light gray box and presented it, the woman gasped and covered her mouth, veering back in apparent shock.

All he could do was offer a half-cocked smile as he opened the thing and drew closer to her, making the woman look him in the eye. She dropped her hands slowly from her face, revealing the beautiful features he now coveted.

“I know you might be afraid to do this again. I know…that you’ve been let down in the past. So have I, but that was long ago, and this right now—this is about us, Sean and Treasure. I know that sometimes I say things I probably shouldn’t, and maybe I’m not as refined as what you’re used to, but my love for you has nothing to do with class or being upper echelon. Being rich or slick with words doesn’t make you a better man. Loving the woman you’re with and placing her above all others, does. My love for you is pure, and it’s good.

“My love for you is prosperous, rich, wealthy beyond belief because it has overflowing, bursting pockets full of my kisses, dedication and devotion… just for you.” He leaned over and kissed her nose, eliciting a smile. “I’d do any damn thing for you, baby. You just say the word; what we have is too beautiful to let sit here, not grow…” He caressed her chin and his heart flipped when her eyes glossed over and her lower lip trembled.

“So, you got your own issues, and I’ve got mine, but we can battle all of them together. We can become a team, and take them all on…and we can win, baby. Matter of fact, we already are. So, what do you say? Will you let me be your defender? Help you fight for what you deserve, help you believe in love again?”

“Oh Sean…” She lowered her head, smiling through the tears that rolled down her face.

“That’s the only brawl I’m interested in right now.” Lovingly, he ran his hand up and down her back. “The fight for your love—and I just hope you see me as a winner, because I feel like the richest champion on God’s green Earth. Treasure, will you marry me?”

“Sean, yes…yes I will marry you!” Before he knew it, she was in his arms, her kisses drowning him and her sweet flesh encompassing him in a tight embrace. After a moment or two, he pulled away from her and removed the sparkling oval shaped diamond ring from the box. He placed it on her trembling finger, then kissed her hand. Leaning in close, he marveled at the way happy tears webbed the woman’s long, thick lashes. Everything about her at that second was magnificent, wonderful. She had no idea how happy she’d made him…she couldn’t have. He pressed his lips into hers, his longing urgent and his desire tenfold.

Laying her gingerly down on the bed, he got on top of her and trailed his fingers gently along her hairline as they gazed into each other’s eyes.

“You’ve been the type of woman to me that makes me want to get up in the morning and kiss the ground. You’re the type of lady that a man would catch a jail term for, lose his mind a bit if you up and walked away. I can’t stand the thought of us not being together, working together, loving one another. I promise you I’ll never take you for granted, baby. I promise you I’ll fight for us, today, tomorrow and forever…”
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Chapter Twenty-Eight
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“This is why I need to start writing this shit down on paper,” Sean mumbled to himself as Alt-J’s ‘Breezeblocks’ played through his earbuds. He whipped his cell phone out of his pocket and scrolled through it, trying to find the app he’d downloaded earlier for grocery store lists as he stood by the deli department, surrounded by huffing, impatient people waiting for their freshly carved cold cuts and thinly sliced Swiss cheeses. The line was long, and he was certain half the evening would come and go before he got to place his order.

A gentle tap on his shoulder brought him out of his task. Turning around, he met eyes with the very person he’d hoped to never have to see again.

Kyle.

“Hey Sean.” The guy stood there, looking thinner and shorter than Sean recalled. He didn’t shine like gold and diamonds, didn’t smell like burning money. No, he just looked ordinary. The ‘God’ complex he’d assigned the guy had faded away like childhood watercolor art left out in the sun for days on end.

“Kyle,” was all he offered before turning his attention back to his phone and pushed his cart a bit forward, wishing the bastard would just disappear.

“Look, uh, Sean, I’ve been trying to call you, to apologize, alright?”

“Why?” He looked at him casually over his shoulder. “You still believe what you believe. What’s the point in sayin’ sorry?”

The man sighed and hesitated.

“Number 89!” a woman screamed from behind the meat counter.

“I’m sorry, man, because I offended you. That’s why I wanted to apologize. I hurt you. That wasn’t my intention. It was just a misunderstanding.”

“No, it wasn’t a misunderstanding. I understood you loud and clear.” He focused back on his phone, selected the app he was looking for and began to scroll through it. They were quiet for a few moments, until Kyle gently touched his shoulder once again.

“Well, I am sorry, Sean. I’m not racist, okay? I was just trying to look out for ya, but it came out all wrong.”

Sean looked at him for a moment or two then casually slid his phone back into his pocket. He turned to the guy head on, facing him.

“It came out as the truth. Your truth. It came out just the way it was meant to come out. I learned a lot that day, Kyle. I learned about you, about myself too. Crazy thing is, had I listened to you, took it to heart, I’d be miserable right now.”

“Mmmm… So, I take it the relationship is working out? You’re still with her? That’s good, Sean. I’m happy for you.”

“Yeah, we are still together, Kyle, but I doubt you’re happy for me.”

The guy huffed in frustration. “Is everything I say going to be looked at suspiciously, Sean?”

“Kyle, I don’t have time to worry about whether you’re sincere or not, and I don’t care, actually. I’m just letting you know that I get you now, I understand who I’m dealing with. For the record, I’m gonna marry her. We’re getting married in four months…got a date, venue, the works.”

“90!” the woman called out. Sean checked his number, compared it to the one on the board just to be safe, then looked back at Kyle.

“Oh….man, wow!” He laughed nervously, taking a step back. “That, wow…” He rubbed his sweating forehead, in obvious disbelief. “I never saw you getting married, Sean, to anyone…I mean, not her, not anyone…you know what I mean.”

“Yeah, looks like you and I both never saw a lot of shit about one another, huh?” he sneered.

“Sean, look…what do I have to do, huh? I told you I was sorry. I’ve been trying to call you; you’ve been blowing me off! I’ve left you countless voicemails. You’re my best friend for God’s sake! You can’t flush a twenty year old friendship down the drain over a woman!”

“It’s not about a fucking woman!” he yelled, spit spraying out of his mouth as he pointed to the ground. His outburst caught the attention on onlookers, causing people to turn in his direction. He felt their eyes upon him and lowered his voice, but refused to disengage from the conversation. “It’s about you and me.” He pointed to himself, then back at Kyle. “It’s about the nature of a man, what’s inside of ya! It’s about the fight within, the demons we tussle and struggle with on a daily basis. We all have a fight in our hearts, Kyle. Some of us fight being liars. Some of us fight being faithful. Some of us fight ever being able to trust again. Some of us fight jealousy while others fight being assholes! Some demons are uglier than others. Being a racist is a pretty dreadful condition. It’s a sickness! This is about how ugly your heart is, how you feel better than other people over some shit you had no control over!”

“91!”

“Sean, what tha hell, man?! I’m not a racist and I don’t feel like I’m better than you, I don’t! You’ve always been a little insecure, ya know? I tried to help you, I did, and this is the thanks I get! I did a lot of shit for you! A lot!”

“You did shit for me? You helped me?” He pointed to himself. “Helped me with what?! Like, charity cases? If anyone should be feeling superior, it should be me! You’re just a big black hole, you know that? You may be a broker, but no investment in you ever sticks! It just falls in that big black hole, goin’ nowhere fast. I know you know all about funds…so I figured I’d use an analogy to your liking.” He smirked, causing the man before him to roll his eyes. “You were born rich and feel better than the rest of everybody else ’cause of that, like you controlled any of that. No one controls their race, gender, socio-economic class, or the culture they were born into!” He waved his hand past the man in a dismissive way.

“92!”

“I am well aware of that, Sean,” he said coolly. “I see college has given you some food for thought… Where did you learn that stuff? Surely not on the streets.”

“And that’s the other thing, Kyle, glad you brought that up. Remember when I told you I was goin’ back to school? How interesting that you told me college degrees were overrated, even though you had one!”

“Yeah, and someone that has one should know! I just didn’t want you to waste your money!”

“Yeah, waste my money because God forbid I actually get a degree and better myself; that would have messed up your whole world. The whole time I’ve been in school, you’ve not given one encouraging word!” He held up his finger. “You’ve not told me good job on my exams, nothing! All you’ve had to say was either negativity, or you were completely silent. I did have a complex, Kyle. I’ll admit that. You knew I had it, and you used it to your advantage.”

“Here you go again, Sean, not taking accountability for your own shit. That’s the biggest thing that irks me about you.”

“You must be hard of hearin’. I took accountability, said I had the complex. I am so self-aware right now, Kyle, that I have x-ray vision of my very own soul! It’s one thing to know you’re a fuck up, but quite another to never do a damn thing about it!”

“93!”

“That day in school when I came to your aid, I didn’t even want to because you were one of the cool kids and I was an outsider, but I did it anyway, because it was the right damn thing to do.”

“94!”

“Funny how I overlooked that the reason you were being jumped on in the first place was because you ran your mouth with that Brazilian kid, called him trash, and he beat the goddamn brakes off ya!” He jammed his finger in his face as he moved closer to the motherfucker, wanting to beat his ass, too. Kyle turned away, avoiding eye contact.

“95!”

“I didn’t even put two and two together that you were smellin’ yourself, even at that young age. Maybe if I wouldn’t have interjected and saved your ass, you could have spent some time in the hospital and thought about that slick mouth of yours, and how you use it to hurt people in order to make yourself feel big and tall.”

The man rolled his eyes and swung his little red basket back and forth in his hand.

“96!”

“You are always giving to charities, right? Always saying the right stuff, acting very kumbaya my Lord…it’s all a big act! Here you were, hanging around poor little ol’ Sean, right? Being a helping hand. Sean’s a garbage man, I feel so much better than him! Sean grew up with parents that didn’t have much, poor guy needs my help! Sean’s apartment is a dump, maybe I can slide him some bills so he can make it, buy himself a washcloth or two. I got news for ya, Kyle, you needed me way more than I ever needed you. You’ve pretended to be this good, caring guy but you—”

“I don’t have to listen to this…” The man turned to walk away, but Sean grabbed his arm, made him face him once more.

“97!”

“No! You are going to stand here and take it! Somebody is gonna finally tell you the truth about yourself Kyle, and it’s gonna hurt like you’ve been in the ring all damn night. Don’t be afraid to take your lumps. We’ve all got to, there’s no escaping it.”

“Just move on! All of this is in the past!”

“I don’t have time to look back at yesterday anymore, Kyle. I couldn’t even tell you about yesterday anyway for fear of being judged by you, so my past was never fully revealed to you. What type of friend were you with whom I believed I had to keep secrets?!”

“Oh, and you feeling self conscious was my fault too, right?”

“’Member Darci?”

“Yeah…what about her?”

“She didn’t want me because I didn’t have any dough…but you probably already knew that, didn’t you? Yet you told me nothing—just sat back and watched, enjoying the show.”

“98!”

The man looked down at his shoes, taking back eye contact.

“I hated ya, Kyle, because I wanted to be like ya! I wanted what you had, not realizing I had it all and you had nothing! I’m the one that had real friends who liked me for me, not for what I could buy ’em! How sad of me to wish for your life! Now, I stand here in line at the deli, in this grocery store, waiting to get some damn lunch meat for my soon to be stepdaughter. She likes honey turkey, and this is the only place in a thirty-mile radius that sells the brand she likes. That’s love, Kyle! That is what you do when you care about somebody. You do it not because you’re gettin’ something back or feeding off their insecurities. She can’t do nothin’ for me, she’s just a child, but I can do somethin’ for her, make her day a bit brighter.

“I gotta beautiful woman waiting for me at home, man. She’s wearing my ring that I paid for! Wouldn’t have mattered to her if it cost a nickel. I gotta nice job, and bought my parents a brand new kitchen. It’s being renovated from the damn ceiling to the fuckin’ floor and I ain’t doing it because it makes me feel good, makes me feel superior. I’m doing it because they loved me, took care of me, and my mom is an unsung hero and should be able to cook her heart out in a nice ass kitchen…and I did it for my dad, too. He likes to sit there and enjoy his time alone, drinking a beer and watching the game, so a new kitchen it fuckin’ is!”

He could see the perplexity on the man’s face. Kyle had questions…so many questions, but he refused to entertain the man, give him what he wanted.

“So while you stand there with your money and your six-pack of imported beer in your basket, you’re going to go home and be alone. Even if you have a girlfriend, you’re still alone…and you know exactly what I mean. Me, on the other hand, I’m going to a house filled with laughter and love. I’m goin’ to a place that can’t be borrowed, bought or bartered. I’m going to a place where I can share, and show genuine concern, and you know what is so damn ironic about all of this?”

“No, but I’m sure you’ll tell me,” Kyle said dispassionately.

“If it wasn’t for you, I wouldn’t even be with this woman you tried to cock-block. How crazy is that? You inadvertently brought us together, then tried to tear us apart. When you told me that morning to stop being so self-absorbed, I took your advice. She needed somebody, but little did I know, I needed somebody, too! The crazy part of this is that I now know that you could tell I was in love with her, and that she loved me too.” He burst out laughing and slapped his thigh, spun in a circle then faced the man again. “You were jealous!”

“Oh, get the fuck outta here, Sean. Jealous of what? You and your elderly girlfriend with her two half grown kids?! That doesn’t even make sense!”

“No, it makes perfect sense Kyle, and you know it. My parents love each other…yours don’t. You’d say little snide comments about my family over the years, and I’d let it slide. You wanted to be me, have what I had, and I wanted to be you, and the shit continues!” He cracked up even harder, though his anger continued to soar just beneath the surface.

“You’ve never found a woman that dated you just because, or for you…or you were always worried it was a damn gold digger if the woman did seem to be legit. No one could win! Misery loves company and we were livin’ it up in Hateville together, weren’t we? Just havin’ a big ol’ negative blast! We’d make jokes about that. And here I stood, after all of that, with a beautiful woman, successful, loving and caring, when it was fuckin’ obvious she loved me for me, ’cause I didn’t have shit! She wasn’t another Darci, Mary, or Veronica! She was the real deal and you were jealous! Unbelievable! You were fucking jealous, man! Ha! I can’t believe I didn’t realize this earlier.”

Kyle stood there stone faced, the truth of Sean’s words dancing in his eyes. He was busted, and there was nowhere to run.

“99!”

“All I could focus on was the racist comments, and it totally sailed right the hell past me. That was just a small part of this. Your true reasoning for trying to mess us up was much deeper than that.” Sean ran his hand down his face and shook his head in complete disbelief. “Wow…”

“100…”

“That’s me. I like to keep it real, keep it one hundred,” he said calmly as he stood in front of the counter, turning his back on the man. “Let me get half a pound of your honey turkey, a quarter pound of your pepper jack cheese and a pound of your smoked ham …oh, and a quart of macaroni salad…my daughter likes that, too,” he added, pointing to the display. When he turned back around, Kyle was walking away, his deli number on the floor where he’d once been standing. Sean’s chest tightened a bit as he watched him slowly disappear until he couldn’t see him any longer.

He knew that would be the last conversation they would ever have. He refused to allow Kyle to leech off him a second longer, gain his sense of importance from his misfortunes and neediness. There was no need to tell his ex-friend how much money he was making now, where he worked, and how his life was completely different from when they’d last shared a round of beers and threw darts at the local watering hole. That wasn’t what he was most proud of, so why bother? What mattered most to him, he’d already told the man…

And that was—he was getting married and had a family now. He had love waiting for him on the outside, for he worked on the inside to earn each and every hug and kiss from a beautiful woman named Treasure…
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Chapter Twenty-Nine
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…Four months later…

Sean stood at the end of the hall admiring Lydia’s engagement ring. Raising his black felt fedora hat ever so slowly, he took a closer look. The woman smacked her gum nosily as she grinned from ear to ear, extending her hand just so.

“Isn’t it exquisite?! Colin has good taste. Who would have thought it?!” she teased.

“Yeah, it’s real nice, Lydia. I’m happy for ya. Where is my brother anyway?” He crossed his arms and sucked his teeth, looking left and right. “He abandons me on my wedding day? I need to talk to him. What a punk.” He smirked as he leaned against the teal and cream Damask printed wallpapered divider and crossed his ankles, his salt and pepper spectator shoes shining like brand new Christmas ornaments.

“He’s helping your dad get some presents out the car. They should be back soon.”

Sean nodded in understanding as he adjusted the cuff of his slim suit jacket.

“She looks beautiful by the way…” Lydia whispered, as if the information were top secret.

“I’m sure she does…can’t wait to see her.” He grinned a bit wider as he inspected himself in a nearby mirror. “My mother screamed when she saw her.”

“I know!” Lydia cackled. “She said, ‘Oh my Gawd, Treasure, you look so gorgeous!’ It was sweet, right?”

“Yeah, real sweet… The whole place heard her, even when she added the bit about Treasure not being Catholic, but she still looked nice.”

They both burst out laughing. Colin and their father walked up to them at that moment, joining the duo as the guests continued to arrive and be seated.

“What are ya servin’ tonight?” his father asked gruffly, smoothing his puffy palm down the front of his starched white shirt. “I hope it’s not any of that fu-fu food no one can get full off of! They have like one tiny cherry tomato on the plate with a couple drops of mystery sauce for decoration, and a sprig of parsley! I don’t want any of that! Some said lamb chops? I hope the hell not!” He gave not a moment for Sean to reply as he rambled on.

“Tiny lamb chops with mint jelly and other bullcrap! I’m a steak and potatoes kinda guy. I want a full-sized plate where hardly any of the damn thing is showin’ because it’s covered with food, ya hear me?! Food! Real food!” He snorted.

“Dad, you’ll be fine. There will be something for everyone’s tastes.” Sean patted the older man’s back.

“There’s ya mother. Colin, help me get these over to that big table right there.” The man nodded across the way to the gift table, which overflowed with shiny, pretty things.

“Nah, I’ll take them,” Lydia jumped in, tossing Sean a wink. Flexing her muscles in her tight red dress, she helped haul away the beautifully wrapped presents with big, silky white bows.

“My little brother is getting married! I still can’t believe it!” Colin grabbed him, giving him a big hug.

“I know, right? Crazy, but I love her…can’t wait to be her husband.”

“That’s great man…real great. She’s a nice lady. I like Treasure a whole lot, Sean. Ma and Dad like her a great deal, too.”

“That’s good, it means a lot to me.”

“Did Lydia show ya the ring?” He hunkered down, a big smile on his face as he whispered in his ear.

“She did, good lookin’ out!” Sean laughed.

“And uh…thanks for the money. I could never afford something like that for her on my salary.”

“Man, that was just a finder’s fee. You know that diamond ring I was supposed to get appraised?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, I did and I sold it to a pawn shop and gave you the money…that wasn’t from my bank account or anything like that. By all intent and purposes, you found the ring first… so,” he shrugged, “you earned it.”

“Hey, I like that! I don’t feel so bad now.”

“You shouldn’t have felt bad in the first place. You would have done the same thing for me.”

Colin nodded and offered a kind grin.

After a few minutes, everyone was seated and the music began to play. Sean raced to take his spot at the entranceway. Asia soon joined him, dressed in a white gown with red trim. Her thick hair was pulled up into a high bun.

“You look beautiful,” he whispered in her ear, causing her to blush.

He took the girl’s hand and the two walked down the aisle, side by side. Sniffles and laughter could be heard as they marched together until they reached the minister at the end of the lacey runner. On the left stood five women, including Erin. The ladies stood there dressed in elegant form-fitting crimson dresses with sparkling sapphire trim, reminiscent of flapper style get-ups as they held long, unlit, sparkling silver cigars. On the right stood five men, including Colin, dressed in the 1920’s style dark herringbone gangster suits with wingtip shoes. Sweet smelling smoke swirled about the place, then subsided when a jazzy rendition of ‘The Man I Love’ by Marion Harris began to play.

Everyone seemed to stop breathing the moment the back doors opened. There she stood, and there he almost lost his balance. The sight of her made him want to drop to his knees. Treasure stood there in a flowing, form fitting ivory gown with long veil and elbow length gloves. The woman practically glowed. Her matching ivory high-heeled Mary Jane shoes were adorned with rhinestones. She stood there, as perfect as could be. Brian stood beside her, his hair twisted in one long braid draped down his back. The guy was dressed in a pinstripe white and black suit, looking slick and sophisticated. Wearing a half-smile, he walked his mother down the aisle, seemingly overdosing on the attention as everyone in the aisles and chairs rose to their feet.

Sean anticipated the moment with each long second that passed.

Oh my God, look at her. I’m getting married. She’s all mine. I’m really getting married.

He shot a glance at his mother, who sat in the front row. Her face red as a tomato, she sobbed and dabbed at her eyes with tissue. His father affectionately wrapped his beefy arm around her, quieting her happy hysteria.

Finally, Treasure reached him, but he couldn’t see her eyes. He wanted to rip her veil away, see his gift standing before him. Instead, Erin approached and, as delicate as a hummingbird landing on a flower, gently pulled it back, revealing what he could have never fathomed…

The woman’s flesh had a healthy glow and glistening dew, as if she were shimmering in summer waters and reflections from the vibrant sun. Her full lips were slightly glossy, and her eyes, deep and dark, caught him in a rapture of enchantment. She batted her lashes ever so slightly, causing him distraction upon distraction as his cock swelled in his pants from the mere sight of her. The minister began his spiel and asked, “Who gives this woman to be married to this man?”

“I do,” Brian stated, his chin held high. He then moved to wedge himself between Colin and Sean.

The ceremony continued without a hitch, and right before the rings were exchanged, Sean approached Asia. A soft murmuring and whispers began as he got down on one knee, causing gasps and awwws. He took the girl’s hand, and looked her in the eye.

“Asia,” he said, swallowing past a lump in his throat, “I’ve made vows to your mother today, but she isn’t the only one that I am promising my devotion to. I promise to be the best husband to your mother that I can be. I promise to love her and be there for her when she is in need. I know I was not part of your life when you first came into the world, but I’m part of it now. I promise to be a good stepfather to you, and to be fair with you and trustworthy. I promise to treat you as if you were my very own flesh and blood, because I see you and Brian as nothing less. Asia, I’m not your birth father, and not trying to replace him.

“But, I am someone you can come to about anything, and at anytime. I want you to know that you have not only a second father in me, but a friend. I want to thank you and your brother for sharing your mother with me and letting me into your hearts. I love all three of you, you’re my family now, and I’m yours.” He stood and embraced the smiling girl and she hugged him back, her little arms barely able to wrap around him.

The audible sighs and heartfelt tearful outbursts were clearly discernible when he placed a small diamond ring on Asia’s finger. A tender touch on his shoulder soon followed, and there stood Treasure looking down at him, her eyes moist. He took her hand, squeezed it, then looked over his shoulder at his new son…

The boy nodded at him and raised a hand to his face, hiding his eyes from view. Sean released Treasure’s hand and took the boy in his arms, giving him a big bear hug, causing chuckles amongst the guests when Brian pretended to try and break free. Moments later, Sean and Treasure stood back in front of the minister, holding each other’s hands, looking at one another with wonder.

“And now, I pronounce you husband and wife. You may kiss the bride.”

Pushing the veil further away from her face, he framed her cheeks with his hands and bent down to her waiting lips…

A kiss.

A simple, perfect kiss that he laid upon her with closed eyes to breathe in her scent, fall fast and deep. Then, he kissed her yet again, pressing his lips into the softness of her own. Their guests clapped as he continued, melting inside of her soul, disappearing somewhere soft and sweet, and hoping with all of his heart and soul he was not trapped in some dream…
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“Where are you?” Sean quickly leaned forward and turned his music off. He had A$AP Mob blasting ‘Trillmatic’ on full blast. This was his second time asking the kid the same question, questioning the boy only to hear his heavy breathing on the other end of the line. Sean stared at the red light he was benched in front of. The crimson brightness seemed to shine brighter than usual…

Warning! Alert!

Help…me….

“Brian, where are you? Tell me right now.” The light turned green and he turned on Park Avenue. Nearby, two guys dressed in gray work jumpsuits navigated their bikes illegally through the thick rush hour evening traffic.

“I’m not at home. I’m just walking around…just walking around.” His voice faded, trailed off as if he’d leapt off a cliff.

“Okay, what street are you on?” he asked calmly, not trying to inflame the situation.

“Van Buren…”

“…Brooklyn. Okay, what are ya next to? What’s around you?”

“Nothin’…just duplexes.”

“Pause for a minute, Brian. Look over and give me an address so I can come pick you up.” He waited a second or two, only hearing heavy breathing once again as if the boy had joined in a relay race.

“68…”

“The address of the apartment is 68?” He slid his gum to the right side of his mouth.

“Yeah…”

“Alright, sit on some steps or something, calm down, and I’ll be right there. Promise me you won’t move, okay?”

“I…okay.”

“Okay.” He disconnected the call and cursed the big, old dusky van covered in matte purple paint that pulled out in front of him, slowing his trek. Beeping the horn frantically, he rolled his window down, letting the son of a bitch have it.

“I got an emergency here! You fuckin’ loser!” He slammed on the horn again, causing the driver to toss him the middle finger through his rear view mirror.

“Fuck you too, wanker!” He slammed his heavy palm into the horn once more, no doubt turning red in the face as his stomach tightened with anxiety. After a few minutes, the traffic momentum picked up, affording him the opportunity to take a detour and shave off a few minutes to his destination. It had been a long day at work. Still getting his bearings, he spent most of his days as of late in meetings, getting to know everyone, and understanding the dynamics of the company. Regardless, he felt rewarded for the mental stimulation and did what he did best—problem solve. Turning on his blinker, he made a left turn and discovered Brian sitting on some steps, his head slumped forward, wearing a black hoodie and dark brown timberlands. He couldn’t see the boy’s face, only his long hands hanging loosely over his legs, as if he’d fallen asleep right then and there.

He pulled next to a fire hydrant and rolled his window down. Immediately, he was smacked in the face by cool air. He raked his hand through his hair and watched the boy slowly raise his head, his dark eyes dead, and a sullen look on his face.

“Come on, get in.”

After a short drive filled with nothing but silence, he couldn’t take it anymore, so he forced the boy to speak.

“You were really upset when you called me. You gonna tell me what’s going on now? You told me you didn’t want to discuss it over the phone. I’m here now, so what’s going on?”

Brian shoved his hands in his hoodie pockets and glanced out his window. Sean approached a stop sign and looked at his reflection in the damn glass. The boy’s eyes hooded as he leaned slightly forward, seemingly afraid to utter a word.

“Shanice thinks she’s pregnant…”

Sean slowly put his foot on the gas and drove through the intersection, making the long drive back to Larchmont Manor. He wrapped his hands a bit tighter around the steering wheel of his new burgundy Mercedes and kept an even pace.

“Have you told your mother?” he asked calmly.

“Nah, can’t do that, man. She’ll freak out.”

Sean nodded in understanding. “How long have you known?”

“…Just found out. She called me over to her house. That’s why I was over here.”

“Okay.” Sean drove a bit faster, trying to find a good spot to stop, rest up, and have a chat. “This will do…”

He pulled into a park’s parking lot. The crimped, lackluster leaves on the trees barely clung to the weak branches and the whispering wind would surely whisk the half dead survivors away by sunrise. People moseyed about, some walking dogs, others holding hands with their sweethearts and laughing their cares away. Sean looked at those trees for a long while before speaking. They reminded him of so many things…of recent death, rebirth and new beginnings. Autumn was like that, sad and sweet all at once.

“Brian, I know you feel like your world has ended, but it hasn’t. Is this the best news?” He looked wearily at the guy. “No, not by a long shot, but it isn’t the worst, either.”

“Sean, that’s easy for you to say! You ain’t the one about to have a baby and still in high school! Do you know what Mama is gonna do to me?! She’s gonna scream, and cry and talk to me about how she told me since I was a little kid about the importance of using condoms, safe sex, and all that other shit. She’s gonna ask me what she did wrong, and I’ll tell her nothing, admit I fucked up, but she’ll still be mad! Then she’ll tell me how she ain’t ready to be a grandmother and all the other stuff moms say when their kid tells them something like this. My life is ruined!”

“Your life is not ruined, Brian.”

“Yeah it is. What about my music career, huh? What about college?! I love Shanice, but I wasn’t tryna get married or be glued down like this! I’ll have to get a couple jobs, and who the hell is gonna hire a sixteen-year-old, well, seventeen next month, but still…and give him some decent money?! Man!” He waved his hand at Sean, shrugging him off, then smacked his lips and turned away in disgust.

“Brian, first of all, you—”

“And I don’t want a baby!” The boy’s eyes filled with angry tears. “That ain’t fair to that child. I’m just like my father now…no better than him! I’m bringing babies in the world I don’t want. I can’t do that, man. I can’t let that happen to my child.” He threw his hands in the air. “I gotta bust my ass and take care of ’em. I gotta make sure they got what they need, make sure Shanice can finish school so she can get a decent job. This is so fucked up.” He rocked in his seat, anxiety drawing itself all over his twisted face. It was a painful expression, as if he were sitting on a bed of tacks, nails and jagged pieces of broken glass all at once.

“I want to tell you something that only my brother knew for the longest time,” Sean began. Brian continued to stare out his window, watching another couple walk by, hand in hand. Sean took a deep breath. “It’s not like it’s some big secret or anything, I just never put a lot of thought into it until fairly recently. Interestingly enough, this is happening to you around the same time I started thinking about it again… Just told your mom about it not too long ago.” He cleared his throat.

“Told ’er what?”

“When I was your exact age, sixteen going on seventeen, I got a girl pregnant.”

Brian slowly lifted his head and faced Sean, his interest surely piqued. They locked eyes for a second two, then Sean turned away, travelling down memory lane. A painful journey that he hated walking, but one that needed to be visited for the sake of his stepson. He knew he was going to add even more details that he’d glossed over before, the stuff that could help the boy, make him understand.

“She wasn’t my girlfriend, just this girl I was dating. After about a month or two of going out, she realized I’d gotten her pregnant. My initial reaction was…” he closed his eyes for a spell then continued, “…disbelief. Like you, I was certain that, if my mother found out, she’d lose her mind. I thought about all the shit you just said, went through all the same fears, even more, because I was convinced my father would kill me, too. She called me at home and told me she was pregnant. I remember I was sitting on the couch, and it’s like…” he swallowed, “it’s like the whole damn world got swallowed by a monster, the beast belched, and I was the only one spit back out into nothingness. My heartbeat disappeared. Forget about beating fast and hard, it damn near vanished because I was holding my breath!

“Colin, my brother, walked in, and said I looked white as a ghost. I don’t recall what I said to her, but I hung up pretty fast after whatever I said. He sat next to me, asked what the problem was. I didn’t answer. Instead, I got up and went to my room. He followed behind me and after a little while, I was able to form my lips to tell him what Natasha and I had discussed.”

“You got a kid, Sean? Does my mother know?”

“I’ll get to that in a second.” Sean raised his hand as he continued to stare out the window, telling his story. “So, I called Natasha back and asked all the expected questions, like, how far along was she, had she been to the doctor, all of that. She answered and it had been confirmed. They gave her a blood test, that’s what they did back then, and a urine test, too. She had the results and said I could come over and see but I refused…I knew she wasn’t lying. She wasn’t that type of girl. So anyway,” he said with a ragged sigh. “I realized there was no way in hell I could be a father right then. I couldn’t take care of myself, let alone a child. I asked her to get an abortion. At first, you know, she burst out crying and started yelling and told me to go fuck myself.”

Brian sat up a bit straighter and hung onto his every word.

“Then, like the next day, she called me and told me she spoke to her best friend, who agreed with me…told ’er we were too young, had our whole life ahead of us. It was a confusing time, ya know?” He looked over at Brian, gauging his reaction, then continued. “So, I got the money for the abortion by borrowing it from friends, but not tellin’ them what it was for. I rode the train with her to the clinic… I’ll never forget that day, Brian. We held hands the entire way…she cried the entire way…and she hated me the entire way.”

“Man…” Brian closed his eyes, bent forward and ran his hands slowly back and forth over his hooded head.

“So, we went in, and we answered a questionnaire, right? And I answered a couple questions then helped her fill out her medical paperwork. I waited in the waiting area, and she came back out like forty minutes later, looking woozy and tired, walking real slow. I got her stuff for her, and we took the train back home. It was the longest fucking ride of my life. I remember everything from that day… Some guy was sitting next to us listening to music and tapping his foot. An old Asian woman sat across from us and kept dozing off to sleep. She had on a cream and red sweater and her foot was wrapped up in dirty bandages. I’ll never forget the sights and sounds, never.

“I got ’er back home, and sat with her for a while. She threw up a couple of times. I don’t know if it was the medicine they gave her, or anxiety, or a combination or both or maybe…maybe me sittin’ there and her havin’ to look at me was making her sick to her goddamn stomach. After a while, she fell asleep. I took out a piece of notebook paper from her book bag, and wrote a note to her. I wrote something to the effect of:

Natasha,

I’m sorry about this. I never wanted this to happen. I care about you. I would not have been a good father though. Believe me. You’ve fallen asleep, so I’m going home now. Call me when you wake up, let me know you’re okay. I hope to see you soon.

Sean

So I tore the paper out the notebook and left it under her pillow, but sticking out a bit so she could see it. Natasha never called me. I saw her at school, but she didn’t have a lot to say. Nevertheless, I knew she blamed me for everything. And I understood it, though it took two of us to create that baby, not just me. Regardless, I had no idea it would haunt me the way it did. For years, Brian, I regretted my decision to ask her to do that. Just because I was young and didn’t have a job didn’t mean I didn’t have a good support system. My parents would have helped me after they got over their anger.

“I would have made a way, because I’ve always been that type of guy, and so are you. I knew it when I first met you that we had a lot in common. You are a problem solver, just like me. Now, you have a problem, okay? But it doesn’t have to destroy you. The baby isn’t a mistake, it’s just the timing is bad, but we can’t change that—it’s done now. I’m not telling you what to do, alright? If you and she decide to terminate the pregnancy, that’s on you. If you decide to keep the baby, that’s on you too, but whatever you decide, your mother and I will help you through this. You’re not alone.”

Brian slowly lifted his head and nodded, but refused to look Sean in the eye.

“What made you tell my mother this?” he asked in almost a whisper.

“Well, three reasons. It was something that affected me profoundly, and I wanted her to know about it for that reason alone for a while. Your mother and I were talking one night, and I told her that she was an angel. She said only babies are angels, and I felt compelled to talk to her about it. But then, another reason came about. I saw Natasha not too long ago.” He lowered his head and smiled. “I knew it was her by her voice. You know how some people just have a distinctive voice? Kinda like Fran Drescher?”

Brian nodded.

“Yeah well, she was on her cell phone chattin’ it up, laughing, carrying on a conversation. Anyway, I looked at the lady and sure enough, it was her. She looked pretty much the same. A pretty woman with a gorgeous smile… She had on a little tan knitted hat and stood right beside me at the crosswalk. She didn’t have a damn clue I was there, being so immersed in her conversation. I could have been the president of the United States and she would’ve been none the wiser. She looked happy… and in some selfish sort of way, I needed to see that, ya know? I was glad, especially since from that one incident, I’d brought her so much sadness.”

“So…you wished you’d asked her to keep the baby now?”

Sean sighed and leaned back in his seat, deliberating over the question as he stretched his legs and shoved his arm behind his head. Bringing his brows together, he toured his mind, lifting up old thoughts, notions and ideas, trying to find an answer that would match closest to the truth.

“What I wish is that I asked her what she wanted to do and presented my concerns, but not guilted her into that choice because I was afraid. If she was the one that had brought up terminating the pregnancy, had decided to get an abortion, I may have handled it differently. Hell,” he said with a shug. “I don’t know, Brian… I honestly don’t know. What I do know is that I always felt after the incident that I didn’t deserve children.

“But I love kids. So, I would volunteer to teach kids kickboxing like I do, and baseball, stuff like that. To this day, I look at kids that would be around the same age as my son or daughter had they been born, and wonder what that person would have looked like and grown up to become.” He closed his eyes and calmed himself down, pushed back the stomach churning emotions so he could be of strength to Brian, and not weakly fall to his knees during a moment of reminisced trauma.

“I wonder sometimes, would they have had my green eyes and Natasha’s smile? What would their personality have been like? Would they have been a little shy like their beautiful, Cuban mother, or quick tempered and silly like their Irish American father? It hurt, man…it hurt really bad for a long ass time. I’m not gonna even sit here and lie to ya. I’d go a year or two and be okay, and then something would jar the memory for me, make it fresh all over again. My child would have been nineteen this year, Brian. Nineteen…”

“I… I don’t even know what to say. Thanks for tellin’ me this, though. I hate you went through that, but at least you know, you understand what I’m feelin’ right now.”

“Yeah, I know exactly how you feel right now, Brian.” He patted his shoulder. “For some people, what Natasha and I did would be the best solution. For others, it would not be the best choice. Only you and Shanice can decide that, Brian. First, get it confirmed by a doctor that she’s pregnant. If she is, let’s talk—but talk to her first. Try to be calm. Tell her how you feel, your concerns, and listen to her. Make her feel like what she says and thinks about everything regarding this is important to you. She is the one that would have to carry that baby to term. She’s the one people would be looking at…because she’s young and eventually it will be obvious that she’s pregnant. She’s the one that’s going to be getting sick, growing a baby and needing care. So, just be sensitive to that fact. No one will look at you and see you are going to be a father. Just be thoughtful to her is all I’m saying.”

They were quiet for quite some time until Sean leaned forward and started up his car. He pulled out the parking space, and gradually navigated out of the park, making their way home. The atmosphere drew darker, and soon, stars sparkled in the midnight blue sky. They didn’t speak another word along the entire journey. He leaned over and turned on his sound system, wanting to soothe his and his son’s nerves. Quirke’s ‘Acid Beth’ began to play… He knew the boy was torn up inside, distorted with worry and deliberations. Nineteen years ago, he had been in Brian’s same shoes, sinking to an all time low in a pit filled with quicksand.

What he didn’t tell Brian was that while he stood on that bustling sidewalk next to Natasha, a hot Starbucks coffee in one hand and his new leather briefcase in the other, he’d thought about Treasure and her children. It was the damndest thing. He thought about how excited he had been to finally meet her, Brian and Asia after how she’d talked the two up and all the photos he’d seen of the two of them. It presented an opportunity like the woman could never understand—gave him a second chance to right the wrongs of history, and script a brand new version of things. All of this gave him the ability to help nurture a seed, but not be fully rewarded by having one of his own. It gave him a second chance from a distance, and he greedily accepted it, promising to do right by Brian and Asia. He felt he owed it to that nineteen year old that never got a chance to enter the world. And though he wasn’t convinced he’d necessarily made the wrong choice, he knew he had too many questions and doubts to be one hundred percent certain, and that had been what haunted him the most, year after year.

Brian and Asia were his. The two people he’d come to quickly love, he’d shield and encourage. Should that young man be a father soon, they’d handle it together. They were a family now, looking out for one another. Sometimes things just don’t go as planned. Sean knew this all too well. Life is, more times than not, unscripted. The heart cannot be choreographed, drawn out on architectural paper, and rehearsed beforehand like a Broadway production. No…the heart does things on the spur of the moment, impulsive, looking for pleasure and love, looking for acceptance and a gentle soul to slide next to, integrate and wrap around as tight as possible in the effort to become one.

The heart could be broken…like Natasha’s, after she took her pregnancy test and the aftermath. Or like Treasure’s, once she discovered her ex-husband’s infidelity and the realization her marriage had ended. Or like Sean’s, after being told, once again, that he simply wasn’t good enough.

But the heart could also be mended. It bends, twists and accepts the glue offered by a well-intended passerby or potential suitor. It relies on the opportunity to be repaired and healed. And healing comes, oh yes; it comes if you allow it. It navigates and finds you, and rectifies your broken self by lifting you high in love, and gifting you with additional time…

The heart always wants to mend. We simply have to let it…
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The following day…

“You want to explain this to me?” Treasure crossed her legs, causing her robe to sway open, expose her silky panties. On this Saturday afternoon, the breakfast nook table was covered in scattered open mail, glossy magazine subscriptions, and a pair of tiny, navy blue reading glasses she’d purchased but refused to wear despite seeing double on occasion.

Sean casually picked up his yellow cup of coffee with the picture of a boy peeing in a pile of leaves, took a leisurely sip, and turned the page of her interior decoration magazines, as if he were truly interested. She rolled her eyes at the man, sitting there putting on airs.

“You ever wonder about zombies falling in love?” he asked, his tone serious as another lustrous page fell casually open in his grip, exposing a sepia and wine colored comforter set.

“Sean.” Treasure slumped in her chair and looked at him woefully. The man was certifiable. Of this, she had no doubt. “I’ve fallen in love and married a lunatic. Answer my question about this bank notice.” She tapped the thing with her fingertip, scooting the ‘Paid in Full’ notice a bit closer to the man.

“What happens if they break up? Does he threaten to eat her? I guess that would be like sex to them though, right? But their demise, too…What if it were reversed? The girl zombie was mad? She’d eat him but would he enjoy it if she nibbled on his privates? Maybe he’d sacrifice himself for sex, for the thrill of it, like a widow spider’s mate.”

“Sean!”

“Back to the zombie boy for a minute.” He raised his hand in the air as if he were discussing deep philosophical situations that begged for answers. “If she breaks his heart, does he tell her in a fit of rage, ‘You’re dead to me!’?”

She burst out laughing and slapped her hand against the table, causing her coffee cup to rattle.

“Stop it!” she said, pointing at him. “I’m serious, stop bein’ silly and answer me.”

“I paid off your mortgage. So what?” He turned another page of the magazine, this time glancing at a set of silver wicker baskets.

“These look like something Wonder Woman would have in her house if she knitted…She’d put all her super-powered yarn in them. Waaaaanda Waaaaa-muuuuuun! She’s knit-tin lasss-ohs, to catch tha bad guuuuys! Waaaaanda Waaaaa-muuuuuun!”

“Sean!” She refused to laugh though it was damn hard! “And what do you mean so what? I mean, I appreciate it, but you could have said something. You didn’t have to do—”

“I know I didn’t have to do it.” He looked at her sternly. Placing the magazine face down, he positioned his hand over it as if he were being sworn in. “I wanted to do it. You’re my wife now. This is our house. This is for our family. You said you didn’t want to move into a new house, disrupt the children’s lives.” He shrugged. “Cool. I made up my mind at that time that I was going to do it. I don’t need your ex-husband’s money, nor do you. His name will be off here, and then we’re in the clear. Besides, it wasn’t that much.”

“…It was more than a little bit.”

“It wasn’t a whole lot. Anyway, answer me about this zombie love.”

“I refuse to acknowledge that silliness with a response.”

“You just did.”

“You’re dead to me,” she quipped.

“I’ll eat you alive…”

“The kids aren’t here. You ready to put your money where your mouth is?” she goaded.

“Braaaaaiinnns! Braaaiiinnns!” He rose from his chair, extended his arms like a zombie and dropped his jaw in a parody of the horror movie character.

“Get away from me!” she squealed as she popped up from her seat, tossing a napkin in his direction.

“Puuussssy! Pussssssy! I’m going to eeeaaaaaat tha pussy!”

“Oh My God!” She cackled and raced out of the kitchen down the hall, then waited for the slow poke at the bottom of the stairs that led to their bedroom.

“Assss! I need asssss!” he yelled, stomping toward her like some Frankenstein monster, legs stiff, void of working kneecaps.

“You’re too slow, zombie boy! If this were a real game of cat and mouse, I would have been on a plane to Peru by now and you’d just be making your way out the kitchen,” she mocked as she took her first trek up the steps.

“Peru sounds too much like pussy…” he said matter-of-factly. “Don’t tease me this way.”

“No, it doesn’t. The only similarity is they both begin with the letter, ‘P’.”

“Try saying Peruvian Pussy Placed Perfectly Perpendicular real fast! Then tell me it doesn’t sound similar!” he protested with a silly grin.

“…I want you drug tested.” Smirking, she swung the bedroom door open and rushed inside as he was now hot on her heels.

“Now I’ve got cha!” he screamed before beating his chest.

“You went from a zombie to Dr. Seuss to Tarzan! Pick a struggle!”

The maniac chased her around the bed, disrobing simultaneously. He tossed a shirt here, a sock there, until his cock saluted her, saying a ‘How do ya mothafuckin’ do?’

“I’d prefer to pick you up off the ground, slam you down on this bed, and fuck you good ’nd hard, Jane of the Jungle!”

“Oh, hold up now!” Treasure grabbed a pillow off the bed, covering her body as if needing protection from the ravenous beast.

“How about a little Horton Hears a Who? ‘I’ll find the pussy!’ cried Horton! ‘I’ll find it and bust. I shall find her sweet spot, with my big dick and consuming lust!’”

“Ahhhhh!!!!” Treasure screamed, laughing all the way.

The fiend continued to chase her around and around, his cock bouncing about with each step he took.

…And with that, he paused, slammed the door behind them and took her like a thief in the night…
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Chapter Thirty
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“Look, you dodged a bullet in some regards, okay? Wipe that smile off your face. This isn’t funny and I hope you learned your lesson.”

Brian sat in Sean’s office, wearing a big grin, and his eyes filled with relief.

“I know, I know, but I’m so glad this shit is over.”

“Look.” Sean leaned lazily over in his chair. “You’ve been given another chance. Shanice’s doctor confirmed she wasn’t pregnant, and of course I’m relieved for both of you. Regardless, you’ve got to be more careful in the future, Brian. I know it’s hard sometimes, but you’ve got to wear protection because there are much worse things than a baby that can happen if you don’t.”

“I know, I know.” The boy looked down into his lap.

“Not to lecture you…not trying to. Obviously from what I told you I didn’t follow my own advice, either. I just don’t want you in this boat again. Unless you’re ready to be a father, which clearly you aren’t, just watch yourself. Now,” he cleared his throat and looked down at his stack of papers, “you’ve got your senior year coming up and you wanted to go on that trip to Italy with your class. I think we can swing it.”

“My dad already paid for it.”

Sean paused, tossed and turned the revelation over in his mind.

“And you have no reservations with that? I’m just making sure.”

“Yeah, it’s cool. He’s trying, ya know? So I don’t see this money as him trying to throw cash at a problem. He knew I wanted to go and he took care of it. Oh, and uh, thanks for not tellin’ Mama about Shanice and me. I appreciate you giving me time and not running back to her, sayin’ anything.”

“I told you I’d never do that, and I meant that. It was hard, I won’t deny it, but at least we needed it confirmed before she knew anything.”

“Yeah…”

“I don’t like keeping secrets from her, but this time, it was for the best. No sense in getting her all worked up and we didn’t even have all the information first.”

“Right…right. So…” Brian ran his fingers through his braids, a slight look of concern on his face. “I want to give you a heads up about something.”

“What?” Sean opened his computer and began the task of sorting through his afternoon emails.

“My dad doesn’t like you, Sean. I know you don’t care, and I’ve tried to tell him that you’re real good to me and Asia, but he says a lot of messed up stuff to us about you. He’s jealous, man.”

Sean shrugged. Although he listened to what Brian was saying, he didn’t give a fraction of a damn.

“As long as he just focuses on being a good and active father, and stays out of my and your mother’s way, then I couldn’t care less how he feels, what he says behind my back, or what he wants.”

“Yeah…I know, I know but uh…” He slid his hand in his slouchy jean pocket and looked Sean in the eye. “He told me he was comin’ over to the house today to wait for you and have a talk. He was real mad when you two got married, Sean. I had never seen him like that before. On top of it, I think he was kinda mad at me for walking Mama down the aisle, too. I guess he felt like I betrayed him, but I’m glad I did it. Anyway, I told him that wasn’t a good idea, you know, coming over to do that, but he seemed hell-bent on it.”

“That’s fine.” Sean began to type across his keyboard, composing an email to his boss with the latest project status reports. “Don’t you worry about this, okay? I’ll take care of it.”

Brian nodded, but still didn’t look convinced things would blow over, easy, breezy, and peasy.

If this son of a bitch thinks he’s going to pick another fight with me and walk away in one piece, he’s got another damn think coming. Now he’s trying to be ‘Father of the Year’. Yeah, come on over, Jackson… You might walk in like Tito, but at the end you’ll whimper like Michael…

“HeeeHeeeee!”

“Huh?” Brian’s brow shot upward.

Shit! Did I say that out loud?

“What?”

“You just made a strange noise, like the one Michael Jackson would make in most of his songs.” Brian looked at him inquisitively.

“Oh… uh, hey, you want something to drink? Are you hungry? We had catered lunches today.” He quickly rose from his seat.

“Yeah, I’m a little hungry. Practically starved myself as I waited for Shanice to call me from the doctor’s office. I didn’t have an appetite.”

Sean nodded in understanding. “Go out my door, make a quick left, walk down the hall all the way to the back. There’s a break room. Inside is a television and a table set with sandwich fixings, chips, and drinks, and I think some chocolate chip cookies. Make yourself at home. Oh and here…” He removed his door badge from his suit jacket and handed it to the boy as he got on his feet. “You’ll need this to enter and get back inside of here. After you eat, we’ll leave. It’s almost six but your mom has to work late so make sure you grab some of that for Asia, too.”

Brian nodded, made his way to the office door then disappeared to stuff his face and quench his thirst.

Sean resumed his typing once more, then paused, his deliberating thoughts dipped in annoyance and sinking in budding anger. His jaw twitched as he bit down on the side of his mouth, attempting to pacify himself to no avail.

I’ve really had about enough of you. Yeah, you come on over. It’s time we squash this once and for all…
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Jackson unzipped his dark gray wool coat and swallowed something green and sticky that refused to go down easy…jealousy. He’d made peace with the whole thing after speaking to Treasure, having a heart-to-heart, but then his insides turned hot and fiery once he learned of their nuptials. He’d resigned himself to the fact that he’d not be invited, and he was correct. Moreover, he knew his attendance would do nothing but throw salt in his damn wound. He’d won the Leary case, but celebration was fleeting. He and Brian were growing a bit closer, though the boy was still cautious around him. Regardless, progress was in fact being made.

He hated himself for his confusion and continued frustration. When he received the call that his last alimony check was being sent, he realized he was finally off the financial hook. However, instead of rejoicing, he felt a sting in his heart. In some ways, the flow of money kept him connected to her, an unbroken line could have gone on, without stopping. The fucker she’d entered holy matrimony with then turned around and paid off the damn mortgage loan, leaving him nothing but his children…and he felt so guilty when he played those words back in his mind.

…Nothing but my children?

And now here he stood, looking at the bastard who’d ruined his second chance. The man was built like a brick wall, his big presence filling the massive kitchen. DMX’s, ‘Here Comes the Boom’ pounded out from the speakers, and the stainless steel appliances picked up the hues of clothing and skin tone of the beast before him. Sean pushed the button on the blender, causing the powder in his protein shake to spurt and spin about until it was completely absorbed in the Blue Diamond almond milk he’d emptied inside of it a moment or two earlier. He stood there in a pair of black jogging pants, his big, long feet far apart as he made himself at home in the house that his ass shouldn’t have even been dwelling inside!

Treasure and I selected this home!

The guy seemed far too comfortable, moving about as if he owned the place…but now, he in fact did.

“I hear you got a new job.” Jackson crossed his arms and kept his distance.

“Yeah…” Sean replied over the buzz of the loud blender until it came to a complete stop. He removed the pitcher and poured the contents into a glass, then downed it in ten seconds flat. “So, what is it? What do you want?”

The man made his way over to the kitchen table and plopped down in a seat. He looked up at Jackson, his expression unmistakable. It reeked of annoyance, possibly even detestation.

“I didn’t come over here to argue.” Jackson sighed as he leisurely strolled over to the table and sat across from him.

“Good. Just in case, I asked Treasure to please leave with the children before you got over here. Once she heard you may come, she wanted to stay here and have it out with you but I insisted that if you did, they just step out and let us handle this. None of them need to see us goin’ at it like we did at your sister’s wedding. I was taking precautions.” The man drummed his fingers along the table, as if bored after making his declarations.

“I agree. Look, Sean, I want to have a conversation with you, man to man. You’ve married my wife. I mean…” he clasped his hands and lowered his head, “my ex-wife.” He looked back up at him. “It’s done now.”

“Yeah, it is.”

“I can’t help how I feel. But I can help how I behave. I don’t have to like you, but I’m going to be honest with you. I do respect you.”

“Oh, really?” Sean stared at him in disbelief, sarcasm etched on his face. “And why is that? What changed? You haven’t been respecting me.” The man sat back in his seat and folded his arms over his chest. “You haven’t been on your best behavior, treated me like an equal. You’ve called my house at late hours, pretending to want to speak to your children when you really wanted to talk to Treasure. You’ve been asking Brian and Asia things about our marriage… You want it to fail; you’re banking on it. Sorry to inform you but I’m in this for the long haul and you need to—”

“Sean, Sean….you can stop right there.” He raised his hand, speaking calmly. “I know you don’t trust me because of the things I’ve said in the past and I’ve made it no secret that I wanted to attempt to repair my family, put it back together, but that doesn’t mean I’m not being sincere right now.”

Sean kept silent, simply glared at him, his obvious suspicion written all over his face.

“Jackson, you’ve done nothing but try to intimidate, alienate, hurt, argue, fight and control people in a situation that was never under your power. So you’ll have to excuse me if I take your peace offering with a grain of salt.”

“Well.” Jackson shrugged. “I deserve that, I suppose. The bottom line is this: Regardless of what I think of you and how I feel, my children look up to you, Sean. You’re obviously doing something right. Asia’s grades have improved since you’ve been here. Brian actually listens to me a bit more now, and follows the rules of my home for the most part when he stays over.” He paused, loath to fully admit the shit. “I know it’s because you asked him to talk to me more. You guys had a long discussion about it. He told me.” He sighed.

The man still said nothing.

“He’s less combative and not acting out as much in school. He’s more focused and talks about you all the time. It used to really grate my nerves, make me sick.” He shook his head and looked away to the wall, taking note of a framed photo of his children when they were small, then trailed his gaze back to Sean. “But, if I had to be in this position, I can honestly say I’d much rather have a guy like you in their lives than almost anyone else. You’re a good influence on them, and I just can’t deny that.”

Sean remained quiet, staring him up and down. It would be hard for him to let go of his misgivings.

“Well…thank you, Jackson.”

“You’re welcome. Now,” he said, crossing his legs. “As far as Treasure and I are concerned, obviously I’ve had no choice but to move on. She told me in no uncertain terms what she thought about me as a person, and of a possible reconciliation before you two got married. I believed her, but it took some time for me fully accept it in my heart… You gotta understand, Sean. We were college sweethearts from around the same hood. I hadn’t met her until I got to Morehouse, but imagine my surprise at meeting a fellow New Yorker and she just happened to take my breath away.” He swallowed. “I basically grew up with this woman. We built a life together from the ground up. I can’t even sit here and tell you why and how everything unraveled, but I can tell you that I was the first one to pull the thread. Treasure can be,” he gritted his teeth and briefly looked up at the ceiling, “a bit harsh at times when her feelings are hurt.

“That type of thing sometimes exasperates a situation. I’m not blaming her for everything, matter of fact, most of our issues stemmed from me and my behavior alone. I’m just saying we were young adults when our communication started to break down, and we developed patterns…some were unhealthy. Regardless, she was loyal and trustworthy, and she was there for me. Unfortunately, she couldn’t say the same about me.” He looked down into his lap, marinating in his painful truth. “I wanted to believe this thing between the two of you was just sex…something to do.” He waved his hand about to emphasize his point. “Then another month passed, then another, and another, and before I knew it, you two were together all the time and you’d proposed to her.”

“The only person not taking us seriously, Jackson, was you. I guess people see what they want to see.”

“Yeah, that’s true. I gotta give it you. That’s definitely true.” He nodded. “What I need to focus on is my co-parenting with my ex-wife.”

“Now that’s something we can agree upon.”

“So, there will be no more calls to her unless it is directly about the children. I won’t call and ask how she’s doing anymore, none of that. I understand that isn’t exactly—”

“Respectable. The last time you did it I took the phone from her and you and I got into it, as usual. I’m sick and tired of arguing with you.”

“Right, I understand, and that won’t happen anymore, Sean. I assure you.”

“Good, because I was going to take legal measures if you came over here tonight with some more bullshit. I was going to file harassment charges.”

Jackson couldn’t believe his damn ears. “Here I am, making an amends with you and you—”

Sean raised his hand to stop him in midsentence. “Listen, I appreciate this, Jackson, I do. I’m just letting you know my patience had already run out five arguments with you ago. I can’t beat the shit out of you like I wanted to, like I could have, because you’re my stepchildren’s father… How would it make Asia feel to know I’d done that to her dad? Your kids saved you from me. Anyway, I refused to get into arguments with Treasure about your behavior, either. It wasn’t her fault, and she’d asked you countless times to stop calling at all hours of the night. We couldn’t tell you to stop calling altogether—you two have children with one another—but what I could do, is let the courts know that you were demonstrating provocation behaviors, and you, being an attorney, well, that just wouldn’t have looked good.”

The man had undeniably threatened him.

A tiny smirk cracked the guy’s stoic face, making him want to scream, ‘Fuck you!’ and begin the war again. But…Sean was right…and he knew what he’d been doing, and that he’d gone too far, one too many times. He’d let his emotions get the best of him, and mixed with late nights, alcohol, stress and losing everyone he loved had turned his world upside down.

“Look, Jackson, I’m gonna lay off ya, give you a chance. We don’t have to like one another, just like you said, but we need to have a decent relationship, if possible, for the kids’ sake. We can either work together or tear everything apart. I’d prefer to put the children’s needs first.”

Jackson slowly rose from his chair and extended his hand. Sean stared at his fingers for what seemed like an eternity, then finally followed suit and offered his hand, meeting him half way. They shook firm and hard. He chuckled when the guy gave him a pound.

“Alright, Mr. Mahoney.” He pressed his hand along his jacket pocket, feeling the jingle from his house keys. “I’m sure I’ll see you soon. Take care.” He turned to walk away but soon heard what sounded like a chair sliding across the floor. He looked over his shoulder, a bit paranoid his damn self that the big bear had plucked the thing from the ground and was preparing to haul it at the back of his head. But that never happened.

What did happen was that Sean walked to his side. “Let me walk you out,” he said.

Jackson nodded as they made the trek to the front door of the estate. Each step Jackson took seemed to echo, so much louder than before. Though he was walking down a straight hall, it felt like he’d turned a corner. Things were different, new, confusing and fresh. A door had closed, but a window had opened and out came the sweet, cool breeze of redemption and forgiveness.

“Alright, see you soon.” Sean unlocked the thing and swung it wide open, causing the motion detector light to shine upon the front porch and the neighbor’s dog to begin his howling and barking ritual.

“Yeah, see you soon.” He began to walk away, then paused, catching Sean just in time before he closed and locked the door. “Hey, uh, Sean!”

“Yeah?” The guy gripped the edge of the door and leisurely crossed his ankles.

“Something about you strikes me as strange, but in a good way.”

“What’s that?”

“You don’t have children but from my investigation, you—”

“Your investigation?” Sean interrupted, sealing his words with a light chuckle. “That’s right…you double as a self-appointed detective.”

“Yeah.” Jackson laughed uneasily. “But uh, my findings showed that you seem to have a way with kids; they really take to you. I think that’s admirable and it makes me feel a little more comfortable. You’ve got something special I guess one could say…thanks.” And then, he turned and walked away without a backward glance, although he could feel Sean’s eyes still on him. That was the closest he’d come to a compliment toward the guy…

Baby steps, man…gotta take baby steps…

He wouldn’t dare to admit to the man that he’d grown even more jealous over the past few months—not only in regards to Treasure’s complete disinterest in him, and her being in love with another man. There was one more factor at play, namely the fact that his children didn’t seem to like him anymore… but they loved Sean. That proved worse than a kick in the gut, causing a plan of action to bud in his mind. It didn’t matter how the whole matter began; it only counted that he was sincere in his journey to win his children’s hearts back.

He now had to share them with another man, but he knew a child’s love was endless, and there was plenty of room for the both of them to fit in their hearts just fine. Jackson smiled inwardly; the self-imposed weight was finally off his shoulder. He’d thought all along that the heaviness upon his heart and mind was from an enormous Irish guy that had crushed his dreams, taking all that he ever cared for and loved away from him. No, it was he and he alone that held the sledgehammer and destroyed it all, and now the painful truth was revealed. Jackson lost the case. He gave up for the first time in his life, threw in the towel. He let go for his children, and now he also let go for himself. He’d conquered the fight within…
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One year later…

His hands traced over hers as the rain slowly beat against the window, mixing with the fresh snowflakes and making a wintery stew of icy sleet. The house felt cooler than usual, despite two roaring fires, baking bread in the oven, and amped up heat. He pushed his body against hers, pressing her against the window as he bent low, his lips unhurriedly exploring the back of her delicate neck. The coolness of her silver chain brought him back in the moment for his chin grazed the thing, catching it ever so slightly in his jaw stubble.

Brian and Asia moved about the place. The New Year had come and gone and they lounged about, enjoying their last days of Christmas vacation. The poignant sounds of video game machine guns roared ever so often, bringing a strange silliness to a very serious matter at hand. Suddenly, the phone rang.

“I’ll get it.” He reluctantly pulled away from her and walked to the parlor to take the call. Placing the receiver against his ear with one hand, he pulled at the front of his ribbed white sweater with the other. “Hello?”

“Sean, it’s your mother.”

“Oh hi, Ma.”

“Are you still comin’ by for dinner? It’s getting late.”

Oh shit!

It had completely slipped his mind and now Ma was on the horn, asking for his presence. Worst of all, he was certain the lady had cooked a feast with all the trimmings…but he simply couldn’t go. The timing was all wrong. Before he could worm his way out of it, place an excuse at his mother’s feet and promise to make it up to her, he felt the warm embrace of his sweetheart as she wrapped her arms around his waist. Pushing her head into his back, she soothed him, made him relax where tense muscles had turned into spiny, sharp things, making him uncomfortable in his own skin, yet prickly with fear laden excitement.

“Tell her we’re coming,” Treasure whispered.

“A Ma, we’ll be leaving here soon, okay?”

“Okay, drive carefully!”

“I will. Love ya.”

Treasure released him, turned off music, and called out to her children before going into the kitchen to put her half prepared meal in the fridge for storage. Sean dashed to the living room and parlor room fireplaces and extinguished the flames. Coats on, keys in hand, and a bottle of wine as a peace offering for tardiness, they headed out into the cold winter evening.

Once they’d arrived at his parents’ home, he was pleasantly surprised to see his father sitting in the living room holding his customary bottle of Coors beer.

“Hey, Dad!” He laughed wholeheartedly as he tumbled toward the guy, pretending to fall on top of him.

“Watch where you’re going, you big lug!” Grinning, the older man placed his drink down beside him. He leaned forward, serving the kids with a keen eye.

“Brian, when do you take your next college tour?”

“This upcoming Tuesday.”

The older man nodded, trying to make conversation, engage him, and that pleased Sean to the point of a grin.

“It’s the kiiiing son of a bitch!” yelled Colin, bursting out of the bathroom.

“Don’t curse in front of your mother! You’re gettin’ as bad as Sean here!” their father barked, causing stifled laughter.

“I just need to heat everything back up, will only take a minute,” his mother interjected as she made her way into her deluxe kitchen, Treasure following closely behind. He stared at the two for a long time until he couldn’t hear or see them any longer. The television was turned up so loudly, he could barely hear himself think as he plopped down on the couch, sprawling his legs like so.

“Where’s Lydia?”

“Work.” Colin sat beside him and Brian, while Asia sat closest to his father.

“So, young lady.” His father folded his hands over his gut and gleamed down at the girl. “Would you like to hear an exciting tale about beer bottle cap collecting?”
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Chapter Thirty-One
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“I can toss the salad if you like,” Treasure offered as she watched the hard working woman move around like a lightning bolt, grabbing a pan here and a bowl there.

“No no, dear. Don’t worry about it.” She smiled wide, her kitchen smelling like a slice of warm heaven. “Have a seat. How’s work been going?”

“Well! It finally slowed down. This is my dry season, I like to call it.” Treasure gave a light chuckle. “From about January to March, I get trickle jobs, but it’s still enough, you know. Once the end of March rolls in, things pick up speed, fast.”

“I bet! People like to beautify their homes when the weather breaks, I take it.”

“Exactly.” Treasure ran her fingers along the glossy mahogany table. She looked around the place, pleased with her assistance in helping her mother-in-law pick out a new kitchen. If she said so herself, a good job had been done within the small working space. It looked welcoming yet modern, and even boasted of a small sitting area for her father-in-law. The two were quiet for a moment or two.

“Uh, Mom, I can take the rolls in or something if you’d like…place them on the dining room table.”

“Don’t you be silly!” The woman waved her off as she opened up her refrigerator door and removed a pitcher of ice water, slices of lemon swimming atop it. “Just sit there and defrost! Boy, this winter has been bad!”

“It really has…record low temps. You’d think we’d be used to it by now. New York isn’t kind during this time of year.”

“I know. I guess as I get older it’s harder, ya know?” The older woman slid a Christmassy mitt over her hand and peeked into the oven. “My bones can’t seem to take it as well. But I couldn’t imagine living anywhere else. This is my home.”

Treasure nodded. “Me too. I went to college in Atlanta, but couldn’t wait to get back here after graduation. Don’t get me wrong, the experience was great, and it was important, but sometimes there is no place like home.”

Mrs. Mahoney nodded and set a large roaster chicken on top of the oven. The smell was divine, filling the kitchen up with delectable aromas all swirling together and mingling in perfect harmony. She stared at the baked chicken hard and heavy, wishing she could bite into it then and there.

I’m starving…

She grinned and looked down at her hands, toiled with a few raggedy cuticles that had escaped her clippers earlier in the day. Caught up in her daydreams, she didn’t even notice Mrs. Mahoney had come to stand before her, offering a glass of the cool water. Taking it gingerly from her hands, she took a hearty sip, then set it down on the table beside her.

“Thank you so much.”

Mrs. Mahoney nodded and sat right beside her.

“We’re dyin’ here!” Mr. Mahoney called out. “What’s the hold up?”

“Hold jah horses!!!” the woman screeched, then returned to her kind demeanor in a second flat.

“Is something wrong, Treasure? You seem a little distracted.” The woman reached up ever so gently and swept her hand across her shoulder, then rubbed it, giving motherly comfort in a way she wasn’t familiar with, but always yearned for.

“Hmmm.” Treasure felt silly. The words wouldn’t come out right, and then she realized there was no need to draw it out, make a fuss over it or cry or laugh. Just say it…

“Mom.” She took the woman’s hand in her own. “My old butt is going to have a baby.”

The woman gasped, tore her hand away, then burst in a fit of laughter that seemed to echo throughout the place.

“Oh my Gosh! Oh my Gosh!” Popping up from her chair, she leaped in the air over and over like a jack in the box, bumping into her chair along the way. She almost made the damn thing tumble over as she raced from the place and into the living room. Treasure lowered her head and laughed ever so softly, keeping her back turned as she listened to the scene play out.

“Kevin! Keeeevvvvviiinn!” the woman yelled.

“What is it?! You caught the kitchen on fire or something?!”

“No! Sean ’nd Treasure are gonna have uh baby!!! She’s pregnant, Kevin! Oh my Gosh!!!”

“Holy shit!” Colin yelled out, but this time, his father didn’t reprimand him.

“A baby?! We’re gonna have a grandbaby?! Hot damn! Wait a minute… How old is Treasure again?” The older man laughed, causing Treasure to smile and slump in her seat.

“What does it matter?!” Mrs. Mahoney retorted. “My mother had her last child at age forty-nine…forty-nine! Besides, women are into their careers now and havin’ babies later, doesn’t matter. She’ll take her vitamins is all, and take it easy. Treasure!” the woman hollered at the top of her lungs.

“Yes, Mom?” Treasure turned in her seat, still sitting alone but feeling completely surrounded.

“You’re takin’ your prenatal vitamins, right? That’s important, ya know!”

Treasure nodded even though she knew the lady couldn’t see her. “Well, we just found out not too long ago but my doctor prescribed some.”

“Good! Oh…I gotta check on the beans!” Suddenly, a pounding of feet hit the floor and the lady returned. She raced toward the stove and turned the eye off before stirring the big pot of navy beans with a large silver spoon. Treasure got to her feet and gave the woman a kiss on her cheek, smiling from ear to ear. Before she knew it, Sean was in the room, leaning against the entryway with his arms crossed and a silly smirk on his face.

“Ma, are you happy about it? I really couldn’t tell,” he joked.

“Hush, smarty pants!” The woman pulled out the rolls and buttered them fast, quick and in a hurry. Her hands moved expertly and in rapid succession, as if she were being timed. “Of course I’m happy, and surprised, too. This is the best gift ever!” She raced past the two, carrying the big basket of rolls with her.

“How far along is she?” Kevin asked hoarsely.

“I dunno!” Mrs. Mahoney called out. “How many months along are ya, Treasure?”

“Just six or seven weeks, Mom and Dad,” she answered over the noise of the television and the busy mouths making much ado about her situation. When they’d told Brian and Asia earlier in the day, neither seemed particularly surprised, much to both her and Sean’s amazement. Brian continued to play his video game, barely blinking. The boy only offered a lopsided smirk and snide reply of, “Doctors ain’t always right, Mama. They told you one thing, but now look. They aren’t God. Besides, it was probably only a matter of time. This house isn’t soundproof, you know.” Her son kept looking straight ahead, focused on his game as if what he’d shared was nothing more than a passing notion. His busy thumbs continued to move about as he caused some guy dressed in army fatigues to run through slime-covered tunnels and blast his gun at strange, creepy shadows on the television screen. Treasure’s embarrassment seized her from head to toe at such a declaration, while Sean only offered a guffaw, clearly undisturbed by the statement.

After the announcement, Asia rose from her comfy chair she’d been sitting in, reading one of her latest books. She raced into her mother’s arms and lavished her with kisses and a big hug, then rose on her tippy toes and gave Sean a kiss on the cheek. Running a palm over her mother’s stomach, she said with an earnest smile, “I’m so happy! I’m going to be a big sister.” Treasure had been certain her baby girl, if no one else, would have inquiries, concerns, and be downright confused. But she received none of that. It was the damndest thing, and it tickled her so. The icing on the cake however was Sean’s reaction when she told him the news…

They were sitting up in bed, watching the news, and she’d finished taking her home pregnancy test. Still in a state of shock, certain the damn thing would be negative, she convinced herself that there must’ve been some mistake. She looked at the man, placed her hand across his arm and said, “Hey, I took a pregnancy test but I think it’s wrong.”

She was met with widened green eyes. Then the man casually grabbed the remote control and turned the television off.

“What do you mean, wrong? Wrong as in you think you’re pregnant but it said you’re not, or the other way around?”

“…The other way around.”

And then, he simply burst out laughing. He leaned back into his pillow, closed his eyes and ran his hands down in his face, still chuckling as if she were the world’s best comedian.

“Uh, I don’t find this funny.”

“It’s not, baby…but, I mean, you know those things are pretty accurate, right?” He looked at her with a serious face, though he still struggled to keep a smile at bay, evident from his twitching upper lip.

“Well, I don’t know…” She shrugged, feeling as if she’d dived in some surreal pool and drowned in a state of utmost confusion.

“I’m laughing honey, but not at you…well, yeah, it is a little at you.” He chuckled, his eyes growing narrow and working her nerves to the bone. “I just didn’t’ expect this but if you are pregnant, you have absolutely no idea how happy I am. Oh, my God…this is amazing!”

“What?!” Her brows dipped. “You’ve told me this entire time you were happy with just having Brian and Asia. I told you that I couldn’t have any more children early on during our relationship, and you said you were fine with that. I was concerned when we first got together that you’d feel like you’d miss out on something due to that, you know—you being at the age where you may want a family of your own.”

“…I have a family of my own, regardless.”

She rolled her eyes. “You know what I mean! I’m saying—”

“I know what you’re saying.” He smiled and patted her hand. “Look, I’d be fine with that, too, but sometimes when a new idea is presented and it seems like a viable option because, well, the situation is right there in your face, at least the possibility, you can see it differently. And for the record, if you’re not expecting, I’m fine with it. If you are, I’m happy and grateful.”

“Grateful?”

“It means I’m forgiven.”

She looked at him a long while, and then it clicked…

Ahhhhh yes, the time when he had that situation as a teenager…

Nestling her head into the crook of his neck, she couldn’t help but grin. Had the world gone crazy? Who was this strange man that loved her no matter what? How did her body do such a thing?! She knew in her damn heart that pregnancy test was accurate, but her brain fought her tooth and nail. A few hours later, she took the second test in the pack, and yet another test from a different brand, and the results were all the same…

POSITIVE.

Now, here she stood in her in-laws’ home only days after Christmas, realizing that she’d be purchasing diapers, bottles and tiny clothing after so long! She’d be starting all over, and it terrified but thrilled her all at once. She’d have a little baby, a tiny innocent soul depending on her and her husband for everything. Best of all, she’d have a dedicated partner. A spouse who wanted this child, had been grinning non-stop ever since he’d been told. He wanted her. He wanted her children. He wanted the little one growing within her…

A child being actually desired—what a novel idea! A surprise child who was already surrounded by love, and it wasn’t even fully developed…

I hope I’m healthy enough to sustain the pregnancy… I hope nothing goes wrong.

She kept her worries to herself, tried not to dull her own enthusiasm with such toxic ideas.

She turned her back toward everyone as Sean left back out the kitchen, carrying the roast chicken to the table. Smiling wide, she placed her hand over her stomach, still flat, not yet showing signs of the entire world growing within it.

I love you already, baby… I’m going to be a good mother to you. You’ve got all these people that adore you, and you’ve yet to make your grand entrance. I am going to do everything I can to keep you safe, make sure you get everything you need to grow healthy and strong. What a blessing…what a wonderful way to start the New Year!

Suddenly, she felt a hand on her shoulder. She looked up and saw her father in law standing there, the warmest smile in the entire world plastered on his face.

“We’re real happy for ya…for Sean, and I’m over the moon!” he yelled out as he pointed to the sky, causing Treasure to burst out laughing. The man kissed her cheek and disappeared, going back into the lovely ruckus waiting in the living room.

“Baby!” Sean called out. “It’s time to eat. Come on in here.”

As she made her way back inside, she spotted Colin on the phone. He made no secret about his discussion from his elevated voice—he’d called Lydia and told her the news…

“I’m gonna be an uncle!”

“You’re eating for two, now!” Mrs. Mahoney said in a shrill tone, as if it were breaking news. “I want you to eat everything I put on your plate, Treasure. Do ya understand me?” the sweet woman bossed.

“Yes ma’am.” Treasure chuckled as she joined her clan in the traditionally decorated family room. Sean pulled out her chair, and she sat beside him while Colin sat on her left and her children assembled across from them, digging their grubby hands into the roll bowl as if they’d never eaten a day in their life. She couldn’t wipe the grin off her face as she delicately placed the napkin across her lap, smoothing it out just so.

“Sean’s got good dental insurance,” Mr. Mahoney blurted around a mouthful of bread, then dipped it unceremoniously into a puddle of gravy he’d spooned on his plate. “He’s got good medical insurance, too.” The man nodded, as if that was the question of the day and he’d dutifully addressed it.

“Yes, it is good insurance,” Treasure stated matter-of-factly, lifting her fork and pushing it into a few string beans.

“Don’t humor him!” Sean complained as he abruptly tore off a chicken leg like some Neanderthal and placed it on his plate, then licked his thumb and forefinger lest a bit of the flavor escape him.

“So you’re just gonna take that chicken leg, huh? Didn’t even ask if anyone else wanted it, you selfish, greedy bastard!” Colin chastised, throwing his hands up in the air in a ‘what gives’ sort way. It was obvious from his big smile he was teasing, at least partially.

“It has two legs, ya know?! And besides, there’s two more whole damn chickens in the oven!” Sean pointed in the kitchen’s direction, getting all amped up as he gave his newfound poultry prize a dedicated bite. Treasure shot a look across the table at Asia, who was smiling politely but obviously rather amused at the brotherly antics. Brian ignored them all, scrolling through his phone with one hand and shoving large spoonfuls of mashed potatoes into his mouth with the other.

“You’ll probably eat those, too. Why did the chicken cross the road? To get away from Sean’s greedy ass!”

“Awww, stop your whining, orphan Annie! Always worried about where your next rations are coming from…more porridge, please! It’s a hard knocks life, right? Jesus Christ.” Sean grabbed his third roll and chased it around his plate, grabbing all the sauce and juices he could.

“Don’t use the Lord’s name in vain!” Mr. Mahoney barked. “I’m goin’ in the kitchen.”

“No you’re not, not tonight. We’re celebrating now. This is a special occasion. Why’d you think I asked Sean to bring the chicken to the dining room, Kevin? Sit down!” The woman frowned at her husband and stared him up and down.

“The chickens have come home to roost!” Sean instigated, laughing with his mouth still full. “…And they have good dental insurance. Do chickens even have teeth?” This caused a roar of laughter and other silly conversations.

Treasure sat back in her chair, and took it all in…loving every moment of it.

This is MY family, now. These are MY people.

No more sadness. No more wonder. The endless search for good, healthy love with a fair dose of fun was over. She’d found it and then some.

The fight within her had been won, and now inside her heart lived this guy’s undying, devoted love and within her womb was this same man’s baby… growing by the second.

And that little child had a heck of a welcome wagon waiting whenever they made their grand debut… one that sapphire dreams were made of…
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One year later…

“No, you’re hitting way too high.” Sean slowed down and grabbed the Puerto Rican kid’s arm, escorting him to the other side of the ring. He’d been working with Alejandro for two weeks. The boy had natural, raw talent. His parents acknowledged this and wanted to foster the kid’s ability.

“Now, stand over here, and watch me do it.”

Sean had another student from the small crowd in the gym come in the ring and stand there.

“Yamil, raise your arms up.” The boy did as instructed. Sean administered light blows to the boy, more for demonstration than to gain any impact. “You see how I’m moving? You see my arms are higher? Look at my elbows, man.” He kept on moving around, raising his leg a time or two as he sped up his maneuvers.

“Yeah, I see what I did now.”

“Good. Okay, Yamil, go on and step back out. You too, Alejandro. Alright!” he yelled out and clapped his hands, getting all the students’ attention. “I want you guys to take a fifty minute lunch.” He looked up at the clock on the wall. “Be back at here at 12:50 on the damn dot. Not 12:51 or 12:52, capisce?”

“Yes Sean!” they all said in unison as they gathered their belongings.

“I’m serious! Two of you have fights next weekend and all of you have fights in the next month or so. Every minute of practice counts, can make a difference.” He watched the guys disperse then picked up his water and took a generous swig from the bottle. Placing his hoodie over his sweat covered body, he walked out of the gym into the blazing sunlight. He made his way down the busy street, filled with Saturday afternoon Manhattan shoppers and kids goofing off. Ninth Street smelled like burnt oil and bagels, and he loved every damn inch of it. He made his way into Bali Nusa Indah, navigating the small crowd until he’d reached a small table in the far back.

“Sir?” one of the waiters called out. The Indonesian place was filling up fast as the lunch crowd spilled within.

“Nah, I’m good! My wife is sitting right there.”

The man smiled and nodded in understanding, grabbed a few menus and walked to the other side of the restaurant.

“Hi, sweetie.” Treasure rose from her seat, cradling their three-month-old son. “Everything going well today?”

“Yeah, real good. The boys are actually listening today.” He seized Maxwell from her and cuddled him close as he took a seat across from her. “Hey little buddy,” he whispered, pushing down the child’s brown and green swaddle, exposing his small face with the fat cheeks a wee bit more. “What have you been doing all day, huh? Giving your mother the blues, right?” He tenderly kissed the baby on the lips, and rocked him with one arm while he looked at the menu with the other.

“He slept better today.” Treasure opened her menu and perused the selection.

“That’s good. You had us up all night, dude!” Sean grinned, tired as hell, but happy to hold his son and break bread with his gorgeous wife. He placed the baby over his shoulder and gently patted his back. “You got his burp cloth in there?” he asked, pointing to the diaper bag.

“Yeah.” She fished it out and handed it to him. Sliding it gently under the baby’s chin, he began to pat his back, his eyes glued to his wife, unable to turn away.

The woman smiled, but refused to make eye contact.

“You see me lookin’ at cha.”

“I do…what do you want?” She grinned, still reading the menu.

“I want a kiss. That’s what the hell I want. Come here and give it to me.”

The woman looked up at him, leaned across the table and landed a sweet one right onto his lips.

“That’s better. So, what gives? What’s the 411?”

“Well, I had a client make arrangements to stop by. I am going to draft her up a few designs for her study. Brian’s college acceptance letters arrived.” She smiled. “He can now transfer from Brookdale.”

“I don’t know why he moved to New Jersey in the first place. He hadn’t showed any interest until the last second.”

“You know why! Shanice got accepted there, so he went,” she said, shaking her head. “After they broke up, he wanted to leave right away but I told him to stick out that freshman year there as you know. But now that’s over, he’s ready to go somewhere else.”

“Did you open them?”

“I wanted to so bad!” She laughed and clasped her hands together. “But then I’d steal his thunder. I’m sure he got in though. One came from Colombia University but he keeps telling me he is certain he didn’t get in there. I told him not to be so sure. He has straight A’s and did extremely well on his SAT and ACT exams. Binghamton arrived, that’s the one he really wants anyway, and since he’d like to stay in the city, I think it would suit him just fine. Plus, they offer a good set of classes for what he has in mind.”

“Investment broker…that shocked the hell out of me!” Sean laughed. “But I think he’d be good at that, actually.”

“I think so, too.” She winked.

The waiter arrived, dropping off glasses of water.

“You know what you want, baby?” Treasure asked as he bounced Maxwell a bit, trying to soothe him the boy who’d become suddenly fussy.

“Yeah, you go first though.”

Treasure nodded and began to speak to the waiter, asking about steak skewers. He watched her lips, the way they curved as she carefully and articulately enunciated her words.

Everything she says sounds proper, yet sexy…

As he caressed his now dozing son’s back, he fell into a daydream. Every morning he woke up lying next to her, in disbelief that she was all his. He’d have to touch her, let his fingertips push ever so gently into her flesh, to believe what he saw was real…

Every afternoon when he’d call her from work and hear his son cooing in the background, he believed he may be trapped in some magical dream—for he now not only had a smart, hilarious and wonderful wife, he had a daughter and two sons…

Every evening as they’d all sit down to eat as a family, he had to pause, close his eyes and take in the fact that the house he was sitting in, he’d helped pay for. The people around that table, he loved more than his own life. Asia grown so much in the past year, becoming even more lovely, responsible, and much to his amazement, outgoing. Asia took on her new role as big sister quite seriously, and she excelled in the art, showing herself to be one of the most thoughtful, kind souls he’d ever encountered.

He never thought in a million years he’d have a life like this! The beautiful house on Lyons Place was filled with love, respect and understanding. He’d had some pain, experienced some hurt along the way, but it was a small sacrifice for all that he’d gained. His woman, his one and only, showed him what true love was all about. It wasn’t about what you can’t do, but about what you could—and it all began from the inside.

He’d been torn to pieces, but thought he was whole. He’d been choking on pessimism, breathing it in like air, but had convinced himself he was inspirational and benevolent. Funny the bill of goods one can sell themselves, all in an effort to sleep at night and not feel the pain festering from a heart that had grown callous over the course of many years.

Treasure had been looking for love, unashamed of the fact that she was on the search. Yet, he’d run away from it, unaware he was hunting for it in the darkness, when he closed his eyes to sleep. He was the biggest seeker of all, for denial had wrapped itself snugly around him, kept him warm and secure from the truth and self-awareness he so needed in his life.

It no longer mattered now. He’d learned his lesson. So now, here he sat in the present, enjoying his gifts. No one could tell him right then that he wasn’t the wealthiest man in the world. No one could tell him that he didn’t have it all. At that moment, the woman’s sweet perfume drifted past him, sending his groin into a series of fits… He lusted after her just as strongly as he had the first day he laid eyes on her… with her crimson robe blowing in the wind, showing her delectable wares.

The garbage had to be removed—and he did the grunt work so he could be complete, his broken self glued together, shining as if brand new. In some ways, he was brand new. For he’d done the construction, the reconstruction, and the repairs himself, while Treasure gave him the courage to look at the gunk, the filthy shit, take inventory, and make it right! He’d been so busy looking at the outside, window shopping for his own soul, that he forgot to first start his spiritual chores indoors…

Today, he deemed himself a titleholder. He’d won, mastered, and defeated his old self. Yes…he was the champ.

Sean had confronted Sean. He’d placed on his boxing gloves, turned on his battle music, and gone toe to toe with the man in the mirror. Sean was victorious! And the shimmery belt, the shiny gold trophy, and continuous accolades would always be his. He fought a good fight, but his best rewards were a true Treasure and three additional people who made their house a home. He was done with playing on the sidelines, not inviting himself to his own party. He was healed.

He’d mastered his demons, and won the fight within…

The End
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Thank You to My Readers


I would like to thank each and every one of you for taking the time to read my novel, ‘The Fight Within.’ It is much appreciated and my gratitude is genuine for I know the love from my readers is the fuel needed to keep pushing on. Your readership is a hug, encouraging me to keep sharing my work and keep fighting for the stories I want to write, and those you wish to read.

Love always,

Tiana Laveen
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Music Directory


All music mentioned in this novel is listed in the below directory. Music and scene setting are very important to me, as I am someone who grew up around musicians, a mother who can carry a nice tune and a father who showed out on drums. I am steeped like tea into virtually all types of musical genres, and have eclectic tastes; thus, I wish for everyone who so desires to experience the music pictured in my mind for each portion of this book. I encourage anyone who reads this narrative to go back through and re-read the scenes while listening to each song that set the stage for specific portions. It could very well enrich your reading experience and bring you additional fulfillment. If you enjoy any of the songs mentioned, please support the artist/band by purchasing a copy of their album and/or specific selection via iTunes or wherever legal copies of music are sold.

(Please note: The songs are not necessarily listed in the order that they appear in this book.)

SONGS FROM THE BOOK, ‘THE FIGHT WITHIN’

1.   Muse – Madness

2.   Muse – Knights of Cydonia

3.   Cypress Hill – How I Could Just Kill a Man

4.   Foster the People – Don’t Stop (Color on the Walls)

5.   Liza Minnelli – Cabaret

6.   Skream – Roller Coaster

7.   Goo Goo Dolls – Iris

8.   Sam Smith’s – Stay With Me

9.   Bl△ck † Ceiling – WVFFLIFE

10.  DJ Khaled’s – Welcome to my Hood

11.  House of Pain – Jump Around

12.  Migos – Fight Night

13.  Tyrese – Stay

14.  Brandy – Almost Doesn’t Count

15.  Al Green – Let’s Stay Together

16.  James Taylor – How Sweet it is to be Loved By You

17.  Little Dragon – Run About

18.  SZA – Babylon

19.  Empire of the Sun – Walking on a dream

20.  Koi – Critical Hit

21.  Board’s of Canada – Everything You Do Is a Balloon

22.  Alt-J’s – Breezeblocks

23.  Marion Harris – The Man I Love

24.  Quirke – Acid Beth

25.  DMX feat. Sean Paul and Mr. Vegas – Here Comes the Book

26.  SchoolBoy Q featuring Kendrick Lamar – Collard Greens

27.  Lakeside – Fantastic Voyage

28.  MØ – Waste of Time

29.  Lloyd – Feels So Right

30.  Beyonce – Crazy In Love

31.  Action Bronson – Strictly 4 My Jeeps

32.  Pink Floyd – Money

33.  Billy Joel – Stiletto

34.  A$AP Mob featuring A$AP Nast & Method Man – Trillmatic
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Book Club Questions


1.   This book deals with the love between a hard working blue-collar man and a woman who initially appears to be upper echelon as it pertains to income, style, and living arrangements. How do you believe this initial dynamic played a part in their mutual attraction?

2.   Sean is a very layered character. He is a man that fits Smokey Robinson’s, ‘Tears of a Clown’ song quite well. Why do you think Sean used humor to escape himself as well as to help others?

3.   As Treasure and Sean got to know one another, what do you think it was about Sean’s personality, etc., that drew her in, and vice versa?

4.   Treasure’s divorce to Jackson affected her in a very profound way. How do you believe it possibly aided as well as made her relationship with Sean more challenging?

5.   In this book, two children and their perspectives are explored. Treasure is the mother of two teenagers with very different personalities. Why do you think Sean was able to connect with them?

6.   Sean’s parents provided comic relief, but also additional balance to the story. Why do you believe Sean, though often annoyed with his parents, liked and loved them so much?

7.   Sean is very close to his brother, Colin. The only person that comes close to this relationship, for Sean, is Kyle. What do you believe were all the reasons that Sean was so heartbroken with what happened between him and Kyle besides the fact that he was his best friend?

8.   Treasure’s mother is another layered character, who unlike Sean, did not appear to want direction or to become a better person. Have you experienced a relationship with a loved one in which you had to ‘divorce’ yourself from them?

9.   Treasure waited a long time (by today’s standards) to consummate her relationship with Sean. It was apparent that she wanted him as much as he wanted her, but due to her self-awareness and thoughts about the well-being of her children, she was cautious. Do you think she was right to be so cautious, or should she have simply followed her physical/sexual desires?

10.  What in the story surprised you the most? Did anything leave you with food for thought?
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All books by Tiana Laveen can be purchased in paperback as well electronic version (kindle, nook, etc.) at Amazon.com, Barnes and Noble and where most books are sold.
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