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Gutter is a 2-part series, a double novel. Both books in the series have been released on the exact same day, to ensure the best reading experience for my readers. There is no lingering cliffhanger, and no long delay to complete the story. This is, Part 2 – Gutter – The Shine.


BLURB


A gritty urban love story…
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Zake ‘Gutter’ Rayden has beaten the odds. Considered one of the most unique and gifted artists in the entertainment industry, he is a hot commodity and has taken the music world by storm for over a decade with his distinctive musical style and talent. With back-to-back, sold-out tours, cash to burn, number one songs on the billboard charts and Grammy nominations, his wildest dreams have come true tenfold. However, behind all the money, women, and paparazzi is a life full of strife and struggle. Dark secrets, too. His back against the wall, he must return to his roots to unravel the truth. While in his hometown of Red Hook, Brooklyn, Gutter unearths a Pandora’s box of epic proportions. The past, present and future have returned to collect its due, and it all centers around his estranged mother, and himself.

Promise Bradford is Assistant Funeral Director of Horizons Funeral Home, Mortuary and Chapel. As of late, the families of the deceased aren’t the only ones that feel as if they’ve run out of time. Promise is determined to get her mojo back after a difficult past year full of ups and downs. Starting over is the hardest thing she’s ever had to do, but she is determined to get her life on track. One fateful day, she meets the musical superstar and just like that, an amazing chance encounter turns into something much more. Gutter and Promise are touched by the poignant finger of fate, and chemistry ignites. However, Promise harbors a secret, one that can destroy the newfound love she’s found.

Can a man consumed by darkness ever find happiness outside of the limelight?

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

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

No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher. PIRACY IS AGAINST THE LAW.
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Please do not skip this section if you have any subject or contextual triggers.

If it doesn’t apply, let it fly. What may not be offensive or upsetting to you may be so for someone else. This warning is simply to ensure the comfort of all readers involved. Thank you for your understanding.
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This book is intended for mature eyes ONLY. As the author, I never wish for my readers to be blindsided. If any of the below-mentioned topics offend you or may be a trigger, please proceed with caution:

1. Profanity
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2. Graphic sexual encounters
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3. Discussions and instances of racism, injustice, and prejudice, which include occasional racial slurs
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4. Graphic violence
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5. Discussions of illness, neglect and death
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6. Drug usage, alcohol, and smoking—including marijuana, cigarettes and cigars
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7. Criminal behavior
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8. Loss of loved ones
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Oh, one more thing: For those unfamiliar with my work, I purposefully write ‘goddamn’ as ‘gotdamn.’ It’s an intentional spelling error. Just personal preference.

Let’s continue…
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


There She Was…
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Promise buttoned, unbuttoned, then re-buttoned her black and white checkered parka. She adjusted her black beret and smoothed her hand over the exposed side of her hair, worn tied into a ponytail at the nape. She’d put a lot of effort in her choice of attire while rehearsing for hours what she’d planned to say, and how’d she say it, in front of a mirror.

Is this outfit okay?

She checked her reflection in the window of a parked car. Sporting a tight black pencil skirt and ankle boots, she imagined she went too far with the whole ‘1950’s doll meets 1960s Beatnik’ look. It’ll have to do. I have no idea why I’m putting so much stock into these damn clothes. Nothing is going to make this any easier.

Her Lyft driver was now halfway down the busy street, so she braced herself to face her boyfriend’s grand building on the Westside in Manhattan. A penthouse in Hudson Yards, to be exact. At the entrance, a tall doorman greeted her with a smile—an older Hispanic gentleman in a uniform and white gloves.

“Are you here to see someone, Miss? You look amazing by the way. I really like that outfit.” His hazel eyes twinkled.

“Thank you so much. I’m here to see Gutter. I mean, Zake Rayden.”

“Okay, and what’s your name?”

“Promise Bradford.”

“Promise Bradford,” he repeated in a lower tone. “Is he expecting you?”

“Yes.”

The doorman nodded, slipped an older model cellphone out of his pocket, and made a call.

“Mr. Rayden, you have a guest… Yes… Promise Bradford… Perfect… Shall I escort her in and send her up? …Very well.” He ended the call. “Right this way, gorgeous.”

The doorman had managed to get the right mixture of class and flirtation down pat. She walked beside him into the main lobby and gasped at the sight. The intricate, arched ceilings in gold and taupe were incredible. A fountain to her right featured Greek-style figures frolicking in the mist. A table nestled in an elegant white seating area had on it a gold tissue box, mints, periodicals, napkins, and coffee or tea fixings. Large paintings hung on the lobby walls, and a long glossy desk, reminding her of a hotel reception, stood to her left.

“I take it you’ve never been here before.” The doorman chuckled. “It’s magnificent, isn’t it?”

“Yes, so pretty. Eye catching.”

“I’m going to press Mr. Rayden’s floor. When the doors open, step inside and the elevator will do the rest. When you get off on his floor, turn to your left and go all the way down the hall. His penthouse is the only one on that end, and his initials are inscribed on the door. Have a great evening.”

“Thank you. You, too.”

The doorman pressed the button, took her hand, kissed it, and walked away before she had a chance to respond. She stepped inside the elevator, made up of glass on all sides with the exception of the ceiling, which was brilliant gold. Light jazz music played as she ascended. She appreciated the moment of distraction the doorman had provided her, but now, the burden of her problems weighed her down again.

Just tell him. Just say it.

The elevator doors opened, and she stepped out and followed the doorman’s instructions. The entire area surrounding his penthouse was stark white and smelled like brand new carpet and paint. A few large plants decorated the space, but the place was fairly sterile, with the exception of miniature crystal chandeliers that hung every twenty or so feet. Taking a deep breath, she rang the bell. Gutter greeted her with a playful grin on his face, gripping a bottle of wine by the neck, and wearing nothing but his tattoo-covered birthday suit.

“Oh, God. What if I had someone with me, boy? You can’t open a door butt naked!” He grabbed her, dragging her inside, and slammed the door behind her. “No romance. No ‘hey, how are you?’ You just want to get down to business.”

“I haven’t seen you in over a week. Hell yeah, I want to get straight down to business. I want some ass. Make yourself at home, baby.”

He winked then disappeared behind a partition, where she heard him pouring the wine. She looked around, trying to steady her heartbeat. Her botched nerves mixed with sheer excitement and a faint sense of gloom. At least the scenery is nice, even when he cusses me out…

Gutter’s home was simply breathtaking. There was a double fireplace in the middle of the room which swiveled back and forth. On the wall was some panel with various buttons above it, and the television on the wall was larger than the square footage of her bathroom. It was on a screensaver, featuring a serene scene of Autumn leaves falling in a park.

“You must’ve had this place professionally decorated because there’s no way you managed to pick out the perfect curtains, rugs, plants, artwork and furniture with no help whatsoever.”

“Don’t come in my house insulting me, woman!”

She burst out laughing at his gruff tone.

“It just so happens that I did in fact work with a couple of designers, but the color scheme was my idea. Everything else I left to them. I don’t care about that shit.”

She tittered as he kissed her gently, then handed her a glass of white wine.

“You said earlier there was something you wanted to talk to me about?”

Just then, his cellphone rang. He picked it up from the coffee table.

“It’s Will. Let me take this call.”

As he spoke to his manager in the kitchen, she continued to peruse his impressive crib.

“Sorry about that.”

He joined her once again and refreshed her glass, then set the wine bottle down.

“Thank you.” She took a gulp without really tasting it, catching a glimpse of his big, semi-erect dick out the corner of her eye. It had taken her nearly twenty-four hours to be able to walk again after their first romp, and she’d loved every aching minute of it. The second session, a mere two days later, had garnered similar results. The White man was packin’, and not only that, but Gutter also knew how to use what Mother Nature had so generously blessed him with. He was a skilled lover and wasn’t the least bit shy about expressing his desires.

“Um, so, all of these awards are yours, I take it?” She spun around, pointing to them.

“Now who else would they be for? You think I’ve got Billie Eilish’s and Machine Gun Kelly’s shit in here?”

He sported a ridiculous grin and she rolled her eyes at the smart-mouthed fucker.

“You’re so accomplished. How many Grammys have you won, Gutter?”

“Fourteen.”

“Damn. That’s amazing.”

He retrieved his glass of wine from the kitchen—a red wine as opposed to her white. She approached one of the gilded gramophone Grammy awards and ran her finger down the lustrous golden side. “These look a bit different on TV. Bigger than I thought.”

“That’s what she said.”

“Gutter…” Her face warmed with mirth, but she refused to give in to his silliness.

As she read the inscriptions on various medals, sipping her wine, she felt his presence right behind her. Looming. He placed his drink down, then took her wine glass from her hand and set it on a mantle. Gathering her in his arms, he gave her a passionate kiss. She wrapped her arms around his neck as he brought her closer to explore deeper, the mutual craving exploding and begging for fulfilment. When he pulled away, he looked rather serious. In desperate need.

“Let’s finish this in my bedroom.”

“Aren’t you going to be a gentleman and give me a tour first?”

He placed her down and began to point in a million different directions as if directing rush-hour traffic. “That’s the fucking kitchen. This is the damn living room. That’s the freakin’ parlor. Those are closets. That’s the hall. Down there is a guest bathroom. That’s a motherfucking guest bedroom, with its own john. That’s my gotdamn office. There’s another damn guest bedroom. Down there to the right is my at-home studio, and right down there is where we’re going so we can fuck. Tour officially over. Let’s go.”

She burst out laughing when he snatched her by the wrist and practically dragged her down the hall.

“Gutter, you’re rude and have a one-track mind. You could at least try to butter me up first.”

“For what?! You’re over here looking like a sexy Mary Poppins, slowing down shit. Do you have a spoonful of sugar?” He said in a faux English accent. “Come on!”

“If I were Mary Poppins, I’d beat you with my umbrella.”

“Umbrella, like Rihanna? I’m surprised you didn’t think I had her Grammy here, too.”

“You took my question out of context earlier and you know it. Now you’re just being childish and mean!” She cackled when he yanked her up in his arms and carried her the remainder of the way down the hall. When he opened his bedroom door, she was agape. Speechless. Gutter placed her into an oversized black leather chair, then trotted across the room and began fiddling with the fireplace.

His bed was black with large posts, sitting higher than the furniture on a two-stair platform. A raven was carved at the base of each post, reminding her of a totem pole. A black fuzzy rug sat at the foot of the bed, along with a distressed-wood chest with silver hardware and a black throw draped across it. A modern silver ceiling fan with dangling crystals hung from up above. The space offered an interesting blend of classic and contemporary that paired well. To the far right was a sitting area that brought to mind old Hollywood due to the French design of the chaise and matching chairs, mirrors, and even a small bookcase stacked with books.

On the other side of the room was a door she assumed would lead to the main bathroom. Next to it was a roped off, curtained area which sparked her curiosity. The sounds of ‘Only Human,’ by the Jonas Brothers, one of her favorite songs, set the mood.

The electronic fireplace was roaring, and Gutter lit a small green candle he had in the sitting area, then dimmed the lights. In moments they were lip-locked, their hands exploring each other and their burning bodies growing hotter by the instant.

“While I was gone, all I could do was think about you…” he said between urgent kisses, nestling his face against her neck and sucking, nibbling. Her head lolled back as waves of pleasure rippled through her.

Stepping back, she removed her clothes while he stroked his beard and watched with hooded dark maple eyes. His fat dick now stood at full attention, pointed right at her pussy.

“Can’t wait to play with you.”

“Make me your toy then.” Her panties, the last shred of clothing, puddled at her ankles before she kicked them aside. She caught a cool breeze between her thighs from the ceiling fan and felt the moisture on her slit tingle. He picked her up in his arms and warmed her nipple with a hot, wet mouth, while teasing the other with his hand. The wind was practically knocked out of her when he tossed her on the bed, falling right along with her—still nursing from her like a starving baby.

“Open your legs.” He reached between their bodies, his movements urgent. She sighed with anticipation as he stroked her pussy. She gyrated her hips, pressing against his working digits. “Your pussy is so wet, baby. All of this honey is for me, isn’t it?”

Her breath hitched when he finger-fucked her nice and slow.

He brushed her lower lip with his, his lip piercing added another layer to the euphoric sensations. With perfectly placed kisses against her cheek, neck, and collarbone, he trailed her body, and once he reached her hips, he nudged her thighs apart, pinning them down against the bed. It wasn’t long before the sounds of him feasting on her wet pussy competed with the music and the utterances of her unbridled pleasure.

“You taste amazing, baby.” He looked up at her for a moment, then closed his eyes, sucking and licking her clit like the pro that he was. Doja Cat’s ‘Streets’ started to play and she exploded as he moved his tongue to the rhythm of the song. The beautiful violence of her tremors hurt her head, her soul, and left her on fire and feeling loved.

Heavy, hard muscle wrapped around her, squeezing her to him, cradling her like she was a precious jewel he refused to let anyone else see. He slipped behind her, laying her on her side, his taut body pressed against hers. She shuddered when he kissed the top of her head, reached between her legs, and stroked her engorged pussy. He grinded his groin against her, the heaviness of his love muscle dragging along her skin, a mere hint of how it would be once he was inside her love.

I’m supposed to talk to him. He totally forgot to ask me again what it was I came over here to say. It was like the phone call stopped me from making a mistake. Maybe that’s a sign? Maybe no matter what, he doesn’t care? It’s the past. It was a long, long time ago. It had nothing to do with right now…

She shuddered and closed her eyes as his deep, rumbling voice shook her from her deliberations. Speaking into her ear, he stroked her shoulder, “You’re staying the night.” It wasn’t a request, but a command.

“Can I put you in my mouth? I want to taste you.”

“You don’t have to ask. Just suck my dick, baby. It’s yours.”

He kissed her shoulder, then let her straddle him. Tracing his chest with her finger, she studied his serious face as he waited to be served. And damn if she wasn’t ready to deliver.

Kissing his stomach, covered in downy black hair and tattoos, she kept going until a trace scent of soap and cologne could be detected. His thick, dark pubic hair was trimmed neatly, yet, there was so much of it. This turned her on all the more. He was clearly meticulous about his physical upkeep, for he always smelled good, worked out, and she’d recently discovered he was a bit of a juicing and supplement fanatic. She wrapped both hands around his shaft, then slipped the smooth head in her mouth. He groaned as she took more and more of him, sucking slow and steady until she couldn’t fit any more.

“Damn!” he yelled, falling deeper into the abyss of oral pleasure.

She loved giving fellatio, and this motherfucker was perfect because her heart was in it. She was falling in love… and he deserved it.

She popped it out, causing a suction noise as trails of saliva and pre-cum clung to her lower lip. Licking up and down his wood, she noticed his breathing get louder, harder. Taking as much of him in as she could, she sucked to the point of almost gagging, but couldn’t stop. The smoothness of his sword, the thick veins that ran the length, and the softness of his large balls made her pussy clench and stream. His python was a thing of beauty. Fucking perfect, and though they’d never discussed his ‘blessing,’ there was no doubt Gutter knew his main vein was one in a million.

He pumped his hips in shallow thrusts, and her eyes watered when his hand pushed her farther down onto him, taking control. His raspy grunts filled the room, growing louder and louder as he fucked her mouth. When she glanced up, his chest was heaving, head back, and his breathing got more erratic. He gripped her ponytail, yanking it every now and again as he fed more of himself to her.

“Just like that. Ugh! Oh God, baby… You suck my dick like no other! Oh my God, where did you learn this shit?! Just like that, Promise… Don’t stop… Uh, fuck…I’m gonna cum…I’m… stop… stop.”

Their eyes fixed on one another.

…But she wouldn’t stop. She wouldn’t let go. She wanted to taste him. Completely. Swallow him whole.

“I told you to stop! Ahhh… Shit!!!”

The warm liquid flooded her mouth in harsh spurts. Gutter roared as he jerked in a flurry of fast, rough thrusts. She swallowed his sweet and salty essence, released him, then slurped up the silky mess from all over his shaft as if he were an ice-cream cone, in need of a good lick. He writhed about beneath her, cursing and falling apart.

As he regained control of himself, she slipped up his body and nestled against his chest. She couldn’t get close enough to him, no matter how hard she tried. She wanted him all around her, cocooning her from the unknown. He kissed the top of her head and wrapped their bodies in the black and white sheets. Lying between her legs, he began to grind against her, moving between her thighs as if they were fucking. Mercilessly mocking her.

He sucked on her earlobe, making her smile, then played with her hair and hummed a melody in her ear. Jenevieve’s ‘Résumé’ started to play through the speakers from the corners of the room. He slowed to a crawl, and then, just simply held her. As they hugged one another, she glanced over at the fireplace. The flames danced in vibrant colors of gold and cherry. She traced his arm with her fingertips, burrowing against his form as he rocked her from side to side.

“How do you always know what I want?” she asked softly.

“Your pussy told me. See, there was a grocery list inside it, so I grabbed it with my tongue, then went out and—Ouch!” He chuckled when she pinched his nipple and twisted it.

“I’m serious, Gutter.”

“Okay. Give me an example of what you mean.”

She loved how when he spoke, there would be a thoughtful pause, and then his deep voice would make her insides rumble.

“I can give you several… Our first date was perfect. Talking and dancing, got to meet a few of your friends. Good food, great music. One-on-one time. You brought me Indian and Chinese food the other day from two of my favorite restaurants and now, I just wanted to be held by you. And you did it. It’s like you know me so well, you can read me, and those are just a few instances.”

“Well, I think it’s easy for me because we’ve got a lot in common. You like my music, and I like my music, too.”

She chuckled at his silliness, although he was technically correct.

“We have similar tastes in a lot of things, and we seem to be on the same page. Want the same things outta life. I’m at a point in my life, Promise, where I’m ready to settle down. Your physique got my attention. Your personality and mindset kept it.”

He released her for a moment to pull out a condom from his nightstand drawer. Durex XXL. Made for the big boys…

He tore the wrapper open and sheathed his rock-hard erection.

“Stand up.”

She got to her feet, and he immediately bent her over.

She braced herself as he stood behind her. From over her shoulder, she saw him stoop a bit as he reached in front of her and stroked her pussy with one hand, then guided himself inside with the other.

“Ohhh!” She hissed and double-fisted the sheets, her forehead hitting the bed as he went in so damn deep. “Ahhh… Gutter… Ahhh!”

His thrusts were slow, yet ruthless. Demanding. So damn good…

“You fill me up. You fill up my pussy!”

He pounded against her, his balls smacking into her ass as he delivered slippery pleasure with a pinch of sexy pain. She put her hand on his thigh, but he slapped it away.

“Nuh uh, move your hand.”

“You’re so deep!”

“I know you can take it. Uh! Uh!”

“Oh, baby! Yes!”

“You want me to murder this pussy, baby?!”

“YES! Fuck me harder!” she cried in ecstasy.

He slammed into her, over and over, and her world became hazy. Within seconds, she came so hard, her body shook from her head to her feet. Every part of her quivered like an earthquake. She was helpless in the throes of the aftershocks of her orgasm, but the beast of a man kept ravishing her. She grew impossibly wetter from his deep groans and nasty utterances.

She screamed as he held her hips so damn tight, she was certain his fingerprints would be left behind. He rammed into her over and over again, his grunts and voice carrying until he let out a low, guttural groan. Warmth filled her pussy, accompanied by rapid fire thrusts as he came inside her. He used her body like an instrument, a plaything. She felt wonderfully conquered. Ruled. Loved.

Soon, she felt his warm breath along the back of her neck as he cupped her breasts, his weight pressed into her. He remained throbbing inside of her, and she never wanted to let him go. He intertwined their fingers, and they stayed that way for long moments, neither of them wanting to budge.

After a while though, he stirred.

“I’ll be right back.”

She hated how naked she felt without the heat of his body against her. Damn, I sound so needy… Perhaps right now, that was okay.

Staggering into one of the doors she’d seen earlier, he turned on the light, revealing a beautiful basin and shower stall. Yeah, that’s the bathroom. He left the door open and discarded the condom. Then he washed his hands, brushed his teeth, and splashed his face with water. When he returned, he opened up an enormous walk-in closet. Clothing hung neatly by color and garment type, and on one side were several built-in dresser drawers. He pulled out a pair of black boxer briefs out of one and slid them on.

Curling up under the sheets, she watched him messing around with another drawer and heard a crinkling sound. Soon after, he came over and handed her a pink gift bag.

“What’s this?” she asked with a smile as he slid next to her.

“Just open it.”

She pulled out a white jewelry box, and inside was a pair of gorgeous diamond stud earrings. They sparkled like nothing she’d ever seen.

“Oh, my goodness, Zake. You didn’t. They’re beautiful.”

“I’m glad you like them.”

“Like them? I love them. Thank you.” She threw her arms around him and gave him a peck on the lips. “You don’t have to buy me all of this stuff, Gutter, but I damn sure love and appreciate it!”

They lay together, listening to the music and holding hands.

“I love you.”

Her heart jumped. She looked down at her lap, covered in the luxurious sheets.

“I hate saying that shit first.” He chuckled sadly as he looked straight ahead. “It’s always a little awkward, ya know?” She nodded in agreement. “I think because I write a lot of songs, and some of them are love songs, people think it’s easy for me to say things like that… to just be like that naturally, in my real life, but that’s not true. I don’t like opening myself up like this, but I’m a grown ass man, and grown ass men tell the truth. We take chances. Now, with that said, there are a couple of things we need to discuss, okay?”

He turned and looked at her. His complexion deepened as he squeezed her hand tighter.

“Okay. Is something wrong?”

“Depends on how you look at it. First of all, I know you probably noticed that my mother and I aren’t exactly close.”

“I didn’t want to push the issue but yes, I realized something was wrong.”

“She didn’t raise me. My father did. That’s why you never hear me bring her up in interviews. I don’t discuss her at all. It’s nobody’s business.” She nodded in agreement. “So, here’s what happened. She walked out on us when I was young. She came back the first time, but then left again when I was twelve. That time for good. Ever since I was about nineteen or so, she’s tried, on and off, to forge a relationship with me, but I wasn’t trying to hear it. She did manage to mend things to some degree with my brother and sister, Zach and Zina, but there’s still a bit of tension there, too. She and I had absolutely no communication whatsoever until recently.”

“Why’d she leave?”

“It’s not a simple answer, but the short answer is, she wasn’t getting along with my father and we, the kids, became collateral damage.”

“I see.” She gave a sad head shake.

“As you know, my mother is terminally ill, and I’m helping her. We’ve been talking, getting to know one another. It’s been a roller coaster, up and down, but if it wasn’t for you, through the kindness you showed her—which impressed me because it seemed genuine—something unrelated that happened with a neighbor of mine, and the attempted carjacking, I’m not convinced I would’ve attempted to put my all into this. I just want to put the past behind me and move on, so I can see what’s really going on, ya know? Find out who this woman is. I need answers, but there’s nothin’ she can say to me that would be enough. I just need more time with her. She and I have a connection. I didn’t believe we’d have one at all, but I can admit I was wrong.”

“Gutter, it’s none of my business, but she can only change the present. She can’t erase what she did in the past. Do you want some sort of redemption from her?”

“I understand that. I don’t expect her to redeem herself necessarily, I’m not lookin’ for that, but I’m just trying to address this situation before it’s too late. I’ve got a lot of rage in me about this woman…” He ran his hand along his chest and looked away.

“Rage is fear.”

“Huh?” He gave her a perplexed look.

“Rage is actually fear. You’re afraid of something. You’re afraid that if you let your guard completely down, she’ll hurt you again. I now work with the grief stricken, and the deceased. I’m not a psychologist—just a former nurse. Death brings out the worst and best people. And I know people. Same with me. I am infuriated about my father.”

“Why?”

“Because I fear that if I fully forgive him for being an asshole and treating my mother like shit, and for choosing the streets over me and my brother, that he’ll find some way to hurt me again. I have every right to feel as I do. As do you. I understand your rage. Your mother left. My father left, in his own way.”

They squeezed each other’s hand, and she hugged him with everything she had within her. As if he were her one and only lifeline.

After a while, he cleared his throat and broke the silence.

“There’s something else we need to talk about. You know there’s still some legal shit going on regarding me and the situation I had, the carjacking… where I had to shoot that guy.”

“Yes, I know. It was self-defense.”

“Well, I want you to hear this from me first, and not the gossip vlogs and all of that shit,” he said. “That situation sparked some emotions in people. At the end of the day, this is how some see it: I’m a White man who killed a Black man. To make matters worse, to them I’m not just a White man, but a White man who has fame and money, who killed a Black man few people knew, and he wasn’t rich. Regardless of him pulling a gun out on me first, some people don’t seem to care about the fact it was a life-or-death situation, and my brains were going to be blown out if I didn’t respond the way I did. People have started to bring up old shit I was involved with and take it out of context to fit their twisted narrative.”

“Like what?”

“My past incarcerations. You already know I was doing illegal shit when I was younger. I told you about that, and it’s public record.”

“Yes, you were honest about that. You were a teenager and had gotten in trouble.”

“Yeah, that was stupid on my part, but we were hurting for money. My dad was a single parent. He and I didn’t get along at the time, and some of my friends were doing it and put me on. It seemed like easy money. Not a good choice, like I said, but it happened.” He shrugged. “Secondly, some people are now trying to say I’m another Justin Timberlake, riding the Black community and biting their style. I don’t even sing a lot of songs that fit into the R&B category, so that’s a bunch of bullshit, but I do write for a lot of R&B artists, so there’s that.”

He sighed. “The family of the guy I killed is trying sue me because of my celebrity status.” She huffed and sucked her teeth. “They think they can get some money out of it, but my lawyer said it won’t even make it to court because the video from that store and the street cam show he pulled a weapon out on me first, and his weapon was illegal, while mine was registered.

“I wasn’t the aggressor. Nothing is going to come of it, but it still leaves a smear on my name, Promise. I’ve had people try to extort me for money before, so this isn’t my first rodeo, but it’s still aggravating. I’m telling you all of this, baby, because you might start to feel under pressure. You’re going to hear a lot of shit that isn’t true. Women are probably going to start contacting you, lying and saying I’m with them. It has happened in almost every relationship I’ve been in, like clockwork… because see, now that I’ve told the world that I’ve found someone special,” he took her hand and kissed it, “it’s on.

“There’s a lot of racist shit being said about me, and some of this is being fueled by me having to defend myself from a man who has a history of pulling this same shit on other people. He’s a known crook, ran several theft rings. All in all, my life can be hectic and crazy sometimes. It’s not easy being with someone in the limelight, baby, and I know this situation with the guy’s family will go away eventually, but I just wanted to warn you about all the things you’re up against. No matter how much I want you, and I want you bad, believe me, it would be wrong of me to not let you know before we get any deeper into this relationship.”

Guilt climbed up her throat and burned like acid reflux.

She looked at him and shook her head.

“What?”

“I’m not scared. I’m not going to let anyone run me off because of their own issues. I can hack it. I love you, too.” He stroked her chin, a loving gleam in his eyes. “I’ve seen what people have been saying, Zake. You’re basically giving me an out, like jump now before it’s too late. I don’t need it. If we let haters and instigators win, then they will never stop.”

He bumped his head against the pillows and ran his hands down his face.

“I’m glad to hear everything you said.”

“I knew when I agreed to go out with you that if we hit it off, these things would more than likely happen. I understood that dating someone in your position would have challenges. I know there’ll be times I don’t see you when you’re on the road. Women will throw themselves at you, but I have to trust my man, believe you wouldn’t betray me by cheating. Not every day can be diamond earrings, incredible sex, or Indian food while lazing around in bed.”

His lips curled in a tilted smile, then he kissed her nose.

“Not every day, no, but any day I spend with you, I’m going to make sure it’s amazing.”

Their lips met in a torrid kiss.

“I believe you’re what I’ve been wanting, C.B.”

She wrapped her arms around him and squeezed.

“And I believe the same.”

“That you’re what I’ve been wanting?”

“Exactly.”

They shared a laugh at that.

“Promise.” He pulled away and fixed an intense gaze on her. “I just… I really care about you. I love you, baby. I said it, and I mean that. That’s not somethin’ I just go around telling people. So, if you’re down, then everything is cool. Let’s do this.” He sealed his words with another kiss.

TELL HIM!

BUT HE JUST TOLD ME HE LOVES ME… He just confided in me about his mother! If I tell him something like that, it’ll ruin everything! I hate myself for not mentioning this earlier. It’s too late now… Honestly, there’s no reason to tell him. It was so long ago, it won’t affect either of us. It won’t change anything. I’m in love, we’re in love…

Gutter leaned close, kissed her neck, then got up from the bed. He pulled that heavy curtain open, revealing a beautiful silver piano. She crawled across the bed until she reached the edge and observed him sit down at the magnificent instrument.

“I wrote a song about you. Wanna hear it?” His eyes glimmered as he looked her way.

“Of course I do. Play it.”

He took a deep breath, then his fingers hit the keys…

“It was a gray day in Harrrrlem… It was raining in Queeens… Brooklyn had leaves… There, she was…

My heart was cold like snow… It didn’t warm from a hug… Soul hot to the touch… But there, she was…

If I… could turn back time…. Would I accept an apology?

If I… could turn back time… Would I remember, she’s a part, of me?

If I… could turn back time… Could I see her side, of the, stor-y?

Now, I am in love… There, she was…”

Promise hung her head and sobbed as he continued to sing… His voice was so powerful, so poignant, so beautiful, it transcended time. Gutter kept on singing, through her amazement and woes. She was so touched by his words, and yet she knew her tears were due to many things—things he would never understand.

She realized as he sang those heart wrenching lyrics that he’d interwoven feelings regarding his mother in the song as well. He told her not with his mouth, but with his music that she was a catalyst to something much greater and more intricate than she’d ever anticipated. The tension between him and his mother could be cut with a knife. He’d just opened up to her, confirming her suspicions, but now she was certain there was no way she could break his heart with a horrid ordeal from her past. Nothing good can come of it… He’d let her inside, let her get close, a position few had ever had—of this, she was certain.

The guilt was already eating away at her, eating her alive, bit by bit, and yet, when she looked at him sitting there, singing his heart out the way that he was, they became one. His feelings became hers, and it tore her to shreds. His passion and emotions flooded the room with such raw sentiment, she drowned in it.

She looked up and saw him slowly stand from the piano. He walked past her, around the bed, and removed a condom from the dresser drawer. Her heart quickened, and lust and sorrow merged within her, forming some strange concoction.

Taking her hand, he helped her to her feet, then swooped her up in his arms. He took slow steps forward, carrying her like precious cargo, kissing her along the way. Soon, she felt the coolness of the piano against her back. He looked deeply into her eyes, and pushed her thighs wide apart.

“Ahhh…God…”

She dug into his forearms, her fingers scratching and clawing as he thrust within her, beautifully brutal and pleasingly harsh. The piano made a strange noise with each pounding thrust. In his loving he poured all of his pain and passion. Holding onto her waist, he worked himself inside of her, churning, left to right, pushing up, pulling back, his dick fully engulfed in her swollen, thirsty pussy.

“You were made to be inside me.” Her eyes rolled as he made love to her just how she liked it. He moved like silk. Her pussy was full, and he knew how to make her cum—mentally and emotionally, too.

“And you were made to be the song I’d forgotten how to sing…”

Their moans overlapped as he played with her clit, kissed all over her breasts, and dove inside her like a crashing wave.

They came at the same time… eyes locked… mouths open… screaming each other’s name… helplessly falling in love.

Yeah, Love.

There it was…
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


Pink Cows, Red Roses, and Purple Bruises
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…Two weeks later

“It’s like a root beer float, only, you use red soda, like red cream soda or, I don’t know, the sparkly fruit punch, somethin’ like Tahitian Treat. Then you pour that over some vanilla ice-cream, just like you’d do the root beer.”

“I had no idea that was a thing,” Mama said, chuckling on the other end of the line. “I’ll have to try it. A pink cow, huh?”

“Yeah, just something quick and easy.”

“Oh, I almost forgot. Do you know some reporter keeps callin’ me, Promise?”

“About what?”

“Something about some gutters. He said you knew about the gutters, too, and asked if you were my daughter. I told him naw so he’d leave me alone, but that’s just strange!” Promise shook her head. Now they’re calling my mother… Damn it. She got emails from strangers, gossip rag reporters, and vloggers daily now, so many she had to temporarily shut down her accounts on social media. She hadn’t told her mother about her relationship, but she planned to discuss it with her soon. Now was just not the time. “I don’t handle the maintenance in this building, so I have no idea why they are calling me about the roof and some gutters! Someone probably reported the landlord for not fixing anything. I wouldn’t be surprised!”

“Uh… Okay, Mama, I have to get ready to catch the train. Leaving work now. I can call you tonight when I get home if you want.”

“Only if you want to make a little time for me… if it doesn’t put you out or anything.”

She sucked her teeth upon hearing Mama’s weepy tone, buying roundtrip tickets to first-class seating on the Guilt Trip.

“I’ll call you. Love you.”

“Love you too, baby. I hope they clean the gutters.”

Promise ended the call, said her goodbyes to a few coworkers, and made her way into the breakroom to retrieve her apple and peanut butter dipping cup that she hadn’t eaten during lunch. I can eat these on the ride home. She looked about the refrigerator and found the peanut butter, but the apple was missing. I know I set them right by each other. She searched and searched, then peeked inside the nearby trashcan.

There, on top, between a balled-up Snickers candy bar wrapper and a microwave popcorn bag sat a damn apple core, now turning brown under the fluorescent light.

“Damn it! Can’t have shit around here.” She slammed the refrigerator door, yelling as loud as she could. “Whoever ate my apple, I hope it had a worm in it, you greedy, thieving bastard!” She grabbed a plastic spoon for her peanut butter snack cup, slid it in her bag, and headed towards the exit. As she approached the front lobby to leave, she stopped in her tracks.

There, standing in the middle of the atrium, was Trevor, holding a bouquet of red roses and a shit-eating grin…
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It was raining for the third day in a row.

Gutter patted the top of his head with a napkin, trying to dry his hair a little. His stomach finally began to calm. Biting into his spring roll from Somtum Der, a great Thai restaurant Gutter’s father had come to like, he listened to the chatter of the lunch crowd all around them while they waited for their entrées.

“She’s late,” Dad said, checking the time on his Rolex watch, which Gutter had given him as a birthday present four years prior. “Zina makes me angry with her lack of time management. Geez.” Dad chugged half a cup of water, including the ice. “I’m gonna call her.”

Gutter waved him off. “Nah, she’ll be here. She may have gotten caught in the rain, or traffic might be a mess. She’s drivin’, right?”

“Yeah.” Dad pushed his empty saucer aside and began to work on his soup.

A few moments later, his tall, dark-haired sister arrived, wearing a long tan trench coat that hung open over black pants, a white button-down shirt, and heels. Finding them in the crowd, she waved to them and made her way over.

“Hey, Dad.” She wrapped her arms around their father’s neck, hugged him, and kissed his cheek. “Sorry I’m late.” Gutter got to his feet and took his sister in a tight embrace. “Oh, gosh, Gutter. You look great. You didn’t look so hot in the hospital.” Setting her umbrella to the side, she took her seat next to him. “You still on the mend? Feeling okay?”

“Yeah, I’m good as new.” He took a sip of his cola. “We ordered some spring rolls, ribs, and papaya salads.” He pointed to the fare on the table. “Here’s the lunch menu so you can order yourself a little something.” Gutter handed her his.

“I’m paying,” Dad said gruffly as he reached for another mini rib.

“I’m paying,” Gutter corrected.

“I’m paying, and that’s the end of it.” Dad popped the meat in his mouth and chewed like a cow. “Why’s your face so puffy, Zina?” Dad asked, pointing to her right cheek.

“Oh.” She ran her hand along her cheek, a silly half smile on her face—the very same one she’d use when she’d get ready to tell a fucking lie as a kid. “You know how work is, Dad! Always somethin’ going on at the school with the children. Two of my students got into a fight, and well, I stepped in between them at the wrong time. It’s crazy how mad they get about the silliest things.” She nodded, as if telling the story to herself for the first time, too.

Gutter exchanged a glance with his father, then cracked his knuckles and leaned back in his seat.

“Jenny said your husband is an asshole.”

“Gutter, don’t start any shit with me, all right?” The woman spun in his direction, her voice elevated and her hand waving to and fro. “I know Mom doesn’t like him, but she doesn’t even know him!”

Gutter picked up his straw wrapper, rolled it up, and used it like a toothpick.

“I don’t think ya have to know someone directly to know if they’re an asshole or not.”

“What is that supposed to mean?”

“It means that if someone is an asshole, they rarely hide their asshole powers, like some sorta backwards superhero, a badge of honor, ’cause well, assholes have asshole energy, ya see? They’ve got asshole ways, asshole words, asshole tendencies, live in asshole houses, and drive asshole cars, and everyone who isn’t an asshole can see them coming and pick up on their vitality without even knowing them.”

She rolled her eyes. “Well, then you shouldn’t be able to see his asshole energy at all if those are the criteria. Takes one to know one,” she barked.

“Your husband is a pussy.”

“Shut up!”

“He is. He won’t talk to dad on the phone, and he tries to control ya. Everyone in the family is talking, Zina. Even Zach.”

“He’s not trying to control me. Are you going to believe everything Mom tells you? Well, isn’t this an ironic turn of events! You went from dissing her in your songs to fawning over her, I see!”

“I’m not fawnin’ over shit.” He smirked, twirling the paper in his mouth. “I’ve got proof he’s an asshole. Check it. Boom. You rushed in and out of the hospital like it was some revolving door. The whole time, this crawfish-faced fucker was blowin’ up your phone while you were there visiting me. Who the fuck does that? Your brother gets attacked, almost killed, and this motherfucker won’t even let you get an hour alone. Something’s not right with that, Zina, and—”

“He wanted to make sure I arrived safely! Geez! If he was so controlling, he would’ve insisted on coming with me.”

“Oh… he knew not to do that. He’s a pussy, not stupid.”

Their gazes narrowed on each other.

“You really are a piece of work! Dad, aren’t you going to say anything?!”

Dad picked up his water and took another gulp, not saying a word.

“Thanks, Dad! This guard dog brother of mine needs to be called off. You’ve been a great help.” Dad shrugged. “Gutter, you don’t know Owen, just like I said. You’re misunderstanding what’s going on and I—”

“No, that’s not it at all. I’m a man. I know how men move, Zina, especially when we’re insecure. Now look,” he pointed his finger at her face, “I’m not going to go around and around the Mulberry bush with you about this. You see me twice a year. Each time, he is a pain in the ass. He asked me for some money that time and—”

“No, not the loan again. Don’t bring up the damn loan now, Gutter!”

“I will bring up the loan again, Zina, because that husband of yours, who I don’t even really know as you’ve made quite clear, had the nerve, the motherfucking king of audacity and Lord of gull, to tell me that I should be ashamed to be so rich, when my sister is not also rich. He was really talkin’ about himself because he had no damn idea what I was doing for you, and then ya blabbed to him, and he came with his hand out, demanding cash. For two years, I paid your bills directly to the companies so he would keep his mitts off the cash. If I didn’t, Dad had already warned me he would try to get the money and do whatever the hell he’s doing and screw all of that up, too.”

“Gutter, speaking’ of revolving doors, which you know about all too well when it comes to women, let me be frank.”

“Please do.” He said with a wink and a smirk.

“I stay outta your love life, Mr. International Dick Slinger, so stay outta mine. You have no room to talk about who’s an asshole, and doing this, and doing that.”

“Geesh! Would you two stop it?” Dad blurted.

“I’m a dick slinger with a job, I tell ya that much. I’m not out here lettin’ my lady bust her ass while I lie back, able-bodied, with my hand out. He’s a fuckin’ lame ass bum, moochin’ off my sister. What a stellar guy! Maybe he can sell his ass and make a bit of cash, huh? You’ve got bigger balls than him, that’s for sure.”

Zina grabbed her purse and stood.

“I’m leaving. I don’t need this shit. Gutter, you’re still a little shit, just like you were when we were kids, and you made my life miserable. Only now, being six-five and an egomaniac, you’re a big shit! Goodbye, Mr. Big Shot. Ya make me sorry I came!”

“Zina, sit down.” Dad’s voice boomed, causing heads to turn in their direction.

She stopped dead in her tracks, looked at their father, then slowly sat back down in her chair.

“The day you two stop fighting like cats and dogs is the day Hell freezes over. Gutter could’ve said it better, a little nicer, but I’m sorry, Zina, I agree with him.” His sister huffed and crossed her arms, like an angry child being told they were going to summer school. “Owen doesn’t keep a steady job, so let’s not act like he does. That’s a problem because you can’t always pay the bills on time. You can’t get a second job because he’s so worried all the time about what you might or might not be doing. You told me that outta your own mouth a few years ago, and on top of it all, he has a sense of entitlement. He’s tried to alienate you from me, too.”

“Now Dad, that’s not true.”

“Oh really? I call, he says you’re not there. I call back five minutes later on your cell, and you’re cooking—been doing so for over an hour. So, unless you happened to be in a time machine, he lied to me. That sort of thing happens far too often.”

She hung her head then turned away. A waitress came to the table and dropped off their meals, and then took Zina’s beverage and lunch order.

“I’ll have a hot tea and some soup… thanks.”

“So, look, hon, I’m not tryna gang up on you, but we care about you and Owen isn’t allowed to treat my little girl this way. You might be okay with it, but I sure as hell am not.”

Zina stared absentmindedly at the floral arrangement on the table. She folded her hands in her lap. Gutter leaned in close to her, kissed her cheek, and attempted to hug her. At first, she pulled away, a sneer on her face as if his mere presence disgusted her, but he forced her back to him, and she soon relaxed, then melted into his touch, resting her head on his shoulder.

“Please, guys, just drop the talk about Owen, okay? We’re fine.”

Dad sighed, scooted a bit closer to the table, and started to devour his grilled pork and dumplings.

They all sat quietly for a while, drinking and eating. Her soup was delivered, and she took tiny tastes, not making eye contact with anyone. He caught his father staring at him several times.

A dark cloud hovered above them, just like the overcast outside. He listened to his sister’s phone vibrate several times, but she ignored it. After engaging in a bit of meaningless small talk, she made an excuse about needing to grade papers, her usual exit plan to get going. They all got to their feet and hugged one another, promising to call and visit soon.

“Let me walk ya out to your car,” he offered. “Looks like the rain slowed down at least.”

“Yeah, that’s a relief. Bye, Dad!” She waved one more time to their father, and they made their way out of the restaurant.

“Zina, I’m not sorry about what I said about Owen, but I am sorry if you felt like I was tryna attack you personally. I wasn’t.” They walked side by side for a bit, making their way down the sidewalk.

“I love you, Zake.” Her voice shook as she spoke. “I… I don’t know what else to say.”

“I love you, too.” When they got to her Mazda, he took her in his arms once again.

“Have you spoken to Mom today? She’s not feeling’ too well. I called her on the way over here,” she stated.

“Yeah, she and I talk practically every day, actually.”

He didn’t miss the way Zina’s lips curled.

“I’m so happy you two are communicating. I know it’s hard. We all need therapy.” She laughed mirthlessly, shaking her head. “She’s our only mother though, and I truly believe she’s sorry, Zake. I mean, she and I were talkin’ again before she got sick, so it’s not like this is a way to clear her conscience or anything.”

“Yeah, I know.” He shrugged, fidgeted a bit, and looked around. “If you ever need me, I want you to call me, all right?” She smiled at him, such sadness in her big, pretty dark brown eyes. “I know you’re the oldest, the one in charge, but I won’t have anyone messin’ with my sister. I don’t care who it is—unless it’s me. I will mess with you because it’s fun,” he teased.

She made a fist and pretended to sock him in the jaw.

“I know, ya big, crazy loon. You’re the protective type. Like Dad. I swear I was the only kid in school whose younger brother was beatin’ people’s asses for me. So, since I got cha here all alone, I just want to tell ya that rumor has it, my little brother is seeing a new lady!” He laughed and turned away, shaking his head. “Yeah! Look at that smile on your face!” she quipped, pointing at him. “Mr. ‘I don’t give a shit’ has caught feelings! I saw you and her on your social media. So unlike you… You’re usually more private than that. That’s how I knew it was serious.”

“Yeah… I know.”

“Mom said you met her at the funeral home, of all places! She’s the assistant director, I think she said.” He nodded in agreement. “You’re so twisted.”

“I know, right? I must be a little sick in the head. Yeah, her name is Promise. You’d love her, Zina. I’m crazy about her.”

“Yeah? Well, I’d like to meet her then. Maybe if you haven’t kicked her to the curb like all the rest, I can meet her for Christmas dinner or something, huh?”

“That’s a good idea.”

“Give me one more hug for the road, Zake. I have to get going, superstar.”

He grabbed the lady and hugged her tight. It felt like she didn’t want to let go, but she had to.

“See ya.”

“Yeah.”

Soon, she drove away down the street. He watched her go on and on, until she turned the corner and was forever out of sight. His gut tightened as he forced out a ragged breath. When he returned to the restaurant, he caught his father sliding his credit card in the little tray. The man was hunched over, sporting a pinched mouth and furrowed brows. They regarded one another, but once again, no words were exchanged. There didn’t need to be. In that one glance, Dad had said it all…
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“Trevor, what are you doing here?”

“First of all, Promise, you look more beautiful than ever.” He showed his pearly whites that popped against smooth, dark skin and dimples one could drown in. He looked even better than before, and Trevor had always been eye candy. He’d even done a bit of modeling in college. Standing six-foot-one, quite slender but healthy, he walked towards her with confidence, head held high. He offered her the bouquet of flowers. “These are for you, baby.”

She hesitated, then took them.

“Thank you. Why are you here?”

“To see you. Look,” he clasped his hands together, “I didn’t know what else to do, Promise. I’ve been trying to reach you for months. I’ve apologized to you over and over, and I’ll do it again and again if it means you’ll at least talk to me.” She exhaled and averted her gaze, needing a breather. “I’ve been doing a lot of traveling for work, and now I’m back home for good. I’ve had a lot of time to think, years to grow up, and look at what happened between us. We were friends before anything else. I miss my friend, Promise.” She slowly turned back in his direction. “At the very least, I want a friendship with you again.”

“Trevor, I appreciate this, I do, but some things are best left undisturbed.” Just then, Daniel sauntered past, a greasy smirk on his face before he disappeared down the hall. She rolled her eyes and continued. “I’m sure we’ve both grown since then, or at least I’d hope so. But that doesn’t mean we need to grow together.”

“Can we talk about what happened?”

“No.”

She began to move around him, clutching the flowers so tight, it was a wonder the stems didn’t break into pieces. She pushed the doors open and the sounds of the city hit her along with a gust of fresh air. She heard him chasing after her, much to her dismay.

“Promise, where are you going?”

“Home.” She kept walking, looking straight ahead.

“Can I call us an Uber and we talk on the—”

“No.”

“Promise, please don’t do this.” He caught her elbow and turned her around to face him. The man’s almond-shaped eyes grew larger and sheened over. “I know… I know what happened was messed up. You can’t even look at me. It still hurts you! Please, just—”

“I’m not talking about this. Please go home, Trevor.”

“I’ll go home if you at least have a conversation with me. We never fully talked about what happened with the—”

“I forgive you. I forgive me. I don’t want to be friends, but I don’t hate you. It was a long time ago, and I’ve all but forgotten about it. I’ve moved on. I suggest you do the same.” She began to walk again at a faster pace, but not as fast as her heartbeat.

“Imagine my surprise to find out that my ex-wife is dating Gutter, the sensation outta Brooklyn! Red Hook! Don’t have time for little ol’ Trevor anymore, huh?” he yelled. She slowed down, then stopped all together. Keeping her back towards him for a spell, she took a deep breath and spun in his direction. “That’s right, I know about it. I’m proud of you though. I guess that’s the upgrade Beyoncé was talkin’ about, huh?” He smiled, an expression filled with darkness and ill intent. “What?” He threw up his arms. “It actually makes me feel better. Maybe I wouldn’t be in love with my ex anymore if I were in your shoes, either.”

“We were over a long time ago, Trevor. Have you been watching Hallmark movies? We’ve got no fairytale here! This isn’t a second chance romance. That bridge is burned to the ground. It doesn’t matter if I was dating Gutter, the guy next door, the delivery man, or no one at all. MY ANSWER WOULD BE THE SAME. The love ended a long time ago. My personal life is not up for discussion, even with a man I shared some of my most intimate moments with. And for the record, it’s not about an upgrade, downgrade, or middle grade. It’s about learning from my mistakes and choosing more wisely. Not because you were lesser than, but because we were toxic! We had to have been for something so horrible to happen. Now please, just leave me alone!”

Tossing the flowers in the trash, she started jogging down the sidewalk in her heels. Hot tears blurred her vision, but she refused to turn around and look back…

[image: Image No. 58]


CHAPTER NINETEEN


Fight Fire with Fire
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“Hey Christina, it’s Zake. Thank you for callin’ me back.” Gutter sat on a park bench with his black hoodie covering the upper part of his face, trying to be as inconspicuous as possible as people jogged past him, walked their dogs, and conversed with friends in Washington Square Park. It was a perfect Saturday afternoon. Not a cloud in the sky.

“No problem! It’s so nice to hear from ya, Zake. I’m so sorry about you getting shot! I called Zina immediately when I saw it on the news that night, and she told me you were okay. Thank God.”

“Yeah, it was a crazy night, that’s for sure. I’m fine though.”

“Goodness, what’s it been, Zake? Like five years since I last saw you?”

“Yeah, something like that. How’s everything going?”

“Pretty good! Evie turned six last month. They grow so fast. Speaking of kids, Zina didn’t mention it, I’m sure if she was an aunt by now I’d know, but on the off-chance you snuck one by us, do you have any children?”

“Nah, not yet.” He slipped his hand under the material of his hood and gave the side of his head a good scratch. “Maybe one day. Hey, I’m not going to hold ya, but I had a few school-related questions I thought you could answer for me.”

“Sure, what are they?”

“Would you say the kids in the public school system in general have a harder time than kids in private schools?”

He sat back and listened as the woman jumped right in, delivering her expertise on the similarities and differences between the two establishments. He stifled a yawn, not giving a shit, but he knew he had to make his intentions less obvious by muddying the waters with other questions.

“All right, cool. So, let me ask you this, then. Is it the same as when we were in school, you know, that if a fight happens, the teachers have to write an incident report?”

“Yup. Still the same.”

“What if a teacher has to break up the fight?”

“Occasionally, we do need to break up the fight if verbal warnings don’t work so there is not difference either way. A report of the incident is documented regardless.”

“Okay, and uh, do you recall any fights recently? Like, I dunno, with teachers having to jump in, maybe the gym teacher, or hell, even a custodian or secretary?”

“Hmm… there’s always some verbal stuff constantly, Zake. PS 122 has quite a few students, so it occurs daily. They’re children, ya know? It happens. They are still struggling sometimes with how to express themselves in healthy ways, so we definitely have to stop altercations when things become physical. I remember some verbal stuff recently. Now, I can’t give names but—”

“I don’t want names. I’m just doing a little research for something.”

“Well, why didn’t you ask your sister? I’m certain she knows just as much as I do about this sort of thing.”

“Because I already spoke to her. I wanted more than one perspective.” He shocked himself with how fast he’d come up with that ruse.

“Oh, okay.”

“So, anything physical happen recently? No names needed.”

“Well, I don’t remember anything happening lately. Just verbal stuff like I said. Doesn’t mean it didn’t happen though.”

“I see, I see. And uh, you and Zina both teach eighth grade this year, right?”

“Right.”

“So, it’s the same group of students? Y’all share them?”

“Some of them. There are two social studies teachers, and Zina is one of them. There are two English teachers, and I’m one of them, but we pretty much know all the kids, even if it’s just in passing, or from a prior year when maybe we taught seventh grade. Some of them I’ve known since elementary.”

“So, uh, if any eighth grade kids had been suspended last week, or gotten in trouble for fighting with other kids or for getting into it with a teacher, or accidentally hurting one of the teachers while they were going at it with another student, you’d probably notice, right?”

“Well, more than likely because they’d probably get detention or suspension, or have to see the principal, depending on what happened and why. That type of information tends to travel, especially if a teacher got hurt in the process. Zake, these questions are a little odd.” She chuckled. “What type of research are you doing, if you don’t mind me asking?”

“Violence in the New York City public schools.” He coughed into his closed fist as the lie rolled off his tongue.

“For a song?”

“Yes, something like that.”

“That’s really cool.”

“Yeah, that’s all I needed. Just trying to get it all straight in my mind so the song makes sense…”

“What’s the title?”

“Of what? The song?” He noticed a man close by doing some strange spaced-out dance.

“Yes.”

Mama said knock you out… by LL Gutter Jay. “Haven’t come up with a title yet.” They were quiet for a few moments.

“Gracious, I still can’t believe, after all this time, you grew up to be who you are! We grew up together, and who knew you were sitting on a gift like that. Zake, your talent with the way you play those instruments and your singing voice are nothing short of incredible.”

“Thanks. That means a lot.”

“I’m serious. I had no idea you enjoyed writing songs and were going to a music studio and all of that until Zina complained one day about you rehearsing in your room late at night. Full of surprises.” He could hear the smile in her voice. “I’m proud of you. We’re all so proud of you. A megastar right out of our hometown of Red Hook.”

“I’m proud of you guys, too. You and Zina are doing a sometimes thankless job. You two really care about those kids, and I have a lot of good memories of you staying’ over with Zina and the rest of her friends for parties and what not.”

“Oh, I bet you do. Like you and your friends trying to watch us change clothes! You damn perverts!” His face warmed as he suppressed the need to chuckle. He’d forgotten all about that. “You were awfully young at that time to be interested in such things. Your father saw you all huddled by the door, fighting to look under it as we put our nightgowns on, and he beat your asses!”

Those were good times indeed.

“On behalf of myself and my disgusting friends, James, Freddie, Leon, Tony, Doug, José, Brad, and the rest of my pals, I want to formally apologize. If it’s any consolation, Tonya had on granny panties that night, and the imagery ruined my fantasy of her forever.”

Christina burst out laughing.

“I’ll be sure to let her know. She lives in Florida now.”

“Well, thanks for letting me pick your brain today. I’ll be in town for a while, so if you want tickets to my next local show, let me know and I’ll make sure you’re squared away free of charge.”

“I would love that, Zake. Thank you. Actually, I’d like you to come up to the school and speak if you ever have the time. The kids would go nuts! Call me anytime about school questions if you have more, okay? And I can’t wait to hear this song of yours that you’re doing this research for.”

“Yeah, yeah, and I’ll have my manager coordinate my visit to the school, all right? No problem.”

After ending the call, he sat thinking for a bit. An incredible rage burst inside of him, flooding his sensibilities. He snatched his empty water bottle, crushing it as he got to his feet, and tossed it in a trashcan before stomping to his truck.

Starting the engine, he drove on, his heart feeling nothing but pure hatred—the kind that stuck to his bones and became a part of him with each breath. He put his horn to good use, driving more aggressively than usual to reach his destination. When he finally arrived at his sister’s residence, he found a parking spot and sat there.

Deep breath… and another.

He opened the door, got out of the truck, and cracked his neck and fingers, bracing himself. Jogging up the brownstone steps, he rapped on the door. Just as he predicted, the motherfucker who’d invited him in his own special way appeared at the door. Owen leaned against the entrance and smirked, sporting a white T-shirt, gold chain with long star-like pendant, and unbuttoned jeans.

“Look who’s here! My super star brother-in-law!” The guy grinned, showing all of his teeth. “What’s up, Zake? Zina didn’t tell me you were coming by.”

“Yeah? Surprise, surprise.”

“Hey,” the slimy bastard looked over his shoulder, then turned back towards him, speaking in a low voice, “I saw your new girlfriend on Instagram. You lucky son of a bitch! She looks really familiar.” He winked.

“Yeah? My sister’s swollen face looked familiar yesterday, too. Like a fuckin’ soccer ball. I don’t like soccer, and I don’t like you.”

BAM!

“FUCK!”

Blood sprayed everywhere after Gutter punched him as hard as he could in the nose. Owen fell back, knocking the front door wide open. His blue eyes were wild and crazy as he held his face, crawling backwards like a crab. Gutter slammed the door shut, unleashing his inner demons. A fury of fists and kicks, cursing and wishing the motherfucker would just die ensued.

“You fucker! Ya put your hands on my fuckin’ sister! Ya think I was just going to let that shit happen? Let it slide?!”

The man kept screaming and crying out. Gutter heard frantic footsteps approaching, and his sister screaming his name.

“ZAKE! NO! ZAKE!” She began pulling at his arms, but he couldn’t see her—only Owen, who was now cowering on the ground, covered in blood.

He pushed her out of the way and kept pounding him in the face and chest. Smashing him into a pulp.

“Fight me, you pussy! Come on! Don’t just lie there and take it! Fight me like a man!”

“Zake…” he spluttered. It seemed the only thing he could say, the only word he could muster.

“Ya like to go around hitting women?! That’s what you like to do? Take this L, motherfucker!”

“Zake! Stop it! He’s sorry! HE’S SORRY! PLEASE!!!”

He paused, and looked at her. It was then that he noticed a fresh bruise on her shoulder, and her lower lip was split.

“Jesus Christ…”

He turned in a flash and looked back down at Owen. The man was barely recognizable as he coughed up blood, one eye closed, the other weeping and red.

“I should shoot ya in the fucking chest right now.” He pulled up his hoodie, showing his gun in its holster, lying secure against his hip.

“Zake… please!” Zina’s voice quavered as tears streaked down her reddened cheeks. She gently grabbed his arm, pulling him towards her.

“Zina, you’ve got to do what’s right.” He shot her a brief glance, but he couldn’t keep his eyes off her bastard of a husband. “Me and some of my friends will have ya packed up in no time flat, and I’ll get you an apartment, a place of your own. Immediately. You have choices. You’re not stuck with him.”

“Zake, I—”

“Don’t stay with him!” He could feel the strain in his eyes as he lost his composure. Nothing she said would change his mind. All he could do when he looked at her now was see their mother’s face. Jenny had become a brunette version of Zina, and Zina was Jenny. Never before had he seen the similarities in their facial structures and even in the way they moved and pronounced certain words until that moment, and the realization shook him to his core. He blinked, fighting his natural instinct to obliterate the beast that had tormented his sister under the guise of love. “You’re going to end up dead, like our cousin Susan.” Now his voice was trembling, too.

Susan, who used to babysit them, had been murdered by her obsessive, abusive boyfriend when they were kids. They’d loved her, but one day, a stranger had come to watch them instead. Zina had asked why, and Dad had responded with, “My niece is dead.”

Zina’s eyes were filled with desperation. He hoped she remembered how they’d felt when their little minds had been introduced to such ugly things—the black hearts of men. He hoped she remembered how the funeral had to be a closed casket because twenty-two-year-old Susan’s face had been bashed in. How the boyfriend had shown no remorse in court and had only spent a few years in prison for his crime.

Zina remained quiet but looked as if she wanted to say so much. Owen was fighting for air, his breathing coming out in choppy spurts, his chest pumping up and down, clothes soaked with his own essence, and a look of fear and revulsion on his bloodied face.

“I’m ashamed!” she yelled, bringing her hand up to her lower lip and turning her head to and fro, hiding herself behind an invisible curtain. “I knew better, but I… I tried to change him. For years I’ve hid it from everyone… He was careful not to hit my face. Until this year. I wanted to believe he’d change and that it would get better. He promised me.”

“Don’t be ashamed. This isn’t your fault, Zina.” She hung her head. “He beat your ass when you got home yesterday from lunch, didn’t he? Was it because you took too long for his liking? Out with me and Dad.”

Zina glanced at Owen who was now resembling a raw steak, then nodded. She burst in more tears, sobbing hard.

“This didn’t just start. That’s not how these things work. This has been going on for a while. I never knew he was beating on you, Zina. I never liked Owen, but I didn’t know he was doing this shit to you. If I did, I would’ve done this sooner.” Owen began to cough, struggling to sit up. “You stay where the fuck you are.” He lifted his sweater again, giving him a glimpse of the steel. Owen’s one semi-good eye went to the gun and remained fixed on it until he let the material drop. “So, what’s it gonna be, big sis?”

She grabbed the edge of her oversized T-shirt and twisted it in her fist. She kept staring at Owen, as if afraid to move. Afraid to speak. Yeah, it was just that obvious. She was so easy to read. Textbook.

“If he kills you, Zina, what’s going to happen to your students, huh? For some of those kids, you’re the only bit of stability they have. You’re the only damn mother they’ve got. We know what that’s like to lose a mother. We know what it’s like to have a lady die on us, in her own way!” Zina patted her eyes with the back of her hand.

“You’ve never given birth, but you’re a mother to hundreds of kids, Zina. I saw your awards ceremonies videos on the school website. Kids cryin’ over my sister! Kids mad that they had to graduate ‘because they wanted to stay with Mrs. Foster forever’… YOU.” She smiled sadly, the tears still coming, no matter how she tried to dab them away. “You’re a role model. Would you want little Susie to grow up thinkin’ it’s all right for her old man to kick her ass?” She shook her head, then averted his gaze. “Would ya want John Boy to think putting his hands on his girlfriend or wife just because she burnt the cookies was a fine idea?”

“…No.” She sniffed.

“Then stand the fuck up! Stand in your power! You’re a Rayden, not a Foster! Foster by marriage, but we don’t put up with this shit! You’re stronger than you think you are. And here’s another thing, how do ya think Dad feels about this?” Her cheeks went red. Lower lip trembling, she collapsed against him, resting her forehead on his shoulder. “Dad’s not okay about this, Zina. You’re his world. He still calls you his little girl, for God’s sake. You’re his kryptonite. You really think he’ll live a nice, peaceful life, enjoying his golden years, knowin’ his only daughter was murdered by her cowardly husband?”

“I wouldn’t murder my wife and I’m not a coward!”

“SHUT THE FUCK UP!” Gutter roared. “I didn’t tell your bitch ass to talk. Zina, this isn’t love… I know I can be an asshole. I know I can be insensitive sometimes, too, but I love you. I would set myself on fire for you, Zach, and Dad if it was the only way to keep you warm. We’re family. We’re survivors. We’ve been through the fire and came out platinum, baby.”

She wrapped her arms around him, hugging him tight.

“I love you, Owen… but I can’t live like this anymore.” She kept her face buried against his shoulder; her voice muffled but her meaning undeniable. “I’m terrified. It’s like walking on eggshells being married to you.”

“We can go to counseling, baby,” Owen blubbered. “I’ll go right now… I’ll go.”

“I wanted my marriage to work! I tried!” She pulled away, bent at the waist, and fell apart. Gutter forced her back up. Made her stand straight and tall. Then, he gently clasped her chin and turned her face to him.

“Focus. No more bullshitting. I want you to grab your shit, pack it up. The rest we’ll get later. Let’s go.”

She nodded, walked past Owen, and raced up the steps.

“Zee… ZINA!” Owen called out, his voice hoarse and weak. That one eye focused on Gutter with nothing but pure hatred. “You motherfucker… If she walks out that door, I’m calling the police and you’ll be arrested. You can kiss your career goodbye… AHHH!”

Gutter grabbed him by his ear and yanked him up from the floor. Slamming his back against the wall, he crowded him, practically nose to nose with the man.

“Let me make this shit real fucking clear, Owen,” he stated between clenched teeth. “If you call the cops and try to report me, I will finish the job.”

They glared at one another.

“Are you threatening to kill me?” the man asked as if truly in shock. Bewildered by such a proposal.

“Let me paint a picture for ya. Focus on it with that one open eye of yours before I close it, too. Now here’s how it’s going to go down should you test your luck. Let’s say you do something silly, like you threatened to, and call 911. First of all, you’d have to explain why my sister’s fuckin’ face looks like she ran into a hot frying pan, then end up arrested your damn self. Your 911 call would be ironic, don’t cha think? Now, that aside, let’s say, hypothetically of course, that you call ’em anyway, and they arrest me, too. Eventually, I will get out on bail. You know I will.” He offered a crooked smile. “I’m motherfucking Gutter, fourteen Grammy award winner of blue-eyed soul and alternative rock extraordinaire, the melodic king of Red Hook. I go to hospitals to visit sick kids, write award winning songs, and give back to the community. You’re an out-of-work drunk who’s been beating up on your well-respected teacher wife, a pillar of the community.”

“She won’t go against me, and she knows damn well that she pushes my buttons, and it’s not all my fault! I don’t give uh shit who you are, or what you say!”

“Oh, you may not care, Owen, but the courts would care a lot about who I am and what I say. I know the judicial system all too well, and I know my sister better than you, too. I figured it out. Like me, she was traumatized by what happened to us as kids, so she has this thing about walking away, not wanting to be like her mother, and you exploited that. Guess what? She’s stronger than Jenny. What happens when Little Brother comes to town and gives her everything she needs to get away from you, at last? Don’t overlook the fact I have friends who work security all over this fuckin’ city. I could hire one to be with her twenty-four-seven. And don’t forget about the restraining order I’ll make sure she gets. Should you violate it, well, let’s just say the shoe would be on the other foot, and the soap would drop to the floor.”

Owen’s eye slowly closed.

“What’s going to happen when they pull up the text messages and phone records, huh? Your threats to her during one of your drunken rages would be there for all to see, and the judge would learn about how often you call your wife while she’s at work. Clearly the actions of someone who is deranged. Oh yes… I dug deep all night long and got a shitload of information on you—even found out about the ex-girlfriend whose ass you beat before meeting Zina. But just to be sure, ya know, to dot my I’s and cross my T’s, I conducted an interview of sorts today, and sure enough, I had this shit in the bag.”

“You don’t scare me, Zake!” the man hissed. “You were a fucking hoodlum back in the day, hung with the trash, and look what happened to ya a few weeks ago? In a fucking shootout.”

“You think the judge is going to not show leniency towards me? I’m a victim of a recent crime. I give to charities. My fucking mother is dying of cancer. I was abandoned as a child, and my old man has a hole in his heart from the anguish of losing his wife and the mother of his kids, a wound that has never healed. He’s a retired firefighter who’s earned countless medals and awards for savin’ lives, from not only Red Hook, but the city of New York. He’s a hero. A legend. I’m a fucking walking Hallmark movie and Lifetime Channel, motherfucker, so nobody is gonna give a shit when I go Oxygen Channel on your ass and Snap! Go ahead and try to go against me. You don’t have a chance.” He sneered. “The crimes of my youth are not even admissible in court anymore. Be my guest… call the cops… When I walk out of that jail, motherfucker, a few days later, I will find you, wherever you happen to be, and put a bullet in your head. Then I’ll eat a pastrami sandwich on the ride back home. Wash it down with a Coke and write a song called, ‘I wish a motherfucker WOULD.’ You don’t want none of this…”

Owen swallowed. His lips pursed and the odor of beer permeated from his hot flesh.

“There will be nowhere for you to run. Nowhere for your drunk, woman-beating ass to hide. I will find you. No GPS required.” Gutter looked him up and down, tasting his fear. The flavor was both sour and bland. “I do not play when it comes to my sister. Or my family, period. What you need to know is that the moment you decided to put your hands on my sister was the moment you became dead to me. Don’t make that literal.” He let go, and the man dropped to the floor like a stone. Moments later, Zina appeared with two luggage bags bursting with what he presumed was clothing and perhaps work-related papers.

“Zina… baby… please… don’t leave. I’m sorry!” Owen begged.

Crying silently, she walked past him and headed out the front door. Gutter walked behind her, then turned to him again, putting his finger to his lips.

“Shhh. Hush little baby… Don’t get yourself a toe tag, dear soon-to-be-ex-brother-in-law. Now remember, kids… Snitches get stitches, and tattletales get impaled. Nighty night. Don’t let the pending divorce papers bite…” With that, he winked and walked out the door…
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CHAPTER TWENTY


In Concert
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The edgy tunes of the bass guitar vibrated through Promise’s body as if her cells had become the strings themselves. Gutter was sitting on her living room couch entertaining her guests: several of her friends, a few cousins she was close with, her brother and a few of his unsolicited invitees. Bringing the last song to a close, he was met with boisterous applause.

While he fiddled with the amp, preparing to begin another song, she went to grab another bottle of wine from the refrigerator and returned to refresh several glasses. This was an impromptu get-together to celebrate her recent promotion—all Gutter’s idea. He’d paid for a bunch of alcohol and catered food, but the biggest prize was him bringing his talents to the floor. She was feeling good, and so happy with her man who kept telling her how proud he was of her.

“Play that shit, man!” her cousin, Tristan, urged.

Everyone was dancing to Gutter’s rendition of Stardust’s, ‘Music Sounds Better with You.’ This was a night she’d never forget.

“All right, all right… Check this out. I’m only going to do this guitar solo if y’all sing along.”

“What song is it?” several people asked, elation and enthusiasm in their voices. Gutter set his guitar down and began to quickly open up a bunch of cases he’d brought over with ‘top secret’ contents. Now she could see inside them—a keyboard, computer, and other instruments. He made quick work of setting up and people helped move furniture around to make room for the musical maestro.

“All right… here we go!” He grabbed his guitar, and the powerful riffs of Stevie Wonder’s, ‘Higher Ground’ elicited a frenzied wave of excitement. “SING WITH ME!” he yelled, playing his heart out.

It sounds just like the original song! And his voice… How can he sound so much like Stevie Wonder now? How can he throw his voice like that?! Damn, he is so good! At that moment, she found herself soaking wet with lust and admiration for the man, feelings that flowed deep inside, a dream cum true. She snapped her fingers and clapped to the melody as her baby sang and beat on the keyboard.

“Next!”

He went right into Bruno Mars, Anderson Paak, and Silk Sonic’s catchy tune—‘Skate.’ People began to sway to the new age funk tune.

“Okay now, baby! That’s my jam!” she egged him on, winking at him before turning around to light a few sticks of incense and candles. Her long, high-collared and sleeveless paisley dress moved with her, the chain belt rattling. The curls atop her head had unraveled hours ago, and she simply didn’t give a damn. She paused, running her hand along her extended stomach, still full from the buffet she’d devoured earlier in the evening. The night went on, and Gutter kept on performing, his face glistening with sweat. She cracked a couple of windows, then grabbed a clean cloth from the hall closet and handed it to him.

“Thank you, baby,” he said, kissing her. “Okay… last song, queens, kings, and everything in between. This was supposed to be a party for my sweetheart, but I think y’all may have had more fun than even she did tonight.” Claps and whistles ensued. “I did a few of my own songs tonight, a few classics I thought you all might enjoy, and of course, there was that embarrassing three minutes of my life I will never get back where I performed ‘Play that Funky Music White Boy,’ by request… Wild Cherry… y’all silly.” He chuckled as people pointed and laughed. “So, let’s end the night right with—”

“Wait a minute, man. I’m a huge Thundercat fan, Gutter. Heard of him?” Westley piped up, holding a glass of wine with his half-inebriated self. Of course, he had brought several friends with him that she’d told him to leave home. He couldn’t pass on showing off that his sister was dating Gutter.

“Yeah, I know his music. What’s up?” Gutter drank from his bottle of water.

“Do you know the lyrics and the bass line for Thundercat’s ‘Them Changes?’ That’s my shit.”

“I got you.” Gutter pressed a few buttons on the speaker, adjusted the guitar strap around his body, and started up with one of the funkiest bass riffs she’d ever heard. The crowd got amped, cheering him on as he played and began to sing an unfamiliar tune she instantly loved. After it was over, Gutter played a final song—‘Sunrise,’ by Simply Red, which held the same musical notes as Hall & Oates’, ‘I Can’t Go for That.’ She didn’t know how he did it, but the man could read a crowd, and it was like he knew exactly what they wanted.

What kind of famous singer and musician would just come to someone’s apartment and perform like this? Gutter. That’s who. He doesn’t act like he’s too rich and famous to do it. He is so down-to-earth and with him, it’s like dating the guy next door. I love this man to the depths of my soul. He’s so real…

By the time the evening was over, people were physically exhausted from dancing too much, drinking too much, smoking too much, and laughing too damn hard. Her bare feet throbbed as she ushered the last of her friends from her apartment, at almost three in the morning. Most of them had managed to get some photos with the star, autographs, and even asked him a few questions, picking his brain about their own musical endeavors. She had to stop one of Westley’s friends from badgering him to listen to his mixtape.

Once she closed the door, she leaned against it, eyes closed, her body still jumping from a night of celebration and fun. When she opened them again, Gutter was putting his instruments away.

She approached him, arms crossed.

“You were showin’ off tonight.” She smirked.

He glanced at her before placing his guitar in a black case.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“You love attention. It doesn’t matter how big or small the crowd, Gutter. Have you watched yourself? A born performer.” She made her way back into the living room and lay on her side on the loveseat, her feet dangling on the edge of the arm as she eyed him.

“You’re saying that like it’s a bad thing.”

“Not at all. I find it endearing and incredible, actually. I like that no matter who you are performing for, you go all out. Oh, there were several noise complaints tonight apparently. I guess the landlord was too lazy to come by, so he left a couple of voicemails I didn’t see until a second ago.” She shrugged.

He came to give her a fleeting kiss on the lips before continuing about his business.

“Hey, how’s your sister, honey? I meant to ask you that earlier, but there were so many people around, and I know it’s a private matter, so—”

“Yeah, yeah. She’s fine. She stayed at my place the first few days, then I got her an apartment. She’s moving in, and the cops went to her old residence to make sure he didn’t do anything while she got the rest of her stuff out of there. Some of it he tore up. She was talking about pressing charges, but I told her I would help her replace whatever she lost. I just want her done with him.”

“I hear you. It’s not worth it. Items can be replaced. People can’t.”

“Right.”

“So,” she yawned, “what’s her plan now?”

“Figuring out her next move. She went with Dad and a friend of hers to see a lawyer yesterday. Outside the lawyer’s office, there was a big ass blow up between her and our father. He told me about it.”

“Why did they get into it?”

“Because he was just letting her know that it was bullshit. That some women are alone, have no one to help them, and here she has a whole fucking family and friends who would lose a finger to help her get away from this guy, and back on her feet.”

“But Gutter, what you don’t understand is that men in general don’t seem to get this quite honestly. It doesn’t matter if you have an entire stadium of people with you. You can still feel alone, especially if you’re a private person, and ashamed. You said yourself, she told you, that she was embarrassed. That’s why she kept it secret from you all for so long.”

“I guess.” He shrugged. “Maybe I don’t fully get it, you might be right. I dunno.”

“Are she and your father okay now?”

“Yeah. When I returned to his place with some food for everyone later that night, Zina was cryin’ on his shoulder. She’s been with her husband so long, I know she’s not thinking clearly. I had to stop her from going back a couple of days ago. Not because she wanted to—she was just afraid he was going to do something, because he threatened to hurt himself if she didn’t return. Fuck him. They don’t have any kids or anything that ties them together. I know he’s gonna try to ask for alimony though. What a piece of shit.”

“Gutter, I told you this before, and I’m going to remind you. When someone is in an abusive relationship, their way of thinking changes. I’ve never been in a physically violent relationship, but I have dealt with a couple of men in the past who were mentally abusive and narcissistic. It’s the thinking of a person whose self-esteem has been stomped into the ground that causes them to act in an unhealthy way. I also thought it was insightful how you recognized her staying with this bum was fueled by her not wanting to leave the marriage, like your mother.”

He nodded.

“Promise, I mean, I’ve never been in a physically abusive relationship before, ya know? I don’t know how she thinks, and I’m not a woman, so there’s that part of this, too, like ya said. The thing is though, he’s gonna kill her if she goes back.” She took a deep breath and sighed. She couldn’t disagree with him. She’d seen this in her own family more than once. The end result was never good. “I know you said, and so did her friend, that there’s nothing I can do to stop her from going back, but Dad and I also told her that if she does, she’s putting us in a position where one of us will probably end up in prison because I’m not gonna stand back and let that motherfucker beat on my fuckin’ sister. And that’s that. Real talk.”

The man’s voice carried; his brows furrowed as he spoke. There was no telling how much pent-up rage was racing around inside her man from this incident. Gutter placed all of his instruments near a corner of the room, then raked his hand through his hair.

“I understand what you’re saying, baby. I know you love Zina so much. But a lot of times, women go back to their abuser, Gutter. I just want to warn you. Now, on the optimistic side, your sister has more going for her to help her not do that because she is gainfully employed and there are no children involved. Some women go back because they can’t make any money and have no support system, and children to take care of, so you’re right about Zina having the necessary things in place to help her succeed. But some of the tools she needs to be a survivor, baby, are mental.”

He stopped moving around and looked at her. Their eyes met, and sadness was written all over his face. “I want to be wrong, God knows I do, baby, but you must be realistic about this. It’s cool that you ran in there like Rambo, that’s fine, but you might have more disappointment coming your way.” She sat up and scratched her elbow, then yawned.

“I’m being realistic. Realistic is my middle name, so that’s why I reminded her that if she does some dumb shit like that, the consequences will affect everyone involved. He kept calling her and she finally blocked him without me havin’ to tell her. She told him that if he needed to relay any information, he could contact her lawyer. She finally told her doctor about the abuse too, and her boss. Promise, she admitted to me she’d been to the doctor twice because of him. He caused her to sprain her ankle one time trying to get away from him, and another time, he headbutted her. She had to get stitches. This was a few years ago… I never knew anything about it. She’d lied to the doctor at the time it occurred, tellin’ him a kid at school had accidentally done it. That seems to be her favorite excuse.” He sucked his teeth.

“Hold up now. That’s a big deal, Gutter! That’s progress! Being honest with people… So proud of her, especially since you said she’d been so quiet about it.”

“Yeah, so again, I’m not a woman and I’ve never been in her shoes, none of that, but I know my sister and how she thinks, battered brain or not. If I can just keep reminding her of who she is, and how many people would be crushed if she takes steps backwards, I think it’ll help. Sometimes people just need to be reminded they’re a fucking star, they’re important, and they don’t need anybody to drag them down.”

Promise nodded in understanding, but it almost seemed as if Gutter was talking about himself at that moment, too.

“Gutter, can I ask you something?” She propped her head up with her hand, her elbow pressing into the arm of the chair.

“Yeah.” He took a seat.

“How’d you feel that first time when you sat down and talked to your mother after you canceled your tour? Was it difficult?”

He shrugged, then yawned. Legs spread far apart, he looked up at the ceiling.

“Not difficult. Just… I guess, strange. I hadn’t seen her in such a long ass time. She looked different. She looked terrible. I shoulda felt sympathy for her, but I didn’t. I didn’t feel shit at all… but then over time I did care. My feelings about Jenny started to change.”

“When did they change?”

He scratched his beard and crossed his beefy arms.

“I don’t know the exact timeframe. They just did. It was a culmination of things.” She smiled softly. “A bunch of things happened like I told you before: the carjacking, a tragic exchange with a neighbor, some conversations with a friend of mine. You, coming into my life. Lots of stuff… shit like that, and I started to see her differently. Even the way I played music started to change a little.”

“How so?”

“I forced myself to feel the songs I had avoided singing for a while. I sang with intention.” He loudly exhaled. “There are two songs I haven’t performed in years because they were about her…”

Her chest warmed from his words. She understood what he said, and also what he didn’t dare say.

“I’m going to take a shower, if that’s okay.” He sat up.

“Yeah, of course. Let me get you a towel and washcloth. There’s already soap in the bathroom.” She got to her feet and padded to her hall closet, him close behind. “Here you go, baby.”

He took the light blue towel and washcloth, kissed her once more, then disappeared into the lavatory. She surveyed the living room area and was pleased with how most of her guests had done a good job cleaning up after themselves, but there were still a few dessert cutting knives and cheese boards gifted by the catering crew lying around. She proceeded to wash the dishes as the faint sound of the shower and the drip drop noises of her faucet played a beautiful aquatic tune. And then, she heard him singing…

“…She’s my great-est, fantasy!”

She took a deep breath, and her face flushed. She caught her reflection in the sink faucet—all smiles.

This love song of his was about a man who had fallen in love with a woman he couldn’t have.

She finished up the dishes, made her way to her bedroom, and slipped into a pale pink camisole with matching wide-legged pants. As she lay in the bed, she turned on some music—‘At My Worst,’ by Pink Sweat$. She buried her head in the pillow, the whispery kisses of sleep teasing her. Just as she fell deeper into the cozy realm of slumber, the bathroom door opened and there emerged a beautiful creation of the Most High, wrapping himself in a towel as a cloud of steam framed him in hazy fog. His black beard glistened with water beads, and his eyes dazzled like dark diamonds. Muscles covered in ink, chest hair slick with moisture, he called to her desires.

Letting his towel drop to the floor, he got into the bed, beside her. Plush lips caressed her own, full of longing, an irresistible urge never satisfied. They slowly rolled about, his breathing loud and his touch urgent, demanding. Fingers gently tugged her hair as his long tongue slipped inside her mouth. To the melody of Mac DeMarco’s ‘Chamber of Reflection,’ he squeezed her breast, massaged her shoulder, cupped her neck, and deepened their love. He traced the side of her face as they looked into each other’s eyes. He looked at her as if she were the best blessing in his life. His soft lips caressed her once more, and she sighed with relief when he rolled on top of her and nudged her thighs apart.

“I head to Maine in a couple of weeks for a show,” he said between kisses along her neck. “See if you can get off work that Friday and fly out with me. I’ll be back that Sunday night.”

“Really? You want me to go?”

“Hell yeah.” He kissed the tip of her nose, then zoned in on the sensitive curve of her neck once again. She shuddered from his touch, and then the thought of his big, heavy dick sliding along the back of her throat until she practically choked caused a flood between her legs.

“I dream about your dick…” She shimmied beneath him, breaking free, then forced him on his back. Kissing all over his chest, she slowly winded down his body. “I crave your dick… I love your dick…”

“He loves you too, baby. Sloppy top time… I hope you’re hungry. I’ve got a lotta love to give.”

“Baby, I’m famished.” She winked at him.

“I’m here for it.” He groaned in anticipation, slipping his arm behind his head as he bit on his lower lip.

Gliding the head into her mouth, she hummed, then slipped her tongue back and forth along the delicate flesh that stiffened against her oral embrace.

“Fuck… Oh God, baby… Don’t take this… don’t take this the wrong way but your mouth was made for my dick… DAMN… You give the best fuckin’ BJs in the world! SHIT!”

Massaging his shaft with each suck, she worked her way down the mammoth muscle, his hardness a thing of frightening beauty. Just when she had him where she wanted, she slipped out of her pants and mounted him. His eyes closed tight as she screamed and shuddered. The way he filled her up, inch by inch, was a delicious crime. Pressing her palms into his chest, she began to move her body up and down, riding him at a slow pace. His hips began to compress as he fucked her back, riding the wave.

“Did you… Ahhh… shit, you feel so good, baby… Did you get your birth control shot last week? Said you get it every three months, right?” he gasped.

“Of course. It’s taken care of.”

He gripped her waist and forced the last bit of him inside her, ushering a low moan from her very soul. She leaned forward, quaking when he curled his tongue along her taut nipple every time she lunged forward. Craving his lips, she brought her mouth to his. He snaked his hands around her, holding her safe, then bucked up and down as they kissed. Her body bounced to his ministrations. His guttural groans and hard fucking made her orgasm over and over again. The back-to-back climaxes rendered her limp, at his mercy.

“Mmmm! Ride that motherfucker, baby! Gimme this pussy… ALL OF IT. Fuck!” He palmed her ass with both hands, plunging into her so fast and hard, she could feel his presence deep within.

She came again, trembling as he pinned her down upon him. Tucking her face into the arc between his shoulder and neck, the softness of his beard tickled her skin as he ruthlessly took her. She rose up just enough to reach behind her and stroke his balls with a delicate touch. With a gentle squeeze, the man groaned and his back arched. She massaged his balls with a deft hand, going between the two large, manly globes, then fell upon him, sucking his neck and squeezing her pussy along his propelling length. Streams of her essence poured down his shaft and their bodies, slick with sweat, connected in more ways than one.

Lolling her head back, she slipped once more into the path of ecstasy, going into a head-on collision with an orgasm that rendered her speechless. As she came, he reached between their gyrating bodies and stroked her clit. Gutter kept on as tears flowed down her face from the non-stop climaxes. Her body was possessed by the big, fat dick inside of her. He rose up like a vampire from its coffin, intensity in his dark eyes, and sucked hard on her neck, then chased the sting with light kisses. Her climax gripped her over and over as he made love to her like no other. They claimed one another, shouting their pleasure as he released inside her in jerky thrusts. His liquescent heat filled her with each explosive pump.

Time disappeared like a thief in the night, for she had no recollection of falling asleep. When she awoke, the sun was shining, and he was snoring in her bed, gone to the world, a half-smile on his face while still halfway inside her. She had nowhere to go at that moment, so she stayed put, falling asleep again to the sound of his strong heartbeat—a hit record in and of itself. A number one song, platinum soul, and her spirit danced to it each time he exhaled…
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…Several days later

As Promise got off the train and walked toward her apartment building, she felt the vibration of her phone from a missed call and checked the number. The sun was setting, there was a bite in the air, and most of the trees had no leaves.

I can’t believe he called me again…

It had been a long day and speaking to the likes of him was the last thing on her mind. She went on to deliberate on what frozen meal she’d be eating that night. Gutter was supposed to come by but had gotten busy. Some big-name brand clothing store had contacted him about a deal. He seemed fairly excited about it. Television, radio, podcasts, commercial ads, a big chunk of change, and free merchandise. The works.

About ten minutes away from home, her phone rang another time. The prison. Again.

Shit. What the hell does he want? Let me just answer it and get rid of him. If he asks for money, I’ll just say no and hang up.

“Hello?”

“Hey, baby. It’s your father. I ain’t spoke to you since last Christmas, I think.” He laughed, as if that was somehow funny. “I get out in a few months. I’m sure ya mama told you.”

“Yeah.” She approached the crosswalk and waited for the light to change, surrounded by several others.

“How you been?”

“Daddy, what do you want?”

“What you mean, ‘What do I want?’ I’m just calling to check in on you.”

The man had the audacity to have an attitude.

“For what? There’s always a motive with you, and nine times out of ten, that motive is to use somebody up then jump to the next lilypad like your name is Kermit the Frog.”

“What the hell is wrong with you?”

“You’re what’s wrong with me.” She started to cross the street, trying desperately to keep her voice down, but it was damn near impossible with all the noisy traffic around her.

“I don’t give a fuck how old you are, Promise. You don’t talk to me like that. You hear me? ‘What do you want?’” he mocked. “I want to talk to my damn daughter. That’s what I want.”

She finished crossing the street, moved out of the flow of walking traffic, and leaned against a bank building. She brought the phone close to her mouth so her words would be heard loud and clear.

“First of all, I will say whatever the hell I want to say to you.”

“Yo ass ain’t even—”

“I SAID WHAT I SAID! Mama might be scared of you; do everything you tell her to do. Jumping off a bridge will be the next request she fulfills, but I’m not one of yo’ hoes, bitches, doormats, skanks, lames, bimbos, whores, Miss Ann, ratchet hoodrats, or low-self-esteem-having girlfriends that cop you drugs, or send you money for Ramen noodles, honeybuns, and illegal cigarettes.”

“Promise, I don’t know what the hell is causing you to act like this, but I didn’t do it. You get mad when I call you and mad when I don’t. What the hell do you expect me to do?!”

“What you do best. Nothing at all.”

The man burst out laughing, clearly unamused and angry as hell. “If we were face to face, girl, you know damn well you wouldn’t have the nerve to speak to me like this.”

“You’re right. I wouldn’t be speakin’ to you at all.”

“Look, shut up for a minute and let me speak. I need you to do something for me. Can you—”

“I knew it!”

“Fuck it, then. I gotta daughter who’s some angry Black female for no fuckin’ reason, just like most of y’all bitches, and a turncoat, snitch-ass simp of a son who became a cop, knowing I hate the police and all the shit they put me through. You and Westley are on some bullshit!”

“Well, at least we’re on something, right? Soon enough, all you’ll be on is on my nerves, the other end of an ankle monitor, and parole. Bye, Daddy. Don’t call me again.”

Disconnecting the call, she kept on walking…
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


If the Truth Be Known
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“She tried to tell me that you did somethin’ stupid, then got mad when I told her that was what he deserved.”

Promise slammed the refrigerator door shut and placed her coffee creamer on the counter while her brother ranted and raved on speakerphone about his latest encounter with their mother. Once again, she was the topic of angst. Forever the black sheep.

“I don’t know why she takes this personally.” She shrugged. “It’s not like she doesn’t know how things were and how we feel. We’ve both been clear with her. He’s the one who crossed the line. She’s all but admitted he wasn’t a good father, but I think she just doesn’t want us to burn that bridge completely. In case we can repair what’s in the ashes.”

A lump filled her throat as a memory of her consoling her mother after finding out Daddy had gotten sent away yet another time. She’d been a mere child of eight then. “You know how mama is, Westley,” Grabbing a mug with Gutter’s name printed on it in white and gold letters, she poured the hot coffee into it, then added vanilla cream and sugar. She opened a kitchen drawer and removed a silver teaspoon which had been in the family for years. “She is so afraid of everything, never wanting to try anything new, but part of it is due to her own father dying when she was so young.”

“Promise I really don’t know what’s going on inside of Mama’s head half the time. But Dad? Now that’s a guy I understand. Watch. He needs a place to stay. That’s why he’s been calling you.”

“I wouldn’t put it past him.” Dipping the spoon into the coffee, she stirred and stirred until it was just to her liking.

“It’s a fact. He tried that with me the last time he got out after spending all of that time in Lincoln before it closed. I told him I barely had enough room for myself in the place I was at the time, down in Riverdale. You remember. When I stayed in the Bronx.”

“Yeah, I remember your apartment there. You were doing the minimalistic thing before it was fashionable.” He cracked up at her little jab. Making her way to the couch with her coffee, she propped her feet up on the coffee table, and crossed her legs. That first hot sip felt like heaven wrapped in chocolate and tasted like love. “Mmm… This coffee is good.”

“Not better than Abraço. Anyway, Mama will be all right, Promise. You know how she gets. I just hate that whenever she gets him out of her system, he worms his way right back in.”

“Westley, Mama has said nothing about him not wanting to move in with her when he gets out this time around, making me even more certain your theory is true about him wanting to test the waters, to see if he can move in with me. Don’t you find that strange?”

“I know the answer to that, too. He doesn’t want to live with her because he wants to do his dirt in peace. He knows you and I work all the time, so we’d barely be home. Free range to fuck up without interference.”

She shook her head.

“I know why he doesn’t want to be with her, I definitely agree with you, but my thing is this: I am sure Mama feels bad about it, ya know? When I kind of poked at the issue, she said this man told her he wanted to get a job first this time around, so she doesn’t feel like he is living off her again.” She rolled her eyes and sucked her teeth. “What a crock of crap. Mama is acting like she believes it, too, but I know she’s smarter than that.” She sipped on her coffee.

“He’s got his own stuff to work out with mama, but we’re still sitting here with the door half open, basically. We can’t close it completely—he’s getting out of prison soon. Eventually, we’re going to have to deal with him, Promise. I already explained to him it would be bad for me, with his history, and my profession, if he had to move into my apartment for any long period of time. He hates that I’m a cop, anyway. Acts like it was some sort of betrayal. As if I was thinking about his ass when I was in training, going through the police academy. Like I got up every morning doing all of those fitness tests and goin’ through all of that bullshit thinking, ‘Gee, let me keep being on the verge of death from these early morning runs, just so I can stick it to my dad! That’ll teach him.’ Fuck outta here…”

She almost snorted her coffee.

“On top of it all, Promise, I could lose my job if he decides to do something stupid and ropes me into it. I’ve worked too hard. I’m not going to let him mess this up for me.”

“True. I know I’ll have to eventually deal with him, too. Like you said, the door is half open because it’s hard to close it completely when we have Mama badgering us, and him calling. Mama thinks I hate him, but I don’t. I tried to explain this to her. I just don’t care anymore. I’ve given up.” Her shoulders slumped. I have a father, but I don’t. If we never spoke again, my life wouldn’t be any better or worse.

“I feel you. Mama blames everyone but him for his messes. He could hit someone over the head with a 2x4, and she’d say, ‘Well, they shouldn’t have been standing there.’ I think I would’ve respected him more if he’d just been honest. People fuck up and make mistakes all the time. We’re human. We all have weaknesses. We make bad decisions from time to time.”

The coffee began to taste suddenly bitter, the taste lingering on her palate. Her stomach churned as she replayed her brother’s words in her head. We’re human. We all have weaknesses. We make bad decisions from time to time…

“Westley, let me ask you something.”

“Yeah. Make it fast though. I gotta get ready to go in.”

“Oh, second shift today?”

“Yeah, for the whole week. What’s up?”

“If something bad happened, say, ten years ago, and you were dating someone, would you tell them?”

“What kinda vague Dr. Suess riddle Cat in the Hat shit is that, Promise?” He chortled.

“Come on. Play along. This is just hypothetical.”

“Yeah, right…” She could almost see the bastard rolling his eyes.

“Westley, seriously… come on.”

“Fine. I could have sworn you asked me this same question a few months ago when I was over there.”

“I did, but this time, it’s a little different.”

“Well, it depends on what it was that happened and how long I’d been seeing the person, and if we were serious or not. I mean, shit, not everything that has happened to me needs to be discussed, even if I’m with a lady for years. Some stuff you just need to take to the grave. Like that time I put my dick in the vacuum hose when I was eleven and had to go to the hospital.”

Promise burst out laughing, almost making her coffee splash right out the mug. She set the cup down as her face burned with jollity.

“Oh my God, I forgot about that story! Mama hasn’t told it in a long time, and I was too young I guess to remember.”

“Yeah, that’s one of many examples that doesn’t need to be shared with the masses. So, it just really depends. There’s one deciding factor for things like this. At least with me.”

“And what’s that?”

“Impact.”

“Impact?”

“Yup. I would say something if it was somethin’ that might affect the lady I’m dating in some way. Like, if I had my license suspended so many times that I can’t drive, or had an incurable STD, or a child in another state. To me, that might be personal, but those are things that could affect her, so she should know. Me not being able to drive at all would impact how we went out. If I had a disease, that would impact her too for obvious reasons. If I had a kid, same thing. Some shit you just don’t hide. You have to keep it 100.”

She took a deep breath and tightened her robe around her, then closed her eyes.

“Westley, let me call you back tomorrow.”

“All right. You okay? That was kind of abrupt.”

“Yeah, just need to take care of something before I forget, plus I don’t want to hold you any longer since you said you had to go.”

“Okay, that’s cool. Yo, Promise. Light a candle for me.” She forced a smile into the phone.

“I will. Love you.”

“Love you, too.”

She disconnected the call, set the phone down on the coffee table, and tried to get herself together. Yeah, I’ll light that candle tonight for him. One for me, too. I’ve messed up. Big time. I need all the help I can get.

Getting to her feet, she grabbed a lighter and headed to the kitchen to light a coconut lime scented candle.

Westley was well aware of her love of candles, and she’d often burn one when he was on the beat in their very own Gotham City. She worried about her brother, even though he was brave, agile, and fully capable of handling the job. It was other people she didn’t trust. New York City was truly the city that never slept, and this meant that though Westley had plenty of hilarious stories to share of him and his partner dealing with peculiar people from all walks of life, he’d had a brush with danger far too many times for her comfort. A gun shootout, an escaped violent convict from the criminally insane ward, a woman who’d tried to stab him with her heroin needle during apprehension… Life is too short. She headed back to her couch, picked up her phone, and dialed her sweetheart.

“Hey, this is who it is. Leave a message and I’ll get back to you as soon as I can. Keep it Gutter.”

“Hey, Gutter… this is… That’s silly.” She swallowed. “Of course, you know who it is already. I had to stop myself from giving my name. Um,” she looked at the time, “I hope you get this message soon, because I really need to talk to you. It’s important. Call me when you have a few minutes. Thanks. Love you. Bye.”

She placed the phone down on her table and stared at it. It was eerily quiet in her apartment. No outside noise filtered in of people living their lives. The ghosts of the past nipped at her heels. In fact, they’d been harassing her all week, filling her with unease and a mountain of shame. She could barely sleep anymore as her secret ate away at her like a starving rat gnawing on pungent cheese. Tears welled in her eyes, but she quickly blinked them away.

No need feeling sorry for myself. I have to tell him, no matter how much I don’t want to. I’m in love with this man—helplessly in love from the depths of my soul to the top of my crown and back. I love him frontwards, sideways, and backwards. I talk to his mother on the phone frequently, for God’s sake. Gutter and I go out all the time. We ignore the people taking photos, and just focus on each other. He treats me like a queen. Great conversation. Great times together. Great sex. Great romance. Great love. He’s far more spiritual than I could ever imagine, and he cares about people. Behind that tough exterior is a man who feels deeply. He deserves better than this. He deserves the truth. I don’t know if he’ll leave me after this, but I love him enough to allow him to make that choice. I waited too long, but late is better than never. Tonight is the night. It’s the right thing to do…
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“She poured that cut-rate shit into the Tropicana orange juice container, man! She’d been doing it for weeks, and we didn’t even know. Tried to pass it off as the good stuff. Cheap ass. Tasted like orange flavored water. A drop of Tang, mothafucka!” Everyone burst out laughing in the studio as Terry, the producer, cracked jokes from behind the controls. After everyone settled down, the guy motioned to him. “All right, Gutter. Let’s go, my dog.”

Gutter glanced at his phone, ensuring it was turned off before he entered the booth. He’d shut it down half an hour earlier, knowing if he heard it buzz or vibrate, he may be tempted to check it out. He couldn’t afford to be disturbed while laying down the important track for his upcoming album. Placing his headphones on, he rocked back and forth as the music came through the speakers. Three women were standing behind him, ready and primed to assist with background vocals. He knew one of them from a previous joint; the lady had some chops. When it was his time to shine, he took flight, singing the lyrics to the song he knew would be a smash hit.

“That’s it… over and done… Love on the run…” He sang his heart out, the hard electronic beat merging with a jazzy groove with the classic blues undertones he loved. He sang the song twice with the same vigor, then did another take for good measure before Terry insisted on everyone taking a ten-minute break.

“Gutter, that’s good, man. When you get to the ‘love on the run’ chorus with the girls, hold that ‘run’ a little longer. I can hear it clip a little on the end.”

“Okay. Got it.” He removed his headphones and stepped out of the booth to get his hands on something cold to drink from the break area. The place was foggy with weed smoke and the thumping sound of a vicious instrumental track from another of his upcoming songs. Grabbing a bottle of Pepsi from the refrigerator, he pulled out his phone and checked his social media posts, taking note of the likes, comments, and shares. Then, he noticed several missed calls.

“What’s good, man!” DJ Focus approached. The short guy with a curly black beard and intense dark eyes was well known.

“Focus!” Gutter gave the guy a dap, and they embraced in a half-hug. “I haven’t seen you in a while. Heard you on the Breakfast Club, though. I didn’t even know you were in here, man.”

“Yeah, I’m here to lay down a little somethin’ somethin’. Terry called me in to look at a few things tonight. He wanted a second set of eyes and ears, so when he said it was you, I was like, bet.”

“It’s good seein’ you, man.”

“Good seeing you, too. I heard you’ve been doing big things! Like the clothing deal, and some other shit. Doin’ king shit! Your money is getting long, man. Not that I’m counting your ends, just giving credit where credit is due. You deserve it, man.”

“Thanks,” he said, feeling pleased with himself.

“Oh!” Focus started to snap his fingers as if trying to remember something that was right on the tip of his tongue. “Heard that new cut of you with Doja Cat, son! That shit is fire, and the other one with Eminem that’s about to be released. I got the sneak preview. That was tight. I wish I could’ve seen you two live, working on it. Two goats making gold.”

“Thanks, Focus. I heard you’re making moves, too!”

“Just doin’ a little somethin’.” The guy smirked, twirling a toothpick in the corner of his mouth. He then glanced at his watch. “We’re cool on time… A, before I forget, yo, there’s a party later tonight in Midtown. Old-school hip-hop celebration. You should swing through.”

“Awww, man, that sounds great. I’m always up for a good party, especially one where I can talk to some of my idols, but I told my girlfriend I’d spend a little quality time with her tonight after I was finished here.”

A twinkle gathered in DJ Focus’ eyes.

“You a lucky son of a bitch, man. Everybody’s been talking!”

That was the third or fourth time Gutter had heard similar sentiments about his relationship with Promise. At first he figured it was because of her beauty, although she wasn’t one of these video vixens, nor did she have a bunch of plastic surgery to make her look like something she naturally wasn’t. This time, the way the words rolled off Focus’ tongue, and the look on his face, made him pause.

“Everybody’s been talking about what?”

“About you havin’ a bad bitch, man! No disrespect!” Focus raised his hands to stress his point. “I mean, I ain’t got nothing against it ’cause a lot of us, myself included, have dated strippers and shit, but she took it to a whole new level.”

Gutter’s mild confusion turned into piping hot perplexity.

“What are you talking about, man?”

“Four minutes left!” Terry called out over the speakers.

Focus cocked his head to the side, eyes narrowed. Then, realization seemed to hit and he burst out laughing.

“Oh, shit! You really don’t know what I’m talking about? Are you serious, son? Stop playin’.”

“Know what?!”

“Yo girl… the one you posted online and shit… the one people were congratulating you about. Man, she’s a fuckin’ legend. Grade A porn star.”

Gutter stared at him long and hard, then burst out laughing. He’d never heard anything so ridiculous in his whole life.

“No, she isn’t, man. She works for a funeral home. She actually has a—”

“Nah, nah, nah, man.” Focus waved his hands about. “This was way back in the day, my nigga. A large number of underground movies were made in Brooklyn and some of these honeys got a lot of screen time. She went by the name, Maddison St. Claire. I can’t believe I still remember that, but I do.”

Gutter sized up the man, trying to figure out if he was pulling his leg. Regardless, Focus seemed to really believe what he was talking about. Obviously, there’d been a misunderstanding.

“I don’t know who the hell Maddison St. Claire is. I think she’s got a doppelgänger because my girlfriend’s name is Promise. Yeah, I’m aware they use other names, but you’d have to know her, Focus. I doubt she’d be involved in anything like that.”

Focus now regarded him with a mixture of disbelief and pity. He just stood there. Staring at him. He then pulled his phone out and started messing around on it.

“Time to come back!” someone yelled.

“Give us a couple more minutes!” Gutter screamed, ensuring he was heard.

“Damn, I can’t find any videos of her, man, but here are some images. Googled some still shots.”

Gutter took his phone and looked. His heart practically stopped beating in his chest. His temperature ran hot. Then cold. Then hot again. He looked at picture after picture, still screenshots of a woman who looked very much like his Promise. The footage appeared to be of poor quality, definitely not created with the latest technology. He searched the small selection of photos, frantic for proof.

Promise has a birthmark on her left breast… Let me see her breast! He looked for more stills and couldn’t find anything. Until one shot in particular…

One somewhat grainy photo featured ‘Maddison St. Claire’ on her back, long legs spread wide open… and a tiny diamond mark on the left breast. He zoomed in on it, needing to be sure. Afraid to be sure.

Suddenly, he heard a burst of laughter when people came out of a neighboring room.

“Hey, Gutter.” One of the guys looked over his shoulder, cradling the phone. “Ahhhh, yeah! Maddison St. Claire! We were just talking about her, man. Why do you need to look at an old ass picture of her, huh? You got the real McCoy at home!” The guys slapped hands, having a good chuckle. Reveling. Gutter was woozy… then incensed. “Ms. Slob the fuckin’ Knob USA! I probably got some old DVDs of her lyin’ around somewhere. I would beat my meat, choke my chicken to her every night!”

More laughter erupted. The guy seemed high, but all Gutter could feel was the battle raging within him. A thirst for blood surged upward.

Ticking.

Time.

Bomb.

Focus stood beside him, waving his arms around like an airline traffic controller.

“Yo man, don’t do that. That’s his woman. You need to let it go,” he warned.

“Do what? Focus, shut the hell up. I’m just giving him his props. A compliment! I bet she suck yo’ dick like corn on the cob, mothafucka! Y’all doin’ that Jungle Fever shit, huh? How many Black females have you fucked, Gutter? You could have the whole rainbow. Why settle? Get yourself an exotic chick instead. Far less bitchin’.”

Gutter tilted his head, his ears now ringing.

“A man, chill,” someone said.

“Why you lookin’ pissed?! You can’t turn a ho into a housewife, but I feel you on wanting that shit. You rich White mothafuckas love getting some Black ass, don’t you? Becky can’t do it like Quanisha, right? You never had it so good. I hope you can handle all that ass. Tell me, Gutter, just between me and you,” the man’s reddened eyes sported a sleazy gleam, “What’s the pussy like? I bet you could drive a Mack truck up in that thang!”

BOOM!

“Ahhhh! Get off me, man!”

Gutter slammed the bastard up against the wall, over and over as one would while trying to make a piece of paper stick to the fucking surface.

“SHIT!” someone roared.

Rage burnt him to the core. The unleashed beast had leapt from his body and was taking over. Someone just might die that night.

“GUTTER! YO, you gonna kill him, man!”

Perhaps blood was spilling. Who knew? Nothing around him mattered. No one mattered. Nothing was real. His hands kept ringing, hitting, punching, dragging, slamming…

“Shit! What tha fuck y’all doin’?! DO SOMETHING! I can’t get this big mothafucka off him by myself! Don’t just stand there! Help me, man!” a voice he didn’t care to recognize hollered, and it wasn’t long before a number of hands wrapped around his muscles and tugged him with force, dragging him away. The man coughed and spit blood on the floor, the color drained from his face. No one said anything. There was no music. No laughter. No tears. Just silence.

“That’s mad disrespectful! That’s his woman, man! I told you to drop that shit! He didn’t know!” Focus yelled.

Gutter’s heart beating maddeningly inside him, he stormed out the door, letting it shut hard behind him.

“Gutter… GUTTER!”

He kept on moving.

“GUTTER.”

“What?!” He spun around, fists clenched. Focus and another guy, an up-and-coming rapper, approached him. Focus broke away from the young man and came closer, his hands clasped.

“Listen, man… you’re surprised. I get it,” he stated calmly. “I wasn’t tryna do you greasy by bringing it up. I thought you knew. I thought you were just playin’ with me. That’s the kind of thing that would make some of us actually want to date someone like that.”

Gutter shoved his hands in his pockets and looked away. Anywhere but at Focus.

“Now it all makes sense.” He laughed dismally. “Strange comments on Instagram and Tik Tok… other comments talking about how lucky I was… but it was a lot of ’em. Too many. It’s social media.” He shrugged. “I just figured people were being weird again.”

“Gutter, if it’s any consolation, it was just a local thing.”

“What are you talking about? You said she was a porn star, and I saw some of the pics that came up after you typed in her pseudonym.”

“Nah, I mean, yes, she was the shit, but this was an insular thing, man. You still don’t get it. Okay, check it.” He waved his finger about as if about to start a game of Charades. “Remember the bootleg local porn that was big back some years ago? Before Pornhub and all that shit blew up?” Gutter gave him a blank stare. No, it wasn’t Focus’ fault how everything had hit the fan, but he didn’t feel like talking. Listening was hard enough. “Well, anyway, an old head from about nine or ten years ago, I forget what his name was, would get some of the baddest bi—I mean, the baddest chicks, and they’d do these lil flicks, naw-mean? Girls from the BK. He had a photography and videography studio around the way and would sell the movies online and on DVD. Old school, right? And it was just Brooklyn and Manhattan, mainly, I think. That’s why I said it was local. It was like our underground thang, and some guys paid like a membership fee. There was something, I don’t know, sexy I guess you could say about seein’ a girl from your hood on the screen like that. The memory is a little fuzzy for me… long time ago, but I remember her face because she was unique looking. Different. A lot of guys liked her. She had a special energy, too. I know that sounds weird ’cause we’re talking about pussy and ass, but I’m serious.”

Gutter knew exactly what he was talking about. Promise had something special that many other women didn’t possess. It was the way she spoke, moved, carried herself. Her intelligence, her sense of humor, the way she even batted her lashes. The combination of her features—big, beautiful dark brown eyes, full lips, pronounced cheekbones, and naturally arched brows. Even her imperfections—the scars, moles, and freckles—contributed to her gorgeousness. One had to do a double take when she passed by. She wasn’t like a model; she was even better. Unconventional beauty. Her style of clothing, often vintage with a bit of contemporary flare, furthered the charm. And to add, her sensual voice, her fucking presence in his life. She brought exploding colors to the darkest places. She made him feel alive in a way he never dreamed possible. She was captivating without even trying.

She was also an incredible liar who had ripped his heart to shreds.

“Like, all the hood guys knew who the girls were, Gutter, ya know? We couldn’t get these women back then because we were broke. The same girls who paid us dust.” Focus laughed. “But we could dream and pretend, right? With the help of the bootleg movies, we were able to have them—only in our minds, of course. Nothing I say is making this better, is it?”

Gutter shook his head. “I’m sorry I asked.”

The thumping of music drifted from the studio. Business was going on as usual inside. For him, however, time was standing still.

“Look, I don’t know your woman, Gutter. That movie shit was all make-believe. None of that shit was real. I don’t know her story, why she did it, none of that, and I’m not judging her because life comes at us fast, but I’m sorry you had to find out this way.”

“Yeah, me too. I have to go. I can’t work tonight. No way I’m going to be able to concentrate. I’ll be back tomorrow though. Tell Terry I’ll catch him later.”

Focus nodded, and they turned away from each other at the same time. Gutter got in his truck and took a few deep breaths. It was hard to fucking breathe. After a while, he pulled out his phone and saw many missed calls, including two from Promise. When he saw her name on that screen, profound sorrow filled him like he’d never known. Flashes of the way she’d make love to him played in his head over and over.

He’d been with more women than he could count, and yet, the way she kissed him, touched him, fucked him stood out amongst all the others. He’d told her as much. She would make him cum over and over from her head game alone, and he craved her intellectually, sexually, spiritually, emotionally.

And I thought I was going to marry this woman. Even looked at rings and was thinking about popping’ the question soon. I feel like a fucking fool… Sadness consumed him, and he drowned in it. Gripping the steering wheel, he hung his head. It felt heavy, like substantial fruit on a reedy vine. He could barely pull himself together. Make his legs and arms move. When he tried to figure it out in his mind, the reality of the situation, he froze.

How could she do this to me? I thought we could talk about anything. Apparently… not THIS.

He played her voicemail, mumbling a few curses as he deleted it, then tossed his phone on the passenger seat and took off home…
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


Chicken Sandwich Comes Home to Roost
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A few hours later…

“But that’s just the thing, I can’t get a hold of him. He told me he was going to the studio tonight, then coming by to see me, but I’m sure that studio time ended hours ago,” Promise explained to Aria. “It’s not like him. I told him I needed to speak to him, too. That it was important. This is so strange.”

“Speak to him about what?” Aria yawned, no doubt ready to fall back to sleep. She wished she could get some shuteye herself. “Maybe you scared him with all the ‘serious talk’ stuff. He probably thinks you want to bring up moving in together or getting married.”

“Aria, that’s not what I wanted to discuss. My private conversations with him have no relevance to this particular conversation. Why can’t you stay focused?!” Frustration reared its head.

“Well shit, if he was supposed to come over there, and you said speaking to him was so important, don’t blame me for being curious as to why. Private conversations… What are you? ADT home security now? Girl, relax. He probably was in there real late and went home to rest. Like what normal people do right about now. Hint hint. Why are you so jumpy tonight? Go to bed!”

“I’m not jumpy. Just worried.” She could feel a headache coming on.

“Are you constipated again? You know how you get when you’re all backed up. Eat some fiber.”

“Aria, bye. Go back to sleep. You’ve been useless. Damn.”

Promise dismissed herself from the phone call and hung up. She glanced at the time. It was nearly four in the morning. She had to be at work by nine. She hadn’t gotten a wink of sleep.

Even when he can’t talk to me, he always texts back.

Picking up her phone, she arranged an Uber ride to his place. Something just doesn’t feel right… Putting on a mint green jogging suit sweater and matching pants, and white Puma sneakers, she grabbed her phone, jacket, and purse, and headed out the door. Half an hour, two more unanswered calls, and various text messages later, she found herself speaking to the Hispanic doorman. She now knew his name was Raul, and she’d seen him so many times they were now on a first name basis. She forced a smile, gathering her wits about her.

“Hello, Promise,” he greeted cheerfully. “Awfully early for you to be here.”

“Raul, do you ever take time off? No matter what time of day or night I come, you’re here,” she teased.

“I take days off, but I do work a lot. I enjoy it.” She nodded in understanding. Without a need to explain, he slid his phone out of his pocket as he always did and called Gutter’s line. She waited in anticipation, certain that he, too, wouldn’t get an answer.

Her heart sank when he did.

“Hello, Mr. Rayden. Your lady love, Promise Bradford, is here to see you… Mmmm hmmm… Okay…Yes, I see… Yes… I will tell her… You too, thank you…”

“Ms. Bradford, Zake said he wasn’t expecting you, but you can come inside. Right this way.” She followed Raul inside, through the lobby and to the elevator. They said their goodbyes and she went up to his floor, heading down the hall as she’d done many times before. A sense of dread washed over her as she kept her pace slow. Her limbs felt heavy, as though covered in wet cement.

At last, she reached his door and rang the bell. After waiting for what felt like an eternity, he opened the door, clad in a long black robe and pajama pants. With his tattooed chest exposed, he looked beautiful. He didn’t say anything for the longest time. He just stared at her, practically through her, as if she were invisible.

“Come in,” he finally uttered, a grim expression on his face as he locked the door behind her.

She placed her purse down on his hall table.

“Hey, what’s up? I’ve been trying to reach you.” Her heels crushed the invisible eggshells.

“Yup. I know.” He made his way into his large kitchen and retrieved a bottle of red wine from the refrigerator as ‘Space Song,’ by Beach House played on low.

“Are you okay? You’re acting strange.”

“I need something to drink. I need an entire cellar right about now.” He snatched a glass out of a cabinet and set it down on the counter.

“Isn’t it kind of late, well, early to drink?”

“I don’t know, Maddison St. Claire. Is it?”

Every bone inside her body turned to mush and her legs buckled. Pulling the cork out the flask, he ignored the glass and drank from the bottle. His eyes darkened as he watched her. She leaned against the wall, feeling dizzy.

“Gutter, I was going to tell you,” she managed to squeak out.

“Really?” He laughed, the sound, a dark, malicious chuckle. The kind that stuck with you long after you heard it. “You had a million and one chances to tell me this shit. Weeks! Months! I poured my fuckin’ heart out to you, multiple times. I told you shit nobody else knows, and you kept some shit like this from me. Fuck outta here.”

Neither said anything for a long while. He kept drinking. She kept crying inside. How long before the dam broke, and her pain burst through, flooding everywhere and soaking them to the core?

“Zake, I didn’t know how to tell you. It’s not something… it’s not something you just tell everyone. I know you can understand that! I was wrong to not tell you, regardless. I know that. I kept putting it off because I figured we weren’t officially together for a while, so why risk that? Then everything changed. I fell in love with you, but it was too late. I was in too deep. I knew things had gone too far. I didn’t know what to do!” Her nerves frayed, tattered on the ends, draped in layers of despair. She stood at Fate’s door, begging for a lenient punishment. “I don’t tell everyone I’ve dated about this. It—”

“You keep saying everyone. I’m not everyone!” He slammed the now empty bottle onto the counter, making her jump. It was a wonder it didn’t shatter. “Do you have any idea what people can try to do with this type of information? Opportunists, haters, bitter exes, and so many more could have a field day. I found out at the studio, of all places. My place of business. Got into a fuckin’ fight over this shit! I’ve been told the situation is going to be kept under wraps, but who the hell knows? You sure can’t trust anyone nowadays… can you, Promise?” He sucked his teeth and snarled at her.

She felt two inches tall.

“Please, let me explain, Gutter.”

“There isn’t shit you can say to me.” He threw up his hands and took a step back—as if she had a contagious disease that could spread from the mere sight of her. “I’ve been totally blindsided. You made me look like a fool!”

“I was afraid to tell you! Look, Gutter, this isn’t recent. It was a long time ago, so I was hoping it didn’t matter anymore because—”

“I don’t give a shit if it happened five hundred fuckin’ years ago, B.C. That’s not something you hide from someone you supposedly love.”

“I do love you! That’s why I was scared to tell you.”

“You don’t love me. You don’t give uh shit about me.” He grabbed the bottle from the counter as if he hated it, too, and tried to catch the few remaining drops in it.

“I do love you, Zake.” A tear streamed down her cheek, then another. She took a step towards him, but the look in his eyes let her know to pause.

“You know everything about me, Promise. I don’t have any secrets squirreled away from you. Including the shit I find humiliating, stuff I didn’t want to disclose from years ago. I felt like you had the right to know it because we’re together, and you should have all the information—the full picture, even if I am not the same man I was back then. I can’t pin what I did on anyone else. I took ownership of it all, and I was truthful. I never wanted to take the chance of you hearing any of those things from someone else. You got it right from the horse’s mouth. To tell all of my business like that is so outta the norm for me, that’s not my style, but I trusted you. Biggest mistake of my life.”

Her eyes itched, and her stomach knotted. The look in his eyes was nothing short of pure hatred.

“I just can’t believe this.” He waved the bottle around as he looked her up and down. “Told you everything. My criminal record, my issues at home, even how depressed I was after one of my good friends died twelve years ago. Full of self-blame during one of the darkest periods of my life. My songwriting reflected my pain. I even mentioned the time I had taken some pills when I was fourteen, because of my mother…” His chin trembled. “Nobody but you knows it wasn’t an accident. I really tried to take myself outta here. Fourteen fuckin’ years old and wanting to die.” She sniffed, her runny nose now getting the better of her. “But all you could do this entire time was lie to me.”

He shook his head, then leaned against the kitchen counter, staring at the floor.

“Zake, I didn’t lie to you. I was—”

“Omission of the truth is still a lie, so don’t play these silly ass semantic games with me.” He grabbed a beer and started to gulp that down, too. “All those comments online that went like, ‘You’re so lucky!’, ‘She’s a real one!’, ‘Maddison Square Garden. LOL.’ Now I understand that shit. You saw those comments, too. I even had someone hit me up with something like, ‘Face of an angel, body of a succubus demon.’ I remember reading you the comment, giving you the ‘WTF’ face, and all you offered was a laugh, pretending to be as confused as I was.

She took the hem of her jacket in her fist and balled up the material.

“I’m sorry.” She sobbed.

“Yeah? I’m fuckin’ sorry, too. Sorry I ever met you.”

She looked away, hearing him gulp away his disappointment and disgust with her. The clank of a bottle hitting the inside of a trash can jarred her, but she kept her head down until she was brave enough to face him again.

“This is why I didn’t want to tell you, Zake. You see how disgusted you are now that you know what I did?! I was wrong for keeping this from you, but you’d hate me all the same!” She made her way to the front door.

“Hold up, are you fuckin’ serious?”

She paused and turned, confused.

“You think I’m pissed off because you got paid to fuck on camera? You can’t be that fucking crazy, Promise. I’m pissed because you weren’t honest with me!”

“You expect me to believe that’s the only reason you’re mad? No way! I’ve seen that look before. You could never separate the woman I am now with my past. And you know what, Zake? I can’t say I blame you. You’re Gutter. Wouldn’t want to hitch your wagon to a whore, right?!”

“You’re wrong about all of this shit. You. Betrayed. Me. You didn’t trust me enough, after all we’ve done together, to put your pride aside and be upfront with me.” His face was so rigid, so immovable. “I told you already that I’ve dated all kinds of women, including a few who worked in the sex industry.”

“But you’d never gotten serious about them! You never fell in love with them!”

He drew quiet, no doubt realizing she was right.

“That’s true, Promise. But falling in love isn’t planned, or something that can be prevented. It happens organically. If it wouldn’t have stopped me from dating you, and that’s a fucking fact, then why in the hell would it have stopped me from falling in love with you? I would’ve still wanted you… still loved you, still been obsessed with you. You think I don’t know the difference between being paid to fuck on camera and being in love?! Like I’m so stupid that I can’t understand people can very easily separate the two? It’s fucked up that you are not getting what I’m saying to you. You are projecting your own shit onto me. The fact of the matter is, you put me in a bad spot because people can say and do things with that kind of information, twist it all up, make false accusations and claims, say stupid shit like I promote rape culture, have no respect for women. A bunch of bullshit I then have to deal with. It’s best to know in advance what’s going on.”

“Right, so you can protect your image.”

“No, Promise. If the fucking former President of the United States can marry a Russian immigrant whose tits have been plastered all over the internet, and guys in my camp are having babies with strippers, and one of the most prolific comedians of our time is married to a woman whose former boyfriend was a huge drug dealer, and recording artists are doing red carpet walks with chicks who were just on the ho stroll, do you really think I give a shit about you shooting a few low budget naked movies back in the day?!” Her face flushed. “That’s YOU who cares, Promise!” he yelled.

“I don’t give a shit how many men you’ve fucked and sucked! I only care about what you’ve done with me, how you feel about me, and what you can do to enhance and better my life!” He pointed at his heart. “I’m not what you’re used to, and you should know me better than that by now! It’s the music industry! I don’t sing Christian rock, Spiritual or Gospel music! I sing about sex, drugs, and rock ’nd roll! I sing about pain, losing control, one’s soul being crushed from the pressure of the world, and falling in love so deeply, it turns men to mice, makes us physically ill. I’m in a lane of my own. That’s why one day I can work with Shy Carter, and the next, Jay Z. I have Black fans, White fans, Indian fans, you name it. Young and old. Rich and poor. Christian, Jewish, Muslim and Atheist. I don’t make choices based on what someone else thinks I should be doing or feeling. This is MY life, and I chose YOU.

“I’m an entertainer. There’s no off time from being a celebrity. I can’t walk out on the street without being spotted, you know this. You’re with me half the time now too when it happens, and anyone who would dare to step to me with some bullshit about my woman that is none of their fucking business would get fucked up. My name is Gutter for a reason. That’s EXACTLY what happened last night. Some rude shit was said by a motherfucker I didn’t even know. He ended up on the floor. I woke up and chose violence.”

“This is… this is so fucked up.” She shook her head. The ball of yarn had unraveled. The snowball was going downhill, gaining traction. “I wish you had not found out that way. I’m sorry you got into a fight over me. This is a disaster.” She rubbed her forehead, trembling. “I know you won’t believe me, but that’s what I had been calling about last night. I was going to tell you. I tried to tell you a few times before but chickened out. I had a bad feeling. A sense of urgency. Looks like I was right, but I was still too late.”

“…Protect my image,” he repeated her words from earlier and rolled his eyes. “What sense does that make, huh? I can handle my own shit, but I need to be informed. Protect me from WHAT?!” He kicked the trash can, and it toppled over as he raged. “No… I should have known about the movies because people talk slick, and they’re ruthless. I would never let anyone disrespect you. Not in a million years. This was never about my image, and for my own protection. It has everything to do with being the man and boyfriend I am supposed to be, so I could protect the woman I love. YOU.” She tried to shut her eyes to stop the tears, to no avail. “Please leave.”

“Gutter…”

“Go.”

She slowly turned away from him, her heart and soul shattering. Tears fell freely now. She chanced a glance over her shoulder but he gave her his back. Wrapping her hand around the doorknob, she opened the door and walked out. When she heard the locks turning, something inside of her died, and she felt the worst pain within—a tightness in her chest, sending her gasping for the next breath. Not a heart attack, but the workings of a breaking heart…
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…Three days later

“Come on in here. Let’s eat. Stop cryin’,” Westley urged, clad in his police uniform. He took her by the arm and led her into the Red Rooster restaurant on Lenox Avenue, one of his favorite spots.

Promise was being forced into this. For two days and nights, she licked her wounds by sleeping as soon as she got off work, going through the motions and ignoring calls. Westley wasn’t having it. He popped over and demanded she get cleaned up and dressed. As she reluctantly did so, he washed her dishes that had piled up in the sink, mainly wine glasses, and tried to pry the troublesome truth from her. She said little to the man, but it didn’t deter him. He was like a persistent fruit fly, and she an overly ripe banana. There was no way out. Once they were seated inside, he made her look at the menu.

“Come on, open it.” She huffed, then did as told. “Get the chicken sandwich, Promise. It’s good.”

“I don’t want any chicken. I’m not hungry.”

He slapped his menu on the table and glared at her.

“Look at you, all mopey. Droopy faced. You got dark circles under your eyes. Promise, tighten up, with your raccoon lookin’ ass.” She grimaced. “Usually, you don’t act like this over men. Easy come, easy go for my sister.” He chortled.

“I didn’t say I was upset about a man.”

He clasped his hands on the table. “What else would this shit be about? Niggadamus can see clearly this is about that big mountain man lookin’ songbird, guitar playin’ mothafucka, Gutter.”

She picked up the menu and pretended to read it.

“What’d he do? Cheat?” He sipped from his glass of water.

“Westley… come on. I appreciate the gesture, but I’m tired. Just… just take me home, please.”

“So now you’ve gone from a raccoon to a mole. Digging dark holes to jump in. It’s not gonna happen. You had it so dark in your apartment, it looked like a damn haunted house. Boooo! Mothafucka! You might be used to that creepy shit though due to your job. I see enough freaky stuff after hours my damn self, but I’m not returning you to your self-made depression tomb until we eat and talk. I’ve been trying to reach you for days. No call back. I called a couple of your friends too, one of whom was paranoid, telling me weed is legal now, so I, as the police, shouldn’t even be calling her. All of this was said before I even had the chance to say hello.”

Her lips curled a little at that. “Must’ve been Joycelyn.”

“Of course. Your weed head friend who works at the sauna. She looks high naturally. Goofy ass. Anyway,” he said, perusing his menu. “What happened, Promise?”

She hesitated. What could she say? Her peace was gone, her hope locked away.

“I tell you what. I’m going to the bathroom. When I return, I expect you to talk.” He got up and left.

She had no appetite for anything other than the taste of dread, and her eyes were swollen from crying so much. She was sick of herself. Loathed how Zake had turned her inside out. One hundred percent lovesick—she’d tested positive for it. A face full of makeup at work kept questions at bay as she tried her best to get through her work day. She’d blamed the allergies for her puffy eyes, a condition she didn’t have but it sounded convincing enough. At the end of the day, she crawled under the sheets and wallowed in the darkness. Now, she’d been forced out into the light. A cold slab of Earth beneath her form would be far more comfortable than the skin she was in.

“All right, I’m back,” her brother announced, his face all twisted up. “Whew! Somebody blew the damn bathroom up. They were in there shitting their brains out. Smells like somebody died up in that joint! I could barely take a piss without vomiting. Mothafucka just sitting there in the stall, like all was well, making a bunch of Jabba the Hutt noises.”

Just as she was about to concoct the perfect lie to skateboard away from her brother’s inquisition, a waitress approached and took their orders.

She got the chicken sandwich after all but had no plans to eat it. Certainly, he would wolf it down on her behalf.

“What’s up?” He leaned forward, making it clear he hadn’t forgotten where they’d left off. For a split second, he reminded her of the boy who’d held and hugged her in times of distress.

“I’m going to come clean.” She closed her eyes and took a deep breath.

“Come clean? Did you cheat on him?”

“No.” She took another inhale, then exhaled, fighting tears all the way. “Westley, remember when I divorced Trevor and stopped talking to everyone for a little while?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, it… Jesus.” She brought her hands to her face and sobbed.

“Come on now, Promise.” She could hear him get up from his seat, come around to her side, and sit right next to her. Then, his arm came around her, holding her tight. After a few moments, she dabbed at her eyes and sat straight. “I’m fine. No more crying.” She took a sip of water and turned toward him. “I had saved up a lot of money for nursing school. Mama had given me some, too. What she could afford.”

“Yeah, I remember. You worked like three jobs tryna get that money to attend.”

“Yes, so, the first couple of years were fine, but then, the third year, Trevor took a bunch of money out of the account, my school money, and blew it.”

“What?!”

She nodded, took another breath, and continued. “He used it for some scam someone pulled on him! Thousands of dollars—gone! Trying to flip it. He got played, didn’t tell me first, and we were in dire straits. I needed money, and I needed it fast. I couldn’t get enough from a loan, and I had expenses. Trevor didn’t make much money working at the airport to fill in the gaps. I was trying to figure out what to do, and then, one day, while getting off the train, I was approached by this guy. He made movies. Adult movies.”

Westley’s complexion washed out as soon as the words left her mouth.

He reached across the table for his water and sipped some. “Go on.”

“He handed me his card, and I took it home. We were about to be evicted from our apartment. Again. I didn’t tell anyone. No one could help me so what would’ve been the point? We were all broke.” She shrugged. “I told Trevor about it, like a joke, ya know? Like, this guy makes dirty flicks and told me I could make $900 per movie, sometimes more, and they’re shot within a two-to-three-hour window. I thought he’d laugh it off or be like, ‘Hell no.’ Instead… instead, he wanted me to do it. He said we could use the money, and it was just fake stuff. There was no love or relationship involved. We got into a big fight about it, and he dropped it.

“Then, another month passed, and we were put out of our apartment, living with his sister, and I got a notice that if I didn’t pay for school soon, I couldn’t complete the year.” Her stomach churned with nausea. “Mama had been in and out of the hospital for her back at that time and could barely afford what she needed, especially with Dad in prison. You were in school, too, and working, as well as dealing with your ex’s crap. It just became too much. My friends were no better off financially. So, I dug up that card… and called.”

Westley took a deep sigh and it was obvious he was finding it hard to look at her. Not that she expected anything different.

“The first movie was the worst. These aren’t things you discuss with your brother. I’ll spare you the details, but I was sick afterwards. When the shoot was over, I became literally ill. Throwing up. The shakes. Not because it was sex… Sex is normal. It’s beautiful to me, especially when done with the right intentions. I’m comfortable with my body, with human anatomy, but this was different. I didn’t really wanna be there…” She wrapped her fingers around her glass and tapped on it. “I didn’t know this man I was performing with, and he didn’t know me. I was married. I loved my husband, and yet, he was okay with this. He encouraged it.

“Never before had I felt ashamed of a sexual act, or anything I’d done regarding my own sexuality until that day.” She batted away tears, determined to stop crying. “And I’m not even anti-porn. What I’m against is women and men feeling forced to do it. Regardless of all of that, apparently, I’m a good actress though.” She shrugged. “Because that first movie of mine was a hit. So much so, the guy told me he wanted me again and offered extra money. Doing one movie I thought would be enough. That was the plan, to help us get out of our situation, but that one time turned into two, then three, then four… and on and on it went until I was making so much money, I was able to pay for the rest of my nursing classes well in advance, including books and supplies. I was never comfortable with it, though. It made me feel… dirty.”

Westley ran his hand soothingly across her back. She could see on his face it was taking all of him to keep quiet. To not say what was really on his mind, and in his heart.

“What was that punk ass husband of yours doing all of that time?”

“I came to him often, wanting to stop. He always said, ‘Just one or two more, and we’ll be set.’ But it was never enough. He became greedier and greedier.”

“He was a fucking pimp. If I ever see that mothafucka again, Promise, I’m going to beat the shit outta him.”

She patted his leg and shook her head.

“He’s not worth it, Westley. It was a long time ago. Besides, I could have said no. I was in too deep. Then, it was nearing time to graduate. I knew I was doing my last movie. Again, sparing you the details, I did it, and cleaned myself so hard afterwards, I had fabric burns from the washcloth. Nothing mattered anymore, though. My marriage was falling apart. I hated my husband, and he couldn’t understand why. I felt weak when I looked at him. Fearful.” Like Mama… “Unprovided for, and unprotected. He had no remorse. In fact, he bought a car and showed it off, wore all the latest fashions with the money I made while lying on my back, being fucked by random men who laughed about me once we were off the set.” Her voice trembled. “They got a badge of honor, a high-five…

“I was labeled a ho. I wasn’t a ho, Westley! I promise.” He held her in his arms. “I was a woman. A daughter. A sister. A friend. I had a name, and it wasn’t Maddison St. Claire. It was Promise… because Mama promised Daddy another baby. My marriage, though, was over. I told Trevor he could keep all that shit—the clothes, the jewelry, but I wanted out. I didn’t love him anymore because if he could let me do that for almost two years, seeing how it was tearing me apart, he obviously didn’t love me, either.”

Their food arrived, and oddly enough, the aroma made her want to take a nibble.

“Mmmm… this is good.”

Westley grinned. “I told you.”

They sat there side by side, eating for a while.

“So, that’s how you paid for nursing school, and the reason your marriage ended, but why have you been so upset lately and avoiding people?” he asked after chasing a mouthful of food with a gulp of soda.

“Gutter found out.”

“Just now?”

“Yes.”

“Why didn’t you tell him earlier, Promise? Why in the hell would you keep something like that from him?”

“Westley, I don’t need a lecture. You’re a hundred percent right. I should’ve told him and now, I have paid the ultimate price and lost him.”

“Right, because he’s a celebrity and he posted pics of y’all, and you left him in a bad spot.” She spun around and glared at him. “Look, I know you don’t want a sermon, but I’m surprised at you, Promise. That doesn’t sound like something you’d do, keep information like that.”

“I don’t sound like the kinda girl who would do porn movies, either… and yet, here the fuck we are.” She laughed mirthlessly, hating every moment of her life right then.

“Good point, but you know what I mean.”

“Oh, but it doesn’t end there though. Let’s back up for a second. I loved my nursing job, and abruptly quit. You know why?”

“Let me guess. Someone found out about the movies.”

“Yup, but not only that, they lied and said I had solicited a patient, and a doctor, to perform one with me. I never knew who made the allegations, Westley, but I had my suspicions. Things got dicey at work. I was under investigation, so it all ended up being for nothin’. Did the movies to pay for nursing school and now, I had to leave because of the damn movies.” She took another bite of the sandwich, feeling more angry than sad.

“I’m done bullshittin’. I was wondering when you were going to tell me.”

“What?”

“Promise, I heard rumors about the movies, all right, but it was waaaaay after the fact.”

Her face felt like it had cracked and dropped to the floor, shattering into a million pieces.

“You’ve known all this time?”

He rolled his eyes, looking embarrassed. “No. I didn’t know for sure, but I had convinced myself it wasn’t true. They say we all have lookalikes. I had a couple friends tell me, ‘Yo, your sister looks like this one chick from this movie.’ I told them it wasn’t you, but inside, I was never sure. That was around the same time you’d gotten married and told me to stop trying to boss you around. You knew I didn’t care for Trevor, Dad was back in prison again, Mama was having issues, I was swamped with work and back and forth in court with my crazy ex-girlfriend… It was the only time in our relationship when we weren’t talking much. After your divorce, we reconnected. It was both of our faults for drifting apart. We’re friends, not just sister and brother. I vowed to myself that I’d never let anything, or anyone, come between us again.”

She took his hand and squeezed.

“You love him,” he said after a while.

“Yeah.” She pushed her half-eaten sandwich aside and sniffed.

“When’s the last time you spoke to him?”

“Three days ago.”

“Just give him a little time, Promise. He really cares about you. This isn’t going to keep him away.”

“How do you know? He was pretty pissed off. Rightfully so…”

“Because he and I talked when he was at your apartment for your promotion bash.” That piqued her curiosity. “He pulled me aside and told me he loves you, that you talk about me all the time, and he wanted to formally introduce himself because he planned on staying around for a long time.”

Hope welled within her chest.

“He loves you, Promise. Like I said, just give him some space. You two need to talk. He’ll come around.”

“You like him, don’t you?”

“Yeah. From what I’ve seen and observed, I definitely do.”

She pulled her plate back towards her and started munching on the tender chicken sandwich again.

“I’m surprised you haven’t made one snide remark about him being White.” She smirked.

“I thought about it.” He shrugged, then laughed. “But I’ve seen you date pretty much all brothas, and more times than not, they did you greasy. There are good and bad men in all races. I’ve been on the force long enough to know that shit is true. Evil comes in all shades. Besides, blood comes before my camaraderie with a man just because we’re the same sex and race. At the end of the day, not all skin-folk is kinfolk.” She nodded, definitely agreeing with him. “I want you to be happy, and if that happiness comes in the form of a man who doesn’t look like me or our father, I can put any prejudices aside and just look at him as a person. One who’s going to treat my sister right—because as sarcastic and hard-headed as you are, you deserve nothing but the best.”

“I think that was a compliment.” She chuckled, curling up closer to him as she slurped the last of her water through the straw. After a few moments, she felt a wave of sadness return. He knew her so well, for he gently pulled her arm and forced her to look at him.

“It’s going to be okay, Promise.”

“I miss him. I know it’s only been three days, but with our future in the balance like this, I feel… empty. I feel weak for missing him… wanting him. But I do. Not a day goes by when he and I didn’t talk, even if the conversation was only five minutes long. I’ve never loved a man like I love him, Westley. He stole my heart… It’s gone.” The tears stung her eyes again, and she found herself holding tighter to her big brother. She could hear the crackle of his radio, smell his cologne, and feel the slight bulkiness of his bulletproof vest.

“You are afraid of being afraid.”

How profound. He patted her shoulder, then kissed the top of her head. She let the tears keep falling this time and didn’t wipe them away. Years of trauma, frustration, and pain came to the forefront.

“You are afraid of being like Mama,” he added.

She nodded in agreement. Mama was always afraid of new things, new people, and new places, and it frustrated her so.

“You know, you’re not alone, Promise. I’ve always been afraid of being like our father. Not his addiction to runnin’ the streets, but the way he treats women.” She lifted her head and looked at him. His eyes sheened over, and her heart broke. “I never want to get married. Scared I’ll fuck it up.” She’d never heard Westley admit such a thing, but it made sense. He seemed to run from commitment as if it were the walking dead, and he was the lone survivor.

“Not everyone is meant to get married, but you were definitely made to be in love and have a positive, healthy relationship.” She kissed his cheek.

He smiled woefully, as if not fully convinced. Soon they were laughing, cracking jokes at each other’s expense, ordering dessert, and talking about other things going on in the world. In that moment, she felt okay again. When he drove her back home and she was alone, the pain would return, but right then, Westley was doing what he always did, and what she at times did for him: being a haven. A bandage for an emotional wound, a salve for a troubled spirit. Her brother became the human safety net—a hug to be had, a smile to be granted, and brotherly love—the kind she wouldn’t trade for the world.

[image: Image No. 58]


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


No, I’m Not Okay…

[image: Chapter 23 Image]

The road to hell is paved with good intentions. Gutter felt as if he’d been living in the bowels of Hell, and those intentions didn’t make the scorching hot journey any less miserable and maddening. Nevertheless, like most disappointments in his life, he decided to wear a mask, to hide his hurt behind the music, reel that rage into the next hit song.

He sat on a rickety chair listening to tune after tune playing from his father’s radio in the man’s big kitchen where, before him, hung the calendar still featuring last month’s best laid plans. ‘Bridge over Troubled Waters’ by Simon and Garfunkel came on the air. How apt.

Taking a swig of his beer, he suddenly admitted that drowning his sorrows in more alcohol wasn’t the answer. His lingering thoughts were like old, skunk liquor, antagonizing him and making him drunk with obsessive contemplations of her, and all the words he wanted to say were somehow stuck within him, sewn together with dried blood and pulsing pain. Don’t speak of it.

He pushed his worries aside while in the company of his father, but he’d return to his feelings of misery soon enough.

Dad’s kitchen smelled like spaghetti, juicy beef meatballs and fragrant garlic bread—the ingredients of the lunch he was making. The aroma competed with the stench of defeat within him. Almost covered it like dirt over a grave. He, Gutter the giant, had been taken down by this fucked up shit called love. Love’s name was Promise… but Promise was now invisible.

Invisible yet oh so real.

Like God.

He ran his bruised and cut hand over his face, the sting from the abrasions along his knuckles fresh and tender. He’d scrubbed Jenny’s bedroom of the dried paint he’d found on the walls, did her dishes, and fixed a broken door, when a couple rusted nails at the bottom tore into his flesh.

“Glad you made it back from Maine okay. When’s the next tour?” Dad asked as he set the big spoon down onto the counter, adjusted his shirt over his beer gut, and sat down across from him. The faded navy-blue tattoo of a fire hat on his forearm was hard to see through a forest of hair and freckles. It had been there as long as he could remember. Probably before he’d even been born.

“I don’t know yet. Will has some dates, but who knows?” He shrugged, “We’ll see. My new album comes out soon. I’m focused on that right now.”

“That’s good. I know you’ve been working hard on it. How’d your mother’s doctor’s appointment go this morning?”

“I guess it was all right. Same ol’. First, it’s the questions. Then, the exam. Weight check. Jenny laughs and smiles even though she feels like shit. More pain medication. Offers for psychological therapy that she doesn’t accept. She doesn’t see the point. We sometimes stop ’nd get coffee or pick up some food on the way back to her house. She hugs me, kisses my face… I hate that. I kinda love it, too. She smells like perfume from the 1990s, the cheap shit that was always in the front of the store for five bucks, but I now like it. Sort of. It reminds me of her and smells better than cancer. Yeah, cancer has a smell. I make a joke about that cheap perfume to her, or something else, like how messy she is, or how she’s stuck in the 1980s from the way she dresses. I call her a hippie. She laughs. After I leave, she sometimes calls me in the middle of the night cryin’. I say nothin’. Just listen. Different day. Same prayers. All the emotions.”

Dad sighed loudly and grunted.

“Owen called me. He was drunk.” He coughed into his hand, then rearranged some papers that were lying around on the table.

“And said what?”

“That he was gonna press charges on ya for kicking’ his ass. Said he lost a tooth.”

“He’s lying. Not about losing the tooth, but he’s not calling anyone. I told him exactly what would happen if he did. He doesn’t want this smoke. That pussy isn’t going to do shit. That’s his way of trying to scare someone.”

“I told him to not call my damn phone again, or I’d be visiting’ him too. Bum knee and all.”

“Dad, he beat her ass, so, I beat his. Plain and simple. I took pictures of her, and her doctor knows about it now, too. He’s pissed because she got a lawyer, started the divorce paperwork, moved out, and got a new number. He tried to come up to the school one day and got escorted off the property by security. She doesn’t go to her car without having someone with her, and I told her I didn’t want her going out by herself for a while, either.”

Dad nodded in agreement.

“He probably doesn’t even remember he called, inebriated as he was. He knows he’ll end up in worse shape than he is already. If I didn’t have a bum knee, I woulda joined ya.” Dad smirked. “I would’ve loved to have seen the look on his face while you were giving him what for. Hitting on my little girl… Piece of shit.” Dad’s blue eyes darkened. “You okay? You’re quieter than usual.”

“Nah, I’m not okay. I thought about saying that I was, but I don’t want to lie to ya. I’m having a problem.” He picked up one of the magazines on the table, an old Playboy, and began to roll it up as if in preparation to whack a fly.

“Yeah? What is it?”

“My love life. It went from amazing to crap within seconds. My girlfriend lied to me about something important.” He paused, swallowing past a lump in his throat. “I haven’t spoken to her in almost two weeks. Maybe it’s my ego that won’t let me at this point, I don’t know,” he shrugged, “but I’m kinda hurtin’ here.”

Dad regarded him with a raised brow.

“Do you want some advice, or you just wanna vent?”

Leaning back in the chair, Gutter rocked back and forth.

“I guess advice.”

“Well, what did she lie about?”

“Some shit she did a long time ago. I wasn’t on the scene. We weren’t together. It’s not what she did that got me all pissed. It’s that she kept it from me, didn’t trust me enough to tell me when she had plenty of chances, and put me in a bad predicament career-wise.”

“I need to know what she did, Zake, if you want good advice.”

The man sometimes had a way of saying shit he didn’t like, but if it was the truth, he was cool with it.

“She made some adult movies…People I know have seen them.”

Dad drummed his fingers on the table, as if mulling that tidbit.

“I don’t know Promise. Only met her that one time. She seemed like a nice girl. Nice girls do things they shouldn’t sometimes, Zake. She’s human.”

“I’m not mad about what she did. I already said that.”

“You are mad about it, and until you get honest with yourself about that, this is gonna be even harder for you to deal with.”

Gutter clasped his hands and stared at the floor.

“I used to look at porn all the time. I liked it. I’ve dated women who were in one way or another involved in things like that. It didn’t bother me, so I’m telling you it’s not that. For real.”

“It’s not the same. You didn’t love them.”

“Now you sound like her. That’s what she said.”

“And she was right. It’s one thing to look at the pussy, tits, and ass of someone else’s girlfriend, wife, daughter, sister on a screen, right? It’s quite another when that pussy, tits, and ass belong to someone we care about. You don’t want to share her, but it’s too late. You’re sharin’, involuntarily of course, and it pisses you the hell off.”

“If she’d told me earlier though, I wouldn’t have gotten bent out of shape. That’s the truth. I’m being honest.”

Dad regarded him for a while, then nodded.

“All right, that might be true, Zake, but it still would’ve made you angry. You’re possessive when you love someone, son. You’ve always been that way.”

“What are you talking about?”

“It started with your mother.” He glared at him. “When you were still a baby, for God’s sake, you’d watch me kiss your mother from your crib, and start crying and screaming. You couldn’t stand for anyone else to touch her. Then, when ya got older, if anyone gave Zina a hard time, you’d beat tha living shit outta ’em. Same thing with Zach. You spent many days in detention for stickin’ your nose in fights that had nothing to do with you, but involved one of your close friends, or brother and sister. You had this thing about people bullying and individuals touching people that you think belong to you… I don’t know where ya got it from, but it was always there. Your first girlfriend… Forget the girl’s name. Same shit. You were like thirteen, and before I knew it, the damn police were at my door because you beat up a guy who pinched her ass at the skating rink. You practically tore his face off. I had to pay his hospital bills, and you had no remorse. You were completely enraged. It wasn’t a normal response. None of it was.”

“How do you remember all of this pointless shit?”

Dad waved his hands about.

“Your guess is as good as mine. I suppose I squirreled it away, for moments just like this.” ‘Rhiannon,’ by Fleetwood Mac, started to play on the oldies station.

They both sat there, bobbing their heads to the music for a while.

“Zake, you have to ask yourself a few questions.”

“Which are?” He stroked his beard.

“One, is this worth losing her over? Two, does she love you? And three, is she trustworthy? This situation aside.”

Gutter thought about his words.

“I can’t change the past.”

“No, ya can’t, Zake. Today is all we’ve got. We’re not promised even the next minute. We have no right to yesterday. The past is already written. There’s no eraser or time machine to help us out.”

“She’s mine.” His jaw tightened as soon as the words left his mouth. He balled up his fists. “People are saying things… trying to hurt me by talkin’ about her. I want to kill everyone involved. I wasn’t prepared.”

“Well, ya can’t go around killing people. Secondly, I’m not doubting you’re angry that she didn’t tell you sooner. She should have. But I know how you are, Zake.”

“You know how I am? What are you referring to?”

“Don’t play dumb with me.”

“I’m not!” He laughed, throwing up his hands in resignation. “What are you talking about? How am I?”

“You don’t like big things sprung on you. It makes you upset. I’m the same way. Just saying, if you can answer the questions I gave you with the right responses, then that’s all you need to know so you can make a good choice for yourself. Zake, you already get flack for who you are, and how you carry yourself. Now, you’re datin’ this Black girl—Black woman, my apologies,” Dad shook his head, “and you know with the way things are in the world, you’re going to get people gunning for her because they’re pissed that you two are even together. I know you work with a lot of different artists, but at the end of the day, you’re still a White man dating a woman that some people say shouldn’t be with you, because of her race. Now they’ve got this as ammo, too. I get it. They’re jealous and racist.”

The man paused to drink from his glass of orange juice.

“I told you this years ago because you don’t give a shit about who you date, which includes about every race under the sun. This means you bring more attention to yourself. You have a type, but it’s not based on race. People are like, ‘Who the hell does this guy think he is?!’ Dad laughed mirthlessly. “He’s already got the music world by the balls, now he’s fucking our women!’”

Gutter burst out laughing.

“I’m serious… I read. I see and hear what’s said.”

Dad got up to pour himself another glass of orange juice, then sat back down.

“I like what I like—and I like her. I love her.” He busied himself playing with his thumb cuticle. “That’s what upset me the most. I’m dealing with stuff online, every damn day regarding this shit now. I got into a fight at the studio about this too, and it’s escalated ever since. Now, people who know I don’t give a shit about what they say about me are saying things about her, knowing they’ll get a rise out of me. It’s backhanded compliments, mainly, sent to my DMs. I had to put my profile on private again. Assholes from New York… my own people, saying shit that should honestly get them shot.”

“Can you handle it?”

“Of course, I can.”

“Then fine. Be with whoever the hell you want to be with. I’ve never told ya to stop. Even if I had, you wouldn’t have listened. I just want you to be happy. If she makes you happy, and she’s good for your heart… if she’s been there for you, and you can count on her, then you’ve got to be fair with yourself. And her. All I know is that you called her right before they took that slug out of you, and she was there so fast it was like she flew in. She stayed with you until they kicked her out and was right back the next day. She fed you, helped you… I watched. She cares about you. I can see it. She used to be a nurse, right?”

“Yeah.”

“She was doing more than the nurses in the hospital, and then you said she was even helping you once you got out. Making calls about your truck window, talking to your manager when you were asleep on bed rest. You said she’s really busy at work but was still making sure you were fine. She was respectful to me, had manners… she’s a real pretty girl, too. Woman… I call all young women girls.” He chortled. “You know what I mean. Seems like she has some things going for her. A good job. She has an education. You said she got a promotion not too long ago, and your mother likes her a whole lot from what I understand. They talk on the phone quite a bit. A little strange how ya two met, but that’s all right. So… Okay, she made some dirty movies.” He shrugged. “Not exactly good Catholic girl behavior, but it happened. She’s not still doing it, is she?”

“No.”

“So, her biggest crime is that she didn’t tell ya. Not cool, but not the end of the world. You know it’s not the end of the world, too, but you also have this shit about trust. She broke yours, and then you ask yourself, what the hell else is she lying about?”

“Yup. I’ve thought about all of that.”

“Maybe you want to punish her for it. Maybe you wanted to punish her, because that broken trust reminded you of what your mother did to ya.”

He looked up at his father, and their gazes hooked. “I don’t trust anyone, but I gave her the keys to me. I can count on half a hand how many times I’ve been in love, Dad. I don’t fall in love easily. I’ve cared about a lot of women… had a type of love for them. But this? This shit I feel for her is rare. It’s different. I’ve never loved a woman like I love Promise. Maybe I’m pissed off because of my relationship with Jenny, too. I hadn’t thought of that. It’s possible I guess. Not really into that psychological shit. Anytime someone lies to me, someone I trust, it’s hard for me to get over it. It’s just hard for me to let people close…” Thoughts of Jenny flooded his mind. “She abused that trust. She knows things. Promise knows a lot about me, Dad. When this happened, and I found out she kept a secret like this from me… well, shit. I felt like, what if she was playing me this whole time? Maybe she could use that stuff I told her against me. How fucked up would that be?”

“I don’t know why you’re so paranoid.”

“What? Are you kidding me, old man? I got that from you.”

“Oh, so I’m to blame for why ya broke up with your girlfriend?” His brows ruffled, and irritation laced his tone.

“Not blaming ya, Dad, but you don’t trust anyone, either. That’s all I’m saying. Hell, you barely trust me.”

Dad went to turn off the pasta on the stove. His broad shoulders slumped as he shuffled about.

“This isn’t about me.”

“I know that. I’m just sayin’, once someone hurts us, it’s hard to get past it. She got past my wall. It’s just something about her, Dad. If you spend one damn day with her, ya wanna spill your guts. People all over the place, strangers even, just walk up to her and tell their business. I’ve seen it happen time and time again. There’s a natural kindness about her. She’s not fake. She’s smart, not a pushover, and she knows what she wants in life. She’s driven. Sexy… She’s special.” He ran his hurting hand along his forehead, feeling suddenly hot.

“Zake, you’re gonna do what you want to do, no matter what advice I give you. I know this upset you. I imagine most guys wouldn’t be happy about this. I think you at least need to talk to her about it.”

“I gotta say, I’m surprised at your response. I figured you’d say kick ’er to the curb.”

Dad moved the pasta off the eye and drained it in the sink.

“Why’s that?”

“It just does.”

They were quiet for a bit.

“I don’t know her well. Can’t tell ya what to do. What I do know is that you’ve been happier since you met her. I imagine that’s on account of her.”

“That’s what Jenny said, too.”

“She’s got something special all right. It feels good to ya, and it rubbed off on you. At the very least, you two can be friends.”

“I don’t want to be just her friend. That would be worse than never speakin’ to her again.”

“See? You’re possessive. Like I said. You’d rather not deal with her at all than ever see her with someone else.”

He mulled that over. Dad was right. Gutter reached into his pocket and pulled out a small wooden box. He placed it in the center of the table. Moments later, Dad returned, sweat gathered around his brow from standing over the stove and the steam of hot water, and sat down. As he drank his juice, he noticed it.

“What’s that?”

Gutter curled his lips.

“What does it look like?”

“A tiny fuckin’ box.”

“Yeah…”

A second passed. Then another. And another.

“Awww, geesh! You were gonna ask her to marry you?! Jesus Christ, Zake! Open it and let me see the rock!”

“Why? You plannin’ on saying yes in her place?”

The old man burst out laughing, grabbed the box himself, and popped it open. His smile slowly faded.

“There’s two rings in here. One I’ve never seen… a big ass beautiful diamond. I know you paid a pretty penny for it. And then, there’s this smaller ring… old… This is… this is your mother’s engagement ring. I gave it to your mom such a long time ago…” He stroked it with his fingertip.

“Yeah.” Gutter caressed his beard, trying to calm his damn nerves. “Jenny kept it all these years. I didn’t tell her I wanted to marry Promise. She gave it to me a few weeks ago out of the blue, and said that whoever I marry, she’d like for them to have it, even if they only put it on a necklace. I didn’t want it. She insisted. I went on and bought a ring I thought Promise would like anyway, but I kept Jenny’s ring, too. Don’t know what I’ll do with it.”

Dad kept staring at that ring, the color draining from his face as if he’d seen a ghost. Gingerly, he took it out of the box and examined it. Meanwhile, Gutter reached for his phone and dialed.

“Promise, it’s Zake. When you get this message, give me a call. We need to talk…”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


The Booth is Occupied
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“So that package, if that’s what you go with, would run you approximately two thousand more than the first one you asked about. We could also make an additional fifty obituaries, as well as a keepsake photo montage of the service, saved on a USB drive.” Promise felt her phone buzz in her blazer pocket but kept speaking to the older woman and her husband who were making arrangements for the poor lady’s mother who’d just passed.

“Hmmm, I’m not sure which she’d want. She liked carnations, but the rose displays are prettier.” She turned bloodshot eyes to her husband, who sat quietly holding her hand.

“Well, there’s no rush. Please take your time. Look at this brochure, and please remember that some of these can be à la carte. You could even mix any kind of flowers that you wish. It doesn’t have to be all or nothing. I’ll give you a few moments to discuss it, and when I return, if you have any questions, we can go from there. I’ll be right back.”

The woman nodded in appreciation as Promise got to her feet and made her way out of the meeting room, into the hall. Sliding her phone out of her jacket, she checked to see who’d left a voicemail, and gasped. She’d only tried to call the man one time since they’d been estranged, and her call had gone straight to voicemail. She knew then that he’d more than likely blocked her number. Realizing this had cut her to the core.

Racing down the hall, she made a beeline to her office, opened the door, and locked herself inside. She quickly hit the call back button, but dread hit her like a punch to the throat.

He may not want to resolve this. He might be calling just to check on me, or maybe he left something at my apartment. She hated how swiftly her good mood took a sudden turn for the cynical.

“Hey…” His husky, smooth-as-silk voice climbed inside her and slid down to her soul. “How are you doing?”

“Hi, Zake. I’m fine. How are you?” She slipped behind her desk, her body tense.

“I’m all right. Outside. Walking. Just stepped out of my father’s house. Spending the day with him today.” He sighed.

“It’s cold. I hope you have on a jacket.”

“Yeah. Look, Promise. I love you. I’m tired of not talking to you… not seeing your face, not feeling your arms around me, not laughin’ with you… not makin’ love to you. Nothing has changed any of that. I went to Maine and the whole time, all I did was think about you.” She bit her lower lip, squelching a smile. “I’m mad at you… but I’m mad at myself, too.”

“Why’s that?”

“I had the right to be angry, but I should’ve at least let you tell me what happened. Heard your side of the story. I think I was in shock. On top of that, my adrenaline was pumping because I had gotten into a fight, too. I wasn’t thinking clearly.”

“I understand. I would have liked to have discussed it with you, but you’d just found out and had a rough night. I can’t blame you for being out of sorts.”

“Yeah, but I didn’t handle this right, Promise, and so for my part of it, I want to apologize. I have a lot of questions.”

“Naturally you would.”

“But the thing is, if you did it willingly, or felt pressure to do it, whatever the story is behind it, it really shouldn’t matter. That was then, this is now. I’ve filmed myself getting my dick sucked more than once. Not the smartest move, but I did it.” He paused. “I wasn’t smart enough to get paid for it. Should’ve had it leak like Pamela Anderson and Tommy Lee’s sex tape. Then I could at least get paid for being a dick, instead of being a dick for free.”

She chuckled at that, though her stomach was in knots.

“I’d like to be honest with you, finally, about this, and tell you what happened and why. There’s a back story, and you deserve to know it all. I want to answer your questions, Gutter. I want us to address this… I was wrong. I have a million excuses as to why I didn’t tell you, and they were valid, but that still didn’t make it right for me to keep it from you. I will apologize for as long as it takes. I’m not perfect. I’m not ashamed of my past sexual exploits, if you will, with the exception of this, but it wasn’t exactly something I wanted to do, either. It’s complicated.”

She took a deep breath. “I didn’t keep this from you to hurt you, Zake. God… I missed you so much. I spoke to your mom last week and didn’t mention a word of what happened. She didn’t seem to know because she didn’t bring it up, either. I wanted to ask her how you were doing so badly, but I didn’t. She’s going through enough right now.”

She pressed her hand against her mouth and shook her head, begging her emotions to not make a fool of her.

He emitted a loud exhale. “Shit, I didn’t even ask. Can you even talk to me now, or are you busy?”

“I’m actually helping someone right now but stepped away. They should be finished in about thirty minutes or so. Can I call you back after they leave, and we can talk more then?”

“Let’s try this instead. Can I swing by and pick you up after work? My day is fairly free, believe it or not. I’m just over my father’s house like I said. I think this may be something we should talk about face-to-face, anyway.”

“Yeah… probably so. Come on by at six then.”

“Bet. I’ll be there, Corpse Bride…”

And then, he ended the call. She slipped her phone back into her blazer pocket and headed out of her office, her feet practically bouncing off the glossy floors with each step to the tune of Her’s, ‘Cool with You.’ She sang along, her eyes brimming with watery happiness…
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He plopped his black and white Yankees hat on her head, making her giggle, then took her hand. It was windy, cold, and dark outside, only the streetlights on in Red Hook as they strolled along. Promise had on a raspberry-colored blazer, a low-cut black silk shirt beneath it, matching skirt, black stockings and chunky heels. Her thick hair was pulled back into a big, pretty bun, adorned with a white pearl hair pendant. She smelled like daisies, cashmere, and velvet night skies.

“Anything else you want to know?” she asked.

“There’s always more I want to know about you.”

She smiled at that. “So… I have to discuss the elephant in the room. Are we back together, Zake, or do you need a—”

“We were never officially broken up, Promise. I didn’t sleep with anyone else, flirt, nothing like that. I just needed some time to think. Process everything.”

She leaned over and kissed his cheek.

They’d spoken at length. She’d told him about her ex, nursing school, the missing money, the movies, eviction, the fresh start in mortuary science. Even the shit he didn’t specifically ask to know about. She was an open book, though he knew it was hard for her to bare her soul that way, and his heart hurt for her when she described everything she’d endured, only to have it all taken away in an instant. He wished with every fiber of his being that it had never happened to her, but it did, and in some odd way, it had led them to each other, via Jenny.

They shared candid moments. Regrets. Concerns. Unbreakable Love. Also, some resentment and sadness. She cried at one point, and feeling guilty, he hugged and kissed her. His father had been right—he didn’t want to share her with anyone. He didn’t like that other people, who didn’t appreciate her, had seen what was his… even if it had all happened a long time ago, on a small scale, and most of the world was oblivious to her deeds.

People talked. That’s how it would spread, but now, he’d be ready. His possessiveness of her made him dizzy with rage because he loved her so damn much. That was something he had to work through, not a burden she needed to continue to carry on her shoulders. Nevertheless, it gave him a sense of peace to have the missing pieces to the puzzle. She’d done what she’d felt she had to do, and he respected that, regardless of the end result. They wandered along Van Brunt Street, passing various diners, galleries and bars.

“You grew up here, huh? I’ve never walked around Red Hook before. It’s different here… different vibe. I like it. Why is it called Red Hook?”

“If my elementary school education hasn’t been smoked out of my damn head from prior relentless weed smoking,” she laughed at his words, “it was because the soil was actually red clay. Red Hook was founded by the Dutch. You can still see it in some of the old construction. Yeah, it’s different here. Real different from the rest of Brooklyn and New York. I love it here. It will always be home to me.”

“There’s a lot of art and old architecture. It’s nice. I could see how you could be stimulated by ingenuity and inspiration here. I can feel it. It’s all over the place. It’s even in the air. Colder here by the water.”

“Yeah, it’s like—” Suddenly, his phone rang. “Hold on, C.B.” He answered it. “Hey, what’s up, Terry?”

“Hey, man. I heard you were back in town. I gotta head out in a little bit, but can you swing by real fast and approve the track for ‘Best Thing?’”

“Yeah, I can come through. No problem. See you in a little bit.” He quickly got off the phone.

“Hey, come to the studio with me, Promise. I need to hear something, approve it, and we can be on our way. It won’t take long. After that, if you want, we can get something to eat. Are you hungry?”

She smiled in that sweet little way of hers.

“Yeeeeah, you’re hungry. I’ll make this fast.”

“It’s cool. Is it the same one where we saw you and Eminem working together?”

“No, this is much closer. Over on Johnson Avenue.”

Minutes later, they’d made it back to his father’s house, got in his truck, and drove to the studio. On the way there, she rolled the window down, allowing the cool air to drift inside the vehicle as she hummed to the music. He had Blue Oyster Cult’s, ‘Burnin’ for You’ on heavy rotation for most of the day.

“You’re feeling this? You like this song?” He shot her a glance, happy that they loved the same music. This was one of many things that drew him to her, another reason why he’d fallen in love.

“I love it.” He leaned over, kissed her cheek, then turned the corner. Soon, they were at the studio. He slapped hands with Terry as soon as they were buzzed inside.

“Hey, this is my girlfriend, Promise.” She extended her hand, and Terry acted like a perfect gentleman, showing no signs of knowing a damn thing.

“Nice to meet you, Promise.” He shook her hand. “Make yourself at home. I won’t keep him long.”

Promise sat a few feet away while he and Terry settled at the controls, listening to the track a couple of times.

“Sounds good, man.” He turned around and noticed Promise gawking at the recording booth in the near distance. “I’ll go ahead and sign off on it. Hand me that pen. Hey, can you give me a few minutes alone in here? I think she wants a singing lesson.”

Terry grinned when he looked back at Promise, who seemed to be in her own little world, oblivious to their conversation.

“Yeah, man. You were my last appointment tonight anyway. I’ll go grab something from down the street, then eat in my car. Just call me when you’re finished. Don’t let anyone in.”

“I know that man!”

Terry patted his shoulder, got up, and headed out.

“All done?” Promised asked.

“Almost. Come here. I want to show you something.”

She stood and they entered the recording booth.

“Put these on.”

“The headphones? What for?”

“I saw you looking. You want to hear how you sound on a recording? Want to make a song?”

“I hate my singing voice, so if you’ll excuse me, I’m ready to go. I’ll… stop!” She laughed, trying to get past him as he blocked her way, then closed the door to the stall.

“Come on… Just try it.”

“I can’t sing, Gutter. You know that.” Her shoulders slumped.

“It’s not about that. It’s about the experience. Sing the first two or three lines of my song, ‘Unfuckwithable.’”

“What if I don’t know that song well?” She smirked.

“Bullshit. You know all of my songs. Knew them before you even met me, word for word.”

She rolled her eyes and pressed her hands against the headphones, facing the microphone.

“All right, fine. Let’s go.”

He could see she really wanted to do it.

Walking out of the booth, he started the music at the controls.

“5…4…3…2…1!”

“I’m unfuck-with-able! Ir-ree-sist-able! On another level, on the treble, persist-able!” She kept going, hitting the notes hard, her pitch off, but giving it all that she had—so much so, he burst out laughing at the intensity of her facial expressions. Yes, she was off-key, singing was not her forte, but damn if she wasn’t on-beat, enjoying herself, and she had an unmistakable passion for music. She had his heart in the palm of her hand.

I’ve been miserable these past couple of weeks without you, babe…

Before he knew it, she’d sung the entire song, not missing a syllable. When she was finished, she had a huge smile on her face. He clapped and gave her a standing ovation. Stepping back inside the booth, he closed it behind him and hugged her so damn tight.

She looked up into his eyes, wrapped her arms around him, and returned his embrace. Lost in the moment, he soon had her ass in the palms of his hands. Lifting her off the floor, he pressed her back against the glass wall. He kissed her, his body turning into a human inferno incapable of being put out. His pent-up need for her overflowed, bursting free at last. His dick pushed painfully against his boxers, needing an escape, a place to play and lie between her legs.

“Damn, baby, I missed the shit outta you. I love you so fuckin’ much!” he muttered between frantic kisses along her neck. “I could cum just by looking into your eyes right now…”

Yanking at her jacket, he kept kissing her, trying to get beyond the layers of clothing that dared stand in his way. She pulled his belt out of his jeans, undressing him while he enveloped her now exposed breast in his mouth. She sighed when he flicked his tongue against the nipple, finally back home where it belonged. A cool breeze from a vent above hit their now naked bodies. Looking deeply into her eyes, he opened her legs. She crisscrossed her arms behind his neck, ankles around his back, and held on tight.

“AHHHH! Ahhh!” she screamed as he entered her in one swift, unbreakable upward plunge. Another, and another… She slid up against the wall with each thrust, her hairstyle unraveling. His fingers dug into the soft, rounded flesh of her ass, and his groans blended with her screams as he took her… had his way with her… fucked her with all that was in him. Balls deep. She pulled at his hair, and her eyes rolled back. Their lust for one another couldn’t be contained another second.

“I love how you feel inside me!”

Her admission turned him on impossibly more.

“Mine. You’re fucking mine!” he growled. “They had to pay to get between these legs! It was a job for you! A chore! I get this shit for free, anytime I fucking want it! MY FUCKIN’ PUSSY! Do you even remember those mothafuckas names?!” He grabbed her chin, made her face him. “The ones that had my woman without my say-so?!”

“No! No, I don’t remember their names!”

“I didn’t think so. You only need to know one name now, and you’re damn sure going to remember it. Mine. SAY IT!”

“Gutter! Shit! Zake! You’re fucking me so hard!”

“You’re a light-weight! Wait until I get you in bed tonight. Might need to call the police on me and tell them I’m fuckin’ you to death! Attempted murder of the punanai. Are you keeping any other secrets from me, C.B.?!”

“No! No baby, I’m not! I promise! Oh God!”

“Good. Now I gotta fuck the truth outta you to be sure! Shit!”

He thrust faster and harder, her body rocking against that glass wall, banging and sliding as he tried to get deeper—to enter her mind, body, and soul. He gritted his teeth when her pussy muscles squeezed around his dick. Strangling it so damn good. That move of hers was often his undoing, but he held on, wanting a little more time. More of her.

“You feel so amazing, Promise. FUCK!”

Her eyes widened, lips parted, and she shivered. A gush of warmth surrounded his pumping dick as she came, coating him with her exceptional juices. Plunging his tongue inside her mouth, he delivered rapid pumps, fastening her arms to the wall by intertwining their fingers. He refused to turn her loose until he was good and satisfied. He swallowed her whimpers and cries with a long, passionate kiss… and it was then that he came undone, firing his liquid silk in fast spurts inside her pulsating love.

“Shit…” With a heavy groan, he came down from the high, covered in sweat, breathing hard.

His dick twitched within her, throbbing, wanting more… craving her again. But he reluctantly retreated from her warm cocoon, resigned to the fact he couldn’t help himself to seconds right then. They had to be on their way.

Putting their clothing back on, they walked out of the booth and she went to the bathroom. Meanwhile, he gathered his phone and wallet, and two bottles of cold water for them.

Soon, she was by his side again, and he relished how her hips moved as she stepped away, much slower than before. I fucked the shit outta her… she can barely walk. I can’t wait to get some more tonight. As they left the studio, he locked the door, then sent Terry a quick text, letting him know they were finished with their ‘song.’ When they’d gotten into his truck, they looked at one another, then burst out laughing at the same time. It was as if they’d never been apart. She made him feel like a kid. Silly and free.

“The back of my head hurts a little from banging against that glass wall. I didn’t even pay attention at the time… too busy enjoying my time with you.” She laughed, running her hand against her crown. “Either I sang so beautifully you couldn’t resist me, or I sang so horribly, you needed to shut me up,” she teased. “You fucked me like you were some animal.”

“You made me do that to you. That was all your fault,” he said with a smile as he took off down the street.

“My fault?!” She shook her head, looking appalled.

“Yeah, you know you look good tonight in your little business suit and heels. You know that turns me on.”

“Psssh!” She laughed and rolled her eyes.

“All right, baby, what do you want to eat?”

“Um… not sure. Wings sound good.”

“Yeah, that does sound good. I could go for some wings, too. We could go over to… damn, what’s that place not too far from here called that we went to that one time?”

“The Wingbar.”

“Yeah… Let’s try them again.”

Just then, his phone buzzed.

“Hold that thought.” It was Terry. “What’s up, man? I forget to turn off the lights?”

“No, you sick ass horny monster. You forgot to turn off the fuckin’ audio record button of your little singin’ session. I guess that was the extended cut, huh? You fuckin’ freak!”

They both burst out laughing as his face heated with surprise.

“Oh shit! My bad, man.”

How ironic. I made a sex tape with Promise, in my own way. Audio only.

“I should’ve known you were up to some shit. Askin’ me to leave… If I find your baby batter splashed any fuckin’ where in this booth, that’s yo’ ass, Gutter!” And then, the man hung up. He looked at Promise and guffawed until his stomach hurt.

“What?” she asked, a confused look on her face. “What’s so funny?”

“Nothing, baby. I’m starving. Let’s get you fed.” As he attempted to pull himself together, he could see her looking at him from the corner of his eye. “Oh, and I’m spending the night at your crib this evening.”

“Are you now?” she asked with a half-grin.

“Yeah, and I expect a round two, three, and four. What happened in that booth tonight was nothin’. Fucked you like an animal you say? What I did to you just now will make it seem like you were being tickled by Winnie the Pooh. I’m going to tear you up as soon as we hit your front door; running. And that’s a fucking promise.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


When a Man Loves a Woman

[image: Chapter 25 Image]

Last night was incredible…

Gutter slipped on a pair of white boxers he kept at Promise’s apartment then brushed his teeth. He hadn’t seen her since awakening to an empty bed, but when the most delightful, mouthwatering savory aromas floated from her kitchen to the bedroom, he knew what she was doing. What could that be? It didn’t smell like the typical fried pork bacon and buttery scrambled eggs one would expect for breakfast. Gutter ran a bath towel over his hair, wicking the moisture from his shower. He made his way out of the bedroom, stopping in his tracks when he reached the kitchen.

“Oh my God… What’s up in here? Did you cook everything in the refrigerator and pantry?”

“I hope you don’t mind. I wasn’t sure what you’d want to eat, so I cooked all of your favorite foods.” She stood in a light black robe, her hair draped along her shoulders and parted down the middle. He noticed her purse on the edge of the counter, and a pair of sneakers that were out of place. Not her style.

She’s been outside.

Covering practically every inch of counter space were mountains of steaming hot entrées: shrimp fried rice, baked chicken with rosemary garnish, broccoli cheese casserole, steak and onions, and a huge bowl of Caesar salad.

“What in the world have you been doing in here, baby? Chef Ramsay-ette is my lover. Damn!” He looked around in wonder. She offered a small smile, her cheeks turning a deeper shade. “I just can’t believe that while I was asleep and then up showering, you’ve been cooking all of this food.”

“Yeah. I went to the store and bought what I needed. Some things I didn’t already have. I know your favorite color, which is gray, your favorite holiday is the fourth of July, and I know most of your favorite foods. I picked up your favorite beer, too.” She raised a bottle of chilled Corona. Gutter approached her and wrapped his arms around her. “I’m sorry about what I did, Zake. It was a shitty thing to do. It wasn’t right. It wasn’t right.” Her voice quivered.

“You’ve already apologized.”

“I know, but I knew better, Zake. I’m so mad at myself. I could’ve lost you forever… I knew it was wrong. I just didn’t know it would blow up like this. Now, I’m not only ashamed about the porn being discussed and rearing its ugly head, but I’m also ashamed of myself for going against my better judgment. I’m the one who tells everyone else to be truthful and not be afraid, but here I was, lying and scared. I’m a hypocrite!” He could feel the tears on his shoulder as she leaned into him. Rubbing her back, he simply held her. Caressed her. “I didn’t want to hurt you, baby, but I hurt you more by not telling you. I’m so sorry, Zake! God, I am so sorry!”

She fell apart. He kissed the top of her head and rocked with her.

“I know what you’ve been dealing with online, and it’s all my fault. I called your mother and confessed. It was eating me up inside.”

“That explains the strange voicemail I just played from her. She left it while we were asleep.”

“What’d she say?”

He stepped back, crossed his legs, and leaned against the side of her refrigerator.

“She said she tried to call you first, but you didn’t answer, so she left it on my phone instead. I pretty much have her message memorized: ‘Being human and falling in love is not a crime. Making mistakes along the way will be met with judgment from people throwing stones in glass houses, but as long as you admit you were the problem and clean up the mess you created, you’ll be fine. Own your mistakes. Know you did the right thing by correcting what went wrong, and be proud of yourself, whether you’re forgiven or not. You have to forgive yourself first.’ I had no idea why she left that message until now.” He shrugged. “What made you tell her?”

She slipped past him and opened a cupboard, removing a couple of plates.

“She loves you.” She picked a cup, then another. “She would be disappointed in me if she knew what happened. Your mother isn’t just a client, Zake. She’s a friend of mine at this point. I owed her the truth, too.”

“Jenny of all people has no room to judge you.” He laughed mirthlessly. “That would really be some fuckin’ nerve on her part, Promise.”

“She does have the right to judge me.” With a solemn expression, she gave him a gentle nudge to move him away from the refrigerator door. She opened it and grabbed a carafe of iced tea. “She’s still your mother. I owe her some respect for that alone.” She paused to blink back tears. “And even though she messed up and did what she did to you, she tells me things, Zake. All sorts of things.”

“Like what? Is it private, or can you share it with me?”

“Let me just put it like this. She is being eaten alive by guilt. She cries a lot.” She grabbed a lemon from a bowl and began to slice it. “She would do anything for you. She is full of pain right now, not just physically, but emotionally. So, even though she hurt someone I love—you—I forgive her because I know she loves you so much and is grateful for everything you’ve done for her. If she could do it over again, she would not have made those same choices. I understand guilt. Shame. Judgment. I was judged when I was making those movies, not understanding at the time how that sort of thing comes back to haunt you. Now, I’ll have to eventually tell my mother. This is never-ending.” She paused and sighed. “She doesn’t get online or anything like that, but with everything that has happened, she’s going to find out. Westley already knows about it, like I told you. Anyway, it’s time for me to go on my ‘come clean’ tour.”

He crossed his arms and groaned. “If you need me with you while you’re on tour,” he winked at her, “I’ll be there.” She smiled back at him, then placed some of the lemons into the tea. “We all get judged, baby. If Jesus Christ was lied on, put on trial, and persecuted, then we definitely aren’t exempt. A lot of people are always quick to wag their finger at someone else, tell them what they’re doin’ is wrong, but won’t look at themselves in the mirror. That’s why I live my life the way I do. I don’t care what people think about me. That’s gospel. What I care about is how other people treat the folks I care about. So, that’s how people try to hurt me. That’s why they’re coming for you.”

“It’s good that you’re that way, you know, as far as not being concerned about how people view you. I’m that way with many people, too, except for men I’m in love with. I’ve not been in love often, but I noticed when I am in love with someone, I… I don’t know,” she sighed, “something in me changes. I want to please my man… make him smile. It’s the only time I feel fear. I guess that’s why I’ve avoided falling in love again for so long.”

“You know, my father suggested I’m the way I am because of Jenny. The trust thing. You think maybe you’re like that? Like, wanting to please because of your father?” Promise leaned against the wall, her expression thoughtful. “You told me he’s been in prison most of your life, and he didn’t treat your mother right.”

“I think what you’re saying plays a part in it for sure. I’ve been judged by my father who had a lot of boldness to tell me what I needed to be doing and not doing, seeing he was behind bars. My mother was a great parent, Zake, but when it came to my father, she was… so weak.”

She grabbed a napkin and used it to dry her tears. “Because she put him before us, some things happened that shouldn’t have. Westley and I suffered because of my father’s selfishness and egoism. But somewhere inside me, I believe I was always looking for someone to replace him. Someone who would think I was great. Fantastic even… I don’t like that about myself. I wish I could get rid of it. It’s like I have to be told by my significant other, ‘Good job, honey!’ I shouldn’t need that sort of validation. How stupid. I’m wrecked.” She slumped against the counter and shook her head. “Only broken people do what I did. I can’t believe I did this to you. It was so wrong!”

“Baby, what are you talking about? Why are you beating yourself up like this? I told you that I forgive you.” He grabbed her by the shoulders and made her look at him. “Yeah, the trust has been broken, okay? But I could tell you were genuinely sorry, and I know something like this isn’t going to happen again. That’s all that matters to me. The fact we can learn from this and move forward.”

She sniffed, then stepped outside his embrace. “Zake, I’m smarter than what I did. I knew better, and that’s what hurts the most. I know how to run my job like a pro. I can handle almost anything, but when it came to you… I loved you so much. Shit!” She buried her face in the palms of her hands and he reached out to hold her again. “I loved you so much that I felt like if I could pretend to be a good girl, to get the ‘Good job, honey,’ and ‘You’re fantastic,’ that I never got from my daddy, then I could pretend this would just blow over, and you’d never find out. What kind of fantasy land was I living in? I would try to convince myself that I could go to the grave with this. If you weren’t a celebrity, that may have worked.” She shook her head and laughed sadly. “But you’re Gutter—of course you’d find out. I’ll earn your trust again. I have to. I’ll work hard at it. I promise.”

She suddenly straightened up, blew her nose, then washed her hands in the sink. “Sit down in the living room and get ready to be fed like a king. The food is getting’ cold, baby…”

Gutter went to plop down on the couch. His muscles ached so good. They’d made love all night long and into the wee hours of the morning. When he finally fell asleep, he was out for hours, exhaustion hitting him like a ton of bricks. During that deep rest he was in, she’d snuck out of her apartment without him hearing a thing and returned to cook a feast of epic proportions. A peace offering. Promise’s love language was to nurture. That was why she’d become a nurse, and then, an assistant funeral director. It all made sense to him now.

Maybe Dad was right. Maybe Jenny was right, too, with all of that psychobabble hippie talk. She told me one day that whatever our love language is, it all comes from trauma. I’m possessive because I’m afraid of the people I love leavin’ me, or them forcing me to leave them due to something they did. I protect the people I love, especially the women in my life, because I didn’t feel protected from the pain Jenny caused… Damn. That’s crazy.

“Baby!” he yelled out as he grabbed the remote and turned on her television.

“Yeah?”

“As long as we’re honest with each other from this moment forward, and think about each other’s needs, work on re-building the trust, we’ll be fine. I’m not perfect, either. I don’t want to hear any more about this. I mean it,” he said sternly. “It’s bad enough what happened, and I understand why you were afraid to tell me. Didn’t make it right for you to keep this to yourself, but I get it, and that counts for something. I’m not going to let you keep beating yourself up about it. And one more thing… You are a good girl. You’re my girl. You’re fantastic and amazing, from the top of your head to your toes, and I’m blessed to have you. In my eyes, that makes you golden…”
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“Donuts? Yeah, I could go for those. I don’t like the ones with sprinkles though,” Jenny said.

“I got you. I know what you’d like. You have a lot of coconut cookies in a tin. Is that your thing? I bet it is.”

She smiled at him, her expression innocent.

Gutter opened the door of Doughnut Plant on 47th Avenue, in Queens, and let Jenny in ahead of him. Rubbing her gloved hands together, she sighed with pleasure when the heat inside the eatery swathed them like a warm blanket. Her red nose and cheeks slowly returned to their natural complexion.

“Hey, what’s up.” He approached the counter when it was his turn in the popular shop. “Let me get two of your blueberry lemonade sourdough joints, a coconut cream, and a vanilla bean. Two Americano coffees.”

“You got it. Wait a minute. Are you Gutter? If not, you look a hell of a lot like him,” the Indian man behind the counter stated with a half-smile.

“Yeah, that’s me.”

“Cool. This is a good morning. I met Gutter.”

Zake laughed at that, then grabbed a napkin from the stack on the counter. “Hey, what’s your name?”

“Ishaan.”

“Give me a pen and I’ll give you an autograph.”

“Seriously?! Hey! Jim! Gimme a pen!”

Seconds later, Zake was signing the napkin. “How do you spell your name?”

“I-S-H-A-A-N,” the guy shouted over the noise, grinning.

“Here ya go.”

“Thanks, man! Wow! All right, I’ll have your order up in a second.”

Gutter nodded, paid for the food, and stood with Jenny by the door, looking out of the window.

“I liked going to your house yesterday. You deserve that and so much more. It was beautiful… you’re beautiful.” She turned to him, looking happy as could be.

She looks good today. If it weren’t for her weight, she could fool people into thinking she was healthy.

“Good. Glad ya liked it.” He rocked back on his heels and watched the employees moving around frantically to fulfill orders. “You just don’t have good taste like your son apparently. Made fun of my rare and mint condition miniature AC DC doll collection, but that’s all right. I’m sure you feel just awful about not appreciating it now.”

They shared a laugh.

“I’m sure you’re really hurt by that,” she teased, rolling her eyes. He jumped when she wrapped her arms around his, rested her head against his body, and squeezed. He settled into the feeling, trying to memorize the moment for when he might need to remember later in life.

“Jenny…”

“Yeah?”

“I’m in love.”

She nodded, grinning wide now. “I know. See? I’m good for somethin’ after all. I got cancer just so you could meet the girl of your dreams. Win-win situation.”

“You have a morbid sense of humor.”

“Eh.” She shrugged. “It gets me through. Can’t be serious about everything all the time.”

He took into her eyes that were just like his own, then her nose and mouth. She seemed oblivious to his gaze.

“Dad said you look like Debbie Harry. That’s why he wanted you so bad. I have to agree with him. Ya do.”

She laughed lightly at that, keeping her gaze straight ahead as they waited. “A lotta people said I looked like Debbie Harry back in those days. Blondie. Not so much now, huh?”

“You still do.”

“Is she bald and weighs ninety-eight pounds? If so, I’m her twin.” She seemed at peace with her condition. “I wonder how Debbie Harry is doing nowadays?”

“I don’t know. You want me to have her call you? I could probably get her number and do that.”

“Sure. Why not?”

He spotted a woman holding a two-year-old child in her arms, piloting through the crowd.

“You talked about not being here to see your future grandchildren. That ya wished you had some. I’m sorry about that, but I want you to know that I’m not only in love, but I’m also real serious about Promise. You’ll have grandkids. They’ll know about you. I’ll make sure of it.” He looked down at her, and she blinked away tears. “I mean it. This isn’t one of my flings, Jenny, or some three-month relationship you’re used to reading about. This is different. I want this. I want her.”

“You’re going to marry that girl one day.”

“Is that what ya think?” He chuckled. “Of course, I am.”

“She’s the one for you. You came out of my body. You’d have to be a mother to understand. Even though we were estranged, I could look at ya on a television screen, in a magazine, and see if you were happy or not. I remember your smile as a little boy. That was true happiness. You’d light up when I’d turn on the radio or MTV. A five-year-old singing and carrying on. You told me once that Michael Jackson was your real father, then you learned to do the moonwalk to prove it to us. Thankfully, your dad didn’t take it personally.”

He smiled at her words. He’d forgotten all about that.

“I only saw that smile return when you and she got together. You were doing the moonwalk again, in your own special way. You’re like your father. You hide behind work, but when you love, you love hard. It’s written all over your face.”

They went quiet for a while. The way she rested against him meant the world to him, and he wasn’t certain why. Perhaps he realized in that moment, he’d never get to experience that again. They’d never be out getting doughnuts and coffee, waiting for their order while ‘Navajo’, by Masego, played through the speakers in the establishment.

“Jenny.”

“Yeah?”

“I like you.”

The woman’s lips curled.

“I like you, too. Are you surprised you feel this way?”

“Yeah. I wanted to hate you. But you were too cute, and your pink shoes were too bright to ignore.” They both laughed at that. “I came into this wrong. I saw you as an obligation. Despite what had gone down, I knew in my heart that when you called, I had to come.” He took a deep breath. “I still don’t quite understand some of your reasoning for what you did to me, Zach, and Zina, but I’ve concluded that no answer will be a good enough explanation for me. I have to make peace with that. I have to make peace with a lot of shit I don’t quite get. Shit that isn’t right.”

“Horrible mothers create amazing sons. Happens every day.” A tear ran down her smiling face. He swiped it away, then kissed her forehead.

“You’re not horrible to me right now. That’s gotta count for somethin’.”

“I hope it does. With you, as well as your brother and sister. Zach could barely look at me at Christmas. Zina looks amazing, finally away from that loser. It was nice havin’ Promise come. What a joy. She’s got great energy. Doesn’t she remind ya of like, I don’t know, a pistol, but it shoots out glitter-covered bullets that smell like roses?”

He cracked up.

“Where do ya get this shit, Jenny? You’re so strange. I love it…and I love you.”

Their order was called, and he walked over to retrieve the items.

“Hey, that’s Gutter!” someone yelled from the back of the restaurant. “Hey! Gutter!”

He waved to the guy popping up in the back, almost spilling his coffee.

“Hey, man. What’s up?”

“You, man! That’s what’s up. Keepin’ it Gutter!” the guy yelled enthusiastically.

“That’s the best way to keep it, man. I gotta go.” He waved to the fan as he walked towards the front door with the bag of sweet treats and two cups of hot coffee. Jenny joined him at his side. “Have a good day, all right?”

“Will do, man! Who’s the lady?”

“Oh, her? This sexy fox?” He pointed at Jenny with a smirk. “This is Debbie Harry, AKA, Blondie. She’s my mom…”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


Last Night a DJ Saved My Life
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“I’ve got you. Relax.”

UB40’s, ‘Red Red Wine’ played from the kitchen as Gutter carried his mother in his arms, past the Christmas decorations of gold, silver, and red tinsel hanging from the walls. The twinkling Noel lights and tiny glowing Santa hat made the colors dance against her face. Once he reached her bedroom, he laid her down in her neatly made bed and covered her body with a light blanket.

She looked up at the ceiling, her eyes half-closed and her mouth downturned. She’d had a hard day, riddled with pain. This time, it wasn’t exhaustion after her doctor’s appointment, but her body had simply had enough. She’d lost a bit more weight, despite drinking Ensure and eating high calorie foods per the doctor’s recommendation. Jenny was skin and bones, her size six clothing now hanging off her like vibrant curtains.

“I’m… fine,” she said with a weak smile, tapping his hand with her cold fingertips.

“You’re not fine. You have terminal cancer. I’m not leaving until you are resting. I’m going to get you something to drink, okay? Do you want warm or cold tea?”

“Warm.”

“You got it.”

Back in the kitchen, he pulled out her old, battered tea kettle from a lower cabinet. The scent of lemon Pine Sol filled his nostrils. She’d placed the bottle there with the pots and pans and forgot to put the cap on. He took care of that, wiped up a few spills on the counter, then turned on the faucet to fill the teapot.

Just then, her doorbell rang. Who is that? He made his way to her front door, figuring it was a delivery person, or perhaps her neighbor who always seemed to pop over at the wrong time. Nah, too early for the neighbor. Probably a delivery guy. Jenny had been ordering a lot of art supplies lately. When he looked out the small window in the door, he caught the side profile of a beautiful woman dressed in a bright parakeet yellow flowy dress and large matching hat, as if she were going to one of those big African American churches filled to the brim with elaborate fedoras and cheerful tambourines.

Her diamond teardrop earrings glistened in the sunlight, and she looked a sight in white lace gloves and yellow high heels that tied at the ankle. She was holding a white leather bag—not quite a purse, but a large satchel of sorts. Her head was turned, and he could barely make out her features, but he’d recognize that posture, disposition, energy, and those lips from anywhere. He opened the door, and without a word, Promise walked past him, her chin held high. Smelling of expensive perfume, she headed straight towards his mother’s bedroom as if she not only knew the layout but owned the place.

“Jenny, I’m here,” she stated.

He followed her and stood in the doorway, watching.

What the hell is going on here? And why does she look like the man in the yellow hat from Curious fuckin’ George?!

His mother smiled up at her, her dark eyes strained and then grew moist with tears.

“You look beautiful, Promise! Thank you for coming… I’m sorry I called you in a panic like that.”

“Of course, I was coming, and you don’t need to apologize.” She called her in a panic? “You said you love the color yellow, so I put this on to cheer you up. Surprise!” Promise waved her arms about, causing the bell sleeves of the dress to shimmy to and fro. “I hope it makes you happy.”

“It sure does. Your complexion really brings out the color. You’re so damn pretty! And smart, too… I just love you, Promise.” Jenny dabbed at her eyes, ridding them of tears.

The two women looked at each other like they were the best of friends, and though they were speaking English, he felt like an outsider, like something was going on that he could barely understand. It was a woman’s code, a feminine domain—something foreign that he sensed was none of his business. It was as if he were eavesdropping on the ladies, and yet, he couldn’t turn away.

Promise sat at the side of Jenny’s bed, crossed her long legs, and clasped her jeweled hands around the older woman’s. “I know you’re in a lot of pain today, and although I’m not a licensed nurse anymore, it’s like riding a bike—one never forgets. If you trust me, I’ll help you get some sleep. You haven’t had a good night’s rest in days. Would you like that?”

Jenny nodded.

Promise stood slowly and helped his mother sit up, propping her head on a plumped pillow, and repositioning her limbs for added comfort. The way Promise moved her hands with both strength and gentleness reminded him of how he played his guitar. He crossed his arms, feeling a bit uncomfortable when she reached for his mother’s shirt and began sliding it off over her head.

“Hold up. Should I leave?”

“No… you stay right there,” Promise answered while still keeping her eye on Jenny.

She removed the older woman’s navy-blue leggings and gray socks, leaving her in a cream bra that was entirely too loose, and baggy beige panties that looked more like satiny shorts. Jenny’s skin was hanging in some areas, the muscle tone gone, the flesh pale and sallow.

“Zake, get me a warm cloth, please. Wring it out so it’s not dripping,” Promise requested.

His stomach fluttered, and his brain felt as if it were swelling within as he looked on. He broke his stare and did as he was asked. When he returned, Promise had the radio on in Jenny’s bedroom, and 10 CC’s, ‘I’m Not in Love’ was playing at low volume. Several small white tea-candles were lit, and Promise’s big yellow hat was gone, now lying on a small desk in the corner of the room, amid old paint brushes, a tube of lipstick, and yellowed New Yorker magazines from the 1990s. Her black, bone straight hair was pulled back in a long, sleek ponytail, and she’d removed her dress, now wearing a black tank top and leggings that resembled a dancer’s leotard. She got to work, crossing Jenny’s hands over her chest. His mother closed her eyes, her breathing even. Finally resting.

He handed Promise the warm cloth, and she began to tenderly pat the woman’s face with it, looking like some angel of mercy. She knelt over his mother and massaged her, starting from her scalp. The woman barely had any hair left, but with careful hands, Promise ushered the few strands she had out of her face, whispering how pretty, powerful, and magically made she was.

She kept rubbing oils, fragrant emollients, and ointments that she dabbed on her fingertips from small glass bottles into the fragile, papery skin of the woman who’d brought him into the world. A lump formed in his throat as he thought about that. No matter what Jenny had done, the choices she’d made and the things she’d said, in some way, somehow, she’d been chosen to give him life. Promise kneaded the balms into the flesh, adorning it with life, making it shine as if it were young again. When she reached Jenny’s feet, she stood at the foot of the bed and massaged her toes first, while uttering the sweetest, kindest affirmations.

Jenny was now asleep—there was no doubt about it—but Promise spoke as if the woman were fully alert and hanging on to her every word. He’d never seen anything like this in his life. The sight moved him in ways she’d never understand. She’s a natural healer…

When she was finished, she quietly crept towards the head of the bed and placed a kiss on Jenny’s cheek. She pulled the sheets up around her and brushed her hair away from her face once more. She fluttered about like a butterfly, snuffing out the candles, one by one. As she hummed to the music, she cleaned her hands with an antibacterial wet wipe.

“Keep her feet elevated with a pillow, and make sure she stays warm. An extra blanket or two would help turn up the heat a notch. Her body fat is pretty much nonexistent, so she isn’t able to regulate her temperature efficiently. Before you leave, give her more of her prescribed pain medication, along with the liquid ibuprofen that she told me she has on hand. You don’t have to wake her. Wait about thirty minutes, when she is in deep REM sleep, open her mouth, and give her the ibuprofen for the inflammation with a dropper—about ten to twelve drops. Then, slip the pill under her tongue. Let it dissolve instead of waking her and having her swallow it. It’s more effective that way, too. Sleep will help her. She’ll feel better in the morning and have more energy. You got all of that?”

“Yeah.”

She turned around, put her regal attire back on, grabbed her satchel, and left him with a peck on the lips, heading back out the door…
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…Several weeks later

“It’s Christmas Eve. I just want to stay in the house and have some spiked eggnog,” Promise teased. She enjoyed the coziness and warmth of her apartment, especially when she was all wrapped up in her soft margarita print pajamas. Outside, there were several inches of snow on the ground. Thankfully, she’d taken that Friday off and was looking forward to an extended weekend. The death toll always rose around the holidays. After the holidays it was even worse. Suicide rates would skyrocket.

“Come on, Promise! We told you about this party last week and you said you’d go!” Aria whined on the other end of the line.

“I changed my mind.”

“Why? Is Gutter there?”

“I already told you—no. Gutter’s ass is in Miami. Didn’t even ask me to come. The rest of us are freezing our asses off, while he’s basking in the sun.” She sipped her drink and settled against an oversized pillow on her couch.

“In Miami? I thought he wanted to stay close to his mother?”

“Well, he is. He’ll be back in the morning. It’s literally a one-day trip for some contract he got. He had to go in person.”

“Oh, I see. Well, come on, girl! That’s all the more reason to live your best life. Just for a few hours. Besides, I have a Christmas gift for you, and I want to give it to you tonight.”

“What is it, Aria? The sweater you borrowed from me last year and never returned?” She grimaced.

“Don’t make me come over there.”

“And do what? Take more of my clothes? That threat has already been cashed in. Between you and my brother, I don’t know who mooches off me more. Maybe I should take a tally. You’re lucky I care about your trifling ass.” She giggled as she picked up the remote control and turned the station.

“You’re so damn negative.”

“Are you positive about that?”

“See, you used to be reliable, Promise, like your name, but now you just blow people off like your name is Tornado, instead. You act like you’re always a walk in the park—easy to get along with.”

“If you can’t get along with me, baby, then you can’t get along with anyone!”

“Girl, you are delusional. You can be snappy, cruelly sarcastic, your expectations of other people are far too high, it’s your way or the highway, you hold grudges like them mothafuckas belong in a basket, and—”

“Fine! But I’m only going to be out for a couple of hours, Aria, and then I’m coming right home. I’ll call you when I’m leaving.”

“Hurry your ass up. I don’t have all day.”

Promise ended the call. Angry, she quickly tore off her pajamas, cursing the whole time, and threw on a black turtleneck sweater, leggings, and a pair of thigh high boots. She paired her outfit with a gold chain, wet and gelled her hair back, then put it in a braid. At the last minute, she decided to get fancy with her baby hairs, then tossed on a pair of gold bamboo earrings. Keeping her makeup to a minimum, she wore a nude matte lipstick, black eyeliner and some wispy lashes. A few spritzes of perfume behind the ears, and she was ready. She grabbed her oversized alligator skin red purse and oversized black puff coat with the black and red fur collar and headed out the door to wait on her Lyft.

A black Honda pulled up, and she slipped in the backseat. The roads were a bit icy, the sleet slowly drifting like white specks in a snow globe. Trying to get her attitude in check, she watched people hurrying to their destinations, likely someplace out of the cold. The driver, a middle-aged White man with a thick German accent, chatted a little over some classical music. She forced a smile when he told her she smelled nice and offered her mints and water. Once he pulled up to the Rumpus Room on Eldridge Street in Manhattan, she gave him a cash tip, thanked him for braving the elements, and stepped out. Much to her surprise, the place was packed with a line of people waiting outside, shivering their asses off. She slipped her phone out of her purse and called Aria.

Maybe I won’t be able to get in, and then I can go back home. Yeah!

“I’m here. Where are you?” she yelled over the noise of chatter and thumping music.

“I’m inside with everyone else! Where do you think?”

“Bish, I don’t have a crystal ball! How should I know where you are?!”

“You’re always in my business, Promise, so you should know where I am before I even know where I am!”

“You’re one to talk. Keep gettin’ smart, Aria, and I will walk my ass right down to Lucky’s, get some sushi and an eggroll, and go right back to the crib without a second thought.”

“Oh, shut up, Promise. Just stay put. I’ll get you in.”

She ended the call and looked about, holding herself as she trembled. Visions of watching ratchet television shows while drinking a great, vintage red wine gifted to her from Rebecca, then falling asleep with her vibrator by her side, danced in her head. She’d gotten practically addicted to sex with Gutter. She craved the son of a bitch. Promise had always been the type of woman who was more interested in pleasing her partner than getting her rocks off. With Gutter, she had no choice but to receive multiple orgasms and feelings of complete physical euphoria. It had been over a week since they’d had sex, due to their hectic schedules and the awful weather. The man fucked like no other, and it didn’t hurt that he could eat her pussy so well, her mind felt as if it was going to explode. His kisses were intoxicating, and that Moby Dick of his… DAMN!

She began to heat up with thoughts of that big, jackhammering magic stick of his pounding within her, slamming her against the bed as he pulled on her hair and sucked on her breasts while he shoved his long, fat rod in and out of her pussy, and—

“Hello! Earth to Promise! I’ve been calling your name.”

“Huh? Oh, hi!” She looked over to her left and saw Aria standing there, giving her the stink eye. The woman grabbed her wrist, dragged her past the crowd, and brought her inside.

“How’d you get me in so easily?” she questioned as they navigated through the crowd.

“They realized your evil ass was the Grim Reaper, so there were no questions asked!” She giggled.

“Ha-fucking-ha…”

“I know the DJ and paid in advance. Come on.”

Much to her surprise, a VIP table had been set up with black and red cloths trimmed in gold and lights all around the seats. Many of her girlfriends were already sitting there, loud and silly, looking pretty, and having fun. Several buckets of wine and liquor lined the table, begging to be poured.

“Oh, it’s party-party time! Okay now!” Promise laughed as she took a seat next to Aria, feeling more up to it now. “I know you spent hundreds of dollars on this, girl. Nice!” Promise snatched one of the wine bottles out of the bucket and poured herself a glass of something rich and purple. Machine Gun Kelly and Camila Cabello’s, ‘Bad Things’ burst through the speakers. She drank, laughed, and joked with her friends, falling into a nice groove and comfort zone as great songs played back-to-back, people danced and got freaky, and she was thoroughly entertained in watching every second of it.

Suddenly, the DJ got on the mike, speaking over the crowd as the music went to a mere whisper.

“We’ve got a special guest tonight, folks. Put your hands together for Red Hook’s own, Brooklyn in the hoooouse! Our man with the plan, GUUUUU-TTEEEER!”

The crowd went wild, clapping and going bananas, completely crazy when the son of a bitch she’d been lusting over in her mind materialized through a door from the other side of the club, wearing a black fur vest—no damn shirt—baggy black and silver camouflage pants, and combat boots which made his already intimidating height cause him to look like the Jolly Green Giant. His black hair was shaved down military style, beard long and glistening like the shit had been oiled, and with all of his piercings, he looked formidable. A mischievous sparkle shone in his dark brown eyes.

“What the hell?! He said he was in Miami!” Promise yelled, not caring who heard her, though it was obvious no one did over all the commotion. She got up from her seat like everyone else, clapping slowly, and deciding making a scene wasn’t in her best interest. The man had an entourage around him as his first hit song, ‘Pringle’, boomed through the club speakers.

She looked at Aria, who only offered a weak smile and flimsy shrug. “I guess he came back early!” she finally yelled over the music. Promise turned back in his direction. He was quite a distance away, but as he walked past their table, he winked at her, and kept it pushing.

You son of a bitch…

Gutter got behind the DJ booth. His song, ‘Tongue and Cheek,’ started to play, and everyone went apeshit, erupting like human volcanoes, including her crazy friends. The music was similar to House of Pain’s, ‘Jump Around.’ Complete mass hysteria. The screaming and carrying on made her ears ring. The man had a way of amping up an already high and inebriated mob to the point that they all seemed possessed by his mere essence. Gutter rocked out on the keyboard as he sang, him and the DJ tag-teaming the computers and controls.

She shot Aria another glance. The woman looked suspiciously sheepish.

She knew he’d be here. That’s why she was hellbent on me coming. What the hell is going on?

Gutter went on to perform another song.

No, I’m not about to let this slide. I want answers.

“Aria… ARIA!” she yelled over the music, but the woman didn’t appear to hear her as she clapped her hands and danced around, somewhat intoxicated. When Gutter finished his performance, she noticed he had stepped back from the front of the booth and was speaking to someone off to the side while the DJ kept playing the music. The person was whispering in his ear, and then Gutter nodded, they fist-bumped, and he walked back to the controls. He grabbed a microphone and turned the music abruptly off.

“Yo, yo, the party has just started, but I wanted to talk to y’all really quick. Is that okay?”

“YEAH!” the crowd screamed.

“Cool… cool. I’m so happy to be here, everybody. This year has been great and hard, at the same time. Not going to get into all of that, but y’all already know!”

People whistled and cheered.

“WE LOVE YOU, GUTTER!”

“I love y’all, too. Thanks for coming out to this cold Christmas Eve to party with me.”

The space gushed with handclapping and shrieks of joy.

“DJ Ice, give me a beat…”

Suddenly, Big Daddy Kane’s, ‘Taste of Chocolate,’ the introduction, began to play, soon merging into ‘The Lover in You,’ by the same artist, and ‘Prince of Darkness.’ She loved the nostalgic vibe of the old-school Hip-Hop legend’s music. Something she and Gutter might listen to while playing cards or cooking together in his kitchen.

Behind the man, curtains began to move, revealing a white pull-down screen. The music kept playing, and it was as if no one else noticed. The lights got lower, and then, a picture of Emily from the ‘Corpse Bride’ movie showed up on the screen. Her heart began to pound. The image glowed like glitter, then flashed to a picture of her.

“What’s going on… what’s going on?!” She looked at Aria, who did nothing but wink at her. And then, all smiles, her friends surrounded her, hugging her. Her damn heart was beating so hard, it hurt. Gutter looked towards her now as a spotlight shined over her head. Her man started to sing a song she recognized: The Weeknd’s, ‘Earned It,’ from the Fifty Shades of Grey soundtrack.

“YES, BABY!!!” someone yelled.

The crowd began to whistle and clap as he slowly crossed the floor towards her, singing the hauntingly beautiful, sexy lyrics. At the end of the song, he was standing before her, intensity in his eyes, and claimed her lips in a kiss. The crowd cheered as she wrapped her arms around him, her body hot, her heart open, and her mind full of stars and wonder. When he released her, he brought the microphone to his mouth once again, and began speaking. That deep ass, husky voice almost made her cum from the very first syllable he uttered.

“Everybody, this beautiful woman is my girlfriend. Her name is Promise. I love her more than anything in this whole crazy ass world. As the title of the song I sang says, she earned it… She and I know what that means. I don’t talk about my private life much, but I wanted to make this moment public, with my fans and friends, because she means so much to me, and I want everyone here to know it.” People started to cheer and go wild.

“Hey, everyone, let him finish speaking, okay? Go ahead, Gutter,” The DJ cut in.

Once everyone settled, he continued. “Sometimes, people can be together for decades, then get married, and it falls apart after the first year or two. Sometimes, people can have a one-night stand, get married the following day, and be together for the rest of their lives. Happily. Other times, people can go through a crisis, and they thought they were looking for one thing, but found something else altogether. Life is unpredictable.” His eyes glossed over as he stared into hers, and he blinked his emotions away. “It can’t be taken for granted, it can be taken away… and nothin’ is promised to us.” The mood went from jovial to somber as he caressed the side of her face with his thumb. “Promise, I have a Christmas Eve party to host tonight, all of these great people want me to perform, but you’re my guest of honor. I called Aria, and she helped me get this arranged. We planned this because it was important to me that I get this right the first time.”

Promise found it hard to reign in her emotions, too. She fought a smile. Aria’s sneaky ass is on my shit list…

He began to sing the song he’d written for her—the one she’d first heard him play on his piano in his home. When he was finished, none of her friends had a dry eye. He took her hand, kissed, then held it.

“I don’t want to keep you waiting, so let me get right to it.” He slipped a small wooden box out of his pocket, then dropped to one knee. The applause and shouting were deafening. She could now see that almost everyone was filming what was happening on their phones and taking pictures. He ignored them, focused on her, and opened the box. She saw a gorgeous oval-shaped diamond ring, surrounded by rubies and other smaller diamonds. The jewel in the center of the setting was so big, it didn’t even look real. She gasped as he took her hand.

“Promise, you are everything that I want in a friend, lover, and life partner. I want to spend the rest of my life with you and make a family. Will you marry me, baby?”

The tears fell, and she couldn’t stop them.

The emotions poured, and she couldn’t reel them in.

The butterflies in her stomach took flight, and they couldn’t be contained.

“Yes! I will marry you.”

Complete hysteria reigned as he slid the ring on her finger, got up, and hugged her tight. He picked her up in his arms, spinning her around as he kissed her. This was so surreal…

When he set her down, he wrapped his hands around her face and kissed her with such intensity, it practically knocked her off her feet. And then, he began to sing another song, ‘Love Song,’ by 311, making his way back across the room to the DJ booth. People were cheering and clapping, strangers were coming up to her to offer congratulations. Her friends surrounded and hugged her, kissing her cheek as she grinned from ear to ear. So full of joy. She showed them her ring and they all commented on how stunning it was, and how happy they were for her. They sat back down at the VIP table as Gutter performed for the audience.

Aria leaned in close.

“I’m so happy for you, Promise. You so deserve this!” The damn woman was crying happy tears.

“Awww, don’t cry, Aria! You’re going to make me cry, too!” They hugged one another, squeezing tight.

“You said his brother is married, but if Gutter has a cousin, celebrity pal, or best friend that’s like him, you know what to do! Hook a sista up!”

They had a good laugh at that.

The night went on, and at one point, she felt her phone vibrate. She pulled it out and cringed. It was a text message from Trevor.

Her heart sank, and a feeling of dread churned inside her when she clicked on it to see what he’d written:

It’s me, Trevor. Congratulations, Promise. It’s all over the celebrity news blogs and social media that Gutter asked you to marry him today. Well, aren’t you lucky? I wish you all the happiness in the world.

…And that was it.

How in the hell did he get my number? She looked around, paranoia creeping inside her. A bad feeling overwhelmed her; one she couldn’t shake.

She forced herself to move past it and not allow the text message to ruin her wonderful evening. She sipped more of her wine and replayed the events of the evening in her mind. Checking out her ring again and again, she smiled as the loud music and her baby’s singing captivated everyone. What a dream she was living. Too amazing to be real… but oh boy, it was real, indeed.

One of her favorite quotes popped in her head.

‘If you want to be fearless, choose love…’

– Rune Lazuli

…And that’s what she did.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


Where do You Want it?
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Promise heard his key turn and the lock click. Gutter stepped inside his home, where she’d been waiting for him for what felt like an eternity—although it couldn’t have been more than twenty minutes. She lazed about in his massive penthouse, sporting her wine-colored crop top and a pair of white flared pajama pants, which she’d packed in her overnight bag. He was suggesting she move more of her things in, as they’d live at his place when married. He slipped his scarf and hat off, hanging them on a hook in the foyer. His black coat was next, the shoulders covered in snowflakes, and he took a moment to warm up from the harsh weather outside. His beard glistened with moisture from the sleet and snow.

“All right, baby. I got it,” Gutter announced. He looked behind him, noticing his front door was still ajar, and pushed it closed with his foot, then locked it. Bag in hand, he darted to the kitchen. “The wine is at the right temperature, too. So that’s good.”

“Thank you, baby.” She returned the music magazine she’d been perusing to the coffee table.

“You’re welcome.”

When he went to the bedroom to change, her thoughts wandered like the lonely and the lost. It was the day after Christmas, and they’d spent the past thirty-six hours together, some of that with his family. When she called her mother to swing by with gifts and introduce her to Zake, things didn’t go as planned. Oddly enough, Mama said she wasn’t feeling well, and preferred to postpone. Before the engagement, she’d tried several times to introduce the woman to Gutter, but she never seemed to be available.

Mama had been acting odd the last couple of weeks especially, but was being tightlipped about it when asked. Promise looked out the big, wide windows, loving how empty the city looked at that moment. That sense of peace only lasted an hour or two each day. Though Christmas was different this year, there’d been some golden moments…

I got to sit and talk with Zake’s dad, and another time exchanged gifts over at Jenny’s house. Her homemade eggnog… hmmmm, to die for. Zina looks so much better now, color in her face, new hair, and gained some weight, too. Beautiful.

Finally got to meet Zach. He and Zake look somewhat alike, more like cousins than brothers. Their personalities are so different, but they sound similar when they speak, like the father. Isn’t that odd how that works?

As she lay back on his big black couch, looking up at the recessed lights above, Gutter returned to the kitchen, then came out holding the wine glasses, clad only in a pair of white satiny shorts. He joined her on the sofa, handing her a glass.

“Thank you,” she said, sitting up. “You didn’t have to go out and get any Prisoner Red Blend. We could’ve just had the wine coolers you had on deck.”

“No, no, no. I asked you what you wanted, you told me, but I didn’t have it. No big deal. The store is literally five minutes away. They’re always open.”

This was one of the perks of him living in such a posh part of town. He had everything at his fingertips, even if it was triple the price. They sipped the wine in companionable silence for a while, the notes of cherry, sweet oak, and cedar filling her with warmth. The fireplace crackled and with the touch of a button, he turned the lights down low. The sounds of Chico DeBarge’s, ‘No Guarantee’ played through the house speakers.

After a while, he set his empty glass on the table, placed her foot over his lap, and began to massage it. He lounged on the couch, head back, dripping with sex appeal.

“What are you thinking about?” she asked with a smile.

“Getting deep inside of you.”

She tingled all over. The vertical labret piercing in his lower lip caught the light just so; as he slipped his tongue against it, and his eyes hooded. Bringing her foot to his mouth, he kissed it, then a husky laugh escaped his mouth as he lowered her on her back.

“What are you going to do to me?” she asked coyly.

“Whatever I want to do to you…”

Staring into her eyes, he sat back on his knees and massaged her inner thighs. The material of her pajama pants bunched beneath his touch. Growing impatient, she fumbled with removing them. Her panties, top, and bra followed suit, and he cast them to the floor. He studied her, chest rising and falling.

“Look at this beautiful body of yours… This is all mine.”

He lowered his body to hers, stroking her arms and shoulders, lips tracing sensitive flesh, tongues teasing… He touched her with slow caresses and languorous kisses, growing needs and desires on overdrive.

“You smell so good, baby. God, you’re so beautiful…” he whispered in her ear.

“I knew I was in trouble when I missed you after our second date.” She laughed lightly, but meant every word. “We had this crazy, off-the-charts chemistry from date one, which has grown into the foundation for love.” The couch sighed beneath them, and as he kissed her over and over, covering her body with affection, he moaned, his body hard and in desperate yearning. He deposited hot kisses along her neck, just how she liked it. Wrapping one leg around his waist, she drew him closer, needing him so very badly, and kissed the tattooed, brawny flesh of his shoulder.

“I’ve been thinking about fucking you all day. Didn’t you get tired from all that running in my mind?” she said.

He laughed in that easygoing, sexy way of his, then kissed up and down her chin, granting the same love to her throat. She held on tight to him as he overwhelmed her with the deepest of affections. She panted when he paused to breathe in her ear.

Lying between her legs, he seduced her nice and easy. Feet off the couch, she held her legs up to give him more working room, and ran her hands up and down his back. She raked her fingers through his short, dark hair. She couldn’t stop touching him. Her eyes fluttered as she caressed every part of him she could reach. She gave his ass a good squeeze while he was grinding and bumping, winding his hips back and forth, taking his time.

She grabbed the elastic band of his shorts as he drove her crazy with each knock of his hard dick against her love. They kissed, the caress evolving into an oral pleasure she’d never known. Hot wine-tinged breath, sweet and musky smells…

She sighed uncontrollably, needing him to have a dozen arms to hold her as much as she desired being in her idea of pure heaven. Double palming his ass as he rode her, she realized he was deliberately working her up into a frenzy, and she was about to lose her sanity.

My husband. This man is going to be my husband…

The thought of that sent shivers down her spine, filling her with elation, surprise, and anticipation. She glanced at her engagement ring as Gutter went for the side of her neck again, this time sucking it hard as he clutched one of her breasts. She gasped for air as her breath hitched, her pussy so wet for him, craving him in the worst way. He went for the other side of her neck and did the same. Her toes curled when he palmed her ass, bringing her flush against his rock-hard groin. She pressed herself to him, exasperated. Frustrated.

He rubbed her shoulder as he made a meal of her breasts. The vein in the center of his forehead extended as he sucked on her nipples, loving them just the way she liked. Pivoting her hips and pelvis against his shorts, she fought to get closer to that big, wonderful dick he was selfishly keeping to himself. He growled in her ear, like a beast, then drew a giggle from her when he flipped her so her back was against the back of the couch, and her legs hanging over it. He dropped to the floor on his knees before her and kissed her inner thighs, lust, love, and fever in his intense gaze.

He kissed her pussy. Slowly. Like an early morning peck, then moved his attention to her inner thigh. Returning to her cat, kissed it again, then repeated the pattern, driving her insane.

“Uhhh…”

Starting from the bottom, he flicked his tongue against her pussy, not stopping until he reached her little patch of pubic hair. A kiss, then a lick, a kiss and another lick, he made breakfast, lunch, and dinner of her pussy all at once. She gripped the edge of the couch, struggling to stay afloat. His breathing, still loud, full of passion, bathed her pussy in warmth as he sucked her honey pot, using his lips to rub, stroke, and devour her.

Gripping her hip, he kept her in place, each tongue stroke reflecting his desire for her. Barely able to keep her head up, she gave in, running her hands roughly over his head, sighing with pleasure at each flick of his tongue. She desperately tried to hold on, her budding orgasm too great to contain. Pushing her pelvis into his mouth, she fucked his face as her uncontrollable trembling ensued.

“Uh…Uh…. Uhhhh…” She struggled for words, but only her core vibration spoke, responding to his lovemaking in a language of its own creation. She glanced down at him and found his gaze on hers, nose pressed flat against her pussy, hands hooked around her thighs, and a wet, long tongue grazing back and forth against her clit and soaking slit. He moaned with her as if he, too, were in paradise from her taste alone. She fought her orgasm, needing to build her explosion, and gave him the sexiest look she could muster. Smiling at her, he sucked and tongue fucked her a bit more, then crawled up her body and plunged his tongue in her mouth.

“Taste this good pussy of yours, baby…”

They kissed and held one another, riding each other’s wave. Hand on his groin, she stroked his dick over his shorts, pulling them away in order to take a peek inside. She let go and he got on his knees on the sofa, while she got into a crawling position before him. Hungry for his love, she kissed up and down his stomach, the happy trail of hair her guide to the prize below. This time, a copped feel wouldn’t be enough.

She worked his shorts down to his knees, and he removed them, tossing them on the floor to join her discarded wardrobe. As she continued to kiss his stomach and licked his shaft, he leaned over her and grabbed her ass, squeezing and massaging it. Licking his fingers, he went back over her and slipped two fingers inside her pussy. Her dripping wet love made resounding noises that blended in with the sounds of Common Saints’ ‘Idol Eyes.’ She gasped for air, the world spinning around her as he kept fucking her with his fingers, grunting, and telling her the nastiest, sexiest things ever.

“You know how I feel about your pussy. You know how it makes me feel. I own this pussy…”

He leaned against her, his weight making her pause. She held on when he pressed his chest against her back and began to roughly lick her ass crack.

“Oh, shit… Oh, shit, baby!”

Up and down his tongue went as he kept jamming his fingers inside of her, harder and harder. She cried out, scratching at his skin, but he didn’t let up, latching on to the front of her thighs, pressing her ass to his chin. His soft beard tickled her as he slipped his warm tongue inside her pussy. It was his own version of sixty-nine, only he seemed more concerned about delivering pleasure, than receiving it.

“Shit! Oh, God, Zake! Fuck!”

She was going crazy, squirming and losing control. He slowed down, then sealed the deal with a kiss against her ass cheek. Standing, he directed her to lie flat on her stomach. His dick was mere inches away, and she gripped the massive girth of his nature in both hands to lick the head. Deep, guttural groans emitted from his perfect lips, the primitive cries of a sexually domineering beast. Trailing her tongue up and down his dick, she covered all the bases while gently squeezing his big balls. He reached for her ass once more, softly rubbing it as she pleasured him. She went down low on him, her gag reflex trying to kick in, but like the pro that she was, she worked her way around it, making it fade away.

“Oh damn, baby…” He groaned. “You’re so damn sexy, it’s not even funny… Fuck.”

He slapped her ass hard, and she felt it jiggle. The sting titillated her, turning her on, much to her surprise.

“Mmmm! Good girl… Sucking your man’s dick just right. How could I not marry you when you mouth-fuck me so good, you fuck my very soul, too? Shit!” She sucked fast and hard now, the slurping noises of his dick thrusting in and out of her wet mouth reverberating in her ears. She loved everything about Gutter’s dick: the generous length, the thickness, the twisting veins, the smoothness of the taut tan flesh, the black hair at the base, the large head and the flavor of his cum.

He pushed the hair away from her face as he thrust in and out of her mouth. Her pussy creamed in an instant, and she came, unable to hold back a second longer. She was taken by surprise when he plunged that immense phallus towards the back of her throat with all of his might.

“Uhhh! Uhhh! Mmmm!” He grunted, swinging his hips back and forth as he balled a fistful of her hair tightly in his hand. He stopped abruptly, picked her up off the damn seat and turned her upside down, holding her by the waist while ruthlessly sucking her pussy.

“OH GOD! ZAKE! ZAKE!”

He ate her as if his life depended on it and she came again, the blood rushing to her head. Her arms dangled, nothing but air all around her. In suspense. He held her like it was nothing—as if she were light as a feather. She came yet a third time, then he quickly sat on the couch and pulled her pussy down onto his python.

“Promise… shiiiiit!” he said between clenched teeth as she rode him, pivoting her hips back and forth. He stretched her far and wide, the impact immense and damn near hallucinogenic. He lunged inside of her, and she gasped when he sucked on her neck, following that with tender kisses. “You’re mine! I told you your ass is mine!” he yelled. Angry. In love. Vulnerable. She could see it in his eyes. He was dead serious.

There was no doubt in her mind now. His possessiveness of her when they made love was increasing. Each time he took her, he claimed her in some way, marking his territory. She loved every damn minute of it. She’d met her match—not only could he keep up with her, but he also lasted longer, and he was nastier, too. They couldn’t keep their hands off each other. She fucked her man, squeezing her pussy muscles, drawing him farther inside her with a vise grip. Looking lost to the pleasure, he held on to her hips as she took control. That was short-lived, for he competed with her for the throne. She yelled when he tossed her on her back, and thrust with brute force while delivering the sweetest of kisses.

He pressed his weight against her, keeping her where he wanted her. His fucking turned slower, deeper, beautiful…

She cried out when he began to speed up again, kissing the side of her face, moaning as he took her, making her his personal sex toy again and again. An orgasm hit her so hard, she froze. Muscles locked, eyes on the ceiling, she could feel her body jostling up and down as he ravished her, but her pussy was pouring, making a mess, and her body was singing his love songs in reverse. Her pussy cried his lyrics, every cell within her singing his damn praises. Gutter fucked and made love to her at the same time. He was, bar none, the best lover she ever had. Perhaps because she was so in love with him, but no—she knew good sex, mediocre sex, and bad sex. This motherfucker had broken the charts.

He rose up ever so slightly.

“Look at me, Promise. Look me in the eyes, baby…”

She did so and her heart exploded. Their connection was otherworldly. They stared at one another as he lurched so deep inside of her, she could feel him practically in her stomach, over and over again. He gripped the back of her neck, pressed his forehead against hers, and kept on… taking her there… tearing her apart from the inside out with his love. He moved faster and faster, the smacking of their sweaty bodies right on time with the rhythm of Nathaniel Rateliff & The Night Sweats’ ‘Survivor.’ He fell down upon her and she cradled his head to her shoulder while he kept that same pace.

He rose up once again, but she latched onto him, her helpless purrs and his manly growls overlapping. Her pussy was so wet, she could hear it sloshing each time he entered her, then retreated. In and out he went, stirring her pot, making her sick and sticky with lust. Overdosing on all that was he. She shifted beneath him, and he grabbed her thighs, forcing her legs farther apart.

“Fuck! Feels so fucking good! Keep your fuckin’ legs wide open! OPEN UP!” He was fucking her to death, his grunts and needs urgent in the way he looked at her and proven with each and every pleasurable prod. His stamina was incredible; he fought her at every turn. Bastard. Every time she tried to make him cum, he somehow managed to withhold.

Turning her on her side, he did the same and lifted one of her legs. He slipped inside her again as he looked into her eyes, and with a smile, he made love to her nice and slow, while stroking her clit. ‘Living Proof’ by The War on Drugs offered the perfect soundtrack. Before she knew it, Gutter was thrusting upward, fucking her damn soul. She screamed as he lunged repeatedly, tearing her to sweet little pieces.

Gripping her ass, he brought her flush against him. There was no escape. He lifted her up, holding on for dear life. Gutter’s intensity… the way he loved her… kissed her… everything was on ten.

It was as if all that existed inside him, the walls he’d built, the lack of trust, the resentment and hurt, had come crashing down as soon as he’d entered the house holding a bottle of her favorite wine. He rolled with his back on the couch, holding her steady. She pressed her hands against his chest and he squeezed her ass, grunting as he made love to her like a man on a mission, drawing her cries of ecstasy. When he stopped, she came again, her body hot, covered in sweat, and her hair falling in her eyes, impairing her vision. She twirled a piece of hair from his beard around her finger, then kissed all up and down the tattoos along his neck, occasionally administering gentle bites.

“Gutter, you’re killing me! I’ve come like four times, and you haven’t come once!” She playfully hit his chest. She hated how he held so tight to the reins. Looking smug, he winked at her.

“Get on your stomach.”

She did as he asked, and he crawled behind her, kissing her ass, making her giggle.

“Ahhh!” He thrust inside of her. Her pussy was swollen, but she couldn’t resist him as he ravished her all night long. Kissing the top of her head, he pounded her from behind. He gripped her chin, turned her face towards his, and crushed her lips in a kiss.

“WHERE DO YOU WANT IT, BABY?!” he roared.

“Inside of me!”

She arched her ass, giving him more cushion as he slammed into her.

He dropped his hold from her chin to her neck, and squeezed gently—her twisted weakness. She came hard, shivering beneath him as he thrust until she saw the moon and stars.

“Flip over. I want to see your fuckin’ face as I cum deep inside your pussy.”

She turned on her back, looking up at the sexiest man in the world, who was dripping with sweat. He entered her again, and she held onto his arms as they stared at one another, covered in each other’s essence.

“I’m going to fuckin’ cum… Oh, God, baby!” he roared, filling her fast with his hot load. But he didn’t stop… He kept fucking her until at last, exhaustion won. He stayed inside of her, layering her face with kisses, holding her close. She wrapped her legs around him, needing him in ways he could never understand. They kissed and she caressed his back, held hands, hugged one another tight. He throbbed inside her, her walls full of all that was Gutter. So damn in love.

After a while, he looked down at her and they both fell into a bout of laughter.

“Why do we always do that? Almost every time we have sex, we laugh?” She chuckled.

He shrugged and kissed the tip of her nose, grinning.

“I don’t know… you just make me feel good. Happy. I can feel it every time you walk into the room, and every time you leave, I can’t wait for you to return.”

They kissed some more, then lay quietly, listening to the music. Heartbeats finally slowing to an even pace, The Parcels’ ‘Comingback’ sung them to sleep…
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CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


Guilty as Charged
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Clutching a vanilla cappuccino in one hand and her phone in the other, Promise emerged from the subway, the cold air whipping her face like an enemy with a vendetta. She caught her reflection in a number of storefronts as she sauntered past, talking to her mother. Her three-inch heeled boots were pulled over a pair of evergreen pencil pants, paired with a matching Victorian-style button down vest and black turtleneck, all covered with an oversized black and gold peacoat. Her hair was held back with a wide headband, and she was feeling pretty damn good, despite the dirty snow lining the streets, and the frigid temperatures.

“…But that doesn’t make any sense.”

“Mama, that’s exactly what I’m trying to explain to you. We’re going to look at wedding dresses next weekend. I want you to come. Aria and I will pick you up in an Uber.”

“Next weekend? Why so soon? I ain’t even met the man!”

“Mama, it’s not too soon at all. You have to take care of these things in advance. The wedding is ten months away. That’s actually not a whole lot of time when it comes to planning such an event in the city. I can’t wait until the last minute to get a dress, you know that.”

“But I ain’t even met the man!” she repeated. “Your brother said he’s some singer. Guilty.”

“Gutter… his name is Gutter.”

“Is he White? Please tell me Westley was lyin’, Promise! He’s just light skinned, right?”

She rolled her eyes as she moved fast, navigating the morning rush crowd.

“Yes, he’s White. So what?” She stopped herself from saying more about it, though it was tempting. “And as far as you not meeting him before now, that was your choice, remember? For some reason, you’ve been ducking and dodging it. He doesn’t have a bunch of expendable time. Zake is extremely busy, but he was making time for you each and every chance he got, only to be blown off. So please don’t play the victim. Let’s just get past this, meet up, and take it from here.”

“This is just some sneaky mess you’re trying to pull, Promise.”

“Sneaky mess? Now why would I want to keep my fiancé away from you? I have tried seven times already to get you to meet Zake. You’re the one dragging your feet… Damn, the fire truck is racing down the street. I hope whatever is going on, the people are okay,” she murmured. “Are you coming to help me pick out a dress and bridesmaid’s dresses at Grace Loves Lace or not, Mama? I really want you there, and I have an appointment.”

“This Saturday?”

“Yes.”

“All right, I’ll come.”

It was obvious Mama was in some kind of emotional rut, perhaps depression, so hopefully this excursion for one of the happiest times of Promise’s life would help pull her out of it.

“Great! I’m so excited! You’re going to have a good time. They have wine, appetizers, and you can help me pick out my dress. I can’t wait to see you, and are you okay with maybe meeting Zake afterwards?”

“I still can’t get over that this boy’s name is Zake. Is that just a stage name, too?”

“Zake is his birth name. Gutter is his stage name.”

“Now what boy would wanna be named Zake? Why would his mother do him like that?”

“This coming from the woman who named my brother Westley Gus. You know he hates his name, especially his middle name. Sounds like something you’d call some old bowlegged, scheming cowboy trying to swindle people out of their gold and moonshine in the saloon!”

Mama giggled on the other end, making her laugh, too.

“Girl, you are so silly!” she cackled. “I like the name Westley, and he’s named after his father. Gus… well, that was his grandmother’s doing. I wasn’t too fond of it, either, but your daddy wanted that. All right,” the older woman said with a heavy sigh. “I’ll meet Zake if he has the time.”

“Perfect. I’ll get it arranged. Mama, I’m like 30 seconds away from walking into work, so let me call you back later tonight.”

“All right. Have a good day, baby.”

“You too. Love you.”

She ended the call, her mood uplifted, took a sip of her drink, and opened the front door of the funeral home.

“Hey, Deborah,” she called out with a wave. Deborah worked in accounting and always had a cheery disposition, but this time, the woman looked away, without as much as a word.

That’s strange. Hmmm. Maybe she’s not feeling well. She shrugged it off, continuing towards the reception area. People were standing around the reception desk, which was odd within itself, and it was unnervingly quiet. No chatter, no sounds of the elevator going up and down, people running up the steps, laughter—nothing. Suddenly, all eyes fixed on her. Some people looked worried, others had unmistakable smirks. One person even burst out laughing, then ducked, as if trying to control their giggles from being heard and seen.

“Good morning, everyone. Is something going on?” She was betting on some nibble of salacious gossip they’d gotten a hold of, the water-cooler kind that grated her nerves. Jason, one of the guys in marketing, opened his mouth to speak, but then, she saw something out of the corner of her eye and set her cup on the reception desk. On all of the windows were taped-up cut-outs, papers, or perhaps posters.

“What is all of that?”

No one answered.

Not able to quite make it out, she drew closer.

“Promise… Promise!” someone called out to her, but she kept walking until she was in the back of the lobby area. Placing a trembling hand to her mouth, her eyes brimmed with tears.

There, all over the wall, were print-outs of her—still shots from those movies she’d performed in so long ago. One was blown up so large, it was practically pixelated. One showed her performing fellatio, another showcased her on all fours with two men having sex with her. Another was a close-up shot of her faking an orgasm. Tears trickled her cheeks as she simply stood there, looking all around at the pictures of a woman she no longer knew. Dead eyes. Broken spirit. An emotionally bruised shell of her former herself, a desperate woman she longed to forgive and forget.

Her stomach knotted and cramped so badly, she feared she might vomit. She turned away from the dreadful crude images, crying her eyes out, and burst through the gawking crowd. She spun past them in a whirlwind, erupted out the front door, and ran as fast as she could. The sounds of honking cars and bellowing chipper music from taxis pierced her brain as she bumped into people on the sidewalk, almost knocking their briefcases and purses out of their hands. Some yelled at her, but she didn’t care what anyone said. She had to get away. She was on the run.

She had no idea where she was going, as long as it was far away from there.

After an eternity, she slowed until she came to a complete stop. Her chest burned from the rapid sprint, her heart beating damn near out of her chest. She placed her hand on that spot and looked down at the littered sidewalk. It was hard enough to keep standing because her body felt as if the wind had been knocked out of her by an invisible force. Time passed. She had no idea how much.

No, you’re not about to fall apart. Pull it together. You’re not about to let anyone run you out of there crying, with your tail between your legs. You’ve worked your ass off to build this career. Nobody in there is worth all of this. GO. BACK. NOW.

After a couple of long, deep breaths, she turned around, walked back, and then calmly entered the funeral home. As she approached the scene of the crime, she spotted several women, fellow employees, removing the pictures. One peeked at her and offered a faint smile. They pulled pieces of tape from the glass and walls, placing the explicit photos in a large garbage bag. At the reception area, the crowd was smaller than when she’d first arrived, but a good number of coworkers lingered there. The members of the gossip arena stared at her. No one said a word.

“Where the hell is Daniel?”

“I don’t know. Why?” Chelsea, one of the graphic designers, muttered.

“Where is Rebecca?” Promise questioned, ignoring Chelsea’s intrusive question.

“She’s on her way in,” Abby replied.

Whipping out her phone, Promise called her boss.

“Hi, Promise. How are you? You usually don’t call me this early. You must want coffee,” the woman teased.

“Rebecca, I hope you’re about to walk inside those doors at any second now, because we have an urgent situation here at work that needs your attention, ASAP.”

“Oh, is there a—”

“No. Whatever you’re thinking, you’re wrong. Please hurry before I beat the brakes off of someone. Please and thank you.” She quickly ended the call and looked around at everyone.

Someone burst out laughing, then another, and another.

“Y’all are some miserable, hateful sons of bitches.” She heard gasps, and people trying to come for her, but she cut them off with the quickness. “You stood here, let that shit stay up there for God knows how long.” She pointed in the direction of the distasteful hodgepodge of pornographic prints. “You waited around just to see my reaction when I walked up in here. I’m surprised you didn’t have popcorn so you could really enjoy the show.”

“Now, Promise, I know you’re upset, but that’s not true. I have no idea who put those photos in the lobby windows. Many of us got here literally right before you did. We’re just as confused as you,” Mary stated, a woman who handled collections part-time, a job she wasn’t even certain was needed.

“I don’t give a damn. That’s not the point. I asked what the hell was going on, and instead of taking me to the side, trying to help take this mess down before visitors start to arrive, you let me walk down there and face the music.” She pointed in the direction of the women who were finishing up removing the images. “Only one person tried to stop me, but not very hard. Y’all live for shit like this.”

“Is that you? It sure looks like you,” DeMarcus, one of the custodians spoke up, a sleazy grin on his face.

“No, DeMarcus. I’m just mad about some random woman who looks so much like me, she could practically be my twin, being posted all over the windows of my place of business. Butt naked. You know damn well who it is, dumb ass! I hope you got an eyeful,” she sneered. “You’re not about to stand here and try to make a fool out of me.”

He sucked his teeth and turned away.

“You made a fool out of yourself,” someone chuckled. She couldn’t tell who.

“I was very young when this happened, as if it’s anyone’s business here, and as if none of y’all ever made a mistake and regretted it. It’s nice to know I’m working with priests, angels, and nuns, that you’re titillated and trying to make a joke out of something as serious and emotionally devastating as this. Good job!” She clapped. “What a stand-up bunch! Nothing but a bunch of drama kings and queens is what y’all are. You would think you’d have more appreciation for life, since we work in the field of death day in, day out. You would think you’d want to make better use of your time, knowing that tomorrow is not promised to any of us.

“We have babies coming in here to be buried, and little children, dressed in their little tuxedos and gowns, showing up to pay their final respects. Kids who have lost their mothers and fathers and are trying to understand why Daddy is never coming home again. There are people who have finally turned their life around after a hard time of it, only to have it snuffed out due to a sudden tragedy. We see it every damn day. It’s a painful reality of what’s going on in the world. I chose this profession initially because I needed to. I stayed in it because I love what I do, and I love these families! It’s a damn shame that all some of you could do is be obsessed about my love life, wondering how much I get paid, how I can afford my coats, purses, or shoes. You’re crabs in a barrel. Bottom feeders!”

“Promise, you have no right to speak to us this way. We were just standing here. Take it out on yourself, or whoever took the photos, or videos, or whatever the hell they are.” Hellen waved her hand lazily about, sarcasm in her tone. “The person to blame for this is you. If anything, you should be apologizing to us for having to see this.”

“Ahhh, if it isn’t ol’ hatin’ ass, Mt. Hellen! I’m the victim here, not the villain. This is unlawful! Your name should be Karen. You haven’t liked me since the day Rebecca took me under her wing. You were pissed she had chosen me to groom, to follow in her footsteps, over you! She didn’t want some cold, lame fish being the face of this family business! You have no empathy. You are not sympathetic. You are far from intelligent, and definitely not intuitive! You cannot keep records straight. You are unorganized to a fault. Lazy. Trifling and untrustworthy. You don’t meet deadlines. You’re unreliable. Always late and have an excuse for everything! Did I mention, rude as fuck!”

“Ohhh, shit!” someone cackled. “Promise goin’ off!”

“Promise, I will be telling Rebecca about this as soon as she gets here!”

“No need, I’ve got you covered. I’m recording everything!” She waved her phone around then dumped it back inside of her purse. “She chose the talent over the race. The skills over the White sisterhood you believed trumped all, and it ate you up!”

“You’re crazy!” The woman held herself as people glanced her way, obviously unnerved about the accusations.

“That’s right! I said it! You can call me crazy, but I’m right, and you know it. I am so sick and tired of y’all shit!” She looked around the room and gestured to several in the crowd. “This was long overdue to come out. I have a message for each and every one of you, spillin’ a little tea since you want the 411, the chin wag! I’m the assistant director, second in command! Put some respect on my mothafuckin’ name!” She pointed at her chest. “You would think I worked for y’all instead. I work circles around each and every one of you up in here, but instead of putting in the work to get on my level, you want to talk shit, kee-kee, and watch someone get crushed by a cruel, and might I add, criminal act.”

She began to count off her fingers.

“I have to do accounting half the time up in this bitch. Fill out reports that aren’t even my job to handle. Every time I turn around, one of y’all motherfuckers that are supposed to do customer service are on a two-hour lunch break. I’m doing marketing for you lazy bastards who won’t handle your calls, follow up with leads, and check the damn website for inquiries. I’m doing counselling because Janet’s ass is barely here, but she’s on salary, so she doesn’t care. Then I am stuck holding the bag, talking about the five stages of grief to someone who just lost their teenage child over some bullshit bullying mess online. I’m one of three Black women on the payroll here, and every day, in some shape or form, I am reminded of that. I have to work ten times as hard as you. How dare you, mothafuckas!”

“Promise, that’s enough.” Vicki, the pie-faced HR Director approached, posing like she was the shit. Adjusting her glasses, she glared at Promise as if she wanted to battle to the death. “You’re angry and taking it out on us. Your language is highly inappropriate, the swearing especially, and I am quite honestly disturbed by your unprofessionalism right now. That’s so unlike you. We didn’t do this, okay? We didn’t put up that stuff. We’re not responsible for whatever… issues you had,” She looked her up and down, judgment dripping in her gaze. “I’m sorry that you are embarrassed, I can understand why, but this isn’t the way to deal with this matter. Those are unfortunate photos to say the least.”

“An unfortunate photo of you was taken too, Vicki. Would you like to guess when? It was every time you had your picture taken in your entire lifetime, you goat-mouthed bitch.”

“Promise!” Abby exclaimed.

“Oh, shut up! This heffa is standin’ here, the HR Director of all people, more concerned about swear words than the fact that someone here decided it was all right to plaster this shit around the lobby! Every single one of you talks crap behind Vicki’s back, saying how stodgy and mean she is, and now you want to act all offended, clutching your pearls and appalled because I’ve told the truth. Yes, the truth! The truth is that that’s me in those pictures, and also that notta one of you in here has a soul! I am calling everyone out because if I can be plastered naked, and you all get your shits and giggles because of it, rejoicing in my public humiliation, then I’m going out of here blazing!”

“You’re only hurting yourself,” Vicki commented.

“I’m not hurting me, and you can’t hurt me, either! None of you can! I’ve been through more hell and shit than any of you could imagine, and I’m still standing! God is my salvation! Ten toes down! I’d rather be in one of those damn refrigerators in our morgue waiting for my burial than be some of y’all. Wretched asses. And that’s on everything.” People began to bristle up and curse. Some walked away, shocked and outraged, for their poor virgin ears couldn’t withstand another word of it. “And you’re damn right I’m mad. For years, you’ve mistaken my kindness for weakness. My professionalism was mentioned. What audacity. You’d have to be a fool to expect me to respond differently, after how this was handled.”

“Promise, I’m sorry this happened. I am.” One of the women who was taking the pictures down approached her, tears in her eyes. Promise however kept her gaze fixed on the others, still getting off on her pain.

“I have bent over backwards to help most of you in here, and you’ve done nothing but undermine me, backstab me when I got promoted by spreading lies and rumors, called me Rebecca’s little lap dog, and then tried to throw me under the bus because of Daniel, of all people! All you women in here fawning over his ass are goofy. He wanted me. I never wanted him. I have heard the shit y’all been saying behind my back. That you think I’m better than everyone else now because I’m engaged to Gutter… a bunch of bull! You know damn well I act the exact same way I did a year ago, and a year before that. It’s y’all that are fake! I don’t have a phony bone in my body!”

Someone touched her gently on the arm, trying to pull her away. She jerked herself free and yelled towards the stairway.

“Daniel! I’m going to kick your ass! You wanted to get in my pants. Well, let’s tussle! Baby, I took self-defense years ago, and I’m ready to use it!” She flung her purse on the ground, grabbed a plant, and threw it across the room, making a few people duck and dodge. The thing hit the wall and smashed to pieces. “I know he is responsible for this. DANIEL! GET YO’ MOTHAFUCKIN’ RAGGEDY ASS DOWN HERE, YOU COWARD!” she roared.

“Somebody get security… get security, please!”

“You damn sure better call security because I’m going to jail today, baby. Try Jesus, not me. He’ll save you; I’ll berate you, that’s a guarantee! Y’all want to see a movie so bad? See me in action, huh? Want to see me show off my acting chops? Well, buckle up, honey! This show is going to be a thriller. You better fucking believe it. DANIEL! Bring your El DeBarge lookin’ ass to ME!”

“He’s not here, Promise!” Rebecca yelled, her voice shaky and full of emotion as she approached, her heels clicking against the floor. “He called in and said he’s running late. I heard you yelling all the way outside. What in the world is going on?!”

Promise raced to the lobby wall to quickly remove the few remaining pictures, then seized the garbage bag full of the pornographic images from one of the woman’s hands. She returned to Rebecca, jammed her hand in the bag, and pulled out a fistful of wrinkled images, showing her. Rebecca adjusted her glasses to see better, then her mouth dropped open.

“I walked in here this morning, and all of these hyenas were standing around gawking. Someone, more than likely Daniel, put up a bunch of pictures of me in the lobby from some movies I did when I was a young adult. I did this because I was trying to make it through nursing school and not be homeless anymore. It’s not a coincidence that these have shown up after my engagement to Gutter. The timing is uncanny. Daniel let me know months ago that he knew about my movies. It was a veiled threat because of his expense reports not being signed off on. He believed it was somehow my fault. He’s been harassing me, Rebecca, and—”

“Okay, okay, let’s all take a deep breath.” Rebecca swallowed, took the garbage bag full of printouts, and Promise by the hand, and began shooing the crowd away. “Promise, we will talk privately in my quarters. The rest of you, get back to work immediately. Our doors open to the public in less than ten minutes. DeMarcus, please get this debris and trash cleaned up. I see a plant was a casualty.”

“Okay. I’ll take care of it right now.” The man shuffled away.

“If I see any of these photos of Ms. Bradford in circulation in this establishment again, or elsewhere from any of you for that matter, you will face disciplinary action and be subsequently fired. Promise, come with me, please.”

Promise snatched her purse from the floor as the crowd dispersed. As they passed the reception desk, Rebecca addressed Abby.

“I spoke to Daniel this morning. Call him and let him know that he needs to get here right away. Do not disclose why I wish to speak with him, please. Just tell him it’s important.”

“Yes, I will do that right now.”

She silently walked with Rebecca down the hall and got on the elevator. Soft music played, perfume scents mingled, and tears welled, but did not fall. Once they arrived at her office, Rebecca immediately opened her personal refrigerator, and removed two bottles of water. She set one down on her desk as she rounded it, then pointed to the chair across from her, signaling Promise to take a seat. Promise sat down, crossed her legs, and tried to control herself.

“Promise,” Rebecca leaned forward, clasped her hands, closed her eyes for a brief moment, and shook her head. “Tell me what’s going on, as calmly as you can.”

Promise explained everything, from the situation with her ex-husband, to the reason she left nursing, to the present day. Rebecca sipped on her water as she listened to each painful word.

“I’m sorry that this occurred. I can only imagine how you feel. It’s terrible.”

Promise hung her head and wrung her hands.

“In all of these years I’ve known you, I’ve never seen you so angry… so hurt. You are typically the voice of reason, composed and cool under pressure. Now that I know the nature of what happened, I can see that your reaction, though startling, was fathomable.”

Promise plucked a tissue from the box on Rebecca’s desk and wiped away her tears. Just then, there was a knock at the door.

“Who is it?”

“Daniel.”

“Come in.”

The door slowly opened, and the bastard peeked inside.

If Rebecca wasn’t here, I’d pick up this vase on her desk and bash your motherfucking face in.

“Sit down, please.”

Promise turned and looked at the piece of shit walking through the door. He closed it behind him, glanced in her direction, then took a seat a couple feet away from her.

“Daniel, something inappropriate, demeaning, and completely against our policies occurred today.”

The man sported a perplexed expression. Promise sucked her teeth, crossed her arms, and looked away. Here comes the Oscar nomination…

“What happened?”

“Someone, or several people, we’re not certain, placed some inappropriate pictures of Promise, in a state of undress, all over the lobby for everyone to see this morning.”

“Well damn, that’s awful.”

“The photos were still shots from some amateur adult films she starred in many years ago. Do you know anything about the photos being displayed here, Daniel?”

He quickly leaned forward as his eyes nearly bucked out of his head. “Me?! You think I’d do something like that?” he said, frantic.

“Daniel, please just answer the question.”

“No! No…” He shook his head. “I would never risk my job to do anything crazy like that!”

“Did you know about the movies she was in?”

Stone-faced, he sat straighter.

“Daniel, I asked you a question. Did you know about the—”

“Yes. I knew about the movies, okay? But I swear,” he turned towards Promise, looking downright scared, “I would never do that to you, or anyone for that matter. Promise, ya gotta believe me. I know we’ve got some bad blood between us, and I know you think I’m a slimeball. We’ve shared some pretty harsh words over this past year, but there are some lines I wouldn’t cross, and this is one of them. Everyone knows we don’t care for each other, but I didn’t do this!”

Rebecca sighed.

“Okay, you two. Right now, it’s your word against his, Promise. Here’s what’s going to happen. I am going to have to launch an internal investigation. I am requesting that both of you please take the next two days off. This situation is far too distracting, so it’s not a good idea for either of you to be here right now, anyway. We need to get to the bottom of who is responsible, and we will. I am quite serious about this. This sort of thing will not be tolerated. Promise, please go home and get some rest. Daniel, if you didn’t do it, you’ll be cleared.”

“Okay.” Promise got to her feet and placed her purse over her shoulder in preparation to leave.

“I’ve got a lot of work to do though, Rebecca. Can I at least work from home?”

“Yes, you’re free to work from home, but please do not come back on the premises until called by me, personally. I will have security walk both of you out—not because you are guilty, but so we can ensure nothing is moved, changed, and there and no more altercations. I will be getting on this right away. It will be paid time off for both of you, until the investigation is over.”

“Okay, understood,” Daniel stated as he stood from his seat.

As they waited for the security officer to arrive, Rebecca walked to her shredder and began destroying the sleazy prints, one by one. Promise blinked back tears, now more furious than blue.

The guard came and stood between them. A few gawkers watched them be ushered to the front door. A walk of shame. She stepped out into the cold air, ready to make her way back to the subway and get her thoughts together before calling Zake, Aria, her brother. Perhaps she’d decide to fall apart with her loved ones and get toasted. As she was making her way up the street, Daniel called out to her.

“Promise.”

“You have some nerve parting your lips to say anything to me. What could you possibly want?!” Her eyes felt icy cold from the mix of fresh tears and chilly air.

He looked so damn pitiful though.

“I am telling the truth,” he said. “You can think I’m a jerk, and sometimes I guess I was, but God as my witness, I’m not that type of man. Yeah, I knew about the movies like I admitted to Rebecca, and that’s why I kept trying to pursue you.” She looked away, disgusted. “I’m a man, okay? You’re a beautiful woman. At the time, you were single. I saw what I saw, and wanted in on the action. You weren’t feelin’ me after our date and yes, I felt some kind of way about it. I was mad. I took that personally because I’m not used to rejection. I don’t have problems getting just about any woman I want. I’m the total package, so when you ghosted me, it pissed me off.” She rolled her eyes. “I’m just being honest, but I swear on my mother’s grave, Promise, that I did NOT put that shit up there. Whoever did that is evil… and that’s just not me.”

With that admission, he turned and walked away.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


One for the Trevor, Two for the Bass…
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It wasn’t difficult to find out what he enjoyed doing in his free time. It wasn’t hard to discover where he worked, either. Social media had a way of helping or hurting everyone, it seemed. Gutter hoped for the latter, in this case.

He cracked the window of his truck as he drove to Holbert Marketing Firm, an advertising company that specialized in digital media and brand design on Hudson Street, in Manhattan. Parking in a nearby parking garage, he entered the establishment, noticing right away the bright yellow walls, slick digital ads on flat screen televisions, and a minimalistic, sleek silver desk area where two receptionists sat working and answering calls.

He approached the desk, but before he could say a word, one of the ladies looked up at him and offered a tilted smile.

“I had no idea we had you as a client, Gutter. This is great! Do you have an appointment? Who is your project manager?”

“Oh, I’m not a client, but I do want to see someone about possibly becoming one. Is there a Trevor Williams here?”

“Yes. Trevor is in a meeting right now. Would you like to have a seat and wait? He should be finished shortly.”

“Sure, thank you.” He was getting ready to walk away, then paused. “Uh, one more thing… can you do me a favor?” He spun back around in her direction.

“Yes, what is it?”

“Don’t tell him who wants to possibly do business with him. Let it be a surprise.”

“Okay, yeah! He’s going to be so excited!” the woman stated giddily.

Gutter sat down in the waiting area, nicely decorated with overstuffed tan leather chairs, a fireplace, and a table with a large floral display, stacked brochures, and a candy bowl. As soon as he sat down, the other woman approached offering hot and cold beverages.

“I’m fine, thank you though.” He waved to her and forced a smile. He waited, hands on the arm rests, getting more tense by the minute. He passed the time checking emails, texting his manager, and speaking briefly with his brother.

At last, the man of the hour came around the corner, sporting a nice light gray suit, white shirt, and designer tie. As he neared, his smile began to slowly fade, and his fast pace turned into a crawl.

“Hey, Trevor!” Gutter shot up from his seat, all smiles. “It’s me! Gutter!”

“…Yeah… I see that. Uh, what can I do for you?”

“I’d like to have a professional chat with you if ya don’t mind.” Gutter winked at him as the two ladies looked on, stars in their eyes. “Do you have a boardroom we can have a discussion in? An office? Hell, a broom closet we can go into if need be? I promise to not take up too much of your time.”

Trevor placed his hand on his hip and looked him up and down, his brows arched and lips twisted. The man had a neatly trimmed goatee, and his hair was faded. Attractive enough, though there was definitely something off about him. Sneaky.

“Yeah. Follow me. We can talk in my office,” the man stated dryly.

“Perfect! Hey, there are a lot of cameras in this place, aren’t there?” Gutter looked up at the corners of the room he’d been sitting in, noting several devices that were recording him. Trevor kept going without responding. He then caught up with the man, walking with him side by side. “I bet you know a lot about cameras, huh? Well, you were the management, so I guess your focus was more on the income and expenses of the ‘talent’, right? Being a big-time advertising guy and all though, I’m sure you understand videography quite well. ’Specially as it seems you’ve done real well for yourself… even lived overseas for a bit. You know the cameras I’m talking about, right?”

Trevor’s jawbone clenched and he kept blinking.

“Keep your voice down,” the bastard ground out.

“I’m not a good whisperer. I’m a singer and a musician. I’m naturally mad loud. Maybe you could teach me how to slide, slither and slip around real quiet like, undetected? I’m sure you’re good at that. Back to the cameras though… Do you know the kind I mean? The kind ya take low budget videos with. Gives a whole, nostalgic, mid-2000s feel. Ya like those, don’t cha? Must’ve felt really nice to cash those checks that you didn’t earn while someone you claimed to love was sellin’ her soul to get through school and keep a roof over your head after you pissed away her money.”

Trevor visibly swallowed, betraying just how nervous he was. Soon, they were inside of the man’s office, which was decked out with awards on display, modern furnishings, and a couple houseplants in need of watering. Gutter went to close the door behind them.

“Uh, no, no! Leave that open.” The man’s voice rose as he pointed to the doorway. “Go on, have a seat.”

Trevor sat down behind his desk, and Gutter took a seat right in front of him. Grinning, he pulled out a pack of gum.

“You want a piece?”

Trevor shook his head.

“All right, suit yourself. This gum is great… Big Red. The flavor stays a while, ya know? It doesn’t disappear quick, kind of like shit that is posted on the internet… even if it was a long ass time ago.”

“Okay, it’s obvious what you’re here about. What do you want, Zake? I am busy. I don’t have time for this.”

“Well, Mr. Pimp, I suggest ya make time.” Gutter unwrapped the gum, shoved it in his mouth, and began to chew. “See, last night, I got some bad news. That bad news might be associated with you.”

“And what bad news is that? Did my wife call off your engagement?” The man sneered.

“Oh no, never that.” Gutter chewed a bit more vigorously. “This isn’t comedy hour. That’s a mighty silly thing to say. Actually, the bad news is that some motherfucker decided to get a hold of the old movies that you-know-who starred in, because of you, of course, and print ’em out. They then taped them to the walls of her place of employment in the early morning as soon as the custodians had opened the doors to clean the place up before the business day began. No customers were there yet, just some employees who were early risers and the cleaning crew, but the lobby was open at that time. Someone put the pictures right there in the front vestibule for everybody to see. Now, isn’t that wild?” Gutter laughed as he slapped his legs.

Trevor’s eyes darkened, and his lips parted.

“Oh my God… did she get fired?”

“Fired? Noooo, her job is secure. But!” He held up his finger. “They have launched an investigation and as we speak, I hired a company to look at the video footage of the funeral home she works at. See, they have cameras, too. Everyone is into videos these days, huh? Just taking photos left and right! Kinda like on social media, where you’ve been liking my future wife’s pictures, sending her flirtatious DMs and other silly crap like that. I let that shit go, but I didn’t really care to see the dick pic you sent her the other day.” The color drained from the man’s face. “Not really my thing. I would’ve probably thrown up actually, if I wasn’t balls deep in her at the time you sent it… having too much fun to let that little shit ruin our night.”

He patted his feet against the floor as if doing a silly dance.

“Anyway, yeah. The video was pretty grainy, so it would take a long time for the police to analyze it, get it over to a professional videographer team and all of that jazz. I wanted to expedite the situation, I’m sure you understand, and being who I am has advantages, so Promise’s boss was gracious enough to let me assist in this matter. One thing though, they were able to rule out one guy pretty quickly. A co-worker of hers, because from what they could make out, the build of this guy is totally different from the one in the film, and also, there was no evidence that he was even in the building when these were hung up. But, as I look at cha, I can’t rule you out. Isn’t that something?” Gutter smacked the gum, chewing obnoxiously loud.

“I didn’t do any shit like that. Don’t try to pin something like this on me.” The man flopped back in his seat and crossed his arms.

“Do you realize how much trouble you’d be in, just legally speaking, if you did this shit?”

“What is this? A shake down? You’re not a cop. I doubt you’re even supposed to be here, so now that I’ve told you it wasn’t me, I suggest you go on tour, go sing a little jingle, or whatever it is that you do, and get tha fuck outta my office.”

Gutter smirked and stroked his beard, nice and slow.

“No problem, bitch, I mean, Trevor. Before I leave, here’s what you need to know going forward. Just so we have an understanding… If you contact my fiancée again, you’ll be on tour yourself—the six feet under tour of Trevor Williams, and you won’t be returning for an encore. If I confirm it was you who did this shit to her, I will spend whichever amount of money I must to destroy your career to the point that you’ll be beggin’ McDonald’s to take your resume just to clean the toilets. That’s of course after you spend about five years in jail for nonconsensual disclosure of sexually explicit images from out-of-circulation videos, pain and suffering, and a host of other charges. Lastly, I’m the wrong person to fuck with.”

He offered a piercing stare.

“Mothafucka, I’m not scared of you. Don’t let the smooth taste fool you. This suit and tie are on me, but inside I’m still hood. Believe that.”

“Don’t try to grow balls now, ya fuckin’ bum. It’s too late. A real man would’ve never let his woman sell her pussy on camera in the first place. In its place, he would’ve gotten out there and busted his ass so that she was safe and secure. Instead, you tossed her a couple of condoms and bought a fuckin’ car. So, while I appreciate the fake bravado, you and I both know that if you don’t settle the fuck down and get that fake bass out of your voice, there’s gonna be some rockin’ and rollin’ in here… But it won’t be my music. You have no idea the things I am capable of doing.”

They glared at one another as tempers swelled. “Sometimes I honestly don’t have much of a conscience. I would never hurt someone I love though, especially the way you did.”

“She made herself out to be the victim, right? First of all, we were young. We both made mistakes. Secondly, I never put a gun to Promise’s head. She could’ve stopped at any time, but most of all, this is none of your damn business! I don’t owe you an explanation, man!”

“What you did to Promise, pressuring her into that shit, has completely fucked with her head, but thankfully, she’s a smart woman… and strong, too. She’ll be all right. Anything that threatens her peace is my business. You popped up out of the blue, went to her job, sent flowers a few times, she asked you to stop it. We got engaged, you sent her some weird ass stalkerish text message like ten minutes after it happened, and now you sit there like you actually believe I won’t tear you to pieces for that shit alone. Right here. Right now. I’ll do it so fast, by the time your little dumpy security guard pal gets his ass over here, you’ll already be in bloody ribbons. You say don’t let your suit and tie fool me? Don’t let the color of my skin fool you…” He pointed an accusatory finger at him. “One of the biggest dope dealers in my hood gave me my name: Gutter. He was a locally famous DJ, too. Educate yourself on me, homie. My rap sheet and history are public record. I didn’t hang with cuddly teddy bears, pretty fairies, and Cupid. I don’t have to fake shit. Pretend gangsta. You wish you were about that life. Brooklyn born and bred, baby. 100.”

Gutter got to his feet and glared down at the man.

The punk’s chin trembled as he looked away.

“Scary ass… Want to act like a big man with tha fuckin’ office door wide open and all of these cameras. Protecting you. You better hope we never have to see each other again, Trevor, because if we do, only one of us will be walking away intact. And I ain’t fallin’ down for nobody.”

He blew a bubble, let it pop, and walked himself out.
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…Several days later

“Gutter, I’m five minutes away… I’m five minutes away, right?” Promise anxiously asked the Lyft driver.

“Yes… four minutes now.”

“Okay.” He abruptly ended the call. Anxiety filled her.

“I’m getting you there as fast as I can, sweetheart. I promise. Take a deep breath, it’s going to be okay,” the driver assured her. The sweet Black lady who’d picked her up from work had been a Godsend.

“Yes… thank you. That was my fiancé on the phone. It’s his mother who is in the hospital right now.”

“She’s sick?”

“She has cancer. Had it for a while, but something has happened apparently. They said she could hardly breathe, but managed to call 911. They said that she… never mind. I just have to get there.”

She shook her head and rocked back and forth, unable to sit still. She closed her eyes, trying to calm herself, but that didn’t work, either. She practically jumped out of the car as it pulled up to the front of the infirmary. Thanking the driver, she raced inside New York-Presbyterian Queens Hospital. Only then did she feel herself relaxing, as if she’d put a magical hat on her head and it worked wonders. She’d been to so many hospitals for work related visits, many times during the wee hours of the morning or late at night, that she knew most of their floor plans by heart.

Able to breathe easier, she found out where Jenny was and made her way to the floor. In the lobby, she found Gutter, his father and sister. None of them seemed to notice her approaching. Gutter’s father was standing in the waiting area, like some statue. Zina was red in the face, her eyes puffy, clutching a tissue. She turned to Gutter, but before she could get his attention, he looked up from his phone and smiled.

“Oh, baby!” She wrapped her arms around him and kissed his cheek. “I’m here. What’s the status?” she asked as she looked around at the others, wanting an answer from anyone who was able to speak.

“They have her sedated. She’s conscious, but not doing well,” Gutter explained, his tone flat. He looked disconnected, as if he were drifting inside of himself, but not fully there. “Her blood pressure is pretty low, too. They’re workin’ on that.”

She nodded in understanding.

“Were you all able to visit with her?”

Zina shook her head, then blew her nose. “No.” She sniffed. “The doctor said he’ll let us in as soon as it’s okay.”

Promise took a seat next to Gutter, while his father stared indifferently at some cop show on the television. Promise wrapped her arm around Gutter and squeezed. He barely budged. She didn’t mind because she recognized this sort of response to illness and death. After about an hour, the doctor came and said she was awake and coherent, her blood pressure had improved, and they had her stable. He added that two of them could enter at a time. Much to her surprise, Gutter’s father clutched his ball cap and turned to his children.

“Zina, do ya mind if I go in with Gutter for a minute? I’d like to talk to Jenny. It’ll only be for a second.”

“No, I don’t mind. Go ahead, Dad. I’ll wait.”

The man nodded, and the pair left. Promise smiled at Zina, who attempted to smile back, but failed.

“How about I get us some coffee? Are you hungry?” she offered.

Zina blew her nose and shook her head. “I don’t have an appetite, Promise, but coffee sounds good. One cream, one sugar, please. Splenda, if they have it.”

“You got it. I’ll be right back.” Promise got to her feet and as she walked away, she spotted Gutter and his father entering one of the hospital rooms.

God, please help all of them right now. Give them strength. I know I don’t pray to you as much as I should, but I need you right now. I know my man… the one you brought into my life. He needs you. He can have all the friends, fans, and family in the world, but without you, he’s not going to get through this…
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The chair creaked as Dad’s weight came down upon it. A little clock radio played Madonna’s, ‘Dress You Up,’ on low. Gutter kept out of the way, studying the strange expression on the man’s face. Angry, yet sad at the same time. Dad took Jenny’s hand and patted it, then squeezed it. His eyes watered, but no tears fell. Jenny just lay there. So odd that she didn’t look sick. She had color in her skin, and some of her hair seemed to be growing back. Her lips were plump, and she looked completely alert.

“Hi, old man,” she teased, her voice weak. “I see you’re still not missing any meals, big boy.”

Dad laughed sadly. He averted his gaze, as if needing a minute.

“I haven’t seen ya in a long time, Jenny. We’ve talked, mostly me cussing ya out, but laid eyes on you? It’s been forever.”

She nodded.

“…Jenny, I don’t know what to say, so I’m gonna wing it.” Dad cleared his throat. “I’m not good with stuff like this, but I want to tell you that because of our son, one of three of the best gifts ya ever gave me, I was… I was able to make peace with what happened between us.” His voice cracked and he shook his head as the tears welled up in his eyes again.

Jenny’s eyes twinkled, and so did her smile.

“I still love ya, old man.” She chuckled. “I didn’t handle leavin’ our marriage right. I was unhappy, but that wasn’t the way to show it. To deal with it. It was a bad move. I’m sorry about how I did things. How it ended. How it affected our kids. I really am. I told ya that though… even when you cussed me out over Gutter and his tour, and all of that. I meant what I said to you about being apologetic. For all of it.”

“I know you meant it. Well, I hoped ya did.” He laughed. “My Debbie Harry…” He stroked her head, like she was a baby. “I want to make peace with ya, Jenny. No bad feelings. No hard feelings. No grudges. Hey, want to hear something funny? Did any of the kids tell ya I was married again for only a split second, like twenty years ago?”

“Yeah.” She chuckled, her face turning red. “Zach said she slept with your brother, and she was a real piece of work. Which brother did she nail?” Jenny’s eyes filled with mischief.

“Kirk. The one who still thought he was in the war and was snortin’ cocaine like an anteater. She called herself getting even with me because I had filed for divorce from her. They fooled around after that. I was just glad to be rid of her. Good riddance.” He shook his head and laughed. “It was hard to love someone as much as I loved you, though, you crazy lady. What happened to that pet turtle ya used to have? Henrietta?”

“Aww, Jesus.” She rolled her eyes. “She ran away.”

“How in the hell does a turtle run away, Jenny?!”

Gutter sat down on the edge of her bed and listened to the two of them joke around, talk about old times, and in some strange way… become friends. After a while, Dad got up and looked down at her.

“I’d like to think, by some miracle, you’re going to pull out of this.”

She looked up at him and shook her head. Gutter quickly turned away, not wanting to see anymore.

“I don’t think so, old man. Patrick, I think I’m close to the finish line… but… ya know what? That’s okay. I’ve lived my life. I had my art. My oldies station music. My clothes and jewelry. My house. My artsy friends. I’ve traveled a little. I’ve gotten to talk to my children, make some new memories, even with Zach. We’ve been video chatting. It’s been nice getting to know them. Zina and I have been in contact for years, but, ya know, because of Owen…”

“Yeah, I know. He’s out of the picture now. She’s waiting in the lobby to see you, too.”

“Okay. You know today is great, right? I’ll tell you why. It’s because I got to see my handsome husband… the father of my three blessings, and I got to tell him to his face how I feel about him. Not the negative stuff that happened in the past—not gonna waste my time talking about any of that. Instead, I want to concentrate on what matters. Life has no meaning if ya got nobody to love or care about, honey. Nobody to care about you, too. I don’t deserve any of this love and affection, but for some reason, I’ve got it. I’ve got love all around me.”

Gutter slowly faced his mother, and his chest swelled with emotion and pain. His father was standing, clutching Jenny’s hand, and shaking. Crying quietly. His tears were falling all over her, but all she did was smile wide at him as though he was the best thing to walk the earth. He remembered that look in her eyes when he’d been a young boy. The way she’d looked at his father back then was magic, like he was the stars, the moon, and everything in between.

It didn’t matter if it was the pain medication making her do it, a guilty conscience or broken heart; they both needed this. Sometimes, just a glance, a well-placed smile, or a hug at just the right time was the only medicine we need. Love heals all wounds. Full recovery guaranteed.
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CHAPTER THIRTY


Family Matters
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“Well, here’s the reality of the situation, Zake.” Westley took a sip of his coffee from the white carry-out cup as he sat across from the man in his penthouse. Gutter had ordered a delivery of brew and some damn good danishes. “You and I see this as important, right, but there are murderers, gang related crimes, and rapists runnin’ around New York City twenty-four-seven, so my sister having her old ass photos taped to a window of a funeral home isn’t exactly their top priority right about now.”

“I know, man.” Gutter slumped on the couch. “That’s why I took matters into my own hands. Money talks.”

“That’s true, but that might not amount to much because the police still have to be involved.”

“Problem is, according to the company I hired to look at the footage, the bulk of the cameras are on the outside, so they don’t actually see the guy putting the pictures up. They just see him walk in with some folder in his hand, go back into the front lobby, open it… but then because of where that wall is, they can tell he is definitely moving around putting the pictures up, but no one was there to witness him, only the custodians were there and they didn’t see him, and on top of that, he had on a hoodie and glasses. It’s taking a long time. They said they are still working on it, but I don’t care if it takes fifty years. I want to know who did this.”

Westley shook his head. “It’s crazy, man. This happening to my sister, of all people, really tears me up inside. She didn’t deserve this.”

“So, what about fingerprints? Or have I been watching too much CSI?”

“That’s not done all the time, especially in cases like this because no one died, it wasn’t a break-in, and no one was physically harmed. But from what I understand, Promise’s boss got rid of the pictures which in hindsight wasn’t a good idea. She’s not a police officer so of course she wouldn’t know. And she was just trying to help my sister, but even if she hadn’t gotten rid of those pictures, other people had touched them beforehand to look at them, and some had even taken them down off the wall, so they’d been contaminated. The scene was compromised, basically.”

Gutter nodded in understanding.

“They ruled out her coworker, Daniel, so that leaves Trevor, but we have no concrete proof yet.”

“It’s got to be Trevor, man, but like you said, we have no evidence.” Westley bunched his brows and huffed in frustration. “He was interviewed and said the same thing he told you: that he didn’t have anything to do with it. You know you weren’t supposed to go over and mess with him though.”

Westley knows damn well that had he been in my shoes, he would’ve done the same thing.

“I was definitely supposed to go over and mess with him. Like you said, the police are busy with other shit. Someone had to do something. Might as well be me. I tell you what, he hasn’t sent her a text or DM, since. He got the picture loud and clear.”

“I can’t get directly involved because it’s a conflict of interest, but believe me, I’m following this closely anyway.”

“Yeah, I get it. Do you want some more coffee?” Gutter offered. “I can get more delivered. The shop is on the first floor.”

“No, I’m good, I’m good.” Westley reached down and flicked a speck of dust off his shoe. “Did the detective call you about the follow-up regarding the attempted carjacking?”

“Yeah. I spoke to him last week. One of the guys was picked up on other charges, so they have them all now, and that court case ol’ boy’s family tried to pull was dismissed. How the hell is your relative going to try to rob and attempt to kill someone with his little criminal crew, then get a taste of his own medicine because I defended myself, and then turn around and sue when I was the one wronged? People are incredible, man. When my lawyer first called me about it, I couldn’t believe it.”

Westley burst out laughing and shrugged. “It takes all kinds, Zake. That’s not just what happens to people like you, but everyday Joes, too. Nothing shocks me anymore.” He looked around at Gutter’s trophies, awards, and luxurious trappings.

“This is a nice pad, man.”

“Thanks.”

“I’m moving in, too. I know you’ve got a couple spare rooms. Me and Promise are a package deal.” They both had a good laugh at that. “How’s your mother doing?”

Gutter stiffened and the mood in the room instantly changed.

“She’s not doing too well, Westley. She’s back at home with a nurse I got her for daily care. Right now, it’s just about pain management because there’s nothing else they can do.”

“Zake, I’m really sorry about this. My mother is a trip sometimes, but I love her a hell of a lot. She can be hard to deal with, but she was a good parent. I couldn’t imagine being’ in your shoes. I know it has to be hard.”

“Well, I’m assuming Promise told you, but I wasn’t really that close to my mother. We didn’t have a relationship until this year.”

“She told me a little about that, probably not everything, but I got the gist.”

“It’s a long story. No need to rehash it or go into the details right now. I’m just glad I got to spend a lot of time with her recently though. I didn’t know her; now I can honestly say that I do, and that means a lot to me. She’s not a bad person. She was going through some sort of mental breakdown I guess you could say, and it made her do some things that uh… affected a lot of people. Promise explained that my mother has diagnosed anxiety issues and chemical depression dating back to when I was small. Apparently, Jenny… no…” Gutter paused, getting his thoughts together. “Apparently, my mom told her about it. I’ve never seen her as a part of me. Calling her mom always felt strange, so I stopped saying it when I was still a kid. But now, calling her Jenny feels strange. Just wrong. That’s my mother, man. She is in the ways that matter today. She is because I cannot do anything but love her as she does me. I know she does. She deserves the title.” Gutter took a deep breath, then continued. “She seems to tell Promise a lot of stuff, actually. It’s funny how well the two of them have connected. It hurts, too… because I know Promise really loves my mother, and one day, her friend will be gone. Anyway,” he sighed, “I’m glad I trusted my gut and came back home.”

He leaned back against the couch and ran a hand over his face, trying to keep the emotions in check.

“You’ve got a lot on your plate. I’m going to get out of here and let you start your day. Thanks for letting me stop by on such late notice. I just wanted to brief you on everything and let you know why nothing has happened.”

“Yeah. No problem. You’re about to be my brother-in-law. We’re family.” Gutter took a sip of his coffee.

“Yeah, we are.” Standing, he adjusted his police uniform belt and grabbed his hat from the ottoman. “Zake.”

“Yeah?”

“Since I care about my sister, and after all the shit she went through, I took the liberty of finding out more about you. I know about your past. Some of the things you were involved in.”

“Yeah. Okay?”

“I see you did a one-eighty. That’s good. I’ve done things in the past I shouldn’t have either, but I think I wanted to be so different from my father, I may have gone overboard. Not to mention, I had nothing to prove. A lot of people figured I was going to be involved with robbing’ people, selling drugs, all the same shit my father was doing. Even some of my teachers would say snide remarks… expect me to grow up and follow in his footsteps. They acted like I was a statistic before I had even finished the first grade. Promise had similar experiences. She and I dealt with a lot, man. I’m saying this to you because sometimes, it’s like the more we run from something, the closer we get to it. First you have to rise, then you can shine. Maybe in some way, you were supposed to come back home not just to deal with all the stuff involving your mother, but also to meet my sister. In some ways, you think, maybe also to meet yourself? This new version of you?”

Gutter cocked his head to the side. A husky chuckle escaped his mouth like invisible smoke.

“Where’d you read that corny Dr. Phil shit from?”

“A random e-book purchase off Amazon after drinking way too much one night. I had bought some panty-liners and a microwave, in that order. I’m not a woman, and I don’t need a new microwave, yet I did this shit and don’t remember a second of it. The microwave works fantastic, and the panty-liners are under my window plants to catch the water.”

They both burst out laughing.

Gutter got to his feet and walked him to the door. They slapped hands, hugged, and then he was on his way.
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“It was a long time ago.”

“Nuh uh.” Mama turned up her gospel music, Tamela Mann’s ‘Take Me to The King’, as if trying to drown her out. “I don’t wanna hear another word of this shit. You done sat there and told me Trevor talked you into it, but you could have come to me if you were so hard up, Promise. This is disgraceful! I am not discussing it any further. No child of mine… no way! Mmmm mmm! No Lord!”

“But Mama, you aren’t listening. You couldn’t help me. I explained that to you, and I was much younger then. I didn’t think the way I do now. That comes with experience and maturity. Since Zake is famous, of course they’re going to talk about who I am and my past. He and I are linked in the news now. All of my personal business is out there, even where I live and work. Look at me, Mama. I’m okay.” Promise placed her hand across her chest. “I just need you to understand that it happened, it’s true, nobody is lying on your baby, but although I am definitely not proud of it, I will not live my life with my head hung low. I’ve moved on.”

“No! Stop talkin’ to me about this nasty mess, Promise. I raised you betta than this! Ask God for forgiveness if you haven’t already, and don’t talk about it no more. Lord have mercy!” Mama’s voice trembled as she pulled the baked salmon out of the oven. It was evident the woman could not handle the gravity of the conversation.

Promise sighed.

“Mama… denial, wishing it away, praying it wasn’t true, and all of the things you do as a default won’t stop bad news.”

“Don’t be comin’ up into my apartment trying to analyze me, Promise! I’m not the one who did this. Stick to talking about you.” She pointed at her and grimaced.

“I can’t do that because this involves you as well. You have done some things too that are affecting me, and unlike you, I can’t sweep it under the rug.”

Mama rolled her eyes and put her hand on her hip. “And what now are you all up in arms about, Promise? You’re always mad about something! What’s new?” The lady slammed a towel on the sink and poured water and soap into the basin.

“I’ll tell you exactly what I am upset about. You met Zake last week, and you were all smiles, real nice and cordial to him. You saw how good he treated me, loved me. Westley vouched for it even, the two of them are becoming fast friends, and you still turned around and told Auntie Jahara yesterday that I was marrying a White man. I got a text message. Thanks a lot, Mama.” Promise rolled her eyes.

“What? All I said was that you were marrying a White man. Are you not? What’s the big deal?”

“The big deal is all you got from all of this is that Gutter is White. That was more important to you than seeing how happy I am, and all he’s done for me. Not just with this criminal case and pulling strings to get it moving faster, but also for my mental wellbeing.”

Mama kept busy, ignoring her, but she knew she was listening.

“Fine. Keep washing those dishes and playing your gospel music. Keep playing pretend. I can’t do that.” For a moment, she debated walking right out on their dinner date. No. She doesn’t get off this easy again. “There’s nothing worse than someone quoting the bible all day to you, not seeing that they’re the problem.”

“You could’ve gotten you a Black man.”

“Unbelievable! You say you love God, and me and Westley, but you’ll still throw us under the bus if we do anything to possibly disturb your allegiance to the Black man! That’s why you’re in church all the time with Reverend Miller. You could find out that his ass was screwing half the choir, and you’d still stand by him, probably blame those ladies for wearing too much makeup, saying they seduced him and he couldn’t help but fall dick first in them.”

Mama spun around fast, her eyes sparking with anger, and tossed her oven mitt on the kitchen table. The volume seemed to go higher on ‘Take me to the King’.

“You watch how you talk to me, Promise. I don’t care how grown your ass is! I love my Black men, and my Black husband, your father, and I’m not sorry about it! This ain’t got nothing to do with Reverend Miller, but I am not going to pretend that I wouldn’t prefer you with a Black man. I’m Black, and so are you, in case you forgot. I’m sorry Trevor didn’t treat ya right, but there are other Black men who would have. Zake seems very nice. This is nothing personal. He’s accomplished. I believe he loves you, too, so this has nothin’ to do with that. But I always want what is best for my children, and it goes both ways, ’cause when Westley brought that White girl over here, I let him know he bet not do that shit again.”

“Mama, you worship an idea, not a reality! You are worshipping a man based on ethnicity, instead of who he is on the inside! So many Black people, including myself at one time, see us here in this country as like some ‘Coming to America’ movie! That’s not the reality. That’s a fairytale. We’re not all from royalty. We’re not all treating each other well. Africa was not some sinless utopia, and we’re not all victims of some other race when shit goes awry. It was Black men, Mama, who were running trains on me in those movies even though they could see I didn’t want to do it. Not the White man! Not the Asian man! Not the Indian man! BLACK MEN! I was desperate!” She could barely breathe, her emotions bursting free. Words dared to tumble out of her like lava. “It was Black men—”

“NO! I don’t want to hear it!” Mama put her hands over her ears and shook her head. Promise couldn’t believe her eyes. It was like she was standing before a child.

“Mama, we need to have a serious talk. This has been a long time coming.”

“Promise, your father is getting out of prison soon. I know you hate him, but I am still legally married to him. I am his wife!”

“Right now, I haven’t said anything about you and Daddy doing whatever it is you’re doing. You are the one fixated on that, not me. I was talking about something else, and you have conveniently changed the course of the discussion.”

“Because I need for you two to get along! I need… I need my family! You owe it to us. Where is your loyalty to your family and your race, Promise?”

“Loyalty? Are you serious?!” Promise leaned back against the counter, her body running hot with rage. “It was a Black man I said wedding vows to, swore before God that I would honor and love and cherish that man, and that same Black man sold me to the highest bidder! It was a Black man, my father, who cheated on my mother and treated me and my brother like trash! He used to curse us out, up one side and down the other.”

“He had a drug problem, Promise! That’s all behind him. He wasn’t in his right mind. God gives second chances and forgiveness. We all need to learn that no matter how hard it is. I get it now though.” Mama looked mad as hell as she pulled the rolls out of the refrigerator to warm up. “You hate Black men.”

“What? I don’t hate Black men! I love Black men, and I love my Black brother, and I love my Black daddy, in spite of himself, but loving and liking someone are two different things, and I’ll be damned if I’m going to ruin my whole life for the so-called Black community, or anyone for that matter, because I have agreed to marry someone who is not genetically African. Most of the people we walk past in the street don’t give a shit about me or you, unless we’re sacrificing ourselves—our goals, our wishes, our very own lives—for their comfort. Or in my case, lying on my back for a check! Gutter got more soul than Trevor and Daddy combined, and just for the record, Mama, it was that White man, your soon to be son-in-law, who confronted my ex-husband and let him know, the damn buck stops here! I haven’t heard from Trevor since. It was a White cop, a stranger, who showed me more compassion about what happened to me with those pictures sprawled everywhere, while another cop, a Black lady, stood there smirking and laughing about the situation!”

Mama sniffed and shook her head, seeming on the verge of tears. The woman stood there holding herself, her little apron tattered at the ends. Falling apart, just like her.

“Promise, you probably misunderstood. She was an officer, just like Westley, so why would she do that?”

“She didn’t know who my brother was when it was first going down, Mama, and only after she found out did she stop grinning. Black women are not always sisters. We tear each other down when we’re already on the floor! We rejoice in each other’s pain! So, if you think I’m going to stick like glue to people just because they look like me, then you have mistaken me with someone who has no self-worth, no value… no loyalty to myself!” Promise pointed at her chest, her heart on fire. “My loyalty to my mental and emotional well-being comes before ANYONE. God gave us life, Mama, and I’m going to live mine like it’s golden. I’m going to survive and thrive! I will not live in fear! I will not seek men I was in love with for their approval, like I used to, even up until recently. It damn near destroyed my relationship with Zake because I kept the truth from him, which is the same as a lie! Because of embarrassment! Because of being taught, ‘Don’t talk about it… God will take care of it.’ Just like you’re doing right now.”

“You foolish girl! God takes care of everything! I did not once tell you to give up on nothin’. I told you that no matter how bad something is, pray about it, and God will step in!”

“Mama, God takes care of those of us who take care of themselves. Did God step in and stop Daddy from cheating? Selling and using drugs? Knocking Westley upside his head for the littlest thing, and calling me everything under the sun, except his daughter?! God will show us signs, Mama, and if we ignore them, then that is on us. God told you to leave my daddy alone by letting all of this foolishness happen for years, and you didn’t.”

“You can’t talk about my marriage because you don’t know! I’m still married after all of these years, while you’re divorced and have had a hundred boyfriends, and just now got engaged again. You’re thirty-one now. It’s almost too late for you to even start a family. Eggs getting old.” The woman snorted, like she was really making a good point.

“I don’t think that’s where you want to go, Mama, but since you want to say all of that mess… let me tell you something. Being married, just for the sake of having the title, ‘Mrs.,’ is pathetic. If being married to the same man means that I’ll have to endure what you have imperiled yourself to for almost 40 years, then I don’t want it. You’ve got all these strange health issues due to stress. You can only work part time. You wasted your life with a man who proved he didn’t give a damn about you or us, and if you think God meant this reality for you, you are out of your mind. With your rationality, if we stay in filth, we’ll come out clean, as long as we say a mere prayer. You have completely missed the point of those Bible study lessons.”

“How you gonna bring God up into this conversation, and you don’t even go to church anymore?”

“I had no idea that God was only in church, Mama. I admit that I am in no way as religious as you. I don’t know the word the way you do, either, but we do have freedom of choice, intuition, and common sense. God can’t save us from ourselves if we don’t want to be saved! He is not Captain Save a Ho!”

They went quiet then, the only sound that of the gospel music, and perhaps of hearts breaking. Visibly upset, Mama reached for a cookie sheet and foil.

“I don’t know what made you and Westley so angry with me,” she said between sniffs. “I did the best I could, Promise. I love my children… I tried.”

“Mama, Westley and I both know that you loved us then, and now. We never went without food. It wasn’t always what we wanted to eat, but it was something to eat. We had clothes and shoes. His hair was cut, my hair was done. We had school supplies. We were clean, and had some toys and fun stuff, too. You took good care of us… took us to church, read to us, and sometimes, you were a lot of fun to be around. I am not blaming you for not loving us, because you did. I am blaming you, Mama, for not loving yourself.”

Mama dabbed at her eyes with a paper towel, her back to her, messing around with the foil and cookie sheet. Anything to avoid eye contact.

“Mama… I just want… I just want you to see how wonderful you are. It’s not too late. You have a lot of life to live. Zake’s mother is not so lucky. She is dying as we speak. You think she’s wasting these last few weeks or days, whatever time she has left, obsessing over the color of my skin? Or a man who didn’t treat her well? How would you feel if Zake’s parents rejected me because I was Black? You’d be angry. His father is Irish American, right wing and conservative. The potential was there. That man loves me like he is my own father. He’s hugged me and told me so. See how life works? It can surprise us, and you can’t judge a book by its cover. Mama, I know you got these ideas about race from your mother, and her mother got them from her own mother, too. You raised me the same way. You’re not necessarily racist; you’ve never told me White people are evil, or not to have White friends, but you wrestle with this sort of thing.”

Mama moved to face her.

“I’ll agree to that. I was raised that way, but I’ve had some bad experiences with White people, Promise, that helps back it up.”

“Mama, you’ve had terrible experiences with Black people, too. You were assaulted by a Black man, your own uncle, when you were a child. His race didn’t save you!” Mama hung her head. “A Black woman literally fought you while you were pregnant with Westley because she wanted Daddy. Her Blackness did not help her see you as a victim of his lies, or a sister, too! You’re not comfortable with the truth of this situation because we’ve been brainwashed. Programmed. It’s easier to blame ‘the White man’ for everything, instead of blaming ourselves for our role in our own demise.

“We’d have to be living under a rock to not know racial discrimination is real. Police brutality is real. Systemic, covert, and overt racism are real. But we’d also have to be voluntarily blind, willingly not looking at the truth, to not understand how us killing ourselves in these streets has dwindled our population as a collective, far more often and drastically than any other race. Black lives matter. ALL THE TIME. We must have an awakening. A coming to Jesus. A rise and shine! We have to take accountability for how we hurt ourselves, destroy our culture, and overlook the big ass Black elephant in the room instead of only focusing on the white mice, red ants, and little yellow chirping birds. Case in point, let’s start with me.”

Promise tapped a hand on her chest.

“I told Zake that though Trevor manipulated me, it was ultimately my decision to make those movies. I have to live with that. Yeah, there were a lot of mental games and manipulation from him, but I could have refused. I didn’t because I needed the money, and I wanted to make him happy… Like you want to always make Daddy happy.” Mama grabbed another paper towel and blew her nose. “Look at what my Black daddy did to my Black mama! BLACKNESS IS NOT ENOUGH TO SAVE US!”

Tears streamed down Promise’s cheeks as she approached the woman, then enveloped her in her arms. Mama hugged her back, holding tight. “He made you afraid to stand on your own. Afraid of your own shadow. All this time, you never cheated on him, been with another, while he had probably over fifty women throughout the course of your marriage and rumor has it, Westley and I probably have siblings we’ve never even met.”

She slowly released her and looked into her eyes.

“Mama, I’m not trying to hurt you. I’m trying to help you. You brought up how you raised me, and you raised me to be honest, so when I deviated from that, I was filled with guilt. As I should have been. Do you remember what you told me a long time ago about Daddy?”

Mama sported a confused expression.

“You let it slip one night over ten years ago, when you were depressed and had been drinking, that he gave you a disease, and yet, you stayed with him. I thank God it wasn’t life threatening, but Mama, even after that, you still protected him! Defended him! You deserve better. Mama, this isn’t a Black and White issue. This is a love versus hate issue. How long are you going to not love yourself and sacrifice yourself for a man who wouldn’t even spit on you if you were on fire? The majority of the people at my job who had a good laugh at my expense were White, Mama. The women who stood up for me, taking the pictures down, while everyone else stood there gawking, were White, too. My boss, who hugged me when I returned to work, and told me everything was going to be all right, went to bat for me, is a Jewish woman you’ve made snide, stereotypical comments about, even though you don’t know her personally, and she has treated me with nothing but professionalism and kindness since the day she interviewed me for the position.”

“I guess you think I’m a bad person. I just don’t trust them, Promise. I don’t trust them!” Her voice shook.

“Mama… you don’t even trust yourself.” Promise shook her head. “Your issues don’t have anything to do with God, or the Devil. Black vs. White. They have to do with fear. Daddy ain’t bad because he’s Black. Gutter ain’t good because he’s White! It’s easier for you to focus on these external things that don’t mean shit than to have a heart-to-heart with yourself and find out why you want to blame and chastise everyone else but Daddy. When a woman would call you about him, you’d blame her. When Daddy would cuss you out, you’d blame the drugs. He wasn’t high all of those times, Mama.”

“Your father… was my first love. He took care of me. Took me out of the projects.”

“And he put you right back in the projects mentally and emotionally.” Another tear rolled down Mama’s face. “He’s in prison, but you’re in a cage. When he gets out, I can only pray and hope that by some miracle, you remember who you really are, and who God intended you to be. You’re beautiful and funny. I wouldn’t trade you for another mother, no matter how many ups and downs we’ve had. I thank my father for giving me life, Mama, but that’s where the thanksgiving stops. Parents are human, I know that. So are children. We all make mistakes. But you love my father so much that you keep trying to excuse his mess and fix him. You try to mend his soul, while he’s too busy breaking your spirit…”
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CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


Flowers for the Living
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We were taught the colors of the rainbow as children. We were all educated about ROYGBIV: red, orange, yellow, green, blue, indigo and violet. We’ve known our favorite sweater is the hunter green one in the front of the closet, the nice one with the white buttons. We’ve known our favorite fruit are the juicy red strawberries from the farmer’s market. We know these colors, we recognize them, but somehow, someway, they still can shock us if our heart doesn’t expect to see these hues dance in strange ways, blurring, fading in the earth and sky. And then, one day, we see nothing but white, or perhaps black. This point is where it starts—the destruction of the rainbow…

The rainbow hues ran down the walls in muddy paint colors. The brushes were stiff with dried pigment that had never been washed away, and the little moisture left in a few of the freshly used bristles was drying fast, evaporating right before his eyes. His mother’s colors were fading. Her painted soul was growing vibrant as it prepared to leave her body, her shell, her canvas, colorless, once again. The sorrow and cries of her friends, people from the neighborhood who loved her, and strangers she’d tossed a dime to every now and again, reverberated as they all gathered around, spilling out into the lobby and hall.

Word had spread fast that she was on her death bed in the hospital. Many days had passed since her last visit. She’d even gone grocery shopping the previous week and complained how the price of eggs had risen once again. Just two days ago she’d been light on her feet, laughing, drinking coffee, painting in her house, singing old eighties songs, and telling the story of when she’d gone fishing with Dad and fallen into the river. That day, she could have sworn she’d seen a mermaid while beneath the current.

Gutter gripped his guitar as he sat by her bed. He’d adopted her smile. She smiled through pain. Through rain. Through loss. Through gain.

She knew she was dying for she’d said so. And yet, she kept on smiling, in spite of it all. As the morning turned to noon, and the noon to early evening, her smile dissipated. She hadn’t spoken a word in many hours. He knew she couldn’t, but what they couldn’t say with their mouths, they could say with their hearts… and the music.

He strummed the guitar as Promise sat behind him, her forehead pressed into his back, arms tight around his waist. The heat and love poured from her body and spirit, much like a well-needed blanket on the cold day. Emotions were running high. How could they not? The woman had told everyone this was it, in the wee hours of that morning. She’d finished her announcement with a weak, “Thank you, I love you,” to a room full of people, balloons, and flowers.

Even one of the doctors had to excuse herself, filled with emotion as Mom had become a favorite patient. She’d never given the staff any trouble, told colorful jokes and stories, and let the nurses know—as well as anyone who would listen—that her middle child was getting married, never mentioning once that he was famous. That he had wealth. That he’d traveled all over the world and had a room full of Grammys. Only that he was marrying her new friend, the pretty woman who looked like a Black Bettie Page from the funeral home…

“You want me to sing you a song?” Gutter whispered in her ear. Eyes closed, she raised her hand as far up as she could, then let it fall against the bed. That was their new code for ‘yes.’ No movement at all was ‘no.’

“Okay…” He cleared his throat, and began to sing ‘Infinity,’ by One Direction. As soon as he got to the third chorus, everyone in the room was in tears, except him and his mother. Promise’s sorrow soaked through his shirt as she held onto him with trembling hands. A slight smile creased his mother’s face as he sang, peacefulness brightening her outward appearance in the colors of a life well lived, and plenty of love to give. There weren’t enough colors in the rainbow, after all. No brush strokes that could capture the woman just right, from the inside out, on canvas. And no quality drawing pencils and paper or etching tools that could truly validate and express this art that lay before his eyes.

His brother entered the room, his eyes pink as gum, watery as oceans, and his world shattered like glass.

Zach slumped against the hospital wall, his wife holding onto him, and bawled. Gutter kept on strumming his guitar, and when he got to the end of the song, one could’ve heard a pin drop. He placed the instrument down gently against the small nightstand, reached for his mother’s hand, and squeezed it.

Zina got up from her seat and took Mom’s other hand, while their father stood outside the room, looming like a great big shadow, his energy low, his voice quiet, and his love for the woman he’d had children with still palpable. A couple hours passed, and guests thinned out, leaving only a few. Many had said their goodbyes, a few still refusing to believe she was transitioning to, as she called it, ‘the next chapter.’ Denial had a way of protecting the harmed, the ignorant, the obtuse, and the deranged. Gutter was none of those things.

Time kept ticking. Running then crawling. Torturing and deceiving. Promise left and returned many times, passing out coffee, fruit, and rubbing his mother’s tired bones.

“Mom,” he said when a strange feeling came over him. “I wanna tell ya, that… I love you. I wanna tell ya that I forgive ya, and that… that I’ve had the best damn time with you these past months. You’re an incredible person. You fought demons. We all fight demons. And that’s okay. Some battles you won. Some you lost. But you won this one, Debbie Harry… You won because you won yourself over, me over, and everyone else who matters to you. You defeated ’em. You’ve slain that dragon. You’re hilarious. Loving. Eccentric. People gravitate towards you. You’re a magnet. I told you in the donut shop that you’ll have grandkids, and they’ll know about you. That seemed to make you really happy.

“I’m going to have children with Promise, and I want you to know they’re going to know about Grandma Jenny. My quirky, amazing mother.” He took a deep breath, fighting the nerves getting the best of him, then continued. “I don’t know how this heaven thing works, but if you can visit sometimes, I’d like that. You kept telling me this is just another chapter. Well, I want the book. I need the book of Jenny, Mom. I need every single episode. The first, second, and third drafts, and the final copy. I need the index. The footnotes. The sources of inspiration. I need to see the cover, and I better not ever read, ‘The End.’” A tear streamed down his face, and he quickly wiped it away. His eyes stung.

Minutes passed. The quiet became another entity in the room. Her chest rose and fell. More time slipped away—precious, yet unforgiving.

His face went hot when one of the doctors entered the room. Then another. They moved silently, looking at the machines. He’d heard the noises, the change in tone and sound. He looked down at his mom, and her eyes were no longer moving under the lids. Her body completely limp. The heart monitor was still showing the beating… but slowing… slowing… slowing…

Promise wiped the tears from her eyes, which wouldn’t let up. Whispers could be heard between the professionals in the room, awkward and stilted.

“Mommy…” His entire body surged with a kind of pain he’d never felt in his entire life. The ache began inside his heart, throbbing and squeezing his chest. It felt as if his very soul were being stabbed. As if time had decided to take him, too. He got up and collapsed on the bed beside her, his muscles giving out. Nestling his face in the cradle of her warm, sweet-smelling neck, he embraced her as tight as he could, clutching her gown in his fists. “NO, NO, NO!”

People administered gentle tugs, but he shooed them away.

“Mr. Rayden…” some man called out to him, more than likely a physician. But he kept holding her. Hugging her. Gripping her with all of his might as that heartbeat monitor made that horrible noise… that dreadful sound… that fucking flatline.

“Mommy! You can’t do this! I’m sorry! Mommy, I’ll be a good boy! Mommy, please don’t leave me again! YA CAN’T LEAVE ME AGAIN! I’ll be good this time! You don’t have to go! I’ll be good, Mommy! I PROMISE!!! OH, GOD!!! OH, GOD!!! MOMMY, COME BACK!!!”
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“That’s what she wanted. Excitement. Comic relief. Colors. Love in pure shades of simplicity,” Promise said to herself as she looked around the chapel of the funeral home, the wake coming to an end.

In the front, Jenny lay in a white and rose gold casket, the bier in fluorescent pink. What a sight to see. She was dressed in a yellow and blue gown, a dress that had been handmade by one of the finest seamstresses in New York. Around her neck was a gorgeous gold necklace with matching earrings, and a big cocktail ring on her right hand—all of it costume jewelry. Jenny had insisted that she not be buried in anything worth digging her up for.

She looks so beautiful. Jenny didn’t need much by way of cosmetics. Her porcelain skin was butter smooth, and despite the loss of muscle in her cheeks and chin, her bone structure was beautiful, making her easy to work with.

Promise had been present at all phases of her care, ensuring everything was done to the letter. Jenny donned a shoulder-length light blonde wig, similar to her natural tresses that she’d lost during her cancer treatments. Promise had gone out shopping for it personally and opted for a human hair wig from a Jewish part of town. No one could even tell it wasn’t growing out of her very own scalp.

The casket closed, and she braced herself as the wails, moans, and utterances of grief filled the room like a rumbling of the deepest despair. A gathering of people swelled in the outer corridors, for the media had caught wind that Gutter’s mother had passed, and her service was to be held there.

It was pure pandemonium right outside the threshold. A mob. Regardless of the onlookers and gawkers wishing to gain entry to no avail, their faces pressed against the glass doors and windows of the building, she’d managed to ensure that the service went on just as Jenny had wished. Only family and friends. And colors everywhere—vibrant shades of red, green, and yellow spinning about from the bodies of dancers who jingled their gold anklets and moved around like flashes of light to new-age music. Their eyes were made up with black eyeliner and sparkly shades of gold and purple. Their movements were stunning. Mesmerizing. Reminiscent of the traditional Roma dances.

Gutter sat in the front row with his siblings in a black suit and silk dark pink tie, just like his brother, Zachary. Zina wore a black dress with a pink sash. The three of them locked arms. Unbreakable. To see them was to feel their sorrow and love, deep within your soul.

A minister read some scriptures for the eulogy, then several friends of Jenny’s told amazing stories about her, some of which had the crowd roaring with amusement. An ex-boyfriend of hers, a handsome, slender man with a thick French accent, spoke of his beloved, giving details of how incredible of an artist she was, what had attracted him to her. He explained how the relationship had ended because he’d wanted to marry her, but Jenny had been determined to always be free. The tales went on and on, and then, someone who wasn’t on the schedule requested to speak.

“Is it all right?” Gutter’s father waved his arm about from the second row, then pointed to the podium. Who would deny him? Gutter walked up with his dad, and the two stood side by side, smiling at one another. Tears falling. His father leaned into the microphone and began to speak.

“I’m not going to talk too long. That was Jenny’s job.” Pockets of laughter erupted. Mr. Rayden smiled sadly, then continued, “Uh, as most of you know, I am Jenny’s ex-husband, Patrick. We met at her friend’s house waaaay back. Such a long time ago in Red Hook, Brooklyn, where we both grew up. I was there because I was friends with the gal’s brother. Jenny was sittin’ at the kitchen table and when I saw her, I’m tellin’ ya, it was love at first sight. I asked her out, and much to my surprise, she said yes. The rest was history. Jenny and I had some good times. We had three great kids together, and I’m proud of all of ’em. They all have some of their mother in them. Zina looks a lot like Jenny, but she’s got my black hair. Well, it’s got a lot of gray now.” He chuckled.

“Zach has her blonde hair, temperament and sensitivity. Empathy for others. Zake, some of ya know him better as Gutter, has her silliness, rebellious nature, and creativity. Same smile, too. She left a bit of herself in all of them. She left a bit of herself in my heart, too. Forever. She was my friend. We sometimes fought like cats and dogs. Jenny was feisty. Didn’t like being told what to do, or how to do it.

“We sometimes bumped heads, didn’t see eye-to-eye. I missed her when our marriage ended because to know this woman was to love her, no matter what. It hurt when she was gone. Because my best friend was gone, too. No matter what crap I and this lady went through, whose fault it was and all that mess, that doesn’t even matter now for Jenny owned my heart. She was the seasoning. The spice of life. She knew how to throw a party, how to calm me down which was a feat within itself, how to paint the town red, and fill the world with her infectious laugh. That’s why this hurts. So many people told me that even during radiation treatment, and times when she was in awful pain, she’d laugh. Make little jokes, poke fun.”

Gutter’s dad took a deep breath. “As long as she was still in New York, hell, on the planet, I didn’t feel a total disconnect, ya know?

“Regardless of our split, I felt like I still had a tether to her in some way.” Many people nodded, seeming to understand what he meant. “This woman gave birth to my children, the three people I love the most in this world. They’re all grown now, got their own lives, but they exist because of me and Jenny. For that alone, I owe her everything. After our divorce, I used to look at her side of the bed and just… cry.” He ran his hand roughly through his hair, his complexion deepening as the tears cascaded down his face. “Now, after all of these years, I look… I look into my kids’ eyes, and I… damn it.”

He bowed his head and sobbed, bent at the knees. Gutter grabbed his arm, helped him stand, and patted his back before embracing him. Now both men were crying, the sight tearing Promise apart.

“I see her all over again! I look at ’em!” He pointed at Zach and Zina, who were resting against one another. “I look at ’em and see her bursting through! She lives! Jenny lives through these three amazing people, but the one beside me here, Zake, he takes the freaking cake. He gave me the most problems. Typical middle child shenanigans.” Zake smiled sadly. “Some of you want his albums and concert tickets and all that business.” His father grinned and waved dismissively. “He eats that up. He looks the most like me, but I want a DNA test because Jesus, he’s a jokester, workaholic, hot-head, and he’s cocky and hard-headed. While I’m just a humble, quiet butterfly, so he couldn’t possibly be my kid. I have no idea where he got that stuff from!”

The crowd erupted in laughter and Gutter let out a boisterous guffaw, too.

“That’s a damn lie.” The man smiled. “He’s like me in so many ways, as you’re aware, but all I know is that Jenny was super proud of all three of our kids, and she loved all of her friends, too. She was different, sometimes hard to understand, but so damn easy to love. Jenny, you’ll always be my first love. Nothin’ can change that. Until we meet again.”

He blew a kiss in the air, then quickly took his seat.

Gutter continued to stand there, holding both sides of the podium. He then reached for the microphone. The place grew quiet. So, so quiet.

“Before she passed away, my mother asked that I sing a couple of songs at her service… her homecoming. Her next chapter.” He paused for a brief moment. “I agreed to it, but then there was a blatant poisoning attempt on my life, because my mother turned around and showed her thanks by forcing me to drink some of her hot menopause tea with a dab of honey and a spoonful of expired horseradish sauce.”

The crowd erupted in laughter.

He shrugged nonchalantly. “I had a bit of a cold that day, and she was convinced this would get rid of it. Anyway,” he offered a small smile, “I’m not going to use any instruments, outside of my own voice, this afternoon, people. I am going to sing to my mother, Ms. Jenny Shannon Rayden. She’d never gone back to her maiden name. On this day, we join her in some fashion, for her celebration of life. Mom, may you be surrounded in Heaven by all the shades of pink in the universe, have a never-ending supply of the best art supplies money can buy, and sleep to the sounds of Cher, Chaka Khan, and Cindi Lauper…”

He closed his eyes, and began to sing ‘The Rose,’ by Bette Midler. Promise dropped her gaze and raised her hand in the air, waving it back and forth as the place fell prey to tears all around. Something about those lyrics, and the way he sang, turned the people into soppy messes.

Promise used a tissue to clean her face, then passed out more to the audience. Gutter brought the song to an end, then moved closer to everyone, navigating around the podium, and changed to Maroon 5’s ‘Memories.’ People swayed, clapped, and hugged one another as he sang his heart out, crying yet with a big smile on his face. When the song was over, the room erupted in applause.

A final prayer ensued, as well as some announcements, and the service came to a close. People spilled out onto the streets, and she spotted several news reporters in the crowd. Security ensured that everyone got out without a hitch. In no time, Promise found herself sitting next to her lover in the back of a white limousine, with her soon-to-be sister- and brother-in-law, as well as Zach’s wife, Sandra, heading to the cemetery.

They barely spoke, everyone rolling in their own thoughts and palpable pain.

When they arrived at the graveyard, beautiful poems were recited, another solemn prayer, then they covered Jenny’s casket with pink and yellow roses. Promise assured herself that she wouldn’t fall apart again, and she managed the near-impossible task. Gutter huddled with his siblings. Zach was a mess, and it completely broke her heart. Several times, his wife, Gutter, and Zina had to help him back to his feet and give him a shoulder to cry on.

Once it was all said and done, she felt strange. Empty. There was supposed to be a dinner held at a lavish banquet hall, per Jenny’s wishes, and Promise planned to put on a cheery face, no matter how forced. There was nothing more she wanted than to snuggle up with Gutter and give him the comfort he needed, in the privacy of his own home.

“Gutter, see ya in a little bit,” said one of his friends as they all piled back into their cars to leave.

“Okay. Tell the others in case someone missed it. Dinner starts at six P.M.” Gutter waved before entering the limousine once again. As soon as they sat down, he reached for her hand and squeezed it. He was tense all over, and kept blinking away his emotions. Promise leaned over and placed a gentle kiss on his cheek. He offered a sad smile, as well as a nod to her unspoken words of reassurance, and then, the vehicle moved away from the graveled path.

Jenny, I only knew you for a short time, but I want to thank you for your son, and the beautiful memories. You were destined to rise. You were destined to shine. You were my friend. My mother-in-law. You are the embodiment of ‘The Next Chapter’…
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…A few weeks later

“I have no idea who it is. Never seen the son of a bitch a day in my life. Obviously some weirdo!” Promise spat as she tossed the wrinkled folder down onto his office desk and stormed out. “I have to call the wedding coordinator back tonight, Zake. I wasted two hours for nothing. What a ridiculously long, insane day.”

Gutter rubbed his eyes and closed the laptop. It had been a long day for him, too, though he felt somewhat accomplished after knocking out a few items on his to-do list.

“Promise!” he called out as he got to his feet, needing a good stretch and cup of coffee.

“Yeah?” she yelled from the bedroom they now shared.

“Zina called me and wants to know if she can get a new fitting for her dress.”

“Why didn’t she call me and ask?”

“She was embarrassed.” He sighed.

“A new fitting? Why?”

He yawned. “Because she’s put on quite a bit of weight.” He laughed. “I think she looks good, and so does Dad, but she says she’s going to the gym to burn it off. She doesn’t like it.”

“Okay, yeah. No problem. We can schedule that. Hey, I’m going to jump in the shower, make a few calls, then watch that show I found on Netflix that I told you about. Are you staying up with me tonight to check it out? I’ll make popcorn… give ya a BJ with no strings attached since my Aunt Flo is still in town.” She chuckled.

“As tempting as that offer is, I can’t, baby. If I don’t finish this tribute song, my manager is going to kill me.”

“Ugggghhh,” she groaned. “All right.”

“I still want the BJ, though!”

He heard the bedroom door close.

“Hold up! I still get it, right? Some head? Sloppy top? Slurpie? Dome? Some skull?”

No response. He cursed under his breath, then marched to the kitchen to pour another cup of coffee before returning to his office. Booting the computer back up, he reached for the folder she’d left. He opened it and perused all the notes from the investigators regarding the incident at her job, including interviews, police information, most of the things he’d seen before. The stills of the perpetrator were all grainy, making him difficult to identify. No tell-tell signs of who the hell it was.

One picture though happened to be far better than the others. He kept staring at it, looking for clues. At last, something jumped out at him—something that changed everything. His blood froze. His muscles tightened, and then a burning rage set him ablaze.

“Oh my God… YOU MOTHERFUCKER! Promise! Promise!” He stormed out of his office, burst into their bedroom, and raced into the bathroom. “Promise!”

“Yes! What’s wrong? Why are you yelling?” She haphazardly rinsed out the shampoo in her hair, then turned off the shower faucet.

“I know who the fuck this is, Promise! I’M GOING TO KILL HIM!”

“Zake… Zake!” She jumped out the stall, suds rolling down her body, frantic.

Rushing back up the hall, he grabbed his coat, breaking the hanger in two.

“Zake! Where are you going?! Who is it? I didn’t recognize him. I don’t know him! Who the hell is it?!”

“My brother-in-law. Owen. I’m going to finish what I started. His ass is fucking DEAD!”
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CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


A Promise You Can Keep
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There’s something real fucked up about flying down the street in your police cruiser, honking, yelling and cursing to try and stop a mothafucka from dying—especially one who might deserve all of that and more. This man possibly humiliated my sister, could’ve cost her a job that she loves, and yet, here I am attempting to stop my soon-to-be brother-in-law from living the rest of his life behind bars because at the end of the day, it’s not worth it. You have to have proof in these situations, not a gut instinct or hunch. The guy had on glasses and a hoodie, and the video wasn’t even clear. Neither we nor the people Gutter hired could make a concrete match.

Let me make something perfectly clear. I love Zake. I really do. He’s a damn good person. However, make no mistake—he has a violent streak, and it’s nothing to tempt or play with. I have the same problem; game recognize game. I am aware Gutter is fully capable of beating someone unconscious, or shooting and killing them without busting a sweat, then he’ll go to bed and sleep as if nothing happened. He’s constantly in survivor mode because of his childhood, and the shit he has endured in life. I get it. There are three sides to this man. The side he shows friends and family, the one he shows fans and the media, then the one that hides in the darkness, revealing itself in times of great stress and duress. As I told his ass a while back, I’m not a rookie. I’m not stupid. I’m not gullible or easily convinced or swayed.

Gutter is a reformed White thug. There’s just no way to pretty this up. He got carjacked in a bad part of town and was already strapped. He has done illegal shit as a youth, to get money, knowing his own father was a damn firefighter with a bunch of cop friends who were arresting him. There were absolutely no fucks given. Gutter is an animal who just happens to be able to sing his ass off and tear up some instruments. He’s a musical virtuoso. He also is quite dangerous when incensed like this. Point blank. Period. Add to that, he just lost his mother, so his emotions are heightened right now. He’s not thinking straight. My sister just called me in a panic, screaming, “Stop him, Westley! Stop him!”

She didn’t have any idea where Owen and Zina’s address was. Thankfully, it didn’t take long for me to look it up, and Owen is already in the system for prior arrests related to DUIs, as well as a couple domestic violence charges with other women. All I know is that if I don’t get to Owen before Gutter does, there will be no wedding. There will be no happy endings. No more concerts. No bomb ass penthouse. No more Grammys, music videos, and lavish affairs. There will be nothing but Gutter getting those steel bracelets that probably won’t even fit around his big ass wrists. All that man will have are three hots and a cot. He doesn’t belong in a cage. He belongs on stage. My sister would never be the same. She is madly in love with this maniac, so big brother has to do what big brother has to do…

Westley pulled up to the apartment building, relieved to see Gutter’s truck wasn’t there. Of course, with the help of his sirens, he’d been able to navigate the traffic fairly quickly, beating the beast to the punch. He looked up at the old, refurbished home that had been turned into two apartment units and noted the lights on the first floor. According to his quick inquiry, that was where Owen still resided. He killed his vehicle lights, sat back, and called Gutter once again. It went straight to voicemail.

Come on, Zake. Where are you? What are you doing?

Then, a terrible feeling crept inside him.

What if he didn’t drive over here? What if he called a ride and got dropped off? SHIT!

Westley jumped out of the police cruiser and marched up to the door, banging the shit on it, and ringing the bell.

“Police! Open up!”

After a short while, the door was opened by a pallid White guy sporting a soiled white shirt, gold chain, and unbuttoned jeans. He rubbed his eyes as if he’d been asleep.

“What… what is it?” the man stammered; the question followed by a yawn.

Westley sighed with relief.

“I need to ask, is Zake Rayden inside?”

“Gutter? Nah, man.” The guy yawned once more. “Why would he be here?”

Westley looked at the bastard, feeling an urge to headbutt the son of a bitch, tackle him to the ground, and beat his ass silly. But he held back on that desire to create havoc and crossed his arms.

“You’re in danger. For your own safety, I suggest you stay here, keep the doors locked, and don’t answer if Gutter comes by,” he warned, his jaw so tight, it hurt.

As the man looked at him in bewilderment, a black truck pulled up, screeching to a halt.

“WESTLEY. MOVE!” Gutter came up like a tornado, his keys dangling in his fingers as if he were going to use them as part of his weapons arsenal.

“I’m not moving any damn where, Gutter. Stop right there! Stand back!”

Gutter got so close that Westley had to push his weight against him. They began to struggle, and Westley wasn’t certain how long he could hold him off without resorting to more unfortunate measures.

“Get off me, Westley! Don’t you know who this is?!” He pointed at the guy standing in the doorway. “This is the motherfucker who put those pictures up at the funeral home!” Gutter’s face was bright red, his eyes dark and crazed, the veins popping out of his forehead and neck. It was like looking at a demon who’d flown straight up from the depths of Hell for one mission, and one mission only: To murder this one son of a bitch.

“Gutter, you have no proof! Only a grainy picture. This is speculation. Let me handle this! You’re going to end up in jail!”

“I have proof, gotdammit!” Gutter pulled out a piece of paper from his pocket, unfolded it, and shoved it in Westley’s face. “Ya see that necklace? It’s got a weird shaped pendant. I saw that same pendant when I came over here and beat his ass for kickboxing my sister’s face! I just spoke to Zina, and she’s the one who’d bought it for him!”

Westley stared at the paper, then at Owen. The bastard’s complexion grew ashen, and he started to try and close the door.

“Nuh uh, man. Leave that door open,” Westley demanded. He checked out the grainy photo, and that necklace was definitely visible. He looked back at Owen, and there, around his neck, was a gold necklace with a shiny star-like pendant.

Gutter lunged and Westley caught him just in time, his legs almost giving way on the small porch, the asphalt way too smooth from years of use.

“Westley, he said some weird shit the day he and I got into it, which I now remember. He said that I was lucky, in regard to Promise, because I put her on my social media and he saw it, and that she looked familiar, and he’d seen her somewhere, but didn’t recall where he had noticed her. Then he winked at me. Crazy ass! He knew exactly where’d he seen her, and he easily knew where she worked because these damn gossip vloggers have been posting what she does for a living, her job title, and so tracking down a woman named Promise who is an Assistant Director for a funeral home in Queens, isn’t so hard to do. He’s mad at me for helping my sister get the fuck away from his ass, he wanted to get revenge and do something to Promise. You fuckin’ pussy! YOU COULDN’T FACE ME LIKE A MAN, SO YOU HAD TO TARGET MY WOMAN!”

Westley put his arm out, keeping Gutter away from a guy that he, too, wished to drag out of sight and beat the brakes off of. He shook his head.

“I should let this monster have you,” he told Owen. “We should both have you. That’s my sister, man!”

“Your sister?” The guy’s eyes grew big and wild. “I didn’t do it!” he exclaimed, lying through his teeth. “I don’t know… I don’t know what you guys are talking about!” the man stuttered.

“You better get a damn good lawyer. We’re going to make sure you pay for this shit. I’m going to call another cop to take over because I can’t be involved. There are rules against this, and I’m not about to screw up the case against you, have it thrown out because I couldn’t control myself.” He started to reach for his radio when Gutter suddenly opened his jacket and Westley saw the glint of a gun.

“Zake, NO!”

He grabbed Gutter’s arm and looked into his crazed eyes.

“Zake… don’t do it! He’s not worth it, damn it! Are you going to let him steal your freedom, man?! You’ve already been involved in another situation earlier this year. You have a record. They will not give a shit that you are Gutter in that damn courtroom at this point!” But Gutter wasn’t listening. It was like talking to a wall. “Man… gotdammit!”

They struggled against one another, and his arm muscles burned as he pushed with all of his might. Gutter’s body was like a fortress. Any other motherfucker would have been tased, but this man was family.

The front door suddenly slammed. Owen had retreated, like the coward he was.

“If you love my sister like you say you do, you will not do this! How the hell do you think I knew you were here?! She’s back at your house crying and losing her mind. Don’t do this to her, man! It’ll rip her apart if you’re sent away.”

Gutter was breathing hard, but then, the guy’s muscles relaxed. The big man took a step back, swallowed, and looked away. Westley’s chest burned from the adrenaline rush, from having to fight an in-love fiend who was twice his size and out for blood. He breathlessly radioed for backup. Minutes later, he heard police cars in the distance. They’d handle this matter. There was probable cause. Owen would be charged with the crime. What else would happen after that, he did not know, but at least there wouldn’t be another damn funeral and a prison sentence…
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…Several months later

“I don’t want to do this.” Promise tossed the wedding cake contract to the side of the bed, where it hung half off the edge.

Gutter was half asleep, but those words caught his attention. He rubbed his eyes and sat up. Her face was aglow from the television light.

“You don’t want to do what? You don’t want to get married?” His heart began to pound.

“No. I mean, yes, I want to get married, but I just wish we could do it without all the prying eyes. It’s been so stressful.” She rubbed on her head. “My father just got released from prison, and that’s been driving me crazy because I already told you once he found out you and I were engaged, he’s been asking me for money. My mother has been depressed, angry and upset. Surprisingly, she stopped returning his calls after he cussed her out because she didn’t want to give him any more money, either.”

“I told you. That argument you guys had a while back got to her, Promise. She heard you loud and clear.” He flopped back on the bed and yawned.

“She may have. I can only hope so.” She shrugged. “Westley has been dealing with Dad, who’s staying with him until the end of the month. He gave him thirty days. That’s it. They’ve been arguing. He said Daddy is often drunk and has messed up his apartment, too. Cigarette burns in the rug, stuff like that.” She shook her head. “Daddy had nowhere to go, so Westley didn’t want him to be homeless, even though this man would beat my brother until he was black and blue.”

Her voice trembled. Gutter ran his hand along her back, comforting her. “All of this planning, these cakes, these expensive centerpieces, and all of the media… it’s just too much. We’ve been through so much, Zake. The loss of Jenny, your father now has to get surgery for his other knee, the court case with Owen, your sister’s mental health as of late, and now, Rebecca has to go away to Israel for a couple of weeks, which leaves me in charge.”

“Why is that so bad? I thought you said you and Daniel squashed your beef?”

“We did, but like I told you, some people just don’t want to take orders from a Black woman. It doesn’t matter how skilled I am, how knowledgeable and friendly, they resent it, especially after I let everyone know just what I thought of them. Ever since the whole movie thing was put on blast, some people treat me differently, and I am so stressed out and tired. I have had it! People from the media, gossip vloggers, the whole nine, have been calling me non-stop, hanging around the funeral home, trying to get information about our special day. I don’t want them there! This celebration is for us, not them! I just want to be left alone, Zake. I just… I just want one thing to go right, and to be able to do my job, and love who I love in peace. Why is that so much to ask?”

“Okay, okay… You’re not used to all of that. I understand. It’s hard, the stuff you’re dealing with, but you know I’m here for you.” She smiled sadly. “Things are really tough with your father right now, too. We’ve definitely faced some challenges, both as a couple and individually, but we can make it through together, okay?”

“…Okay.”

“So just tell me what you need from me, baby. What can I do to make it better?”

She took a deep breath. “I can handle you being on the road for tours. I told you that, and I proved it when you were gone for over a month in Australia. I can handle the fact my fiancé is famous, and women are throwin’ themselves at him, but this constant invasion of our privacy about our wedding is getting under my skin. I can take it, Gutter, don’t get me wrong; I know what I signed up for. But if only this one thing could be ours, and ours alone.” She looked up at him, tears in her eyes. “You can’t stop the media, though. There’s nothing you can do.” She dropped her gaze.

He kissed the top of her head and mulled things over for a few seconds. Then, a smile crept across his face. Reaching for his cellphone, he made a call to Will. He got the man’s voicemail.

“Hey, man. It’s me. I know it’s late, but I need you to arrange it so Promise and I can get our marriage license as soon as possible, hopefully within the next twenty-four hours.” He could see her smiling through the reflection in the mirror on his closet door. “We’re not going to do the justice of the peace thing unless that’s the only alternative, and we’ll have a big wedding later in the year. Right now, though, I need you to get someone to find us a private venue, something lowkey and classy, ya know? And we need a minister, too. No press, man—please, please, please, do everything you can to ensure they don’t find out, so watch who you’re around when you’re making calls and what not. Keep this on the low-low. We’re going to have a small, secret wedding in the next day or two, son.” He couldn’t help but grin as the realization hit him that he was really going to do this. “More details to come…”
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The East Village bistro featured a backroom decked with eclectic designs and tapestries. At just past two in the morning, Gutter, Promise, Will, Westley, Zina and Zach—who’d just flown in from L.A.—and Promise’s mother, Aria, and three of her friends—were gathered there, listening to instrumental piano music and participating in the wedding ceremony.

It went so fast—the vows, and now, they were exchanging rings. Promise looked beautiful in her shimmering white gown and veil. Her hair was in curls, parted on the side, and her makeup natural. She was such a beauty, he fought tears as he looked into her beautiful mahogany eyes.

“I do.”

“I now pronounce you husband and wife. Zake, you may kiss your beautiful bride.”

He scooped her up in his arms and claimed her lips in a kiss. When he set her down, he wasn’t quite ready to turn his lovely lady loose. He bent close and caressed her neck. His lust for her stirred. She smelled like love.

There are three things you should never break: A promise, trust, and someone’s heart.

Their loved ones cheered and clapped, and before long, he was hugging everyone, thanking them for attending the secret rendezvous.

“Hey, there’s a brunch buffet set up. Let’s eat!” Will announced, helping to usher people into the restaurant portion of the establishment. Six tables were dressed in silver and white cloths, candles, wine glasses, and perfectly placed crockery. Excitement teemed in the air. Gorgeous floral arrangements sat on each table, and as they sat down, Gutter spotted a friend of his, Gordy, trying to sneak in with a large cake. He hopped over and let the man in so he could place the divine confection on a separate table.

They all had a great time, laughing and talking, relishing the moment and creating memories.

“Thank you for being understanding, Gutter. This is just perfect!” Promise squealed before taking a sip of her champagne.

“Understanding? You just saved me a million dollars! Do you know how many famous men would kill to have a woman tell them, ‘Let’s just spend a few thousand and get married in the back of a hole in the wall?”

He laughed when she playfully punched his shoulder. He took her glass from her hand, cupped the back of her neck, and brought her in for a kiss. He deepened the caress, unable to keep his feelings for her bottled up. His attraction and need for her spilled forth, to the point he could feel his erection.

“Mmm mmm mmm!” Someone cleared their throat. When he pulled away from her and opened his eyes, he caught Westley’s disgusted stare, which caused a whole lot of laughter.

“This is a wedding, man. Control ya self.” Westley raised his glass. “Hey! I know that Zach already did a toast as the best man, but I said I wanted to do one too.”

“Oh yeah, that’s right.” Promise patted her mouth with a napkin, then raised her glass as others followed suit.

“I want to make a toast to my incredible sister, Promise, and my new brother, Zake. I remember when my sister told me in her apartment one day that she was dating this amazing guy, and he just so happened to be Gutter. At first, I wasn’t sure what to think, but what I did know is that I always want my sister to be happy. She and I have been through a lot, but we’ve also had many good times. I’ve been her protector, much to her dismay, for her entire life, but now, it’s time for me to step aside and let you do it, Zake. I have full confidence that you can handle the job, and then some.”

Promise dabbed at her eyes, while he put his arm around her and nodded in agreement to Westley’s words.

“This is a great group of people. People who have been with us through the best and worst of times. We’re all family now. Gutter is my brother. Me and this man call each other just to shoot the breeze sometimes; it’s incredible. He’s solid. Family cares about one another. Family takes care of each other. We watch out for one another. Family isn’t just blood. Family doesn’t care about race, religion, or gender. It’s belief in one another. It’s respect. It’s love.”

“Amen,” Promise’s mother said with a grin, her glass raised high as others cheered.

“Zake and Promise, I have confidence that I speak for everyone in here in these wee hours of the morning by saying that we love y’all, we support y’all, and we wish you both a long, happy life together!”

“Cheers!” everyone happily yelled, then sipped their champagne.

Gutter sat back, laughing until he was red in the face. A little tipsy himself, he looked out the window and realized the sun would be rising soon. Conor Maynard’s, ‘Crowded Room,’ played, making him even more sentimental.

“Let me show you something,” he whispered in Promise’s ear.

“If it’s what I think it is, as majestic and spectacular as you believe it to be, I’ve already seen it a thousand times, Zake, and I have the rest of our lives to see it a million times more,” she teased, causing him to burst out laughing.

“Seriously. Come here.”

Taking her hand, they got up from their table and tiptoed towards the back of the restaurant where the supplies and boxes of pantry foods were stacked. A small window showed the sun beginning to rise.

“Look at that sun, Promise. It’s coming. A brand-new day, baby. It’s our day. The rise, the shine. It rose just for me and you.”

She looked out that window and smiled, her eyes sheening over. They stood side by side, holding on to one another as the sun rose higher and higher, behind the concrete jungle of buildings, pushing forward, determined to beam down upon them.

In that moment, he smelled Promise’s sweet perfume and felt her love for him, all around.

In that moment, he could see his father holding him as a child in the park, swinging him around and around until he screamed with joy. He could smell his father’s food bubbling on the stove, and taste the ice-cold beers, and hear the conversations that would last him a lifetime.

In that moment, he smelled pungent oil paints, fresh erasers, and hot brewing tea. He saw blended shades of vibrant pink, electric blue, and blinding yellow.

In that moment, he heard faint eighties music, and the softness of frail skin brushing against him as the body of the woman who birthed him gave up, while her heart gave in.

In that moment, he felt the cold icy waterways of Red Hook, Brooklyn, heard the barking of wild dogs chasing him and Zach, and smelled the burning rubber of tires as he and his buddies busted illegal U-turns with jalopy cars in the darkest parts of their city.

The sun always came up, and it shined on angels that flew down to Earth from Heaven, and demons that crawled out of gutters from Hell. It didn’t discriminate—everyone was free to bask in its warmth. Love was a battlefield. Though he’d built walls, he always knew deep within, he’d have to destroy the hurt to get to the healing. When one is at war with themselves, those walls are destined to be broken apart, bulldozed and torn down. Walls cover, keep away, and block. They are for buildings, not people. Walls can’t block the rise, and the shine of the sun and the glowing warmth of answered prayers.

The walls are built from trauma and pain.

The walls come down, from faith, and a Promise…
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EPILOGUE
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Five years later

The 4-bedroom, 3.5 bath condominium on a cobblestoned street in Tribeca had been on the market only for one day before Gutter snatched it up. It had a media room, two terraces, and a grocery store, boutiques, bookstores, and amazing restaurants all within walking distance. He’d gotten into a bidding war for the eleven-million-dollar property, but ultimately won, quite proud of his negotiating skills. Boxes were still in need of unpacking, though Promise had been burning the midnight oil to get their eldest child’s—three-year-old Niko—room together.

“Are they here yet?” Promise yelled from the top floor.

“Not yet, baby.” Gutter sat down on the glossy white piano bench in the main room, with the music he’d written for his new song. He glanced behind him. There on the wall was a big, framed painting his mother had secretly done of he and Promise. It was incredible. He discovered it while clearing out her home with his family. Mom had even put a big red bow on it and shoved it in her bedroom closet… like a wedding gift she was determined to give, in life, or in death. He closed the booklet of music when he heard the bell buzz. When he approached the door, he looked at one of the cameras to confirm who the visitor was—the reporter from NYC Music Tribune he’d been expecting, Agnes Joshtree. He shuffled over in his white Nike sneakers, pants, and sweatshirt and opened the door. He found a middle-aged White woman standing on the threshold, donning thick, black-rimmed glasses, blunt cut platinum blond hair, and a black poncho, looking hip and elegant.

“Welcome. Come in, come in,” he greeted with a smile.

“Thank you so much,” Agnes stated, a cheery smile on her face. Locking up, he then headed over to the piano with her, directing her to take a seat right by him.

“What an absolutely beautiful home you have! And this instrument, Gutter… what a lovely piano!” She ran her hand along the top before taking her seat.

“Thank you, Agnes. Would you like something to drink?” he offered.

“No, thank you. I had a large cup of coffee before arriving here.”

She crossed her legs and immediately opened a folder, her notes neatly written in blue ink—a lost artform. He rarely saw reporters do that anymore, and yet, it was fitting. He admired her for it.

“Gutter, I have wanted to interview you over the past two to three years, but you’ve been terribly hard to pin down,” she stated with a gruff laugh.

“I know, but it’s a blessing to be busy, right?” She nodded. “I was on tour in London. I just got back a couple of weeks ago. I have some local concerts I will be performing at here in New York, and I’m singing at the Grammys next year, so I have to get ready for that, too. There’s a lot going on, but I like it.”

“Yes, you have definitely been busy! I want to first congratulate you on your new album, ‘Shades of Pink,’ which features your hit song, ‘The Next Chapter.’ That entire album hit number one on the charts. It’s phenomenal, Gutter.”

“Thank you… thank you so much.”

“Kudos to you! I can’t listen to that song without falling to pieces! It’s just beautiful… a magnificent piece of work. What a lovely tribute to your mother.”

“Thank you. It was a way for me to process everything that had happened, and let my fans know that hey, we never really say goodbye to our loved ones who have moved on. We say, ‘until next time.’”

“It’s an album that will be played at memorials, weddings, and everything in between. An instant classic. Just lovely. Now, I want you to tell us, your listeners and fans, what has been going on in your life as of late.” She sat back with a bright smile on her face.

“Well, my family is growing. My wife, Promise, is six and a half months pregnant.”

“Yes, I heard she was expecting. Congratulations!”

“Thank you.”

“Now, I understand she will often show up sometimes when you’re on tour for a week or two, but due to her pregnancy, that’s slowed down a bit.”

“Yes. Promise recently took over the ownership of the funeral home she’s been working at for years. The former owner decided to move to Israel, where much of her family resided, and entrusted my wife to run things in a professional and caring way. Promise is quite talented in that field—she’s amazing, actually—and her career means a lot to her, so we’ve had to do some juggling, but we’re managing with our schedules and everything.”

“Wow, sounds like a lot is on her plate. How has she managed the balance of being married to a celebrity, a mother, a career woman, and home life?”

“She’s creative and resourceful. We help one another out. Promise is an excellent mother, so Niko’s needs have always come first. We both are quite active in our son’s life because family time is important. She’s also an outstanding wife, and I tell her that practically every day. Due to her job being very stressful at times, she’s hired people to help. She trained them herself and has confidence in her new team. These measures and more allow her to spend more time at home, with family, and just to relieve herself of some of the stress of her job, and be there for our son.”

“Of course, of course.”

“Speaking of stress and family, I—” Just then, Niko yelled out, then giggled, running out of the room he was in. Gutter and the reporter burst out laughing as they watched the show.

“Niko, you must’ve heard Daddy talking about you, huh?” He waved and laughed at his tiny twin. A darker version of him as a boy. Spitting image.

Promise showed up at the top of the stairs, chasing him.

“…So sorry!” she declared before she grabbed up the little boy with big bouncy black curls and sparkling dark eyes, then waved and retreated with him once again behind a closed door.

“As you were saying?” Gutter urged once the coast was clear.

“I was saying, speaking of stress and family, and please let me know if I’m overstepping my boundaries, but I know that a couple of years ago, it got out to the public that your wife suffered a miscarriage. How did that affect your lives, as well as your musical career?”

“Well, I mean, naturally a loss like that can take an emotional toll.”

“Yes, yes…”

“It was a hard time; I’m not even going to lie. Things like that can stress out a marriage if you don’t have good communication and trust in one another. My wife had to trust me enough to know, that no, I don’t know what it feels like to have a miscarriage, but I do know now what it’s like to lose a child… because even though that baby, our baby, the child she and I made together, was growing in her body and her body alone, I was connected with it, too. It happened early in the pregnancy, but we both felt that loss. It hurt. Fathers can feel things and well, I think sometimes people don’t understand that.

“We had decided on names, room colors, things like that, and we were both extremely happy about welcoming a second child into our family. Sometimes though, as unfortunate as it is, these things happen. There was no rhyme or reason to it. We had to love each other through the pain, the disappointment… and I did turn to my music for help. Instead of turning to a pile of cocaine, extramarital affairs, or the bottle, I turned to my guitar. My microphone. My keyboard.” She nodded in understanding. “We got through that. Together. We grew from it as a couple. As a family. Now, we have another chance, and this pregnancy is going great. No issues, no complications, and we’re both really excited to meet our baby in a few months. Children are blessings.”

“They truly are. Now, as you know, though I’m a reporter for a music publication, our approach and focus are on the little things that have meaning in a musician’s life. We want to know what makes you tick, the ins and outs of your lives, your personality, your passions.”

“Mmm hmm. You want to get into my business and exploit it for a dollar.”

The woman burst out laughing.

“Well, yes, if that’s how you wish to put it, but it’s deeper than that, Gutter. The people who love you want to know everything about you. They’re hungry for the information. So, there are so many wonderful things going on in your life right now, but I must ask about what was just in the news about five or so months ago. Can you tell me a little about that?”

“I’m not really at liberty to discuss my wife’s family, as far as her parents, but my mother-in-law is doing great. Yes though, her father got into a bit of trouble.”

“Mmm hmm, I see. He’s in prison, and from what I understand, he was a career criminal. How has that impacted—”

“Okay, Ms. Joshtree, this interview is about me, my music, and my immediate family. If someone wants to know about the issues regarding my father-in-law, they’ll have to do their own research. I am not just going to hand it over. I barely know the man, I definitely don’t know you, and I’ve said that I don’t have a relationship with him a few times over the years when asked.”

“Oh, I didn’t mean to make you upset. I was just—”

“No, sweetheart, you’ve got it all wrong. I’m not upset. You’re just asking the questions that you were told to ask, but I’m telling you, I am not going to speak on something so personal—a story that is for my wife to tell, not me. That would be me stepping over boundaries as her husband. She can’t tell my story as far as my relationship with my father,” he pointed to himself, “even though the two of them are quite close, and I can’t tell her story as far as her relationship with her father. I don’t need to be her voice in that regard, and since she’s not the one being interviewed, nor does she wish to be, I think we should steer clear of that.”

“Okay, yes, I understand. I did though discover, in an interesting twist of events, that your brother-in-law, a police officer in great standing, has recently been promoted to sergeant, and yet his father was intoxicated and apparently high on some narcotic at the time of the incident in question, which put an unfair focus on him and your family. It was a manslaughter charge this time; however, due to your father-in-law’s prior record, he will be incarcerated probably for the remainder of his days. What do you think about—”

“See?” He rolled his eyes, completely exasperated. “This is exactly why we snuck around and got married five years ago. Why my wife insisted on canceling her fairytale wedding to get hitched in a dive at two in the fuckin’ morning.” The woman’s eyes bulged, as if she’d never heard such language in her life. “We ended up having a big one in France a few months later. Had to fly the family out there, just to keep you people at bay. This is why my wife went to some one-horse town in Montana to give birth to our son, too. She wanted peace and quiet. Y’all don’t respect boundaries. She didn’t want our child’s picture plastered all over the internet.

“This is why a lot of shit goes down that shouldn’t. I told myself I wasn’t going to cuss and act a fuckin’ fool in this interview if things went left. You know, keep the shit classy. Promise has been on me about that, saying I am too short-tempered with the press lately, but y’all keep trying it.”

“Gutter, I—”

“No, don’t cut me off. Let me finish. We’re tired of this shit, okay? Not just me, but a lot of entertainers just like me are sick of this and will start refusing to do interviews if this is how they’re going to go. Yes, I’m a celebrity, but every aspect of my life is not up for review and discussion. I and my family are entitled to some privacy. Now, you seem like a nice lady, okay, and I respect people who respect me, but I told you to stop it. My mother-in-law is divorced, all right? That’s public record for all the nosey people who want to know. She’s moved on with her life. I am not talking about that man. Not now. Not ever. We don’t communicate with him, and he doesn’t communicate with us. He’s a non-factor. Do like my mother-in-law and move the hell on.”

“Okay, my sincere apologies… I will definitely drop the topic.” The woman’s complexion deepened, and she looked away at her notes.

Gutter sat back and crossed his arms. All he could do was shake his head.

“Okay, can we play the game of true and false?”

“Sure.” He knew what this was. The publication was known to give questions of a personal nature, and the celebrity would answer true or false to a question that may be silly and whimsical, or sad and heart-breaking.

“If you have a say in the matter, you will be performing until the day you die.”

“True.”

“Some say you’re a workaholic. What do you say?”

“True.”

“You went swimming one time in a chicken costume.”

“True.”

The woman chuckled at that.

“And finally, your music comes before all else in your life.”

“False…”

“What comes, Gutter, before your music?”

“That woman upstairs.” He pointed towards his staircase. “That little boy who’s with her, our young son. My baby that’s growing inside of my wife right now. They come before anything and everything. I would die for them.”

The woman offered a sincere smile.

“I believe that to be true…”

They went on with the interview, and when it was all over, Gutter walked her to the door. She seemed startled when he wrapped his arms around her and gave her a kiss on the cheek. The woman was blushing.

“Thank you so much for taking the time to speak with me today. You’re an amazing man and performer. This will be posted next month, and as I told you, a photographer will be over in about an hour to take a few pictures of you for the article.”

“No problem. I’ll wait until he arrives.” They said their goodbyes, and he closed and locked the door.

“Promise! She’s gone… You can come down now if you want.” The woman always avoided being around when he was having interviews. He found it hilarious how she’d hide away, avoiding the limelight while he basked in it.

“Okay,” she hollered back.

As he went into his new home office to unpack some more of his materials, his phone rang.

“Hey, Dad. What’s up, old man?”

“Nothing much. Shirley and I are going to that Japanese place I told ya about. You, Promise, and my favorite grandson wanna come along? I gotta show Niko how to hold the chopsticks. Last time, at that Chinese spot, he tried to stick them up his nose.” They both chuckled at that.

“Yeah, sounds good to me. I’ll ask her. That might be nice. How’s Shirley doing?”

“She’s doing great.”

Shirley was Dad’s girlfriend of two years, a widow, and a lady nine years his junior he’d met while playing pool at some bar in Red Hook. Oddly enough, she physically favored Mom a bit, though she was fairly traditional and conservative. She worked in real estate and kept an American flag on her porch. More Dad’s speed.

“I’ll let you know what Promise says.”

“Okay, do that.”

And the old man ended the call.

Moments later, he was checking out his emails and slowly unpacking a box of office supplies.

“Zake!”

“Yeah, baby?” He kept his eyes on the screen.

“Zina wants to know if we want to meet with her, your father and Shirley for dinner tonight. She’s craving Japanese food.” Zina was a couple of months pregnant. She, Promise and Dad was ecstatic. Niko was going to have a cousin. “She’s bringing Rick!”

Rick was Zina’s fiancé, a bit of an oddball but harmless, unlike Owen. Most importantly, the man seemed to have his stuff together, and genuinely love his sister.

“What is this, musical phone calls? Dad just asked me about this. You wanna go, babe?”

“Yeah! I haven’t had sushi in a long time, and it would be nice to take a break from all of this unpacking and cleaning.”

“Okay, sounds good.”

His thoughts drifted to his sister as he kept reading various contracts and proposals his manager, Will, had forwarded to him to review. Owen was mysteriously beaten up his first night in jail, by a group of hoodlums. It was the same night Westley stopped Gutter from slaughtering him. He’d been arrested for the crap he’d pulled at the funeral home but stayed in prison for less than a year. A miscarriage of justice if there ever was one. However, a year after that, he ended up getting another DUI, violated his probation, and was now sitting behind county bars for at least the next four years.

Zach was in the beginning stages of trying to adopt a child with his wife out in California. Zina was getting married again in a couple of months, and the biggest shocker of all—so was Westley. Some lady he’d seen on and off for the past few years from New Jersey. He tried, but he couldn’t escape falling in love.

Promise entered the office wearing mom’s engagement ring like a pendant around her neck, it hung from a silver chain. She sported a short light blue dress that showed off her long, gorgeous legs. Her stomach poked out beneath the material. She looked gorgeous, glowing from the inside out.

“Come here, sexy.”

Smiling, she came to wrap her arms around his neck and kiss the top of his head. Running his hand along her belly, he imagined the beautiful life growing inside of her. A little girl. They’d told no one the sex and planned to keep it that way until the baby was born. Her name would be Nika Jennifer Rayden. He couldn’t wait to meet his little princess, his precious baby girl.

He kept holding Promise while the faded sounds of a cartoon played in the background. Niko was undoubtedly glued to the screen. The scent of coffee brewing gave him comfort, the sound of Promise’s heartbeat kept him in love, and the taste of her kiss was like the sun rising to greet them every morning. He couldn’t believe he could love someone as hard as he loved Promise, but it was definitely possible. It was real.

He closed his eyes and began to hum one of his songs to the baby inside of her, while Promise stroked his hair.

“Baaaaby girl,” he sang, “I promise you, the world…” He sang with all that was in him, pausing only to kiss Promise’s stomach. When he was finished, she kissed the top of his head once more, then turned to head out of the room.

“I better check on Niko. He’s too quiet. That means he’s up to something.”

“Yup.” He chuckled as he spun around to his computer.

“Knowing him, he’s stacking chairs up trying to get into the cereal. After the photographer takes your photos, I’ll be ready to go.”

“Okay, baby.” She blew him a kiss and left him to his devices.

He sat there for a bit, daydreaming—his mind a wonderland, thinking about some of the things the reporter had brought up. Emotions he tried to wade through, make sense of.

So much had happened, and yet, he’d survived. He had a brilliant, magnificent woman by his side. They were strong apart. Stronger together.

Thank you, God, for taking me out of the gutter and letting me bask in the sun. My mother is gone, but never forgotten. I got to spend time with her, know her, before she passed, and that is invaluable to me. I love you, Mom. I hope you’re painting Heaven pink. I’m in love with my best friend. I have a beautiful son, and now a daughter on the way. My father is in good health and happy. My sister escaped a man who tried to destroy her. She survived and is now thriving. My brother’s career has skyrocketed, and he is taking the necessary steps to be a father. My brother- and mother-in-law are doing what makes them happy, and then, we come back full circle to Promise. She’s amazing, and she’s probably too good for me, but I’m never going to let her go.

He closed his eyes and rocked in his seat as the tears brimmed to the sounds of, Deniece Williams, ‘Free,’ one of his mother’s favorite songs to paint to.

Through the death of my mother, I met the love of my life. My rise. My shine. Me being happy… that’s what my mom kept saying she wanted for me. To see me smile, to see me fall in love… With all of my heart. No walls. She wanted me to rise to the occasion. She wanted me to shine for the victory.

Yeah, happiness. That was her final gift to me.

A promise is what my mother made to me.

A promise, she was determined to keep…

~The End~
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1.   Pringle – Gutter (This is not a real song.) [image: :)]

2.   Diamonds – Yakoto

3.   Umi Says – Mos Def

4.   Concerto Grosso No 1 – Corelli

5.   Charlie Puth – (No specific song mentioned, only the artist.)

6.   Sitting on the Dock of the Bay – Otis Redding

7.   Pumped up Kicks – Foster the People

8.   Walking on a Dream – Empire of the Sun

9.   Float On – Modest Mouse

10.  There She Goes – Josh Fudge

11.  Smells Like Teen Spirit – Nirvana

12.  Right Down the Line – Gerry Rafferty

13.  Summer Madness – Kool & The Gang

14.  Inside Your Love – (The Swales’ In Detroit Version)

15.  Fu-Gee-La – The Fugees

16.  Loretta – Ginger Root

17.  Can You Feel It – The Fat Boys

18.  Post Malone – Wow

19.  Poor Georgie – MC Lyte

20.  Smack a Bitch – Rico Nasty

21.  Vibrant Thing – Q-Tip

22.  3.15.20 – Donald Glover

23.  Eyes Without a Face – Billy Idol

24.  Bittersweet Symphony – Verve

25.  One Headlight – The Wallflowers

26.  Dreams – Fleetwood Mac

27.  Tears in Heaven – Eric Clapton

28.  Good 4 U – Olivia Rodrigo

29.  One More Chance – The Notorious B.I.G.

30.  It’s a Beautiful Morning – The Rascals

31.  Tiny Dancer – Elton John

32.  Happy – Surface

33.  Take My Breath – The Weeknd

34.  You Are the Reason – Calum Scott

35.  ‘F With U – Kid Ink ft. Ty Dolla $ign

36.  Loyalty – Kendrick Lamar, featuring Rihanna

37.  When You Believe – Whitney Houston and Mariah Carey

38.  Only Human – The Jonas Brothers

39.  Streets – Doja Cat

40.  Résumé – Jenevieve

41.  Music Sounds Better with You – Stardust

42.  Higher Ground – Stevie Wonder

43.  Skate – Bruno Mars, Anderson Paak, and Silk Sonic

44.  Play that Funky Music White Boy – Wild Cherry

45.  Them Changes – Thundercat

46.  Sunrise – Simply Red

47.  At My Worst – by Pink Sweat$

48.  Chamber of Reflection – Mac DeMarco

49.  Space Song – Beach House

50.  Bridge over Troubled Waters – Simon and Garfunkel

51.  Rhiannon – Fleetwood Mac

52.  Cool with You – Her’s

53.  Burnin’ for You – Blue Oyster Cult

54.  Navajo – Masego

55.  Red Red Wine – UB40

56.  I’m Not in Love – 10 CC’s

57.  Bad Things – Machine Gun Kelly and Camila Cabello

58.  Jump Around – House of Pain

59.  Taste of Chocolate Intro. – Big Daddy Kane

60.  The Lover in You – Big Daddy Kane

61.  Prince of Darkness – Big Daddy Kane

62.  Earned It – The Weeknd

63.  Love Song – 311

64.  No Guarantee – Chico DeBarge

65.  Idol Eyes – Common Saints

66.  Survivor – Nathaniel Rateliff & The Night Sweats

67.  Living Proof – The War on Drugs

68.  Comingback – The Parcels

69.  Dress You Up – Madonna

70.  Take Me to The King – Tamela Mann

71.  Infinity – One Direction

72.  The Rose – Bette Midler

73.  Memories – Maroon 5

74.  Crowded Room – Conor Maynard

75.  Free – Deniece Williams
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