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   Prologue
 
   “The Estates of Harrington Oaks”
 
                 Darby Davidson was tired. She had been up showing houses to her latest clients all day long, an NBA playerand his fiancé whom he introduced as Squirt, who couldn’t have been a day over twenty-two. Darby figured the marriage, if they made it to the altar, would last all of forty five days based on their interaction. His money would be better spent on a two bedroom luxury condo and an investment fund, but he was hell bent on buying a “dream crib with all of the fixin’s so all the haters and the chicks who dissed me see what they now missin’”. Darby suggested otherwise, but he wasn’t trying to hear it. He told her wanted the biggest house his money could pay for, and right now, he had quite a bit. The bill for her two preteen sons’ braces and their upcoming vacation trip to Hawaii told her she needed all the commission she could get. So far, none of the houses they had seen were what he wanted. She decided to take a chance and bring him to a new development, hoping she would have some luck there. 
 
   “This place is far.” Squirt whined from the backseat of Darby’s Range Rover.
 
   “It is located in a secluded area, but that’s a good thing.” Darby told her, trying not to sound frustrated. She seemed to have a problem with every house they had seen yet she wasn’t putting up a dime. 
 
   “That means no one will be popping up on us out here. I like that!” her client smiled and nodded, his face hidden behind the huge sunglasses he wore, “All of this is new construction?”
 
   “Yes,” Darby told him, “Right now, there are only about a dozen homes completed, including the one I am about to show you. The neighborhood sits on approximately one hundred and twenty three acres and once its finished, there will be approximately sixty homes, give or take. There are also several amenities including a kids play park, beautifully landscaped gardens, and some of the homes sit on the waterfront – which is a man made lake.” 
 
   “The Estates of Harrington Oaks.” He read the sign as Darby turned into the community. There was a centurion style gatehouse and sculptured brick walls which lined the lushly landscaped entrance. Flowering trellises, winding brick walkways and iron branches graced the edges of the main roadway and the park area. As she continued driving, they were greeted by a sweeping bridge which lead to a fifty foot glass dome pavilion and a cascading waterfall, “This place is amazing.”
 
   “This place is far!” Squirt sighed.
 
   “It is beautiful.” Darby said, ignoring her comment. 
 
    “I don’t wanna stay way out here. This ain’t even a gated community.What type of stuff is that?”
 
   “Like I explained on the way out here, it’s a new development and there aren’t a lot of residents. Right now, it’s very private so a gate isn’t necessary. It is a very secure area. And there are plans to have continual rolling security as more homes are built.”
 
   “It must not be no important people that stay out here.” Squirt commented.
 
   “That’s not true. There are some very prominent residents: famous actors, singers, producers, athletes…”
 
   “How much do these houses run?” He sat up and asked as they made their way through the neighborhood.
 
   “The average right now is about three to four.” Darby told him
 
   “Three to four hundred thousand?” Squirt questioned.
 
   “Three to four million.” Darby corrected her.
 
   “I know that house ain’t cost no three million dollars.” Squirt pointed at one of the smaller houses they were passing.
 
   “Actually, that’s the home of the man that owns all of the property in Harrington Estates.” Darby told them, “He lives there.”
 
   “He owns all this land and lives in that small house?” He laughed.
 
   Darby looked over at the house they were referring to. It did seem small compared to the other houses in the Estates, but Darby didn’t consider fifty-three hundred square feet small. The house also sat on the largest lot of land. Rumor had it that the land belonged to the Harrington family for several hundred years and was deeded to one single grandson who didn’t even claim it until he decided to have what was supposed to have been a vacation home on the lake built as a wedding gift. The construction had just been complete when, sadly, his fiancé died unexpectedly in her sleep. For a while, they even suspected him of killing her at one point, until they found that she died from natural causes. Shortly after her death, he decided to move into the home and then develop the neighborhood. From what Darby understood, he was a multi-millionaire ten times over but you would never be able to tell it. 
 
   She continued down the streets until they finally arrived at the house for sale. She pulled into the circular driveway to the covered front entrance and parked. The house was Darby’s favorite listing and she loved it. It was one of thelargest homes in the neighborhood. Every potential buyer whom she had shown it had also fallen in love with it, but so far they all opted to have theirs custom built on the available lots. It was Darby’s dream home.
 
   “This place is HUGE!” He gushed, hopping out of the truck. Darby didn’t know which of their outfits fit the tightest: his skinny jeans and t-shirt or Squirt’s sequined  halter mini dress. She had to admit, despite his fashion choices, he was an extremely handsome young man and he seemed to have a genuine heart, which was why she tried to give him sound real estate advice and direction. She also wanted to tell him that he may want to hold off on giving Squirt his last name, but she felt that would be overstepping her boundaries.
 
   “It’s twenty seven thousand square feet.” Darby told him, “Six bedrooms, six bathrooms and ten fireplaces.”
 
   “Damn.” He said, taking off his sunglasses.
 
   Darby opened the door and he followed her inside, “Marble flooring, state of the art kitchen, all the amenities you want and more.”
 
   “Wow.” He said, walking around, “Squirt, do you see this?”
 
   They turned around and noticed she wasn’t even in the house. Darby found her outside standing in on the perfectly manicured lawn, talking on her phone, “I told him that, Ma!”
 
   “Squirt, what are you doing? Come inside you gotta see this place!” He told her.
 
   “I don’t wanna go in. I don’t like it.” Squirt tossed her long blond hair extensions over her shoulder and put her hand on her hip.
 
   Darby was confused. This home was the biggest and most fabulous house that she had shown them, so she thought it was a shoo in. Based on his reaction, she knew he felt the same way.
 
   “You haven’t even seen it.”
 
   “What’s wrong?” Darby asked, walking over to the couple.
 
   “I don’t like the vibe out here and it’s too far. My mama ain’t even gonna be able to take the bus out here.”
 
   “My point exactly,” He mumbled.
 
   “What?” Squirt snapped.
 
   “I mean my point is that we can send a car or limo to go get her when she wants to come out here and take her back home.” He quickly said.
 
   Darby stared at the young couple, “Why don’t we just take a quick peak inside so you can…”
 
   “I don’t wanna look inside. Look, I need to get home. Come on, I’m ready to go!”
 
   “But we didn’t even finish looking…” He paused, stared then nodded at a car that was driving down the street. They all watched as the four door Porsche passed by, driven by a female wearing dark shades. 
 
   “Who was that?” Squirt snapped, looking over at her fiancé.
 
   “I don’t know,” he shrugged, “That car was hot!”
 
   “I swear! This is exactly what I be telling you!” Squirt yelled.
 
   Darby took a step away from the couple, hoping they weren’t going to create a scene. Although the neighborhood was fairly empty, she didn’t want to run the risk of anyone looking out their windows or driving by and seeing them arguing in the front lawn. 
 
   Looking at her like she was crazy, he asked her, “What are you talking about?”
 
   “You out here waving at bitches like you ain’t put a ring on my finger a month ago.” Squirt held up her finger, which held one of the biggest diamonds Darby had ever seen.
 
   “When did I wave at anybody? Did you see me wave?” He turned and asked. Darby just shrugged.
 
   “Is that why you wanna move way the hell out here? To be closer to that skank?” Squirt stood directly in front of him. His six foot, nine inch body stood well over hers, but she didn’t seem to care. She squared off with him as if they were the same size and she could take him down. 
 
   “I don’t even know who that was, I swear.” 
 
   “If you wanna buy this house, then fine, but I ain’t living here wit you, that’s for damn sure.” Squirt said and headed for Darby’s truck.
 
   Clearly embarrassed, he looked over at Darby and said, “She’s tripping. I do wanna see the house. Maybe we can do this some other time, without her.”
 
   “That’s fine. Let me lock up the house.” Darby told him. 
 
   Another wasted damn day, she thought as she took one last glance into the gorgeous home. She glanced down at her watch and saw that it was late and it would be an hour drive back to her office where her client’s Maybach was sitting in the parking lot waiting on him and Squirt. She still had to pick up her boys from soccer, help them with homework, prepare dinner, prepare them for school, and go over paperwork for her staff meeting in the morning. If she was lucky, the one bottle of Chardonnay she had chilling in the fridge would be enough to help her relax from the day and get through the full night she had ahead of her. In a perfect world, she would meet an amazing, handsome, funny, successful guy, who was a great role model for her sons, and a great lover for herself.  Better luck next time. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER ONE
 
   Bishop Walter and First Lady Olivia Burke
 
   1547 Harrington Way
 
    
 
                 Olivia Burke slipped her feet into the leather slippers laying in front of the sofa and stood up. She was tired. And as hard as she tried to stay awake until her husband got home, she knew she wouldn’t be able to. The church Walter was ministering at tonight was only an hour away, and she thought he would have been home by now. It was already after one o’clock in the morning and knowing her husband he had probably got caught up talking to some of the other ministers after the revival service and probably hadn’t even left yet. As the Bishop and founder of one of the largest mega churches in the state, Walter Burke was always in high demand. From local pastors just starting out who needed encouragement, to business owners, looking for an opportunity to get into his ear about the next “big thing”. People sought not only spiritual advice, but investments in their ideas. Over the years, her husband had grown into a patient man, willing to listen when he could. He had evolved over the nearly thirty years that they had been married and she loved him even more now than she had when they first met. 
 
                 As she walked out of the den of their massive million dollar palace that they now called home, her eyes fell on a framed photo of the two of them. It was a bit faded, taken on one of their first dates and they almost looked unfamiliar to her now. They had come a long way from the teenage couple who both grew up on the streets of Detroit in the late sixties. Walter was her first love and she couldn’t imagine her life without him. Then again, she never would have the life they were living now. It was surreal to her. Her eyes fell on another picture of their twin boys Malachi and Micah; the two year old boys dressed in identical blue and white sailor suits were now twenty eight, tall and handsome. But their similarity in looks was the only thing her sons had in common. They were as different as night and day, always had been. Micah now served as the youth Pastor of Greater Works Assembly of Faith, founded by his father. Malachi, on the other hand, was serving in another capacity; as an inmate in a low security prison for the past eighteen months. Unlike her husband, who refused to go and visit their son, Olivia made it a point to go and visit at least once a month. Olivia remembered the last visit she made to see her son.
 
                 “You’re looking even more handsome than the last time I saw you, baby.” She told Malachi when she hugged him. She wasn’t lying. To say her son was fine would be an understatement. His six foot frame held his two hundred pound athletic build well. Both of her boys had their father’s strong chin, seductive brown eyes and thick eyebrows. From her, they inherited her smooth, caramel complexion, dimpled smiles, and unbelievably straight teeth without the help of braces. 
 
                 “You say that every time you see me, Momma.” Malachi hugged her. They walked around the yard of the facility. Olivia always made it a point to keep their conversation light and casual, mostly about her duties in the church and the members Malachi was familiar with. She rarely brought up his father or brother because she knew there was a chance it would cut her visit short. However, knowing her son’s release date was approaching, she decided to test the waters.
 
                 “Well I am biased but it is the truth. You know your mama doesn’t lie. Beside, I won’t have to say it much longer because you only have couple more weeks until I get to see you every day,” Olivia smiled.
 
                 “Yeah, I can’t wait to get out of here, but I don’t know about seeing you every day,” Malachi laughed.
 
                 “I am already getting your room ready. The new house is amazing and I know you’re gonna love being home. We are planning a dinner….”
 
                 “Momma,” Malachi interrupted her. “Please don’t.”
 
                 “Don’t what, Malachi?” Olivia stopped and turned to face her son.
 
                 “Don’t make any plans for me when I get out of here. I’m good,” he shrugged.
 
                 “I know you’re good and it’s gonna be good for you to be home.”
 
                 “That won’t be happening, Momma. Don’t play. You already know that.”
 
                 Olivia shook her head. “Why won’t it be happening? We are your family. I understand the relationship between you, your brother, and father is strained right now…”
 
                 “You think?” Malachi laughed. “I don’t think the great Bishop Walter Burke would be too happy having his ex-convict of a son at the crib. You know that! And neither would his puppet, Micah!”
 
                 “Don’t be rude, Malachi. I raised you better than that,” Olivia said, sternly. “Your father and brother love you very much and so do I.”
 
                 “This has nothing to do with love, Momma. Come on, neither one of them has taken the time to visit or even write me in the past year and a half.”
 
                 “You know both of them have been extremely busy. And your father has made sure you have been well provided for during this entire ordeal, do NOT discredit that,” Olivia told him, trying not to become upset.
 
                 “Yeah, he made sure I had a good lawyer and money on the books every month. He should get the ‘Father of the Year’ award. Where are the nomination forms? Momma, please don’t stand here and try to defend him…”
 
                 “I’m not defending him…”
 
                 Malachi sucked in and quickly said, “Fine, maybe defend isn’t the right word. How about justify his actions or lack thereof while I’ve been in here, or Micah’s. It’s okay. I am good and I will be good once I get out of here.”
 
                 “Malachi, I want you home.”
 
                 “I love you, Momma, but that’s not my home. It’s yours,” Malachi shook his head. 
 
                 “It’s our home. You have just as much of a right to be there as anyone else. As a matter of fact, we’ve made provisions for you to be there. The house is everything you could ever imagine and more. It’s our dream house, Malachi. Remember when you were little and you would draw pictures of mansions and hang them on the refrigerator and say, ‘Momma, one day we are gonna live in a house like this!’ Well, that’s where we live,” Olivia laughed. “I just knew you were gonna end up being an architect.”
 
                 “Too bad I ended up being a dope dealer, huh? I guess it’s true what they say,” Malachi sat on top of a nearby picnic table. “The apple don’t fall…”
 
                 “You’re not a dope dealer, Malachi! You are more than that. You are a child of the highest God. You are smart and talented and you’re my son, so act like it. This situation you’re in now is just temporary and you will come out of it just fine.”
 
                 “I hear ya Momma.”
 
                 Olivia walked over, smoothed down the skirt she was wearing and sat beside her son, taking his hands into hers. “Malachi, you are so much like your father until it’s unreal.”
 
                 “I am nothing like him,” Malachi snapped.
 
                 “You are. Both of you are as stubborn as mules. Look at me. Promise me you will at least think about coming home, please.”
 
                 She stared into her son’s eyes and smiled, hoping she could will him into saying yes. She thought about telling him about his brother’s upcoming nuptials that they were planning, but decided to save that news for later. 
 
                 “I will think about it Momma,” Malachi relented.
 
                 Olivia leaned over and kissed his forehead. “Thank you. I know you’re gonna love it. It sits on the water and it even has a dock and a lift for two boats.”
 
                 “I said I’d think about it. I didn’t say yes.”
 
   ***
 
                 Since that visit, Olivia had been praying every night that her son would come home. She needed for her family to heal and in her heart she believed Micah’s wedding and Malachi’s homecoming would be just the events to bring her broken family back together again. It had been too long and now it was time for them to let go of the past and come together. Her husband and her boys were all she had and she was going to do everything within her power to pick up the pieces that had torn them apart. Her life depended on it.
 
                 The house phone rang and Olivia put the picture that she was staring at down on the table. She walked over and answered it.
 
                 “Hello.”
 
                 “Hey sweetheart, I’m almost home,” Walter told her. “I know you’re up wondering what’s taking so long.”
 
                 “I’m not wondering, Walter,” Olivia told him. “I know you were stuck after the service running your mouth.”
 
                 “I wasn’t running my mouth woman. I was listening to other folks run theirs,” Walter laughed. “So go ahead and get upstairs and in bed. I’ll be home shortly to tuck you in.”
 
                 Olivia tried not to blush, but she couldn’t help it. After all these years, her husband still had that effect on her. “Walter, where is Frank? I hope he can’t hear you talking like that.”
 
                 Frank was her husband’s right hand man and security who had been by his side since he started “Greater Works” as they called it over twenty years ago in a storefront. 
 
                 “Frank is right here beside me driving and I don’t care if he hears what I’m saying. You’re my wife and if he knows like I know, he needs to be calling his own wife and telling her he’s about to come home and handle his business too,” Walter teased. “Now, go get ready for The Bishop. I’ll be home soon. As a matter of fact, don’t get in the bed. We still got a couple of rooms in that big, new house of ours to christen, remember?”
 
                 “Walter! Stop it!” Olivia giggled. When they toured the ten thousand square foot architectural masterpiece that they now lived in, Olivia immediately fell in love. Walter, however, complained that it was too much house for just the two of them. Olivia pointed out that Micah could live in the adjacent two bedroom apartment and closer to his father to work on their ministry together, and then she threw in the promise that they would “christen” any of the rooms that he saw fit. That sealed the deal and within days the house was hers and her husband was smiling as she started making good on her promise before they had even brought in a piece of furniture. 
 
                 “I’ll see you in a few, O’la. Love you.” Walter called her by the nickname he gave her when they first met.
 
                 “Love you too,” Olivia said and hung the phone up. She was about to head up the spiraling staircase when she peeked out of the front window when suddenly a flash of light in the distance caught her eye through the window. At first she thought maybe it was a falling star, or maybe even fireworks. She looked closer and then realized exactly what it was.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Two
 
   Riley Rodriguez
 
   1726 Harrington Court
 
    
 
   “Damn.” That was the only thing Riley Rodriguez could think of as she stared at the large plasma television in her bedroom. She reached over on the nearby night stand and picked up the lit joint, taking a long drag as she watched herself onscreen, naked and having sex with a man she barely knew. From what she had been told, he was an up and coming rapper named “Touche.” Riley stared at herself. Her eyes were closed and she was moaning in ecstasy as Touche pushed her back, opened her legs and then began pleasing her with his tongue. Her fingers gripped the headboard of the king sized bed where they were laying and from the look on her face and the sounds of her moans, Riley was enjoying herself. But for the life or her, as she watched it all play out in front of her on the screen, Riley couldn’t remember any of it. Nothing was familiar; not the bed they were in, where they were, nor when the entire escapade took place. One thing she was grateful for was the fact that her face was beat to the Gods. Her weave was tight as hell, without a hair out of place, and her manicure and pedicure were perfect. Not to mention that whenever this did go down, it was during a time when she had to have been hitting the gym because her body was contoured in all the right places and there was not an ounce of fat to be seen. It was a clear picture taken at a great angle and now the whole world was about to see it whether she liked it or not. The paperwork had been signed, the distribution deal made, and instead of being the star of the most popular family television show from the eighties, she was about to be another kind of star ─  porn star. 
 
   Riley had been the center of attention since birth. She starred in her first television commercial at the when she was barely three months old, and by the time she was the age of six she had one of the most recognizable faces in the US and some foreign countries. Whether it was a commercial for cereal, toy stores, fast food restaurants or clothing stores, if they needed a cute face, then Riley was it. At the age of eight, she starred in “Family Brides” one of the highest rated television sitcoms in the world, until she was in her early teens and the show ended. Afterwards, she was the lead in a teen dance movie that became an instant hit. Against the wishes of her parents, and agent at the time, she played the love interest in a hard core rap video that was so risqué that it was only shown on the music channels after hours. Riley thought it would have led to more adult roles, but instead the offers stopped altogether. She didn’t let it bother her though. She felt that it was a sign from God that after working nonstop for years she needed a break. That break included rest, relaxation, lots of booze and narcotics, prescription and illegal. The past five years had been a blur, much like her memory of the pending sex tape she was watching.
 
                 Riley took another drag of the joint and turned the TV off. She had seen enough. Reaching over into her nightstand, she took out a book titled “For the Love of Thomas.” It was about a woman named Sally Hemmings. The woman was the mistress of Thomas Jefferson. Riley came across the book during her last stint in rehab. Another female resident was engrossed in it nightly and Riley was curious about what was in this book that had her attention so much to the point that the girl wasn’t even interested in sneaking out and getting high with the rest of the celebrity residents of the facility. She gave the book to Riley and from the moment she began reading the woman’s story, she was hooked. She had read it three times since being released from rehab. It was as if she was obsessed with Sally Hemmings’ story. She even dreamed about the strong woman and all she endured. It was as if she knew her; like they met in a former life. 
 
                 “Riley, are you up?” There was a knock at the door. Riley quickly put the joint out and fanned the air. Trying to be as quiet as possible, she reached into the nightstand and pulled out a small bottle of spray from Victoria’s Secret, quickly trying to cover the scent. Riley held her breath and closed her eyes, hoping the person on the other side of the door would assume she was asleep and go away. “Riley, I know you’re still up. I smell the weed. I’m coming in.”
 
   The bedroom door opened and in walked Eden, Riley’s younger sister carrying a basket of folded clothes and a pile of mail. The two women looked similar, but whereas Riley’s body was the epitome of a Victoria’s Secret model, Eden was not so lucky. Although she was just as beautiful as her older sister, the only modeling she would be considered for would be for Lane Bryant. 
 
   “My bad, I didn’t hear you,” Riley lied.
 
   “Sure you didn’t,” Eden said, putting the basket on the dresser and tossing the pile of envelopes at her. “Here’s your mail. I’ve already gone through it and I’ve also talked with Chet and made sure everything is paid for the month.”
 
   As usual, it seemed as if the roles had reversed and Eden was the older sister and not Riley. For the past few months she had stepped in and taken over as Riley’s personal assistant, manager, agent, chef, housekeeper, and anything else Riley needed. Riley had gone through so many employees and couldn’t seem to keep anyone around other than Chet, her accountant and Jeff, her part time security guard. 
 
   “What about my credit cards? Did he reactivate them?” Riley asked. Chet had taken it upon himself to cancel her cards and close her checking account, claiming that her reckless behavior was about to cost her everything she had worked for. He was so controlling, but one thing she could say was that he was brilliant when it came to her money. Even after the craziness of the last five years, Riley was able to purchase the sprawling mansion she wanted in Harrington Estates, and she also still had a Porsche, a BMW SUV, and an Audi convertible. In addition, she had nice chunk of change in the bank, investments, and a monthly stipend, albeit she considered it to be minuscule and barely enough to live off of. 
 
   “You don’t need them. You have your monthly allowance if you want to shop,” Eden told her.
 
   “That’s barely enough to eat off of,” Riley complained, laying back on the huge pillows at the head of her bed.
 
   “Maybe if you didn’t spend so much on weed, it would be enough to shop,” Eden shrugged, sitting on the edge of the bed.
 
   “Don’t judge me. I have a lot going on right now,” Riley told her. “I’m stressed about my new porn career.”
 
   “Stop it,” Eden shook her head.“It won’t be as bad as you think.”
 
   “I really don’t think it’s gonna be that bad. I mean…. look.” Riley picked up the remote and clicked the television back on. Immediately sounds of she and Touché moaning filled the room. “I look fucking amazing. Or should that be I look amazing fucking?”
 
   Eden snatched the remote from her and clicked the screen off. 
 
   “Riley, you don’t have to play hard core with me. I know you didn’t want this to happen. It’s kind of an unfair situation.”
 
   “Hey, it happened and it’s my fault. I’m not blaming anyone.”
 
   “Have you talked to this Touché guy? What does he have to say about it?”
 
   “Nope, I don’t even know that motherfucker!” Riley reached into the drawer and took the blunt back out, along with a lighter.
 
   “What do you mean you don’t know him?” Eden said, taking the items out of her sister’s hand.
 
   “Eden, this is gonna sound crazy, but I don’t remember even meeting that dude or anything that happened on that screen.”
 
   “That is crazy and dangerous, Riley.”
 
   “One of the downfalls of getting high, lil sis. Listen to me when I tell you this. Just say NO…to drugs and sex. It leads to starring in porn tapes with random strangers. Now give me my stuff back.” Riley held her hand out.
 
   Eden ignored her and reached for the book instead. 
 
   “Hey, I read this. This is a great book.”
 
   “I know. I read it too, three times. This is my fourth.”
 
   “Really?” Eden looked surprised.
 
   “Yes, heffa, I do read. Well, sometimes when I’m not busy filming pornography,” Riley laughed.
 
   “Stop joking about it, Riley. It’s not funny and I know you’re pissed. I don’t blame you. It’s okay to admit that.”
 
   “It’s cool.”
 
   “I wonder who they’re gonna get to star as Sally in the movie that’s coming out. I heard they were thinking about that Lauren Carmichael chick.”
 
   Riley sat up in the bed. 
 
   “Movie? What movie? They’re making this into a movie?”
 
   “Yeah, I read about it in People the other day. Some big time preacher bought the rights and is about to film it. He hired that guy that won the Oscar last year to direct it.”
 
   Riley looked down at the book in her sister’s lap and suddenly a chill went down her spine. She finally realized the reason the book had been so moving and she had felt so connected while reading it. It was meant to be. 
 
   “I knew it!” she screamed.
 
   “You knew what?” Eden looked confused.
 
   “I am Sally Hemmings!”
 
   “Yeah, you definitely need to lay off the weed, Riley. Is this stuff laced?” Eden sniffed the blunt she was holding then quickly put it down.
 
   “I want that role. I’ve gotta get it,” Riley told her.
 
   “What role? What are you talking about?”
 
   “The role of Sally Hemmings! I want it.” 
 
   “Um, you do realize Sally Hemmings was a black woman, right? Riley, we aren’t black. We’re Hispanic…. Puerto Rican.”
 
   “Whatever, I want this. Besides, I am way blacker than Lauren Carmichael’s high yellow ass,” Riley said. “And she can’t act at all. Did you see her when she guest starred on that episode of  Law and Order? She suck!”
 
   Lauren Carmichael was Riley’s well known arch nemesis. For years it seemed as if whatever roles Riley didn’t get, went to Lauren and vice versa. When Riley turned down the sequel to the teen dance movie she had previously starred, it immediately went to Lauren, who went on to star in the Broadway version of the movie as well. 
 
   “Riley, you haven’t acted in years,” Eden told her. “You just got out of rehab last week, and considering the next movie that you’re starring in that is about to be released, I don’t know if they’ll even consider you. I’m just being honest.”
 
   Riley looked at her sister. Realistically, she knew that Eden was right. It didn’t make sense. But she knew that this was something she had to do, something she was born to do and something she would do. She just had to figure out how to do it. 
 
   “That part is mine, Eden. I can feel it. I want this. I need this.”
 
   “Then there’s only one thing to do. Make it happen. Where do we start?”
 
   Riley jumped out of bed and smiled, “Where else? We call Peri!”
 
   Eden got off the bed and walked over to the window. 
 
   “What in the world?”
 
   “What?” Riley frowned, “Is someone out there?”
 
   “Give me your phone, NOW!” Eden screamed.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Three
 
   Peri Duboise
 
   1974 Harrington Way
 
    
 
   “Do you love me, Peri?”
 
   “Of course, I do,” Peri sighed, flipping through the latest issue of People and sipping a glass of Chardonnay. It had been an exhausting day and all he wanted to do was relax, but hearing the tone in Logan’s voice, he knew that wasn’t going to be happening.
 
   “I’m not feeling the love at all. As a matter of fact, I haven’t felt much of anything from you the past few days. What’s going on?”
 
   Peri glanced up from the magazine, put the glass of wine down, and stared at the computer screen where he was FaceTiming with the sinfully gorgeous fitness model. Somehow, he thought dating someone out of his comfort zone would bring a different result. Normally, he went for the quiet, nerdy type; the business owners, computer geeks, and even a few college professors. Logan was energetic, talkative, and rambunctious, in and out of bed. It was new and refreshing when they first began dating. Peri couldn’t wait to see his lover and listen to the entertaining tales of the daily excitement that happened in the gym or on the set of a magazine shoot, while they dined on gourmet meals at the hottest restaurants. Afterwards, they would hit the nightclubs, always enjoying the V.I.P. treatment wherever they went. Logan’s face was recognizable, especially since it was on billboards all over town promoting the biggest fitness chain in the city, in addition to being featured on the cover of various fitness magazines. However, to Peri, it seemed that even if the face had never been seen, it was the magnetic personality of Logan that drew people in, including himself. Logan was fun and loved life, and made people want to have fun and live it too. Peri seemed to be having the time of his life, but over time he realized he was no longer interested in enjoying the nightlife and Logan became somewhat draining. At first, he thought it was because of the slight age difference. Peri was pushing forty and Logan was only twenty eight. But dating someone younger wasn’t anything new for Peri. Slowly he began to realize that it wasn’t the age factor, but the fact that Logan wasn’t the one. As much as Peri loved Logan, he was not in love. And that seemed to be the fact in all of the relationships he had been experiencing over the past few years. 
 
   “Logan, babe, it has been a long day. You already know that. These events are stressing me, that’s all,” Peri wasn’t lying. He was in the middle of planning weddings for two celebrity couples. The first bride was a news’ anchor for NBC. Ironically, she wasn’t the problem but her fiancé, a decorated war veteran, who needed to micro manage every detail due to his desire for everything to appear perfect to his peers who would be in attendance. 
 
   The second bride was the daughter of an oil tycoon whose father was sparing no expense to make her every wish come true, no matter how outrageous. Peri had spent most of the day attempting to convince her that her Venus inspired Grecian themed wedding may have seemed like a great idea, but requesting that her guests arrive in Toga attire may not be in the best taste. Thankfully, he was able to persuade her not to. Both weddings were taking place within three weeks of one another, within the next ninety days. Peri had enough on his plate; the last thing he needed was Logan being a clingy significant other. 
 
   “I understand that, Peri, but this relationship -which seems to be going- nowhere is stressing me,” Logan snapped.
 
   The vibration of his cell phone ,which was lying next to his MacBook, was exactly the saving grace Peri needed at that moment. He picked it up and said, “Hold that thought.. Hey, what’s going on? I’m skyping with my babe, so make it quick!” he winked into the camera. Logan’s facial expression let him know that the conversation was far from over.
 
   “Peri, turn to VH-1 right now!! The deejay Madison wants for her reception is being featured,” April Kirby, his assistant said. “This guy is getting like $280 grand a night in Vegas. There’s no way she can get him. That’s almost half her budget.”
 
   Peri grabbed the remote and clicked his television on. Sure enough, on screen was DJ Avenger, the deejay his client had requested for her all white toga soiree, listed as one of the top paid deejays in the world. Peri watched and learned that not only did DJ Avenger make over a quarter of a million to play a club or event, but that the deejay was also booked up well over a year in advance. That’s ridiculous, Peri thought. April was right, it looked as if there was no way his client would be able to have him for her wedding. 
 
   “Babe, let me call you back,” Peri leaned up and said. “It’s Kirby and we have a mini crisis on our hands.”
 
    “There’s always a mini crisis on your hands, Peri!” Logan snapped.
 
   Peri turned on his speaker phone and said, “April, please confirm that this is an emergency!”
 
   “Hi Lo-Lo!” April yelled through the phone as Peri held it up for Logan to see.
 
   “Hi, Kirbster! Fine, Peri. But you’d better call me back because we’re not done,” Logan said just before the screen went blank, letting Peri know the call had ended.  
 
   “Um, Peri, I wouldn’t exactly call this an emergency,” April told him. 
 
   “This guy is hella paid. Are you watching this?” Peri asked, his face glued to the television screen. 
 
   “I know. It’s crazy. He’s like a millionaire and all he does is spin records at clubs and parties,” April replied.
 
    “I’m in the wrong damn profession, that’s for sure,” Peri said as he watched DJ Avenger avoid the paparazzi waiting for him outside of a Las Vegas hotel. He was an average looking guy, medium build, dark features and dressed simply in jeans, a plain t-shirt, sneakers, and a pair of aviator shades on his face, even though it was after dark. Peri hated people who wore sunglasses at night. It seemed so extra and cliché. “He’s cute.”
 
   “Yeah, he’s aight I guess. But he’s no Logan. And why were you rushing to end your conversation with him? This is far from an emergency which you claimed it to be. What gives?”
 
   “Nothing,” Peri said, sitting back and contemplating how he was going to tell his client that she was going to have to hire another deejay. He figured he had better start coming up with other suggestions to counteract the temper tantrum he knew she would probably have when he told her the news.
 
   “Trouble in paradise already?”
 
   “No, no trouble. Just the same old same old. I guess we are at the point where there seems to be a need for a title and you know how I am about that.”
 
   “Oh, God, here comes the break up,” April groaned.
 
   “No one said anything about breaking up. You’re being as ridiculous as Logan is,” Peri told her, reaching for his laptop and began a search in Google for celebrity deejays. As luck would have it, the first person to pop up was Deejay Avenger. Peri quickly scrolled past his name and picture. “You’re damn sure not an option.”
 
   “Who? I thought a breakup wasn’t on the horizon. I knew it!”
 
   “I’m talking about this DJ Avenger dude. We gotta come up with someone else and do it quickly,” Peri told his assistant.
 
   “I’m thinking we may be able to get the deejay that’s on the new Love and Hip Hop. He seems pretty cool,” April offered. “And he is fine!”
 
   “I’m not worried about how he’s gonna look on camera, April. I’m more concerned with his ability to entertain the guests at this wedding and satisfy the need for the bride to name drop.”
 
   “Well, you were the one who pointed out how cute DJ Avenger was, so I thought it mattered. No need to get an attitude sir. Maybe you need to call your boo back. Sounds like you need a little something something.”
 
   “I don’t have an attitude. I’m just tired and you don’t have to be so sensitive. Maybe you need to find someone to break you off so you won’t be so offended. It has been a minute, hasn’t it?”
 
   “Shut up, you jerk!” April laughed. “I can’t stand you!”
 
   Peri couldn’t help but laugh at his assistant. He and April had been friends for years. They met while both were working at a coffee shop near the college they both attended named Baxter’s. She was studying Business Administration in hopes of landing a job in corporate America and he was a student hoping to land an older professor he was sleeping with. The owner of the shop’s daughter was diagnosed with cancer, and Peri decided to come up with a fundraiser to help out with her medical expenses. The event was a major success that not only raised over five thousand dollars, but it also sparked something within Peri and catapulted him into his career of event planning. He had found his niche and passion. As his clientele grew and he became busier, Peri started to become overwhelmed and April took pity on him and began helping him out, telling him it was only temporary until she found a real job. Peri promised that he would start looking for a permanent assistant, but deep down they both knew it was a lie when he said it. The two worked well together. She could handle his temperament and somehow knew what he was thinking without him even saying it sometimes. April Kirby was his best friend and the only family he had.
 
   “What happened to the guy from the Jag dealership? What was his name? George? Glen?”
 
   “Greg. And I don’t talk to him anymore. He’s boring. All he talks about is cars and the people who buy them.”
 
   “Maybe he’s trying to impress you.”
 
   “Then he should try talking to me about the last book that he read or movie that he saw. Not some businessman who came and dropped fifty grand as a down payment for a car. I’m not impressed.”
 
   “Now if he was the man who dropped the fifty g’s down…”
 
   “That might be a little more impressive.” 
 
   April laughed and then quietly said, “Speaking of fifty grand, you got another medical bill in the mail. It’s a pretty big one.” 
 
   Peri’s mood instantly changed. He paused for a few moments and then said, “Pay it.”
 
   “Don’t you want to know what it’s for?” she asked.
 
   “Nope, just pay it,” Peri told her.
 
   “When is the last time you talked to him?”
 
   “Pay the bill. Keep looking for a deejay. Meet me at the venue in the morning at eight thirty.”
 
   “Peri…”
 
   Peri hung the phone up. He didn’t want to talk about anything else. Picking up his glass of wine as he got up from the sofa he was sitting on, Peri walked into the kitchen. He poured the red liquid down the sink, watching it as it went into the drain. For some reason it reminded him of the color of blood. He closed his eyes and tried to think of something else, but he couldn’t. 
 
   Damn April for bringing up the bills. All she had to do was pay them like I told her to. She didn’t have to say anything. It’s so much money in my damn bank account that I wouldn’t even have missed whatever she had to pay. Just pay the damn bill. Not that his ass even cares that I am the one paying it. He probably doesn’t even appreciate all that I do for him. Mortgage paid off, car paid for, and now, I’m paying medical expenses for a man that despises me more than anyone else on earth. Little does he know, the feeling is mutual. I hate him as much as he hates me. 
 
   Peri rinsed the glass out and turned off the light. He walked back into the living room. Just as he was about to close his laptop, a signal came in notifying him that there was a Face Time call. Peri declined it quickly, then paused for a second and stared at the screen. He couldn’t help looking at the picture of DJ Avenger smiling on stage. There was something about the picture that made Peri laugh and then he realized that it was because of the familiar look in his eye. It was the same look that Peri had at the end of a successful event where he knew that everyone was satisfied; the clients, the guests and most of all, Peri himself. 
 
   Suddenly, there was flash of what he thought was lightening in the window. He walked over to see if there was a storm approaching. To Peri’s horror, it wasn’t lightning at all that he saw in the distance. He ran and grabbed his phone off the sofa, dialing 9-1-1 as he opened the door and ran toward the brightness across the street, praying the entire time. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Jonah Harrington
 
   1976 Harrington Way
 
    
 
   Sweat was pouring from Jonah’s face as the sound of Eminem telling him to ‘Lose Yourself’ blasted in his ears. Although it was after two in the morning, he had been running on the treadmill in the fitness room of his house for almost forty five minutes. Working out was what he did when he couldn’t sleep. It was much healthier than eating snacks in the pantry, which is what he really wanted to be doing. He changed the setting on the machine to cool down mode and inhaled deeply. The song ended and as soon as the intro to the next song began playing, he stopped so suddenly that he was almost thrown off the moving element he was standing on. He quickly hit the skip button on his iPod, but it wasn’t fast enough to stop the memory from entering his mind. He was taken back three years, to the day that he and his best friend Zeke walked into a local sneaker store he found on the internet. Zeke was looking for a particular pair of Nike’s that he saw in some men’s magazine….
 
   ***
 
                 “Man, look I am not spending my entire day off with you going around looking for some gym shoes,” Jonah said when they walked into the sleek store. Rap music blared through the speakers and everything seemed to have a designer label. Jonah knew this was way different than the typical stores he shopped at, which mainly consisted of Old Navy, Aeropostale, and occasionally JC Penney’s when he needed fancier attire. 
 
                 “They aren’t ‘gym shoes.’ They are limited edition Yeezy’s and this spot has them because I already called and checked. As a matter of fact I told the chick that I talked to that I would make it worth her time if she hooked me up.”
 
                 “Yeezy’s?” Jonah shook his head. “What is a Yeezy? Is that a new brand?”
 
                 For some reason, Zeke found that funny and slapped Jonah’s back so hard that it stung a little. “Damn Jonah. I swear the more I try and make you hip, the more you disappoint me. Yeezy as in Kanyeezy, Kanye West, the rapper. Come on dog.”
 
                 “Ohhhh,” Jonah nodded and followed his friend through the store, trying not to stare at the outrageous numbers on the price tags of the items that caught his eye. 
 
                 Suddenly, Zeke stopped dead in his tracks. “Daaammmn! Jackpot!!”
 
                 Jonah glanced to see what he was referring to, thinking it was maybe one of the t-shirts hanging on a nearby rack that had a sale price of seventy five dollars. Zeke wasn’t talking about anything hanging on the rack. He was staring at the girl standing behind the register. Jonah stopped and stared himself. The girl was gorgeous; slender with a bright smile and an infectious laugh that seemed to light up the entire store. The line of customers, which was made up mostly of men, didn’t seem to mind waiting because they got the chance to enjoy what she was saying as she rang them up. 
 
                 “Thanks again and I’m glad you found what you were looking for.” She smiled.
 
                 “Oh, I definitely found more than that and I will be back. You can bet on it,” the guy said, reaching for the bag she was passing him.
 
                 Jonah could see Zeke plotting as he waited in line and as soon as he got to the front, he smiled and said, “Hello beautiful, I called a little while ago and you’re holding a pair of Limited Edition Yeezy’s for me.”
 
                 “Hmmm, are you sure? We don’t normally hold items, especially anything of that caliber.”
 
                 Jonah saw the smile on Zeke’s face drop just a bit and he waited to see what would happen next.
 
                 “Yes, I’m sure. I literally called before driving all the way over here. I told the person on the phone that I was on the way and I was coming right over.” It was clear that Zeke was trying to remain calm.
 
                 “Okay, let me check right quick. What’s the name?”
 
                 “Zeke, but I didn’t give anyone my name. The woman on the phone double checked to make sure you had them and then said she would hold them in the back for me as long as I got here before you all closed.”
 
                 “I’m the only woman here and I haven’t talked to anyone on the phone. Are you sure this is the right store?” 
 
                 “This is the only Stadium’s in the area, right?” Zeke asked.
 
                 “Yes, as far as I know we are,” she nodded. 
 
                 “Then this is the store I called.”
 
                 “Give me one minute, I’ll be right back,” she said and excused herself. 
 
                 “Man, this some bullshit,” Zeke grumbled, “I called before we drove all the way the hell out here. Now, if they don’t have my shit ain’t no telling how hard I’m gonna go off in this piece.”
 
                 “Calm down, Zeke. They’re just sneakers. You’ll get them somewhere else. It’s no big deal,” Jonah said then started nodding to the UGK song that had just started playing.
 
                 The girl came back out and said, “My manager is talking to someone else on the phone in the back, it’ll just be one moment. I’m really sorry about this confusion but I’m sure we can figure it out. Sir, is there something I can help you with while we wait?”
 
                 “She be cross country givin all that she got a thousand a pop, I’m pullin Bentley’s off the lot. I smashed up the grey one, bought me a red. Every time we hit the parkin lot we turn heads…” Jonah rapped along with the beat of the music. 
 
                 “Sir?”
 
                 “J, man she’s talking to you!”
 
                 He was so into the song that he didn’t even realize they were talking to him. “Huh?”
 
                 “I’m sorry for interrupting your groove,” the cashier smiled at him and he blushed. “I was just making sure there wasn’t anything I could help you find while we wait for my manager to come out.”
 
                 “Naw, I’m cool,” Jonah told her.
 
                 “Yeah, you are,” she replied. Jonah noticed a small birthmark on the side of her neck when she pulled her shoulder length hair back. Something inside made him want to reach out and touch it. There was something familiar about her, then he realized she looked just like the lead actress who starred in the cheerleading movie Bring It On his younger sister used to watch over and over when they were teenagers.
 
                 “Soooo Lydia, what seems to be the problem?” A tall guy dressed in a paisley button down shirt and the tightest jeans Jonah had ever seen came out and asked. 
 
                 “This gentleman says that he called and spoke to someone about holding some Yeezy’s. I told him that we don’t hold specialty items but…”
 
                 “Ohhhhh, yeeeeees! You’re the man I talked to a little while ago. I remember! You told me if I held them you would…. I believe you said, make it worth my while,” the man batted his eyelashes at Zeke who was standing like a deer caught in headlights. 
 
                 It took everything within Jonah not to laugh. Zeke prided himself on being a ladies’ man and being able to pull any woman he wanted. He was tall, athletic, handsome and charming everything women gravitated toward, so for him it was easy. When he called the store and made the offer, Jonah could only imagine what his friend was plotting when he was on the phone with what he thought was a woman.
 
                 “Wait, you are who he talked to?” The woman whose name he now knew was Lydia giggled. “Okayyyyyy.”
 
                 “I have your kicks, just like I promised. Let me get them for you.” The guy gave them a wink, singing as he walked off. “I choose you baby.”
 
                 “I am so sorry,” Lydia shrugged. “When you said you talked to a woman, I just thought…”
 
                 “It’s all good,” Zeke told her and leaned on the counter. “You can make it up to me.”
 
                 “Really? And how’s that?” Lydia asked.
 
                 “How about you give me your number and we talk about it over dinner tomorrow night.” Zeke smiled.
 
                 “I’m flattered,” she told him. “But I really don’t think you’re my type.”
 
                 “Why not?” Zeke stood up.
 
                 Jonah could no longer hold his laughter and a slight muffle escaped. Zeke turned and gave him an ugly look.
 
                 “Here you go!” The tall guy came back carrying the box of sneakers. “Size thirteen, right?”
 
                 “NO! I said eleven and you said you had them. I asked like five times.” Zeke shook his head.
 
                 “Calm down, boo. I got you,” the man laughed.
 
                 “Stop playing Ricardo!” Lydia took the box from him. “They are an eleven. Is this all for you tonight?”
 
                 Lydia opened the box and took out the red sneakers, passing them to Zeke who inspected them all over. 
 
                 “No, that’s not all,” Zeke told her. “I’m still tryna figure out why you say I’m not your type.”
 
                 “I guess I kinda know what I like,” Lydia told him, then gestured toward Jonah. He was really confused and made sure she wasn’t talking about someone behind him.
 
                 “You’re kidding, right?” Zeke laughed. “Him?”
 
                 “What? He’s cute and he’s different?”
 
                 “He’s corny and white!” Zeke said and turned to Jonah and said, “You know you’re my boy, no offense.”
 
                 “None taken,” Jonah told him, still shocked at what was taking place.
 
                 “Trust me, she likes corny,” Ricardo told them. “Now the whole white thing is kinda shocking to me. But, whatever floats your boat.”
 
                 “That will be twenty eight seventy,” Lydia said.
 
                 “Wow, I thought they would be way more than that. I can maybe swing that. Do you have any in a ten and a half? I got thirty bucks,” Jonah stepped up to the counter next to Zeke.
 
                 They all laughed and he was confused.
 
                 “I told you he was corny.” Zeke shook his head. “These kicks are way more than thirty damn bucks.”
 
                 “I thought she said twenty eight seventy,” Jonah responded.
 
                 “Twenty eight hundred sweetie!” Ricardo told him.
 
                 “DOLLARS?” Jonah was shocked. “For some gym shoes?”
 
                 “They aren’t gym shoes man,” Zeke said, taking out his credit card and handing it to Lydia. 
 
                 Jonah glanced up and his eyes met hers and she smiled. He looked down again, hoping she didn’t see him blushing.
 
                 “Really at the end of the day that’s what they are,” Lydia told them.
 
                 “No they aren’t,” Ricardo said. “They are limited edition classics and a rare collector’s item. They are more than ‘gym shoes’ don’t get it twisted. Why do you work here again? Oh, that’s right because your daddy knows the owner.”
 
                 “I think it’s because of her amazing customer service skills and her gorgeous smile,” Jonah shrugged.
 
                 They all turned to look at him and this time when he looked up at Lydia he didn’t look down. The energy between them was so intense that he knew it had to be love. 
 
                 “Well damn. Maybe he ain’t so corny after all,” Ricardo said. “I think they may be a match made in heaven.”
 
                 Ricardo was right; for Jonah, Lydia was heaven sent just for him. They began dating and it was as if he had known her his entire life despite their many differences. He grew up in the suburbs of Anne Arundel, Maryland and she was from the inner city of Baltimore. He graduated from high school and immediately entered the police academy and a navy reservist and she was working on a Master’s Degree in Education. He was a corny white guy who loved animals and she was a beautiful black woman who enjoyed running and was afraid of dogs. His family loved her, her family didn’t feel the same. But they made it work. He proposed to her a year and a half later and she said yes. They were preparing to move in together when his Reserve unit was being activated and he was being sent to Afghanistan for six months. 
 
                 “I want to marry you before I leave,” he told her. “Let’s go to the courthouse tomorrow.”
 
                 “No, I want us to have a wedding, baby. A beautiful church wedding with all of our family and friends and my dad walking me down the aisle,” Lydia leaned into his chest. They were laying on the sofa trying to figure out their living situation.
 
                 “Do you think your family will even come to a big church wedding? Your dad technically didn’t even give me permission to marry you.”
 
                 Jonah and Lydia were visiting her parents’ home one Saturday evening when he hinted to her dad that he wanted to marry her. He didn’t get the chance to ask his permission because her father immediately went into a lecture about how Lydia had an amazing future ahead of her and other goals to accomplish before she was tied down to be someone’s wife. He then continued to say how he and his wife had sacrificed to make sure that Lydia had everything she needed to accomplish those goals without the help of a man, especially one that wasn’t educated and headed in the same direction of success as his daughter. Jonah’s first instinct was to respond by telling her father that he had his own goals that he planned on accomplishing, but somehow becoming a K-9 specialist in the police department didn’t seem as impressive as he thought it would. He wanted to say that he wasn’t trying to tie Lydia down, but he loved her and wanted to make her his wife. He wanted to spend the rest of his life with her and he wanted her to be the mother of his children. There was so much he wanted to say, but he didn’t. He figured he would save it for another time. 
 
                 “My dad is just trying to be intimidating like he does to all the guys I’ve dated. You’re not gonna let him scare you off are you?” Lydia teased.
 
                 “I ain’t neva scared! I ain’t neva scared!” Jonah said in his best Bone Crusher impersonation. 
 
                 Lydia laughed. “And that’s what made me fall in love with you. You remember that day you and Zeke came in the sneaker spot? I saw this cute white dude with swag nodding to the beat.”
 
                 “Swag?” Jonah laughed.
 
                 “Yeah, the fact that you knew ALL the words to UGK’s International Players Anthem let me know that you had swag. Plus, you were with Zeke so I knew you couldn’t be that bad.”
 
                 “Zeke just knew he was about to make that move on you until you shot him down!”
 
                 “I told you on that day that I knew what I wanted and I got it!” 
 
                 Jonah kissed her and said, “I want to marry you tomorrow. You know I’m about to leave and just in case…”
 
                 “I don’t want you to marry me out of fear.”
 
                 “It’s not out of fear. It’s because I love you and I want to make sure…”
 
                 “Just make sure you bring your ass back here in one piece so we can have a huge church wedding when you get back. Trust me, I’ll have plenty of planning to keep me busy while you’re gone. Now promise me you’re gonna do that when you get back!”
 
                 “I promise as long as you promise to give me a baby as soon as we get married!”
 
                 “I promise!” she said and he kissed her again.
 
                 Jonah’s deployment went by quicker than they both anticipated. He hoped that by the time he returned, her father would have had a change of heart. However, things were no better when he got back. He was still not feeling the two of them getting married. Jonah knew it couldn’t have been because a race issue because Lydia’s older sister had married an Asian guy and he and her father got along exceptionally well. There was just something about Jonah that her father did not like. Things didn’t get any better once the two of them decided to move in together before the wedding.
 
                 “So you’re just going to move my baby girl all the way out here and shack up, huh? You think that’s appropriate?” Her father asked while he was moving some of Lydia’s things into Jonah’s apartment.
 
                 “No sir, not at all,” Jonah told him. “It’s just temporary until the wedding in four months. I would marry Lydia tomorrow if she would let me.”
 
                 “So, you don’t think she deserves the wedding of her dreams? You just wanna take her to the courthouse without any of us being there, huh?”
 
                 It was a no win situation and Jonah was glad when Lydia’s mother came in and said, “Leave him alone. He loves her, she loves him. They are saving money to close on their house. It’s happening. Let it go.”
 
                 “I just think she deserves better. She is a good girl,” her dad mumbled, walking back out to the moving truck and Jonah could make out the words broke, struggling, and hopeless. 
 
                 “Thank you,” Jonah said to Lydia’s mother. “And you’re right, I do love her more than anything in this world.”
 
                 “I know you do,” her mother said. “Just promise me you won’t let anything happen to my baby.”
 
                 “I promise,” Jonah said and for the first time since they had met, she hugged him.
 
                 Jonah kept his promise and he and Lydia were happily counting down the days to the wedding. She went to go meet her mother and pick up her wedding gown one evening and came back exhausted, falling onto the couch.
 
                 “Did you get the dress?” he asked her. “How does it look? Let me see.”
 
                 “Yes, I got the dress. It’s gorgeous, and no you can’t see it. It’s not even here so you can’t even sneak and take a peek. It’s at my parents’ house, safe and sound.”
 
                 “Oh, I definitely won’t be going over there to see it,” he told her. She looked a little strange and he asked, “Are you okay? What’s wrong?”
 
                 “I’m just tired. This wedding is taking its toll on me a little.”
 
                 “You’re not getting cold feet are you?”
 
                 “Of course not, baby. I love you and I can’t wait to become Mrs. Jonah Harrington.”
 
                 “That sounds so sexy,” he told her. “Come on future Mrs. Harrington, let’s go to bed and practice making this baby you want.”
 
                 “Give me a minute, honey. I’ll be right up.”
 
                 Jonah went upstairs, took a shower, and climbed into bed, waiting on his fiancé. He didn’t even realize he fell asleep until he woke up and realized it was two in the morning and Lydia still hadn’t come upstairs yet. He went back down and saw that she was still laying on the sofa. Walking over and trying to wake her, he saw that she wasn’t breathing. 
 
                 “Lydia! Lydia!” He called out and started doing CPR on her. He was so confused and didn’t know whether to stop and call for help or keep going in an effort to save her. He grabbed her cell phone which was laying on the coffee table and dialed 9-1-1. 
 
                 
 
                 Jonah took off his headphones and realized his dogs were barking incessantly. Something was wrong. He rushed out the back door to the kennels where they were kept. All eight of his German Shepherds were jumping and trying their best to get his attention. 
 
                 “Calm down guys!” he yelled as he walked closer and closer into the backyard. His nose filled with the smell of smoke and his eyes began to burn as he saw exactly why his four legged friends were barking. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                               Micah Burke
 
   The Guesthouse
 
   1547 Harrington Way
 
    
 
    
 
   “So when do you leave and when are you coming back?”
 
                 “The conference starts on next Thursday, so I fly out Wednesday afternoon and I will be back on Saturday evening.”
 
                 “You know we are supposed to attend the dinner for Deacon Garrison and his wife’s anniversary Saturday night. We discussed this month’s ago and I already sent the RSVP in.”
 
                 Micah laughed, “Yes sweetheart I know.”
 
                 “Why are you laughing?” Adrienne asked. They had spent most of the day together, ending the evening having dinner at his place while they watched two movies on Netflix until she left just before midnight, as she always did. 
 
                 “Because you are already sounding like a minister’s wife, that’s why. Is this what I have to look forward to?”
 
                 “Yes, it is. And I’m just wondering why you keep taking on more and more of these conferences with your schedule already being full.”
 
                 “I’m not taking on more conferences. You already know this one wasn’t even scheduled. It’s one I agreed to do at the last minute because Dad volunteered me to do it.”
 
                 “You mean he ‘voluntold’ you to do it.” 
 
                 “Pretty much. Should I tell him you said I can’t go?” Micah asked. He met Adrienne soon after her parents moved to the area and joined the church. He had just began working as the youth pastor of Greater Works Assembly of Faith under his father. Micah loved being youth pastor because he had a sincere love for kids. But he knew this position was only a temporary assignment and a part of his being groomed to someday take over his father’s ministry. They weren’t even in elementary school when their father started the church. It was all Micah could remember; sitting in the pews beside his mother and brother while their father preached. Unlike his twin, Micah loved church. He loved the people, the music, the spirit, the emotion he felt as his father bellowed out a sermon. He knew he had been called to ministry like his father. It was inevitable. 
 
                 “I didn’t say you couldn’t go. I’m just hoping you know I’m not planning this wedding by myself,” Adrienne sighed. “I put in some applications online for a night job so I can…”
 
                 “Night job? For what?” Micah sat up in his bed and turned on the lamp sitting on his nightstand.
 
                 “This wedding is going to be costly, Micah. You already know that. We have my family, your family, the church members and staff that you know we have to invite, not to mention the people your parents are probably inviting. There’s no way my family is gonna be able to foot the bill on this one. I have to be able to help them pay.”
 
                 “Adrienne, no one expects you to pay for the wedding. My mother has already started setting things in motion. I heard her talking to someone earlier about hiring a wedding planner,” he laughed. “Baby, we got this. Trust me. Your family doesn’t have to do anything except show up.”
 
                 “Micah, that’s not right and you know it. There is no way my father is going to just let you all pay for the wedding.”
 
                 “There is no way I’m gonna let you get a night job. With my hectic schedule we don’t get to spend enough time together as it is. Don’t do it. Everything will work itself out. I promise.” 
 
                 “Okay, Pastor Micah, I gotta go now,” she said. “I love you.”
 
                 “I love you too. I could really show you how much if you would’ve listened to me and stayed the night,” he told her.
 
                 “Now you know that wasn’t gonna happen when you asked me.”
 
                 “Come on Adrienne. You know there would not have been any funny business. I wouldn’t do anything you didn’t want me to do.” 
 
                 “That’s the problem,” Adrienne giggled. “What I would’ve wanted you to do to me. Besides, how would that look? Me spending the night at the Bishop’s house?”
 
                 “You wouldn’t be spending the night at the Bishop’s house. You would be spending the night with your fiancé in your future home which is separate from the Bishop’s house. And no one would even know that you were over here.” 
 
                 “Your parents would see my car there. And besides, the Bible says flee the appearance of evil. It’s not WHAT we would have been doing if I stayed over there, but what it APPEARED that we were doing. Why do we keep having this same argument every time I come over?”
 
                 “Because you never give in and spend the night like I ask you to,” Micah groaned.
 
                 “I love you, your ministry and your immaculate reputation too much to even give into that temptation. Just think about this, in a few months I will be spending the night with you in our home every single night.”
 
                 “I can’t wait.”
 
                 “Me neither. Now, get some sleep and dream of me.”
 
                 “That would be easier if you send me a pic to look at before I close my eyes.” Micah made a last ditch effort to at least get his fiancé to give him a glimpse of what he had to look forward to.
 
                 “Goodnight Pastor Micah,” was Adrienne’s response.
 
                 “Goodnight.” Micah didn’t even try to cover his disappointment.  
 
                 Neither one of them were virgins. They both knew that but they had been celibate since before they met almost two years ago. Adrienne was away at college and she came to visit one Sunday with them. Micah was instantly attracted not only to her athletic, toned body and beautiful smile, but he was also drawn to her humble spirit and quiet demeanor. He was surprised a few weeks later when he arrived at one of the local homeless shelters to find that she was volunteering as well. She told him that her parents were spending the holidays with out of town relatives and he invited her back to their house for dinner. His family immediately liked her as much as he did and they began dating. A year later, after receiving her father’s permission, along with seeking the nod of approval from his own father, he proposed in front of the entire four thousand members of the congregation in attendance one Sunday. Micah was happy that he was able to make his parents proud and distract them from the stress and strain that they had been dealing with caused by Malachi and his antics. He had lived his entire life being good: a good student, a good son, a good friend, a good boyfriend, and soon, he would be a good husband. Micah could not imagine doing anything other than being a good person and living out his purpose by serving God, serving in his father’s ministry, and serving the youth and the people that needed him. Doing the right thing just came natural to him. 
 
   The only thing he could see Malachi serving was time. His brother was always up to no good and had been for years. Growing up, he was constantly suspended from school, getting in fights and causing trouble. And it didn’t change as they got older. Malachi had been to rehab more times than Micah could count, and his last little run in with the law had landed him in jail. The more successful and famous their father became with preaching all over the world, appearing on television and even beside the president of the United States, the more Micah did to cast a shadow on their family. He was the bad seed of the family, a thorn in Micah’s side and a test from the Lord that Micah had yet to pass. He was actually relieved that his brother had been residing in the penitentiary for the past eighteen months. Not only did it give him the satisfaction of knowing that his brother was safe and out of harms way that he seemed to find in the streets he ran, but also because they were free from him doing anything to put their family or the ministry in any further negative light than he already had. He prayed that him doing time would allow his brother the time to think and reevaluate his life and make some much needed changes. Micah knew he should have taken the time out to visit, but his busy schedule really didn’t allow it. He did put money on his brother’s books every month though, and he made sure that the church administrator sent him copies of their father’s sermon’s weekly along with the monthly edition of a magazine the ministry put out each month called Greater Life. Life just seemed to be a little easier with Malachi not being around. 
 
                 Micah put his phone on the charger, cut the light off and closed his eyes, drifting off to sleep. A few hours later he felt something telling him to wake up. He opened his eyes, checked the time and saw that it was almost two in the morning and then closed them again. A little while later, the voice came to him, stronger this time and commanded him to get up. He sat up and walked into his bathroom. The cool marble floors sent a chill up his spine. He stood over the commode and relieved himself, then walked over to the sink. As he washed his hand, a sharp burning sensation shot through his arm. He looked down, expecting to see steam coming from the sink because he thought he had accidentally turned on the hot water, but there wasn’t any. He turned the water off and stared in the mirror. The pain continued through his arm and he rubbed it. He walked back into his bedroom and sat on the side of the bed. His arm was killing him and he didn’t know why. The same voice that told him to wake up told him to get on his knees and pray. Micah knew that this had to be the Holy Spirit and immediately did what he was told to do. As he folded his hands and closed his eyes, preparing himself to pray, he saw the vision of someone in his head. 
 
                 “Pray for him now. He needs you,” the voice told him.
 
                 Micah tried to see who it was he was supposed to be praying for. This wasn’t the first time he had been awakened from a slumber to intercede on someone’s behalf, but the person’s face was always revealed. For some reason, this person’s face was blurred. Micah tried to focus harder and the pain worsened in his arm. Suddenly, he realized who it was and he jumped up. 
 
                 “No!” he said aloud in the empty room. He rubbed up and down his arm, trying to soothe the pain. As he paced back and forth he tried to get the image of the person out of his head. He went back in the bathroom and put cold water on his face, hoping that would help. He caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror and looked away, again saying, “No. I can’t and I won’t.”
 
                 “Pray for him, NOW!” the spirit told him. “He needs you.”
 
                 “He doesn’t need me to pray for him. Hell, he doesn’t even want me to pray for him,” Micah said, shaking his head and rubbing his arm.
 
                 He remembered the last time they had seen one another. It was on a Wednesday afternoon and Micah was preparing the sanctuary in their new state of the art building for bible study. He was surprised to turn around and see him standing there. It was always strange because it was like staring at himself in the mirror. Although they were different as night and day, they were still identical.
 
                 “I’m sorry this had to happen to you,” he told him. “You know your having to go...um...away.”
 
                 “Well, it is what it is.. you know. Shit happens.”
 
                 Micah shook his head. “Can you have some respect for where you’re standing, please?”
 
                 “My bad,” Malachi said, looking around. “This place is big enough to hold a concert.”
 
                 “We do hold concerts here.”
 
                 “How many people can fit in here?”
 
                 “About six thousand in this sanctuary. There are also two smaller ones. One for youth church and another one for private prayer,” Micah beamed with pride.
 
                 “Remember the first church Dad started in that little ass...I mean, small building that was a Chinese restaurant before he bought it. That place smelled terrible, like old shrimp fried rice and cat litter,” Malachi walked down the aisle and into the pulpit.
 
                 Micah couldn’t help but laugh. He did remember that first church and the smell. 
 
                 “He only had about ten people in that jank,” Malachi stepped behind the huge podium embossed with the church logo where their father preached every Sunday. “Now look at all of this! The Bishop done came up for real! He is the poster child for ‘started from the bottom now we here’ huh?”
 
                 “Dad has grown his ministry tremendously over the past couple of decades. Everyone knows that.” Micah wondered why his brother was even at the church. He was surprised he even knew where it was.
 
                 “Yeah, good ole Walt has done good for himself. Where is he?”
 
                 “If he’s here he’s in his study, preparing for service tonight. Do you want me to walk you over there to see him?” Micah offered.
 
                 “Naw, I’m good. I just wanted to check things out before I left. I’m just amazed,” Micah told him.
 
                 “God is amazing. Look at the number of people that Dad has blessed over the years, the souls he’s delivered, the lives he’s changed, the impact he has had not only in the church, but on the world. He’s written books, stage plays, traveled the world and now, he is about to produce a movie. Man, he’s scheduled to be on Oprah, Dr. Phil and Jimmy Kimmel next month! That is unbelievable,” Micah smiled. “Especially for a black man from Detroit.”
 
                 Malachi stared at him and shook his head. “You sound like you’ve been drinking the Walter Burke kool aide a little too long bro.”
 
                 “What is that supposed to mean?” Micah walked up to the pulpit and stared at his brother.
 
                 “Nothing,” Malachi said, looking around. “To think he got all this now. Well, I gotta get out of here.”
 
                 Micah watched his brother jump from the pulpit and into the aisle, heading towards the door. “Chi wait!”
 
                 Malachi stopped and turned. “What?”
 
                 “Look man, while you’re here.. I mean I know you leave tomorrow...why don’t you let me pray for you at least. We’re right here.”
 
                 “Naw, I’m good. I don’t need you praying for me, especially not here. You keep right on doing what you’re doing and I’ll be fine.”
 
                 “Why do you act like you don’t belong here? Like you’re too good for this place? I know you love God and you love Dad, so….”
 
                 “You don’t know anything about me Micah. The only thing you know is that you came out of the same twat I did two minutes later, but you don’t know me for real. It’s a whole lot that you don’t know!”
 
                 Micah was hurt by his brother’s words. Although they had the same face, it was as if he no longer recognized him. There was so much anger and animosity in Malachi. Micah didn’t know if it was the result of the drugs, the alcohol or if his brother had just turned evil over the past few years.
 
                 “Everything that our parents have done for you; private schools when you got kicked out of public ones, counselors, rehab programs, lawyers. And you still acting like an ingrate. They deserve way better than what you been doing, Malachi. Way better and you know it.”
 
                 “Fuck...forget you, Micah.”
 
                 Micah could feel anger rising within and decided to try a different approach so that things wouldn’t get worse. Although it hadn’t happened very often, Micah and his twin had gotten into some serious physical altercations when they were younger. No one ever truly won, but they both  suffered some bruises and black eyes back in the day caused by one another. This wasn’t how he wanted things to go, especially since in less than twenty four hours, Malachi was going to prison for over a year. At the end of the day this was his brother. 
 
                 “I don’t know why you think I’m your enemy, but I’m not. I am asking to pray with you because I love you, Malachi.”
 
                 “I don’t need shit from you, Micah. Don’t pray for me, pray for yourself and your father….and all of this!”
 
                 Malachi turned and rushed out the sanctuary. Micah started to chase after him, but instead let him go. He tried reaching out and making himself available and not only was he turned down, but he was disrespected. There was no hope. He hadn’t tried to reach out since that day. He tried not to even think about his brother. The only time Malachi was even talked about was when his mother brought him up or invited him to come and visit with her. Micah gave the excuse that Malachi told him he didn’t want anyone to see him in that situation, so he was respecting his brother’s wishes. Their father never even spoke about Malachi to him when they were together. His father no longer had to be worried about phone calls in the middle of the night telling him his son was in trouble or arrested or in the hospital. They didn’t have to worry about photos in the tabloid of Micah partying at the clubs with some random athlete or celebrity. Both the Bishop and Micah could focus on building the ministry for the kingdom of God without the distraction of Malachi. 
 
                 Now, here God was waking him out of his sleep, telling him to pray for a man who didn’t even want to be prayed for.
 
                 “Pray for him. He needs you,” The spirit’s voice was loud and clear. 
 
                 “God, he doesn’t need me. He needs you. You are the only one that can fix whatever it is, me praying ain’t gonna help that fool.” Micah shook his head and went to lay back down in his bed. The pain in his right shoulder got worse and worse until he couldn’t take it anymore. He knew he had to do what he was being told to do. He kneeled down and began to pray for his brother. For nearly thirty minutes, he asked God to handle whatever it was that Malachi needed and he also asked for his own forgiveness for being disobedient when told to pray for him. When he got up, there was still a dull aching in his arm, but the shooting pain was gone. He walked over to the window of his bedroom and looked out into the dark night. Flashes of red and orange in the near distance caught his eye, along with grey smoke. Micah grabbed his shoes and threw on a t-shirt, rushing to check on his mother next door and now praying that everything was okay.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Lisa Wells
 
   6524 Harrington Crest
 
    
 
   Lisa Wells walked over to the stainless steel oven of her dream kitchen and peeked in on the latest masterpiece that she was baking. The idea came to her in the middle of a dream and after being woken up by the constant barking of their nearby neighbor’s dogs, she got up out of bed, careful not to wake her snoring husband and went downstairs to begin baking. The scent of freshly baked apples and peaches wafted through her nostrils and she smiled. She knew it was going to taste even better than it smelled. She closed the oven back and began wiping down the marble countertops. As she looked around, she still wondered if she was living in a dream and would indeed wake up. Never in a million years would she ever imagine being able to wake up and immediately put a recipe into action without a second thought of not having the ingredients she needed or better yet the money to buy them. Now here she was able to just walk into the fully stocked pantry and refrigerator of their home, get whatever she needed and have at it. She had the best mixing bowls that money could buy, state of the art appliances and every baking pan she could ever think of. Baking had always been her passion and now she was able to do it whenever she felt the urge, which was quite often. There was no worrying about how much the gas or the power bill would be because she was up all times of night pursuing her passion. There was no worrying anymore about money period because for Lisa and her husband Marcus, money was no longer an issue.
 
                 Life for them was way different than it was almost a year ago. She and Marcus were living paycheck to paycheck, trying to make ends meet and take care of their three kids; twelve year old Michael, ten year old Aaron and their baby girl Faith, affectionately known as Cocoa, who was eight. Marcus worked in the warehouse of a furniture manufacturer and she worked part time at bakery at a grocery store in their hometown of Bristol, North Carolina. One day Marcus and his brother Sam stopped at the corner store, while on the way to work, to get a cup of coffee. Marcus was originally waiting in the car but when Sam hadn’t come out in ten minutes, he decided to go in and see what the hold up was. Just as he suspected, Sam, who would carry on a conversation for thirty minutes about nothing to anyone who would listen, was talking to the cashier. 
 
                 “Man, what is taking so long? We’re gonna be late for our shift!” Marcus told him. 
 
                 “It’s my fault,” the cashier told him. “I had to restart the coffee pot. He was just talking to me while it brewed.”
 
                 “Don’t mind him. He’s always grouchy in the morning,” Sam told her. “Hey, why don’t you make yourself useful and pick out some numbers for me to play in tonight’s drawing.”
 
                 “It’s gonna be a big one,” the cashier said. “Everybody’s been playing.”
 
                 “I got more important things to do with my money than to play the lottery,” Marcus told them. “And if you don’t hurry up I won’t have any money because I’m gonna be fired. Let’s go!”
 
                 “Here, pick the numbers while I make my coffee,” Sam said, passing him the lottery slip to fill out.
 
                 “We don’t have time for this!” Marcus said.
 
                 “Just pick the numbers and hurry up!” Sam told him walking over to the coffee pot with his cup in hand. “You pick, I’ll pay. When we win we will split it fifty-fifty.”
 
                 Not wanting to waste any more time, Marcus quickly filled in the birthdays of his wife, the kids and his mother. He estimated that they would get to work nineteen minutes late if he didn’t hurry, so he picked that as his Powerball number. Sam walked up to him and took the paper.
 
                 “Let’s go!”
 
                 Sam paid for his coffee and the lottery tickets and they headed off to work. The next morning the two brothers woke up ninety seven million dollars richer than they were the day before. The news spread like a wildfire throughout the small town that the brothers had struck it rich. Marcus and Lisa tried to remain as normal as possible. Their first purchase was a bigger and a nicer home, a new pickup truck for Marcus and a luxury SUV for Lisa and the kids. They donated money to the church they grew up in and of course made sure that their parents and close family members were taken care of, including Lisa’s younger sister, Shari. But people continued to harass them for money even to the point that they would come outside and find notes from random strangers taped to their cars and on the door of their new home. Lisa became stressed with all of the attention and she no longer felt safe, even with the security system they had installed. They no longer had any privacy. Their town was so small that even when they would go to eat at local restaurants people would approach them. Marcus didn’t seem to mind the attention.
 
                 “We need to move, Marcus,” Lisa told him one night after they left the kids’ school. “This is getting ridiculous and I don’t like it.”
 
                 They couldn’t even enjoy Michael’s band performance because people were pointing, whispering and some even taking pictures with their cell phones. Faith didn’t even want to get out of her mother’s lap because she was so afraid.
 
                 “We don’t need to move. I don’t want to move. This is where we grew up. All of our family and friends are here. This is where we wanted to raise our kids, remember?”
 
                 “That was before we had money and didn’t have a choice. Don’t you want better for your kids?” Lisa asked him.
 
                 “My kids do have better. We live in a better house, drive better cars. Hell, they have better parents because we don’t have to work. What I don’t want is for our kids to think they are better than anyone else. This money will NOT change us. I said that from the beginning,” Marcus argued.
 
                 “I wanna move,” CoCoa’s tiny voice whined.
 
                 “Me too,” Aaron chimed in. 
 
                 “Dad, I think you might wanna listen to mom on this one. Everywhere we go people try and talk to us,” Michael said from the back seat of the SUV.
 
                  “You act like people didn’t know us before. Don’t start tripping. We are the same and money don’t change us.” Marcus glared at his son in the rearview mirror. Michael sat back and didn’t say another word. Lisa knew there was no point in arguing any further so she just turned up the radio.  Her husband was determined to remain the same cool guy from the warehouse that everyone knew and loved. The chubby, jovial guy that was on their high school football team for four years, but never even touched the ball during a game. Millionaire or not, he was gonna be everybody’s homeboy. They pulled into the driveway of their home and just as they got out of the car they heard someone behind them.
 
                 “Marcus! Lisa!” 
 
                 Lisa turned around to see some raggedy guy walking towards them. She quickly closed the back door and told her kids, “Don’t get out. Stay in the car!”
 
                 “It’s me, Los!” The guy steadily came towards them. 
 
                 Marcus stopped and stared while Lisa jumped back in the car and closed the door, preparing to call the police. “Marcus get in HERE!”
 
                 “Who are you?” Marcus asked the guy.
 
                 “Carlos, Tony’s brother.”
 
                 “I don’t know you man. I think you need to leave.”
 
                 “Don’t be like that. We used to shoot ball together down on Bayou Street. Me, you, my brother Tony and our cousin, Johnny.” The guy kept coming closer.
 
                 “Marcus!” Lisa screamed out again.
 
                 “Mommy, I’m scared,” Cocoa whined.
 
                 “It’s okay, Cocoa. Daddy is just talking to the man,” Lisa said as she fumbled with the phone.
 
                 “I been trying to catch up with you about this business I’m trying to start and I think you’d be interested in getting in with me. My boy and I….”
 
                 “I’m not looking to invest in anything right now my man. I need to get my family inside and make sure they’re safe. So I’m gonna need for you to leave. It’s late and you shouldn’t be on our property.”
 
                 “I see what you’re saying and I don’t mean any harm, but you changed your cell number and I reached out to your brother Sam and he told me over a week ago that he would holler at you about it so I am just doing what I can to follow up.”
 
                 “Look, I don’t know what you’re talking about and I haven’t spoken to my brother. But I’m asking you nicely to please go ahead and leave, NOW!”
 
                 Hearing the tone of her husband’s voice, Lisa began to pray that Los or whoever he was would listen, turn around and leave. Marcus was a gentle giant, standing well over six feet and weighing nearly two hundred and eighty pounds. He was well liked by everyone and rarely did he get angry. But when he did there was no calming him down and no stopping him once he got started. 
 
                  Either Los must’ve known Marcus was about to latch onto his raggedy self and tear him to shreds with no one to save him, or God heard Lisa’s prayer. Either way the man quickly ran off into the darkness. 
 
                  After that incident, it didn’t take much more convincing. Lisa finally got Marcus to see the light and agreed that they had to move somewhere far away, and do it discreetly. She had always wanted to live in California ever since she heard the r&b group Toni, Tony, Tone sing about how it never rained there. She began researching new developments and came across Harrington Estates. She and Marcus flew out and met with the developer. After touring the properties and seeing the beautiful land she knew that it was where they needed to be. Somewhere new, different, quiet and peaceful. 
 
                 Moving across country with her family into their custom built, million dollar home was exciting to Lisa. Since moving in eight months prior, most of her time was spent furnishing their house and getting settled in. The kids were enrolled in a private school nearby and her days were filled with meeting with designers and decorators, ordering and purchasing home decor and shopping. At first it was all fun. But more and more these days, she found herself getting a bit bored and wanting to do something more.
 
                 “Damn, whatever that is smells good, boo!”
 
                 Lisa nearly jumped out of her skin as she heard her husband’s voice, then felt his arms around her. “Boy, you almost scared me to death!”
 
                 “Why? You must be down here doing something you ain’t got no business.” Marcus hugged her close.
 
                 “Down here baking this cobbler. That’s about it,” Lisa told him.
 
                 “At two in the damn morning? That’s a shame.”
 
                 “What’s a shame? Those dogs barking woke me up. I can’t believe you didn’t hear them. So I came down here and made the recipe I dreamed about.”
 
                 “And that’s what’s a damn shame. I can think of something else you could be dreaming about and coulda woke up and made.”
 
                 “Like what?” Lisa put her arms around his neck.
 
                 “Come here and let me show you,” he said and kissed her. Lisa felt herself being lifted off the floor and placed on top of the island in the center of the kitchen. She wrapped her legs around Marcus’s body and leaned her head back as she felt his lips on her neck, working their way down her collar bone. She fumbled to take his shirt off and reached for the string of the pajama pants he wore. They fell to the floor and his hands cupped her ass as she arched her back. He eased the lace panties she was wearing off and spread her legs, not even bothering to take off the t-shirt or the apron she was wearing. She didn’t know if it was the coolness of the countertop or the softness of Marcus’s tongue as it kissed her inner thigh that caused the shiver to go down her spine. She braced herself by gripping the edge so she wouldn’t slip off. 
 
                 “I’m gonna fall,” she moaned just as Marcus began to taste her dripping wetness.
 
                 He didn’t answer her. Instead his tongue went deeper into her center, causing her to gasp. She wanted to grab his head, but was afraid if she did she would slide off and cause both of them to fall. Over and over his tongue entered her, teasing and pleasuring her clit, blowing softly and tasting, causing it to throb. 
 
                 “Marcus,” she whispered, gripping tighter and tighter. “You’ve gotta stop.”
 
                 Marcus continued to ignore her, devouring her as she slid down a little further so his tongue could hit the spot she knew he was aiming for. The sound of him groaning as he devoured her with his mouth turned her on even more and she tensed up in an effort not to climax.
 
                 “Not...like...this...Marcus,” she panted and tried to move. His grip tightened on her hips and he pulled her down further. She tried telling him again, “I don’t...I don’t...wanna...cum...like...this.”
 
                 Marcus swiftly slid her off the counter and turned her around, bending her over so that he could enter from behind. Her favorite position. 
 
                 “Tell me you want it,” he whispered into her ear.
 
                 “Yes,” she nodded. “I do.”
 
                 “Tell me.” 
 
                 “You know I do,” Lisa said, smiling over her shoulder at her husband.
 
                 “Naw,” Marcus said. “Tell me!”
 
                 “I want it Marcus.” Lisa spread her legs just wide enough to give him access and gasped when the tip of his penis met her melting center.  Marcus held onto her thick waist as his manhood slid in and out of her in rhythmic pleasure. Lisa bit her bottom lip in an effort not to scream and reached out across the counter to hold on. Faster and faster, Marcus penetrated her dripping core, driving her into a state of passion that she hadn’t felt in a long time. They made love on the regular, but it was routine and typical, always in the safety of their bedroom. This was spontaneous, unexpected, and thrilling. As much as Lisa didn’t want it to end, she could feel Marcus getting to the point of no return.
 
                 “Oh shit,” he said.
 
                 “Wait, Marcus, not yet,” Lisa pleaded.
 
                 “What the hell?”
 
                 “Marcus please baby, just a little while longer.”
 
                 Suddenly, Marcus stopped and she gasped as he eased out of her. She turned around to see what he was doing. “Marcus, you better not try and stick that thing in my…”
 
                 Marcus was pulling his pants up and had a strange look on his face. “Stay here.”
 
                 “What’s wrong?” Lisa asked, wondering what had her husband so spooked to the point that he stopped in the middle of the best sex they had since being married. She searched around the kitchen floor wondering where her panties disappeared to.
 
                 “Listen,” he said. “What is that?”
 
                 “I told you those dogs have been barking non stop.”
 
                 “I know, but there’s something else going on out there.”
 
                 Lisa found her panties in front of the stove. She started to open it and check on her cobbler but then thought about it and quickly washed her hands as Marcus walked over to the kitchen door and opened it. Just as she was about to wipe any residue of their lovemaking off the countertop, she heard him yelling, “Fire! Fire! Oh my God!”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Malachi Burke
 
    
 
                 Malachi sat up, not knowing where he was. Nothing looked familiar. Not the king sized bed he was laying across, not the seventy inch TV he was staring at, not the dresser covered in bottles of cologne and watches, and definitely not the mirrored ceiling he saw when he glanced up. He sat up, closing his eyes and tried to remember how he even got there. One thing was for certain, he wasn’t in jail, and that was the most important thing. He remembered being released and walking out of the penitentiary wearing his khaki pants and shirt, kung fu shoes, and in need of a haircut. Since he didn’t have anyone to pick him up the jail gave him twenty five dollars cash and a bus ticket. In his pocket was his ID and also a check for over three thousand dollars which was the money he had remaining on his books. His father and brother made monthly deposits into his account, but he had refused to touch the money. He thought about leaving it there, but decided to use it to celebrate his release. Once Malachi got into town, he went straight to the bank, cashed it and went to the mall. After purchasing underwear, socks, toiletries, a couple pair of jeans, designer tees, a pair of Timbs and Nikes, he still had enough money left over to purchase a cell phone and check into the Hyatt. After a long hot bath, a late lunch consisting of a medium well steak, baked potato, broccoli, and an ice cream sundae, courtesy of room service, he laid down in the bed and had the best sleep he had in a long time. When he woke up it was almost noon the following day and his newly purchased phone was ringing. He had only texted one person since purchasing the phone, mainly because not only was it the only number he knew by heart other than his mother’s, but also because it was the only person he wanted to talk to.
 
                 “What up?” he said, rolling over and reaching for the remote.
 
                 “Nigga is this really you?”
 
                 “Who else would it be?” 
 
                 “Man, I thought someone was playing a cruel joke on me. When the hell did you get home? Where you at? When you coming through?”
 
                 “Damn Trey you acting like you my chick with all them damn questions!” Malachi laughed. “Let me find out you getting soft on a brother!”
 
                 “Naw, never that and you know it! Damn, I ain’t never been so glad to get a text in my life. What’s the deal? You at your parents’ crib? I gotta drive way out to no man’s land and scoop you up from the mansion?”
 
                 “Hell no. I’m downtown at the Hyatt. My peoples don’t even know I’m out and I don’t plan on telling them.”
 
                 “Why you...you know what...never mind. Aight, I’m coming through. We got a lot to talk about and a lot to catch up on. See you in an hour!” Trey hung the phone up.
 
                 Malachi enjoyed the comfort of the soft bed and pleasure of Sports Center for another twenty minutes before getting up and getting dressed. He had just stepped out of the shower when he heard the phone ringing again. 
 
                 “What room number?” Trey demanded.
 
                 “Twenty seven nineteen.”
 
                 Within minutes, there was a knock at the door and Malachi opened it. Trey stood in the doorway, shaking his head at the white, terrycloth robe Malachi wore.
 
                 “You ain’t dressed?” Trey said, slapping Malachi’s hand and giving him a semi hug in true manly fashion.
 
                 “You said an hour. It’s only been like forty minutes,” Malachi said. He was glad to see his friend and confidante, whom he met when they were fifteen years old and turned out that they were pursuing the same girl, Pamela Jones. She was a thick caramel cutie with the biggest breasts Malachi had ever seen. For nearly a month he pursued Pam. He rode his bike all the way across town to see her, sneaking on the phone late at night to talk to her about TV shows and rap music. He even took her to the movies to see some chick flick he had no interest in whatsoever in hopes that she would allow him to cop a feel or rub those nipples he had been having wet dreams about. One day he was headed to Pam’s house and was surprised to see a guy standing outside the fence just as he rounded the corner. He stared at the guy who was staring at Pam’s house. They both then stared at Pam, who was standing on her porch, kissing another guy. That was the day Malachi got his first heartbreak. It was also the day the he met Ronald Randall Richardson who demanded that everyone call him Trey because he hated his entire name. The two of them struck up a conversation about being played by a girl who was clearly a hoe. They walked around the block, shared a joint and ultimately became friends. Trey was a talented artist who loved writing music and pursued it with a passion. Trey’s home life was the total opposite of Malachi’s. He grew up in a two bedroom home with his mom and alcoholic uncle who sold drugs. The only time Trey saw the inside of a church was when he was meeting Malachi, who was usually sneaking out to meet him. Trey was a good guy who normally never got into trouble, unless he was with Malachi. Whereas Malachi stayed high and loved to drink, Trey only smoked when he was stressed. Malachi loved having multiple women to sleep with, Trey was shy and it took him time to even warm up to talk to a woman. They were even different in looks. Malachi was tall, dark, and athletic. Trey was light, average height and stocky. In addition to his gift of songwriting, Trey also had what Malachi called his “instant panty catcher” that he rarely used, his green eyes and curly hair. Despite their differences, the two were closer than brothers and thick as thieves.   
 
                 The two men walked back into the bedroom, which was strewn with boxes, bags and the remains of the dinner he had the night before.
 
                 “Damn, somebody went shopping,” Trey said moving the bags out of a chair and plopping down. “I can’t believe you’re home. I thought you had like eight more months to do.”
 
                 “Early release for good behavior or something. I don’t know. I’m just glad to be out that bitch,” Malachi told him. “The fact that I was in there period was some bullshit, but that’s neither here nor there. I see you been eating good.”
 
                 Trey nodded and rubbed his stomach. “I bulked up a little, but I’m about to start back hitting the gym. Damn man, you trying to grow dreads?”
 
                 Malachi rubbed his hand across his thick, wavy hair that he decided to let grow out once he found out he was going to be released early. “I waited to come home and get a cut from Dre. That’s next on my list.”
 
                 “You gonna be waiting a long time and driving a long ways then because Dre ain’t at the shop no more.”
 
                 “What? Stop lying? Where he at now?”
 
                 “He met some chick and moved to Florida. He down there now.” Trey told him.
 
                 “Florida with a chick? What about that crazy baby mama of his?”
 
                 “I think that’s probably why he moved.”
 
                 “Damn I need a cut.” Malachi shook his head.
 
                 “I got a guy I can call and he will come and hook you up.”
 
                 “Where’s his shop at?”
 
                 “He doesn’t work in a shop. He’s a personal barber. He comes where you want him.”
 
                 “Damn, you got it like that now, Trey? Life must be good for real.”
 
                 “Man, life is crazy, I’m telling you,” Trey said, reaching into his pocket and pulling out a piece of paper and handing it to Malachi. “This is for you.”
 
                 Malachi opened the paper and saw that it was a check. His eyes damn near bulged when he saw that it was written to him in the amount of almost thirty thousand dollars. “What the hell? Where did this come from? Who the hell is Triple Threat Entertainment?”
 
                 “That’s the name of my company. Remember that song I was working on right before you left? The one you helped me with the arrangement on?”
 
                 “Yeah,” Malachi nodded, vaguely remembering. Trey stayed in the studio so much working on stuff that Malachi couldn’t exactly pinpoint what he was talking about.
 
                 “Well, someone at MTV heard the song and they bought it. It’s the theme song for some corny reality show, it’s featured on the show soundtrack and it has been downloaded more than any other song on their playlist. It’s a hit with their audience.”
 
                 “Man, for real. I don’t know what song you’re talking about,” Malachi laughed.
 
                 Trey pulled out his iPhone, clicked something and immediately the familiar tune began playing. Malachi instantly remembered the song and telling Trey how to change it up to make it sound better, even playing the melodic changes for him on the keyboard. 
 
                 “Now do you remember?”
 
                 “Yeah I do.”
 
                 “I’m telling you this is just the beginning. For years, I was trying to sell my beats and songs to black rappers, who knew I had a talent for writing songs for white teeny boppers...well, we have a talent.”
 
                 “We don’t have nothing. I ain’t no damn song writer. That’s all you.”
 
                 “Man, look at that check. That’s just the beginning, I’m telling you. You have a talent, even more so than I do because your ass can’t read music, don’t even like music, but you play a hell of a lot better than anyone out here. This is what you’re born to do. It’s obvious because of that paper you’re holding in your hand. Tell me this. Now that you’re out, what’s your plan?” Trey stared at him.
 
                 Malachi really didn’t have a plan other than to do what he had already done, which get some clothes, some food and some sleep. The only real thing he had left on his agenda was a hair cut from Dre, which now seemed impossible. 
 
                 “Get dressed. We got work to do,” Trey told him.
 
                 “I got a plan,” Malachi told him. “And it ain’t got shit to do with music. Believe that.”
 
                 “What’s your plan?”
 
                 “I need some loud, a drink and some ass. I hear what you saying, Trey. But damn, I just got out yesterday. A nigga need to party first!”
 
                 Trey didn’t say anything else about music. After Malachi got dressed, they hit the streets, and later that night, they ended up at Vixen’s, one of the hottest strip clubs where he was surprised Trey was a VIP. The club was packed with wall to wall men and women. They made their way to the roped off section where several familiar celebrities and athletes were already enjoying bottle service and lap dances. 
 
                 “Whoa, it’s the preacher’s son!” Hakeem Morgan, an NBA player whom Malachi had partied with on several occasions greeted him. “When did they spring you out the joint?”
 
                 “What’s up, Hakeem!’ Malachi laughed. “I just got out.”
 
                 “Jamaica, a bottle of Henny and a special performance for my man over here!” Hakeem yelled.
 
                 “My name is Marley!” The pretty waitress, sporting a bikini top, boy shorts and double d’s corrected Hakeem and smiled at Malachi as he took a seat on the white leather sofa, enjoying the scenery. More and more of his friends began to show up and he realized that Trey must’ve spread the word and invited people to come and celebrate his homecoming. They popped bottles, smoked hookah and tipped the dancers generously. Even Trey indulged in a few lap dances to Malachi’s surprise.
 
                 “Can I squeeze over here?” A female voice asked as she entered their area. Malachi couldn’t help staring as he recognized the woman who was damn near sitting in his lap as she tried to sit on the sofa beside him.
 
                 “Damn baby, of course you can!” Hakeem said, trying his best to accommodate and shift his six foot nine frame over so she could have room. Oddly enough, she seemed to be content on Malachi’s lap.
 
                 “Hey sexy,” she smiled at him, her hazel eyes and dimpled smile were as perfect as her body. Her hair was pulled up on top of her head and the tight black dress she wore clung to her like a second set of skin. 
 
                 “Hey Scorpio,” Malachi said, trying to remain cool and act like the fact that one of the world’s most famous supermodels was inches from his crotch. Although he had seen her everywhere from the cover of Sports Illustrated to strutting her stuff on the runway of the Victoria’s Secret fashion show, they had never met in person. Being around celebrities was nothing new to him, but Scorpio was in a different league. She was the object of every man’s fantasy including his. While he was locked up he heard that she and her husband had separated and were going through a nasty divorce. Both of them were known to be party animals and most people, including Malachi, were surprised they lasted as long as they did.  
 
                 “Can I crash your party?” she asked, her manicured fingertips caressing his face and rubbing his head. He was pissed that he still hadn’t gotten a haircut.
 
                 “It’s not really my party,” he told her, placing his hand on her thigh which was exposed from the short dress she wore. His gaze followed down her long legs to her feet and he fought the urge to imagine her naked in bed wearing only the red bottom stilettos on her feet.
 
                 “Really? Someone told me that this was a party just for you, a homecoming party.” Scorpio shrugged. “That’s not true?”
 
                 “If that were the case you wouldn’t be crashing. You would be an invited guest,” he said.
 
                 She tossed her head back, laughing flirtatiously and leaned over giving him a sneak peak at her ample cleavage. Deciding to take a chance to see if she was really coming onto him, Malachi moved his hand a little higher up her thigh. Scorpio didn’t move it away and began swaying to the beat of the song that was coming through the speakers. 
 
                 “I love this song. Let’s dance,” she said.
 
                 “Naw, I’m good,” Malachi told her. “You want something to drink?”
 
                 “Did you even have to ask?” Scorpio took the glass he was holding and drank all of the brown liquor.
 
                 “Damn,” he laughed.
 
                 “Can I get a refill?” Scorpio said, looking around for the waitress.
 
                 “So, how long were you in the joint?” she asked him.
 
                 “About a year and a half.”
 
                 “A year and a half with no women? Hmmmmm….” She gave him a seductive look.
 
                 “What’s that supposed to mean?” Malachi asked.
 
                 “Scorpio!” An older woman said, attempting to get into the VIP area. The large security guy near the entrance held her at bay.
 
                 “Oh goodness here comes the party crasher for real,” Scorpio sighed.
 
                 “What are you doing? I’ve been looking all over for you. We’re ready to go!” The woman said, glaring at the group of men in the reserved area, including Malachi. Two other girls appeared next to her along with another skinny guy who was clearly gay. He recognized one of the other girls as a swimsuit model as well, but couldn’t remember her name. 
 
                 “So GO Dina! I’m not ready. We just got here!” Scorpio said. “I’m not leaving.”
 
                 “See Marcelo, this is why I told you and Dina I didn’t want to come with her. She never knows when it’s time to go. I’m leaving. I have a shoot in the morning I gotta get ready for,” Model Chick said.
 
                 “Come on Scorp. We can come back tomorrow night. We’ve gotta go,” Marcelo pleaded.
 
                 “You guys go ahead. I’m good,” Scorpio told them.
 
                 “Fine,” Model Chick said and turned to walk off.
 
                 “Wait Natalie! We can’t just leave her,” Dina told them.
 
                 Natalie Kincaid! That’s her name, Malachi thought as he continued watching the discussion.
 
                 “Why not?” Natalie said. “She’s grown and she drove.”
 
                 “But she’s drunk,” Marcelo said. “Do you think that’s safe? This is why I told you to call Cheddar.”
 
                 “Fuck Cheddar! And carry your asses!”
 
                 The four person entourage shook their heads and quickly departed, leaving Scorpio on  
 
   Malachi’s lap, requesting a refill of what was now her drink. 
 
   “We need to take some pics! Oh damn! My phone is dead. Lemme see your phone!” Scorpio leaned over and yelled at Hakeem who seemed to be impressed with the petite, big bust stripper who was rubbing on his chest. He reached into his pocket and handed Scorpio his iPhone and she held it up and commanded Malachi to pose. 
 
   “I don’t do pictures, Ma.” Malachi shook his head and tried to block the phone.
 
   Scorpio pressed her body against Malachi and kissed him fully on the mouth, gently sucking his bottom lip in such a manner that he didn’t even care that she was taking a picture of them as she did so. Afterwards she smiled and said, “Say cheese.”
 
   He stared at her, eyebrows raised and said, “Cheese.”
 
   They continued drinking, laughing and feeling on one another until Malachi’s hard on was no longer caused by the strippers they came to see. 
 
    Scorpio leaned over, stroking his crotch and said, “Let’s get out of here. Take me home?” Malachi shook his head. 
 
   “Sorry, Ma. I ain’t drive.” Scorpio reached into her cleavage and pulled out a Porsche key fob and said, “That’s not a problem.”
 
                 “I can take her home if you want me to,” Hakeem offered.
 
                 “I don’t want you taking me nowhere,” Scorpio snapped. “I want Malachi! It’s his night.”
 
                 Malachi thought long and hard about her offer. His ego quickly told him the chances of him ever getting the opportunity to sleep with a super model again would be slim to none, so if ever he wanted it to happen, he better do it now. It didn’t take him long to decide what to do, especially with Scorpio whispering what she wanted to do to him in his ear. He quickly told Trey and his boys he would catch up with them later and he gathered up his newly acquired date and they made their way out of the club. As they stood up, Scorpio stumbled and Hakeem helped Malachi walk her out of the club. Her custom colored, pewter four door Porsche was parked right near the door and he helped her inside before sliding into the driver’s seat. The feel of the leather, the sleekness of the steering wheel, the enticement of the glowing dashboard was almost too much for him to take. He hadn’t been behind the wheel of a car in almost two years. He inhaled the scent and looked over at Scorpio who was so drunk that she was already nodding off.
 
                 “I’m staying at the Hyatt. Is that cool? he asked her.
 
                 “No take me home!” She told him.
 
                 “I don’t know where you live. I can take you home in the morning,” Malachi told her.
 
                 Scorpio hit some buttons on the screen of the dash and typed and then loudly said the word ‘HOME’. Immediately, the GPS map appeared and the computer voice instructed him on how to get to the destination. 
 
                 “Let’s go,” she told him,leaning back into her seat.
 
                 He saw that it was a forty five minute drive and started to suggest again that they go back to his room at the Hyatt, but declined and headed to where she wanted to go. Scorpio reached under the seat and pulled out a plastic bag containing what looked like five or six perfectly rolled joints and lit one up. Taking a puff and inhaling, she then passed it to him. He took it from her and held it to his lips, taking a pull and allowing the smoke to fill his lungs. 
 
                 “Good stuff, huh?” Scorpio smiled.
 
                 Malachi just nodded and passed it back to her. She turned on the radio and old school rap serenaded them while he drove. They made small talk until Scorpio fell asleep. When he finally arrived to her neighborhood, he pulled in and noticed that although there was a security booth, no one was in it so he proceeded. There were still houses being built, but the ones that were already completed were huge. He continued until he got to the one that he assumed belonged to Scorpio. 
 
                 “Hey, we’re here,” he nudged her to wake her up, but she didn’t move. “Scorpio, we’re at your crib. Come on. Wake up!”
 
                 Scorpio held her head up for a second, pointed to a black plastic square over the visor and mumbled the word, “Garage.”
 
                 Malachi was confused until he saw that on the other side of the circular driveway there was what looked like a four car garage and he drove over. He hit the plastic remote and immediately the garage opened and he pulled inside and parked beside a large SUV and a motorcycle. He tried once again to wake Scorpio up but she was beyond wasted. He knew he would have to carry her. He got out and walked over to the passenger’s side of the car, lifting her out and tossing her over his shoulder. The short skirt of the dress rose all the way up answering the question he had been pondering all night long and confirming that she did not have on any underwear. Her perfectly shaped derrière was fully exposed and he bit his lip in excitement. There were two doors, but only one didn’t have a window, so he knew that was the one that had to lead to the inside of her home. He then realized he didn’t have a key. 
 
                 “Scorpio, you gotta wake up. Where is your house key? How are we gonna get inside?”
 
                 Scorpio didn’t answer. She just pointed to the door and laughed.
 
                 “The key,” Malachi said again, trying not to get frustrated. He reached over and turned the door knob, expecting it to be locked. Instead it easily turned and he pushed it open. Once inside, he heard a beeping sound and panicked, realizing that there was indeed an alarm system, “Scorpio, the alarm.”
 
                 Scorpio wiggled her way out of his arms and stumbled over to a nearby wall where she punched in a code and the beeping stopped. Malachi was relieved and closed the door as Scorpio turned on a light. 
 
                 “Come on,” Scorpio said, pulling him down the hall and into the foyer where there was a huge double staircase. She tried to make it up a few steps, but nearly fell so again he picked her up into his arms and carried her. When they got to the top, she pointed to a door at the end of the hallway. He entered through the darkness into what he assumed was her bedroom and placed her on the huge bed in the middle of the floor. She scrambled out of her dress and laid naked across the black duvet which covered it wearing only the red bottoms.
 
                 Malachi looked up at the ceiling and mouthed the words ‘thank you God’ and took off his own shirt. Just as he climbed beside her, Scorpio jumped up and ran out. He was confused until he heard her heaving and gagging. He waited awhile until it stopped and called out, “Scorpio. You okay?”
 
                 When he didn’t get an answer, he walked in and found her laying on the floor beside the commode, her face covered in sweat. He sat her up, found a nearby washcloth hanging on the rack and wet it with cool water, then gently washed her face. Lifting her up, he carried her back to the bed, took her shoes off and put her under the covers. There was a mini fridge in the corner and he opened it and found a bottle of water and made her drink some. She tried to resist but finally took a few sips. 
 
                 “Thanks,” she smiled and whispered, just before closing her eyes. Moments later, he heard her snoring and he laid across the foot of the bed, falling asleep himself. He stayed there until waking up and wondering where the hell he was. Recollecting memories of the night before, he looked around for Scorpio, but there was no sign of her. He went into the bathroom, but she wasn’t there either.
 
                 “Scorpio?” He called out. Hearing a noise coming from outside the opened bedroom door, he went to try to find out where she could have gone. He walked down the staircase and suddenly smelled smoke. He called out again, but there was no answer. The smell of smoke was getting thicker and thicker. Malachi knew that he had to find Scorpio and get them out of there and quickly. He began searching the massive home in the darkness, going in and out of doors, trying to breathe. “Scorpio!”
 
                 He finally heard coughing coming from nearby and ran to the cracked door of what he remember led to the garage. He opened it and flames immediately came shooting out at him. He could make out a shadowy figure crawling toward him and realized it was Scorpio. He reached for her, the fire searing his arm and his eyes tearing up from both the pain and the smoke. Malachi stretched his arm farther until he felt her hand in his and he yanked her body to him. She cried out as he lifted her through the door and headed to what he hoped was safety. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   King Douglas
 
   “Oh my God! Ok, I know I’m not supposed to do this, but can I please have your autograph?”
 
                 King Douglas looked up from the receipt he was signing and smiled at the young girl behind the counter of the rental car agency. He had just come off a four hour flight from L. A. and was jet lagged but he always made time for his fans. Even if he didn’t have time, he would have made an exception for her. She was just his type; young, vibrant, and sexy. Even in the collared shirt and fitted black pants she wore, he could make out her curves. Her cute face was set off by long locs and her thick rimmed glasses couldn’t hide her dark seductive eyes. 
 
                 “Of course,” King told her. “Do you have something for me to sign?”
 
                 The woman reached into the drawer and handed him a piece of paper. “You can sign this. I can’t believe this.”
 
                 “What’s your name?”
 
                 “Nikita. N...I...K...I...T...A.”
 
                 “That’s pretty, like you,” he told her and slid the paper back to her. “Tell you what, since you’re so pretty, do you have a cell phone?”
 
                 “Yes,” she nodded.
 
                 He looked around to make sure there was no one else around and said, “Grab it, we can take a selfie if you want to.”
 
                 She squealed and ran through a door behind the counter, returning within seconds, iPhone in hand. “This is un-freak-ing believable. My friends are going to die! I’m about to die.”
 
                 “Please don’t do that,” King laughed and posed with his arm around her as they both smiled for the camera.
 
                 “Thank you so much Mr. Douglas. I have you all set in one of our premium vehicles, a BMW X5. Here is the key and if you take a right out the front door you should see it right there,” Nikita told him.
 
                 “Thank you Ms. Nikita.”
 
                 “Actually, my friends call me Niki.”
 
                 “So, can I call you that?” King gave her one of his intense stares. A look that said ‘I want you. I need you. And I will have you.’ The same look he would give the camera when he was singing one of his platinum love ballads while filming a video or singing center stage to some lucky fan who was pulled on stage during a sold out concert. That was back in the day when music had meaning and music videos had storylines, love interests and dancing. Nowadays, all a song has to have in order to be a hit record is a hot beat, a rapper with what was called ‘swag’ and a record label willing to put millions behind pushing nonsensical words to whomever would listen. Nowadays, it didn’t take hard work, endless nights in the studio, months and months of touring and talent to become a platinum artist. All it took was a hook, a YouTube channel and enough followers on Instagram to get people’s attention. It was nothing like when he and his boys dedicated their lives to their craft and became R&B icons: The Hot Boyz. From the time they were signed at sixteen, King, along with his boys Steve, Kazz and Tony worked diligently creating music, producing songs, hitting the road, making appearances, perfecting everything needed to become true artists. 
 
                 And that is why over twenty five years later, he was able to have young tenderonis like Nikita ask for his autograph, stare back into his eyes and tell him, “You can call me whatever you like as long as you call me.”
 
                 King laughed and watched as she wrote her name and number on the back of the business card for the rental car company. He told her don’t be surprised if he did later on and she said she would be waiting. Even though it was late at night, he put on his Salvatore Ferragamo sunglasses, grabbed his Louis Vuitton duffel bag and headed out to the dimly lit parking lot. 
 
                 Once inside the luxury SUV, he tried to decide what to do next. The sole purpose of this last minute trip back to his hometown of Norfolk was because Melissa, the mother of his son, told him she had an emergency and needed to talk to him face to face. The two of them had a cordial relationship and she never put any unreasonable demands on him, mainly because he took great care of their fourteen year old son, Knight. Their love affair had been a brief one and ended almost four years after Knight was born, especially when King was found to be the father of a two year old, the result of a one night stand backstage with a groupie named Portia, whom he could not stand. He dialed Melissa’s number to tell her he was on his way.
 
                 “Hey,” Melissa answered the phone.
 
                 “Hey, I’m here and on my way to your house,” King told her.
 
                 “Wait, I don’t want you to come here,” Melissa told him. “We need to meet somewhere else.”
 
                 “Melissa, it’s almost midnight. Where are you trying to meet?”              
 
                 “Where are you staying?”
 
                 “At the Westin at Town Center in Virginia Beach. You coming to the room?” King asked, excited because this was definitely not what he expected. For years he had tried over and over to get back with Melissa, whom he considered the closest thing to the love of his life, if there was such a thing. She of course, denied him continuously. He then reverted to harmless flirting, which neither one of them took seriously. Now he had to wonder if maybe there was a slight chance of him getting some ass from her since she was coming over to meet him in a hotel room late at night. 
 
                 “Hell no. I’m not coming to a hotel room with you. Are you crazy?”
 
                 “Why not? You scared of King D, Melly Mel? You know you still miss him after all these years!”
 
                 “Boy please. I’ll meet you in the bar. See you in twenty minutes,” Melissa said then hung up.
 
                 King got onto the interstate and headed towards the hotel. He wondered what it was that Melissa needed to talk to him about. He was tempted to call his Uncle Matt, the only living relative he had since his mother passed away two years ago. King never knew his father, but Uncle Matt and Melissa were close. He swore he looked out for Melissa on King’s behalf, but it was more likely the other way around. Melissa made sure she checked on Uncle Matt and brought Knight over to spend time with him on the regular. Seeing that it was now after eleven, King knew his uncle was probably asleep and decided to just drive over to see him the next morning. This was going to be a quick trip and he didn’t plan on staying more than a day or two. He had meetings to attend and business to handle back home in California. 
 
                 Once he checked into the hotel, he freshened up then headed back to the bar to wait on Melissa. As he suspected it would be, the hotel bar was fairly empty. He was surprised to see her waiting on him when he arrived. She looked amazing as ever and his heart began racing as he walked towards her. Melissa was the most gorgeous woman in the world to him. At five foot seven, and nearly a hundred and ninety pounds, she was a thick girl, but she carried it well. Her hair, which was normally long and wavy, was now in a chic, chin length bob and he liked it. 
 
                 “Look at you!” he said.
 
                 Melissa stood up from the stool she was sitting on and they embraced for a few moments before he kissed her cheek. The familiar scent of her perfume filled his nostrils and he couldn’t help but feel the fullness of her chest as he held her tight. He was tempted to let his hands linger below her hips but he knew better.
 
                 “You like it?” Melissa asked, shaking her hair as she took her seat.
 
                 “I do.” King nodded, reaching and stroking her bob. “You always stay fly though.”
 
                 “What can I get you?” The bartender came over and asked.
 
                 “I’m fine,” Melissa said, pointing to the bottle of Perrier in front of her. “Do you want anything?”
 
                 King gave her an up and down look and smiled. “What are you offering?”
 
                 “I’m offering you a soda or some water, whichever you choose,” Melissa smirked.
 
                 “Naw, I’m good then,” King told the bartender. He then turned to Melissa and said, “You know how to tempt a brother, don’t you?”
 
                 “You’re fine. How long is it now?”
 
                 “A while.”
 
                 “What’s a while?”
 
                 “Drugs, almost two years.”
 
                 “And alcohol?” 
 
                 “Other than a beer I drunk to celebrate the Giant’s Superbowl win. It’s been a little over nine months.” King shrugged. Sobriety was a daily challenge for him, especially since most of his life had been spent indulging in marijuana, alcohol and even the occasional hit of cocaine. For him, it was all a part of being a member of the group. King was the one member who could perform during a concert, party until noon the next day, arrive in the studio and lay down a track and be ready to perform again. Unlike the R&B legends King grew to love: David Ruffin, Rick James, and Gerald Levert, he didn’t succumb to the lifestyle and lose himself to it. He thrived while intoxicated. It made him a better performer and did wonders for his songwriting. What it didn’t do was wonders for was his reputation or his relationships. Time and time again, he was accused of being a womanizer, philanderer and fathering numerous children. Most of which wasn’t true, people just didn’t understand him, which angered him at times. The fact that he would throw items across the room when he got frustrated, or throw a punch at a guy who disrespected him just showed how passionate he was. And passion was what music was all about.  He had one failed marriage, and was in the process of ending his second one. Losing his mother had been the one sobering factor in his life. Her death was a shock and it sent him into a state of depression which landed him in rehab. It was there that he realized that he did have some emotional baggage from his childhood, and anger issues, and it was there that he got clean. He vowed to stay clean as a legacy to his mother. So far, he had kept his promise. It wasn’t easy, especially with the messy divorce he was dealing with. Having people in his corner like Melissa, his group members and his manager helped out a lot.  
 
                 “I’m proud of you,” Melissa told him.
 
                 “Proud enough to go upstairs with me?”
 
                 “Hell no, not that proud,” she laughed.
 
                 “So, what’s so important that I had to fly all the way to VA to discuss?”
 
                 “I need for you to take Knight for a while.”
 
                 King blinked for a few seconds.“What? What do you mean?”
 
                 “Knight? Your son? I need for you to take him to live with you.”
 
                 “I’m getting him this summer when school lets out.” 
 
                 King always kept his son for a month during the summer, in addition to seeing him during the major holidays when he wasn’t touring. They always had a great time going to amusement parks, movies, and he allowed his son to pick a destination for them to spend an entire week. Knight was adventurous so they had been everywhere from Hawaii to Brazil. He loved hanging out with his son, but it seemed like Melissa was asking him to do something a whole lot more than jet set for a couple of days. 
 
                 “No, right now.”
 
                 King inhaled and then said, “I can take him for a couple of days.”
 
                 “I need you to take him for more than a couple of days, King. My mother is sick. Really sick. I’m gonna have to go up to Baltimore for a little while,” Melissa told him. King saw the tears forming in her eyes and he reached for her hand. 
 
                 “Damn, Mel. I’m sorry. What’s wrong?”
 
                 “Stomach cancer. I don’t know how bad it is. I just know she’s sick and I need to get to her. But King, you know I can’t take him with me to Baltimore, there’s no way,” Melissa shook her head.
 
                 “But….look...what…”
 
                 “BUT nothing….there’s nothing to LOOK at...and WHAT I need you to do is what I’ve been doing for the past fourteen years. Be a full time parent. It’s not that hard to comprehend. What’s the problem?” He could see Melissa getting agitated, and he didn’t want things to get ugly between them. But this was unexpected and not what he thought she wanted to talk about. For some reason he thought she wanted to talk about them. They had been getting closer over the past year and now that his mess of a marriage would hopefully soon be over, he hoped that maybe there was a chance that they could try again. Now here he was sitting there and she was asking him to be a full time father.
 
                 “I’m not saying it’s a problem, Mel. But you know I have a lot going on right now. This divorce is crazy…”
 
                 “That’s because you married a crazy woman. And you told me she moved out and has been gone for months.”
 
                 “She did...and she has. But I’m still dealing with lawyers and the settlement. And you know the guys and I are touring again and we’re trying to work on this album.”
 
                 “Your son will be at school during the day when you have your legal meetings. And you know you aren’t on tour. You all are making appearances every now and then. King, I really don’t care what you have going on in your life right now. I just told you my mother is dying. I am leaving to go and take care of her and my father, who you also know has Alzheimers. Now, you and I have always had a great relationship and we have an amazing son. Even when you’ve messed up over the years, I’ve always had your back. You can’t say that about everybody. Now, I’m gonna need for you to have mine for a little while.”
 
                 “I do have your back, Mel. I’m sorry you gotta deal with all of this. Trust me, I know what you’re going through. It’s hard being the only child and something happens to your parent. You know I know that. Why don’t we talk to Uncle Matt and see if he can…”
 
                 “You can’t be serious, King. You want to leave your teenage son in the care of your seventy year old uncle who has health issues of his own?”
 
                 “First of all, Uncle Matt is fine. He may have a little high blood pressure and hypertension…”
 
                 “The man had bypass surgery last month and has a heart monitor that he wears.”
 
                 “But he’s fine now. If Knight stays with him, he can stay in the same school with his friends and we won’t have to disrupt his life. Let’s just try it out and see.”
 
                 “King Jabari Douglas, I’m not gonna sit here and argue about this because now you sound real stupid, and you’re not a stupid man. You will be taking your son back to California to live with you until I am able to come and get him,” Melissa stated. 
 
                 King knew he had lost the fight and an hour later he was back in his hotel room, trying to figure out how he was going to handle his new responsibilities of being a full time dad once he and Knight went back to California in two days. He was also fighting the urge to go back down to the bar and get a drink. He was stressed and needed to do something and do it quick. His eyes fell on the business card on the nightstand and dialed Nikita’s number, inviting her to his room. She didn’t hesitate to tell him she would be there within minutes. He was anxiously awaiting her arrival when he got a call from an unfamiliar number. Thinking maybe it was her calling from another number, he answered.
 
                 “KING! So you bout to let Knight come and live with you in Cali?”
 
                 Immediately King regretted answering the phone as he heard Portia’s voice yelling at him.
 
                 “Hello to you too Portia.”
 
                 “Yeah, whatever. Knight bout to be living wit you now? PJ came in and said Knight just put on Instagram that he was “moving in wit Pops.” I knew this shit was gonna happen. My momma told me you was always gonna favor him over my son and she was right!”
 
                 “That’s a lie and you know it. I love both my sons equally and I always have.”
 
                 “Now THAT’S a lie! It’s always been all about Knight. He’s the one you take on fabulous trips and shopping sprees. My son gets nothing.”
 
                 How Portia considered the eight thousand dollars a month he paid in child support nothing, King didn’t understand. He also didn’t understand why his son would put that information out on social media without even speaking to him first. He had some choice words for his son and grabbed his iPad to pull up Instagram to see what Portia was talking about. He searched his son’s page and was relieved not to find a post even remotely saying anything like she said. 
 
                 “Portia, I’m not having this conversation with you. I have to go,” he said when he heard the beeping on his line. He switched to the other caller and asked,  “Where you at sweetheart?” 
 
                 “Getting on the elevator,” Nikita told him. He gave her the room number and when he opened the door and found her standing there wearing a trench coat and heels, he smiled. 
 
                 “Darling Nikki.”
 
                 Hours later, they were both exhausted and laying in bed when his phone rang again. Thinking it was Portia, he tried to ignore it, but it kept ringing.
 
                 “Don’t you wanna get that?” Nikki asked, turning over and facing him.
 
                 He brushed one of her long locs from her face and said, “Nope. I got something else I’m trying to get.”
 
                 She giggled and said, “Well, before I give it to you again, can you at least put your phone on silent?”
 
                 King nodded and climbed out of bed and walked over to the nearby desk where the phone was laying. He picked it up and saw that the missed calls weren’t from Portia, they were from Leo, his business manager. King hoped his psychotic baby mama hadn’t gone and done anything stupid. He dialed Leo’s number. 
 
                 “Man, you need to get on the next flight and get back home,” Leo told him.
 
                 “You’re crazy! I just got here a couple of hours ago. I’ll be back tomorrow.”
 
                 “You need to get back now. It’s an emergency.”
 
                 King knew something was wrong by the tone in Leo’s voice. The last time Leo sounded like this, one of the other group members dad had been killed in a car accident. 
 
                 “What’s going on?” King asked, praying that someone wasn’t dead.
 
                 “I just got word that your house is on fire.”
 
                 “What?” King began panicking. Next to his sons, his Grammy awards for his solo albums and his custom motorcycle, King’s house was his most prized possession. 
 
                 “They just called me. Hell, I think it’s on the news.”
 
                 King reached for the remote and turned to CNN. Sure enough, there was a shot of his house with smoke billowing out of it and the words ‘Home of former R&B star set ablaze.’
 
                 “What the hell do they mean former?” King asked, sitting on the end of the bed.
 
                 “Wow! Is that your house?” Nikita asked.
 
                 “Who is that?” Leo questioned. “I know that ain’t Melissa. Is that why you had to fly to meet her?”
 
                 “Hell no!” King told him. “I can’t believe this.”
 
                 He turned up the volume and tried to think of what to do next.
 
                 “Folks what you’re seeing is live footage from the mansion of former R&B singer King Douglas. The recently build mansion is the location of a four alarm fire and firefighters are trying to contain the flames and minimize the already severely damaged property. We have a reporter headed to the scene but we have just received word that Mr. Douglas’ estranged wife supermodel Scorpio was in the home when the fire started and has been taken to a local hospital.”
 
                 And just like that, when King thought his life couldn’t get any worse, it did. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Bishop Walter Burke
 
    
 
   Walter Burke sat at his mahogany desk and stared at the open Bible in front of him. He was trying to put the final touches on the sermon he had prepared for Sunday, but he couldn’t focus. His mind was racing and he was tired after being up for almost thirty six hours. Going nonstop was nothing new for him. The day before had started with his normal routine of waking at six in the morning, spending prayer time with his wife, followed by an hour long workout with his personal trainer. He then had multiple meetings and conference calls regarding church business, television appearances, the next book he was scheduled to write, and the script for a film project he had just secured that he was excited about. Later that evening, he preached at a revival service at one of his outreach churches, which was followed by another meeting. After the long day he had, all he wanted to do was spend some intimate time with his wife, preferably in their marbled, dual shower, and then go to bed. After sweet talking to her on the phone, his plan seemed to be in motion. He turned his cell phone off and sat back in the passenger’s seat of his black Escalade which was being driven by Frank, his adjutant, hoping to catch a quick nap during the hour long drive they had ahead of them. He knew he was in capable hands. Frank had been by his side for years. A longtime member of the church, he was more like a son than an employee. 
 
                 “Bishop, something’s going on,” Frank’s voice startled him out of his sleep.
 
                 Walter sat up and saw that they were approaching “Harrington Estates” where his home was located. Walter rubbed his eyes, confused because there was a line of cars trying to turn into his neighborhood, causing a massive traffic jam. It was the first time since moving there that Walter had actually seen more than two cars at one time. The area was so secluded and newly constructed, that most people didn’t even know it even existed. Now, he could see news vans and reporters standing on the side of the road. Frank eased onto the main roadway leading to the entrance of the neighborhood. Fire trucks, police cars and emergency vehicles lined the streets.  
 
                 “I’m sorry, emergency vehicles only,” a police officer told them after Frank rolled down the window.
 
                 “Officer, I am a resident here. I live around the corner and this is the only way I can get to my home. What’s going on?”
 
                 “I’m sorry gentlemen, but there is a massive fire in one of the homes,” the officer told him. 
 
                 Walter began to panic and he immediately began to pray while he searched for his cell phone. He dialed both Olivia and Micah’s number, but neither one of them answered. 
 
                 “Which house? Where is it?” Walter asked.
 
                 The officer didn’t have to answer because Walter suddenly noticed the smoke in the distance. It was near his home, but he could tell it was on the opposite side. Nevertheless, he still needed to make sure his wife and son were okay.
 
                 “Here is my identification, sir.” Walter grabbed his license from the wallet in his back pocket and passed it to Frank, who passed it to the officer. “I need to get through and make sure my family is okay.”
 
                 “I’m sorry, sir, but we can’t let any vehicles back there,” the officer said, taking the small square of plastic then shining his light on it, then looked closer into the truck. “Wait, you’re Bishop Walter Burke! My wife watches you on TV and she has all your books! Man, you saved my marriage.” The short, blonde white guy said, all in one breath. 
 
                 Frank looked over at the Bishop and shook his head. They were used to this kind of reaction once people actually realized who he was.
 
                 “I’m glad to hear that, young man. Now I’m sure you can understand why I need to get home and make sure my wife and son are okay,” Walter told him.
 
                 “I do, but there is no way I can let you through. We were given strict instructions that we can’t allow any vehicles anywhere near the area. The press and paparazzi are clamoring to get in,” the officer shrugged.
 
                 “What if we park the truck and got out and walked to the Bishop’s house?” Frank asked.
 
                 The officer tilted his head to the side and Walter could tell he was thinking for a minute.
 
                 “My house is right around the corner. I just need to get to my home, officer….” He leaned over to see if he could read the name badge.
 
                 “Ford, sir,” the officer offered.
 
                 “Officer Ford,” Walter nodded.
 
                 “Okay, pull the vehicle all the way to the side, out of the street and make sure it’s not blocking anything or anyone,” the officer finally told them. 
 
                 “Thank you, Officer Ford. God bless you sir,” Walter barely got the words out as the officer flagged them through, speaking into the walkie talkie device located on his shoulder and alerting his fellow officers that what they were doing was okay. Frank pulled near an empty lot near the entrance, which held a “For Sale” sign. They quickly got out of the truck and maneuvered their way through the emergency vehicles, rushing toward the Bishop’s home. The thick smell of smoke filled the air and Walter almost had to stop and catch his breath, but he persevered and continued moving until he finally made it to his house. He was relieved to see Olivia and Micah standing out front, along with a few other people he didn’t recognize.
 
                 “O’la!” He called out to his wife.
 
                 Olivia turned around and started running when she saw him. She didn’t seem to mind that she was dressed in only a bathrobe and some slippers and neither did he. He swept his wife up into his arms and held her tight.
 
                 “Are you okay?” he asked her.
 
                 “I’m fine. I was worried that they weren’t going to let you get in and come home. Someone said they have the entrance blocked off and people couldn’t get through,” Olivia told him.
 
                 “They do. But you know there was no way they were gonna keep me from making sure you were okay,” Walter told her, rubbing the side of her face and kissing her forehead.
 
                 “Hey Dad, you know I made sure she was fine,” Micah said, walking up and putting his arm around his father. “I’m glad you’re home though. I figured if anyone was gonna get you here, Frank was.”
 
                 Walter turned and nodded at Frank. “Yeah, Frank and his quick thinking got us through.”
 
                 “Walter look…Can you believe this?” Olivia pointed at the nearby house which was surrounded by fire trucks and ambulances.
 
                 “Is anyone hurt?” Walter asked.
 
                 “We don’t know yet,” a pretty, Hispanic girl standing nearby said. There was something very familiar about her, but Walter couldn’t remember where he knew her from.
 
                 “They won’t let any of us near the area to find out anything,” a tall black guy added.
 
                 “I believe there were two people inside,” a rugged looking white guy told him. “That’s all I know.”
 
                 “I believe that’s King’s house!” Another guy, fashionably dressed in blue and white, silk polka dot pajamas and blue slippers announced.
 
                 “Who is King?” Micah asked.
 
                 “King Burke, the singer from the Hot Boyz?” An attractive, full-figured woman standing with her arm around the tall black guy asked. Seeing the rings on both of their fingers let Walter know they were married.
 
                 “The one and only,” Pajama clad nodded.
 
                 Walter looked at the small group gathered in his front yard and announced. “I’m going over to make sure no one is injured.”
 
                 “Walter, no! Stay right here. What is going over there gonna do? And if someone is hurt, what can you do to help?” Olivia said, grabbing his hand.
 
                 He looked down into his wife’s eyes and told her, “Pray for them.”
 
                 “I’ll go with you, Dad,” Malachi said.
 
                 “No, you stay here with your mother,” Walter gave his son a knowing look.
 
                 Walking over to the house with Frank by his side, Walter began praying that no one was injured or even worse, dead. He saw a stretcher being brought around the side of the house with someone on it. The rescue workers were barking orders as the doors of a waiting ambulance were opened and they placed it inside. Walter began walking faster as the sirens wailed and the vehicle drove past them. He made his way over to another waiting ambulance where the doors were open and peeped in.
 
                 “Can I help you?” One of the attendants asked.
 
                 “I’m here to see if everything…I’m just…I…” Walter stared at all the chaos around him and tried not to become overwhelmed. Firefighters were running, hoses in hand; police officers were roping off the area and calling out instructions. 
 
                 “Sir, we’re gonna need for you to move back out of this area,” the guy told him as he brushed past him and climbed into the ambulance. “Is he breathing better? What are his stats?”
 
                 Walter did what he was asked and back up some, but he angled himself so that he could get a better glimpse inside and see exactly what was going on. He saw a young man, sitting up on a stretcher, his face covered with an oxygen mask. 
 
   Another EMS worker who was bandaging the man’s arm said, “Pressure is still elevated but his pulse ox is good. His arm is pretty bad though. We need to transport him.”
 
   The man on the stretcher began shaking his head in disagreement.
 
    “You need to go to the hospital. You’ve inhaled a lot of smoke and your arm is severely burned.”
 
   The man shook his head harder, using his free hand to move the oxygen mask off his face so he could talk. “No… hospital. I’m… fine,” he managed to get out before he started wheezing and coughing.
 
   “We have to take you. You don’t have a choice,” the EMS worker told him, attempting to put the mask back over the man’s face. The man moved his head back and forth and began trying to take the blood pressure cuff off his arm and get up. 
 
   “Said…I’m…good.”
 
   Walter took a step forward, thinking that maybe he had inhaled some smoke and it was causing him to hallucinate. He could see Frank moving right behind him as he moved closer and closer. The two EMS workers were both struggling with the man in an effort to get him to calm down and lay back on the stretcher. Walter continued walking toward the vehicle until he was right in full view.
 
   “Sir, please move back,” the EMS worker who had spoken to Walter looked up and yelled, “Move away, NOW!”
 
                 Walter and the young man locked eyes and he saw the look of recognition across his face, letting him know that he wasn’t seeing things. 
 
                 “Officers, please come and get this man out of the way!” 
 
                 A nearby police officer ran over. “We need you to move out of the way. This area is off limits…”
 
                 Walter ignored the officer and continued staring at the man on the stretcher who was now sitting back down and staring back at him. “How? When? What?”
 
                 Frank walked closer and was now staring as well. “Bishop, is that…”
 
                 The officer asked both men, “Do you know this man?”
 
                 Walter turned and nodded his head. “Yes, this is my son!”
 
   “Fine, they are taking him to the hospital. Are you riding with him?” the officer asked. 
 
                 “NO! NO!” Malachi tried to yell but he began coughing so bad that he started gagging. 
 
                 Walter just nodded and quickly started climbing into the back of the ambulance, still confused by what was happening. 
 
                 “I need to accompany the Bishop,” Frank told them.
 
                 “Only one person can ride,” the EMS worker said. 
 
                 “Go get Olivia and Micah. Tell them what’s going on and bring them to the hospital!” Walter yelled just as they closed the doors. 
 
                 The EMS worker signaled to the driver that they were ready to go. The van jerked and the sirens wailed as they pulled off quickly. Walter was still confused, but now he was more concerned as he watched them not only put the mask back over his son’s face, but grabbing bags of fluids and putting iv’s in his arm. Malachi continued coughing and gasping as he struggled to breathe. His eyes met Walter’s once again before fluttering closed. 
 
                 “Malachi! Malachi!” Walter called out. Malachi didn’t respond. Tears began forming as he stared at his son’s unmoving body and he began praying like never before. 
 
                 God, please don’t take my son away from me. I know that I haven’t been the best father and I know that I dropped the ball when it came to a lot of things, especially when it comes to him, but you know that I love Malachi with all of my heart. I am pleading with you right now…cover him… protect him… heal him… save him. His mother needs him, his brother needs him, I need him. Forgive me for not being there when he has needed me. Forgive me for failing him and for failing you. Don’t take him from me, God. He has too much more of your work to do. He has a purpose to fulfill. Spare his life and heal his body. In Jesus’s name, and by his stripes, I declare and decree right now. Amen. 
 
                 For the first time since he could remember, Walter then did something that even surprised him. He leaned over and touched his son’s forehead and whispered, “I love you, son.”  
 
                 When they arrived at the hospital, Malachi was whisked away and Walter was told to have a seat in the waiting area and he would be updated on his son’s condition. As he took a seat, he then he realized that he didn’t even have his cell phone with him to reach anyone. He told Frank to bring them to the hospital, but he didn’t even know if they knew what hospital to bring them. He could only imagine how his wife was feeling right about now. Malachi was his mother’s heart and she was probably just as confused as he was about what was happening. 
 
                 When did Malachi get out? How did he get out? Was he even supposed to be out? Had he escaped? And why was he in that house? 
 
                 Walter’s thoughts were interrupted by what sounded like a wave of people yelling. He looked up to see hospital security, along with a few police officers holding back a small crowd which was starting to gather near the reception area of the emergency room. He began to panic and wondered how people even knew he was there with his son. He hadn’t even given anyone Malachi’s name yet. He quickly turned away, hoping no one would spot him. 
 
                 “You all need to get back right now! You need to be at least five hundred feet from any hospital entrance or you will be arrested for trespassing,” the hospital security guard’s voice boomed over the crowd. He was a huge guy who looked more like a linebacker for an NFL team. 
 
                 “Can you just confirm if the woman brought here from the fire is Scorpio?” a man yelled.
 
                 “I can’t confirm anything,” the guard said. “What I can confirm is that you need to get out or you will be escorted out in handcuffs.”
 
                 “Was King Burke brought here too?” Someone else yelled out. “We were told that he was brought in as well.”
 
                 “People please. This is a private matter and I’m sure the families and the hospital will release a statement…” A small, slender police officer standing beside the security guard said loudly, taking a step toward the crowd with his hands placed on his hips as if he was Superman.
 
                 “A statement? Are they dead?”
 
                 “So they are here!”
 
                 “Families only make statements when people die!”
 
                 The officer turned beet red and realized that he made a grave error and started shrinking backwards.
 
                 “Get back NOW!” The guard easily moved the police officer aside and stepped forward.
 
                 The crowd eased toward the area and slowly dispersed. Walter was relieved that he wasn’t recognized and that they didn’t mention his son at all, but the fact that they suggested that someone had actually died caused him to worry even more.
 
                 “Excuse me. They say you are the father of the man they brought in from the fire.” 
 
                 Walter glanced up to see a woman dressed in blue scrubs. His heart pounded as he waited to hear about Malachi.
 
                 “Yes?” He nodded. “That’s my son.”
 
                 “I’m Dr. Madison, one of physicians,” she stared at him for a moment and then blinked before she continued. “He’s stable and we are still working on him right now. He did inhale a lot of smoke and he has severe burns on his arm, shoulder and chest.”
 
                 “Is he going to be alright?” Walter asked, trying to fight the tears that were threatening to fall from his eyes. 
 
                 “He seems to be a fighter,” Dr. Madison nodded and smiled. “That’s for sure.”
 
                 Walter managed a slight grin. “He is definitely that. Can I see him?”
 
                 “It’ll be a little while longer. In the meantime, someone from the registration staff will bring some paperwork that needs to be handled. Um, I’m sorry and I may be out of line for asking but…are you Bishop Walter Burke?”
 
                 “Yes,” Walter nodded. 
 
                 “I thought you were. Considering the sensitivity of the situation and the fact that the press is already looming, I think we should have you wait in another area where you’ll have some privacy. Is that okay?” She suggested.
 
                 “That’s fine. But…my wife…I’m waiting on her…and my…my other son,” Walter sighed. His mind was racing and he could barely get his thoughts together.
 
                 “We can let them know where you are when they get here. Do you know if anyone else is here from the family of the young woman who was brought in right before your son?” The doctor asked, looking past him into the waiting area.
 
                 “I don’t know. I haven’t spoken to anyone else other than you. How is she?”
 
                 “I really can’t say. But I would just suggest that you pray for her. You can follow me and I’ll take you where you can have some privacy along with your family when they get here,” she told him. 
 
                 Just as they were about to head down the hallway, Walter heard his wife’s voice.
 
                 “Walter! Walter!”
 
                 He turned around and saw Olivia running towards him; Malachi and Frank were right on her heels. She fell into her husband’s arms, tears streaming down her face. Walter rubbed her back, and whispered in her ear in an effort to comfort her. “It’s okay, Ola. It’s okay.”
 
                 “What happened? I don’t understand. How did he even…”
 
                 “Is it really Chi, Dad? Are you sure it’s him?” Micah asked, interrupting his mother’s question with his own.
 
                 “Yes, it’s him.” 
 
                 “Where is he? I want to see him,” Olivia removed herself from his arms and turned to the doctor. “Take me to my son!”
 
                 “Olivia, you can’t see him just yet. They’re still checking him out. Calm down,” Walter told her.
 
                 “Mrs. Burke, your son is stable and the doctors are still with him. As soon as you’re able to see him, I promise I will let you know,” Dr. Madison said.
 
                 “If he’s still back there, then where are you going Walter? We need to stay here and wait!” Olivia snapped.
 
                 “They are moving us to an area where we can have some privacy that’s all.” Walter put his arm around her.
 
                 “That’s good. The press is all over this place. Frank had to figure out how to get us in here. Malachi’s latest adventure lands the family on the front page once again,” Micah shook his head.
 
   
  
 

              “No one even knows that he’s here. The press is here because they think someone named Scorpio was brought here from the fire too,” Walter said as they followed Dr. Madison down the hall.
 
                 “The supermodel?” Micah asked.
 
                 “I don’t know who she is,” Walter replied.
 
                 “Doctor, is he talking about Scorpio the model? Was she hurt in the fire too?” Micah’s voice sounded as if it was an octave higher than normal.
 
                 Walter slowed down and turned slightly. “Do you know her?”
 
                 “No,” Micah shook his head. “I know OF her. I mean, who doesn’t? She’s one of the biggest supermodels in the world. She used to be married to King Douglas. He owns the house that was on fire.”
 
                 “How does Malachi know them?” Walter asked, still trying to piece together how or why his son was even in that house.
 
                 “C’mon Dad, you know I don’t know anything about who he knows or why for that matter. Your guess is as good as mine,” Micah shrugged.
 
                 “None of that matters right now. I don’t care who, why, or how come! All I care about is making sure my son is taken care of and ALIVE!” Olivia snapped at both of them. No one said anything else as they were led into a small private room which held a sofa and matching chair, along with a meeting table and a telephone. The doctor promised she would be back to update them shortly, and left them to be alone. Immediately, after the door closed, the small four person group grabbed hands and began to pray not only for Malachi, but also for the young woman whom they assumed to be Scorpio.  
 
   ***
 
                 A knock on his office door caused Walter to realize he had fallen asleep. 
 
                 “Bishop, Mr. Phillips is here to see you,” Brigette, his personal assistant opened the door and stuck her head in.
 
                 “Thanks Brigette, you can send him in. Tell Frank he doesn’t need to come in while we’re talking,” Walter sat back up and exhaled loudly.
 
                 “Do you need anything? Water, coffee, juice?” Brigette asked. She had been his assistant for nearly eleven years and had mastered the job and everything that came along with it, which wasn’t easy. With his travel schedule, preaching engagements, personal appearances, business meetings, in addition to the occasional counseling sessions when needed, Brigette made sure he maintained a balanced life and had no problem saying NO to anyone, even when he didn’t want to; Walter was never overworked, even when he was stretched thin because she knew where to draw the line. 
 
                 “No, I’m good for now. I’m heading back over to the hospital once this meeting is over.”
 
                 “Yes sir. Let me know if I need to handle anything else while you’re gone.”
 
                 “Thanks again.”
 
                 A few moments later, Jerry Maxwell, Walter’s best friend, walked in and sat down in front of him. Dressed in a red polo shirt, matching baseball cap and a pair of khaki pants, he looked like he had just finished a round on the green with Tiger Woods and popped by to share the story. Jerry and Walter had been friends since grade school. They grew up in the mean streets of Detroit and fought hard to survive. On more than one occasion, they had saved one another’s lives. Their over forty year friendship had been built on survival, brotherhood, and most of all, TRUTH. They had shared so much over the years and next to his wife, Jerry was the only person Walter knew he could count on for anything, anytime, anyplace; or so he thought.
 
                 “How is he?” Jerry asked.
 
                 “He’s stable. They still have him sedated.
 
                 “I saw the fire on the news. He’s lucky to be alive.”
 
                 “He is blessed. That’s for sure.”
 
                 “How’s Olivia? I’m sure she was about to lose her mind,” Jerry shook his head. “You know how she is when it comes to Malachi.”
 
                 “She’s still at the hospital and hasn’t left his side. I’m headed over there in a few,” Walter stared at him. 
 
                 Jerry leaned forward and nervously rubbed his hands together. Walter could tell his best friend knew something was up. Normally, Jerry was relaxed and laid back. Walter watched as he looked around his massive office at the pictures on the wall, specifically one of Micah and Malachi as young boys, about five years old. It was an Easter photo taken out front of Walter’s first church building. His sons were identically dressed in blue shorts, white shirts and red bow ties. They had long white socks and white Stride Rite dress shoes on their feet; on their faces were the same dimpled smile. It was his favorite picture of the twins.  
 
                 “I can’t believe this happened, Walt. But Malachi is like you. He’s strong and he’s a fighter and he’s gonna pull through this. You know that right?” Jerry’s attention turned to Walter.
 
                 “Yeah, I know,” Walter told him. “But what I don’t know is why the HELL was my son released from prison into your custody three days ago and you didn’t tell me?”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Marcus Wells
 
   6524 Harrington Crest
 
    
 
   “Man, are y’all aight?” Sam asked.
 
   After the excitement of the night before, his brother was the first person he called the next morning to fill him in on what happened. Marcus sat in one of the lawn chairs on the area overlooking the infinity pool in their backyard. Even with the sunroom, gazebo, pool and custom built barbeque pit, he believed they still had enough room for a half basketball court. He had been trying to convince Lisa that he and the boys needed one, but she insisted that they wait a little while longer.
 
                 “Yeah, we’re good. It was crazy though. All the neighbors came out and cameras were everywhere. They even had helicopters flying out here,” Marcus told him.
 
                 “I know. I saw it on the news. Why didn’t you tell me you lived in the same neighborhood as King D and Scorpio’s fine ass? You really living it up out there, bro,” Sam laughed.
 
                 “Man, I didn’t know. It’s a lot of big time people living out here. Remember that chick Riley Rodriguez?”
 
                 “From Here Come the Brides?”
 
                 “Yeah, her. She lives right down the street!”
 
                 “What? That’s crazy! And you didn’t know?”
 
                 “Naw, I didn’t. You know me, I just stay in my crib and mind my business and I guess everyone else around here does too!” Marcus said. “As much as I hate being so far away from home, the one thing that I love about being out here is that I don’t have to worry about folks talking. It’s peaceful, for real. Kids go to school, Lisa does her thing, and I got my own space.”
 
                 “Sounds like I need to come check it out, for real. Besides, I need to holler at you about some other ideas I have for us.”
 
                 “Ideas like what?” Marcus was almost hesitant to ask. Sam didn’t have a wife and kids to take care of. He had a bit more flexibility and freedom to spend his share of the lottery winnings. Whereas Marcus’ immediate concern was making sure they had a home, savings for his kids’ future and a cushion for he and his wife to be able to live comfortably, Sam quickly bought a fleet of luxury cars, a spacious condo and was always ready to invest in whatever sounded like a good idea. He didn’t seem concerned with making sure solid business plans or sales’ forecasts were in place, as long as it sounded like it was going to make money, he was in it to win it.
 
                 “I’ll tell you when I get there,” Sam told him.
 
                 “Get where?” Marcus asked.
 
                 “I figured I would come and hang out with you for a few days. You know, check the area out. You did say that there were a few more lots for sale, right? I’m starting to see that leaving here was a smart thing to do. I can’t go nowhere without someone hitting me up and I got chicks blowing up my spot left and right. It ain’t no fun anymore and I’m bored without you.”
 
                 “Does this have anything to do with those two chicks at Maxwell’s and your windshield being bust out?” Marcus had heard all about two women brawling over Sam at a local nightclub and his car being vandalized. Sam had always had a reputation with the ladies, but money had made him even more of a womanizer. Marcus had suggested that he take some time and travel, hitting up Miami, LA, and other locations known for the party scene, but for some reason Sam enjoyed being Bristol’s Bachelor of the Year. 
 
                 “Come on, bro. You know shit like that has been popping off for years. This is me you’re talking about.”
 
                 Sam had a point. It wasn’t the first time women fought over him and it probably definitely wouldn’t be the last. Marcus wondered if his brother would ever meet a woman who would be able to tame him and make an honest man out of him. 
 
                 “You’re right. So, when are you planning on coming?” Marcus asked, now wondering how he was going to explain to Lisa about his brother’s upcoming visit. Although he knew Lisa loved Sam, he also understood it was because he was Marcus’ brother and she felt obligated to do so. The fact of the matter was that she didn’t like him very much. Marcus knew that had a lot to do with the fact that over the years, Sam had caused havoc in the lives of so many of her female friends and family members, including her sister Shari. He was not looking forward to letting her know Sam would be coming.
 
                 “I’m not really sure yet. I will let you know,” Sam told him. “Where is your ball and chain…I mean better half?”
 
                 “Don’t do that,” Marcus warned. “She’s inside baking as usual.”
 
                 “That’s one thing I’m looking forward to while I’m there. Some of Lisa’s peach cobbler and her blueberry pound cake. That woman can do no wrong when it comes to that oven. I gotta give her that.”
 
                 “Yeah, you’re right,” Marcus nodded.
 
                 “Well, look, I’ma holla at you later on.”
 
                 Marcus said his goodbyes and ended the call. He was looking forward to seeing his brother. Although their lives were very different prior to settling down with Lisa, they were very much the same. Marcus had more than his fair share of women. When he decided to ask Lisa to marry him, Sam tried his best to talk him out of it, calling him whipped, henpecked, and everything in between. Even after their wedding, Sam had tried to slip a few women Marcus’ way but he refused. One night, after working a double shift at the plant, Sam suggested that they stop at a bar to celebrate with Tina, a female coworker who was having a party. It had been awhile since Marcus had hung out, and Lisa was out of town with her mother and their two boys. Cocoa hadn’t even been conceived, let alone born. Not wanting to go home to an empty house just yet, Marcus agreed. When they arrived, the party guests consisted of Sam, Marcus and Tina’s older cousin, Tish, who also happened to be a girl that always had a thing for Marcus in high school. Marcus realized it was a set up, and his initial reaction was to pull Sam to the side and demand that they leave, but Sam convinced him that he didn’t know they would be the only ones there, and there was no harm in sharing a couple of beers, a basket of nachos and some cake. The four of them had a few rounds of drinks and eventually a few more people showed up. Marcus played a couple of games of pool, relaxed a little and started enjoying himself until Tish decided to give Marcus a lap dance when a Ludacris song began playing. As much as he didn’t want to enjoy the sight of Tish’s perfectly shaped, curvaceous ass bouncing to the beat in front of him, along with the sight of her D-cup breasts bulging from the tight, low cut shirt she wore, Marcus did. He ignored any thoughts of walking away, pushing her away, or leaving all together. He told himself there was no harm in looking. Like any good husband, once the song ended, and Tish put her arms around him, trying to kiss him, he excused himself and told Sam it was definitely time to go. 
 
                 Marcus forced the incident into the back of his mind and had almost forgotten about it until a few days later when he came home from work and found a cake sitting in the middle of the kitchen table. He didn’t think anything of it because Lisa would always bring extras and goodies home from the bakery. He took off his work boots, plopped down on the sofa and was watching TV when four year old Michael walked in and climbed beside him.
 
                 “Dad, who is Tina?”
 
                 Marcus continued staring at the television screen and said, “I don’t know.”
 
                 “Mommy said to ask you who is Tina,” Michael repeated.
 
                 Marcus frowned and looked at his son. “What are you talking about Mikey?”
 
                 “Mommy brought home a birthday cake and it says ‘Happy Birthday Tina’ and when I asked her who is that, she said ask you.”
 
                 Marcus moved his son so he could stand up and rushed into the kitchen. He opened the pink cake box and sure enough, there was a large round cake with the words ‘Happy Birthday Tina’ written on it. His heart began pounding and he closed his eyes, knowing that somehow he had been caught. He closed the lid on the cake box and slowly walked into their small bedroom where he found Lisa sitting on the bed, flipping through a magazine.
 
                 “Hey baby. How was your day?” He asked, leaning over to kiss her.
 
                 She moved out of the way and didn’t say anything, continuing to flip the pages.
 
                 “Lisa, let me explain. I promise nothing happened. It was after work on Friday and Sam wanted me to come with him to this get together Tina was having for her birthday. I had no idea Tish was even gonna be there. Sam didn’t even tell me. All we did was have some drinks.”
 
                 “And?” Lisa looked up from the magazine and stared at him.
 
                 “And we had some nachos,” Marcus added.
 
                 “And?” Lisa continued to stare.
 
                 “And we played pool.”
 
                 “AND?” Lisa put the magazine down and folded her arms.
 
                 “And we danced together.”
 
                 “JUST danced?”              
 
                 Marcus closed his eyes and finally said, “Okay, she was grinding up on me. But I swear, I didn’t touch her.”
 
                 “AND?” 
 
                 “And she tried to kiss me. But baby, that’s when I got up and told Sam it was time to go and we left. Sam brought me home and that was it. Nothing else happened. I swear! I don’t know what else you heard but anything else is a lie, baby. I promise.”
 
                 “You know what I heard Marcus? I hear that skank Tina that works with y’all had a party at the club and the cake was whack and had people known that my husband was gonna be there, they woulda just had you bring the cake! That’s what I heard…until YOU told me all the other stuff just now!”
 
                 Marcus hung his head in shame. He was busted, but he made his own situation worse.
 
                 “The cake I made was a joke to let you know that I knew about you being at the skank’s party. But now I know why you were there!”
 
                 “Lisa baby…” Marcus reached for her but she snatched away and stood up.
 
                 “And you wonder why I can’t stand your bitch ass brother,” Lisa said and walked out of the room leaving him feeling even guiltier than he had on Friday night. 
 
                 It took some time and a whole lot of begging and pleading, but Lisa forgave him. Eventually she forgave Sam but she never forgot. His wife remained cordial with his brother, and things had gotten slightly better after their lottery win, but Marcus still wasn’t sure if Lisa was open to Marcus visiting their new home just yet. 
 
                 He walked back inside the home and found his wife pouring batter into what looked like dozens of cupcake pans and the kitchen counters covered in ingredients. Reggae music was blaring through the surround sound system into the kitchen.
 
                 “What in the world are you doing woman?” he asked her.
 
                 Lisa swayed to the beat and told him, “Making cupcakes.”
 
                 “Whose class is having a bake sale and needs cupcakes now? Didn’t you just make some last week? And why does that school keep needing to have bake sales anyway if we are paying all that damn tuition?” Marcus asked, trying to dip his finger into the bowl of chocolate in front of him.
 
                 “Stop it Marcus!” Lisa used her hip to move him out of the way.
 
                 “That’s not what you were telling me last night while you were baking,” he teased.
 
                 “I’m not making these for the school. I’m making these for dessert baskets.”
 
                 “For who?” 
 
                 “For our neighbors.”
 
                 “What?” Marcus was confused.
 
                 “I’m gonna make baskets of goodies for all of our neighbors and use them as invitations,” Lisa told him.
 
   “Invitations to what?”
 
   “A barbeque!”
 
   “A what?”
 
   “How does this sound? This basket of sweets is just to say… you’re invited to a barbeque next Saturday!”
 
                 “What are you talking about? When did we decide to have a barbeque and why?” Marcus leaned against the counter and asked.
 
                 “Marcus, I realized last night that we don’t know our neighbors.”
 
                 “Okay, and our neighbors don’t know us either. I think we should keep it that way.” 
 
                 “No we shouldn’t.”
 
                 “Isn’t that why we moved all the way the hell out here, Lisa? To get away from people, especially nosey ass neighbors.”
 
                 Lisa rolled her eyes at him. “It’s different out here. These people ain’t begging and they don’t care about how much money we have because they got money of their own. It shouldn’t take a tragedy like what happened last night to bring us together.”
 
                 “So you think these people are actually gonna come over for a cookout? These people are millionaires, Lisa. Actresses, preachers, and God knows what else. They don’t go to backyard bashes and pig pickins, this ain’t Carolina!” Marcus shook his head.
 
                 “They are people just like us. And I’m sure they will come if they’re invited. I’m proud to be from Carolina. I ain’t ashamed. I’m inviting them. If they come fine, if they don’t that’s fine too. At least they’ll know that we are nice enough to invite them over,” Lisa said. “Besides, you had that barbeque pit custom built in the backyard and you haven’t fired up the grill not one time since we’ve moved here.”
 
                 Lisa was right. He hadn’t used his prized pit. Grilling was something he loved to do when they lived in Carolina. As broke as they were, they always seemed to be able to throw a great backyard get together. All they needed was a pack of hotdogs, some buns, and a bag of charcoal for the small grill they had. Friends would bring side dishes and coolers of beer and everyone would have a great time. He wondered if his wife understood that it wouldn’t be the same, especially in the neighborhood they lived in now. He couldn’t imagine Bishop Walter Burke and his wife dancing to Frankie Beverly and Maze, their favorite cookout cd. 
 
                 “I’m proud of where we’re from and you know that. You wanna have a cookout, fine. We’ll have the best damn cookout this neighborhood has ever seen. Hell, it will probably be the ONLY cookout this neighborhood has ever seen.” Marcus pulled his wife to him and looked at her lovingly. He was still in love with her as much as he was in high school. His brother and his boys had teased him when he started dating her in high school because she was as they called her, a big girl. But for Marcus, she was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen and he still couldn’t believe that she married him. He loved her full breasts and thick waist, and her smile would light up a room. She just made his life better. Lisa had stuck with him when he barely had anything to give and now he wanted to give her the world. 
 
   “I love you,” he told her.
 
                 “I love you too.” Lisa smiled and kissed him.
 
                 “Let’s have another baby,” Marcus surprised himself when the words came out of his mouth.
 
                 “What did you just say?” Lisa looked just as shocked as he did.
 
                 “I want another baby.”
 
                 “Marcus, you’re joking right?”
 
                 He loved his three kids more than life itself, but in reality none of them were planned. They were barely nineteen when Michael was born, and protection wasn’t anything neither of them was concerned with at the time. Aaron came two years later unexpected and Faith three years after that, again unplanned. Standing there in their dream home, with his wife in his arms, Marcus realized that this was their chance to DECIDE and PLAN to have another child.
 
                 “I’m serious. It’s not like we can’t afford it. Let’s have a baby.” 
 
                 Lisa looked at him and said, “I have to think about that one. Right now, I just want us to have a cookout.”
 
    
 
                 The next day the kids were in the backyard playing and Lisa headed out to deliver her goodie basket invitations for the upcoming cookout. Marcus was in the theater room munching on popcorn and watching his favorite channel Animal planet when he heard the doorbell ring. He made his way down the staircase and through the long hallway. Opening the door, he blinked, wondering if he was seeing things. 
 
                 “What’s up, bro. I decided not to wait and hopped on a flight this morning. You surprised?” Sam stood grinning on the doorstep. Marcus looked down and saw the Luis Vuitton luggage on the steps next to him. 
 
                 Marcus looked at his brother and realized that he was so busy planning a cookout and a baby with Lisa that he forgot to tell her his brother was planning to come and visit.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Sarena Powell Douglas
 
   “Scorpio”
 
   Everything on Scorpio’s body hurt: her face, her arms, and her legs, it even hurt to breathe. She could hear people talking in the distance, but even the thought of opening her eyes hurt. She  tried to focus on what they were saying so she could figure out exactly where she was and how she got there and more importantly why she was hurting so badly. Her mind was groggy and she couldn’t tell if she was dreaming. 
 
                 “Right now we have her intubated to keep her airway from closing due to swelling.”
 
                 Intubated? Swelling?
 
                 “The worst of the burns were suffered on her legs and right foot, which we have treated. It doesn’t appear as if she will need plastic surgery right now, but time will tell.”
 
                 Burns? Surgery?
 
                 “She’s a very lucky woman to have survived that fire.”
 
                 Fire?
 
                 Scorpio was even more confused. The last thing she remembered was being in Vixen’s with her friends. Was there a fire at the strip club? Were her friends alright? Where was Marcelo. Dina and Natalie? 
 
                 “Thank you so much, Dr. We appreciate everything you all are doing.”
 
                 Scorpio realized she had to be dreaming when she heard the familiar voice. It was a voice she hadn’t heard in months and one she didn’t want to hear. Her heart began pounding and as much as it hurt to open her eyes, she did so in an effort to wake up. She glanced around the room, blinking as she tried to focus. She could see a blurry figure standing nearby talking to a man in a white coat, which let her know that she had to be in a hospital, and he must have been a doctor. 
 
                 “The main thing now is that she continues to get as much rest as possible. The next couple of days will be critical, which is why we are keeping her in ICU. But I’m confident that she will be fine,” the doctor told the blurry figure.
 
                 “Thank you again,” the blurry figure replied. There was no mistaking the voice now. The heaviness of the tone, the crispness of the words, it was a voice that made even the toughest of men stare and stand at attention. The voice that had put the fear of God into Scorpio for the slightest infraction as a toddler, a child and a teenager. The voice that she escaped years ago and dreaded hearing on the other end of the phone when she saw the name on her caller id. It was the voice of Yolanda Powell, her mother. Scorpio now realized she was not dreaming, but living in her worst nightmare that came true. She tried getting up out of bed but pain seared through her body and although she tried to talk, she couldn’t. 
 
                 A beeping sound filled the room and she realized that it was coming from one of the machines connected to her body.
 
                 “Mrs. Douglas don’t move!” The doctor came over quickly.
 
                 “Sarena! Sarena! Do what he says,” her mother warned. 
 
                 Stop calling me that! Scorpio yelled in her mind because she was unable to do so with her voice. She settled down as the doctor calmly told her that she couldn’t talk because there was a tube down her throat to help her breathe. He then went on to tell her that she was heavily medicated, so moving was not possible. Scorpio’s mind was racing a mile a minute and the more she tried to think the more confused she became. Her body continued to ache with each breath she took.
 
                 “Sarena? Do you understand what he’s saying to you? Please nod if you understand.” 
 
                 Scorpio looked over and saw her mother standing beside the bed. As usual, she was impeccably dressed in a pantsuit and matching heels, not a hair out of place on her perfectly coiffed head. A dabble of rouge on her cheeks and her favorite shade of Fashion Fair lipstick on her lips, her mother looked the exact same way she did four years ago when she made a surprise appearance at Scorpio’s wedding. Not thinking that her mother would even show up, Scorpio sent her an invitation because Marcelo, who was her makeup artist and one of her best friends, told her it was the right thing to do. 
 
                 “What’s that?” She heard her mother asking the doctor who was now injecting something into the IV in Scorpio’s hand.
 
                 “Just something to settle her down and make her rest easier,” the doctor told her. “Her blood pressure is elevated probably due to the trauma she’s sustained and the pain she’s in.”
 
                 “I don’t need for you to give her anything that will make her a junkie. The last thing I want is for my daughter to end up addicted to narcotics as a result of this ordeal. She is strong. She knows how to handle pain,” her mother shot him a warning look.
 
                 “Ma’am, your daughter has been through hell and back the last forty eight hours. The fact that she is even conscious at this point is a miracle. I am going to do whatever and give her whatever she needs to feel comfortable, rest and begin healing,” the doctor responded.
 
                 Thank God. Scorpio looked over at the doctor and wondered if he could read the gratefulness in her eyes. She knew if Yolanda had it her way, Scorpio would be given two aspirin and told to get up out of bed and shake it off.
 
                 “I will be back in a couple of hours to check on her. Why don’t you leave and let her get some sleep. You look like you can use some yourself,” the doctor told Yolanda.
 
                 “What’s that supposed to mean?” Yolanda snapped.
 
                 “I’m just saying that you’ve been here all day and haven’t left this room. You should take some time, get some food and come back in a little while,” the doctor told her.
 
                 Scorpio knew before her mother even responded that he probably struck a nerve with her and as much as she wanted to giggle, the pain wouldn’t allow her to. Instead, she closed her eyes and drifted off to sleep, praying that when she woke up her mother would not be anywhere in sight.
 
                 “Sarena…Sarena…” 
 
                 Scorpio drifted into a deep sleep, her mother’s voice becoming fainter as she did.
 
   ***
 
                 Yolanda Powell was smart, educated, well raised, successful, attractive, articulate, and talented. She was an amazing seamstress who had a natural eye for fashion. She dreamed of becoming a successful designer and was pursuing her goal when she met Howard Crawford; a tall, athletic, handsome lawyer who taught part time at the college Yolanda was attending. As soon as Yolanda laid her eyes on Howard, she knew he was special. The first time she held a conversation with him, she knew she liked him. The first time she kissed him, she knew she was in love. For months, he shared stories with her of cases he was working on, while she shared sketches of her latest designs in between classes at a small sandwich shop near the college. It was very innocent at first, but the more time they spent together, the more intense their relationship became. Soon they no longer met at the sandwich shop to swap stories but instead they shared afternoons full of passionate love making in the bed of her one bedroom apartment. Howard fulfilled her. He was everything she had ever wanted in a man and more. Not only did he satisfy her mind, but he took her body places that she never dreamed possible. He savored her, touched and tasted every part of her. She couldn’t get enough of him. It was as if he had her vexed on every level. After the sex, he would hold her naked body close to his, and whisper in her ear about how much he enjoyed her. They would lay for hours, laughing and talking. It was as if she couldn’t get enough of him. Then, one Saturday morning, when Yolanda was looking for inspiration for a design she was working on, she decided to venture out to a local flea market. Normally, she would sleep in on Saturdays, but she was just getting over the flu and decided the fresh air would do her some good. While walking through the crowded booths, she was bumped by the cutest little girl she had ever seen. 
 
                 “Oops, sorry,” the little girl smiled at Yolanda.
 
                 “It’s okay sweetheart,” Yolanda said reaching down to pick up the teddy bear the little girl dropped and passed it to her.
 
                 “Monica, didn’t I tell you to stop running?” The little girl’s mother called out.
 
                 “It’s okay, she’s…” Yolanda stood up and couldn’t finish her sentence. Standing in front of her was a pretty woman reaching for the little girl alongside Howard. Yolanda’s first instinct was to look at the woman’s left hand and to her heart’s disappointment there was a wedding ring. Her glance quickly flew to Howard’s hand where there was now a gold band. 
 
                 “What do you say to the lady?” the woman nudged the little girl.
 
                 In an effort not to look at Howard, Yolanda stared at the teddy bear in the tiny arms of the girl.
 
                 “Thank you.” 
 
                 “You’re welcome,” Yolanda managed to say before rushing off, hoping the woman and little girl didn’t see the tears that had formed in her eyes. She barely made it to the car when she allowed herself to break down. For nearly fifteen minutes, she cursed and screamed at the steering wheel, angry that she had allowed herself to be used, to be played, but more importantly, to fall in love with a man who did nothing but lie. 
 
                 There was a tapping on the car window and she looked up to see Howard. 
 
                 “Get the fuck away from me!” She hissed at him.
 
                 “Yolanda, please open the door. Let me explain,” Howard pleaded.
 
                 “Get away from me, Howard! I mean it!” Yolanda started the ignition and put her foot on the brake. She was about to put the car in gear when a wave of nausea overcame her. She quickly opened the car door and began vomiting. Howard quickly jumped back, barely escaping the yellow liquid coming from her mouth.
 
                 “Sweetheart are you okay?” he asked.
 
                 “Please don’t act concerned. I will be okay when you get the hell away from me,” Yolanda told him, reaching into the glove compartment and grabbing a napkin to wipe her mouth.
 
                 “Just give me five minutes Yolanda, please,” Howard pleaded.
 
                 Yolanda stared at him, shaking her head in disgust. She slammed her door shut and pulled away from him. For days Howard called and begged for her to talk to him, even stopping by the apartment at all hours of the night, knocking on the door. Yolanda continued to ignore him. Every time she thought about him she would vomit and become ill. It was as if his existence was making her physically sick. Almost two weeks went by with her being unable to eat, drink and barely able to get out of bed. Finally, she went to the doctor who confirmed that it wasn’t Howard that was making her physically ill. Instead it was the child he had fathered that she was now carrying. She knew she had no choice but to speak with him. Refusing to allow him back into her apartment, she agreed to meet him at the sandwich shop where their friendship originated.
 
                 “How are you?” Howard asked when she sat at the table across from him.
 
                 Yolanda looked at him and hated herself when she felt her heart race as she stared at his handsome face. She realized she missed him, and that angered her because she didn’t want to miss him. She wanted to feel nothing for him. He was a liar of the worst kind.
 
                 “I’m pregnant,” she said, icily as she stared into his eyes.
 
                 His eyebrows raised in surprise. Yolanda had prepared herself for his reaction, ready to go word for word and cuss him out at will.
 
                 “Okay,” Howard nodded.
 
                 “I’m keeping it.”
 
                 “Okay,” Howard added a shrug to his nod.
 
                 “That’s all you have to say? Okay?” 
 
                 “Yes and to tell you I’m sorry.”
 
                 This was not the reaction Yolanda was expecting. She had imagined him lecturing her about her decision being unreasonable and a bad one that he didn’t agree with. The truth was she really hadn’t decided whether or not she would be keeping the baby. She was only six weeks along and still had a month to make a decision. However, she wanted Howard to sweat and be afraid the same way she had felt the past few days. She figured that her telling him that she was having his baby would make him feel all that and more. Instead, here he was sitting across from her, taking the news in stride and being calm about it. 
 
                 “I don’t want to talk about that,” Yolanda shook her head.
 
                 “And I love you.” Howard reached across the table and took her hand.
 
                 Yolanda snatched it away from him. “I’m having this baby.”
 
                 “Okay, I love you. If that’s what you want to do, then that’s what we will do.”
 
                 “We? Who might that be, Howard? Me, you and your wife?”
 
                 “Yolanda, please, it’s not like you think it is.”
 
                 “Are you married?”
 
                 “Yes,” he nodded.
 
                 “Then it’s what I think it is. You’re married. You have a child. It’s not that hard to comprehend. I am your pregnant mistress. Well correction I used to be your mistress. I just didn’t know it. I’m no longer willing to hold that title. I hold a new title, the mother of your illegitimate child.” Yolanda had told herself that she wasn’t going to cry, but couldn’t stop the tears which were now falling.
 
                 “That’s not what you were and that’s not what you are now. You are so much more than that to me. I need for you to believe that.”
 
                 “I don’t know what to believe. Really it doesn’t even matter. I have to go. The only reason I agreed to meet you was to tell you about the baby, that’s it. Goodbye.” Yolanda stood up. Before she could walk off in the dramatic exit she had planned out in her head, Howard grabbed her and pulled her to him. His hand cupped her face and he leaned down and kissed her so passionately that she nearly lost her breath. Without saying another word, they walked hand in hand and exited the café together. An hour later, they were laying naked in her bed, residue of sweat from their satiating lovemaking covering their bodies and Howard quietly told her the truth. 
 
                 The truth was he was married and had been for the past eight years. The truth was the practice he worked at was owned by the father of his wife, who was an only child. The truth was he was being groomed to take over the thriving practice because his father in law was dying from cancer. The truth, Yolanda knew, was that he was not going to leave his wife. 
 
                 Eight months later, Yolanda gave birth to a beautiful baby girl whom they named Sarena, after Howard’s mother Sara, whom Yolanda had never met. Howard was an excellent provider for them. The two transitioned from lovers to friends. He never promised to leave his wife and Yolanda never asked him to. She graduated with her degree, but instead of following her dream of becoming a fashion designer, she chose a more practical career for a single mother, a sewing teacher at a local high school. Although she loved Sarena with all her heart, she raised her with an iron fist, grooming her to be resourceful, independent and to succeed at whatever it is she wanted to do: dance, gymnastics, academics, anything and Sarena excelled at it all. Yolanda made sure she positioned her daughter to never need or want a man for anything. After Howard, she never dated anyone else. Whenever Sarena tried to bring up relationships or love, Yolanda would tell her to focus her energy on things that were more important and send her off to her room to study. Love will do nothing but hold you back from your dreams, her mother constantly told her. 
 
                 Growing up, Sarena was teased relentlessly. She was blessed with every good characteristics of both parents that God could have given her. Their good looks, their powerful minds, their charm, and unfortunately, their height. In elementary and junior high Sarena was taller and thicker than most of the girls in her school. She was called everything from “Sarena the Hyena” to “Sarena the Slug.”  By the time she was in high school, although she had lost nearly thirty pounds, the teasing continued because now because she was tall and slender. It didn’t seem to matter to those that bullied her that she was a straight A student with the potential to be a track Olympian. They weren’t drawn to her long, black hair, which reached the center of her back, her dark hazel eyes which were framed by the exotic features of her beautiful face, the product of her half Persian, half Nigerian mother, and Italian father. She became a recluse and closed herself off from everyone because no one seemed to like her. That was until she met Bilal Mauldin her senior year.
 
                 Bilal was a transfer student who was also in all honor classes along with Sarena. She really didn’t pay him much attention until one day, while they were both attending an SAT prep class after school, he asked her if she was a model.
 
                 “No.” She looked at him as if he was crazy and thinking he was trying to be funny like all of her other classmates had been over the years.
 
                 “Really? That surprises me,” he told her. “You’re very pretty, and you’re tall. You should try it.”
 
                 “Thank you, but I don’t think I’m cut out for that kind of stuff.” She tried not to blush.
 
                 “I think you’d be a natural at it,” Bilal smiled at her. “You’re beautiful.”
 
                 She floated home and thought about what he said all night long. No one other than her mother had ever called her beautiful. She wondered if he was serious or was he setting her up for some cruel joke like in the horror film Carrie. She was tempted to tell her mother what he said and ask her thoughts, but she knew better.
 
                 “Hey, were you serious yesterday?” she asked him the next day.
 
                 “About?”
 
                 “What you said when we were talking.”
 
                 Bilal smiled at her. “What were we talking about?”
 
                 There was no hiding the blushing today. She turned away and said, “Forget it.” 
 
                 “Stop being so sensitive. Yeah, I was serious. I think you’re beautiful,” Bilal laughed, sending shivers down her spine. She looked at him out of the corner of her eye. They were the same height, both standing about five eleven. Bilal was stocky, but he had a sense of style and personality. They were both quiet and unassuming in class, but unlike her, people gravitated towards him. When Bilal spoke, people listened. She didn’t even think he even noticed her.
 
                 “Thank you.” She smiled back at him.
 
                 “The question is do you think you’re beautiful?” He leaned against the lockers. The hallway was crowded and filled with loud students, but to her it was as if they were the only two people in the world.
 
                 “I guess,” she shrugged.
 
                 “Come talk to me when you KNOW so then maybe we can make something happen.” Bilal slung his backpack over his shoulder, winked at her and left her standing in the hallway. 
 
                 For the first time ever, she felt self-conscious about her looks, and it wasn’t in a negative way. That night when she got home, she stared at herself in the mirror, paying attention to exactly what she saw. Her eyelashes were long and curved, and her eyebrows were thick and naturally arched. Her nose was keen like her mothers, and her plump, slightly puckered lips were exactly like her fathers. She removed her clothing and looked at her naked body. She was slim and her breasts were small but perky. Her arms and legs were long, but fit her frame. She turned and admired her hips and butt, and thought to herself ‘not bad’. Then she did something she had never thought of doing before, she snuck into her mother’s bathroom and grabbed her blush, mascara and lipstick, the only makeup Yolanda owned. Carefully, she applied them on her face and she smiled, suddenly seeing for herself that maybe Bilal was right.
 
   ***
 
                 “Is that lipstick?” Bilal asked her when she saw him.
 
                 “No,” She lied. “It’s lip gloss.”
 
                 “Fine, lip gloss,” he smiled. “It looks nice cutie.”
 
                 “Don’t call me that,” she teased.
 
                 “What? Cutie? What’s wrong with that?” Bilal frowned.
 
                 “I’m not a cutie.”
 
                 “So, tell me what do you think I should call you?” 
 
                 She stared into his eyes, flashed the smile she perfected the night before in the mirror and told him, “Call me beautiful because that’s what I am.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Eden Rodriguez
 
   Eden was sitting in the sunroom enjoying brunch with Riley and Peri when they heard the doorbell ring. 
 
                 “Are you expecting anyone?” Eden asked her sister.
 
                 “The only person I was expecting is sitting here with us, and he wasn’t even invited,” Riley nodded toward Peri.
 
                 “At least I brought good champagne and fresh squeezed orange juice heffa. If I hadn’t we woulda been sitting here sipping on Andre and Tropicana.” Peri rolled his eyes and poured himself another mimosa.
 
                 “You’re so bourgeois,” Riley told him.
 
                 “I’ll take that as a compliment,” Peri smiled, holding up his glass.
 
                 Eden shook her head at the two of them and hurried to answer the door. She was praying that it wasn’t anyone from the media. Although the police had been doing a pretty good job of patrolling the area and keeping the paparazzi away since the recent fire, there were a few who had gotten past and tried to sneak pictures and get information. She peeked out and recognized one of the neighbors who they met the night of the fire.
 
                 “Oh, hello,” Eden said, opening the door. 
 
                 “Hi! Eden right?” the woman asked. Wearing a simple black Nike sweat suit and matching sneakers, her hair was pulled back and she looked like she was about to enjoy a mid-morning stroll. Eden felt overdressed in the long black maxi-dress and heels.
 
                 Eden nodded. “Yeah, Lisa right?”
 
                 “Yes. I’m sorry to bother you, but I wanted to give you this!” Lisa handed her a large neatly decorated basket with an envelope attached.
 
                 “Wow! Thanks!” Eden took the basket and smiled. “Come on in.”
 
                 “Um.. sure..why not? Can I leave this here?” Lisa pointed at a red wagon at the edge of the entrance steps which held more baskets.
 
                 “I’m sure it will be safe,” Eden nodded.
 
                 The two ladies entered the house. Riley and Peri’s laughter drifted through the house as Eden led their guest to where they were.
 
                 “Who was it Eden? Please don’t tell me the Jehovah’s Witness have discovered where we are!” Riley cackled.
 
                 “I hope they have. That’s the only way you’ll get some Jesus in your life is if they knock on your door and hand him to you in one of those pamphlets!” Peri responded.
 
                 “Oh my goodness, why do y’all have to be so LOUD?” Eden asked as she walked into the room with Lisa behind her. The two of them instantly seemed embarrassed.
 
                 “Why didn’t you tell me we had a guest?” Riley said.
 
                 “Yes, why didn’t you tell her?” Peri added.
 
                 “That’s what you get for being ignorant,” Eden scolded the two best friends. “I keep warning you about being loud and inappropriate. Now here this woman is, coming to visit and share the gospel with us and look how you all are acting.”
 
                 The two of them looked down in shame and immediately began apologizing until they saw Eden and Lisa smiling at one another.
 
                 “You play too much!” Peri snapped.
 
                 “You guys remember Lisa from the other night. She lives down the street with her husband…uhhhh….”
 
                 “Marcus,” Peri volunteered, causing everyone to stare. He shrugged and said, “What? He looks like he could be a tight end in the NFL, of course I’m gonna remember his name!”
 
                 “Peri!” Riley gasped.
 
                 “She knows her husband is fine, don’t you?” Peri turned and asked Lisa.
 
                 “Yes, I do know that,” Lisa laughed. “And thank you.”
 
                 “Please, sit down, join us. Peri pour her a drink. We were just having brunch. Grab a plate,” Riley told her. Unlike her sister, she was casually dressed in a pair of cut off jean shorts, a t-shirt and a pair of Ugg boots. 
 
                 “Thanks,” Lisa said, sitting in the empty chair beside Peri who was now pouring orange juice and champagne into an empty glass and handing it to her.
 
                 “Your husband is fine though,” Riley teased. “I remembered his name too!”
 
                 “I can’t believe you,” Eden shook her head and placed the basket in the middle of the table. 
 
   “Lisa came bearing gifts!”
 
                 “Really? Awww that’s so sweet!” Riley whined. “You didn’t have to do that.”
 
                 “Well, I wanted to do something for the neighbors and I also wanted to invite you to a cookout we are having next Saturday,” Lisa told them.
 
                 “A cookout? I haven’t gone to one of those in years!” Eden laughed.
 
                 “We used to have them all the time back home, and I figured it would be a great way to get everyone in the neighborhood together. Well, I guess the eight households who are here,” Lisa said.
 
                 “I’m sure now that the neighborhood is all over the national news, ALL of the lots are gonna be sold and those three houses that are already built are gonna go even faster,” Peri passed the glass to Lisa.
 
                 Eden took the envelope off the basket and read, “This basket of sweets is just to say… you’re invited to a barbeque next Saturday! That is soooo cute! Well, I know I will be there!”
 
                 “That is cute! Who do have catering?” Peri asked.
 
                 “I don’t have a caterer,” Lisa shrugged.
 
                 “Do you need me to help you find one? I know an amazing barbeque master from Texas who does a great job if you need his number. He and his staff are impeccable! What’s your theme?” He reached into a leather bag on the floor beside him and pulled out an iPad.
 
                 “I don’t have a theme,” Lisa laughed. “It’s a cookout!”
 
                 “I told you. You are so bourgeois, Peri! OMG!” Riley giggled.
 
                 “I can’t believe you’re gonna do all the work by yourself!” Peri said.
 
                 “It’s not that much work. We’re only inviting people in the neighborhood. Heck, those are the only people we know really and we just met you guys the other night. We’ve only lived here for about two months.”
 
                 “Where are you from originally?” Eden asked, opening the basket and taking out what looked like a blueberry muffin.
 
                 “We’re from a small town called Bristol, North Carolina,” Lisa told them.
 
                 “I knew I recognized that accent,” Peri smiled. “I love southerners! They are so hospitable!”
 
                 Eden bit into the muffin and it tasted like heaven in her mouth. It was slightly thicker than she expected, but the buttery flavor and sweetness were unimaginable. “Where did you get these? They are freakin’ amazing!”
 
                 “I made them,” Lisa replied.
 
                 “YOU LIE!” Eden said, taking another bite. “I have never tasted a blueberry muffin like this!”
 
                 “Well, technically it’s not a muffin. It’s a pound cake, but I put it in muffin pans to kinda make it easier to pass out and they are bigger than regular cupcakes. I figured that was better than putting slices of cake into the basket. That seemed kinda tacky,” Lisa explained.
 
                 Eden and Peri quickly reached into the basket and started pulling out items. There were additional flavors of the pound cake muffins that she made: strawberry, chocolate and peach. All homemade. The three of them sat at the table and tasted each one. There were also cookies and brownies as well. 
 
                 “These are the best muffins…cupcakes…whatever they are, I’ve ever had. Jesus, I’m gonna have to be on that damn elliptical for two hours tonight and I don’t care because it’s gonna be well worth it,” Peri announced, reaching and taking another muffin.
 
                 “Stop it! You’re not gonna eat up all our goodies!” Eden smacked his hand.
 
                 “Don’t worry, you have your own basket, Peri. Had I known you were here, I would’ve brought yours in!” Lisa told him as she stood up. “That reminds me, I need to go complete my deliveries that have been sitting outside. I hope no one has stolen them, or one of those dogs across the street hasn’t gotten to them. I’m saving that house for last.”
 
                 “Those dogs stay barking!” Riley shook her head.
 
                 “I hate dogs. They scare me,” Lisa sighed.
 
                 “Are you sure you don’t need help with anything for the soirée next weekend, Lisa?” Peri offered.
 
                 “No, my sister is actually coming to visit so she will be more than enough help. And my husband will handle the grilling. The only thing I need is for you all to please come and have a great time,” Lisa said as they all walked through the foyer and towards the front door.
 
                 “Marcus on the grill? Oh I am there!” Peri nodded, giving Riley a high five.
 
                 “He wouldn’t happen to have any brothers you can invite, would he?” Riley asked.
 
                 “He does have a brother, but he’s definitely NOT invited,” Lisa laughed. “He’s more trouble than you two combined would be able to handle.”
 
                 “I doubt that,” Peri said. “Especially if he looks anything like your husband.”
 
                 They walked Lisa out and she gave Peri his basket of goodies along with his invitation and promised to see her at the cookout.
 
                 “That was so nice of her,” Riley said when they went back inside.
 
                 “Yes, it was. She is a sweetheart. I love her country accent,” Peri nodded.
 
                 Eden’s cell phone rang and she recognized the number and excused herself. She knew if Riley saw who it was, she would be pissed. 
 
                 “Hello,” Eden said, walking up the steps and into her bedroom.
 
                 “How are you?”
 
                 “I’m fine.”
 
                 “And how is she?”
 
                 “She’s fine.”
 
                 “Are you sure? The last time you told me she was fine, she was headed to rehab.”
 
                 “That was because she was using to cope with the fact that you walked out on her,” Eden said.
 
                 “That’s not fair. You can’t blame that on me.”
 
                 “No, what isn’t fair is you were her best friend who abandoned her when she needed you the most. You said you loved her.”
 
                 “I did love her. I still do. But I wasn’t in love with her. I was and am in love with you.”
 
                 Eden ended the call without responding. She didn’t want to hear anything else. Her phone began vibrating and she hesitated before answering it again.
 
                 “I can’t deal with this,” she told him.
 
                 “You can’t deal with the truth? Eden you know how I feel about you.”
 
                 “You can’t have those feelings for me. They aren’t right. I shouldn’t even be talking to you right now. If Riley knew…”
 
                 “I don’t have a problem with her knowing. You do.”
 
                 “That shows how little you care about her. You know she’s still in love with you,” Eden hissed into the phone.
 
                 “She’s not in love with me, Eden. We weren’t in love. Your sister and I were codependent on one another. There’s a big difference. She needed a superhero in her life, and I needed someone to save. We fed off one another’s insecurities. But, you and I…what we have…”
 
                 “We don’t have anything! Stop it!”
 
                 “No, you stop it. Stop denying that you feel the same way I do. Stop forcing yourself to believe that your sister and I had some fairy tale romance when it wasn’t. Stop making me feel like my falling in love with you is something horrible. Stop acting like when we were together, it didn’t feel like magic.”
 
                 “It wasn’t magic. It was wrong and you know it. That’s why you walked out and left me here to pick up the broken pieces of my sister’s life because you know what happened was wrong. You were supposed to marry her. You put a ring on her finger and she was planning a wedding.”
 
                 There was a brief silence.
 
                 “I couldn’t marry her, Eden. Not after everything that happened. It just wouldn’t have been right for any of us.”
 
                 “But she loved you. I could have left and you could have stayed…things would be different.”
 
                 “All of us would be miserable. Hell, I’m miserable now. I miss you and I want to see you more than anything. Come and meet me…”
 
                 Again, Eden ended the call. This time when it rang again, she didn’t answer it. She should have never answered it in the first place but the truth was, she wanted to and needed to hear his voice. It had been a few months since they had talked. The last time was when Riley had checked into rehab. He was furious that she hadn’t let him know what was going on. Somehow she didn’t feel inclined to let him know because in her mind had he stayed, Riley wouldn’t have been on the downward spiral that she was now on. Cornelius Baker was Riley’s entire world, and now because of Eden, he was gone.
 
   ***
 
                 Cornelius was a cameraman who met Riley while she was filming some low budget commercial for a new fad diet pill. Eden didn’t understand why Riley even took the job because she had never needed or taken diet pills in her entire life. But somehow Riley was convinced that being on screen for a cheap commercial was better than not being on screen at all. They filmed for two days, and by the time they wrapped up, all Riley could talk about was a guy named “Neil” who kept her entertained the entire time.
 
                 “Eden, did I tell you what Neil said to me when I walked on set this morning?” Riley gushed through the phone.
 
                 “Yes Riley three times already,” Eden said. She had never heard her sister so giddy over a guy. Most of the time Riley was unimpressed by the men she came in contact with. Neil seemed different. He wasn’t in awe of her being the infamous Riley Rodriguez, nor was he intimidated by her cocky attitude. When it came to Riley, he seemed unbothered and for Riley that was a turn on.
 
                 “I want to go on a date with him,” Riley whined.
 
                 “Then ask him out,” Eden told her.
 
                 “Nooooo, I can’t do that. That’s rude.”
 
                 “Why is it rude? This isn’t the nineteen hundreds, Riley. Women ask men out all the time. Men like confident women.”
 
                 “That’s not true. Men like the thrill of the chase. That’s why women are supposed to play hard to get. Men are natural hunters,” Riley told her, matter-of-factly.
 
                 “When is the last time you’ve been on a date?”
 
                 “Sheesh, a while,” Riley replied.
 
                 “Exactly.”
 
                 “But we’ve wrapped up filming and I don’t know how to get in contact with him,” Riley sighed.
 
                 “I’m sure the director can tell you how to find him,” Eden said. “Sometimes you have to go after what you want! Make it happen instead of waiting for it to happen!”
 
                 “You sound like a motivational speaker. Have you been watching Tony Robbins?”
 
                 “No, I haven’t. Now, stop wasting time with me and go get your man!”
 
                 Eden’s speech worked and before she knew it, Riley chased Neil down and proudly showed him off on her arm. The two of them were like night and day. Riley was loud, outspoken and the center of attention. Neil was quiet, observant and laid back. They were opposites, but seemed to be made for one another. Unlike all of her other beaus, Neil seemed to be able to handle Riley’s partying and wild streak, until about a year after they had been dating, things began changing.
 
                 “Eden! Are you home?” Riley’s voice came bellowing from outside of Eden’s apartment which was an hour away from where Riley lived. She was in her room preparing lesson plans for the following day. Eden taught Kindergarten at an elementary school and loved it. 
 
                 “Riley?” Eden jumped up and ran to the door. She opened it and Riley almost fell in. Eden knew instantly that she was drunk. She looked around to see if someone had driven her but no one was there. “How did you get here? Please don’t tell me you drove.”
 
                 “Yes. I’m a grown as woman. I know how to drive,” Riley said, pushing past Eden into the living room and falling onto the sofa.
 
                 Eden grabbed the books and papers she was working on out of the way. “You’re in no condition to drive. I’m surprised you made it here.”
 
                 “I had to drive myself. Neil left me all alone.”
 
                 “All alone where?”
 
                 “We were at this party downtown. A friend of mine just got a spot on a sitcom so we went to celebrate. Everyone was having a great time, but you know how Neil is. I was dancing and he got all upset. Why does he do this? He gets mad over the dumbest stuff,” Riley said, slumping over onto her side. The tight sequins dress she had on rose up over her hips and Eden could see that she wasn’t wearing any underwear.
 
                 “I doubt that he got mad because you were dancing,” Eden shook her head. She went into her room and grabbed one of her oversized t-shirts and a pillow for her sister. 
 
                 “We were dancing,” Riley repeated.
 
                 “Who is we?” Eden said, now pulling the dress over Riley’s head and helping her into the shirt.
 
                 “Some guy. He said he was my biggest fan.”
 
                 “All guys say they are your biggest fan, Riley. Sit up so I can pull this down.”
 
                 “He asked me to dance. You remember that video I was in by Moby D? The one where I had on the mermaid outfit? Mom was mad because I was topless?”
 
                 “We all remember that one,” Eden sighed. 
 
                 “The song came on. Here I was talking to my biggest fan, and the song comes on where I starred as the love interest in the video. It was fate. I had to dance with him!”
 
                 “I think saying you were the love interest is a stretch,” Eden said. It was more like a bunch of thug looking rappers standing over and looking at a topless Riley dressed as a mermaid, splashing in a bathtub and mouthing the words to the chorus. The song was offensive, sexist and misogynistic but it was melodic and the video, borderline pornographic. It was an instant hit, to their parents and a whole lot of other people dismay, including Neil.
 
                 “He pulled me up and we were jamming. Everyone was crowding around us. Then out of nowhere here comes Mr. Spoil Sport, grabbing on me and yelling for me to stop! So the guy gets mad…”
 
                 Eden’s cell phone began ringing and as if he could sense them talking about him, Neil was calling.
 
                 “She’s fine,” Eden said without even saying hello.
 
                 “Where is she? Did she tell you what happened? Your sister is crazy!” Neil snapped.
 
                 “She told me she was dancing with some guy and you got upset,” Eden told him.
 
                 “Did she tell you he had her dancing on top of a table to THAT song in front of a whole bunch of other guys that were with him? Did she tell you she ain’t have no draws on and they were taking pictures with their phones?”
 
                 Eden sighed. “No she didn’t tell me all that.”
 
                 “Is that him? Is that Neil? Give me the phone!” Riley jumped up and snatched the phone from her.
 
                 “What the fuck do you want? You always ruin it when I’m having a good time! You always get mad!” Riley yelled into the phone.
 
                 “Riley, calm down. I have neighbors,” Eden warned her.
 
                 “You knew what the deal was when we started dating! Guys are gonna approach me, Neil! What? I don’t give a damn! I’m Riley Rodriguez!! FUCK YOU!” Suddenly, Riley took Eden’s cell phone and threw it across the room, breaking it into pieces and leaving a hole in the wall.
 
                 “RILEY! WHAT IS WRONG WITH YOU?” Eden was now yelling. 
 
                 “I hate him! He makes me sick! All I want is someone to love me and he can’t even do that!” Riley started crying.
 
                 “He does love you, Riley. That’s why he is so protective of you. Hell, he needs to be here now because I’m about to fuck you up. You broke my phone and look at my wall,” Eden picked the broken phone up off the floor.
 
                 “Why can’t he just love me?” Riley bawled.
 
                 Eden stared at her sister and shook her head. Not only was Riley an angry drunk, but she also turned into a crier. She went into the hallway closet, handed her a blanket and went into her bedroom, closing the door behind her. 
 
                 The next day, while her kids were at recess, the office called and told her she had a visitor. She was surprised to see that it was Neil. Eden winced when she noticed his black eye and swollen jaw. They walked into her empty classroom so they could talk.
 
                 “She didn’t tell me about that.” 
 
                 “Of course she didn’t. You know your sister has selective amnesia when it comes to these incidents. I turned my back for two minutes to go to the bar and grab a beer. Next thing I know, I come back and she’s not at the table. I look around and there she is, at the back of the club, dancing on a table with some guy who’s groping her in front of his friends. Her dress is rising up over her ass and she is up there laughing like it’s okay. What was I supposed to do?”
 
                 “I understand,” Eden nodded.
 
                 “I love Riley. She’s always been fun and vivacious. Her energy is infectious. That’s why everyone loves her. But lately, she’s just become….”
 
                 “What?” Eden knew this had been bothering him for a while. 
 
                 “Reckless. The projects she’s been taking, the partying, the drinking. Don’t get me wrong, I don’t mind her drinking, but your sister is getting out of hand. And I think it’s because of me,” Neil told her.
 
                 “What do you mean? What are you doing to her?”
 
                 “I am there. I pick her up when she calls me because she can’t drive from a bar or club. I come over when she doesn’t want to be alone in the middle of the night. I make sure she’s safe. And lately, I am fighting off goons who disrespect her,” Neil said, looking as if he was about to cry. “I’ve never been a partier, or a drinker, and I damn sure was never a fighter. I’m not myself anymore. I feel like I’m turning into someone else and I don’t like that person.”
 
                 “Neil, I get it. I promise I will talk to her. Riley gets like this when she gets stressed. She’ll snap out of it. I hear you loud and clear,” Eden told him. She liked Neil, especially for Riley. He balanced her out and she knew how much her sister loved him. She had never seen Riley so gung ho for a guy before.
 
                 “Career week?” Neil said, pointing to a flyer on the bulletin board.
 
                 “Yeah, you should come and talk to my kids next month,” Eden told him. “Bring your camera. Teach them how to shoot commercials!”
 
                 “Let me know when. We can make it happen.” He smiled at her.
 
                 And he did. The following month Neil came and spoke not only to her class for Career Month, he actually let them create their own video for the PTA program to promote the school literacy program. The kids enjoyed it, the parents enjoyed it, and the principal enjoyed it. The problem was that Eden and Neil more than enjoyed it. The countless hours they spent together working with the kids on the project, along with the long evenings spent at the studio Neil worked for editing the project, allowed them to get to know one another. They laughed and swapped stories of growing up with famous siblings. Neil had two younger brothers who were both actors. He understood like Eden, the feeling of being in the shadows, while trying to find your own sparkle. Eden felt comfortable with him. At first she didn’t even realize Neil had become attracted to her. It came so natural.
 
                 “I don’t know how to thank you!” She told him the night of the PTA meeting as they walked in the school parking lot.
 
                 “I know exactly how,” he said and stopped walking.
 
                 Eden was still excited from the accolades of their well-received video presentation. “You name it!”
 
                 Neil took her by the hand and before she knew it, his mouth was on hers. She closed her eyes, savoring the moment and putting her arms around his neck. She became lost in the kiss. It wasn’t until minutes later that she realized that she was in love with her sister’s fiancée. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   LISA WELLS
 
   All of Lisa’s goodie baskets except one had been delivered, and she was proud of herself. To her delight, the neighbors were really open and friendly for the most part. Including Jonah, the white guy who owned the clan of dogs that continually barked. She was tempted not to even go to his door, but gave herself a pep talk and forced herself to get out of her comfort zone. Jonah’s house seemed slightly smaller than the other ones in the neighborhood, if one considered what appeared to be about six thousand square feet small. The front lawn was still perfectly manicured, it was a custom built, brick home like all the other ones, but his just seemed simpler. There was a black pickup truck and an older Honda parked in front, along with a trailer of some sort. The closer she got to his door, the louder she heard the barking coming from the backyard. Her heart began pounding and she hurried and rang the doorbell before she ran off. She waited a few moments and just as she was about to leave the basket on the steps, the door opened.
 
                 “Hello,” he mumbled quietly. He was dressed in a t-shirt and basketball shorts and had a towel around his neck. Lisa wondered if he had been working out, but then she saw he wasn’t wearing sneakers.
 
                 “Oh, hi! I didn’t think you were home,” Lisa said. “I’m Lisa. I live down the street. We met the other night.”
 
                 Suddenly, a huge German shepherd walked up and stood beside him in the doorway and Lisa stepped back, praying she wouldn’t faint.
 
    Jonah calmly said, “Dash, inside.”
 
                 The dog walked away and Jonah stepped out, closing the door behind him. “Yeah, I remember. How are you?” 
 
                 “I’m fine. So, I’m out delivering goodie baskets to all the neighbors and this one is for you.” She handed him the basket. He paused for a few seconds, looking at her strangely and then finally took it from her hands.
 
                 “Um, thanks,” he told her. “That’s really nice.”
 
                 “There’s also an invitation attached. We’re hosting a cookout on Saturday and we would love for you to come,” Lisa smiled.
 
                 “I really don’t do crowds, but I appreciate the invitation,” Jonah said halfheartedly.
 
                 “It’s not gonna be a crowd, trust me. The only people we know in this entire city are the ones who stood in that front yard the other night,” Lisa pointed to the yard of the for sale home where they all gathered the night of the fire. “And that was first night we met. Don’t get me wrong, I was glad to finally meet everyone, but I just wish it was under better circumstances.”
 
                 “True.” Jonah nodded.
 
                 “So, this is just a way of kind of getting everyone together in a positive setting, so to speak. You know, some food, music, conversation. Oh, and we have a pool if you want to swim,” Lisa added.
 
                 “That’s cool,” Jonah told her. 
 
                 “So, hopefully you will come over and you can bring someone if you like. Your wife or girlfriend…”
 
                 “I don’t have either.” 
 
                 “Or boyfriend, that’s fine too. We don’t judge.” Lisa held up both hands and waved them.
 
                 “I don’t have one of those either,” Jonah laughed.
 
                 “Well, feel free to bring whomever you like other than your dogs.”
 
                 “What’s wrong with the dogs?” he asked.
 
                 “I don’t do dogs.”
 
                 “Don’t tell me you’re afraid.”
 
                 Lisa nodded emphatically. “I am.”
 
                 “Aw, come on. Don’t you know dogs are a man’s best friend?”
 
                 “I’m not a man and I have a sister who is a great best friend. So, I’m good,” Lisa told him. As if he could feel her talking about him, the dog began barking incessantly and Lisa jumped. “Well, that’s my cue to go. I will see you next Saturday, alone.” 
 
                 “I will make sure it’s okay with Dash. She doesn’t like when I go out without her. She has a jealous streak,” Jonah laughed.
 
                 Lisa waved and quickly walked off, pulling the wagon behind her. 
 
                 “Marcus! I’m back!” Lisa called out when she returned to her home. She walked upstairs into the theatre room, expecting to find him there, but he wasn’t. “Marcus!”
 
                 “Hey baby, you’re back already?” Marcus’ voice came from the opposite wing down the hallway. She was surprised because since that area of their house only held the two guest bedrooms and another unfinished room, he rarely ventured to that side. 
 
                 “Yeah, everyone was so nice and seem excited to come. I told you this cookout was a good idea. Oh and guess what? I think Peri has a crush on you.” She was just about to walk out of the theatre room when he came rushing in.
 
                 “Who?” Marcus asked.
 
                 “Peri, the gay guy who had on the polka dot pajamas,” Lisa laughed.
 
                 “That’s not funny. You play too much.”
 
                 “I took it as a compliment. But, if it’s any consolation, Riley Rodriguez thinks you’re cute too,” Lisa told him.
 
   “I got something to tell you,” Marcus said. 
 
    “Me first. So, I talked to Shar this morning and she is gonna come and help me with the food and hang out for a couple of days.”
 
                 “Your sister? She’s coming here?” Marcus seemed bothered all of a sudden.
 
                 “Yeah, I told you the other week she was coming for a visit.” Lisa looked at him oddly.
 
                 “You didn’t say when.”
 
                 “I didn’t know exactly when. But since we are having this cookout, I figured it would be a good time. What’s the problem?”
 
                 Marcus sighed and folded his arms across his chest. “It’s not a problem. I just didn’t know she was coming for the cookout. I wish you woulda mentioned it, that’s all. You coulda told me.”
 
                 Lisa could see something was bothering her husband. “I’m telling you now. Marcus, what the hell is wrong? Why are you getting an attitude because my sister is coming?”
 
                 “I don’t have an attitude because your sister is coming!” Marcus snapped. “I have an attitude because you’re yelling at me for no reason!”
 
                 “Hey, hey hey! What’s all this about? Is that how y’all act when company is in the crib?”
 
                 Lisa looked at the doorway of the room and her mouth dropped. She couldn’t believe Sam was standing there grinning at them. He and Marcus looked very much alike, only Sam was younger and shorter. Their similarities stopped at their physical looks. Dressed in jeans, an Armani Exchange t-shirt and Gucci loafers, he looked like a rapper about to take center stage at a concert, complete with the platinum and diamond chains around his neck and huge studs in his ear. Sam took the term flashy as a compliment. Everything about him: his dress, his attitude and his demeanor screamed ‘look at me’ and Lisa couldn’t stand it. Instead, her eyes then turned to her husband.
 
                 “Baby, so when I told you I had something to tell you, this was it. Sam is here.”
 
                 “What’s up, Lisa Lisa?” Sam walked over and hugged her tight, kissing her on the cheek while doing so. “You surprised? I told Marcus I been dreaming about your blueberry pound cake for weeks. You gotta hook me up.” 
 
                 “Uh, bro it’s some already made downstairs in the kitchen. It’s right on the counter. Help yourself.” Marcus pointed toward the door.
 
                 “Sure thing. Lisa, you are looking beautiful as always. I’m so glad to be here and I hear we planning a cookout too. Perfect timing, huh?” Sam hugged her again before walking out.
 
   “Where are my kids?” Lisa asked.
 
                 “They’re in the backyard,” Marcus said.
 
   “Good,” Lisa told him, closing the door so they would have some privacy. She was glad her children were outside and even though she knew the custom built room was soundproof, she wasn’t sure if it would be able to drown out the possible yelling that she knew was about to take place. 
 
   “Lisa, let me explain. Sam and I were talking yesterday. You know about the fire. He called to make sure we were okay,” Marcus said.
 
                 “And?” Lisa put her hand on her hip.
 
                 “And he mentioned that he wanted to come for a visit sometime soon.”
 
                 “And?”
 
                 “And I was like, cool. Let me know when you wanna come.”
 
                 “And?”
 
                 “And he said he would check the flights and let me know.”
 
                 “And?”
 
                 “And that’s it. That’s all he told me. I didn’t know he was coming TODAY until he showed up here today!”
 
                 “AND?!?”
 
                 “And what?” Marcus seemed confused.
 
                 “And now I have a reason to have an attitude since a few minutes ago you accused me of having one for no reason!” Lisa snapped and walked past him, slamming the door behind her. She was furious and he knew better than to follow. She entered into their bedroom and slammed that door as well. She wanted to make sure Marcus knew how pissed she was. She paced the floor trying to get her mind together and calm down. Sam’s sudden appearance complicated her life in so many ways. Had Marcus told him he was coming, she would have prepared her mindset to deal with him and his ignorance; made plans to stay gone from the house. But now, she was in an impossible situation, she had to call Shar and tell her what was going on. There was no way her sister would even consider coming to visit once she found out Sam was at the house. For a brief moment, she wondered if she was making a big deal out of nothing and Shar wouldn’t have a problem with Sam’s being there as much as she thought she did. Then Lisa remembered the last time the two of them had been in her house at the same time.
 
                 It was at the last cookout that Lisa and Marcus hosted at their small house before the lottery win. Marcus was in the backyard, firing up the grill, filling the ice chest with drinks, and entertaining their guests who had arrived with numerous stories about his short lived career as the star of the high school basketball team. Lisa was inside the tiny kitchen prepping the food and making sure the kids stayed out of their cramped living quarters when her sister walked in.
 
                 “Those look good,” Shar said, pointing to the tray of deviled eggs Lisa had just taken out of the refrigerator.
 
                 “You look like hell,” Lisa frowned. Shar looked as if she hadn’t slept in days. Her short hair, which was normally curled to perfection, was slicked back on her head and she had on a tank top, jeans and a pair of sandals. Shar prided herself on being stylishly dressed, even when she was going to Walmart, so Lisa knew something had to be wrong.
 
                 “I know. I’ve been at the hospital all night and day,” Shar said as she sat in one of the kitchen chairs.
 
                 “Hospital? For what?” Lisa immediately became alarmed. “What’s wrong? Why didn’t you call me?”
 
                 “Girl, you know if something was wrong with me you would be the first person I call. It’s Kendra,” Shar said. Kendra was Shar’s best friend and had been since elementary school. And unfortunately, she was also Sam’s girlfriend who was pregnant.
 
                 “What’s wrong with her?” Lisa asked, assembling the eggs on a tray as she talked.
 
                 “She called me yesterday morning because she was having really bad cramps. I drove her over to the hospital and turns out she was having contractions,” Shar sighed.
 
                 “Oh no, it’s too early for that. How far along is she?”
 
                 “She’s only five months.” 
 
                 “Were they able to stop them? She’s probably gonna be on bed rest until she delivers,” Lisa told her.
 
                 “She delivered this morning,” Shar’s voice cracked and Lisa looked up.
 
                 “Oh,” Lisa said, hoping her sister wasn’t going to say what she think she was.
 
                 “The baby died.”
 
                 Shar’s words nearly caused Lisa to drop the tray of eggs. She placed it on the table and walked over and hugged her sister. “Oh Shar. I’m so sorry. That’s terrible. Oh my God.”
 
                 Shar cried in Lisa’s arms, her tears wetting her shirt. Lisa held on, comforting her.
 
                 “I was right there with her. I held her hand and tried to tell her it would be okay, but as soon as I saw that tiny little boy, I knew it wasn’t. He didn’t even take a breath. He was so tiny,” Shar cried even harder.
 
                 Lisa was heartbroken. She knew how much her sister’s friend had been looking forward to having the baby. They had already started planning her shower and designing the cake. 
 
                 “It’s okay, Shar. She’s gonna be fine. I know Sam was probably crushed,” Lisa told her. She wondered if Marcus knew any of this was going on because he hadn’t mentioned it to her at all. 
 
                 “That bastard didn’t even come to the hospital. She called him over and over. He kept telling her he would get there when he could. I got fed up and called him myself and he told me he was tied up and would be there. He is so trifling!” Shar said.
 
                 “You’re lying. Please tell me you’re lying, Shar.” Lisa could feel herself getting angry. She knew Sam was an asshole, but this was inexcusable. 
 
                 “I wish I was. I don’t even think he knows she lost the baby yet. When it was all over, Kendra didn’t want me to call and tell him. She said he had made it clear that he didn’t care. I hate him. He is the worst!”
 
                 “Who’s the worst?” 
 
                 Sam’s voice caught both of them off guard. Lisa looked up and saw him standing in the doorway of her kitchen with his arm around another woman scantily dressed in a pair of too tight shorts and a shirt which barely covered her breasts.
 
                 “I don’t believe this,” Shar said, standing up.
 
                 “Believe what?” Sam laughed.
 
                 Lisa couldn’t believe it herself. Shar had just told her the devastating news about his pregnant girlfriend who had just suffered a miscarriage a few hours ago, and here he was standing in her house with a new chick on his arm as if everything was fine.
 
                 “I should fuck you up right here you trifling bastard!” Shar took a step toward Sam.
 
                 Lisa reached out and grabbed her sister’s arm. “Shar don’t!”
 
                 “Yo, you better listen to your big sis, Sharlise. I don’t know what your problem is, but you need to calm down, for real,” Sam said smugly.
 
                 “You know what my problem is! How dare you come waltzing in here with another bitch like you don’t know what’s going on with Kendra!” Shar yelled, tears still streaming down her face.
 
                 “I thought you said you and her broke up,” the girl snapped at Sam.
 
                 “We did. Don’t listen to her,” Sam replied.
 
                 “Can you excuse yourself please?” Lisa directed at the girl who hurriedly went back out the door they came in.
 
                 “Look, I don’t have time for no drama. Marcus invited me over for a cookout and told me it was cool if I brought a date. Now, here y’all go tripping,” Sam frowned.
 
                 “Marcus! Marcus!” Lisa yelled for her husband.
 
                 “You came over to a cookout when Kendra has been in the hospital since yesterday? You ain’t go check on her. You ain’t go be with her. You just came to a damn cookout?” Shar shook her head.
 
                 “What’s up baby? What’s wrong?” Marcus came in through the back door into the kitchen. His eyes went from Lisa to Shar and then finally Sam and slowly asked, “What’s wrong now?” 
 
                 “Man, I brought a date. But you told me I could.” Sam acted as if he had done nothing wrong.
 
                 “I thought the date you were bringing was Kendra,” Marcus shook his head.
 
                 “I never said that. You assumed it,” Sam told him.
 
                 “Shit,” Marcus said. “Baby…”
 
                 “Don’t nobody give a damn about his whack ass date!” Shar yelled. “Ask him where Kendra is and has been for the past two days.”
 
                 “Where is she?” Marcus looked confused.
 
                 Sam took a few moments and then said, “She went to the hospital. You know how she is. Her stomach was hurting again. It’s been hurting since she got knocked up. Do you know how many times she has been to the doctor and the hospital and nothing has been wrong? She is being dramatic as usual. Hell, she must not be that sick because you sitting here chilling at the cookout eating deviled eggs.”
 
                 “Her stomach hurt because she was in labor, asshole!” Lisa was so mad that her voice was an octave higher than normal.
 
                 Sam looked surprised to hear the news. “Labor?”
 
                 “Yes, labor. She kept calling you. I kept calling you, but you were busy, remember? Well, you were so damn busy that you missed the birth of your son! It’s a boy, bitch!” Shar spat the words at him.
 
                 “What? What are you talking about?” Sam’s eyes widened and he took a step closer towards Shar.
 
                 “Kendra had the baby earlier today,” Lisa turned and directed her words towards Marcus.
 
                 “Isn’t it too soon for her to deliver?” Marcus looked to his wife to explain.
 
                 “Yes,” Lisa nodded.
 
                 “What are you saying?” Sam asked.
 
                 “Your baby is dead. That’s what she’s saying,” Shar cried.
 
                 The room became deathly silent and no one moved. It was as if no one knew what to say.
 
                 Finally, Sam spoke, “I ain’t really think that baby was mine anyway.”
 
                 Shar moved so fast that Lisa didn’t even realize what was happening. Her sister’s fist connected with the side of Sam’s face with a force so hard that he stumbled. As he was steadying himself, she kicked him in the stomach and he stumbled back again.
 
                 “Sharlise!”
 
                 “Shar!”
 
                 Marcus and Lisa yelled at the same time. Hearing the commotion, people came rushing inside to see what was going on.
 
                 Sam came charging at Shar but Marcus grabbed him before he could reach her.
 
                 “I’m gonna kill her! Get off me!” Sam yelled “You betta watch your back Shar because I’m coming for your ass. Believe that. I’m coming for you!”
 
                 “Let him go!” Shar demanded. 
 
   Lisa pulled her sister by the arm and into the teeny bedroom. “It’s over, Shar. Calm down.”
 
   Shar’s bottom lip was trembling and she could barely talk. “I…H-H-HATE….H-H-HIM!”
 
   “I know you do, Shar. You’re right. He’s the worst. But you’ve gotta calm down.” Lisa had never seen her sister so angry. Shar was normally the cool, calm, collected one who got along with any and every one. It was the first time Shar had ever physically put her hands on anyone, let alone a man. Her sister was trembling in her arms and Lisa sat on the bed and pulled her head into her lap, rubbing her back. “Calm down, Shar. It’s gonna be okay.”
 
                 Shar continued to cry, but her breathing slowed and the trembling stopped. “I told Kendra not to mess with Sam. We all told her. She knows how he is. But, she…she really loved him…and he treats her…treated her like shit. I hate him.”
 
                 “Me too, Shar.” Lisa heard the door creak and Marcus stuck his head in.
 
                 “Is she okay?” Marcus asked.
 
                 “Is he gone?” Lisa responded.
 
                 Marcus nodded and motioned for Lisa to come into the hallway. She eased Shar’s head off her lap and said she would be right back.
 
                 “I feel horrible, baby,” he said when the door was closed and they were out of ear range.
 
                 “Your brother is horrible. You didn’t do this. He did,” Lisa said.
 
                 “I told him he needed to get over to that hospital now and check on Kendra. He is going. I think we need to go over there too but all these people are here,” Marcus said. “I don’t want to tell them to leave and then they ask why. It ain’t their business.”
 
                 “You’re right. But I don’t even feel like entertaining anyone. Let’s just let everyone know they can eat, but we have a family emergency to deal with,” Lisa sighed.
 
                 “Okay,” Marcus nodded then pulled her close and said, “I love you. I didn’t know he pulled a stunt like this.”
 
                 “I know you didn’t, Marcus. But I need him to stay away from me, for real. I need some time to deal with all of this.” Lisa shook her head.
 
                 “I know what he did is messed up, but Lisa he’s still my brother. We work together. Hell, he’s my ride to work,” Marcus told her.
 
                 “Then you need to work on finding another ride,” Lisa said. “Brother or not, there are just some things that are just wrong and I’m not gonna deal with at any cost.”
 
                 Marcus didn’t say anything else and she went back in to check on Shar, who had drifted off to sleep. Their guests ate and were understandable when they explained the cookout would be ending early. That night, Lisa and Marcus went to the hospital to check on Kendra and pay their respects. Sam still hadn’t made it to the hospital or called when they got there. Later, as they drove home in silence, Lisa reminded him that she wanted his brother to stay away. 
 
                 “I understand and I’m gonna respect what you’re asking, Lisa. But again realize that that’s still my brother. He’s not perfect and neither is this situation, but that’s my family. You gotta respect that. There’s going to come a time when we’re all gonna have to heal from this and put it past us and move on. Trust me, that’s how God works.”
 
                 “I can’t think of any situation that God will put us in where I have to deal with getting along with your brother after this Marcus,” Lisa said, matter-of-factly.
 
                 Ninety days later, the two brothers walked into a convenience store on their way to work, and the next day they woke up millionaires. Marcus was right. They had no choice but to deal with one another, but Lisa still could not move on, and she knew neither could Shar. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   King Douglass
 
    
 
                 “What are you doing here?” 
 
                 King entered Scorpio’s hospital room and immediately stopped. He had been confused by so many things that had happened over the course of the past two days that nothing should have surprised him. Not the sight of his newly built home, now roped off by yellow crime scene tape and police officers, not the overly protective hospital security staff who gave him a hard time when he arrived to visit, not even the look of shock from Scorpio’s personal security guard, Cheddar, who was posted outside of her hospital room door. But the sight of Yolanda Powell, sitting at Scorpio’s bedside came as a surprise to him. 
 
                 “I…uh, I came to see Scorpio?” His words came out sounding more like a question than a statement. He walked a step closer and stared at his soon to be ex-wife, lying motionless in the hospital bed, iv’s in her arm and tubes coming out of her body. There were all sorts of monitors connected to her.
 
                 “Well, you see her. You can leave now,” Yolanda told him.
 
                 He had only met her one time, and that was when she came to he and Scorpio’s wedding. They were introduced briefly before the ceremony and she hadn’t seemed any happier to see him then than she did now. Scorpio told him that her mother was a piece of work whom she didn’t care for very much, and he was starting to see why. She was cold and callous.
 
                 “I don’t think so,” King told her, walking closer to Scorpio’s bed.
 
                 “I am asking you politely to leave my daughter’s room now. You haven’t been here all this time. Now all of a sudden you’re concerned?” Yolanda stood up and said.
 
                 I could say the same thing about you, King thought to himself.
 
                 “I was across country when all of this happened. I flew back as soon as I heard, but I had to take care of the house and make sure it was secure,” King turned and said.
 
                 “So the safety of your property was more important than the safety of my daughter.”
 
                 “That’s not what I’m saying,” King tried to remain calm, but his soon to be ex-mother in law was making it difficult.
 
                 “That’s what you said,” Yolanda snapped. “I don’t have to do this. This is why we have security in place. Young man, please come and escort him out of here!” 
 
                 Cheddar walked in the room, looking and sounding very much like Ving Rhames with a beard. “What’s the problem?”
 
                 “I don’t have a problem, Cheddar. You already know. I just came to be with Scorp, that’s all, man. She seems to be the one with the problem, not me,” King nodded toward Yolanda.
 
                 Cheddar looked like a child who had been asked to choose between both parents, and he didn’t know which one to choose. He was saved by the doctor who came in and introduced himself.
 
                 “Mr. Douglas, I’m Dr. DeWitt, Mrs. Douglas’ doctor. Nice to meet you.”
 
                 “Her last name is Powell,” Yolanda offered.
 
                 “Nice to meet you too, Dr. DeWitt,” King ignored her and extended his hand to the doctor, 
 
   “How is she?”
 
                 “She is coming along nicely. We have started weaning her off the sedation medication and she has been alert at times. The most important thing is that she remains calm,” Dr. DeWitt said, “She did inhale a lot of smoke, which was a major concern. That is why we have her under the constant flow of oxygen, but there doesn’t seem to be any lung damage which is a good thing. She suffered some burns to her right leg, ankle and foot, but they will heal over time.”
 
                 “We already know all of this,” Yolanda seemed frustrated. “This is no concern of his. She needs to be taken off the drugs completely and when are you taking the tube out of her throat?”
 
                 “Soon, Mrs. Powell,” Dr. DeWitt said.
 
                 “Miss Powell,” Yolanda corrected him. 
 
                 “I will have the nurse come in and we’ll do some more blood work and check her levels. If they’re good, then we’ll see about taking out the tube,” Dr. DeWitt told them.
 
                 “More pricking and prodding,” Yolanda rolled her eyes. “And no progress.”
 
                 King turned back to Scorpio and noticed her eyes open for a moment. She looked at him then looked over and saw her mother and quickly closed them again.
 
                 “Dr. DeWitt, is there any way I can have some privacy with my wife?” King asked.
 
                 “I don’t think so!” Yolanda said. “Absolutely NOT! And stop calling her that!”
 
                 “Well, we are still married. Right Cheddar?” King asked. Cheddar nodded slowly.
 
                 “So, I am her next of kin and any medical decisions really should be made by me,” King informed them.
 
                 Dr. DeWitt seemed happy to agree with King’s revelation. “Yes sir, that’s correct. I think we should leave them alone and give them some privacy.”
 
                 “No! I’m not going anywhere!” Yolanda hissed.
 
                 “Cheddar, can you escort her out or do I need to call hospital security?” King smiled.
 
                 “I’m sorry Mizz Powell. You’re gonna have to leave the room for a little while,” Cheddar said. 
 
                 “This is ridiculous. That’s my daughter! I’m calling my attorney and see what can be done about this,” Yolanda said and stormed out of the room.
 
                 King shook his head and thought for a moment. The last thing he wanted was for things to get worse than they already were and he didn’t want to run the risk of having any more of their personal drama leaked to the press, especially with their pending divorce proceedings. 
 
                 “I’ll be right back,” he told Cheddar and went into the hallway. “Miss Powell, wait!”
 
                 Yolanda turned around quickly. “What?”
 
                 “Look, I don’t want things to get ugly. I don’t….we don’t know one another very well, but we do have something in common. We both love your daughter. Yeah, I know the marriage is over, but despite what you may think or what you may have heard, I still love her. And at the end of the day, we’re still friends. So, I’m gonna be here for her because she needs me. I’m not going anywhere until I know she’s good or she tells me to get the hell out,” King told her. “I’m sorry if that’s not what you want, but it ain’t about you. It’s about her. I hope you understand and respect that the same way I respect that you’re her mother and wanna be here too.”
 
                 Yolanda inhaled deeply and told him. “I am staying at the Hilton downtown, if there is any change before I return in a few hours. I expect to be alerted. I also expect the same privacy with my daughter that you do.”
 
                 “Yes ma’am,” King nodded and walked back into Scorpio’s room.
 
                 “You good?” Cheddar asked.
 
                 “Yeah, it’s cool,” King told him. “Thanks.”
 
                 “That woman is a pistol,” Cheddar said as he headed towards the door.
 
                 “So is her daughter,” King said, pulling a chair closer to Scorpio’s bed and taking her small, delicate hand into his. He looked at the beautiful face that he had seen plastered all over magazines, billboards, television commercials, and fashion runways. It was the same face he had the pleasure of waking up next to for many mornings during happier times. “I guess that old saying is true. The apple don’t fall far from the tree.”
 
                 Scorpio’s eyes opened and she looked at him.
 
                 “Hey you,” he whispered.
 
                 Her eyes widened and she looked around the room wildly. 
 
                 “She’s gone.”
 
                 He felt her fingers wrap around his and her gaze softened. 
 
                 “You’re welcome baby. I got you.” He smiled at her. He was relieved to know that she was going to be okay. He spoke the truth when he told Yolanda that he loved Scorpio and she was his friend. Scorpio was his friend and had been so way before they were married. They had met when she attended one of The Hot Boyz’ concerts years ago. They had just performed and he was in his dressing room with Kaz knocked on the door.
 
                 “Yo, you ain’t gonna believe who’s out here asking for you.”
 
                 “Is she fine as hell and over twenty one?” King asked, using a towel to wipe the sweat off his muscular chest and abdomen.
 
                 “She is beyond fine and she’s legal. She is dream girl material, way outta your league. I’m tryna figure out why she even wanna meet your corny ass, but she does, real bad,” Kaz was so excited that he could hardly keep still. 
 
                 “Yo, if she busted and this is a joke you know I’ma get you back! I ain’t forgot about that other chick in Atlanta with the bad weave and fake ass! She better not be from the Squad, Kaz,” King warned his group member. The guys constantly played jokes on one another while on tour, and sending in a groupie from what they called ‘The Terror Squad’ because of how ‘terrible’ she looked was one of the most common pranks. 
 
                 “Naw son, this chick is glam squad! Naw, she ain’t even glam, she is…”
 
                 “Man, just bring her in!” King laughed.
 
                 “Now? You sure you ready? You might wanna put on a shirt for this one.”
 
                 King looked down at the six pack that he worked so hard to keep and flexed his chest muscles at Kaz, who was on the slim side and envied his muscular body which King constantly showed off. “Bring her in.”
 
                 Kaz rolled his eyes and opened the door slowly. “You ladies can come in.”
 
                 King almost panicked when a tall stout white woman walked in smiling at him wearing a tight low cut dress. “Oh my God, it’s really you!”
 
                 “’Sup,” King’s voice was flat and he gave Kaz a look of disgust.
 
                 Kaz opened the door wider and in walked the tallest, most beautiful woman King had ever seen. He did a triple take to make sure it was really Scorpio in the flesh and almost became as fidgety as Kaz. Keep it cool, he reminded himself. She may be Scorpio, but you’re KING!
 
                 “Hello,” Scorpio smiled slightly.
 
                 King smiled and tossed the towel he was holding over his shoulder. “It’s me. How are you ladies? Did you all enjoy the show?”
 
                 “OH MY GOD YES!” The woman squealed. “It was amazing!”
 
                 “I’m glad, I’m glad. Have a seat.” King motioned to the red leather sofa. “Well, since you all know who I am, how about you tell me who you lovely ladies are?” 
 
                 “I’m Scorpio, and this is my friend Jewel, your biggest fan,” Scorpio smiled.
 
                 “Nice to meet both of you. I’m sorry I’m a little underdressed.” King apologized but made sure he gestured toward his torso so they would look.
 
                 “You’re fine!” Jewel gushed. “I mean, you look fine…I mean…”
 
                 “She’s a bit nervous,” Scorpio shook her head. “But it’s her birthday and I promised her front row seats to tonight’s show, so meeting you is the icing on the cake, so to speak.”
 
                 “What? Happy Birthday Jewel!” King walked over and gave her a hug and she screamed.
 
                 “Jewel!” Scorpio scolded.
 
                 King looked up and winked at Kaz who just shook his head.
 
                 “Can I get a picture?” Jewel took out her cell phone and passed it to Scorpio.
 
                 “Sure,” King took the phone from her. “Kaz, can you take this pick of us right quick? Give him the phone.”
 
                 Kaz looked like he wanted to smack King.
 
                 “Wait, we can’t take a pic without him being in it. That’s not right. How about my security takes the pic of all of us. He’s right outside,” Scorpio told them.
 
                 “Thank you, Scorpio!” Kaz smiled with a vindicated look on his face.
 
                 “No thanks needed. You’re my favorite Hot Boy!” Scorpio winked.
 
                 “What the…” the smile on King’s face disappeared.
 
   “Too bad you’re married,” Scorpio teased and it was Kaz’s smile that now dropped, “Congrats on the new baby!”
 
                 “Uh, thanks,” Kaz told her, clearly disappointed. “Lemme get the security dude.”
 
                 Cheddar came in and not only did the ladies take pictures with King and Kaz, but the rest of the guys as well. Jewel was ecstatic and became even more so when King suggested they all go out for drinks to toast her birthday.
 
                 “I’m sorry, we have an early morning flight to catch,” Scorpio explained.
 
                 “Damn too bad,” King told her. “I was hoping to spend a little more time with you and get to know you a bit better.”
 
                 “Really?” Scorpio seemed surprised.
 
                 “I would, even though I’m NOT your favorite Hot Boy,” King laughed. “Why does that seem to surprise you?”
 
                 “Because I never formally get asked out on a date, I guess.”
 
                 “You’re lying.” 
 
                 “Nope, not at all. Guys will send messages through my publicist, and she sets the dates up most of the time.”
 
                 “Well, I’m a real man, so I’m doing what real men do. Would you like to go have dinner and drinks with me when your schedule permits?” 
 
                 Scorpio looked at him and smiled. “I would love to. Give my publicist a call and have her set it up.”
 
                 The room erupted with laughter and King realized that what he thought was a private conversation, was being heard by everyone. Talking with her made him feel like they were the only people in the room. It was magnetic. 
 
                 “I’m just kidding,” Scorpio teased. They exchanged numbers and before he knew it, they were in a whirlwind romance. Flying into different cities to see one another, taking romantic getaways between his concerts and her photo shoots and runway shows. The moments they spent together were brief and sporadic, but intimate and passion filled. King was in love and so was she. He didn’t ask her to marry him. Instead, he called her publicist and had her check Scorpio’s schedule and asked when would be a good time to have their wedding. The publicist called Scorpio to confirm. The wedding was planned and they got married. Their lives continued as they were until the label decided it wanted to go into a younger, different direction and they were dropped. Just like that, King’s life changed. Instead of being on the road for months at a time, he was now home and he wanted his wife there with him. Scorpio, however had no desire to slow down and when she was home with him, they usually argued about her schedule. It got to the point where neither one of them were happy with the situation. Things got worse after his mother’s death. Depression kicked in and he began hanging out on the local club scene, drinking and partying heavy. He was enjoying the attention from other women because he wasn’t getting any from his wife. Word got back to Scorpio who couldn’t believe that he had the audacity to cheat on her, the woman who had just been named one of People Magazine’s Most Beautiful People and one of Time Magazine’s Most Interesting People in the World. For Scorpio, it was an insult and her heart was broken. Everyone in the world wanted her, except for the man she loved. She wanted King to hurt as much as she did. Not only did she tell him she wanted a divorce, she made it a point to make it the worst situation for him ever. Her demands were over the top. She smeared his name in the media, and left the country, refusing to talk to him or his lawyers. It had been months and King didn’t even know she was back in the states until he got the call from Leo telling him about the fire, and that she had been in the house. 
 
   ***
 
                  King tried not to flinch as the nurse came in and took tubes of blood from his almost ex-wife. He settled back into the chair and continued to hold her hand and they stared at one another until Scorpio’s eyes closed again and so did his.
 
                 They were both awakened a few hours later by the sound of Dr. DeWitt who came in with the results of Scorpio’s blood work and test results. 
 
                 “Well, it looks like we can go ahead and take the tube out.”
 
                 “Okay, that’s good,” King nodded. “I guess I can go call her mom and let her know.”
 
                 Suddenly, Scorpio’s grasp tightened on his hand and he saw the frown on her face.
 
                 “Uh, maybe not,” King shrugged, nodding to let her know he understood. He stepped away so the doctor and nurses could have room to maneuver. “I should step out so you guys can work.”
 
                 “You can stay. It’ll only take a few moments,” the doctor said, putting on a pair of gloves and leaning over Scorpio’s body.
 
                 King was squeamish and he hated anything that had to do with blood or any other bodily fluid. He fainted in the delivery room when Knight was born and waited in the lobby of the hospital while Portia gave birth to PJ. He turned his back and closed his eyes, moving closer to the wall. He listened as there was a slight commotion and the doctors and nurses talked, followed by a swooshing sound and suddenly, the sound of Scorpio coughing and gagging.
 
                 “I’ll get her some water,” a nurse said.
 
                 King’s back remained turned and he closed his eyes tighter like a scared little kid watching a horror movie, too afraid to peek.
 
                 “Mrs. Douglass?” Dr. DeWitt asked. “Is that better?”
 
                 “Yes, much,” Scorpio’s voice was raspy and she coughed a little more.
 
                 “Good, good,” Dr. DeWitt told her then said. “Mr. Douglass, it’s okay. You can turn around.”
 
   King turned around and saw Scorpio staring at him. She smiled weakly and whispered, “Punk.”
 
                 “I think she’s going to be okay.”
 
                 “Me too,” King nodded.
 
                 The doctor and nurses made sure she was fine and left the room. King sat back in his seat beside her. Scorpio was holding a small cup with a straw.
 
                 “I’m glad you’re alive,” he told her.
 
                 Scorpio took another small sip of water and coughed a bit more. King became nervous until he heard her raspy voice. “Me too.”
 
                 Scorpio passed him the cup.
 
                 “Man, this is crazy.” King took the cup from her and placed on the tray near the bed.
 
                 “I know,” Scorpio nodded.
 
                 “You almost died. Your mom is…”
 
                 “I know,” Scorpio repeated.
 
                 “I’m just trying to figure it all out. I didn’t even know you were back in the states. When did you get back? You know what? It don’t even matter. I’m just glad you’re okay.”
 
                 Scorpio rubber her fingers along the back of his hand. “I’m sorry.”
 
                 “It’s cool. I mean, we just gotta deal with it as it comes along. What’s important is that you’re okay,” King told her.
 
                 “Thank you. I look terrible.” Scorpio looked down at the hospital gown she was wearing and touched her wavy hair which was slightly disheveled on her head.
 
                 “You look gorgeous as always, especially for someone who just survived a fire.”
 
                 “Liar.” Scorpio smiled.
 
                 “I do have one small question though, Scorp.” He looked at her.
 
                 “What?” 
 
                 “Why did you burn down my damn house?”
 
                 Scorpio began coughing again and he quickly passed her the water. She slowly drank from the straw and when the coughing stopped, she cleared her throat and took another sip.
 
                 “I didn’t,” She shook her head at him and frowned.
 
                 “The fire marshal told me their investigation is pointing toward arson,” King told her. He couldn’t believe it himself when the investigator told him the news. Although he knew he and Scorpio weren’t on the best of terms, the fact that she would actually burned down his house, especially one that she helped design, plan and was in the process of fighting him for in the divorce settlement was unimaginable. Scorpio loved that house as much as he did.
 
                 “It…It…it wasn’t me,” Scorpio managed to get out.
 
                 “Was it the guy you were with? Bishop Burke’s son? Why was he even at my house?” 
 
                 “Gave me a…a ride. I was drunk,” Scorpio cleared her throat again and tears formed in her eyes. “He pulled…pulled me…out.”
 
                 “Are you sure?”
 
                 Scorpio nodded and a tear slid down her cheek. “H…he…saved…me.”
 
                 King could see that she was straining and he didn’t want to upset her.
 
                 “Ok, it wasn’t him and it wasn’t you. Maybe they’re wrong. It’s a newly built house. Maybe the wiring had something to do with it,” he reached over and wiped the wetness from her face.
 
                 Scorpio shook her head and said, “Th…there was…another g…girl.”
 
   “Another girl?”
 
   “In…i…. in the garage.” 
 
   King was even more confused. Neither the fire marshal, the police, not even the media said anything else other than Scorpio and Malachi Burke being in the house when the fire happened. Scorpio must have been mistaken because if there was another woman, where was she now?
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Malachi Burke
 
   So, this is what death feels like, Malachi thought to himself. Everything around him was completely dark and he couldn’t move. He had to admit, he was kind of disappointed. Although he lived a little on the reckless side, he thought he had a couple more years on earth. 
 
                 “Hey Dad, how is he? Any change?”              
 
                 “Hey Micah. No, not since yesterday.”
 
                 Shit, this ain’t what death feels like, I’m in hell. Malachi heard the voices of the Bishop and his brother and wondered if he would have rather been dead. He definitely didn’t want to be anywhere near the two of them.
 
                 “Where’s Mom?”
 
                 “I’m right here. Hey baby, hey Adrienne,” his mother said. Malachi could hear her kissing someone on the cheek. He realized that he could also smell the scent of her latest favorite perfume, Euphoria by Calvin Klein. 
 
                 “What are the doctors saying?” Micah asked. Malachi knew his brother was probably hoping he died. If for no other reason, than to have the satisfaction of saying ‘I told y’all he was bad news. The world is now a better place without him.’
 
                 “They say there really isn’t a reason for him not to be awake. Sometimes the body just needs time to heal itself,” his mother said quietly.
 
                 Wait…I am awake, well, at least I think I am.
 
                 “What’s that?” the Bishop asked.
 
                 “Oh, one of the neighbors brought a goodie basket by the house. It has all sorts of things in it and I figured we would bring it so you can have something to snack on. The muffins are really good,” an unfamiliar soft voice said. Malachi figured it must have been his brother’s new fiancé, Adrienne.
 
                 “That was thoughtful.” The Bishop responded.
 
                 “Try one Mama,” Micah said. “They’re the bomb!”
 
                 “I’m not hungry sweetheart. But you can put it over there,” his mother told her.
 
                 “You need to eat something, Mama,” Micah told her. “Please.”
 
                 “I’m fine.” 
 
                 “Mr. and Mrs. Burke?” Another male voice said and Malachi realized someone else had walked into the room. “I’m Detective Adam Frazier with the police department.”
 
                 “Yes, how can we help you?” The Bishop asked.
 
                 “I’m sorry about your son, Malachi. But we did have a few questions for you. We are investigating the cause of the fire and it appears to be arson. Now, it seems that your son was released from prison the day before the fire….”
 
                 Arson! What the hell? Oh no…I ain’t have nothing to do with that fire!
 
                 “Leave!” Malachi’s mother yelled.
 
                 “Ma’am, excuse me?” Detective Frazier asked her.
 
                 “I’m asking you to leave. Now is not the time, and certainly not the place for you to be questioning us about this,” she replied.
 
                 “She’s right. We don’t have any answers for you and my son and his health are the only thing we’re concerned about right now,” The Bishop told him. “Now kindly excuse yourself.”
 
                 “Sir, I don’t think you understand the seriousness…”
 
                 “You don’t understand the severity of my requesting that you leave, sir. And anything else can be handled directly though my son’s legal counsel,” The Bishop interrupted him before he could say anything else.
 
                 “We’ll be in touch,” the detective said.
 
                 “The nerve of some people,” Adrienne sighed.
 
                 “Granted his timing was not the best, the man was just doing his job. We don’t even know why Malachi was at that house. Something was going on. He didn’t even tell us he was getting out,” Micah responded.
 
                 Leave it to Micah to agree with the white man and accuse me of being the number one suspect. 
 
                 “Listen, since Micah and Adrienne are here now Ola…. Why don’t we go ahead and leave. They can sit with Malachi,” The Bishop sighed.
 
                 “I’m not leaving and going anywhere. Look at what just happened!”
 
                 “Mama, you’ve been here for two days. You need to go home and get some rest,” Micah pleaded. “I’ll be here with him.”
 
                 “You can be here with him, but so will I.”
 
                 “Olivia, I got to go and get ready for in the morning,” The Bishop told her.
 
                 “Walter, what do you mean? I know you’re not trying to preach tomorrow!”
 
                 “Olivia….”
 
                 Even in his current state of what he thought was dying, Malachi knew the familiar argument his parents were about to have. It was one that he heard thousands of times before. A major family crisis would take place and yet the Bishop would still find it necessary to preach. His father’s Sunday presence in the pulpit was more dependable than the US Postal Service. Neither snow nor rain nor heat nor gloom of night would stop THE Bishop Walter Burke from the completion of his sermon on any given Sunday. Especially not even his son who was in the hospital. Well not his son Malachi. Had it been his other son Micah, The Bishop probably would have shut the whole church down. But one thing Malachi did know was that for some strange reason, the pulpit was a place of comfort for The Bishop and ministering brought him peace. He also knew that as angry as his mother was, she understood that as well.
 
                 “You have an entire STAFF of preachers, Walter. Your son is lying here in a coma. You need to be ministering to HIM, not everyone else,” Olivia cried.
 
                 “Mama, please,” Micah told her.
 
                 “No, I want everyone to leave. Please just go and do what you all need to do. I want to be left alone with my son. So just go!” 
 
                 Hearing his mother sobbing made Malachi’s heart ache. He wanted so badly to wake up and tell her he was fine but for some reason, his body wasn’t listening to his mind and he couldn’t. 
 
                 “Olivia, calm down. Don’t act like this,” The Bishop’s voice was strained.
 
                 “Listen to me, Mama. We’re leaving,” Micah told her.
 
                 “Good,” Olivia snapped.
 
                 “But when Adrienne and I come back, I’m gonna have her take you back to the house. You need to get some food in you and take a shower, put on some clean clothes. I will stay here with Chi while you do all of that and she’ll bring you back. But you can’t just stay in here with him for days at a time. It’s not good for you and you’re gonna stress yourself out and make yourself sick,” Micah tried to reason with his mother.
 
                 As much as he disliked his brother, he knew he was right and was grateful that he was being the voice of calm and reasoning in the moment. Malachi hoped his mother would listen and agree. 
 
                 “Lady Olivia, we know you want to be here for Malachi, but you have to keep your strength up to keep being here,” Adrienne said.
 
                 “O’la, listen to them.”
 
                 “We’ll be back to get you later this evening, Mama,” Micah said.
 
                 The room was quiet and for a second. Malachi wondered if they had all left until he heard his mother say, “I’ll be ready.”
 
                 Malachi could sense the relief of all of them and soon he and his mother were the only ones in the room. He felt her lips kissing him gently on the forehead and cheek.
 
                 “Chi, baby, I know you hear all this nonsense going on but I’m here. Mama’s here.”
 
                 And then, she began humming and even though his eyes were already closed, Malachi felt himself drifting to sleep as his mother sang the lyrics to one of her favorite gospel songs. Her talented voice comforting him as only she could:
 
   “Though the storms keep on raging in my life…
 
   and sometimes it’s hard to tell the light from day.
 
   Still the hope that lies within is reassured …
 
   as I keep my eyes upon the distant shore 
 
   I know he’ll lead me to that blessed place he has prepared.
 
   But if the storms don’t cease…
 
   and if the winds keep on blowing…
 
   my soul has been anchored in the Lord.”
 
    
 
                 Malachi continued drifting in and out of consciousness to the point where he sometimes didn’t realize if it was day or night or how much time had passed. Sometimes he would hear her talking and reading the Bible out loud to him. Other times, he would hear Micah and Adrienne talking about their wedding plans. He was never alone. For the most part, it was only the immediate family in the room with him. He knew that members of his father’s congregation had been dropping in to check on him, but The Bishop made sure that they didn’t get past the waiting room down the hall. A few times he was glad to hear the voice of his boy Trey who had somehow made it past the Bishop’s tight security he had in place to pop in and check on him. The few times his mother wasn’t by his side, Micah was. Those were the weirdest times for Malachi because he knew his brother would probably rather be anywhere else than stuck babysitting him.
 
                 “Excuse me.”
 
                 Malachi strained to hear who had entered the room.
 
                 “Yes, can I help you?” Micah asked. 
 
                 “I just wanted to…see…check…” the voice was light, barely above a whisper, but Malachi still recognized it.
 
                 “Scorpio right?”
 
                 If Malachi could have breathed on his own, he would have let out the biggest sigh of relief. He had been wondering if Scorpio was okay. No one had really said anything so he wasn’t sure.
 
                 “Yes. I’m sorry to stare. It’s just…you look so much like your brother. Then again, you are twins.”
 
                 “Yeah,” Micah laughed. “How are you holding up?”
 
                 “I’m better. It’s been a rough couple of days. But I’m finally able to sit up. I had that same tube down my throat until two days ago. My leg and foot suffered the most damage, but I’ll be fine.”
 
   “That’s good to hear and see. I’m glad you are better.”
 
   “I had my security guard wheel me down here so I could see him. I hope it’s okay,” Scorpio told him.
 
                 “That’s fine. I’m so sorry my brother got you into this situation.”
 
                 “Got me into it? No, he didn’t get me into anything. He pulled me out of it. Your brother saved my life. I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for him,” Scorpio’s voice quivered and then she sniffed. Malachi could tell she was crying.
 
                 “Oh, I didn’t know,” Micah said. “Here take this.”
 
                 Yeah, you wouldn’t know, asshole. Always tryna make me out to be the villain!
 
                 “Thanks,” Scorpio said after blowing her nose, then she continued. “He drove me home from the club because I was too drunk. Later, when the fire started, I collapsed and he found me and got us both out of that house.”
 
                 Now what you got to say, Micah? I saved her life!
 
                 “The police told us they were investigating him because it was arson.”
 
                 “It was arson, but it wasn’t him. I keep remembering seeing a woman right before the fire started. It’s fuzzy, but I know she was there and she was yelling at me about something. Then, she kicked me and ran out right before the fire.”
 
                 Woman? What woman? Malachi didn’t know who or what Scorpio was talking about. As far as he could recall, they were the only two people in the house.               
 
   “Wow,” Micah sighed.
 
                 “Is he going to be okay?” Scorpio sniffed again. “What are they saying?”
 
                 “All we can do is wait and pray,” Micah told her.
 
                 “I really can’t help with that.”
 
                 “With what?”
 
                 “Praying. I don’t know how. The only thing I know about prayer is it’s what some people do before they eat and during church. I don’t eat that much, and I can’t tell you the last time I’ve been in a church. I think it was for a bridal photo shoot,” Scorpio told him. “I’m sorry.”
 
                 “Don’t be embarrassed. I definitely don’t judge.”
 
                 Liar! You’ve been passing judgment on me since we were in sixth grade! You’re the most judgmental, hypocritical man alive….you and your daddy!
 
                 “Thanks.”
 
                 “But prayer is a simple conversation with the Lord. It doesn’t have to be deep. He already knows what’s on our hearts. He just wants us to be honest with Him and speak it. It’s not always asking, but simply sharing with Him. The Bible says ‘open your mouth wide and I will fill it.’ When we pray, we build a relationship with God. Would you like for me to pray with you?” Micah asked.
 
                 “Can we pray for him? He’s the one who needs it more than I do. I need you to help me pray for him if that’s what they say he needs,” Scorpio told him.
 
                 “We can pray for both of you,” Micah told her. “Take my hand.”
 
                 Malachi then felt the presence of his brother beside him and the feel of him taking his hand.
 
                 What the hell? Is he really about to do this? I don’t believe it.
 
                 “Close your eyes. Now, Father God in the name of Jesus, we come to you right now saying thank you. Thank you for bringing us here together God, and for sparing these two beautiful lives. God, we know that you will heal Malachi and strengthen him Father. We are asking that you bring him back whole to us. We cover him and ask that you fall fresh on him and restore him like never before. We ask God that you continue to heal Scorpio. Hear her heart and be her comfort right now as she continues to regain her strength. Guide her wherever you would have her to go right now. Direct her path and give her peace in her situation. In Jesus name, Amen.”
 
                 “Amen,” Scorpio repeated. “How did you do that?”
 
                 “Do what?” Micah asked her.
 
                 “Know to pray for peace in my situation? And that I needed guidance? How did you know to say all of that? Are you like psychic?”
 
                 “No, I’m not psychic,” Micah laughed. “It wasn’t what I knew, but it was what the Holy Spirit put on my heart to say. I told you prayer is what’s in your heart, that’s all.”
 
                 “Well thank you. I guess I should go. I’m sorry. I don’t even know your name. I’m normally not this rude.”
 
                 “You’re not rude. And my name is Micah.”
 
                 “Thank you Micah.”
 
                 “You’re welcome. I’ll keep you in prayer.”
 
                 “And now that I know how, I will keep praying for Malachi.”
 
                 Malachi listened and realized she was gone. He felt Micah’s hand on his again and then heard him say, “My brother the hero, who would have thought? God, heal him, cover him, protect him.”
 
                 Malachi didn’t want to hear any more. He didn’t want to feel his brother’s hand or accept any prayers from him. Again, he went back into the darkness of what he thought was sleep. When he woke again, Micah was gone, but there was someone else standing beside his bed talking to him.
 
                 “Chi, I don’t know if you can hear me, but I want you to know I’m praying for you son.” 
 
                 It was Jerry, the Bishop’s best friend, and Malachi’s godfather, “You know your daddy is pissed at both of us right about now, but everything is gonna be alright. We just need for you to stick around a while longer. Man, we ain’t even get to celebrate your coming home. I tried explaining to him and your mama how you didn’t want them to know …”
 
                 “What are you doing in here?” The Bishop’s voice interrupted what Jerry was trying to say.
 
                 “Walt, man, you know I had to come and see him.” Jerry said, “I love this boy as much as you do. He’s just as much my family as he is yours. I will do anything for this boy.”
 
                 “Well, we know you lie for him.” Bishop said, “You’ve shown us that much. Malachi should have come home when he was released. He needs direction, structure and some Bible based discipline in his life. This right here shows that he wasn’t ready to handle freedom. He was out of jail how long? Not even twenty four hours and look at what happened. I blame you for this Jerry!”
 
                 “It wasn’t like that, Walt. You know I didn’t want this to happen and neither did Malachi. You don’t give him enough credit.”
 
                 Malachi was glad that Jerry was sticking up for him. He had always had Chi’s back no matter what. It was one of the reasons he was closer to him than his own father.
 
                 “Just get out, Jerry, before I have you thrown out.” The Bishop said.
 
                 “Stop trying to be his Bishop and try being his father for a change. I been telling you that for years.” Jerry said.
 
                 “And how many sons have you raised, Jerry?”
 
                 The room got quiet, and Malachi waited for Jerry to say something, but he never did. He realized that he was gone and thought he was all alone until he heard his father’s voice again.
 
                 “Malachi, I’m gonna need for you to stop this and wake up. You’ve always been the stubborn one. I remember the night you were born, they delivered Micah first and you made your mama labor for five more hours before you came out. You made us wait until you were good and ready to make your appearance. Well, your mother is laboring again for you, and I’m begging you to just come on out so she can…we can…stop worrying about you. It’s been too long since…since…” the Bishops voice stopped. 
 
                 Malachi wondered if he had drifted off into the darkness until he heard the voice again and then realized the Bishop was crying. He had never seen nor heard his father cry before and it stirred something within him. He wanted to yell for him to get out because he was so uncomfortable. Malachi tried to force himself back into the darkness. He used everything within him to block out the sound of the Bishop’s tears, and then he heard his voice continue. This time in song:
 
   “I realize that sometimes in this life…
 
   You’re gonna be tossed by the waves and currents that seem so fierce…
 
   But in the word of God, I’ve got an anchor…
 
   And it keeps me steadfast and unmovable despite the tide.
 
   My soul is anchored in the Lord.”
 
    
 
   Malachi’s chest became heavy and he tried to fight the emotions that were erupting inside of him. 
 
   Please let him leave, God. I don’t want to hear any more. I just want to sleep and be left alone.
 
   Malachi tried and tried to go back into the darkness that had been comforting him for the last several days when he needed it to. But something was different. He couldn’t find it.
 
   “I…I love you son,” The Bishop told him and then, he softly called, “Malachi? Son, can you hear me?”
 
   Malachi didn’t answer. He tried to fight his way back, determined to find the dark tunnel and stay there. Slowly, the darkness surrounded him and he was relieved. He realized that each time he left the darkness, it was becoming harder and harder to return. 
 
   As he lay in the hospital bed, listening to the sounds of the Bishop’s crying fading as he slipped back into the coma, Malachi wondered if death really would have been an easier option for him. 
 
                 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Epilogue
 
   Jonah Harrington
 
   Jonah was in the middle of preparing lunch when he heard the doorbell ring. He turned the stove on low and covered the pot of homemade chicken soup, grabbing a dish towel to wipe his hands as he headed to answer it. His favorite canine companion, Dash, was right on his heels. 
 
                 “Can I help you?” Jonah asked the man who was standing on his doorstep.
 
                 “How ya doing? I’m Detective Adam Frazier,” the man smiled.
 
                 Jonah didn’t smile back, he just stared. Dash sensed Jonah’s composure and began growling. The detective glanced down and backed up. Jonah looked past him to see the squad car parked in the driveway.
 
                 “Dash, stop.” Jonah said gently and the dog quietly sat down beside him. Jonah reached and gave him a gentle pat on the head, appreciative of his loyalty.
 
                 “I’m investigating the fire that happened a couple of days ago. I understand you were one of the first people to call it in and your house appears to be the closest one. Did you happen to see anything or anyone?” The detective asked.
 
                 “Nope, I didn’t.” Jonah told him, “Why are you investigating the fire? I thought it was started by something in the garage.”
 
                 “Well, no, it appears that it may have been a deliberate act.”
 
                 “Really?” Jonah blinked.
 
                 “Yes sir. Mrs. Douglas has reported that there was an unknown female who assaulted her right before the fire occurred who may have had something to do with this. Did you notice any female in the neighborhood that night?”
 
                 “No, I didn’t.” Jonah told him.
 
                 “Well, your property seems to be the closest to the Douglas home, I can’t imagine anyone getting out here without a car. Did you seen any strange vehicles that night?” Detective Frazier asked.
 
                 “Nope not at all.” Jonah shrugged.
 
                 “I’m told you were the first one to arrive at the house and you helped Mrs. Douglas and Mr. Burke escape. Did either one of them say anything to you?” 
 
                 “Well, he was the one who pulled her out the house. I just helped him lay her down and I was one of the ones who called 9-1-1. Neither one of them said anything.” Jonah told him.
 
                 Detective Frazier reached into his pocket and handed Jonah a business card, “If you remember anything, please give me a call.”
 
                 “Sure thing.” Jonah took the card and watched as the detective got into his vehicle and drove away. He hated the police and had done so since Lydia’s death. For weeks after she died, he was interrogated over and over again. They seemed determined to prove that he had something to do with it. His life was miserable until the final autopsy report came in and cleared him of any wrongdoing, and even afterwards, he still felt like he was a wanted man. His life had come crashing down and all he could do was vanish. He left everything and everyone and found solace in what he had one day hoped would be the surprise of a lifetime for Lydia, the house he now lived in.
 
                 Jonah and Dash went back inside. He walked into the kitchen, thinking about the fire and the questions Detective Frazier asked. He also thought about the things he didn’t tell the Detective. He didn’t tell him about the black Honda Civic which was now parked in his garage covered with a tarp, he didn’t tell him about the torn shirt Dash found near the backyard, and he didn’t tell him about the woman who had been hiding out in his upstairs bedroom for the last two days. He made a bowl of soup, put some crackers on a small plate, grabbed a bottle of water and made his way up the steps with a tray carrying it all.
 
                 “Lunch is served.” He told her when he walked inside the bedroom where she was standing by the window, peaking out, dressed in one of his t-shirts.
 
                 “Oh my God!” She hissed, “Was that the police!”
 
                 “Yeah, it was.” He told her, “Come on, get back in bed so you can eat.”
 
                 “What did they want?”
 
                 “They’re still investigating the fire.” He placed the tray on the nightstand beside her.
 
                 “Shit. What did you tell them?” She said, limping back over to the bed. Her ankle was bandaged and her face was slightly bruised.
 
                 “I didn’t tell them anything. Mainly because I don’t know anything.” Jonah told her.
 
                 “I can’t believe this! I never meant for any of this to happen, I swear! Shit just got crazy and…” She broke down and began crying uncontrollably.
 
                 “Hey, it’s okay. Come on, eat something.” Jonah told her. This was something Jonah had gotten used to over the past few days. As a matter of fact, when she wasn’t asleep, she was crying. Those were pretty much the only two things she did: sleep and cry. She was a pretty girl, young, petite and had she not been wearing the blonde weave in her hair, she would be the spitting image of one of his all time favorite celebrity crushes: Tatianna Ali. He had tried time and time again to find out information about her, but the only thing he was able to get from her was that supposedly, her name seemed to be ‘Squirt’ and that the fire was a mistake. As he watched her slowly eat the soup he prepared, Jonah hoped that his helping her wouldn’t turn out to be a mistake of his own.  
 
    
 
    
 
   To Be Continued….
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