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PLEASE READ!
About this book


This is the first book of a series (Raven Maxim); however, EACH BOOK IN THIS SERIES IS A STANDALONE, FULL LENGTH NOVEL. What that means is there are no cliffhangers and no one book in this series is contingent upon another. All of the books take place in the same city: Maxim, New York. The reader may go in chronological order in reading each book released, skip about, or even read them in reverse. It is completely up to the reader. Some of the secondary characters will show up in other novels in the series, but such appearances will not impact comprehension and enjoyment of the series. All the books in the Raven Maxim series are classified as romance novels, and the subgenre varies from book to book. Thank you.
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Synopsis


Sloan Kenneth Steele, a popular NYC author, has recently uprooted himself from the stony, callous grip of Manhattan. Wishing for a fresh start after an ugly divorce, he relocates to the city of Maxim. He is still close enough to his adult children and grandson to feel at ease, but there are enough miles between them for him to relish his newfound privacy. Besides, Sloan believes that home is truly where the heart is. What the notorious sceptic fails to realize is that his new life would have its fair share of things that go bump in the night. Not one to easily scare, Sloan ignores the odd goings-on in his newly renovated property, and immerses himself deeper into his work. As time wars on, he gets to know the locals and the place he now calls home. Then, a chance encounter at a grocery store in the wee hours of the morning weaves a path straight into his heart…

Emerald St. Claire is a divorcee with an army daughter. A bit of a hermit, she does enjoy the company of others from time to time, as long as it doesn’t infringe on her passion – fixing the beloved worn and broken. Emerald loves her ho-hum routine, taking comfort in the predictability of her life … until Sloan enters the scene. The two forge a fast friendship and romance, but as Emerald gets to know Sloan better, she realizes he is not what she expected. He is more than she ever anticipated – a tapestry of manliness, suaveness, and contagious humor.

On his part, Sloan finds in Emerald what he always desired – someone he can depend on, a person unafraid to love and be authentic, regardless of who is watching, even if that ‘who’ is the ghost that dwells in Sloan’s remodelled historic home. The house has a troubled history, and so does Sloan. This begs the question: Who is haunting who?

On their independent journeys to self-discovery, forgiveness, and love, they find surprises around each and every dark corner. Will Emerald be able to endure a love that is unexpectedly meshed with the paranormal, and will Sloan finally become a believer in not only ghosts, but the resilient spirit of the human heart, with its ability to heal?

Read “Ghost Writer” by Tiana Laveen to find out!
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COPYRIGHT
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Copyright © 2016 by Tiana Laveen

Kindle Edition

All rights reserved.

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

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

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

IN OTHER WORDS: If you do any of the above, the karma bus is waiting for you. If you steal this author’s work and illegally loan and/or share it, request illegal/free copies online and/or in printed version, you are no better than a burglar that breaks into someone’s house while you think they are away. You are a criminal. A thief. A cheat. You don’t work for free, so why should authors?! WE WORK HARD. SHOW SOME APPRECIATION.
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This book contains topics that are adult in nature. There also is a gratuitous amount of profanity. These adult themes/topics cover a gamut of subjects, including but not limited to:

1.   Graphic depictions of sexual acts/sexual intimacy

2.   Child abandonment

3.   Mental illness and depression

4.   Unnatural Death

5.   ‘Lightweight’ chilling/ supernatural elements

6.   Divorce

7.   Periodic mentions of drug use

8.   Homophobia

9.   Racial tension/ethnic subjugation

Please be advised.
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Dedication
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This book is dedicated to all the weirdoes of the world, the cynics, the lovers of the absurd written word, and the die-hard believers in things that remain unseen.

For you are imagination fuel, the stuff I live for…

The air you breathe is the same air I exhale.

Let’s take over the world, one breath at a time…
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You have now entered the dark side of Tiana Laveen’s mind. Don’t say you weren’t warned. (((Imagine bats flying around an old castle, lightning striking, and a deep, raspy laugh tinged with just the right notes of insanity.)))

Okay, now that we have that out of the way, I first want to say “thank you” to all of you who have purchased this book, “Ghost Writer” – Book 1 of the Raven Maxim series.

This book was written for many reasons, but most notably, it’s an idea that has been jammed in my head for years. It began innocently enough, I suppose. My mother had had an odd dream; I believe she’d been eating late at night but she never confirmed that theory. Regardless, she told me about the nightmare, and one tiny detail stuck out in my mind after she relayed it to me, bit by disturbing bit. What really strange mental images to behold once my mind took grasp of her words and spun them around. These were a tiny kernel from her recollections, but disconcerting ones all the same… the kind that could make one nauseated, quite frankly. I believe that’s why the idea embedded itself in my mind and then, my imagination ran wild with it.

She and my father tease me about various book subjects I could delve into and explore, none of which have transpired, but the conversations are amusing nevertheless. So I say all of that to say, what was supposed to be initially a horror story morphed into something much more – something multifaceted. This is not to say that horror novels can’t be complex. In fact, if you’ve ever read a Dean Koontz or Stephen King novel, then you know that they can; but in that genre, we are less likely to see what I call ‘heavy’ in-depth character development as it pertains to the characters’ personal thoughts or their childhood, unless these relate directly to the story, etc. If you are new to my work, you need to understand that I am known to go heavy on description, as well as character development, so if this is not your thing, please be advised. If, on the other hand, this is your shtick, then, by all means, enjoy. Now, back to my original point.

With horror, you have to do a fast build, provide a shocker, and then begin to plant strategically placed seeds of terror all along the way for the next big ‘blow up’. With romance, you have a bit more wiggle room with timing and in my own personal writing style, character development is actually essential, and this book is no different. I love horror novels; though I wouldn’t classify myself as a gore lord, I do enjoy a well-told ghost tale. When I sat down to write this, I was going to write a horror story, but something else happened, because, well, I listened to the characters and that’s not what they wanted. Almost the entire original outline got scrapped, and as I went along with the flow of things, I saw quite clearly that this was turning out to be a true blue love story with a twist.

What makes this story unique is that there are in fact some horror/suspense elements, but not the kind that detract from the main genre, that is, romance. Do I want you to be consistently scared while reading this? Not particularly. Will you be frightened during a few scenes? It’s definitely possible, but again, the scenes in question are not the gist of this read. They do not monopolize the tale, nor do they detract from the main focus. My objective was to offer just enough of that to move the story along in the direction I wished it to go, but not season it too heavily with macabre salt and revulsion pepper. Besides, I had a chance at bat before. I wrote a romance horror novella entitled, “In My Sister’s Shadow”, many years back. It’s still available for purchase.

My handle over my writing style is much more controlled now than when I penned that book, so though I appreciate that story for breaking my horror book cherry, so to speak, and I adore the premise of it, I believe I have a better idea of how to execute scenes with terror elements and I will more than likely try my hand at a fully fledged horror novel in the future due to my craft’s evolution. It is rather peculiar to be a lover of horror and romance, simultaneously, yet so many people are. Merging the two is a difficult task, so keeping an objective clear in your mind is key; and, as stated, truly listening to the characters helps provide some solace along the way.

Speaking of characters, as in most Laveen novels, you have your hero and heroine and more times than not, there is something a bit off-putting about one or both of them. I consider this to be a true reflection of life as we know it – a mirror of ourselves, if you will. No one is two-dimensional; we all have layers, regardless of whether we are allowing others to see those layers or not. Sloan Steele is quite a complex character, yet easily understood. He shows the world a side of him that is legit, unlike some.

It’s not that he’s a phony, or hiding behind a façade; you truly do see who this man is from jump. The problem is that what he shows is not all of him, and he rarely allows even the people he loves the most to get close enough to find out what is truly going on with his inner workings. He is a famous science fiction novelist with an almost cult-like following. The man is witty, a bit aloof at times, and has a dry sense of humor – clever, yet relatable. Most especially, he is also my first 50+ Hero.

Sloan is very attractive, in good health, but he is no youthful, inexperienced, bumbling idiot still trying to figure out who he is (not saying all people under 25 are this way! I know some very self aware, mature twenty-somethings and some childish 60+ year olds, but you get my point!), which I also believe is something many of my readers can relate to. Sloan’s love interest is also experienced in this thing we call life… Emerald St. Claire is, to me, very much like most of us.

We can watch this woman, get into her thoughts, hear her speak and relate on some level. Even younger women, I believe, will find commonalities with her and connect to her trials and tribulations. She is who we are, and a bit of our mothers, too. She is smart, approachable, sexy and loving, but she, too, can be somewhat closed off from the world. Not necessarily cold, but protective of herself. Like Sloan, she has not always had it easy, and, at times, it shows.

Emerald is skilled, funny, and patient – some of the characteristics that attract Sloan to her in the first place. She is struggling with a few things in her life, aspects of her you’ll discover as you read on. I love her complexity, but also adore her ability to deal with them in a constructive manner. The two meet and fall in love, but of course, love can’t progress without being challenged somewhere along the way. There are some true twists and turns and burdensome concerns along the perverse path of this relationship. The forks in the roads are ones that may be considered troubling, even upsetting, while other infrastructures and thoroughfares throughout the tale can be seen as humorous and endearing. But, of course, that is for you to decide. So, without further ado, I’d like to introduce you to “Ghost Writer”. Come along. I want you to meet Sloan Steele and Emerald St. Claire and become a part of a reading experience that will leave you chilled and thrilled to the bone.

The City of Maxim welcomes you…
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WELCOME TO
THE CITY OF MAXIM

The city of (Raven) Maxim is a bustling metropolis with rural and suburban areas sprinkled throughout. The city is named after its founder, Raven Maxim, a wealthy eccentric who wished to create a place that would fit a variety of needs and to attract people from all walks of life. She was born in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania in 1821 to an unwed couple, a Ukrainian father and an Irish-American mother. She had been a bit of a tomboy in her early years, was a rather talented self-taught poet, and enjoyed studying nature. Her upbringing did not offer much stability as her mother was rarely there due to work obligations and her father had left early on in her childhood. Not surprisingly, Raven became a runaway due to the hardships of home life, and, at age sixteen, headed off further east to embark on a new journey. She travelled in the direction of the State of New York.

With little money, she roamed about, camping out in woodland places that were deemed dangerous, abandoned, or just plain seedy when funds were too low for paid shelter. Upon one of these many nomadic trips, she discovered a large piece of land wedged on the border of Pennsylvania and New York (but on New York’s property line), partially surrounded by peaty, infested water with very few inhabitants due to the swamp-like terrain. She found the place beautiful, an overlooked gem that simply needed a little ingenuity. Using her knowledge of environmental studies and love of nature, she came up with an idea. Raven remedied this marsh and everglade land issue with a specialized drainage system that she invented herself, resulting in her owning a patent that is now used globally. She sketched it out on a piece of paper, then, several months later, built a prototype by hand. And, by golly… it worked.

Her discovery provided her wealth beyond measure. She immediately had homes and schools built on the acreage to encourage people to live there and, ever since, the city has been a refuge and home for many, to this day. The city of Raven Maxim is notorious, however, for attracting all sorts of people: oddities, derelicts, millionaires, inventors, homebodies, and an assortment of individuals wishing to make a new start, or never leave all they’ve ever known. It was once said that if you lived in Maxim, you were always invited, but you never knew by whom.

This is partially due to a warm, broad acceptance from many of the locals in political office, a ‘come one, come all’ mantra, as well as a belief that, if you ended up there, it was simply meant to be. Raven Maxim is viewed by some as a utopia, but by others, it is a place that imbues closely guarded dark secrets. For instance, it was once professed that, ‘It’s a damn good place to hide a dead body.’ Pushing the macabre aside, this city in modern day is like many others, teeming with expensive shopping centers, luxury car dealerships, and grandiose brick homes on one side, and, on the other, poorly maintained, barely occupied trailer parks and areas known to be frequented by those who have a mile long list of felonies. There are splendid high-rise apartments and gorgeous, lush farmlands for wildlife to roam. Some of the suburban areas are known for their amazing schools and serene wholesomeness that exudes from these desirable neighborhoods. The city of Maxim has received sundry awards for culture and enrichment, one, most notably, awarded to the Maxim Natural History Museum.

There is a shop that only sells dead flowers, and does quite well with online sales. Also, one finds the headquarters of a Fortune 500 company that manufactures one-of-a-kind bread-making ingredients and spices that are exported and sold all around the world. The city of Raven Maxim experiences all four seasons, some years more blustering or hot than others. Mayor William Washington is currently in office and a rather popular jazz singer, Miriam “Star” Dust, was born and raised in Raven Maxim, and still considers the place home.

The city has had its share of attention in the news press, as well. It seems that, at times, the strangest things occur there, and some of the most unlikely successes, too. Some say that the land is cursed, while others deem it blessed. Some believe the founder, Ms. Maxim herself, delved in a bit of black magic, stirring the hocus pocus cauldron with the intent of finding ways to rule her kingdom from beyond the grave. Some think all of that is a bunch of foolishness, and it’s simply a part of America, just like any other city you may find along your travels. Regardless of what others say or think, the verdict is ultimately left up to you. While deciding what to believe, however, you may want to consider a few notable things:

1.   The city map layout possesses the shape of a crudely formed heart. This has drawn people from all over the world during a special Valentine’s Day Celebration held downtown to get married, celebrate an anniversary, or renew their vows.

2.   Raven Maxim herself never married, nor did she bear children, despite being considered one of the most intelligent and well-known women in the world. It is believed she always wished to find love, but it eluded her, while others stated she was too busy with her career to worry about such silly things as being romanced and wooed.

3.   There is scientific proven evidence that a meteor crashed and landed there soon before Maxim discovered the area. This has led several scientists and UFO enthusiasts to closely study the area.

4.   The town’s most revered living historian, Angelica Dexter, has written chronicles of the ‘strange goings-on’ on the Maxim estate, which is currently still standing. A portion of the property is now used as a gift shop, a gallery with guided tour, café, and bookstore.

5.   There are many tales and legends not only surrounding the uninhabited Maxim mansion, but also the rest of the land and surrounding waters. Some are fantastical, others are humorous, yet others are dark and unnerving, while some are purely inspiring. Do not be surprised if aspects of this folklore manifests in the form of a story or two in this book series.

Welcome, darling, to the city of Maxim.

Expect the unexpected…
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“Love isn’t where we find our ghosts. Love is where we release them…”


—Pavana
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PROLOGUE


Words yet unspoken…

Maxim, New York, 1957

Officer Grant ran his finger down the dust-covered desk with wooden crows carved upon the legs and sides.

“He hadn’t worked in here in a while.” He regarded the massive room with a discerning eye. The elaborate, domed, eggshell-colored ceiling seemed untouchable as it rose high, soaring towards the heavens. The room showcased looming walls lined with ash-covered shelves filled with large books bound in ebony, burgundy, and fawn leather. The damn things threatened to break through and splinter the wooden shelf they rested upon to splatter onto the dull wooden floor below as their weight bowed the mantelpiece to the point that the slightest touch might just send them on their way.

“No one had seen him out in quite some time. Did you see him? You know, his body?” He turned towards Officer Allen. The man still appeared whiter than an usher’s glove for Sunday morning service.

“Yeah…I saw him. I wish I hadn’t. Can’t say I’ll get that out of my mind any time soon.” He shook his head, dreading to delve down that dark road again.

“ ’Spose he really starved to death?” Officer Allen peered over his thin-rimmed glasses at a sloppily stacked pile of books, nameless and thick, almost begging to be read. Unable to resist a moment longer, he flicked his thumb over the cover of one, opened it, and pilfered through, feeling disappointed as he scanned the thing. There was little of nothing, just strange jottings of a word here or there, floating about as if discombobulated from a singular thought.

“Looks that way… I wonder how that happens?” Officer Grant placed his hands on his hips and slowly paced about in his blue slacks, disturbing odd items and artifacts that appeared long forgotten. He jumped and sighed when a clock suddenly came alive, bouncing sound throughout the room, echoing and vibrating and booming in the dimly lit space. As soon as the sound shattered his sense of peace, the gonging died down. He curiously peered at the clock. It wasn’t on the hour. Strangely enough, it was only 2:37 in the afternoon.

Why in the world would that clock sound right now?

He shrugged it off and continued to peruse the strange place, reminiscent of a small-scale library, equipped with an elongated running ladder covered in cobwebs. Golden award statues lined one shelf, an assortment of trophies and plaques. One was situated in a little inlet in the wall. It was rather peculiar how they gleamed with cleanliness while the rest of the room was layered in filth and standing at the doorstep of complete ruin.

“You think his brother will auction the place? He’s still back in L.A. Seems a pity.” He shook his head. “They don’t make houses like this anymore.”

Officer Allen hesitated in responding, seemingly engrossed in another book he’d opened and flipped through with a gentle touch.

“Uh…yeah, a real shame. Hey.” The man motioned towards him, waving him over with a curl of his left index finger. “You should see this.”

Grant marched over until they were standing side by side.

“This must’ve been the latest book he was writing. Boy, I would’ve liked to have read the rest of this…too bad it seems to have no ending; it just drops off abruptly. Hell, he didn’t even finish the last sentence. It is an incomplete thought.” He flipped to the back of the text—nothing but blank pages.

“Yeah.” Grant looked about the place, always finding something new he’d missed before—odd things, beautiful things, rustic and charming things, and sad things, too. “He was a literary genius.” He glared at a collection of grimy timeworn dolls stuffed haphazardly into a soiled pillowcase.

Strange. Must’ve used this for inspiration or something…

“Horror isn’t really my thing though.” Grant shrugged his shoulders. “You and I see enough real life scary shit without a bunch of make-believe.” He reached into his pocket, drew out a cigarette, cocked his head ever so slightly to the left, and lit it, shaking the match until the flame died. The stiff air around them grabbed the scent and raced away with the burnt odor in tow. Swirls of gloomy smoke wafted high towards the ceiling until it grasped the colossal chandelier, decked out in abandoned spider webs from yesteryear.

“Yeah, you have a point. Peter Jones wrote all sorts of stuff, though… It’s just that his scary stuff got the most attention,” Allen explained as he flipped through the dusty pages of a different novel, this one dressed in bright, blood red paper. “Towards the end, he’d become a recluse of sorts, but right before that, he was always seen at the best parties.”

“Yeah, I saw the magazines. He was really something.” Officer Grant smirked.

“Yeah, I got curious about him, you know? I read up on everything. He’d fly out to Washington D.C., go to L.A., give an interview in Miami. He was all over the damn place. Sought after, ya know? Lively guy, from what I’ve been told. Full of great jokes, fun, a bit of a ham, too. Boy, did the ladies love him, and he loved them. He was an infamous playboy…never married, no kids.”

“He was peculiar.” Grant grimaced. Placing one hand on his hip, he turned from side to side, making mental inventory of the whole mess.

“Yeah, I guess you could say so, but to me it’s mighty strange how someone who had it all could end up this way. According to his friends, he changed about three months ago, disappeared from the circuit. No one really knew why. One minute, he was one of the most sought after writers in the country; then the next, he locked himself up in here and no one heard another damn word. His agent had to drop him. He wasn’t producing any new work, wouldn’t take calls, but they knew he was in here and alive, well, up until the final week or so. Really a shame…”

He snuffed his cigarette in an ashtray on the desk, taking note of the burns in the bottom of the ceramic container.

I put out a cigarette in the same spot where he used to extinguish his cigarettes and cigars, too…

The officers kept on unearthing piles of the mundane and stacks of the odd.

Hmmm, interesting…

“Look at this photo.” Grant snatched it from a low-lying shelf inside a dark gray chifferobe that appeared entirely too small for the considerable room. “Look at this man. The date in the corner says 1952. That was only five years ago. He had to have been only about twenty-five right here.”

Peter Jones had a natural look of mischievousness with his combination of a tilted smile that stretched fleshy lips, a pair of lustrous light brown eyes, and dark brown wavy hair brushed back from his chiseled face. By many standards, the man would be deemed rather dreamboat-ish; but, upon a closer inspection, one would note hints of a suffering soul. There was just something about his eyes…as if he had a deep, dark secret and if he dared utter a word of it, he’d be struck down dead. Well, if that were the case, he was now free to tell…

“The man the coroner took out of here looked like he was damn near eighty. It’s like it was his long lost grandfather.” Allen shook his head. “Yet, it was him. Goddamn it, Grant, I’ve never seen anything like that in all my life. He died in his own horror story, ya know? What a way to go. He must’ve gone insane.”

“That’s too easy. Maybe we’ll never know. I can tell ya this much though, no one wakes up and goes crazy.”

“Yeah, well, normal people don’t stop eating by choice, either.”

Both men nodded and scanned the room, neither seemingly sure what they were looking for anymore. The house had a bizarre feel to it, and the odor of death still loomed about in the place. They’d been sent over to do a final sweep of the property before it became contaminated by nosy visitors, incessant fans of the deceased, and long lost family members hoping to cash in on the millionaire’s estate. One thing was for certain though: this was no homicide. Renowned mystery and horror author Peter Jones was a revered celebrity who had been swallowed whole by his own self, disappearing into the arms of a hermit lifestyle that no one could make heads or tails of.

His bookshelves teemed with notebooks that had only one or two words written in them, while others had been well used to the last page. Those illustrious detailed stories could send the most unmoved spectator into a tailspin of the heebie jeebies. The man had an incredible imagination, shellacked with a love for the morbid and unusual. He blamed his bland childhood in Maxim for the sprouting of an overactive imagination. Regardless, the man was a legend… the legend was the man. Peter Jones left no true indication of his self-imposed fate. The only thing left behind was a short note detailing his plans for suicide that had been collected earlier in the week when his body was discovered. It read:

Today I will no longer eat another morsel. I will only drink one glass of water per day, just enough to get my affairs in order before my time runs out.

I will continue to write until I no longer have the energy or capability, and then, my final words will either be etched in Heaven or Hell, whichever place she may be. I believe that this is in fact the underworld, for no greater pain could be fathomed, even in my wildest fancy. Life no longer has meaning.

–Peter Jones

Officer Grant and Allen continued their search while a strange scent filled the air. Minutes graduated into hours. It felt like time had frozen, and an unnerving chill came upon him. He paused and looked about as the hairs on his arms stood at full attention. Was someone there with them, breathing, watching…? A sense of anger and urgency merged.

“Jesus!”

A book flew across the room and landed in the cold, dark fireplace.

“Did you throw that?!” Allen asked, pointing towards the thing.

“No! I swear to you, it just went over by itself.”

On a swallow, he crept steadily towards the hearth, his heart beating so damn fast. Fear grabbed him and begged him to stay put. But, he could not. Reaching inside the fireplace, he pulled the tossed book out of the collection of ashes. With a swipe of the hand, he dusted the debris away, and read the title printed on the front of the burgundy leather bound novel.

“White Roses”

Grant flipped the thing open to find all the pages blank, except the first one. In typewritten words, it simply read,

‘Secrets kill love. Love kills time. Time is cruel, so I will end mine.’

And that was all.

Nothing more. Nothing less…
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CHAPTER ONE


The final nail in the coffin of wedded bliss

~Modern Day~
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There once was a man who murdered his wife and hid her corpse in a large freezer. He went to work the next day, came home, and saw her sitting on the couch, watching a soap opera with an ashen gray complexion and dripping wet. Large puddles sat at her feet.

He could barely speak, but when he did manage, he simply asked,

“What’s for dinner?”

To which she replied with a crooked smile,

“A TV dinner… but it’s still defrosting…”

“Those are fragile, man!” Sloan called out, his muscles buckling under the weight of a slightly sloped cardboard box marked, ‘Kitchen: Aunt Helen – China dishes’.

“Goddamn it!” A faint crash could be heard from another room.

“…Sorry,” came a feeble voice belonging to one of the hungover movers, a young, scruffy guy in his twenties just trying to earn enough cash for his next party. The youth’s apology danced over the scratch and crackle of the small battery operated, white paint splattered radio blasting 1960s oldies.

‘Haaaaang, on Sloopy, Sloopy hang on!’ by the McCoys crept into the air, stealing a dusty kiss or two.

“Hey! Mr. Big Shot! You gonna help here or just watch me do all the dirty work, huh?” Sloan’s best buddy, Mike, called out as he heaved a box into the foyer area and slammed it down onto the ground with a big bang.

“I’m just thinkin’ is all. The house looks much bigger than when I first came to see it.” Sloan ran his hand across his beard, curing an itch as his anxiety built up like a stack of Legos. “What am I going to do with all of this space, man? Jesus Christ… it’ll be a nightmare to keep clean.”

“Shoulda, woulda, coulda… Midlife crisis in full effect. No one gives a shit about your silly problems.” Mike chortled. “Get uh maid to do it…make sure she’s good lookin’ so you can fuck her, too.”

Sloan shook his head and sighed at the bastard’s comments.

“So how does it feel to be a three-time New York Times bestselling author, Mista Famous?” A smile stretched across Mike’s face as he posed the question.

Sloan slumped his broad shoulders as he rolled that notion over a bit inside his cobwebbed brain.

“Feels good, I suppose.”

“For the love of Wilma and fuckin’ Fred, Sloan! I need you to get outta this funk. Look.” He pointed at him, a stern expression on his rounded face. “You wanted to work on your new book, get a new lease on life, start fresh, so here you are, right?”

“Yes, here I am.” Sloan looked about himself as if someone had beamed his ass to Scotty. “In Maxim…”

“Yeah, Maxim. It’s not terribly far from Manhattan. It’s less than a five hour drive. You’re homesick, right? That’s what this is about, ain’t it, Mack?” Mike’s double chin became more pronounced as he lowered his head to his chest, glaring at the man in a judgmental sort of way.

“Stop calling me Mack.” Sloan grabbed two ice-cold bottles of water from a nearby cooler and tossed the man one. Mike caught the thing with one beefy hand, twisted the plastic blue cap fast and hard, and chugged half the thing down while sweat meandered down his plump, cherubic face.

“The damn exterminators said they had to reschedule,” Sloan moaned between gulps. “Bastards. Can’t get good help around here. They’re too laid back.”

“It’s gettin’ cold anyway; no sense in wasting money. Wait till the spring.” Mike nodded for extra measure, as if his word were bond.

“Rats don’t give a shit if it’s winter, spring, summer or fall, Mike. I’m not just talking about a spider or house fly. Nobody wants to take the trip out here. It’s in the middle of nowhere and a gated community but I wanted someone out here to treat the house before all of my stuff was moved in. Now it’s too late. Everything’s going to smell like industrial strength Raid.”

“What was their reason for not coming?”

“It’s a family business.”

“So? Why’s that a problem?” The big man leaned against the faded cream and raspberry swirl wallpaper, much of which was torn and chipped away, exposing another color and pattern altogether beneath.

“ ’Cause family owned businesses sometimes let subpar work continue so they don’t have to fire cousin Herbie!” He laughed as he screwed the cap back on his bottle. “I’ve called them three times. They had the best prices and reviews, so I tried to stick it out, but now…” He shrugged his shoulders. “The hell with it.”

“You should tell ’em and get someone else then.”

“Yo, check this out, Mike.” He put his hand up as though vying to catch a basketball. “They’ve got some dimwit who’s afraid of bugs working for an extermination company!”

“What?!” Mike burst out laughing.

“Yeah! Who tha fuck does that? Who hires a guy to do a job when he is scared of the damn job? That’s like hirin’ someone to fix your roof but they’re afraid of heights, or me havin’ bibliophobia but trying to write.”

“What the hell is bibliophobia?”

“What do you mean? It’s the fear of books!”

“Fear of books?” Mike looked Sloan up and down as if his hairy butt was suddenly exposed and the crack was farting out the alphabet in Chinese. “You say that shit like it’s a given that I should know what it is.”

“But cha know all the major beer brands, categorized according to average price for a six pack.”

“That’s important information! Anyway, who tha fuck is afraid of books? What’s tha big deal? A paper cut from turnin’ the pages? One of ’em fallin’ on your head and giving you amnesia?”

“I don’t know, but it’s a real phobia. Seriously, look it up. It’s in the psych magazines and everything.” He took a hard chug from his bottle, which compressed as he sucked in air while downing the water.

“What kind of whack job psychology is that? Anything goes now, ya know? And they want to slap on a label and call it mental illness. Before ya know it, someone will be on trial for murder and blame it on bibliophobia…”

“Oh, come on now.” Sloan smirked. “You gotta broaden your horizons, Mike.”

“No, seriously! The world has gone crazy. They’d try sayin’ they felt their life was in danger because the teacher was wavin’ a goddamn book around! Nerve of that teacher! How dare she!” Sloan cracked up laughing and shook his head at his silly friend. “ ’Fraid of books? Get tha fuck outta here! Ahhhh!” Mike waved his hands in faux frenzy as he spun around in a circle. “Everybody run ’nd hide! There’s a goddamn library less than a hundred feet away! Save yourselves!”

Sloan’s gut revolved in merriment, though the recently sprung joy soon soured as he heard another clattering crash in the kitchen.

“Sorry!” came the same shaky voice from before.

“Mr. Steele, where’d you like this? It’s not labeled,” one of the movers asked, holding up a large evergreen plastic bin. His heart beat a bit faster as his eyes locked on the thing.

“You can uh, just put it right here.” The burly man obliged before heading back out the propped open front doors to retrieve more of his items. Sloan knelt before it, ran his hand across the lid, and took a hearty breath. He could hear Mike polishing off his drink before the man noisily crushed the thing in his big palm.

“I’m goin’ back out to the moving truck to make sure they’re not breaking any more of your shit. You should have paid for good movers. These fuckers are like the Three Stooges times two.” He tossed the thing into a heap of discarded newspapers and bubble wrap, and marched past him.

“Everyone else cost too much,” Sloan mumbled, his gaze still affixed to the bin. He gently lifted one corner up.

“Ya get what cha pay for, Mista Famous! Quit being cheap—that’s why you’ve got broken shit now and have no exterminator. Ratatouille with his 369 rabid rat kids will remain in your humble abode, rent-free, I might add.”

“He’s a great cook, right? Hell, if I become his landlord, it’s all good. He can afford it.”

“That’s all an act. He’s a mafia boss by night. Tomorrow you may wake up wit’ one of these stinkin’ creatures sitting on your chest, its beady little black eyes staring you down and asking if you wanna piece of him!”

“I still have my gun, Mike. I’ll ask him if he wants to meet my little friend!”

“You’re too cheap to have actually bought bullets…” The bastard cackled as he disappeared out the open double stained glass front doors.

Sloan grabbed the other corner and lifted, then let the cover slide off to the floor. He coughed into a closed fist when a cloud of dust formed from the impact. Waving the fog away, he took note of the carefully wrapped photos of his children, Michelle and Joel, as well as his grandson, Jacob.

There were photographs of him at various literature award shows and a large snapshot of him and his ex-wife. On a gulp, he reached for the thing and delicately peeled back the clear protective layers. He scanned the worn, years-old image of the once happy couple floating along the Hudson River on a boating trip. His breath hitched, and he parted his dry lips, hoping to let in a bit of air, but it was no use.

The air in the house was rigid, unyielding… like invisible bricks stacked around an emotional prison-like enclosure. He paused, feeling as if the space he suddenly dwelled in was choking him, stealing his life force and leaving him for dead. There was no reprieve here for a broken heart; still, he was drawn to the place.

Then, just as soon as the strange feeling commenced, it ceased, and he was free to exhale once more. On a sigh, he placed the print back inside the box and cautiously shoved the container towards a corner before peering over his shoulder at the French doors that stood ajar, leading into an expansive, vintage styled office. The room was pitch black, like thick tar wrapped around layers of soot, and that, too, was enfolded around a kind of cold death. Despite it being daytime, not a sliver of light passed through. He froze as he caught a chill, then moved an inch closer to the area.

What was that?

It seemed as if someone had walked within all of that murky obscurity, a human form of sorts. The silhouette was tall, slow, sluggish, but at the same time, missing parts of the whole, as if arms were nipped, part of the head missing… Before he could process what he thought he’d seen, make any sense of it, Mike burst inside, laughing loud while gripping a magazine.

“You son of a bitch!”

“What?”

“You never told me you were covered in Epoch!”

“I am?” He shuffled towards his friend who thrust the thing against his chest. Opening the magazine, he looked it over with a fast eye.

“Page 27…”

He quickly flipped to it and, sure enough, there was his photo.

Did they Photoshop this? I look pretty good here…

He was clad in his black leather jacket and matching gloves, leaning against his car while the silver streaks in his beard almost glowed under the setting sun. His dark hair was brushed back from his forehead, somber eyes and knitted forehead showcasing a stern expression. Borderline intensity filled his gaze through piercing green eyes that caught the light ever so gently, and if he didn’t know himself, he’d swear the guy in that photo was some successful son of a bitch who knew about all things important, drank only expensive liquor, and was the main glittery, golden, shiny thing supreme fantasies were made of.

“Mike, I did this interview about two months ago. I completely forgot about it.”

“How do you forget about something like this?!” Mike looked at him through steely gray eyes. Uneven, messy brows danced above them, condemnation became stark clear in his gaze. “Never mind, you’ve been workin’ too hard; too much has happened too soon. Anyway…” The guy sighed as he looked around. “This place is nice, Sloan. You got it for a good deal, too.” He placed his hand on his hip, turning from left to right as if he were some important appraiser.

“I basically stole it. The price was too good to pass up and I even talked it down. A little elbow grease never killed anyone and besides, I like to haggle sometimes.” He rocked back on his heels, damn proud of himself.

“Your negotiation skills must be top notch.” He squinted at the arched ceilings. “You got a damn good deal. Too bad I can’t say the same for you and baseball.”

“I’m not that bad!” Sloan weakly protested behind a watered down grin.

“You suck and I’m never allowing you on my team again.”

Sloan chuckled as he too looked up at the arched ceilings. He scowled upon taking notice of the grandiose antique chandelier hanging above their heads, with the crystals caked in dirt.

“As soon as I stepped inside I knew I had to have it. Love at first sight.”

“Don’t give me that song ’nd dance. We both know it was because it was once Peter Jones’.” Mike grinned in an all-knowing way. “Who in your shoes wouldn’t want to live with the master?”

Sloan shrugged, closed the magazine, and leaned against the wall once again. His agitation was being fed, but he wasn’t certain as to why. Ranges of raw emotions seemed to pop up at the strangest of times as of late. Everything was happening at once; after all, he hadn’t slept in days and too many things were going completely wrong. Priding himself on keeping his cool during times of stress, he suddenly no longer felt like himself as he yelled at people for the slightest indiscretion, stewed in cynicism, and occasionally refused to communicate with people he held dear. Shoving the grittiness of his sentiments deep within him, he felt them scrape his throat on their jagged journey down to his gut. And then he forced a grin; he’d keep on that mask, whether he liked it or not.

“The man was definitely a ruler in the writing world. I just hope whatever magic he had rubs off on me a bit.” He met eyes with Mike, and a chill eddied through the air. “I’ve been in a writing slump and that deadline is not slowing down even for a second.”

“You’ll get your mojo back; you always do.”

Sloan nodded and turned away, not truly convinced of the encouraging words, but trying to buy them for their low, low price, all the same.

“Well, I better get goin’, but I’ll be back over the weekend.”

Sloan grabbed the guy and gave him a big bear hug. Mike was his college friend, his best buddy in the whole damn world. They’d been through everything together: marriages, birth of children, divorces, unemployment, the 9/11 tragedy when both of them lost close pals. They’d endured the grief together and celebrated important job promotions, supported one another at funerals of mutual friends…the whole nine. In life’s twisted ride, it was such a relief to have someone who gave a damn, travelling shotgun.

“Thanks for helping me out.” Sloan released the sweaty beast of a man as Mike dug his hand inside the half ripped pocket of his jeans to pull out a set of keys to his big gray truck parked out in the long driveway.

“You never have to thank me. That’s what friends do. You can repay me though.” A rascally smile lined the man’s face.

“I’m afraid to ask how…” Sloan crossed his arms over his chest and looked down at the guy, waiting for the other shoe to drop.

“I wanna go out this weekend. No more avoiding the crowd shit, Sloan. It’s time you start living again, just like you promised.”

“Start living again? I’ve got a pulse.” He smirked as he put two fingers up to the side of his throat.

“Did you know that Maxim has fantastic nightlife?”

“Who are you? The president of the Maxim tourist society? You got a bunch of brochures shoved in your pocket there showin’ fly fishing photos and a list of museums? Fantastic nightlife!” He rolled his eyes. “How in the hell would you know? You haven’t been here in over ten years, said it yourself, and that was you just driving through.”

“Don’t you writers ever read?” The man quipped. “Maybe you’ve got that biblephobia shit, too.”

“Bibliophobia! I’m not afraid of Bibles! Geesh! I’m not going to melt if you start quoting the Book of Exodus.”

“Anyway, I looked it up online.” Mike crossed his arms over his gut and threw him a smug look.

“You looked it up online? I thought you said the only thing the Internet was good for was free porn, sending emails, and illegal online gambling.”

“Stop interrupting me. Let’s get back to the topic you tried to steer off of.”

“What topic? Hey, you want some cake?”

“Nice try, I happen to know you don’t have any cake. Look, you need to go out and play, Sloan… have some fun. Maybe you can run into something pretty, tell ’em you’re famous and finally start getting laid again.”

“How do you know I haven’t been getting laid? You the ‘Give ’er the Bone Police, too?”

“You ain’t been getting laid, Mack!” Mike cracked up so hard, his face turned beet red as a tiny vein bulged in the center of his forehead. “You wouldn’t be so grumpy if you were, that’s for damn sure.”

“Ha!” Sloan vehemently shook his head. “And stop callin’ me Mack, you know I hate that. Sex though, huh? I get plenty of loving, thank you very much.”

“Really? What’s her name?”

“Palmetta.”

“Your right hand does look much larger than your left,” Mike teased.

“Yeah, and she’s a real beaut!” He waved his fingers about as if warming them up before playing the piano. “Palmetta is the palm that gives me no qualms! No nagging. No lying. Quick, what rhymes with qualms?” He snapped his fingers.

“Vietnam.”

“No, that doesn’t work. Anyway, she doesn’t want alimony, and that’s no bologna. This hand brings me money and my days are sunny. She’s a dream come true, got lotion for two!”

“Bunch of excuses. Look, all jokes aside.” The man’s smile slowly melted from his expression, causing Sloan to do the same. “When ya get done jollyin’ yourself, you still aren’t happy.”

“Now you’re the happiness police, too! Wow! I never knew you wore so many hats on that big ass head of yours, Mike. President and chief of police of smiles and giggles… Boy, I sure am lucky to have a friend like you. It’s good to have hook ups with all of these high connections. How does it feel to be such an expert, sought after by intellectuals from all over the world petitioning for your knowledge?”

“You’re a miserable bastard, you know that?” Mike chuckled. “Anyways, my comment still stands. Ya hand can’t bring you peace of mind.” He waved his own around as if it were some catcher’s mitt.

“Dozing off brings me peace of mind, and since I’m asleep right afterward, that’s plenty damn happy to me.”

Mike looked at him a while, and his smile slowly faded. “You know what, Sloan? I’m on my third marriage, and you’re still stuck on your first.”

“You say that like you deserve some sort of medal, like it’s something to puff your chest out about.”

“It is.” Mike chuckled, though it didn’t sound sincere. “Means I don’t give up. I keep trying until I get it right. Anyway, it’s been a long time for you, buddy. Get back on the saddle, Sloan. It’s high noon. I’ll call you tonight.”

Sloan had no desire to formulate a witty comeback or argue with the man. At that point, he just wanted Mike out of his damn house so the discussion would end.

“Alright, take it easy and thanks again, buddy!” He put extra effort into the words and waved his friend goodbye.

Mike took leave without another word. On a deep sigh, Sloan looked about the dwelling before leaning back against the wall. The muted voices of the movers, their heavy footsteps, and the static from the radio lulled him into a strange, albeit welcome, state of peace.

He’d been so amped up as of late, it felt good just to sit and be still, rest his bones. The divorce from Katie, his ex-wife, had finally gone through, although they’d been living apart for over a year. Their children were grown, and life went on. He’d won several awards, hit the New York Times Bestsellers list multiple times, and received prestigious recognition for his latest published novel, “I Like Long Crawls in the Dark.”

He had no idea the suspenseful tale of a twisted, deranged stalker—who ironically was blind and wheelchair bound after a workplace injury—would garner that sort of attention, especially since he’d poured a bit of his soul into it while he’d struggled with a curiously insane, months long bout of writing frenzy fueled by a broken heart. This was exacerbated by plentiful alcohol driven rages and a depression so horrid, it caused him to lock himself away in his home until the task was complete. He promised himself he’d never let that happen again… bestseller or not.

He hadn’t been feeling like himself, and in an effort to reclaim his life and look at all the progress he’d made during such a trying time, he wanted a clean slate. So, he moved out of his prestigious Manhattan apartment with glass walls and ultra modern minimalist décor, and told himself he had one week to find a new residence and become the writer he knew he was, deep within. Such a place, he decided, would have to be located away from the city, but close enough to his kids, colleagues, and friends where all he had to do was jump in the car and make the trek.

Besides, he was a bit tired of the city, which was all he’d known his entire life. Since his childhood growing up with his father, sister, and two brothers, they’d been crammed in tiny brick apartments with loud neighbors who woke him up with their belligerent cursing, bloody physical altercations, and overzealous reconciliation fucking. Even when he’d made it out on his own, no matter how modern, expensive, and incredible his pad was, he’d once again be faced with hearing the sounds of the city.

The roar of the trains clanked over the tracks, the hustle and bustle of frantic energy oozing out of every nook and cranny as people’s feet pounded the pavement and their voices carried. The honking, zooming taxis and delivery trucks blocked left and right turns on his busy commute. He loved and hated those sounds, just like he loved and hated so many prickly, painful commemorations that threatened to resurface and fill his brain with repeating regrets… because sometimes, though aching and sensitive to the touch, they had soft edges…

But now, he craved soft edges all over, like cool, fresh pillows atop a fluffy set of expensive bed sheets. He needed something a tad quieter, something with charm, but not too remote, and altogether different. He didn’t want to live in Jersey or Maine. He wasn’t interested in setting up residence in Pennsylvania or New Hampshire, either. But lo and behold, in a tiny sash of land right at the top western edge of New York State sat Maxim. It fit the bill. Although sandwiched between two states, each of them claiming it as its own, it technically belonged to New York. It was just one of those hard to describe places, but once you entered the area, you suddenly felt different, as if surprises awaited you, and strange, perhaps forbidden pleasures and unearthed secrets would be at your disposal too.

Eager for a change of pace, he took on the challenge. The third property the realtor reluctantly showed him proved the clincher. He soon discovered the place needed so much work, many who’d seen it before had scoffed at it or simply burst out laughing, taking it as a joke. One guy had prepared to purchase it for an investment property, but his loan fell through at the final hour. He saw that stroke of luck like God’s intervention. It would take over forty thousand dollars to get it back in any reasonable condition, but he was up to the challenge. This was one of the reasons why he was trying to nickel and dime on all the other expenses, for he knew what lay ahead. Longstanding, rusted plumbing had to be replaced. The electrical system was a modern day twisted and crumbling nightmare. The fragmenting paint under strata of wallpaper contained dangerous lead and asbestos.

There was a rodent issue in the lower quarters and, unfortunately, the stout, disgusting bastards were nothing like the jovial rodents Mike had described. Part of the roof had to be completely replaced—gutted and laid fresh. And finally… there was the ghostly, white elephant in the room. He was most certain the house had also stayed on the market longer than average due to its unnerving legacy. It just didn’t help that a man had died on the premises… a respected, talented fellow whose death was still shrouded in mystery and unease.

Not one to believe in hauntings or the supernatural, even Sloan had to admit there was just something about the place that screamed, ‘You’re not alone.’ Ironically, he felt a sense of comfort in that, too, for his nights had been lonesome, his mornings clouded with brain-spinning hangovers, and his afternoons filled with tight smiles—forced grins to convince himself to be happy, pleased, and all the other ‘pretty little words’ one could fathom to describe everything he was actually not…

When will I wake up one morning and find it’s not such a goddamn effort to just smile?
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CHAPTER TWO


Yo’ Mama Ain’t Shit…

Dust particles flew about as Emerald set the freshly sanded kitchen cabinet doors face up on her living room floor. On the television, the channel broadcast a rerun episode of ‘Scandal’ on low volume. Alessia Cara’s ‘Here’ played on the radio, mixing in with cacophony of noises that filtered in through a half-opened window from a construction project across the street. A huge rainbow-paint-splattered tarp lay just beneath the cabinetry, protecting her plush beige carpet in the upscale townhome she’d dwelled in for several years. Her cell phone sat just within arm’s reach, the speaker turned up to a high volume.

She took additional measurements of the furniture.

“I hope they payin’ you enough for all of this!” her Aunt Sugar called out from the other end of the line, her voice on speakerphone. Emerald could hear the sound of a running faucet in the background. “No wonder you never have time to talk to me no more.”

She chuckled as Sugar began her daily morning rant.

“Oh, stop it. I love this. It’s fun and yes,”—she pushed the yellow tape with black measurements between outstretched arms—“I’m getting compensated well. You know me. Business first.”

“What they got you workin’ on now?” The woman huffed as if filled to the brim with irritation.

“This project is nothing out of the ordinary. See, these cabinets were originally white but they want them in a different color to match their new kitchen better. My client only lives a few miles away, so I went and picked them up with the rental truck I get from Willis’ Garage while the rest of their remodeling is complete.”

“Couldn’t you have just done that at their house? Now your place is probably all tore up like a tornado hit it, ain’t it?”

“Only the living room, my typical makeshift work station. See,” she said, grabbing a screwdriver and rolling it about on her palm. “They are using new hardware, too, and the new fixtures require larger holes so that means it will take me a little longer; but, this is super easy. I’ll barely bust a sweat. All I have to do is fill the old holes with a sanding spackle, sand it down, and then spot prime it. I’ll have these done in no time.”

“I have no idea Emerald how you have time for all of this. ’Tween your job at the dentist’s office and this, it seems all you do is work all the damn time.”

“You say that like it’s a bad thing?” She peered closely at the corner of one of the cabinets, noticing a tiny smudge. “Besides, I give myself plenty of relaxation and free time. When you’re doing what you love, it doesn’t feel much like real work, Sugar.”

“Free time to you is nailin’, drillin’, and screwin’.”

Hmmm, sounds like sex… But Emerald kept her seedy thoughts to herself as her lips lifted in a grin.

“You need to get out in the world and do some things for fun. If I were your age, I sure as hell would be!”

“You act like I’m some teenager twiddling my best years away.” Emerald chuckled. “I’m forty-nine and trust me, I’ve had plenty of time to hang out and sow wild oats and, as far as this right here is concerned, I don’t see it like that.”

“You say forty-nine like you’re elderly, about to push up daisies. I’m the one that’s elderly!”

Emerald chuckled. “Sugar, you’re only as old as you feel!”

“Girl, if I had it my way, things would be different. I’d love to get in a time machine and do it all over. Anyway, I don’t know how you can say it ain’t work when you get all worked up in that office round those patients and then come home and take hours and hours to make someone else’s old chair look half way presentable. Why don’t they just buy somethin’ new? Down here at the Furniture Mart, you can get a whole dinette set for $300!”

“Sugar, when it comes to those cheap furniture sets, more times than not, you get what you pay for. They don’t make furniture how they used to. I’m glad that’s an option for some people who need somethin’ real quick and are on a tight budget, but sometimes it’s better to save up your money and get something that’ll last. It will save you money and headaches in the long run.”

“I’d have to agree wit’ chew on that.”

“Now as far as me slaving away at work, as you try to put it, you know I just don’t see it that way because I love being a dental nurse practitioner.” She paused and placed her palm over her chest as if pledging allegiance to the flag. “Let’s just be real about it, people hate going to get their teeth taken care of and anything I can do to make it easier, I will. Dr. Worthington is a great dentist, too, which definitely helps. I even help out at the front desk sometimes if they need me. It’s close to home; the pay is decent, too. As far as the chairs, cabinets, and all of that jazz…” She grinned wider as she focused on her love for working with her hands. “I absolutely love restoring and refurbishing furniture, especially the old, beautiful yet rare pieces I get my hands on from time to time.”

“I’m old, beautiful, and rare but I don’t see you getting yo’ narrow behind on a plane and comin’ down to see me!”

At this, Emerald burst out laughing. “Sugar, we aren’t talking about you right now. Do you know that just last week I got a vanity from 1902? Nineteen-oh-two! I wanted to keep it for myself. It was gorgeous. They don’t make stuff like that anymore. You should’ve seen it.”

“You must’ve learned all of this from your father. He was good at stuff like that, fixing things, makin’ them beautiful again. I can’t even tell you how many times that man did thangs like that around my house. I never seen nobody that handy in my life before him or since.”

A swell of emotion suddenly consumed Emerald. She sat back on her knees. The screwdriver slipped from her grip as pleasant, yet painful, memories, tinged with a sprinkle of melancholy, overcame her.

“I miss my daddy.” She smiled sadly as she imagined his handsome face right then and there… could almost smell his English Leather cologne, too.

“I miss him too.” Aunt Sugar’s voice broke, got choppy like storm driven ocean surf. “My brother was a hell of a man.” She sniffed and drew quiet for a spell.

“Yes.” Emerald cleared her throat and took hold of her screwdriver once again, trying to get back to her task. “He was.”

“Even raised a son that wasn’t his, all on his own.”

“Willie was his, Auntie Sugar. I don’t know why you think that someone not being a blood relative makes it any different.”

“ ’Cause it do, that’s why,” she spat, her low, calming tone suddenly burnt to the crisp with irritation. “That boy ain’t look a damn thing like James, either. So it ain’t like he coulda passed. He was high yella, had a big, long head like a pinecone, and was one of the funniest lookin’ people I ever laid eyes on.”

“Was he supposed to look just like Daddy, Sugar? Mama had Willie before she even met my father. I don’t know my brother’s father, never met or saw him, but I imagine that’s who he favored.”

“Check out the milkman. Nah, Willie too stupid to be the milkman’s son… damn jailbird.”

“What’s that got to do with anything?” Emerald paused, feeling her dander going up, and they hadn’t even hit the afternoon yet.

It’s too early in the morning for this shit.

“It got everything to do with it. He is shiftless and the milkman work hard. His real daddy must’ve been a jailbird, too.”

“Aunt Sugar, did you take your medication today?”

“Don’t you worry about my medication! I’m saying that your mother lied to folks after a while sayin’ that Willie was his, too… that’s the damn point! Dat boy looked like a chipmunk—ain’t no brother of mine sire no damn squirrel!”

“Sugar, my mother said that because Daddy adopted him. What harm was it anyway? Daddy raised all of us, right? Just because my mother had him with another man didn’t mean he wasn’t his. Daddy never treated him any different. I have no idea why you’re so hung up on this… You need to let that go.”

“Because Willie ain’t appreciate it, ended up just like ya mama… out there running wild like some Olympic race, just fast!” the woman said with a harsh bite steeped in bitterness.

Emerald slumped slightly forward and rested her hands on her knees. She was already exhausted from the conversation with the old lady and it had just begun. Every day she made sure she called her Aunt Sugar but sometimes, Aunt Sugar was anything but sweet.

The old woman had hated her mother with a passion, and she was subjected to hearing about this disdain more times than she could even count. A part of Emerald didn’t blame Sugar and understood the nature of the situation. After all, Mama did abandon the family and only called out for help years later when she was on her deathbed, dying of heart disease. By then, she’d been living clear across the country in Texas, back where she was born. She’d gotten remarried—when her first divorce from Emerald’s father was never even finalized. Guess that made her a bigamist.

She went on to have two more children, both of whom were well taken care of, as far as she knew now, while James, her father, had struggled with three children and barely made it home in one piece due to utter exhaustion from working himself to the bone for a number of years. The hideously hard memories made Emerald’s stomach roil. She’d been in a good mood before Sugar began her complaining and character assassination of her mother and brother.

This is why sometimes I have to drink before I call you, woman! Damn, you drive me crazy sometimes! Grabbing a piece of sandpaper, she began rounding the lower left corner of one of the cabinets in rapid speed, her anxiety and irascibility rubbed raw just like the cabinetry.

“And you know what, your mother—”

“Sugar, I really don’t want to talk about—”

“Well, you need to talk about it, Emerald! I’m tired of playin’ nicey nice with you.”

“Nicey nice?! Don’t you have something else you could be doing? You berate my mother, in life and in death, at least once a week!”

“Should’ve been daily, ol’ nasty ass trollop! She ran my brother into the damn ground like they was on a construction site! He lost his joy of life, ain’t never get remarried on account of her, said he couldn’t find ’er to get it finalized and was funny about who was around you all, anyway. See, that’s what you call a real man, Emerald. He ain’t trust no woman after she’d done what she’d done, though. Imagine my surprise to find out that funky little whore was livin’ right under my damn nose! All low key and sneaky as she wanna be. That’s some nerve, if ya ask me!”

“Well, Sugar, I didn’t ask you but I know how you feel. You’ve made it clear and I’ve already processed it and moved on. I suggest you do the same. Now I’m trying to be—”

“You suggest I do the same? Huh, is that so?”

Emerald rolled her eyes and sat back, waiting for the full blast drama about to ensue.

“Let me tell you something, Ms. Words of Wisdom, Madam Chicken Soup for the Damn Soul, it was me and your Uncle Kirby that was supplementing the income for all of y’all up until James won that settlement. You think James’ meager checks from that auto parts store and him sellin’ newspapers and vacuums was taking care of all of them mouths to feed? You got another damn thang comin’ if you do. When he was hurtin’, I was hurtin’! I woulda liked to wring her long, goose-ass neck!”

…I wish I still smoked weed… Hell, that was twenty years ago, but I could really use some right now. She is stressing me the hell out!

“And I told him to leave her triffling, no good ass alone when she went and gave him that itchy disease! Said his balls swole up like they’d been injected with salt pellets!”

“Sugar, I don’t need to know all of that! Anyway, it was a long time ago. Like I said, I made peace with my mother. You’ve gotten this all off your chest now…at least I hope.”

“Yeah, ya made peace? Well, some of us ain’t so lucky. Just ’cause she wanted to meet her maker and be able to say she said ‘sorry’ to her kids doesn’t mean she is off the hook. Look at y’all! You ended up divorced and yo’ brother ain’t seen the outside of a prison in over fifteen years! Dis all her damn fault.”

On a sigh, Emerald rolled her eyes, her annoyance growing impossibly bigger. “Sugar, we all have to answer to our maker. That has nothing to do with any of us anymore. She’s dead. She did apologize and regardless of the motives, I believe she was sincere.”

“ ’Bout as sincere as a queen bee sayin’ she swear off honey! She ain’t tell James sorry. What about bein’ sorry for runnin’ off and leavin’ him just because she wanted to be young, single and free? What about bein’ sorry for being a Jezebel?! Answer me that!”

“Sugar, none of us are—”

“A demon in a dress! She was a STD late, and a whore bath short. By the time she apologized, y’all was grown and then you ended up being stuck paying for the damn funeral all by your lonesome. What about them other two kids of hers that got doted on, huh? The ones she actually raised? She ain’t even tell them they had other siblings, what kinda fraggle naggle snap crackle pop shit is that?!”

“She told them, Sugar…” Emerald’s emotions tapered, and she began to feel nothing at all from the callous words hurled her way. A surreal coldness infused her blood, making her feel detached, icy. She’d stretched and grabbed a hold of something dead, something to allow her reactions to turn off like a faucet. She’d mastered this in the past; surely it could be utilized again for the sake of her sanity.

“Yeah, she told them when you was grown! They said it themselves and she ain’t even know her own daughter died, Bea, your little sister, until she sent for you while she was dyin’ her damn self. Poor excuse for a damn human being. That funeral situation wasn’t right and you know it. You wanted to have yo’ mama so bad though you went on and done it. I was surprised at you, Emerald.” Her disapproval dripped all over her words, seasoning the rotting meat of her cruelty just right.

“It wasn’t about me having my mama again, Sugar!” The death of her emotions shoved in the ground and covered with dirt, she burst free, coming to life once again. “The woman needed to be buried and time was ticking. What was I supposed to do? Let her decompose while you berated her corpse?! You are really awful sometimes, Sugar. Where is your compassion?”

“My compassion for her ended in the same bin as her virginity… gone fast and so damn long ago.”

“I don’t have to be heartless just because she was! You and Daddy raised me better than that.”

“We taught you not to play the fool, too. I see that lesson was lost in translation. Them kids of hers ain’t buy shit but a bucket of cold ass chicken for the dinner afterward. How was twenty pieces of chicken ’spose to feed a hundred people? What was they supposed to do? Take a lick and pass it like communion? It wasn’t even KFC; it was from some man sellin’ it out the back of his dirty truck down the road there yonder. We all could’ve gotten salmonella! If that wasn’t a kick in the teeth I don’t know what was! I don’t blame you completely though. Some of this was James’ fault. He had a problem. He saw she wasn’t worth a pissed-on penny early on, but still tried to spend time on her. She should’ve been put on the fastest bus to Hell as soon as he found out about that first affair. She shoulda been on Sesame Street, her legs always wide open for the letter of the day… letter ‘V’.”

“Sugar…”

“And that ‘V’ ain’t for vagina. It’s for venereal disease. Do you know what a venereal disease is, boys ’nd girls?”

“Would you stop it?! That’s so ignorant to say. You don’t have to be promiscuous, Sugar, to get a sexually transmitted disease.”

“You should be proud, Emerald. You ain’t nothing like her, praise Jesus, so please don’t think this was a reflection on you.”

“Oh good… ’cause I was worried about that.” Emerald rolled her eyes and tossed the sandpaper to the side. It had been a rough morning in more ways than one.

“You and Celine weren’t anything alike, ’cept how you look. You look just like her, ’cept you got James’ eyes…”

“I know.” She smiled sadly into her lap.

“That’s the only reason I ain’t ask ’im to take ’er somewhere to get a blood test. See, Emerald, back then, them DNA tests didn’t exist. You had to take one of those blood tests if you were a whore and didn’t know who yo’ baby daddy was, and they cost a whole lotta money. We all got the same eyes; that’s the only reason why I knew as soon as you were born that you were his.”

“Well, thank goodness for your detective skills and instant DNA radar.”

“Don’t be gettin’ smart with me, Emerald St. Claire. You might be almost fifty, but you ain’t never too old to be put in your place.” The woman’s voice shook on the other end like fruit on a vine.

Emerald’s lips crimped at the ends, happy she’d upset the old woman. She was driving her insane, and as far as she was concerned, Sugar would have nothing to talk about if there were nobody in the world messing up for her to judge and tear down; even the ones dead, buried and in the ground weren’t safe from her constant scrutiny.

“She was pretty though, real pretty,” Sugar continued. “And that’s why I always say that I question God’s judgment sometimes. I just don’t say it out loud.”

“What do you mean?” This piqued her interest. She’d never heard Sugar give her mother a compliment before.

“He gave Celine all that pretty hair. Now, don’t get me wrong. It wasn’t good hair.”

“What do you mean it wasn’t good hair? Isn’t good hair the same as healthy, strong hair?” Emerald looped a strand of her own around her finger and gave it a gentle tug.

“Naw. Good hair is soft. Your mama’s hair was nappy, but it was long, thick, and real dark, and when she got a hot comb and some good grease to it, it went to the bottom of her behind… so nice. She must’ve had some Indian in her.”

Emerald grimaced and rolled her eyes.

Sugar always talking about good and bad hair…just ignorant. I can’t stand it.

“God gave her pretty skin, too. It was smooth… and those pretty lips… not too thin, not too big… She had a real nice shape on ’er too, and she knew it. I wasn’t ’shamed to tell a woman she was nice looking because I knew I could hold my own, too, but I didn’t hold a cup of water to Celine. Most women didn’t.”

Emerald swallowed down more words. She double hated when Aunt Sugar would go into these sorts of rants. Aunt Sugar was stunning, even in her old age—not a wrinkle on her mocha colored face. However, she struggled with the effects of colorism, believing anyone lighter than she was somehow exalted, more beautiful. Mama wasn’t even light-skinned, but with her toasty brown complexion, she hovered somewhere in the middle in the spectrum. It broke Emerald’s heart but she knew there was no use in trying to discuss the matter with Sugar; this stuff had been ingrained in the old lady since she’d been a little girl living in the south. She’d tried but was only met with more nonsensical rhetoric.

“But she was my friend, so I felt safe for some reason. Silly when I think about it. Anyway, God made that woman the center of attention and that’s all she knew; it spoiled her. She ain’t try to better herself, ain’t try to get a trade, go to school, nothing. See, I had me a job for over thirty-seven years, even ’foe I was married. Your mama though? Shiiiiid… She just lived off men. The only school she attended regularly was the Institute of Prostitution. She got straight A’s and majored in ‘Flat On My Back’ economics.”

“Sugar! I’ve let this go on long enough. Why do you think I’d want to talk about this? You’re going on and on and this is your worst time ever!”

“I was tryna beat my old record.”

“How can you be okay acting like this, saying these things? She was still my mother!”

“ ’Cause you need to know the truth about your mama.” The snubbing tone of Aunt Sugar’s tone sent her over the edge.

“I know the truth about her, Sugar!” Her voice rang throughout her townhouse, almost shocking her own self. “I know she wasn’t faithful to my father, okay? I know she was wayward and lost! Don’t you think I had to think about all of that every damn time I woke up in the morning? That I kept being reminded my mama was nowhere to be found?!” Angry tears welled in her eyes, surprising her so. “Everybody else had their mamas. They may not have had their daddies, but they had their mamas—and I was the odd woman out. Do you understand how rough that was for me? You couldn’t, or wouldn’t be doing this right now, stickin’ the knife in deeper and deeper. I’m not going to sit here and listen to this one second longer. I tried to let you get it out of your system once and for all, but you just don’t know when to stop. Now change the topic or I’m finished talking.”

“I’m not saying it to hurt you, Emerald.” The old woman’s tone softened. “I’m saying it because I’m mad that she took advantage of my niece, even during her last seconds on this Earth, and nobody gave me a chance to grieve, too!” Sugar’s voice shook with rage and pain. “Nobody asked me how I felt about it! Nobody cared that I felt a special kinda rage towards Celine, ’cause she was my friend! I’ve never forgiven myself for this, either. I set my brother up with her, Emerald… I’m the reason his life was ruined. I’m the reason for it all.”

Emerald paused and reflected over the notion as Sugar sobbed on the other end of the line.

“I… I never knew that. I mean, I was aware you all knew each other, but I didn’t know you got them together. Matter of fact, I asked Daddy how he’d met Mama, and he said it happened at a picnic.”

“He did… but I made him walk up to her. James used to be kinda shy around girls, but he liked Celine. Every time she come around the house, he would get to smilin’. I didn’t care for Celine too much at that point even though she was still my friend at the time, but that was the only person James seemed to have an interest in. Back then, I thought maybe they’d do each other some good, rub off on one another. Celine would make James less shy, help him laugh and live a little. And James would show Celine to have some respect, be grateful… find out how a good man acted… one that didn’t use her for sex or expect her to look like a doll all the time. I had all these silly fantasies in my head, but just as my great grandson’s song goes, ‘You can’t turn a Hoe into a Housewife.’ What band did that song? They shoulda played that at her funeral, amen.”

“Sugar! You’re starting again.”

“I’m sorry baby, I am, but you aren’t the only one upset about the whole damn thing. James been dead two years now, and I woke up today and looked at my calendar…” Don’t say it… I already know, and I was hoping you forgot… but now it makes sense why you’ve been going off like this!

“Today is his birthday, and I called you this mornin’ because I knew you’d remember it too, and maybe…” Emerald’s heart broke a little as she heard the woman sniffling, fighting back more tears. “I thought just maybe we could lean on one another, help each other out today. I’m in bad shape, Emerald… I’m sorry for the things I’ve said in anger this mornin’, but I’m hurtin’ so bad, baby. I never forgave myself for pushing him into the arms of your mother… but then, of course, if I hadn’t, I wouldn’t have you…”

Emerald ran her knuckle against her cheek, wiping away a tear that threatened to make it down to her chin.

“I got your five cousins, baby, nothin’ but boys. You’re the closest thang to a little girl I ever had, and it made you all the more special to me and your Uncle Kirby. Even after all of these years, I’m protective of you, Emerald. Last thing in this whole world I’d want to do is drive you into the arms of pain, but I ain’t got nobody to talk to. Your Uncle Kirby don’t listen to me; all he wanna do is hang down there at that bar, watch TV, or sleep. My boys don’t wanna hear none of this neither. You also say you don’t want to hear no part of it, but when is someone going to hear me out and listen? I’m bashing your mama, and I suppose that ain’t right but every time I tried to tell you how I felt, no matter how bad it sounded, I’d stop midway or you’d cut me off. I just got so much pent up inside… so much…”

“Sugar, neither I nor all the King’s Horsemen could ever stop you from saying anything and everything you want to say.” The old woman burst into a laugh until it slowed and simmered, leaving a trail of silence between them, but one that softened the mood.

“You think I’m mean, Emerald?”

“It’s no coincidence you live on a street called Grim Avenue. You are mean, Sugar… just a mean old lady walking around killing people’s good mood,” Emerald teased behind a tearful chuckle and wiped another tear from her right eye.

“Am I?” The woman cackled. “I guess a little bit. I’ll have to pray on it I suppose, but let me tell you something. I’ve always worried about you, told James that all the time, too, because a little girl needs her mama. I did the best I could from long distance, here in Waco, but nothing can replace a child’s mama. You turned out just fine though, divorced ’nd all, ’cause prayers work.”

“I could feel your prayers.” Emerald made her way to the kitchen sink and poured herself a glass of water from the tap.

“When Bea died, I was overcome with grief. She was just a baby, but you were my strength, Emerald.”

She felt more tears welling in her eyes and fought them as she looked down, her vision blurry, proving it was far too late to get off the emotional rollercoaster now. The glass teetered in her hand. Daddy’s birthday was proving to be a bit too much. He was gone too early—far too soon, just like her little sister, Bea.

Bea had suffered with sickle cell anemia. The little girl was so young during the time of her passing, but she still recalled Bea’s strawberry shaped face and wide smile.

“James lost a good job racing around to the hospitals, the clinics, everywhere he could go to have her looked at. He was determined to help his baby girl, but he was boxing with the Devil, Emerald, so the odds weren’t in his favor. You know diseases are creations from the Devil now, don’t you?”

“Sugar, I think that no matter how we look at it, whatever I, you, or anyone else believes, we know they aren’t good. Bea’s death happened only a few months after Mama left, and I think… I don’t think daddy was ever the same after that. I think his heart was broken so badly by that point, he could probably never make a full recovery.”

They were quiet for a good while.

Mama didn’t come to the funeral. No one even knew if she realized her youngest baby was dead. We found out later she didn’t… and I hated her even more for that…

“Sugar, I gotta finish these up.” Emerald sighed as she laid out her escape from the conversation, unable to take one more draining moment.

“All right, baby. Call me later, here?”

“I will.”

“I love you, understand? Always will.”

“I love you too, Sugar… Now please don’t forget to take your medicine and I’ll call you later tonight and check in on you.” And then she reached over and disconnected the call. But Emerald’s brain was far from finished. It didn’t shut off or disconnect from the conversation. No, it just kept on churning and burning and yearning for a closure her heart would never fully receive…
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CHAPTER THREE


I Hate People

The fastest way to get over old pussy is to get some new pussy…

Retro-style buttercream chairs with dark chestnut leather binding lined the crystallized amber and gold bar table that seemed to go on for miles. A live jazz band stood in the not so far distance doing a catchy rendition of ‘Woman’ by John Lennon. Mike’s shoulder bumped into his a time or two as he and four of his friends chatted it up after a long day of sightseeing and visiting the ‘Dead Flowers’ shop for kicks and giggles. Sloan slid his fingers along the Guinness pint mug, latched hold to the handle and chugged back, soon feeling a light layer of froth tickle his upper lip as tiny bubbles burst against his skin.

“Now they’re cookin’!” Mike slurred, half drunk, as an interesting interpretation of Toto’s ‘Africa’ began to play. “Yeah! Takes me back to my college days.” His full, plump cheeks pushed upward, almost swallowing his tiny, glimmering eyes. “Remember?”

A tinge of pain gripped Sloan’s heart upon recalling those untroubled days. He missed them… the freedom, being completely careless and carefree, a time when life was still simple. A time before he’d become embroiled in the aftermath of loss and consequences. Before he’d gotten a big nasty dose of reality, the one that woke him up and never let him slumber in peace again.

“Yeah.” He nodded, raising the glass to his lips again, knowing damn well the well had run dry. “I remember those days. Good times.”

“A Sloan,” his old work friend David chimed in from the other side of Mike. “There’s some nice looking ladies here.” He winked at the man in a silly sort of way. “If I were single, I’d mingle.”

“What?” Sloan shrugged. “You’re taking lessons from Mike here on tormenting me? Look, guys, I just moved here, all right? I’m tryna work.” He tossed up his hands. “My publisher is waiting for my book, breathing down my damn neck. I got only half the electricity running in the house, and only one of the johns flushes without backing up. I have barely gotten any sleep from all the unpacking, stripping the walls, cleaning, tossin’ shit out and painting, and my son, the forever child, keeps asking me for money.” He smiled lightly. “The last thing on my mind is getting a broad.”

“But you need it.” Mike grinned.

This conversation seemed to have no end in sight.

“What I need is a good night’s rest.” He chuckled. “My new bed finally arrives tomorrow. Sleeping on that air mattress Michelle let me borrow just isn’t cutting it.” He ran his hand over his sore shoulder, still feeling the sting from the restless snooze.

“I’m trying to imagine your tall ass on a little air mattress, Sloan!” David chuckled so hard, he could hardly get the words out. “Didn’t your daughter buy that for her kid? I bet it looks like a damn horse tryna get settled on one of those twisty balloons the clowns roll up into all sorts of shapes!” Sloan casually threw up his middle finger in the bastard’s direction, but this only caused more guffawing.

“Have you tried any dating services? eHarmony isn’t half bad!” Owen chimed in, shaking his shoulder length salt and ginger hair as if he’d been caught in the rain.

“Nah.” Sloan turned and gave a lazy glance to the band that now played a depressing tune he could have done without: ‘If You Leave Me Now’ by Chicago. “It would be awkward. It’s not really my thing. I mean…” He shrugged. “What would I say in a personals ad, anyway?”

“What do you mean what would you say? You’re a fucking writer.” Owen laughed dismally, as if this were a no-brainer. “I’m sure you could write a woman’s panties right off her body. Your pen is your new penis.” At this, the other guys got to laughing as well, causing a wave of silly warmth to hold him close. He laughed at the words, too… Thoughts of his picture in that magazine Mike had thrust in his face hit him, as well as the things he’d expressed in the interview. That man that had stared back at him from the page looked confident; his librettos were crisp, concise. It seemed like the Sloan Steele of that interview knew what he was doing…

I sure know how to play a role now, don’t I? I was so good at pretending in that interview, I almost convinced MYSELF it was true…

…And why do they keep trying to get me to date? Yeah, I know how long it’s been, but time is relative, right? My marriage has actually been over for a long time; to be exact, over two years, divorce finalized six months and two weeks ago. Will I ever forget the timeline? Doesn’t seem like it. I can barely recall how old I am, but I know the exact date of when everything fell apart…

This is bullshit. The whole dating scene is bullshit.

I don’t have time for that… Besides, I have bags under my eyes and I am exhausted. This renovation is killing me, but I’m determined to finish it as soon as possible. I’m full of excuses. Fuck this, fuck it all…

Excuses… just what Mike accused him of time and time again, but it was true; he was fatigued and the rest he did get was often disturbed. He hadn’t told a soul, but sometimes, while asleep in his new home, he’d hear a peculiar racket, as if someone were shuffling about, walking along the floorboards. Every time he’d get to his feet with his gun in tow, the noises would stop. Occasionally, a door would open all on its own, or at least sound as if it were… slow and creaky, then close just as sluggishly, as if whatever had unlocked the thing and took a glance had seen enough to fulfill its curiosity.

Sometimes he could swear he’d caught the scent of a cigar, a brand he never smoked. He’d push the occurrences out of his mind until he’d awaken to a window unbolted, letting Jack Frost and all of his frozen henchmen climb through and chill him to the bone. He knew he wouldn’t have raised the damn thing; it was September and the weather was getting unpredictable. Despite all of this, he was hell-bent on convincing himself that it was all in his head.

Nothing startling had occurred; nothing he couldn’t find some way to rationalize, a plausible explanation. Besides, believing in ghosts was based on silly superstition, and he prided himself on being clearheaded and rational, only delving into fantasies when he’d sit down at his computer and type out bizarre stories where pretend astral worlds inhabited by bloodthirsty red-skinned aliens killed each other with invisible swords christened in poison; Amazon women ruled the world and used ‘normal sized’ men as sex toys; and fishermen discovered the bones of scaly deep sea monsters washed ashore but soon found they belonged to a species that wasn’t much different from man…

He wrote spine-tingling mysteries of the psychologically depraved and vivid sci-fi. These were his niches and his fan base showed their appreciation in droves. At times, they were the only thing that kept him going—self-imposed medication for a mind on the brink of depression and insanity. Receiving fan emails and requests for book signings allowed him to escape his own personal Hell. Pushing away the discouraging thoughts, he motioned the bartender who quickly served him another beer, this one even more enjoyable than the first. The guys sat around talking about the good ol’ days, and he’d give a head nod or perfectly timed chuckle to prevent from arousing their suspicions that he was there with them physically, but mentally, he was a million miles away.

He had to leave; he had to disappear inside of himself because now the band performed ‘November Rain’ by Guns N’ Roses, the song that had played over dinner in their home in Manhattan when the end came crashing down. His ex-wife leaned forward in her sheer white blouse, smelling of another man’s cologne. If he were a betting man, he’d say the inside of her mouth had traces of another man’s cum. She wore a slight smile on her face, lips glossy and blood red as if they’d been bleeding; and then, just like the rain in November, she delivered depression via a declaration. His eyes had welled with angry tears as she’d sat there calmly, a callous chill to her tone, with her fingers caressing the side of her wine glass, she uttered the silver bullet words that pierced his soul,

“Sloan, I want out. I don’t love you anymore…”
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How many different types of limes can there be?

It was 1:29 in the morning. Emerald stood in the produce aisle of Whole Foods, her basket full of fragrant oranges, a pound of freshly carved corned beef—well, as fresh as one would expect at 1:29 a.m.—and a whole red onion to soon be diced into a crisp salad. She’d also picked up a bag of the sea-salted potato chips she told herself she was going to stop purchasing to no avail. She preferred to do her shopping late at night, despite her daughter’s occasional protests that she was begging to get mugged or worse. Besides, a craving had called. She had an urge to make margaritas—yes, at that late hour—so the limes were imperative but she’d never seen such an assortment before. Reaching across the carefully placed fruit and playing a silly game of eeny, meeny, miny, moe, she grabbed hold to one that looked vibrant and healthy, gave it a slight squeeze and hearty sniff, then placed it along with a few others inside her basket before strolling off to the candy aisle. She sighed with premature regret as she drew closer, hating her sweet tooth; the damn thing ruled her as of late.

They said the cravings would get easier during menopause, not be as bad as when I had my period regularly…

Whomever they were had lied. The cold sweats were sporadic but happened frequently enough to remind her that her womb was on strike with the rest of her body, and her eggs were standing on the picket line waving fallopian tubes as political signs in protest. She ran her hand across her forehead, feeling a moment coming on. Sighing, she practiced mind over matter as her body turned into a damn inferno.

I’m forty-nine years old craving gummy bears and sweating like a human sprinkler system. Jesus!

After another minute or two, the spell was over and she maneuvered closer to the chocolate bars. On a deep swallow, she wielded an anticipatory smile and reached for the large bag of assorted Nestle brand miniatures. Pleased with her selection, she let the big heavy bag slump to the far side, causing the weight to angle the thing in such a way that it now shoved and poked at her skinny jean clad legs.

She paused and looked down at her thighs.

She loved her legs. They were the one thing… well, two… on her body that reminded her that, no matter what happened, she was still a lady and had some great assets. Those legs took her to the places she wanted to go. They carried her into work each and every morning. Those legs would bend and dip and help a crying child who’d dropped their teddy bear in a state of panic. Those legs would run up and down the streets close to her townhouse in an effort to stay in shape, especially after taking Ben and Jerry’s to town the night before. She enjoyed threesomes of the dessert kind… Those legs still made men pause and women roll their eyes, and they were hers, all hers, and she loved every long, luscious inch of them.

Even her twenty-four year old daughter would occasionally tell her, ‘Mama, you still got it going on!’ A wave of melancholy suddenly encompassed her as she paused a few steps away from the dairy aisle. Frozen, she just stood there, like the jugs of coconut milk and low-fat yogurt a few aisles over, curdling and getting old and unwanted as they approached their expiration date.

Nikki, I miss you…

Looking down at her cell phone, she noted the time. To be exact, she hadn’t shared a word, email, or text with the young woman in five weeks, three days, and twelve hours, but who was counting? On a sigh, she doubled back to the candy aisle, snatched the gummy bears off the shelf, balled the bag of those little bastards into the corner of the basket, and stormed off to the checkout line in a sweaty blaze, all the way daring someone to try and stop her…
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“Dad, you’ve got expired orange juice in here.” Joel’s long nose, reminiscent of his mother’s, wrinkled along the bridge as he sniffed the now open cardboard container. “And what’s this?” The young man unwrapped a wrinkled wad of foil exposing an old broiled piece of pale chicken, the skin rubbery and the meat hard, dotted with a smidgen of black pepper meant to make the flavorless dish a bit more consumable. “Gross.” Joel tossed the packet into the nearby plastic trash bin, slammed the refrigerator door shut, and slumped down onto the kitchen chair at the table.

Sloan kept his schnozzle buried in his book, his glasses teetering on the end of his nose. The Time’s, ‘Gigolos Get Lonely Too’ played on the R&B oldies station on the radio.

“Is there anything to eat around here?” his son grumbled, folding his arms over his chest.

“I’ve got coffee.”

“I can’t eat coffee,” the boy scoffed.

“Freeze it, then you can.” Sloan licked his finger and slowly turned another page. Joel teetered back and forth in the chair, his annoyance given a voice via huffs boiled in boredom and frustrated sighs.

“It’s a nice house, Dad,” his son offered in a somber sort of way.

“Thank you.” He took notice of the young man moving about once again, this time like a bunch of ants were trapped in his trousers. Looking away from him, he turned the page, the only sound that of the paper moving beneath his touch. Eyes now focused on the black typewritten words on the ochre sheet inside the book, he fell back into the moment. Joel got to his feet, crossed his arms over his chest once again, and scowled at him. He knew Joel was doing just that… he didn’t need to look up in order to verify such a thing. With his head still bowed, he could practically see the penetrating hazel eyes glaring his way. He could feel the heat of the gaze, the words unsaid, almost piercing the air, begging for relief.

“Dad, can I ask you something?”

He hesitated for a spell, then turned another page, despite not being done with the previous one.

“Mmmm hmmm,” he groaned.

“Why did you really move here?”

He peered over the top of his reading rims, suddenly realizing how fatigued his eyes were. “What do you mean?”

“It’s in the middle of nowhere.” Joel threw his hands up and spun in a half circle. “This house is huge…and it’s…” The Adam’s apple in son’s throat bobbed at the base of his long neck. He looked about, as if trying to find what words next to utter. “It’s a little creepy in here.”

“Well, hell… it’s old, Joel. Old houses make noises but I’m still working on it, painting, cleaning, stuff like that. I just need some more time but—”

“No, that’s not what I mean. It’s cold in here.” The guy’s brows bunched as he ran a hand down his arm, gathering the fabric of his dark mustard sweater.

“I can turn up the heat. The electrician was out here yesterday and fixed it. Old wiring.” He forced a smile as he prepared to make the trek down the hall and give the house a bit more warmth. He scooted his chair back to rise but paused when Joel began to speak again.

“No. I’m not talking about temperature and I’m not talking about frayed wires, old house creaking and grating and all of that.” He waved his hand dismissively in his direction. “I’m talking about a heavy feeling, Dad…like something is in here. Something besides you and me…”

“It’s called a bill, Joel. I know it’s frightening, especially since you’ve never paid any of your own, but—”

“All right, just stop it! I’m serious.”

“Oh, not you, too!” Sloan laughed gruffly as he leaned back in his seat. “Look, you’ve been reading too many ghost stories, Joel. You like to go on YouTube and view those scary true life ghouls and shit like that, too. I bet—”

“Dad, did you read up on Peter Jones? Do you have any real clue as to what truly happened here?” He pointed his finger towards the floorboards, as if the wood ran with blood.

“Now what kinda silly question is that? Of course I did. I know all about Peter Jones. I already told you all of that. So what?”

“Houses keep energy, ya know? They record things…”

“Like DVRs?”

“You know what I mean. Like the happiness at kids birthday parties for little children, or domestic abuse, too. The walls, the windows, everything… they hold onto it.” He stretched his fists out before him and shook them in the air. “They grasp the emotions of people that live inside of it, never letting go.”

“You and your hippie dippie do da shit. What a crock of crap and what does that have to do with Peter Jones? He was an author and screenwriter who happened to die, just as we all have to one day, end of story.”

“It’s not the end of the story and it has everything to do with it. The guy was a prolific writer; countless movies have been made based on his work, Dad.”

“I know.” Sloan looked casually back down at his book. “And they were all poor representations of his exertion. It’s rare when a movie can accurately capture and portray the power of a book. Some of these directors should be sued for defamation of a novel.”

“Never mind all of that, my point is that he was an innovator, one of the few writers of his time to get such limelight and then, all of a sudden, he just went crazy and starved himself to death. That’s gotta be imprinted on this house! He loved this house, Dad. You’ve seen the magazine photos of him in it, all the parties he had, the celebrities that walked around in here. The good times were plenty and then it was all over… him alone, barricaded, wasting away. How can a man go from being the life of the party to a recluse who made not one more public appearance?”

“Joel, none of that matters because there’s no such thing as ghosts and all of this energy business you’re talking about. When people die, that’s the end, okay? This is probably all my fault,” He rolled his eyes and removed his glasses, setting them down delicately onto the table. “I wish I would have talked you out of that liberal arts degree.” He sighed.

“This has nothing to do with that!” The young man’s voice rose, echoing in the grandiose black and white kitchen with checkered tiles. A shiny red kettle sat on the stove as the room clinked and clanked, burping gas through tired pipes every so often. “You told me when I was a kid there was no such thing as the boogie man. You told me to stop crying and man up when I was afraid of getting my ass kicked at school. You don’t believe in anything, do you?!”

A wave of guilt suddenly consumed him. He had in fact told Joel to man up countless times, and he hated that he’d sounded like his own father during those episodes, berating his son, trying to make him strong for a cruel, nasty world.

“Joel.” He sighed, leaning lazily to the side of his chair. “What do you want me to say, huh? Okay, I’ll do what you want.” He threw up his hands, prepared to remedy this silly situation once and for all. “Yes, Joel, there’s an Easter Bunny in this world and it lives with Alice in Wonderland, fuckin’ her brains out and smoking reefer with the caterpillar. You better look now, before he hops away with all the red and blue pills!” He pointed ahead at the barren refrigerator as his gut bubbled with laughter.

“Very funny.” Joel smirked. “But I’m serious and you know what I mean. You’ve always been cynical. Kinda strange considering what you write sounds so convincing.”

“Fantasy books are lies, mere illusions… I live in the real world.” He poked his chest emphatically with his index finger. “What I write is just another part of me, a way to create something else, page by page, chapter after chapter.”

“Yeah, it’s fiction, but they say in every fiction book there is some truth, a piece of the author. You write about God, about a Creator and spirits and aliens paying homage to higher intelligence than their own. Some of your books are far out there, but they hook the reader, Dad. They hook the reader ’cause on some level, even with all that stuff you write, you make them relate. You can’t write about God, about human creation, and not understand life and death. Life and death are blurs, running into one another like watercolors on paper. How can you separate the two so easily?”

“Simple.” He leaned back and crossed his arms over his growling gut. “There is no proof that we hang around after we’re dead, Joel. If there were, a lot more people would see so called spirits. Instead, all we get is grainy film footage on YouTube. And who the hell, if they were dead, would want to still roam the Earth and hang around here?” He huffed. “This place isn’t some prize. I thought the afterlife was supposed to be full of harps ’nd shit?” He smirked.

“Who… are… you?!”

“Your father, that’s who, and this is what I believe, okay? You’re an adult now. I no longer have to save face for you or your sister regarding these matters. Santa Claus isn’t real, and I can say so. I think these ideas of life after death are ridiculous.”

“You believe in nothing then.” The boy looked truly speechless as his mouth hung open and his eyes glossed over with crushed reality.

“…I’m just a shell of a man,” Sloan taunted as agitation set deep within him. He jested with the child, tried to soften the mood, but on some level he understood his words were true. He was a shell of a man, a mere sliver of a human being. His soul was barricaded, and that’s how he planned to keep it. Besides, if there were truly anything supernatural to believe in, why didn’t it show mercy on the motherfuckers walking the Earth trying to do the right thing? It didn’t, so he had absolutely no damn use for it.

End of story…
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CHAPTER FOUR


Tall Drink of Fine as Hell Wine

“Is this any good?” Emerald whispered to herself as if she were her own best friend. She held the bottle of Ravenswood red wine, turning it about in her palm while eyeing it like a connoisseur. She didn’t know much about wine, only knew what she liked, what titillated her taste buds and made her palate sing. And here she was yet again on another of those times at two in the morning, on the search for something savory, inexpensive, and a cure-all for a bout of insomnia. The twenty-four hour Whole Foods was fairly empty, a welcome change.

Typically, people would be still in here, mulling about like zombies, cackling in the cereal aisle, high on something illegal—or like her, trying to avoid human contact as much as possible while searching for nourishment. As she continued to languidly lament over the selections, wishing to be certain that this was the best choice Whole Foods had to offer at such an ungodly hour, something with broad shoulders, oak tree height, and commanding steps gathered her attention and held tight. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the very attractive man with a smidgen of shimmery gray at his temples holding a nearly empty basket. All that seemed to be inside of it was a cylindrical tin of peanuts, perhaps salted.

He walked leisurely, yet with purpose. The man’s pants fit on his body like a partially pulled down curtain from a hanging rod. Dark beige with large cargo pockets, the things were a bit too big, baggy in all the wrong places. And his olive eyes, albeit alluring, looked tired. She turned away from him and placed the bottle back on the shelf to continue her liquor inquisition, hoping to soon make a final choice. But then, he reached out, his hand massive with thick, winding veins and a dusting of dark hair, fingernails carefully cut. The giant plucked a sleek Cline Cashmere bottle from the shelf and placed it quite delicately into his basket. Leaning slightly closer to check out his selection, smiling.

Yeah. Those are Planters Peanuts… salted.

“Is that any good?” she asked, appreciating the bottle’s simple design.

“I think so.” He placed his palm up to his chest, over his heart, as if pledging an oath. “Are you tryin’ to find something new?” His well-shaped lips curved in a welcoming grin, a bit too welcoming…

“Yeah,” she beamed. “But I really don’t know much about this stuff.”

“All right.” Stepping toward her, invading her personal space and taking her off guard, he reached past her to grab a bottle from an upper shelf completely out of her reach, one that would have required a step stool and a prayer for her to obtain. “Let me help ya out here.”

“Thank you.” She rocked back on her heels as he brought his long arm dangerously close to her body, almost brushing against her.

“Liberty School Cabernet Sauvignon is a good choice for novices. Not so much beginner drinkers, but to get your feet wet for comparison tasting. It’s got a lot of bang for the buck, too. Not pricey, yet not cheap tasting, either. It’s from California and pairs well with a number of foods.”

“What about what you have?” she questioned as she pointed down into his basket, though she preferred to keep staring into his eyes that seemed brighter under the direct light.

“The Cashmere?” He reached into his basket and wielded the thing as if about to do a commercial. “It’s extremely smooth, real good stuff.”

…Like you, huh?

“I find it relaxing. It’s a nice drink before bed.” He placed it carefully back into his basket. It amused her to see such a large man being so watchful with his items, cautious, delicate…

“I like to drink a glass of something before bed every now and again, but I’ve decided lately to try and step out of my comfort zone and try new drinks. So far it hasn’t been going too well. I have trouble sleeping every now and again, too. My mind is always racing.”

…Why did I say that? This man don’t care about that shit. I’m too chatty sometimes. Why do I talk so much when I’m nervous or around a good-looking guy? Wait, I take that back. I don’t act like this around every good-looking man I may run into, just some of them… and why am I now explaining my explanations to my own damn self?! I’m even chatting too much in my own head, arguing with myself like some loon. Next it will be a full, head on argument and a violent fight between me, myself and I, right here in the wine aisle!

“A busy mind is a smart mind.” With those words, he brought her back into his world. His eyes hooded, causing her body temperature to rise like some pre-heated oven. Or was it a hot flash? She no longer cared. “Anyway, we’re both night owls I guess. I stay up late most nights for a bunch of reasons and have to eventually force myself to sleep. Wine sometimes helps, ya know?” He smiled, showing almost perfect teeth. One on the bottom row was slightly crooked, but it only added to his handsomeness, made him appear genuine. “See, when choosing wines, one of the best ways to start learning about them is just to try them out for size. If something catches your eye, get it. Start out with a couple of whites, a couple of reds, real simple, see?”

“Yeah.” Feeling a little silly, she stared into his eyes once more. Another rush of warmth coursed through her, this one a softer sensation, but definitely more lasting. Perhaps that was her preference in wines, too? Just that fast, her thoughts drifted to something low down and dirty, filthy and seedy, as her level of physical attraction elevated like an escalator. The man had a chiseled face, his expression serious, even when he smiled. His eyes were slightly crimped at the ends, the hoods naturally defined, heavy, and the irises an intense shade of green.

His gaze gave him an air of friendliness, while the rest of his face appeared regal and staunch. Such contrasts he was… Hair the shade of rich espresso was brushed away from his broad forehead, and a beard and mustache lined his face, threaded with mere hints of silver.

“That recommendation sounds simple enough,” she finally spoke again as she caught a whiff of the man. He smelled clean, like scrubbing solvents, lemon, and something medicinal and oily, possibly turpentine. One would think such a thing would have been a turn off, or at the least off-putting, but, in her years of restoring furniture, she found it rather comforting.

“What you need to do is get you a good book and read up, then go to some places that let you sample to figure out what you lean towards. Then you’ll have a better idea of what you like and don’t like. There are so many ways to skin this cat, but the possibilities are endless.”

“Sounds right to me. You said that one in your basket there helps you relax, huh?”

“Yeah.” He nodded and squared off with her, looked down at her as if she’d called him closer. She swallowed as they simply gazed at one another… Her looking up at him, him looking down her… The angles of his flawless lips rounded in a grin. “It helps me, and it’s my nightcap of choice. I don’t do it all the time, but this makes a delicious sleep aid every now and again.”

“I need to try that one then.” Reaching past him, she tried in vain to pull the same brand down, this time getting a whiff of his aftershave, too. He quickly stepped in front of her, grabbed the bottle, and placed it delicately in her basket.

“Thank you.”

“Of course…anytime.” They marinated in a moment of stilted silence, and she could almost swear she heard his breathing begin to slow… like some animal trying to quiet its own heartbeat as it searched about on the prowl.

“I have to be at work in a few hours. I need to get some sleep. Instead, I’m here at the grocery store. I have no idea why I do this to myself.” She chuckled. “Thank you for the tips though. I appreciate it. You’ve been really helpful.”

“You’re uh…” He took a step back from her, sliding his hand into his pocket, “…more than welcome.” The goliath allowed her just enough room to maneuver around him.

“You have a good night.” Her voice practically cracked as she turned to walk away.

“You too…”

His face, his voice, his scent etched themselves in her mind. She got several feet between them but before she could leave the aisle once and for all, the man suddenly called out to her.

“Hey!”

Pausing, she looked at him from over her shoulder. He reminded her of some dark tower wedged between the rows of glossy bottles. He commanded attention without even trying.

“Yes?” Her heart beat accelerated as he approached her. His blurry reflection moved on the lustrous floors and each step he took felt like a rumble, a thunderstorm right before torrential rain. Soon he was right beside her again. This time, she picked up the faint odor of cigarettes and mint on his breath.

“So, are you with someone? Married or somethin’?”

“No…”

“Good. One question down, another one to go. You like wine, I like wine… Maybe I could teach you about wine pairing over dinner? Or…” He shrugged. “Maybe we can do something else, I don’t care, whatever you want, but I want to take you out… get to know you. Can I get to know you better?”

She swallowed, then cleared her throat, as if important words needed to be spoken, some carefully constructed ‘let down’, a ‘no thank you but I’m flattered’ speech. Instead, her mouth opened and out flew some utterances she hadn’t planned on saying. “Get to know me? Over dinner?”

“Yeah, you know, that meal after lunch and before dessert.”

She looked down at her shoes and chuckled, partially because she now saw she had on mismatched socks—one navy blue, the other black.

“What’s your name, pretty lady?”

She looked up into his eyes and she lost her breath on the earthiness of his deep, husky voice. “Emerald.”

“That’s nice; unusual, but nice. I really like it. Mine is Sloan… Sloan Steele.”

She extended her hand. “Nice to meet you, Sloan.” He reached out and shook it, his grip powerful but gentle all the same. An awkward silence wove itself between them before they both chuckled, as if they’d just psychically shared a joke.

“So, Emerald.” He cocked his head to the side, showing that easy, lazy smile she was enjoying a bit too much and too soon. “Can I call you to arrange this dinner date I asked you out on?”

“I think so.” She laughed lightly as she pulled out her phone. “Let me get your number, too.”

“Yeah, yeah, of course.” He set his basket down by his foot and whipped out his cell phone from his pocket.

“You’re not from here, are you?” She scrolled through her contacts list. They exchanged numbers.

“Nah, I’m from Manhattan, lower eastside.”

“The village?”

“Yeah, born and raised there.”

“My brother is out that way.” Hiding a smile, she observed him remove his wallet from his pocket and slide out a business card. He handed it to her.

“Yeah? It’s home,” he said with a shrug, “but I just moved here and so far I like it… nice people, nice place. It’s quieter; I appreciate that.”

“It’s very peaceful here but the Carnival Bizarre happens in a few weeks and it gets totally crazy,” she warned as she took his black and white business card and ran her thumb over the smooth finish.

“Carnival Bizarre?”

“Yeah, it’s this big celebration with—” She paused as she read his card. “Sloan Steele – Author of “I Like Long Crawls in the Dark.” I knew your name sounded familiar when you said it, but I didn’t put two and two together! You’ve got to be kidding me!” Laughing, she stomped her foot in disbelief.

“You read it?” He looked genuinely surprised.

“Hell yes, I read it!” The man burst out laughing, his skin flushed. “That book kept me on the edge of my seat. Now, I won’t kid you…” She put her hand up, getting into a groove as her excitement grew wings and flapped about her. “I just started getting into your type of books. Usually I’d read biographies, but your novel caught my attention for some reason. I saw it on the New York Times Bestsellers list and decided to give it a try, take a stab at something different, just like my wines.”

“Well?” His black brows furrowed ever so slightly, which only made him look that much sexier. “What’d you think?”

“I absolutely loved it!”

“Well hell, thanks. That means even more to me, you know, that it really wasn’t your thing but you gave it a whirl anyway. A real nice lookin’ lady like yourself flipping through my book… just the thought of it, well… it makes me smile, ya know? It’s a big ego boost to picture something like that.”

“You’re definitely from Manhattan. You guys are slick with words and I know you’re just blowing smoke, but whatever.” At this, the man feigned an expression of shock. “Manhattan smoothness should be illegal,” she teased.

Out from his mouth poured deep, raucous laughter, the belly-aching kind. That startled her. A vein protruded at the center of his forehead, driving his sexiness through the roof.

“Yeah, well.” He went serious and stood a bit straighter. “That may be true for some of us, but I meant what I said. I think you’re real nice looking, and you seem interested in some of the stuff I like. So look, my number is on there, and my email address, too.” He pointed down towards the card. “I only give these cards out to people in the special members clubs… can’t have every Tom, Dick, and Harry calling me.”

“Special members, huh? Do I get a silk purple jacket and a hat with your insignia, too?” she joked.

“No, but you do get some wine lessons free of charge if you want them, some dinner and good conversation.”

“Count me in, then.” She rattled off her number to the man. A surge of excitement pulsed through her as she watched him save her contact info.

“Alright, Emerald.” He began to back away, his basket swinging slowly at his side. “I’ll give you a call, all right? You be safe, okay? Crazy people ’round here.” He laughed lightly.

“Oh, I’ll be all right!” she chided as she turned away and perused the wine aisle once more. In actuality, she wanted to simply bask a bit longer in the space that they’d shared.

“Well, call me old fashioned, but I had to say it. People do dumb stuff so just…I’m rambling,” He grinned and waved her off. “But you know what I mean. Have a good night.”

“I will, and thanks, okay? It was nice of you to express your concern, and thanks again for the wine tips, too!”

“Anytime!” After blowing her a kiss, he turned and disappeared from the aisle, leaving her.

Suddenly, she felt alone. She hadn’t felt alone before he’d arrived. She’d been fine—in a bit of a rush, actually. She’d wanted to get home with her cabernet, or perhaps a chardonnay, and pair it with some cheese, fancy crackers, and her coveted chocolate covered raisins. She’d wanted to settle in front of the television for an hour or two, snuggle into her blanket, then doze off before her alarm struck.

Now, all she had was the lingering intermingled scents from his body and her own pomegranate body wash. His deep voice was gone, and so was his all-encompassing, almost overpowering presence. She didn’t want their conversation to end, but it had to, because the seconds warred on and there were jobs to do, homes to drive back to, and tasks to complete.

She never imagined in a million years that one of her weekly trips to the grocery store in the wee hours of the morning, when night still blew its obscure breath across the sky, would result in bumping into someone such as Sloan Steele. The beauty of the man lay in his relaxed vibe, in his naturally funny and charming self, all genuine and not overdone… not the kind that caused suspicion or came across as disingenuous. Even his appearance caused her to stiffen, yet want to relax all at once. He was good-looking, had a natural ruggedness, and she remembered all too well some of the things he’d written in that book… The man definitely had a way with words.

At that moment, she wondered what parts of him had bled into that story? That novel had made her laugh, scream, cry, and feel angry all at once. She’d even left a review for the thing, something she rarely did; she’d loved it just that much. She’d given it four stars out of five, deducting one for a character she despised that never attempted to redeem herself, but she sure as hell wasn’t going to tell him that. Laughing at the notion, she stood there reflecting over their encounter. What a small, small world they lived in.

The next moments were spent reading the back of a few soup cans while tapping her foot to a cheesy karaoke version of Milli Vanilli’s, ‘Girl You Know it’s True’. Her mind wandered as she checked out, lining her items in perfect little parallel rows on the dark gray conveyor belt. The memory of him consumed her, made her smile somewhat, float inside herself like an internal vacation on the wings of possibilities. After she paid for her things, she mumbled goodnight to the cashier and walked through the electronic double doors, where she was saluted by a cool breeze that hit her face and blew into her hair. Holding the brown paper bags tight in one hand by the handles, she walked fast and steady to her car, while the man kept happily haunting her thoughts. She kept replaying their conversation in her mind and unashamedly hoped he’d call. Either way, she doubted she’d call him if he didn’t; that wasn’t her style though she confessed to herself she’d be disappointed if he never followed up—and curious as to why not, too.

Regardless, right then, right there, things were fine; matter of fact, they were better than fine. She had two bottles of wine she’d never tried before, an assortment of fresh vegetables dying to be marinated and sprinkled with garlic pepper, juicy strawberries, and another bag of sea-salted chips for lunch the following day. Her afternoon would be a busy one filled with patient duties, such as dental cleaning, calming down the crying adults who hadn’t been to a dentist in years, or those begging for their lives while she’d rattle off a distracting joke or two during a wisdom tooth removal.

But the patients weren’t the only ones experiencing discomfort; her issue with men was quite prickly as of late. Dating was no longer fun for her, and this was simply a fact that she faced and accepted head on. The process of greeting, meeting, then eating or whatever the order of the day was no longer panned out as planned. It often turned out to be messy and awkward, like a botched hairstyle steeped with far too much gel. Her latest ventures into the online thing had also proved a bust as well. Slipping into the driver’s seat, she took off.

It’s nice to meet a guy face to face…

She couldn’t help but grin nice and wide as she made her way home, driving in the darkness with the moon riding shotgun along the northern sky. Tonight, she was going to sleep on a fantasy, one filled with velvety rich wine, old black and white movies, and hopefully, the beginning of a real nice friendship. Perhaps even a bit more…
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CHAPTER FIVE


It’s Time To Face the Music

Walter Murphy’s, ‘A Fifth of Beethoven’ curled dusty musical notes amongst the flying debris. Sloan had found the classic disco and funk station locally broadcasted in Maxim to be bar none. He’d always had a thing for old, interesting items, and radios drew his attention in a special sort of way. Perhaps this was due to his mother, who would always lounge on her favorite chair in their small living room, listening to the tunes with a smile on her face. One of his cherished memories of when he was a young boy. Radios had thus become a slight obsession for him; he’d even collected a few that caught his eye at The Demolition Depot, a place full of assorted, unique relics back in East Harlem. As he bobbed his head to the music and rolled back a wayward sleeve on his white button-down shirt, he couldn’t help but side eye a strange crack in the wall.

He’d been working for three days in Peter Jones’ old office, the room he’d avoided for quite some time, but that crack was grating on his nerves. It twisted and winded upward to the ceiling and sprawled outward like skinny, dark fingers. He jammed his hands back inside a bucket of soapy water. Toiling about on his knees, he gave the floors a deep clean, his muscles straining as he gave it all that he had. It wasn’t long, though, before he was jolted and pulled right back into another bout of disquiet.

It was always uncomfortably cold in that part of the house, despite repeated calls to the three heating and cooling companies that would surely be more than happy to take his money, but they claimed everything was in good order. Maybe the damn windows were causing the draft. He’d had those checked, too, but another inspection might be warranted. One window in particular made him pause. Its large frame cattycorner to the massive fireplace, it was covered in decades of soot. One had to look through tiny scratches of clear glass pane to see outside of it, but he always experienced a sense of uneasiness when he’d try to peer out, see what lay ahead.

My son got his ridiculous thoughts jammed in my head. All that boogeyman bullshit…

He shoved the sponge back into the water, wrung it out real hard then proceeded to rub it in a circular motion into a rather stubborn patch of dirt, harsh stroke by harsh stroke. But then he noticed something rather peculiar with the floorboards. One was slightly lifted, as if someone had attempted to pry the thing off, then gave up mid-way into succeeding. Getting on his haunches, he sniffed to stop a runny nose from all of the dust and odors of various cleaning agents, then ran his forearm against his cheek to cure an itch.

All the while, he stared at that floorboard so long and so hard, he suddenly realized the entire extended version of ‘Love to Love You Baby’ by Donna Summer had started and ended. Tossing the damn soiled, soppy rag down, he used both hands to pry the damn thing back the rest of the way. He grunted with the exertion, yet was so driven, so compelled to do this that even if he wanted to stop, he couldn’t. Several minutes later, his hard work paid off and beneath the floorboard, he found a book. Noting the blank, rich walnut cover with no printing on it, he carefully picked it up and opened it. Despite the stained and tatty pages, the typewritten words were still legible. He leaned against the wall beneath the window he abhorred and flipped through the thing. Didn’t take him long to realize it was a copy of one of Peter Jones’ most famous works, “The Water Fountain”, a spooky story about a water fountain on an enormous, stunning estate owned by a wealthy businessman. Each time a murder was committed—someone the man knew—and the water fountain would flow with blood, unleashing clues as to who would perish next. One day, the wealthy businessman collapsed, having become a hollow dried shell of his former self, right before the thing. So much blood gushed forth from the fountain then that it covered the entire property, saturating the grounds. That blood had belonged to the wealthy owner; his misdeeds had finally caught up with him, once and for all.

I wonder if this is the original version?

Sloan turned the book in his palms, studying it, flipping from front to back. He gave it a hesitant sniff, as if the odor emitting from the moth bitten pages would somehow tell him the age of the thing. Smiling sheepishly, he turned back to his last page read, and before he took note of how much time had passed, he’d read half the thing. He got to his feet, packed up, and exited the office, closing and locking the door behind him. As he stood in the large, dim foyer area, he realized the night was already encroaching, swinging her dark shawl in ombre colors of cream, gray, and navy blue.

Tucking the book under his arm, he hastened to his bedroom and sat on the new bed that had arrived a few days prior to continue the good read. He hadn’t been this hooked on a book in quite some time, and his first go round with the novel had left him wanting more. In a way, he felt as if he were reading it again for the first time, and what joy it gave him. Jones had an addictive way of writing, and Sloan had forgotten about that until that moment. The man was a horror genius, and though horror wasn’t Sloan’s chosen genre, he appreciated the craft all the same.

He kept reading until he couldn’t any more…

Later, his eyes fluttered open as he awakened to the oddest noise…

No, that’s not noise. That’s music…

Relaxing, he leaned forward, releasing a stiff yawn. He set the book down on the nightstand and made his way out of his bedroom, down the lengthy stairwell. He slid open the heavy double doors of the office, bellowing yet another loud yawn, and stomped towards the radio to turn the thing off, only to discover that it wasn’t on at all. His chest tightened as he glared down at the thing. Yet, he could distinctly hear the music—it was definitely coming from that room. His arm muscles suddenly jerked when an icy chill came and sucked the warmth from his flesh.

“What the hell is going on here?” He looked about, trying to concentrate as hard as he could to find the source. At that moment the name of the song that played registered in his mind: ‘Mack the Knife’ by Louis Armstrong. His father had enjoyed that song back in his day, so much so, he could almost envision the whopping, tall man placing the old LP with his big hands onto the player and bouncing about in his giant oaf of a way. The man didn’t smile during his seldom seen jigs; that must have been a way for the guy to blow off some steam after working late hours at the small crackers and cookies factory he oversaw and managed before he’d became a firefighter.

Shaking the memories out of his mind, Sloan dashed out of the room and headed straight into the kitchen. Perhaps the music was truly coming from there, and his ears were playing tricks on him. His search proved futile, so he checked the living room, the newly renovated bathroom on the first floor, and back to the office, the place that refused to grow warm and make any damn lick of sense. The music continued to play on low volume, and a surge of anger rushed through him.

“Stop it!” he yelled out in a fit of rage. His deep, booming voice echoed, and then, just like that, the music came to a screeching halt. His temples pulsated and, after taking several deep breaths, he convinced himself there had to be some reasonable explanation. He opened and closed his palms, digging the short nails into the flesh as his anxiety began to climb once again. Emotions of all sorts, ones that felt foreign, not his own, took over his being. He suddenly felt deeply disheartened, living a type of misery, a level of sadness he’d never experienced in his entire life.

Oceans of sentiment drowned him in a vat of insanity, yet, he couldn’t move a muscle to escape the prison of his thoughts. He just stood there barefoot in the dark and cold, facing the black window that let in no light, the fireplace that refused to be lit to his left, the burnt out chandelier that swayed even with no breeze above his head. He simply stood, feeling pressure, strain, heartbreak, absurdity and pain.

Just walk out… you’re exhausted… just leave.

He turned his back to that scene, mustering the resolve, and headed out of the office, once again locking and closing the door behind him.

As he climbed the steps, he dismissed a crawling wave of distress that began in the center of his twisting gut and radiated out. The sadness stayed, too, and didn’t let up for several hours; yet, he managed to stay up the rest of the evening, reading that book, page by page, until he reached ‘The End.’ He sat quietly for some time after that, his mouth desert dry and his thoughts clogged with self-reflection.

For the first time, he saw himself in that book, ‘The Water Fountain.’ In many ways, it seemed to display the last few years of his life. Death of love, death of hope, death of dreams; and all the while, his popularity and wealth rose. It was almost as if he’d made a deal with the Devil, but had been slipped a roofie when it all went down so he could not recall a damn thing. The water did run with blood, a sacrifice of sorts. Sloan stayed in the bed for several hours—quiet, still. He ignored his phone, didn’t open his laptop, and had no appetite or even a desire to get up and take on the day.

Had he drowned in the realization of the words he’d read? He’d fallen headfirst inside the water fountain, realizing it wasn’t merely a book, but a prediction of the future that symbolically took root in his past. A mirror was placed up to his face, the reflection comprised merely of words…
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“But we went to church…” Joel sat across from him, taking him through another agonizing Saturday afternoon of crap. The young man was relentless.

“And?” Sloan poured himself another cup of coffee and made his way back to the kitchen table, his bones and eyes tired from an all-nighter.

“When Michelle and I were growing up, you and Mom took us to church practically every Sunday. You sang hymns; you read the scriptures even. I don’t understand this.” The boy, now a man, shook his head incredulously. “How can you believe in God but then say you don’t believe nothin’ happens after we die? That’s been really bothering me, Dad.”

“So you’ve been thinking about that this entire time? Look, Joel, why is it so unconscionable for you to consider that we could be created by a higher source, but then, that’s it?” He tossed up his hands before resting them on his thighs.

“Because I think there’s more to it than that.”

“What proof do you have? Why does there have to be this elaborate celestial plan? Just like that damn juice you threw in the wastebasket last weekend, telling me it was sour.” He pointed towards the trashcan. “Why can’t you believe we all have an expiration date, and then, that’s it!” He smacked his hands together as if ridding his palms of philosophical crumbs.

“Dad, your cynicism now is worse than ever, if that is even possible.”

“Do you tell your mom that, too? Give her the same third degree and quiz her about her beliefs?”

“Oh, now I get it.” Joel smirked and nodded his head up and down as if he’d figured out a great mystery that had baffled mankind for centuries. “This is about Mom and you splitting, isn’t it? It’s always about Mom, Dad.”

“How did we go from expired juice last weekend, to ghosts, to Peter Jones, to life and death, to the afterlife, to God, and to my and your mother’s divorce? Besides, God and your mother are opposites. Ohhhh! I get it now! You want to play a game of opposites.”

“Not funny.”

“Oh, it’s funny…it’s damn funny.” He chuckled, though a kernel of indignation nestled inside of him as he sensed the initial burn of irritation.

“You’ve lost faith because of the divorce. Just admit it.” Joel’s fist clenched and unclenched as if he wanted to throw down, go toe to toe and have a fight to the finish.

“Don’t even go there.” Sloan’s eyes narrowed on the fucker, and he pointed at him. “You’re the one who insisted on coming up this weekend, and then, as soon as you hit the door, you jumped right into the same argument we had last week. I don’t want to talk about your mother and me, so just drop it.” He took another leisurely sip of his coffee, wishing it were strong enough to make the whole damn morning fade to black.

“You never want to talk about it, Dad. You’re not the same anymore… If it’s not Mom and the divorce, then what the hell happened?”

Sloan did little except stare into his son’s eyes, now a little more glossy than they were previously, as if he were holding back angry tears. He hated how emotional Joel got sometimes, not because he found his son pathetic for being in such a state, but because it must’ve been quite freeing to allow himself to feel so deeply, a luxury he was never afforded. Regardless, he felt uncomfortable when people cried around him, especially if he believed he was to blame.

“Nothing happened, Joel.” He sighed, barely able to get the lying words out.

“Oh, something definitely happened, Dad. Your attitude over the past year is proof that you are upset every second of the damn day. When are you gonna go back to normal, huh? When will the sulking and anger stop and let you get on with your life? When am I goin’ to get my dad back?”

All right, you fucking brat, you asked for it…

“You know what’s funny to me, Joel?” A thick meanness stepped within him like a tea bag in hot water. “Your complete lack of a grasp of reality. You act as if I have time to entertain fairytales in my day-to-day life.”

“I never said—”

“When I’m not writing, I’m paying your bills, making public appearances and doing what’s needed in this thing we call life. Ever heard of it? Not the afterlife, but the right here and fucking now!” he roared, pressing his fingertip onto the table. “Your life is like my books, but I just don’t have that indulgence to dance along the arch of rainbows, okay? I have no time for myths, only certainties.”

“So now you’re attacking me because I’m standing up to you.” The young man’s voice shook as the words curled out from between his lips. It only angered Sloan all the more.

“You’re not standing up to me, you’re trying to make me conform to what you want and believe! It’s like we’ve reversed roles right this second, and you think you can be the father and dole out advice while you put your hand out and keep askin’ for money! You can’t be dependent and independent at the same goddamn time!” His voice echoed throughout the place, and Joel jumped a bit as he raged on.

“Joel, you think easy street is a choice, like a bunch of us choose struggle versus a good time laughing and partying, right? The good life is a neighborhood, a place we all could live in if we just give it the ol’ college try!”

“No I don’t, and I never said that.”

“Yeah, ya do and ya didn’t have to say it. Unlike my son here, who lives his life in a kid’s strawberry scented bath bubble, my bubble of joy burst years before you were even born. It’s called the cold, hard fuckin’ facts of life.” Joel grimaced and rolled his eyes, but kept his lips sealed shut. “I have to deal with real things in my life, in my own way. Like wellness… and to answer the question you posed to me last week, that’s why I’m here, in this house.”

“You’re here to deal with real things in life?” Joel’s lips twisted to the side as he crossed his arms over his chest, a look of disbelief tattooed across his face.

“No, for my mental sanity.” He took a deep breath. “I needed to leave, to start over. I’m stressed tha hell out. My new fame I wasn’t prepared for and I’ve got a publisher who reminds me about timelines every five fucking minutes.”

“But you—”

He put his hand up like a stop sign. “I have to worry about making sure Michelle graduates college and that her tuition and books are paid, and that she’s in a safe car that can get her from point A to point B, so she and my grandson are safe…because that’s what a father does. I’m not a martyr, but you’re so damn ungrateful sometimes, it’s like you forget what I’m tryna do here.” Joel lowered his head and looked away, as if ashamed… but Sloan knew better. “I work hard and bend over backwards for you and ya sister, so excuse me, Joel, the great noble one that dances along the dew covered leaves of four-leaf clovers, if you can’t have me for every damn minute at your beckon call and I’m not exactly what you want me to be!”

He swallowed a glob of spit that had formed in the back of his throat while he drowned in fury. He could barely make out his son anymore; he seemed miles away, as if something were blocking his view, standing between them. Taking a deep breath, he grasped at the withered strands of his composure, trying desperately to piece something together that would calm him down, reel him back in.

“I think you’re being rather unfair with your analysis, Dad.”

Sloan looked at his son for a moment, and then another. Joel sounded pulled together, as if his manipulative fit of sorrow hadn’t just occurred.

“My analysis? My life isn’t a scientific study. I’ve come to terms with myself. Joel, I suggest you do the same. You wanted to talk so…” He shrugged. “Now we’re talking.”

“And I’m glad we are. I know you’re mad, but at least you’re opening up and discussing this stuff with me. I appreciate it, believe it or not.”

Sloan ran his hand real slow across the kitchen table, back and forth, back and forth as he began to relax.

“What have you been thinking about while here so far?” Joel asked. “I mean, besides work of course.”

“I needed time to look at my life and sort things out. Life is not a playground where I just happened to fall off the swing; no, I was pushed the fuck off.” The peaceful reprieve he’d mustered was short lived. “But I’m tryin’, contrary to your perception; I am trying to get things together, Joel.” Taking a long, deep breath, he once again attempted to control his strange emotions. He hadn’t felt such anger and despair in a long while. It was rather debilitating, and yet liberating all the same.

“Obviously not,” his son stated smugly. “You haven’t smiled in months and now you’re bitter…a bitter middle-aged man who—”

“And I’m allowed to be!” His voice echoed in the place; the walls grabbed it, absorbed it, and stored it for safekeeping. “For once in my life, I can feel how I feel and not say sorry about it or hide it altogether. No one can tell me to put on a happy face and be done with it. I’m done pretending to be okay, Joel, and you can’t have it both ways. You want me to smile through it all, and let it out, too. You tryna make me have a damn split personality.”

“You already do.”

“And what the hell is that supposed to mean?” Sloan slouched in his seat.

“You know what it means… you’re either the best or the worst.” Joel’s brows bunched, while Sloan scowled at him, his anger filling the room.

“And so are you… so what’s your damn point?”

Sloan hadn’t planned to duke it out with his eldest child, his only son. The visit was supposed to be pleasant, a chance to catch up and re-do the previous weekend that had been chock full of arguments. They’d intended to throw back some beers and enjoy one another for a few days—best laid plans that never materialized.

Joel got up slowly from his seat and walked away. The man-child leaned against the wall and simply glared at him, itching with indignation. He felt so detached, broken.

Sloan didn’t want to hurt his son. He’d been avoiding such a skirmish for months, but it was happening, and there was no turning back now…
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“Why can’t Nikki call more, huh? It ain’t even right for her to be in the military in the first place,” Sugar protested into the phone as she gnawed noisily on the end of a pickle. Her smacking grated on Emerald’s nerves.

“You’ve said that a few times now and I’m not sure you think that because you’re protective of her or because it has something to do with you thinking Nikki can’t handle the responsibility.”

“It ain’t for either of those reasons.” The old woman swallowed hard, then continued, “It’s because that’s no place for a lady.” Emerald sighed and propped her legs up on her bed, praying that they’d soon stop aching. She’d been on her feet for six hours straight due to three back to back root canals. They were swollen and red, tender to the touch. She couldn’t fathom the thought of standing on them for even a second longer.

“Sugar, women are in the military, all right? All branches, positions, doing everything, and they do just as good of a job as anyone. Nikki has been described by her superiors as exceptional. I happen to agree.”

“Exceptionally silly! The military ain’t no place for no woman, Emerald.”

“And why’s that Sugar? Tell me why you’d think such a thing?” She bent over to run her fingers along the balls of her feet.

“For one, you can’t be on the front line havin’ no period. What she gonna do? Wave her arms around and say, ‘Cease fire! Hold on a sec, Mr. Foreign Man with a gun in my face. I need to change my sanitary napkin, den we can get tuh fightin’ again.’”

“Sugar…” Emerald fell back into her pillow, emitting a weary laugh. She massaged her forehead, trying to ease a budding tension headache with a gentle touch. “It’s too late in the day for this and I’m tired.”

“Before you go, let me ask you something.” She could hear the woman take a long, hard swallow of her warm milk, which she prepared ritualistically each and every evening before bed. The thought of that mixing in with the pickle she’d just eaten nauseated her.

“I’d prefer you not to.” Emerald chuckled, causing her aunt to do the same.

“How long was you ’nd Andre married again?”

“For fourteen years. Why?”

“He was a nice man. It’s a shame that didn’t work out.”

“What would make you bring up my ex-husband right now? We were talking about my daughter being in the army and besides, he and I have been divorced for a very long time.”

“It slipped my mind until right now, but I asked about him because I saw a man at the grocery store yesterday afternoon who looked just like him. I know it wasn’t him ’cause Andre still live up there in Maxim, right?”

“Yeah, he’s still here.” At that moment, Emerald considered the fact that she hadn’t spoken to Andre in quite a while. “I don’t think he’ll ever leave. From what he told me, he loves it too much. I don’t plan on leaving any time soon, either.”

“I don’t care where you go or stay as long as you find you a man! You ain’t getting any younger! You’re going to end up an old maid with a bunch of cats ’nd shit.”

“Sugar, you act as if my life is incomplete or I’ve been complaining to you about not having a boyfriend. I’ve been married, had a baby who’s now grown. I’ve done all of that so the curiosity is long gone.” She winced as she stretched her sore feet. “I told you I’m fine if I meet someone, and fine if I don’t. Would I like to date more? Of course, but I get out and meet people. My life is fulfilling and full. I have friends that I talk to often and go out to lunch with and what not, you’ve heard mention Sandy and Rebecca plenty of times and of course I have my refurbishing business which keeps me busy, too. I meet a lot of neat people that way.”

“You one of them anti-socials they talk about on Dr. Phil. That ain’t healthy, Emerald.” Emerald rolled her eyes and shook her head.

“That’s not true. I just refuse to settle ever again is all.”

“You ain’t got time to be choosy. Your heyday has come ’nd gone.”

“Thank you, Father Time.” Emerald grimaced.

“The carpet is probably turnin’ gray. I wish you’d meet someone else, Emerald! Ain’t no sense in being alone at your age. Like I always tell you, you still got some good years left in you. You better hurry up before you get wide in the middle. I’d give you Kirby, but even I don’t want my own husband!”

“Sugar.” Emerald laughed, this time in earnest. “Look, seriously, don’t worry about me. I like my own company and since you brought up Andre, you’re right—he’s a nice guy, but staying together wouldn’t have been fair to either of us. I tried to hold on for Nikki’s sake. We both did, actually.”

“I still don’t understand how you got caught up like that… you said when y’all went and separated that you didn’t love him.”

“That’s not actually what I said, Sugar. What I had stated was that I loved him, he is the father of my daughter after all, but we were never really in love; at least, not in the way a husband and wife should be. He was hard working and even funny sometimes, too, but you know that special something that keeps people together? A drive to try until the wheels fall off because you’re helplessly devoted and crazy about one another?”

“Like you and that guy a couple of years ago… What was your ex-boyfriend’s name again?”

“Rick…yes, like that. Rick and I didn’t work out because, like I told you, he wanted different things out of life than me, but it’s true, we had the necessary umph. We had more than just a friendship and respect for one another.”

“That passion… that fire…”

“That’s right. I know what it feels like, how it’s supposed to be anyway, and Andre and I didn’t have it. I’m at peace with it and I believe he is, too.” She shrugged.

“He was easy on the eye too… reminded me a bit of Giancarlo Esposito. Andre remarried now, ain’t he?”

“Yes, and I met his wife. She seems really nice.” She reached towards the nightstand and plucked the wine glass to bring it carefully to her lips. “Soon after our divorce, Andre and I even went out to lunch a few times and were supportive of one another. He’d send me Christmas and birthday cards each year, and as a matter of fact, he still does.”

“That’s a strange arrangement, I’m surprised you two didn’t have any drama like most folks.”

“Why would we?” Emerald said. “We’re adults after all. We split amicably and he’s been a good father to Nikki. I never had to ask him for money to help take care of his child, and he makes sure, to this day, to keep in contact with her. The kids always suffer the most in the long run. Our issues, our inability to fully connect had nothing to do with our daughter, and our mission was to keep her safe and feeling secure, despite the deterioration and subsequent ending of our marriage.”

“What you are talkin’ about is you two had a lack of chemistry.”

“Right, that’s another term for it.”

“That’s what Oprah called it in her magazine. She got a lot of nerve givin’ folks marriage advice, you know that? Have you seen that diet commercial thang she got going on? Talking about she eat bread everyday and still losin’ weight. She forgot to mention she also got a two hundred dollar an hour personal trainer! If I had Oprah type money you best believe yo’ bottom dolluh I wouldn’t be wit’ Stedman. He look like a hound dog. That woman is his personal Go Fund Me.”

“Sugar, I can’t take you tonight and what do you know about Go Fund Me? You barely know how to use your email account.” Emerald cracked up, yet her eyes grew heavy with a rapidly growing desire to slumber.

“All I’m sayin is that you ain’t got to be a looker to get no man, or no handsome man to get no rich woman… so you ain’t got an excuse, Emerald.”

“Sugar, Oprah and Stedman might have chemistry. You may find him funny looking, but beauty is in the eye of the beholder. Maybe their hearts are attracted to one another and see past any exterior flaws.”

“You sound like a damn fool. Stedman wouldn’t be wit’ that woman if she was Oprah that worked at Wal-Mart as a cashier; and if she didn’t think he wasn’t pretty from back in the day, he’d be sitting in somebody’s cubicle, cryin’ all the time like the hound dog that it is! May Elvis bless his little K-9 soul! Stedman ain’t cute, but she think he is ’cause he yellow like undercooked cornbread. If he looked like Forest Whitaker minus the talent and was a crackhead and felon, she wouldn’t give that slew eyed fool the time of day!”

“Sugar.” She swallowed a roll of chuckles, refusing to acknowledge the woman’s antics. “I have to get up early in the morning and need to sleep.”

“No you don’t, you just sick ’nd tired of talking to your Aunt Sugar!”

“Not true. If that were the case, I would’ve lied and said someone was at the door or calling. Oops! Did I give away my trade secrets on how to get rid of you?” she joked, causing the woman to laugh heartily on the other end.

“All right, you go ahead and get you some sleep. Call me tomorrow, ya hear?”

“Don’t I always? Good night, Sugar. I love you.”

“I love you, too.”

“How much?” Emerald’s lips curled in a grin.

“More than you’ll ever know, Emerald baby.”

Her heart swelled with pride…
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CHAPTER SIX


Wake Up and Smell the Coffee

Maxim had a hip coffee house called ‘Cup of Dreams.’ The arched door was framed by a brick entryway, and inside, the place had shiny red and copper striped walls, a barrage of newspapers from around the world, and a wobbly desk in a far corner holding nothing but homemade pastries and assorted European mints for carry out. Sloan had found the little place while walking one night after parking his car across the street, hoping to familiarize himself with some of the local haunts.

Since coming upon it, he’d been hooked. About a ten minute drive away from his home, the place was surrounded by upscale boutiques and a building used solely for ballet dance classes and recitals. That night, he’d sat there for two hours, a white fedora atop his head, and enjoyed himself people watching. The hat had belonged to his father; he’d stumbled upon it while emptying one of the many boxes that had been packed and sat waiting for him to unload. Unload… Yeah, kinda of like what happened when he screamed inside of his damn head when more strange events had transpired at his house over the past few days.

He’d driven into New York City several days prior, taking care not to mention a word of what had been occurring in the house to Joel, Michelle, and definitely not to Mike or any of his other friends and colleagues. Besides, he had no way of knowing how to address the goings-on. Doors were closing and locking, windows opening and letting in bursts of frigid air, and the scent of strong cigars overpowered a room every now and again. Regardless of the entire house being seemingly alive, breathing and living after swallowing him whole, one portion of the premises remained the most daunting and spine tingling.

Most of the activity radiated from the office—the one he’d painstakingly finished cleaning. And that dreadful, dark window was now clear of grime, too. He was not the kind of man to scare easily; matter of fact, it took a hell of a lot to make his pulse race. He’d seen too much during his lifetime to react in a kneejerk fashion, and he’d prided himself on keeping his composure during unsettling events and upon receiving alarming news.

Deep inside, however, Sloan truly empathized with the pain of others, somehow being fine-tuned to suffering. He’d never been truly removed from it, despite the way he carried on in a nonchalant sort of way. He hadn’t arrived to this point by mere chance. His particular journey had created the creature he’d become. He’d succumbed to the macabre of life. Agony swarmed around him and had embedded itself upon his psyche. He surmised it had begun with some unsettling incidents from many years ago, not excluding the unsettling news of what had become of his mother. He accepted tragedies and unfairness to be as commonplace as the air one breathes.

He’d seen all sorts of things over his lifetime, such as a woman half flung out of her windshield after a fatal car accident—her dark brown eyes lifeless, her wavy, wild red hair all over the place like some discarded rag doll’s, and the way the blood trickled down her arms and soaked into her sheer pale blue dress… something he’d never forget. Shimmery pieces of glass coated her pale, flawless flesh like crumbled red diamonds. He’d been only sixteen when he’d seen the cruel catastrophe, while walking home from school after getting off the subway—his second time coming so close to the overwhelming face of death. Before that, his grandfather, whom he had a rather strange albeit memorable relationship with, had passed away when he was only fifteen.

Sloan wrapped both hands around his coffee cup, hating himself for thinking of such terrible things, but he felt compelled and safe to do so now that he wasn’t under his own roof. He’d been thinking about mortality quite a bit lately. Death had weaseled itself around his life in all sorts of despicable ways, strangling his innocence like a serpent coiled around warm, frantic prey. Some fatalities were literal, others were figurative—marking the end of things he’d believed would never have a conclusion. On a deep sigh, he recalled how Norman had smelled of Bengay and malodorous medicinal ointments during his last days battling pancreatic cancer and complications with diabetes.

His grandfather had always wanted to be called by his first name, even by his own children. Norman was a tough man, a WWII vet who didn’t bat an eye, even after his leg had to be amputated. Most likely that was how his own father had adopted the same attitude: big boys don’t cry. He came from a long line of tall, hard men who didn’t tell people they loved them, rarely initiated hugs, and if you caught them laughing you’d better write down the date and time of the strange occurrence for you may never witness it again.

Sloan checked himself out in the window of the eatery, and his reflection spoke to him. He took note of how much he looked like his father. He fit the bill physically, but in other aspects, it was another matter, seeing how he’d often be called silly by his father for his overactive imagination as a child, and his love affair with the whimsical and strange things life had to offer.

Sometimes he’d become upset, as many children do during their formative years spurred perhaps by a fight at school or hormones that were simply out of whack. If he broadcasted what was in his heart, became emotional in front of his father, he was quickly reprimanded, told not to be a ‘sissy’, as if his tears were in some way offensive. He understood quickly that crying was in fact a thing to be hidden when done, and done seldom. He learned early on to keep all the feelings locked inside, to push them down and swallow that shit, but he hated the bloated way it made him feel. So, in secret, he began to write about fantasy worlds filled with superheroes possessing incredible powers and hideous monsters that took over planets for the sheer hell of it. He relished in revealing stories of haves and have-nots, the mentally agile and the cerebrally challenged.

These people rescued the weak from their unfortunate circumstances, changed the lives of those who couldn’t help themselves. They didn’t cry; they wore bulletproof suits, drove fancy, tricked-out robotic cars, performed real-life magic, and spit on the graves of their oppressors. He made himself into one of them… at least in his mind. Humor draped across the passages, but also real hope, as well as an aspiration to be more.

Writing these ideas down and forming them into a story was his secret hobby for years on end until he got the grand idea that he could share it with the public after reading an article in a literary magazine written by his favorite author, Frank Herbert. In that exposé, he read a quote from the man that said, ‘Seek freedom and become captive of your desires. Seek discipline and find your liberty.’ And that resonated with him…

The rest of the story was dispersed in his personal bestsellers history. Regret filled him when he reflected back on Joel and his last visit. It had been a disaster, just like the previous one. Something started to happen between them ever since he moved away, something he couldn’t understand or grasp, and at times thoughts of it kept him awake at night… but he wouldn’t dare admit such a thing. Sloan wrapped a napkin around his nose and gave a good, hard blow. Then, balling the thing up, he tossed it off to the side.

He chuckled to himself, his gaze fixed on that tissue on his table, all wadded up and pathetic as it was, thinking about how some people treat their fellow man just like that twisted up Kleenex. A waitress came by dressed in dark wash jeans ripped about the upper thigh and a bright red shirt that exposed a rather substantial serving of tits for the grateful, naked eye. Normally, he’d take a generous gaze, but right then he just wasn’t in the mood.

“Would you like anything else, sir? We’ve got some great cranberry walnut muffins today.”

“Uh, no.” He shook his head and smiled into her light brown eyes. “I’m fine.” He raised his cup in the air as if to prove his case, then delicately set it back down onto the saucer. She sauntered away, a bouncy, blond ponytail bopping about behind her.

“Shit,” he muttered as he pulled out his cell phone, realizing he’d forgotten yet something else on his ‘To-Do’ List. “Let me give Mike a call… was supposed to call him last night.” He dialed the number but it went to voicemail. “Yo’, Mike, it’s Sloan. Sorry, I fell asleep and then completely forgot but uh, I hope everything went well last night.” He ran his fingers along the edge of a French newspaper he’d grabbed before he’d taken his seat. “Give me a call when you get time… Well, I guess that’s it.” He glanced over his shoulder as if someone had called his name, then looked back down at the table. “Talk to ya soon.”

Ending the call, he relaxed into his seat, enjoying the peace and quiet as the day grew into her teen moments. The afternoon was his favorite part of the day now. He was alert, his writing flowed, he relished his daily walks, and he found the colorful leaves on the mature trees to be at the peak of perfection.

He flipped through the newspaper, chuckling to himself as he looked at the black and white photos, skipping over the words due to not knowing a damn lick of French. He took notice of a photo of a Parisian café. In front of it stood a few round tables for two, one of which showcased a wine bottle on a white linen cloth. A smile broke across his face as he grabbed his phone again and made an overdue call.

“Hello?” He could hear the sound of light chatter in the background after someone picked up.

“Yeah.” He cleared his throat, feeling a tad silly. “Is this Emerald?”

“Yes, who is this?” The thud and clank of what sounded like a metal can of soda rolling out of a vending machine soon followed.

“Sloan…wine guy in aisle 15.” He chuckled as he ran his finger around the rim of his now empty coffee cup.

“Ohhhh, yes! I remember you.” He took pleasure in the jovial tone of her voice. “How are you doing today?”

“I’m good. Just out and about, getting some fresh air, and decided to get a cup of coffee. So, did I catch ya at a bad time?”

“I actually just walked out of the office for an early lunch break, so your timing is perfect.”

“Good, I like bein’ described as perfect, makes me feel like I did something right today.”

“I said your timing was perfect,” she corrected on a chortle.

“You couldn’t let me just have it, could you?”

She laughed all the harder. “You’re funny…”

“Yeah? Well, since we both like to laugh, you wanna go out with me tomorrow night to a comedy club or something? I thought about just taking you to dinner but hey…” He shrugged. “Maybe you’d like to do something else instead.”

“Do you know I haven’t been to a comedy club in probably over five years?”

“It’s time then, right?” He leaned forward in the seat, the smile still super-glued hard to his face.

“That sounds like fun, yeah, sure I’ll go. I’m glad you called.” Her voice sounded warm and, dare he say it, comforting. “I accidentally deleted your contact information and several others, actually. I still had your card though, just in case but this phone is new for me, only had it a few days and I’m still trying to figure out how to work it.”

“Just so you know, I would’ve called you right away, but things have been a little hectic and I wanted to make sure we had time to go out and not be interrupted,” he confessed as he toiled with the newspaper a bit, expending some hyper energy.

“Work? Writing that next masterpiece, huh?” He heard the metal tab from the soda can being flipped open and the fizz escape into the air. Then, he could imagine her tilt the can and drink from it…

“I don’t know about a masterpiece and all of that, but it’s turning out pretty well so far. I’ve got a deadline crawlin’ up my ass faster than a comet high on crack-cocaine. I mean…” He burst out laughing. “Sorry about the language, geesh! Talking to you already like you’re one of my buddies.”

“You’re cool,” she said lightly. “So you’re a little stressed out, I take it?” He could hear her walking, her steps like a fast beat against a hard drum.

“A little bit. That makes this all the better though. It’ll be nice to go out, get some drinks, laugh, talk, get to know a new friend…” He swallowed as he reflected on the fact he’d purposefully isolated himself by moving to Maxim. Yeah, everything he’d told his son was true, but he’d downplayed that portion of it. He did want to be alone, all holed up in his own little world. He soon realized that wasn’t all it was cracked up to be. Being a workaholic recluse who paraded around in the wee hours of the night had drawbacks and he wanted off the hamster wheel. “I don’t know too many people here.”

“Well, I’d be happy to talk you more about the city, the best places to shop and eat, the areas you want to avoid and any other questions you may have in general.”

He liked her voice. The way her soothing tone wrapped around the words was crisp, concise, yet easy and laid back.

“Yeah? Well, thanks. I’d appreciate that, I could use all the help I can get. So, uh, how about tomorrow, like around seven? Is that a good time for me to pick you up? I’m thinking we can eat at the club. They usually have a nine o’clock show from what I saw online so that’ll give us time to talk and get a bite to eat before it starts.”

“That sounds perfect. I’ll meet you there.”

“I said I’d pick you up. You don’t want that?” Silence followed on the other end; if he were a betting man, he’d say she was trying to find a batch of politically correct words that wouldn’t sound so rough as she hurled them in his direction. “All right, that’s fine. I understand. I’m the one who warned you about crazy people.” The sound of her laughter on the other end of the line warmed him up; this time it sounded like she blended it with a sigh of relief. “No pressure, all right? Just a good time.”

“That sounds nice, yeah, I’ll meet you there. I look forward to it.”

“So do I. Well, I won’t keep you. Enjoy your lunch.”

“I will, thanks. You enjoy the rest of your day, Sloan, and try not to work too hard.”

“I’ll have a great day now that I know I have a date with you tomorrow. Talk to ya soon.”

And then he disconnected the call. He placed the phone down atop the spread newspaper and looked over the ads, the illustrations, the pretty sounding words he couldn’t quite pronounce. The original photo caught his attention once more, the one of the bottle of wine, the café, the allure in splendid black and white perfection right before his eyes. He’d never initiated a date with a woman since he and his wife split. He’d been on a few dates people set up for him, an introduction through friends from time to time, but nothing where he took the first step, wanted it, asked for it, or planned it out.

Sometimes he went on the dates begrudgingly. Other times he was hopeful, but he just didn’t enjoy himself. The woman would come off in a way he found disconcerting, or only asked about his career in a roundabout way to discover information regarding his finances. Sometimes, it was none of those reasons. In all honestly, there were occasions where the lady in question was fine; it was just that the chemistry wasn’t quite there or something key, something crucial, unseen and unheard, was missing.

He ran his hand through his hair as he went there in his thoughts, got caught in between the heavy, asphyxiating layers, beneath the weight of what it truly meant to him to be in such a predicament.

He wrote about perfect women, but knew they didn’t actually exist. He’d never asked for perfect; as a matter of fact, perfection didn’t appeal to him in the least. There wasn’t anything mystifying about perfection… nothing he could wrap his dreams, worries, and heart around. His wish list was simple: he only desired someone perfect for him.

He waved the waitress over, slid a twenty dollar bill in her hand for the coffee and a tip, then got to his feet.

As he made his way towards the doors, he listened to the quiet music, the slow hum of the coffee machines, and spoons clinking against mugs. He inhaled the delightful aromas, took it all in, grateful for his fresh start in Maxim as he ventured into another chapter of his world, word by word. He finally felt in control of his own destiny. Sloan had come to a final conclusion… He no longer wanted to watch his own biography being written by a ghostwriter that looked a lot like him, but happened to be a lazy fraud, a man who lacked total ambition as it pertained to affairs of the heart and shared his same name. He didn’t want to have that irony chase him, make a mockery of all that he was and could become.

Snatching his black sunglasses out of his jacket pocket, he put them on and took himself out into the open air touched by a crisp Autumn kiss. Minute by minute passed like white sands through tempered glass as he window-shopped and waved at passersby who bled friendliness in a neighborly sort of way. His mind wandered like a child in a department store, stopping here and there to view breakable things, delicate, sweet, and full of detail. He wanted to be better, do better, work hard, perhaps even fall in love again…

You see a pretty lady in a grocery store at two in the goddamn morning… She’s got fruit and fish and other stuff in her plastic green basket and when she walks, her knees go inward ever so slightly. Her skin is the color of over-baked gingerbread cookies and her eyes are so dark, yet the whites so bright, when you look into them, you almost forget that she asked you a question.

Her voice sounds like trumpets, violins, and flutes, and her body is Venus’ envy. Her hands have worked, yet she takes care of the delicate epidermis that covers her well-toned muscles that she couldn’t quite hide under that tangerine jumpsuit with little splashes of aquamarine detail. Her feet are small, too small for her petite, 5’8 frame, but this just adds to her beauty. You’re talking to her about wine, trying to sound in the know, show off a bit, teach her a thing or two like some big shot. You puff out your chest and stand a bit taller, straighter, and really put on a show—but your heart is beating a little faster because her lips are distracting you.

See, they’re full and shaped flawlessly. They’re the kind of lips you see people paying for, the kind you have kinky thoughts about, the kind that make you forget your name and why you’re at the damn store in the first fucking place. So you wonder what they’d feel like pressed against yours while you have her up against a bin of cantaloupes and get the answer to your question… You haven’t fucked in a while, and jackin’ off doesn’t count. You’re not a little kid anymore; you need the company of a woman, a REAL woman, and you miss it…

You miss their scent when they want you inside of them, the way they snatch covers in the middle of the night and leave you shivering. So you snuggle up close to get some of the thief’s body heat, realizing that was their plan all along. You miss their fragility and strength all rolled into one lady. You miss their higher pitched voice, their sexy laugh, even their damn sneezes. You miss even being nagged at a bit… You miss what you were meant to have but eluded you, what you felt was actually owed to you. So as you look at this woman standing there with her big, radiant black eyes, dark hair cut into a shoulder length asymmetrical bob with a thin strand of silver running down the right side, you realize you’ve stepped out of your comfort zone, and now you’re no longer questioning yourself as to, ‘Why?’

When she told you her name, you thought to yourself, ‘I’m meant to have some jewels… emerald is a good choice.’

But you didn’t say it. Not because you’re a coward, but because it would sound like a pick up line, and you don’t want her to think you’re corny. You realize at that moment, all of that public speaking has made you sound smooth, even when under pressure, but you still hate first meetings. You care again, and that concerns you, too. It’s safe to not care… caring gets you hurt. You chose to be alone, but now that loneliness chose you, too, you don’t want her ass anymore…

You preferred a one-sided relationship, one where you called the shots, because that’s what you were used to. You were accustomed to being in love, but not being loved back. Alive in a house as a married couple, but not living… you were internally single despite appearances. She no longer made love to you anymore, barely spoke to you, and after a while, you no longer wanted her, either. Now that that’s over, you had to relearn interpersonal functionality, and that a relationship consists of two people. You don’t have to be forlorn. Admit it though, you’ve been scared…

You’ve been petrified because you think you fucked up the first time, and you don’t want to fuck up again with someone you might actually enjoy. When other people set you up with some lady, it was all right, wasn’t it, Sloan? Then you could have someone else to blame, or have the option to blame no one at all. But, this time, it’s different.

You want to know about her, how she got a name like that, what she does for a living, what she does for fun, what part of town she lives in, what kind of books she reads when she isn’t checking out yours… You have questions and she’s got the answers, so you keep thinking of everything you want her to tell you, like: What does she watch on television? Does she have any children and has she ever dated a white man before? You want to tell her that you dated a few Black women previously, but that sounds stupid, like a dumb ass thing to say, like you need a qualifier of some sort.

Truth was, you noticed her as soon as she walked in the store. You spent far too much time looking at salty snacks you don’t even fucking eat, just so you could steal glances at her, learn her, and write all of that somehow, some way, into a book. You grabbed some nuts you don’t care for as she moved from aisle to aisle, just to have something with you, to not look so strange drifting about. You figured you could catch an invisible ghost in a glass of water, do the impossible. How can you seize a butterfly, melt it down, and place it into words? You can’t. You can describe the butterfly, but no one truly understands until they see one for themselves.

Well, I guess the world will just have to take my word for it. I saw a nocturnal butterfly one night, and come to find out, she likes wine, books, and going out at the wee hours of the night to take flight. I hesitated on calling her, but thought about her every day. She made me curious to the point I had to do something about it. I don’t know hardly shit about her, but I whipped out my net, because I recognized her as a second chance with wings. So I figured I’d better hurry, before she flew away and up into the night, forgetting all about me, or worse, caught by someone else who’s searching for the same butterfly as me…
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CHAPTER SEVEN


A Comedy of Errors

“I didn’t say that, Nikki.” Emerald sighed as her chest tightened with mounting anxiety.

“You didn’t have to.” Emerald moaned in annoyance. Her lips twisted like angry snakes at her daughter’s words. It had been an exhausting day, but the good Lord apparently didn’t feel she was quite tired enough and ordered one more round of foolishness for her to endure. She leaned back on her fluffy cream bed sheets; their softness soothed her while she maneuvered about in an attempt to ease a slightly sore lower back. “You just gave me that look, Mom.”

“What look?” She hooked her gaze on the television screen before her where Andy Griffin paraded around Mayberry in shades of gray.

“I can’t see you, but I know you’re making that face.”

Emerald bit her tongue for a moment, trying to find the right words. Looking away from the screen, she snatched up her Essence magazine from the other side of the bed and turned the pages. Glossy pictures smelled of perfume samples, but the text seemed a blur.

“Look, after the last argument we had, the last thing I want to do is start up with it again.”

“I don’t see why not. You’re not a quitter,” her daughter jabbed.

“Nikki, I’ve had enough. Can’t we just talk without you being so angry all the time? Why even call me if you’re going to take me through all of these changes?” Emerald grimaced hard, causing a slight ache in her jaw as her nerves and muscles jumped. She only heard a grunt or two in response from the other end of the line.

“Life is too damn short, Nikki. I don’t want to keep fighting with my only child who is all the way in Afghanistan. I told you that family should never go to bed mad at each other, and now you’ve done it twice.”

“And so have you.”

“I wasn’t mad.” She huffed as she snatched at another page and pulled it back, almost ripping it right out. “You were. Let me make you a promise. You’ll always know when I’m angry. I don’t have any problems telling you so.” She looked over at a half painted chair she’d been working on and went back to turning the pages of the magazine, not really caring what she was looking at.

After a few moments of silence, Nikki cleared her throat. “I’ll be coming home in about three months, Mom. That was my whole point for bringing any of this up. Not to mention I don’t like feeling this way… How can you go from being my… shit… never mind.” Her daughter’s voice trailed on the other end, becoming a ghostly whisper barely heard and never seen.

“I love you, Nikki. Nothin’ is ever going to change that, baby.”

“Until I told you the truth, right? You told me to tell you and then got mad. The real question is, why was I even surprised?” The young woman chuckled mirthlessly.

“And I told you it was fine… I don’t have problems with the truth. When have you known me to prefer livin’ in denial?” With a slightly shaky hand, she reached for the glass of water she’d set on the cardboard coaster. Bringing it to her lips, she dared herself to not dribble the drink all down the front of her old, oversized Beatles T-shirt, which she enjoyed sleeping in from time to time. The bleach stained collar was all stretched out, but she loved it just the same. She’d paired it with some black and white skull and bone motif print leggings, cozy and ready for a good night’s rest.

“Yeah, all right. Let’s see what you say when I come home. It’ll be a totally different story,” Nikki stated sarcastically, clicking her tongue against her cheek like she always did when she was annoyed. She knew her daughter all too well, could almost envision her doing it. The young lady wanted to battle, duke it out. She’d already been trained to fight for the country; wasn’t that enough? She was a first lieutenant in the army, forging her way quickly up the ranks. The young woman meant business; she was aggressive and a go-getter. Emerald liked to imagine she took after her, or perhaps, vice versa. Either way, she was happy that they shared the same DNA.

“Nikki…”

“Yeah, Mom.”

She hated Nikki’s indolent, apathetic tone. “I just want you to be safe, healthy and happy. That’s all I want. That’s all I ever wanted, okay?”

“I am.”

“All right. Good to know.” She took another sip of her water while the vibe between them turned stifled, awkward, missing words, paragraphs, and vital punctuation.

“Oh, I almost forgot,” Nikki uttered after at least a minute had passed. “I got the box. Thanks for sending the books and iPad.”

“You’re welcome.” She turned another page, slowly. The fight had seeped out of her. Emotionally exhausted, stretched out, tired and worn like her shirt, she felt a sense of sadness that had no end in sight. So much so, she’d begun to accept this might simply be how she and Nikki would interact from there on out.

“And… I’ve been doing a lot of thinking. I need to tell you this more.”

“Tell me what more?”

“I know it doesn’t seem like it all the time, but I love you. I know you love me too, Mom… I know you do.”

“Of course I love you.” Her stomach churned with hurt; her eyes remained dry but begged to release tears she simply wouldn’t relinquish. “My love for you will always exist, no matter what.” And she meant that.

“I know. Well, Mom, I have to go… Oh! One more thing.”

“What?” She set the magazine slowly down beside her and crossed her ankles while stifling a soft yawn.

“Be careful, please.”

“Be careful? Careful about what?”

“I don’t like you goin’ out late like you do. You’ve always been a night owl, but something could happen. Stop it, please.”

“Now you’re just being silly!” she blurted. “I’m so sick and tired of people trying to tell me what to do.” She chuckled. “It’s a conspiracy.”

“I’m serious. It really bothers me… a woman like you out all alone.”

“A woman like me? Have you been talking to Aunt Sugar? Never mind! You act as if I’m some invalid millin’ around with millions of dollars glued to my forehead in the middle of the projects, daring someone to step to me – and besides, you stay out all hours of the night and no one is making you change your ways.”

“Yeah, but it’s my job now and I’ve got an M9. You’ve probably only got some expired pepper spray and a bunch of coupons for dish detergent in your purse… Now how is any of that going to help you protect yourself? You gonna only make them blink a lot and then paper cut them to death for $1.00 off before the expiration date?” They burst out laughing, their sighs of relief for the reprieve wrapping around them, each giving one another a warm hug from afar. “I love you, Mom…” The young lady repeated, as if to ensure she’d been heard the first time and most importantly, to deliver her version of an apology.

“I love you too. And I worry about you, too. You can’t tell me not to; it’s just what mothers do. If you ever have children of your own, you’ll understand.”

A moment of silence followed, as if something had died. Maybe it had, perchance the little bit of hope that she had left… No one dared touch the elephant in the room, for when one of them attempted to, an argument ensued, and it involved everything but the large, husked animal shaking its lengthy trunk for all to see.

“Yeah.” Nikki sighed. “I guess I can understand your point of view… Goodnight, Mom.”

Good night, baby.”

She heard a series of clicks, and then the other end went silent. She hung up, placed the phone on the cradle, and replayed in her mind the last words uttered from her child. She looked over at the phone as she did so, noting her stretched, distorted image in the chrome luster. She loved that phone. It was a replica of an antique. She’d picked it up at a little store that sold cheap odds and ends and decided to treat herself to something whimsical. Besides, she hated being on her cell phone all the time.

She longed for the days of phone cords that tangled and stretched, reminding you that a real person was on the other end of the line, a person with a pulse, connected via a series of wires. Placing her glass of water back to her lips, she took another sip, this one steadier than the last. Her heart no longer raced as it had when she’d first received the call. Setting it back down, she picked up the remote control and channel surfed, desperately hunting for something amusing – stupidly funny would be best. She landed upon a show she didn’t recognize, but figured it may do the trick. Crossing her ankles after a long sigh, she nestled further under the sheets, bundling up. Then, she smiled. She’d had a good day after all, even if not everything had gone quite as planned. She was alive, healthy and loved. And for that, she was eternally grateful…
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“Quit being so stubborn. Just take a selfie and send it to me.”

“What? We’re a couple now? Sorry, you’re not my type,” Sloan teased as he pulled into a parking space.

“I wanna see if you got yourself fresh, you know, prepared right for this,” Mike quipped on the other end of the phone.

Sloan cut the engine off to his vehicular pride and joy. She purred for a split second, then settled nice and easy, cooling her jets, preparing for rest.

“I know how to dress, jackass.” Adjusting his seat, he leaned back into it.

“I saw you on your last date… you wore a Yankees baseball cap to an exclusive dinner club. Good goin’, Hugh Hefner!”

“I didn’t get to the barber on time and anyway, you’re the one that looks like an overgrown tick stuffed in a pair of blue jeans, Mike the mighty mite!”

“Yeah? Is that so, funny man, Freddy? I’m tryna help you out you antisocial motherfucker, but ya throw insults at me, huh? That’s what cha do? I hope you fall in a pit some goddamn where. I bet when they finally find jah you’ll be dressed in your bathrobe, just as you are for this date.”

Sloan chuckled, but his amusement was fleeting. In fact, he was itching for a cigarette so patted his pants pocket, daring himself to get a few puffs in before it was too late. “Anyway, I’m here early.” He looked about the area. “The place is fillin’ up pretty fast. Hope she gets here soon or she might have a long walk.”

“You met ’er in a grocery store, huh? Who meets chicks in grocery stores, nowadays? Classic! That’s good though; glad to see you making moves. Now most people are meeting online. My son has some shit on his phone called Tinder.”

“Tinder? Like chicken tender?”

“No.”

“Like little young tender? What the hell is that? Just a meat shop of the carnal kind?” At this, his friend burst out laughing.

“Might as well be, some app for hook ups ’nd shit. People don’t date anymore, Sloan. We’re old school. They either hook up for sex, have one night stands, or run off ’nd get married to someone they barely know. Times have changed for sure.”

“Yeah, the world is a different place from even ten years ago.” Sloan sighed.

“A crazy, fucked up place. Every day it seems to get a little worse. All sorts of shit, man… planes crashin’ with no remains or black boxes being found, and now we’re taking cruise ships to Cuba with no worries of dope being jammed up our asses to be used as a drug mule. It’s irrational. The world’s changed a bit for the better, but for the most part, the masses have gone stark ravin’ mad.”

“Yeah, things have gotten insane, that’s for sure.” He leaned forward and turned his stereo up a notch.

“Hey, what’s that you’re listening to? The Time?”

“Yeah, “Ice Cream Castles” by The Time. Sounds good, right? I found the old cassette in one of the boxes I unpacked a while back. The new stereo system I had put in this baby plays CDs, cassettes, everything.” He smiled at the thing with pride. “Of course I have my mp3 player, too, but I really love this.”

“Finally got your 1958 Cadillac Eldorado Biarritz. It’s slick, too. Let me take it for a spin.”

“You can on February 30th.”

“There isn’t a February 30th.”

“Exactly.” To his right, a dark red Mazda pulled into the parking lot. “Hey, I think this might be her.” He strained his neck trying to get a closer inspection. The car moved a bit closer, then turned around and parked quite a distance away. “I think I’ll meet ’er half way. Gotta go.”

“You’re takin’ her back to the grocery store tonight, point at the clearance bin and tell her to get whatever her heart desires? Sloan the big spender! Nothin’s too good for any lady of yours, right?!” Mike teased, laughing his ass off on the other end.

“I already told ya where I was: the comedy club, smart ass! And I see what you’re tryna do. I’m not the cheapskate you are.”

“How so? I ain’t cheap!”

“Says the man who bought his ex-wife a happy meal on his third date with her and then cut the small burger in half so you two could split it. You probably kept the goddamn toy for yourself, too!”

“She said she was on a diet! And besides, she wouldn’t put out. I wasn’t going to take her anywhere nice anymore until she at least gave me a blowjob… and speaking of puttin’ out, I hope you get laid tonight. Do it for the gang, please!”

“You got that five hundred bucks you owe me, chief?” He was met with the call immediately ending and burst out laughing at Mike’s nonverbal response. Checking himself out in the rear view mirror one final time, he licked his thumb and slicked down a wayward hair in his left brow. He ran his fingertips along his carefully trimmed beard, ensuring each hair was in its proper place. Giving himself a final wink of approval, he stepped out of the car, tugged at the hem of his button-down cream shirt, and tapped his ass to make sure his wallet was where it belonged. Then, he made his way across the parking lot.

Yeah, that’s her… Damn, she looks good…

He swallowed as he drew closer, rubbing his hands together, warming them with each rapid stroke. She looked both ways before crossing over into a busy part of the lot, then stopped in her tracks when she spotted him. When they locked eyes, she smiled, making his heart skip a beat.

“Ahhhh, there you are…”
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CHAPTER EIGHT


Mirror, Mirror, On The Wall

That’s the one thing I used to hate about clubs. Some of the guys would look nice milling about under the shadows. You’d go out on a blind date. You’d find him sitting, waiting for you – a stiff drink in his right hand and a smile he’d create just for you, the new object of his affections; then, the lights would come on full blast, and you’d be disappointed at coming face to face with a drunken, straggly headed troll who lived under the bridge of his mother’s house. Reality and romance sometimes aren’t even on the same block, let alone in the same neighborhood; and besides, under the true light of day, the eyes don’t deceive.

Stores have strange lighting sometimes, and yeah, the lights in Whole Foods made him look different than he does in person, that’s for sure.

… He looks even better.

Emerald walked briskly, her black swing dress swaying, flirting with her kneecaps, kissing them with each step she took in her open toe, ankle strapped heels. She’d envisioned how she’d walk up to him moments before, and was pleased it transpired just how she’d intended it to in her mind.

“Hey! Glad to see you.” Before she could respond, he wrapped his big, strong arm just above her waist, brought her close, and placed a kiss on her cheek.

Damn, he is forward. And he smells good, too!

“Glad to see you, too. You look really nice.” She glanced at the crowd in front of the whitewashed brick building, swarming and growing as each second passed, everyone getting in place to see the headline comedian.

“Thank you.” He took hold of her hand, stepped back, and unapologetically looked her up and down. “You look great. That dress is really nice.”

“Thank you. I would say, ‘Oh, this old thing?’ But that would be a lie… I just bought it two weeks ago.” She chuckled.

“New or old threads, you look like a picture of perfection. Your hair, your shoes, everything… I feel underdressed now. You look beautiful…” He raised his arm in the air, coaxing her to twirl around like a ballerina on a rhinestone covered jewelry box. When the slow ride ceased, she stared into those piercing bright green eyes of his. Her sights drifted to his delectable lips framed by dense facial hair, black with gossamer threads of silver.

“Is this your side job?”

“What?” His brows knitted in question.

“You know, do you get paid to make women blush?” she teased with a tilted smile.

“Flushed cheeks look good on you.” He gently pulled her close and began to walk with her, smoothly marshaling her along. Hitched on a hard swallow, she looked up at the handsome giant as they made their paced jaunt. Though he was an author, his hands were slightly rough…and she liked that. The man’s beard became a sudden source of study for her. A bit long at the tip, it was well coiffed and maintained. The hair was dense, but appeared soft. She imagined running her fingers through it. Sloan was devastatingly handsome, and though he looked a bit intimidating, there was a gentleness to his smile that made her all warm and gooey inside.

“Woooweee!” he squealed with a giant grin. “Look at this line. If this is any indication of the talent inside then it looks like this is going to be good.” He slowly released her hand, rolled up his pitch-black leather jacket sleeve and peered down at his watch. “We’ve got plenty of time though.”

She nodded in agreement, feeling a bit wacky about the way her stomach rocked and roiled with her ever-increasing fascination with the man. He crossed his arms over his chest and looked over at her, his smile getting wider, as if he were seeing her for the first time.

She felt so small standing next to him, but not in a demeaning sort of way. He made a formidable barrier of protection. What against? She wasn’t quite certain, but she felt like she needed him to stand there just as he was, all hard bone, muscles, and intellect, pairing well with her simmering, enamored mood.

They’d had a few conversations before this date—fairly short chats, but she did find out things about him, stuff that intrigued her, piqued her interest in just the right way. She had questions she wanted to ask face-to-face, and she planned to do just that but before she could get the ball rolling, he proved they were on the same train of thought. “So, Emerald, since we’re stuck here in line, we might as well chit chat.” That warm smile of his practically glowed now.

“Sure, sounds like a good way to pass the time and get to know one another.” She rocked back on her heels for a moment, ending up thankful she didn’t lose her footing.

“You told me on the phone that you worked in a dental office but we didn’t get into specifics. So what is your actual job title?”

“I’m a dental nurse.”

“Oh wow.” His eyes lit up. “I bet that keeps you on your toes, huh?”

“Yeah, and I love it. I used to work in a totally unrelated field.”

“Really? Doing what?” They moved a bit closer to the front doors, along with the crawling crowd.

“I used to be the local HR Director of a large retail store.”

“What store?”

“Costco Wholesale.”

“Oh yeah? I’m familiar with Costco. Never had a membership or anything, but thought about it a time or two.” He nodded thoughtfully, as if considering it again right then and there.

“Yeah, you can get some good deals. Anyway, I actually had gone to school for business administration and human resources. I have a double bachelors. I had a really good job, but got sick of it…” She shrugged. “And I always wanted to work in dentistry. I know that may sound a bit strange, but I did.”

“Nah.” He shook his head emphatically, “That doesn’t sound strange to me at all.”

“So, about ten years ago, I went to back to school, took the required tests, got my license, and made the switch. It’s a little less money, but I’m happier.” She reflected back on her decision, and her heart filled with pride.

Sloan’s expression made him appear as if he were in deep concentration with each word she uttered. She wasn’t sure what to make of it until he spoke his mind, breaking the awkward silence. “I admire you. That takes guts, you know that? It’s important to do what makes ya happy. Money isn’t everything. As long as you can still take care of yourself, get the job done and done well, that’s what really matters. You should be proud of yourself.”

“Thank you, and I am.” She grinned as she took in the way his sincere words poured out.

“I did something similar, actually,” he offered as they took a few short steps forward.

“I’d love to hear about it.”

He paused, and just looked at her. The uncomfortable taciturnity had returned with a vengeance. She wished for the life of her that she could read the man’s mind. He always seemed to be thinking, working through things, twisting knotted thoughts one brain cell at a time. Perhaps he did this because he was a writer.

“Well, I went to CUNY for journalism. Before that, I always wrote in my high school newspaper. I found out pretty early on that I enjoyed writing; not so much breaking news and things like that, but about every day people having unusual experiences. I did some contract work for local papers and magazines and built a name for myself, then did an internship at the Wall Street Journal.”

“Oh wow, that must’ve been an amazing time?”

“It definitely was.” They took a couple of steps forward in line. “I got hired soon after, so I had a job already lined up after graduation. I wrote under a different name: ‘S. Reid’.”

“What sort of topics did you write about?”

“Oh,” he said, crossing his arms, “all sorts of things. For instance, I wrote about the plight of people in poverty, the corruption in various governmental offices all over the country. Of course, that led to me not being a favorite of some higher up constituents. Let’s just say I wasn’t on the governor of Ohio’s Christmas card list.”

“I bet!” She caught a whiff of his mannish cologne wafting seductively close and tickling her senses.

“Anyway, yeah, that’s what I did.”

“Honestly, it sounds exciting.” She wanted to hear more, fall headfirst into tales of his adventures writing for the Wall street Journal and all that entailed. As she looked at the smile lines around his lips and the wisdom in his gorgeous eyes, she surmised she was peeling only the first layer of a fascinating man, and she couldn’t wait to delve deeper. “I think I would have enjoyed riding shotgun with you… being a fly on the wall if you will.”

“Yeah, it was exciting at times, but sometimes it was mundane, too.”

“Really?” She shrugged. “I guess the grass always looks greener on the other side, even in cases like this.”

“Yeah, I’m sure it does. It’s all about perception, too.” He gave a watered-down, lackluster grin. “I conducted interviews with bar owners, college basketball coaches embroiled in some controversy… things like that from time to time, too. I always had a photographer with me who helped capture the moment. These were the days before the camera phones, stuff like that. We had our cell phones, but nothing like what we have nowadays.” She nodded in understanding. “I always tried to give news from a different angle, a different perspective. And at that time, what I was doing and how I created the stories was kinda fresh, innovative.”

“If I’ve read one of your articles, I don’t recall, so you’ll have to give me a crash course. How do you believe you stood out from the norm?” She felt like she was conducting an interview her damn self now. What the man said about things that had nothing to do with courtship were just as intriguing to her as the things that did, completing one big puzzle of his life—the beautiful, ugly, and boring bits.

“I see the world in pictures, you know?” He held his hands up to his face as if he were looking through high-powered bifocals. “Texts become pictures to me, Emerald. I tried to use my written words like my photographer took his photos. The person readin’ the article isn’t physically there, so it became my job to put them there.”

“I want to read one of your articles from back then.” She blurted the words out, unable to control herself as she got lost in the way he rolled around happily in his past passion.

“I can email you a few… would you like that?” He arched his brow.

“Very much… my apologies for interrupting you though. Continue with what you were saying.” They moved a few steps forward.

“Yeah, no problem… uh, yeah, well, I was going to say that I worked hard to achieve my objectives so people can feel what it’s like to be in someone else’s shoes, whether it was a small business owner caught illegally purchasing poisonous Brazilian snakes and having them shipped into the country for some medicinal soup or the small town housewife who just wants her disabled daughter to stop being bullied by the kids at her school.”

She examined him closely, as if they’d changed places with him going under her scrutiny. There he was, under her microscope, oblivious to her secret thoughts shielded behind a pleasant veil.

“I like that, you know, the idea of talking about every day America, and making it important. We need more of that.” He leaned in a tad closer to her, his expression stern, yet tinged with droplets of lust.

“I’m working on being a good person. So I decided I’d like to hang around other good people, find out what your secret is. Do you think you can teach me how to be like you?” She looked up at him, then turned away for just a moment to mask a blush.

“I don’t want you to be like me. I want you to be yourself.”

“What if I told you that a part of me is missing and I’m trying to find it, but you mirror that missing piece?”

“Hmmmm.” She smirked. “Then maybe I’d take you up for consideration, giving lessons on being good ’nd all. You can teach me things, too… like more than just about wine.”

“I plan to.” he looked her up and down then turned his gaze straight ahead, as if he hadn’t just eaten her up with his eyes. “When we get a bit more privacy, I think I’m going to ask you some personal shit. I’m a reporter at heart. I like to get into people’s business, especially someone I find so…damn…sexy. You’re a sight for sore eyes. Sorry, but Jesus, I really love your style.”

She could do nothing but burst out laughing, causing him to do the same. He was saying the things she’d slow danced with inside of her very own head, the notions she’d considered crazy, silly, or even perhaps childish for a woman of her age… like who would take a walk with her in the deep woods late at night and not call her insane, or not freak out about the howling wolves and hooting owls? He wanted to know what lived inside of a person, not just that surface level shit… and she fancied herself to be that way, too.

“What are you thinking about?” He cracked the whip on her inner thoughts, bringing her back into the fold of the light of day.

“Just how human nature in general intrigues me.”

“You intrigue me.”

She paused, keeping her expression impassive—not a brow raised, a nose wrinkled, nor a lip curled. But inside, her inner being raced about, flopped onto sandy beaches, and made mad dashes into piles of cedar scented leaves.

“You already know that you mesmerize me, too. I think I’ve made that perfectly clear,” he stated matter-of-factly.

“By the way.” The crowd moved a little. “I’m not the least bit surprised that that was one of your aims, you know, to capture the mindset of people in a way many just overlook. You’re a great writer.”

“Thank you,” he said. “So you read a lot, huh?”

“Not as much as I’d like.” She glanced up into his emerald eyes again…yeah, emerald… that was the exact shade. Her stomach did another stupid flip.

What are you? Half dolphin?

She quickly turned away. “But yes, when I have time. Reading is fun; plus, it helps exercise the brain.”

“All right, quiz time.” He clasped his hands together.

“I’m ready! Do I win a prize?” she teased.

“How about if you answer the question to my satisfaction, I’ll give you an autographed copy of any of my books of your own choosing, an author T-shirt, and a couple of bookmarks?”

“Deal.”

“Okay, here we go. First question: Who are your top three favorite authors?”

“Will I get in trouble or not get the prize if I don’t say your name?” she joked.

Laughing lightly, he shook his head. “Of course not.”

“But if I believe you, then I’m a fool… The male ego can be fragile.”

At this, he cracked up even louder. “Seriously, I promise I won’t hold it against you.”

…You can hold something else against me though…

“Well, I love Alice Walker—”

“‘The Color Purple’ and ‘By the Light of my Father’s Smile’. Great choice. She’s excellent,” he interrupted with glints of enthusiasm dancing in his eyes.

Emerald nodded in eager agreement. “She is. Her style of writing has changed a bit over the years, but I still like her and she’ll remain in my top three. I also like John Grisham.”

“He’s one of my favorites, too.” He took her hand and gave it a gentle squeeze as they moved a bit farther in the line. “Even though he seems a little more commercial now, he’s remained fairly true to his style and I can respect that. And number three?”

“Pepper Winters.”

That gave him pause. The overhead blue lights of a canopied awning gleamed like a halo on his head, lending shimmer to his eyes, a certain wet quality, as if she was staring into a pond. The silver in his beard sparkled like galactic stardust.

“Romance?” She smiled at his expression. Was he surprised? “Hmmm.” He looked away again, seeming to mull that bit of information around and around, kneading it into something worthy. “You know, I’ve thought about writing a romance novel before.”

“Did you? Are you still considering it?” Now she was the one to be surprised.

He ardently shook his head. “I don’t think it’s my thing, but I won’t rule it out completely…. Who knows? My ex-wife used to read a lot of romance novels when she was younger.” He spoke innocently enough, but an infinitesimal spark of bitterness appeared to tiptoe along and in between the hooves of an invisible beast, the hairy thing leaning heavy against Sloan’s declaration.

“Yeah.” She sighed. “A lot of women do. Actually, a lot of people, period, from what I’ve heard, you know? And the books out now aren’t like our grandmothers’ romance paperbacks anymore.” A wave of warmth came over her as situations from some of her favorite risqué books flashed in her mind. “The covers with the lady with the long, flowing blonde hair locked in a tight embrace with her strong, clean shaven lover who’s popping with muscles isn’t always the clincher.”

“You used the right word.”

“What word?”

“The types of covers you described just now are called ‘clinch’ covers.”

“Oh?” Her eyes widened in surprise. “There’s a name for the Fabio and big busted beauties smitten and consumed with unquenchable lust while the sun rises behind them all at the same exact time?” He chuckled, real smooth, his eyes narrowing as the lines of mirth framed them so perfectly.

“Yeah, there is. You’re funny, you know that?” He regarded her appreciatively.

“Hmmm, must run in the family. Probably got it from my Aunt Sugar.” She huffed dramatically, rolling her eyes in a silly sort of way.

“Well, wherever it came from, I like it. The way you say some stuff I find entertaining. You make me laugh; sometimes that’s hard to do.”

“People say you’re too serious, huh?”

“Not really, just been pretty busy and distracted so it takes a little more than usual to get me there, I guess.”

She nodded in understanding. “Laughing is good for the soul. I try to act more serious than I actually am on most days, but…” She shrugged. “We’re at a comedy club, after all. Might as well blend in with the locals.” She glanced to her right and took note of a security guard wearing a button-down shirt that was two sizes too small. Seconds later, he asked to see their driver’s licenses. She quickly pulled her dark green faux alligator skin wallet from her purse and handed it over after Sloan had done the same. He quickly handed Sloan’s back, then paused. The man looked her over, his thin, purplish lips pursed tight. Slowly dropping his hand, he glared at the license, then back up at her, beaming.

“You look a hell of a lot younger than you actually are. Tell the truth, you’re in high school, aren’t cha?” the squatty, balding man teased. At this, she placed her palm out to retrieve her license from the wannabe comedian. He would definitely be no headliner. “Here you go, honey. Next!” He waved the group behind them closer in an impatient sort of way, as if he were directing traffic.

At last, they got to the front of the pack and Sloan dug into his pocket again. He flashed his driver’s license once again for the ticket collector. Leaning into the window, as far as he could go without his nose touching the frame, he spoke to the guy sitting behind the enclosure, “The last name is Steele. I bought two tickets for Bill Burr and paid in advance for the deluxe buffet.”

Peter Gabrielle’s, ‘Sledgehammer’ played loudly in the background.

“Yuuuuuup,” the man stated as he pointed to his computer with a long, knobby digit. His fingernails were rather bulbous, reminding her of clear marbles that had been cut in half. Emerald shook the inconsequential thoughts from her mind and ordered herself to stay focused. “I see you right here.” He handed him two tickets while a little machine that reminded her of a slip printer at the grocery store began to churn and buzz. Ripping the receipt off in an even tear, he handed it to Sloan. “Enjoy the show.” The guy grinned, exposing two rows of slightly yellowed teeth, yet his pinkish gums looked to be in perfect health. Perhaps the strange lighting in the place had something to do with her vision.

“Thanks,” Sloan murmured, sliding his wallet back into his pocket. The strong scent of beer hit them almost immediately upon entering the place. After walking down a long, dark hall with swaying red and orange lights and enormous framed and signed posters of their highly acclaimed acts over the years, they arrived into what looked like the terror dome.

“I’ve never been to the Comedy Castle before, and I’ve lived here for most of my life.” She laughed. “It’s been open for ages, and I can’t believe I’ve just ignored it all this time. This place is amazing!”

“Pretty cool, huh? I love comedy shows; they help me unwind. Come on up this way. Our seats should be over here.” He pointed to some steps that led to a cute little round table dressed in a crimson tablecloth. In the middle of it sat a flickering ivory candle in a holder. Grabbing her hand once again, he led her through the maze of tables and navigated expertly around the thickening crowd. They walked past a lavish buffet of heavenly smelling barbecued meats, grilled vegetables on skewers, and fattening potato dishes swimming in cream, chives, and butter. She followed him up the steps, then almost ran into his damn back when he suddenly stopped and snatched a card off the table.

“Yeah, this is our table,” he said over the noise. Before she could take another step, he pulled her seat out.

“Thank you.” She sat down, but instead of scooting her in, the man picked her seat up with her sitting in it and landed it gently closer to the table. At her gasp, he winked at her, then slid beside her, as if the little rollercoaster ride he’d taken her on was customary.

“All right, we’re here.”

They gave a quick glance about the place, both of them taking it all in. The lights dimmed and some funky, jazzed up instrumental music began to play.

“If you don’t want to go down there and get your food, I can get it for you.” He pointed towards the now swarming buffet, barely visible with so many people standing there, plates in hand, vying for their chance to load up.

“That is very nice of you, but I think I can manage.”

“Okay, well, I’ll tell you what? You go on first, get what you want, and I can put in our drink orders.”

“Perfect.”

“What would you like?”

She stood there for a moment or two, pondering it over. “How about a glass of wine?”

“What kind?”

“You’re the wine teacher. Surprise me.” She winked at him as she got to her feet and moseyed on down the steps. Truth was, Emerald was terrified of heights. Regardless, she swayed as she walked, praying to God, her guardian angels, the ancestors, and any stunt doubles within reach that her four inch, “fuck me good” high heels would find purchase on each and every step, which she got through with false bravado.

This is what I get for wearing these damn things! Trying to show off, be cute… how cute will I be if I fall and bust my ass, and my neck is stuffed in a brace?!

Her heart raced, her skin tingled under a layer of anxiety-induced sweat until the end appeared in sight. She paused in relief, gave her ‘fuck me good, too, please’ dress a tug from the hem as it rode up her thighs and made her way to the line by the buffet. Grabbing a plate and tapping out a tune to the bottom of the thing with her freshly painted fingernails, she surveyed the spread and made her choices in advance. Then, she did what she told herself she would not: she took a deep breath and looked up to her left toward that far corner…

And there he was, smiling down at her with mischief in his eyes. He raised his beer bottle in the air, as well as a glass of red wine she was presumed was for her. He clinked them together as if to give her a toast, set them down, then blew her a kiss…
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CHAPTER NINE


Restoration of the Heart

“Yeah…well… all right…but…mmm hmmm… I can’t hear you, it’s too… I said it’s too loud in here! I can’t heeeaaaarrrrr yoooouuuu!” Sloan yelled into his cell phone as his agent spoke in her typical frantic, shrill tone, as though she were some jackal that had been set on fire with gasoline all over her pants. He couldn’t help being amused when she began to curse him out, give him what for, then burst out laughing.

Taking a good long swallow of his beer, he continued to listen to her rant and rave about a speaking appearance he was supposed to have coming up in two weeks… but he’d not completed the necessary paperwork. This type of conversation happened frequently, so much so, it seemed to him they’d had the same one just a week earlier. Perhaps they had.

She reminded him he was several weeks behind on two projects, one appearance had to be cancelled due to his demanding ways—which were still quite debatable—and physical access to him was a nightmare since he’d moved out in the boonies… Her words, not his. He glanced lazily down the long steps, trying to see over the people moving about the pathways, gathered together like ants across mounds and getting in his way.

Ahhhh, there she is…

Emerald was placing a bit of this and that on her plate. He wasn’t certain what she was getting—she stood entirely too far away for him to notice such a thing—but when she returned, a large bottle of Bollinger Special Cuvee would be waiting for her, along with her pre-poured glass of red wine.

“Where are you? The Roman Coliseum? What is all that racket? When can we meet at my office? I need you in Manhattan, yesterday. Can you come in the next couple of days? This paperwork needs to be completed. You have 200 books waiting here to be pre-signed, and we have an upcoming interview for CBS Sunday Morning and one for NPR to prepare for. I mean, seriously, Sloan, this is getting out of hand.”

“Mmm hmmm, I hear you, Deloris. I’ll take care of the paperwork first thing in the morning, I promise. I’ll handle my airline reservations, too.”

The woman made him promise a couple more times before he was able to safely disconnect the call, and even then, he was fairly certain she was still speaking when he hung up. He turned his attention back towards Emerald as she steered back to their table, her plate full and a gorgeous smile on her face. He began to piece together a short story inside his head as he studied her. As he sipped on his cold, refreshing beer, the cerebral words flirted with one another until they were soon fucking each other to death… sweaty with budding inspiration.

She moves like a lazy summer breeze.

A drape of night with a streak of winter snow falls over her shoulders.

The gap between her thighs can’t be seen…

but I know it’s there,

because of the way she sways.

My memory recorded the curve of her knees and the dips of her limbs well in advance.

That gap is just for me.

May I have a seat?

I want to get on my knees and kneel at that gap,

Fall crazy in lust at the gap,

Pray at that gap to a God I sometimes don’t believe in.

Not because He doesn’t exist, but if He does, it would mean He doesn’t care about me at all…

But maybe you will? If so, I will worship you like the Goddess you are.

You’ve got a stream of wine, but you’re no expert taster…

Luckily, you’ve come to the right place.

Lower the golden chalice and let me

slide and slip between and within the heated rim.

I want to wrap these hands of mine around the bowl, grasp the stem and never let go as I savor each and every drop that is known of you.

What faces do you make when you’re tasted?

I will look into your glossy eyes as you barely hold on to sanity, and know the answer to that, too.

But I’ll never stop consuming you as I do…

You’ll be all empty, broken and shattered

When I’m done.

Lucky for you,

In my own lap, I have a carafe for your pleasure,

And we can begin again,

But this time,

It is strongly encouraged to be unladylike and drink straight from the bottle…

He grinned at the dirty thoughts, took another long taste of his beer, then set it on the table, sliding his tongue along his upper teeth. His dick went hard beneath his jeans.

I guess I’m a closet romance novelist after all. Emerald, you inspire me…
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“And that’s why it’s called delivery, you son of a bitch!” the comedian screamed, causing her stomach to crunch as she laughed her head off.

The sides of her face throbbed and she wiped tears from her eyes that wouldn’t cease falling. She peered down at her hand, all smudged with her running black mascara, the proof of her amusement. But, she barely cared about that.

“Good night, folks!” the comedian shouted before exiting the stage.

Several members of the audience leapt to their feet and gave a hearty applause. She glanced at the table, taking note of everything about their evening and squirreling it away as one of the best dates she’d ever had. The bottle of wine they shared was mostly gone. They’d both devoured two plates of food, and he’d kissed her on the cheek several times throughout the evening, simply out of the blue while they listened to the raunchiest, funniest jokes she’d heard in a long while. At odd intervals he’d held her hand, his long, big fingers wrapped around her own small ones, and she loved his touch.

She quickly came out of her deliberations as his shadow loomed above her, startling her for she hadn’t seen him rise from his chair. Helping her to her feet, he possessively wrapped his arm around her waist and trailed his other hand down her arm.

“I had a great time tonight, Emerald,” he whispered in her ear, ensuring she could hear him over the chatter and music from the speakers as people made their way to the two exits.

“So did I.” Hand in hand, they navigated the thick crowd to the doors. It felt good to stand in the slightly cool air. It had gotten a bit hot and stuffy in the Comedy Castle—maybe the large crowd all pressed together, or yet another hormonal heat flash. No matter the reason, she welcomed the reprieve. “I’m parked right over there… looks like it’s cleared out a bit.” She pointed across the way. “But, uh,” she said, looking around, “I wish we’d been able to talk more.” She hated that she sounded a bit sad, but his eyes seemed to light up at her words.

“You want to go out somewhere else?” His enthusiasm was more than apparent as his face split in a wide grin. “We can head off somewhere, like some 24 hour breakfast place and just have coffee and talk.”

“I’d love that but unfortunately I have some work to do, a project I’m working on, and the deadline is very soon.”

His smile slowly vanished, but he nodded. “Oh, okay. I understand.”

They simply stood there, looking at one another as people walked past them, the crowd becoming thinner and thinner, and the parking lot fading away into the distance.

“Sloan, may I ask you something?”

“Yeah, yeah, okay, yeah.” He stood a bit straighter and placed his hand on his hip as if bracing himself for the worst. This response tickled her, but she kept her amusement to herself.

“How long have you been divorced?”

“A little over a year, but it was over long before that. How ’bout you?”

“It’s been a very long time.” She smiled. “But was over before it was over, so I know what you mean.” His Adam’s apple bobbed about when he swallowed, and the tension, the intensity, grew between them as he moved closer to her. “Have you been dating regularly since the divorce?”

“Ahhh.” He winced as if an invisible sun beamed in his eyes. “Off ’nd on.” He scratched the side of his neck, visibly anxious. The man had never come across as uneasy before, and yet, the topic of his ex-wife still caused him some discomfort. This caused a bit of unease on her part, as well. “I keep pretty busy, but a part of me just wasn’t ready, I guess. It was a bunch of different reasons.” He shrugged.

“Yeah.” She crossed her arms over her chest. “I can understand that.”

He sucked on his lower lip and scooted even closer; so close, it looked as if he were trying to melt into her very soul.

“Emerald, I’m not gonna lie to you, okay? It was a difficult split. I’m a one-woman type of guy. Once I commit to someone, that’s it.” He threw up his hands. “So it’s hard for me to see myself as a solo act, even if I’ve been doing all the work alone for so long,” He chuckled sadly. She nodded, a smile on her face, silently encouraging him to continue. “I’ve been out, seen some women, but I never actually took the initiative until… well, until I saw you.”

“Really?” Her smile widened. She clutched her silver beaded necklace.

“Yeah. It’s funny, because earlier that week I was telling myself it was time, you know? Time to really get back on the horse and ride again. Dating is a little strange to me. It’s different than it used to be. I feel like some clown trapped in a maze. I look funny standin’ there, and the shit is hella confusing.”

“Who are you telling? My last date took me to a strip club!”

At this, they both burst out laughing.

He shook his head, as if he couldn’t believe it. “No way!”

“I’m serious, it’s true.” Her laughter died out, but her heart still sang. “We’re not children, Sloan. Things have definitely changed.”

The man blocked her in with one leg out, resting his foot against the wall behind her.

“I would never take you to a strip club, especially not on a first date.” They both lightly chuckled. “Who would want to take you to a strip club when you’re so beautiful, huh?” His voice grew lower, huskier. He placed his hand gently on her shoulder, then leaned in to rub his nose against hers. She slowly closed her eyes as her breathing accelerated. “I wouldn’t need no damn strip club… That’s like ordering a pop tart at a lavish, upscale French bakery.”

“One that doesn’t even have the frosting, huh?” Grinning, she slowly opened her eyes, only to find his gaze lined up perfectly with her own. Slowly, the towering man brought his lips to hers…

So soft…

So sweet…

So gentle…

So needy…

So wanting…

So possessive, yet free…

The kiss ended way too soon, which disappointed her so. Standing back to his full height, he gently caressed her cheek with the back of his hand.

“I like you, Emerald. I had to kiss you, make sure I wasn’t dreaming.” He smiled tenderly. “Thanks for such a good time.”

“I like you too, Sloan. Thank you for your honesty and for a fun night out. I appreciate you being open and upfront when I asked about your divorce.”

“Hey, no sense in me lying. The truth is sometimes worse than any cockamamie story the likes of me could dream up,” he teased. “Let me walk you over to your car.” They arrived at her cranberry colored Mazda and she suddenly hated that vehicle.

Why did it have to be parked so close? Why did it have to be full of gas and ready to whisk her away with no interruptions? Why had she played the safe route and met him there instead of allowing him to pick her up and drive her home? They’d talked several times after all, even text-messaged each other. There was a level of comfort they’d reached, but she didn’t dare deviate from her original plans, and now her decision was biting her in the ass. Before she could curse out the inanimate thing, she felt warm, wide fingertips along her jawbone. He turned her towards him, made her face him, head on. Without asking or waiting for a chance at resistance, he pulled her to him and kissed her again.

His breaths bathed her face with warmth. He slid his hand dangerously close to her ass as he pressed her into him, but he stopped short of going there. With apparent reluctance, he let go and leaned against her car, real relaxed and leisure like. Running his finger along his lower lip, he threw a glance around the parking lot, then looked back into her eyes.

“So, let’s get to the most important question of the night. When can I see you again?”

Tonight in my bedroom, under the sheets, you big, sexy son of a bitch!

“Hmmm, how about next weekend?” She put on her professional business smile, the last tool in her arsenal to not appear lovestruck and silly.

“Mmmm.” He grimaced. “That’s an entire week away… I was hoping for somethin’ in the next couple of days or so.” He didn’t smile, didn’t blink; he simply waited for her to grant his wish and comply…

“Okay, well, let me see.” She reached into her purse and fiddled about for her cell phone, then scrolled through her calendar to ensure she didn’t have to stick around for anything at work. “All right, today is Saturday so I could probably get together with you on Tuesday. There are no orders due right now.”

“Orders?”

“Yes.” She smiled. “That’s what I was talking about when I said I couldn’t get together tonight.”

“You mentioned some projects you had to work on.”

“Right. I have a couple of dining room chairs to finish. I restore old furniture and sell it.”

“And why am I just now hearing about this? Wow! That’s cool!” He appeared genuinely impressed.

“Yeah, I really enjoy it. It started out as a hobby but then I got good at it and now,” she said with a shrug, “people pay me to do it. So hey, it works out, right?”

“You are just full of surprises, aren’t you?” He leaned in close again, and her heart skipped a beat.

“Why’s that a surprise?”

“Because you look delicate, and fixing furniture, restoring it and all that entails takes some elbow grease.”

“You think I’m a weakling?” She bent her arm in a muscleman pose, causing him to chuckle.

“No, you know what I mean. You’re just real feminine, ladylike, and I guess I’m being kinda sexist right now.”

“You are but I’ll give you a one-time pass,” she quipped.

“I’ll have to watch that… it wasn’t my intent. But I love that you do that, you know? Fixing furniture, restoring the broken and splintered, making it look like it used to, or maybe even better. This is just another layer of you I want to explore.” At that, she gulped, but placed her hand quickly over her neck to cover the evidence. “Guess what?”

“What?”

“I happen to love antiques. Now, furniture isn’t really my thing, but I do collect old radios.”

“Oh my God.” She gasped with schoolgirl-like excitement that she refused to dial down. “Sloan, if that’s the case then you are going to go bananas when you see the Turkey Neck shop.”

“Turkey Neck shop?” He laughed.

“Yeah, crazy name but it’s an old warehouse turned into a huge outlet mall specifically for vintage items. I get a lot of my finds from there, actually. There is a guy named Henry who only deals with outmoded electronics. You ought to see some of these funky and cool radios he has. Most people only go to him for parts, but he has some real gems. You know what?” She rummaged in her purse again. “I bet I have his card in here. He is such a sweet man… ah ha! Here it is!”

She handed it to him. Sloan flipped it around between his fingers as if about to do a magic trick, then read it.

“Cool. I’ll have to check him out, thanks. I need you to take me on a tour around this place, you know that? Maxim is so new to me. I’ve driven around, walked around, too, but I’m sure I’ve missed a whole hell of a lot. I don’t plan on leaving anytime soon so I want to see what the locals do, what you all are up to, get my heels in a bit deeper.”

“The offer is always open. I’d be more than happy to.” She zipped her purse closed.

“Hey, I don’t want you to go.” There was no prelude, no warning, no appetizer of words before the scalding entrée, not a damn thing! He’d simply said it, and he looked just as surprised as she was that it had come out of his own mouth. Her heart flipped on his behalf. “Emerald, what I mean is… I had a real good time and hate that it has to end. I’m usually not like this…”

“You don’t have to explain.”

“I’m not, well, yeah, I am, but this feels good, you know? It doesn’t feel forced. It just—”

“Feels right.” She smiled.

“Yeah, it just feels right. You’re real good company, you know that? Real good.”

She rested her hand against his shoulder. He turned and looked at it, then delicately picked it up, held it in his palm, and gave her fingers a gentle kiss.

“I haven’t been on a good date in a long time, Sloan. This is definitely A+ in my book. You were a treat! You are considerate and very funny!” she said, meaning every word. “You really make for a great companion as well. Thank you…” They locked gazes.

“I’m glad you had a good night with me, Emerald. From what we discussed earlier, I know you work hard and sometimes people just need a rest, to have some fun.”

“It was more than fun. It was an adventure.” She lowered her hand and took his into her grasp. “Sloan, you are such a sweetie, you know that?” The big, brawny man with the intense facial expressions seemed to be fighting himself right before her eyes. It was as if there were things he wanted to say, but didn’t, and things he didn’t want to say, but did… just like when he’d told her he didn’t want her to leave…

“I don’t really look at myself as a sweetie.” They both chuckled at his declaration. “But thanks all the same. Look…” He ran his thumb against the side of his nose curing an itch. “Call me when you get home so I can make sure you got in okay. All right?”

“You’re quite protective, aren’t you?” Amused, she pushed her key fob. “First the grocery store, now this.”

“Yeah, I am, and I’m proud of that, actually.”

Her chest tightened as her heart swelled. Damn, did he truly possess the beautiful soul he exhibited? Only time would tell.

“Well.” He sighed. “I guess I’ll let you go and we can figure out what we’re going to do on Tuesday. I have to get back home, too, even though I didn’t want to and was planning to play hooky with you. I’m behind on everything, it seems.” He ran his hand smoothly through his dark tresses.

“I bet. Speaking of home, we never really discussed what part of town you’re in. Where do you stay?”

“Over on Glen Falls.”

She tapped her finger against her lower lip, mulling over the answer. “Glen Falls? Hmmm, okay, you’re in one of the main historic districts. There’s like only five or six houses over there, mostly woods, the stream… big, nice houses, too. The land is private so no one is allowed to hunt or fish over there.”

“Right.” He nodded in agreement.

“Wow! I’ve always liked it over there.”

“Yeah, it’s nice. I’d like you to come over sometime. Maybe I could cook us some dinner, give you a wine lesson… possibly we could even take a nice walk around the lake then watch a movie.”

“Yeah? That sounds pretty nice.” She winked at him as she opened her car door, hating that she had to get inside. They’d both been stalling to death, delaying the inevitable. Before she could complete the pass, he grabbed the handle from her and ushered the door farther open, helping her along.

“See? Such a gentleman.” She smiled at him before taking her seat. After getting settled, she looked into his eyes, his face so close to hers, she could see all the intricate details of his skin now under the overhead parking lot lights. A few light freckles dotted his cheeks, a deep smile line on the right side of his mouth, a prominent widow’s peak that was a bit longer down one side than the other… What a beautiful man he truly was. “I promise to call you, Sloan. I’d be a fool not to.” She winked at him again, feeling flirty.

“That’s what I want to hear. All right, catch you later.” He winked back and turned to walk away.

“Wait.” She opened the door wider and curled her finger in a beckoning gesture. He looked at her from over his shoulder. “Come back for a second. You forgot something.”

He walked back up to her, his hands in his pockets, and leaned down towards her.

“Yeah? What’d I forget?” Gently wrapping her hands around his face, she drew him in and landed a kiss against his soft mouth. Her heart chimed as he slid his hand possessively around her neck, drawing her impossibly closer, and returned the favor with much vigor.

Warm puffs of air bathed her mouth as he uttered, “Open your mouth wide and let me in…”

She did as ordered and closed her eyes hard when she felt him slide his thick, long tongue inside, moving it slowly along her own, kissing her with the passion of a million men. When he finally released her, she was dizzy. He stood straight, gave a lazy wave, and simply walked away like not a damn thing had happened. She watched his perfect ass as he swaggered away, his steps confident as always.

His shoulders broad and his back straight, he kept on moving until he was nothing more than a shadow against the kiss of the night. Starting her car, she pulled up a few feet, catching him getting into a classic, shiny black Eldorado, then roll the top down. Music poured out of his vehicle—the smooth sounds of, ‘Let’s Stay Together’ by Al Green. He began to back out of his parking space, and she made haste to get out of there, too, to stop this lustful staring-fest she’d began the moment she’d seen him walking towards her for their date.

After she’d gotten home, kicked off those ‘break your neck in a thousand pieces’ shoes, and wobbled on sore, swollen and red feet into her bedroom, she dropped onto her bed like a sack of potatoes, then burst out laughing. She had no idea why, but she found herself in a giddy mood, seasoned with wine. She put their damn good conversation on mental rewind, over and over.

Later, much later, she gained her composure and took the necessary steps to put a stop sign on thoughts of the date, regardless of the fact she was still flying high. After shimmying out of her dress, she removed her earrings and necklace and set them on her dresser. Her fingers itched to get a hold of her phone, and as soon as she was settled, she gave the man a call.

On the third ring, a deep, soothing voice picked up. “You’re safe and sound, right?” The Floaters crooned ‘Float On’ in the background at his home.

“Right.” She smiled, gently rubbing up and down her ankle as she sat naked on the foot of her bed. He’s got excellent taste in music… “Thanks again for tonight. The food was good, the wine was great, the show was amazing, and talking to you was so refreshing.” She began to massage the balls of her feet, working out a cramp that made promises of not going away anytime soon.

“I already said it a million times, but you know I feel the same way and I can’t wait to see you Tuesday night. I know I suggested cooking and you coming over, but it’s your call. We can do that another time. You have an idea of what you might want to get into?”

“You know, I was thinking about that on my drive home. I think you need me to take you on that tour of Maxim we mentioned. We could get something to eat at one of my favorite restaurants right afterward, make a late afternoon and evening of it right after I get off work. Just give me a little time to go home, freshen up and change, then I’m all yours.”

“Oh yeah, then you’re mine… Sounds good. I’d like that.” The unmistakable tone of seduction in his voice thrilled her. “Can I pick you up this time after you’re all changed or am I still in the ‘unknown’ man danger zone?” he teased.

She chuckled. “Yes, you can pick me up, Sloan. I’ll text you my address.”

“I was just going to suggest that. All right.” The man yawned. “Feel free to call me before then… to talk, whatever.”

“I’ll do that. Goodnight, Sloan.”

“ ’Night, Emerald. By the way, you have one of the sexiest asses I’ve ever seen. Wish I could use it as a pillow… Matter of fact, Sealy should use your behind as a prototype.” And then, he hung up, leaving her sitting there with her mouth wide open until she fell back in a fit of laughter…
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CHAPTER TEN


Snakes in the Grass… Boom! A Loud Crash.

What a way to spoil a good mood.

Sloan looked at his son in complete disbelief that Sunday morning. He’d slept like a baby, for the first time in a long ass time. He’d spent the previous evening with a beautiful woman and had secured future dates with her. When his son had called as soon as he dozed off in the beginning stages of rest, he agreed without hesitation to the visit but as he sat here and looked at the young man, he regretted letting him come. He had no idea where Joel had found this damn bone to keep digging up, making life harder than it had to be. The moment they got in the same room together, the arguments would start once again…

“Joel, I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about.” He took a long draw of his cigarette. “I’m pouring these feelings into my work, staying out of everyone’s way, but then I get reminded of why I feel like I do, no matter how many times I try to get out of my own way, like having to send your mother alimony while she screws my old friend that I used to work with at the—”

“At the Wall Street Journal! Here we go again!” Joel slammed his open hand onto the kitchen wall. “You never talk about you and Mom, not really the heart of the matter, but me and Michelle have to hear about how you believe you were double crossed time and time again.”

“This is what you wanted, though. You asked me to talk about your mother again, when I already told you I didn’t want to. So now you’re complaining that I’m doing just that.”

“I did, and I also asked for a lot of explanations from you.”

“Like what?” He glared down into his coffee cup, noting it was empty, but he was far too exhausted to get up for a refill.

“I’ve asked about Grandma, about all sorts of things, but you never talked about her, either. You avoid any discussion that makes you appear human, so why start now?” His son’s eyes grew dark with shadows of hurt and anger. “Dad, what the hell does all of this have to do with you running away, moving in here, then denying that there are some things we just can’t explain?” He took a step closer, his voice calm now, almost peaceful.

“What does it really matter, Joel? In the end, it doesn’t mean jack shit, quite honestly.” He smashed his cigarette butt into the ashtray.

“To admit science can’t explain everything, that smart, prize winning, brilliant Sloan Steele with the journalism degree, the guy who interviewed terrorists, killers, and kidnapping victims, can’t explain everything is scary, huh? Mom, me, Michelle, all of this…” His son looked around the room, then back at him. “Something bigger is going on here. This isn’t just a relocation, a place to clear your head and start fresh. It’s so much more.”

Sloan rolled his eyes, then closed them tight, letting his head fall back against his chair as if all the fight had drained out of him, replaced by boredom.

“What is it then, Joel?” he questioned wearily.

“You moved away from us.” He jammed his finger into his chest. “From yourself, from everything. It’s almost karmic, but I guess you think that’s a bunch of bull, too.”

“You think I don’t believe in mysteries and things that are stranger than fiction?” He slowly opened his eyes and glared at his son. “Like hell I don’t because I sure can’t explain why the woman I gave everything to was never satisfied. It’s like one of the seven fucking wonders of the goddamn world!”

“I don’t want to talk about Mom right now. I’ve changed my mind.” Joel lifted his chin high and crossed his arms over his chest.

“Too damn bad. You wanted it, you got it. You opened this rusty can of worms; now they’re crawlin’ out and ready to have their say. Want to know what’s in my heart? What troubled me?” He stabbed at his chest with his index finger, causing himself a bit of discomfort as he crushed the muscle beneath his shirt.

“I suppose it’s still too late to say no? The worms are determined, right?” Joel snapped sarcastically.

“Let me tell you what I went through with that woman, and this is the condensed version, so you listen and you listen good.” He snatched another cigarette out of its container, flicked his sleek black lighter and pushed the tip to the dancing flame. “Let’s begin with the nonstop materialism, which was her running theme of life.” He took a long hard drawl from the thing and tapped his foot, as if a song were beginning, a rhythm to help him keep tempo. “For example, your mother wanted a bigger house… boom!” He slammed his fist against the table, ignoring how his son’s eyes rolled. “I got it for her.”

“…Yes…yes, we all know…” Joel sighed, leaning against the wall, arms crossed over his broad chest and his head down as if he had not one ounce of energy to listen to such rubbish. “Dad, please don’t do this.”

Ignoring his son’s pleas, he continued. “Your mother wanted new cars, nothin’ second hand. Ohhh no!” He waved his hand dramatically about, the smoke from his cigarette gamboling away into nothingness as he moved. “She couldn’t have that, fuhget about it! Somethin’ someone else sat their keister in was a no motherfucking go. So what I’d do? Spoiled tha shit outta her. Got her a BMW fresh off the lot and then the red Audi not too long after. This all transpired while I drove my beat-up Ford Focus for years… the one with the rust stains and cracked windshield. How’d you think I felt balled up in that little ass thing?

“I’m 6’4, 239 lbs. as of yesterday morning. I’ve kept that same weight give or take a few pounds for the past few years. I’ve got a little spread goin’ on here in the gut from beer, been walking a lot lately to get rid of that too, and I’ll get my gym membership sorted as soon as I finish this latest book—but nothing major is goin’ on with me from a medical standpoint and besides my smoking, I’m in good health. That’s muscle!” He snapped his arm with a flick of a finger.

“I’ve been in this body a long ass time. I know it inside and out and I know what works for me and what doesn’t, and little cars don’t. Yet here my big ass was in a goddamn 1999 Ford Focus hatchback so she could get what she wanted! It was at the repair shop way more than I drove it… wasted countless hours on the train, Uber, cabs, or gettin’ rides from people I hated.”

“But see, things are better now?” Joel said in almost a whisper, his last ditch effort no doubt to derail the train headed towards Rage Town, located smack dab in the land of bitter memories. “You’ve got a new car.”

“I just bought that Cadillac Eldorado, Joel. It was my dream car that I’ve wanted since I was twenty years old. The first gift I’ve given myself in years. I see your face, the expressions you’re making right now… you’re a smug fucker, you know that?!” He waved his cigarette in his son’s direction, his anger gaining steam. “If I’d looked at my father how you’re lookin’ at me, he would have hauled off and knocked me clear across the goddamn room.”

Joel huffed and looked away. “I’m not trying to be disrespectful, Dad,” he mumbled. “I just don’t see how this discussion is helping.”

“Oh, it’s helpin’, all right.” Sloan smirked and took another draw on his cigarette before setting it down onto an empty ceramic bowl. “You want me to tell you that yeah, I ran away and I’ll come back to Manhattan to live in the morning, as soon as the sun rises. But I didn’t run away, and I’m not moving back.” Their eyes locked, one pair challenging the another. “You want me to say, ‘Yeah, Mom and I are done and there’s no hard feelings.’ We’re done all right. I’ve accepted it and I’m happy it’s over now, believe me! But sorry, there are hard feelings and if the shoe was on the other goddamn foot, you and Michelle would be cowering around her and I’d be the bad guy.”

Joel’s expression tightened, revealing the truth of the words.

“You want me to push through the pain, smile, write you a check and joke around with you, don’t you? But it’s not funny, son… nothing about this shit is funny or okay to me, you understand? You want all this shit from me, right?” He snatched his cigarette up from the bowl, took a hard toke and tossed it back down as if it were suddenly covered in filth. “Not once understanding that I have nothing else to give.” He pointed at his son. “You think your father is just bellyaching now about your Mom, right? Complaining, being a big ass pussy… You think it’s just useless information. You see me as just some shell of a man, just like I claimed to be in jest and part of that is my fault. I take full responsibility for it.”

“What are you talking about?” Joel wrapped his arms around himself and gave a squeeze, as if he needed comfort.

Sloan swallowed and sighed, then looked down at the table. His hand trembled ever so slightly. He tried to steady his nerves; apologies were so hard to utter, but if one was owed, then he planned to deliver it.

“I know how I was when you were a little boy, Joel… and I’m sorry. I know that’s where some of your anger towards me is really coming from right now. Funny, I was just thinking about you yesterday, and the hard time we’ve been having. I wanted to talk to you about this, but you beat me to the punch and called last night. Anyway, the past is the past. Some of it I can’t change—it’s just who I am—but some of it I can, and I’m tryin’ Joel. I’ve been handling some of the process wrong though… You’d be surprised what I’m realizing about myself and life in general. It’s hard for me to even admit I had some shit to address, some things that needed to be changed, but I do and the first thing is that I wasn’t always as good to you as I should’ve been.”

“I’m surprised… Well, thanks Dad. I really… I really am not sure what to even say right now. You’ve thrown me off guard.” He smiled sadly.

“You don’t have to say anything unless you want to. Usually it’s you doing all the talking anyway.” Joel laughed lightly. “Anyway, what I meant about handling this all wrong is when I give you so much out of guilt.” His son’s eyes narrowed upon him, as if he were trying to read between the lines. “You know that, too. Because I promised myself I’d be a certain way when I had kids, and only some of those promises were kept.”

“You’re a good father, Dad…” he murmured.

“I know, but I still messed up a lot and you deserve an apology for some of the shitty things I said to ya when you were a kid.” Joel glared at him, appearing utterly shocked at now getting another apology in less than five minutes. “I took things out on you that weren’t your fault. I’ve never really talked about my feelings, the shit that has upset me.” He shrugged. “Just the stuff surrounding it, but that never really gets to the heart of the matter now, does it? You were right when you said that.”

“I guess it doesn’t.” He sighed.

“You’ve only known half of me. You deserve to know all of me, because you’re the best part of me…”

Joel looked up at him, and it was all he could do to keep himself together as the young man’s eyes watered.

“Look, let’s go out and get some breakfast, okay?” He raked his hand through his hair. “I’m sleepy and hungry, and I’m sure you are, too.”

“All right… but what about getting to the heart of it all, Dad?”

“I’ll do it; just give me a sec, all right?” He took a deep breath. “Work with me. Can you do that?”

Joel looked at him for a spell, stood straight and approached him with a smile. “Yeah… I can work with you, Dad. One confession at a time, right?”

“Yeah, and one day at a time, too…”
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A woman with no regard. That’s what Mama was…

What must that have been like? To give birth to a little soul, be entrusted to raise them up the right way, but instead, the little light that was supposed to shine is dimmed on account of abandonment and a lost sense of self. Emerald shook her head as solder dust tickled her nose, made her want to sniffle. Eyes pressed tight and her finger beneath her nostril, she wished the sneeze away. Turning to her tools, she suddenly lost focus of what she was to do next, her thoughts all jumbled and jammed within her. She wasn’t going to feed Sugar’s frenzy, and the truth would do just that… An admission that even after death, she still hated Mama but told herself she’d made peace with it. She’d repeated all the mantras, the ones that said, ‘You hold yourself back when you don’t forgive.’ A bunch of positive reinforcements to rid herself of the hatred—but nothing fully banished it.

She had bought countless self-help books, had even seen a couple of family counselors over the years, but nothing removed the black pit that sprouted branches and grew in the core of her heart. It came right back like a reoccurring rash, itchier and angrier than the last bout.

Mama had apologized after all, just like she’d said to Sugar during the phone conversation a few weeks back. That call still bothered her, upturned all sorts of animosity she’d tried to ignore and push away. Mama had admitted while on her deathbed that she’d been an awful mother for what she’d gone and done. She was a cheater, a bigamist, and emotionally neglectful. She’d abandoned the family when Emerald was a young child, and Sugar claimed to find that fact the most reprehensible of all.

But was Mama all bad? Was there any gold in her, besides her gorgeous physique? Emerald had tried to find out as she’d looked into the dying lady’s hollowed eyes, the whites turned sour and yellow. She’d taken careful inventory of her once notorious curves, turned gaunt and sickly as her last moments on Earth slipped away… just veins, skin and bones, a body barely able to move and draw breath. She’d felt guilt the first night she’d seen her after all those years, for when she peered down at the stranger she’d once called, ‘mother’, her first thought was, ‘Makes no difference if you live or die right now. I’ve buried you years ago…’

But still, Emerald’s concerns didn’t cease. Could she have been birthed from a womb consumed by evil? As a mother herself, she couldn’t wrap her brain around how someone could pack up and leave their children, one of whom was sick, just like that, and never look back.

But she wrestled with the notion, asking herself time and again, ‘What kind of things did Mama have to live for towards the end?’ Wasn’t that a sad thing within itself? Something to make one pity Celine? More importantly, what was that lady’s passion? What did she care about? Was she truly as shallow as Sugar had often claimed? Mama was dead; she could answer no questions, and tell no lies. Had she been a soulless shell who had not one lonely goal in the entire world? No one could possibly be that two-dimensional, or could they?

Perhaps she would have doubled back and made amends sooner, if she’d known Daddy had come into a sizeable sum of money when Emerald was about ten. She remembered the fleeting sense of happiness, soon replaced with mounting anxiety when they packed up from the old place on Batton Street. The promises of having her own bedroom, a new wardrobe, and so much more faded, replaced by the crisp, freshly drawn worries that Mama wouldn’t find them if she ever returned. In her ten year old mind, Mama had gotten lost in the woods perhaps, like in some fairytale. Maybe some crazy person had kidnapped her and Aunt Sugar was wrong; she hadn’t just up and left at all despite the letter she’d left behind, which Daddy kept locked away in a drawer. Emerald tried to plead her case to her father, to no avail.

She wanted to stay in the old, rundown house, but Daddy said no, they had to go. So anger and resentment for the man filled her for a while; but then, Aunt Sugar came up for a spell to visit, and she’d overheard her tell Daddy that if Celine dipped one damn toe onto their plot of land, she’d shoot it clean off with her pistol…

…And she believed Aunt Sugar would do just that. She’d seen the lady’s long, well polished gun, and something told Emerald it had been used before, perhaps even more than once. So on they’d moved to Maxim from Connecticut. Funnily, Emerald recalled very little about living in Bridgeport. All she remembered was Maxim—had been there practically her entire life; and the memories, despite how life had began, were pleasant…comfortable, warm and cozy. Daddy and Mama had hailed from Texas, then moved up north for a chance to make a better living and get away from what Daddy called, ‘Nosy people in their business.’ Daddy said he had family in New York and Massachusetts, and Emerald soon got to meet them, too. She discovered a host of cousins and the like, but all she cared most about was herself and her older brother as she tried desperately to hold on to her sliver of sanity.

It was nice to not worry about Daddy working so hard for a pittance. After their move, she’d found herself not only with her own room, painted in pale pink and pastel green, but she also got a new pair of skates, beautiful clothing, and never wanted for much of anything. Though Connecticut within itself was like a faded memory, the lessons she’d learned remained, forever alive and etched in her mind. Daddy had showed her what hard work could do. He took his skill to fix things and turned it into a full time business after he won that personal injury lawsuit that had led him across a bridge over troubled waters. Indeed, the sometimes unbearable pain in his lower back had continued on and off until the day he died.

Regardless, he didn’t sit back and collect those checks—he knew they were his family’s ticket out. Daddy always fixed things, made them better… but as she got older, she’d learned a hard, awful lesson. Some things would always be broken, no matter how you turned and twisted the truth, tried to glue it back together with pretty plaster of Paris, and sprinkled it with shimmery glitter in a desperate measure to uphold a lie. Some things just couldn’t be made right because hearts weren’t like warped cabinets, twisted bike spokes, or shattered glass vases. No, the human heart recorded everything, even the shit we wish we could just forget, and often, it would get stuck on rewind…
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‘Slippin’ Into Darkness’ by WAR played on the radio as Emerald fell deep into concentration.

“Help me out here. I need a word that rhymes with Jacuzzi.”

“Floozy.”

“Sugar!” Emerald slammed her fist into her crossed thighs.

“Put that game down and listen to me rip you a new one, little girl.”

“Little girl? Sugar, I’m forty-nine years old,” Emerald scoffed.

She peered down at her word game booklet, freshly sharpened pencil in hand. She had been ready for a moment alone, to unwind for a spell, but then the phone rang and Sugar rained down, making everything wet and sticky with her terse words.

“You done ran off with that white writer man, neckin’ on first dates and carryin’ on! Now come to find out, you two been out several times, makin’ out and carrying on like ya in heat! I know me and yo’ daddy raised you better than that, Emerald.”

At this, she rolled her eyes and bit her tongue. She swung her leg wildly as she got resituated on the couch, comfortable in her robe.

“You got ho blood in you, so you better watch out,” the old lady warned.

“Ho blood? Sugar, is this ho blood you speak of contagious? I sure hope they find a cure because every time I see a man I jump his bones right then and there.”

“You know damn well that when a mama is a ho, the daughter can be a ho, too. Apples not fallin’ too far from trees ain’t just a saying, you know. Now, you’ve been pretty good I believe, no need for messing up now and why couldn’t you find you a nice Black man to cuddle up with, Emerald?”

“They were all sold out at the grocery store…” She rolled her eyes again and looked back down at her word game.

“I ain’t prejudiced, but life is hard enough without you making it even more complicated by doing this shit.”

“Sugar, people like who they like. Why should I stop seeing him because he’s not Black? So what!” She frowned. “We’ve been having a great time. We’ve been to the movies, the comedy club, out to dinner; it’s been a blast. I really like this man and I won’t stop seeing him because he’s a different race from me… that’s just silly. And for the record, everyone who is prejudiced—racist actually—begins their statements with, ‘I’m not racist, but…’” She snatched the book closed, no longer interested in playing any games.

“And he got kids…”

“They’re grown, and last I checked, Sugar, I have a daughter, too.”

“But Nikki ain’t the sole heir of some million dollar ponderosa. You ain’t broke, but if you miss a couple of months of pay, let’s just say you’ll feel it.”

“Sugar, first and foremost, you don’t know what’s going on with my bank account. I happen to have money invested and saved, something Daddy taught me how to do early on in life and secondly—”

“I should ’cause you wouldn’t let me borrow that money two weeks ago! Said you ain’t have it!”

“No, I don’t have three grand for you to throw away at the bingo hall and give to your church so the pastor there can buy a gold tea set made in England!”

“He is a shepherd of the Lord! Nothin’ wrong with that man having nice things… I get so tired of you coming down on Pastor Kennedy.”

“You don’t need to worry about me coming down on Pastor Kennedy, Sugar. Pastor Kennedy needs to worry about all those women in the choir he is going down on, speaking of ho-ish behavior!”

“Tiny and LaTrella lied!”

“The DNA test proved otherwise! He spread seed and multiplied the wrong damn way… nasty ass man.”

“Look.” Sugar huffed in obvious frustration. “We all have sinned and he needs money to keep the flock protected.”

“Protected? The only protection the flock needs is for him to use a condom. He’s bleeding you dry while you sit back living off social security and cutting coupons… Please don’t talk to me about Pastor Kennedy, Sugar. It won’t end well. I can’t stand that man. I met him while I was down there and he made me sick just by looking at him. And why were the toes of his alligator shoes turned up like he is Aladdin? He treats those collection plates like magic lamps.”

“All right, enough of all of that mess! Let’s get back to this White man you seein’. What makes you think them kids of his want to see your Black ass in the picture? Didn’t you say he was a Pulitzer Prize winner?”

“No, I didn’t. He is a New York Times Best Selling author, got on the list multiple times I might add, and he is well known and respected in his field.”

“Right, so he ain’t broke. Most writers don’t make no money, Emerald. He got lucky.”

“Thank you for that. You’re always a wealth of information and breaking news.”

“I’d like to come up there and pop you in your flippant mouth…”

“No need, just ask Pastor Kennedy to pray for me and my errant ways. I’m sure for a love offering of $100, he’ll promise you that I’ll be more respectful. Sugar,” she said on a sigh, “I never said Sloan was a millionaire, but I’m sure with him having now three books that are New York Times best sellers, a host of high profile guest appearances, speaking engagements and the like, he is not suffering financially, either.”

“Hmmm… that sounds good. You think he’d loan me the money for the tea set?”

“I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear that.” Leaping down from the couch, she marched over to her refrigerator to grab a bottle of water, then marched back into her living room, turned on the television, and took a seat.

“Send your uncle a picture of ’em over the computer. I can’t work the damn thing. You described him, but I want to look into his eyes! See his intentions!”

“Oh, you’re a psychic now? You know that’s the Devil’s work,” Emerald teased behind a giggle.

“I knows when a man ain’t no good, Emerald…and a woman, too. When folks ain’t no good, you can see it in their eyes, like demon eyes. You said his eyes were green? Green like a serpent’s!”

“My skin is brown, Sugar, some would say like mud. Does that make me bad, too? I just can’t with you right now!” Emerald rolled her eyes for the thousandth time and flopped about on the couch like a fish out of water, completely at her wits’ end.

“You may not be wary, but I am. I won’t have nobody usin’ and abusin’ my niece for their own gratification.”

“Sugar, you were doing so well, you know that? For almost three days, you hadn’t said anything crazy; you didn’t bring up my mama and you didn’t lay on any guilt trips. I was proud of you, but I see the good times have ended.”

“Another word that rhymes with Jacuzzi is doozy… ’cause that’s what you are, too.”

“Thank you, Sugar.”

“You’re welcome. You just keep your legs closed, you hear me? Make that man earn it! Your mama may have been a tramp, but you come from a long line of modest women, God fearin’ women, and white man or not, he ain’t supreme! Ain’t nobody gonna mess over my niece. Not Best Seller man, not tha Devil, not nobody!” The old woman’s voice rattled like a goat’s. Emerald stifled a bout of laughter. “He saw your cute self and made a beeline, I get it, but don’t forget you met him in the wine aisle so he might be a damn drunk!”

“Sugar… I was in that aisle, too.”

“Yup! And he was takin’ advantage of a woman under the influence! What righteous man of God picks up a woman at a bar?”

“The wine section at Whole Foods, Sugar, is not a bar. I can’t with you.”

I’m putting your name in the prayer jar, Emerald. I’m stepping away, layin’ my burdens down, and giving this to the Lord.”

“Now that’s the most sense you’ve made in this entire conversation.”

“…And God sees you, Emerald.” The old woman’s tone grew rusty nails and twisted, prickly blades along the edges. “He knows when your lips are smackin’ and where they’re landin’. He can see your panties ’round ya ankles, too, befo’e they even hit the flo’! God be the glory!!! Hummaerla jaba! Hummerellie kofi higha Messiah!”

“So now comes the speaking in tongues bit, and right on cue, too. It had been a few weeks; glad to see it’s made a comeback. Thanks, Sugar, ’preciate it.” Emerald sighed and leaned against the couch with a magazine in hand. She flipped quietly through the thing as Aunt Sugar continued on and on, the strange words growing louder and longer with each moment. As she looked at the glossy photos, she landed on one of an old Eldorado…and then, she smiled.
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“I don’t believe this shit…” Sloan held his camera close to his face, then stretched his arms like rubber bands to see the thing from a distance. He cocked his head to the left and right, but no matter how he looked at the screen, it never changed. For the past few weeks, he’d set up two cameras in various spots in the house, but always had one trained onto the office. Too many things had transpired—strange, peculiar things that at times gave him chills. Nevertheless, he wasn’t frightened; at least, not yet. But, he did want answers. And this was not the one he’d anticipated…

Sloan placed the camera down beside him on the massive grayish blue couch lined with cream pillows. He had no idea why he’d ordered the thing, but it seemed to fit the house well, bring it to life a little more. Grabbing his cell phone from the oval glass sofa table, he dialed his friend.

“Hey, are you still comin’ by?”

“Yeah, I’m half-way there. Why, what’s up?” Mike must have had the window of his truck down as his voice sounded somewhat muted.

“Nothin’.” Sloan grabbed his cigarettes, popped one out, and placed the thing between his lips. “Just uh, making sure is all,” he mumbled. He lit the thing and took a long drawl.

“Yeah, well, you said you wanted to hang out today.”

“I do. I just emailed some paperwork to Deloris, did two phone radio interviews, held a book signing at the local Barnes and Noble, and got rid of a bunch of other shit on my to-do list, but I still feel like I haven’t made a dent in it.” Just then, he heard a crashing noise come from the office.

“Well, at least you’re—”

“Wait… hold on a second.” Gripping his phone, Sloan got to his feet and rushed from the living room, across the foyer hallway he’d recently polished, to see the office double doors hanging open, swinging slowly shut after banging into the wall. His heart beat a mile a minute as he looked in every direction, hoping he didn’t see anything, or at least find a plausible explanation. Yet, nothing appeared out of place. Nothing seemed broken or destroyed, until he set his sights on the window…

A long, straight crack ran right down the middle of the thing, letting light seep through. Running closer, he studied it. There were no children in sight, no stone or ball lying close by; besides, such an object wouldn’t cause such a fracture, one so perfect, so linear, with no point of impact.

“You all right?” Mike shouted, reminding him that yes, he’d been on the phone.

Sloan slowly raised the thing back up to his ear. “Yeah… I’m fine. Just get here when you can, please.”

“Damn, you sound worried. What’s up?”

“I’m not sure, but I think something is trying to get my attention. Now it’s definitely got it…”
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CHAPTER ELEVEN


A Picture is Worth…

The house looked nothing like it had the last he’d seen it…

Mike jammed his hands in his pockets and perused the place, alone. Sloan was on his phone, some business call it seemed. He was used to that as of late. His friend barely had time to squeeze him into his schedule, and though he wanted to selfishly ask the guy to move back to Manhattan, he knew, in some strange way, this change was exactly what his best friend needed. Sloan’s voice carried every now and again, and the shuffle of feet across the glossy floorboards followed by trundling papers became his music as he climbed down the steps, checking out each room once again.

He did a good ass job. I can’t believe he did mostly all of these renovations by himself. No wonder he hasn’t had time to write… geesh.

He stared up towards the ceiling, no longer seeing cobwebs and peeling paint. Bright vintage chandeliers hung in every room, freshly dusted, with new candelabra bulbs placed in their sockets. And a vibrant coat of paint made the place bright, almost cheerful. He was proud of the man who’d made and reached new goals. He was finally dating again; really dating, not just going through the motions, and he seemed to really like this lady. Emerald… yes, that’s what he’d said her name was… Is there a difference between a dental assistant and nurse? He wondered… but most interesting was the fact she fixed furniture on the side, something right up Sloan’s alley.

“All right.” Sloan’s deep voice broke his deliberations as he’d now meandered back to the foyer. “I’m off the phone, man. Come in the living room with me for a second, please,” He said, beckoning him over.

“Sure.” He followed him, immediately taking note of the fireplace all aglow, yet the area still remained rather cool. “You got the heat on?” He ran his hands up and down his arms. “I hope so. It’s cold as hell in here.”

“Yeah it’s on, but more importantly, how can something be cold as hell?” Sloan jabbed, plopping down on the couch and plucking a camera from the seat next to him.

“Shut up. Anyway, what? You wanna take my picture?” He began to do a series of silly poses as Billy Joel’s, “It’s Still Rock ’nd Roll to Me” played on the radio.

Sloan smirked and shook his head. “Have a seat next to me, please.”

Mike stomped over and slumped down next to the man, certain that he was about to view some shots of the unbelievably serene lake that surrounded his property, or perhaps some images of his upcoming book cover.

“Remember when…” Sloan closed his eyes and rocked back against the couch, letting out a deep exhale. “Remember when I told you Joel had some concerns about this house?”

“Yeah.” He nodded, resting his hands across his knees. “Your son thinks it’s haunted and you don’t agree.” Sloan threw him an strange look. “What?” He threw up his hands.

“I didn’t say I didn’t agree.”

“Sure you did! You told me that, too. You said there were no such things as ghosts and all of that shit is silly, that people think of stuff like that because—”

“All right, all right, all right!” the man yelled, waving his hand frantically about. “I was a bit skeptical, I’ll give you that.”

All Mike could do was shake his head at him, but he let it slide nevertheless.

“Look, here is what’s going on. I’ve been hearing things around here, and seeing stuff, too.”

“You’ve been smokin’ that shit again, haven’t you?” Mike chortled.

“Mike, I’m serious.”

Sloan’s stern expression made him pause.

“Seeing stuff like what?”

“I’m not really sure… kind of like mists and shadows… and I’m hearing stuff… like people I can’t see, but I hear their voices, they’re talking. Sometimes I hear wailing… music coming on. Doors closing and opening on their own.”

Mike couldn’t help but be completely horrified. This was the last person he’d think would come to him about some stuff like this, and he could tell by Sloan’s expression that he was completely sober and somber… This wasn’t a joke.

“Where in the house is this happening? Is it like one area?” He looked around, hoping and praying that whatever his buddy talked about wasn’t standing right there with them at that moment.

“No, it’s all over, but mainly,” he said, pointing ahead, “over there.”

“The office?” Mike looked at the intricate, arched doorway with the sheer curtains framing it.

“Yeah.”

“Peter Jones’ office?”

“My office!” Sloan barked. “I bought this house. My name is on the title and the mortgage.”

“A ghost doesn’t give a shit about what the hell your name is on, Sloan. Fuck a deed! You think you can go wave that paper in its otherworldly face and say, ‘See, Peter! It’s my house now, so this is all the proof you need to move your ass on. Call the bank if you don’t believe me!’ That’s not how this works, Sloan.”

“Oh, so now you’re a paranormal expert, huh? You and Joel go out into old, abandoned buildings with microphones and state-of-the art recorders and make contact with the dead?”

“No, but I—”

“You know all about the rules and regulations of ghostly encounters? I got ghostbusters as family and friends and didn’t even know it! Just motherfucking wow!”

“You’re ridiculous sometimes, Sloan.” Mike shook his head and shifted his weight on the couch.

“I might be, but you’re a new jack to this, too. Regardless of what I thought, something is definitely going on in here. Now, I want you to look at these photos and video clips and tell me what you think.”

Mike took the camera from the man’s hands and looked through the viewfinder. “I only see pitch black.”

“The damn cover is still on!” Sloan barked. He grabbed the thing, snapped the cover off, and handed it back over.

“How the hell was I supposed to know?! You’re the one who told me to look in here and tell you what I saw and then—”

“Just look at the goddamn camera!” Sloan’s face reddened, that vein in the middle of his damn forehead protruded, and his eyes turned to steel. It was right then that it hit him how his brave friend, the one always willing to go in headfirst, was not only serious, but genuinely afraid. This wasn’t a game, a gimmick, or some joke the man was playing.

He looked through the viewfinder.

Click… click…

“Holy shit…” was all he could muster as he watched a video of what appeared to be a white, wispy mist moving about inside the office. It had a human-like form, and behaved as a man would. The desk chair moved away from the desk on its own, and the mist sat down, as if it belonged there. Books began to open, one after the other, their pages flipping in rapid speed from front to back, and then in reverse.

“What do you hear?” Sloan asked in a low whisper.

“Like… crying… a man crying.”

Sloan nodded, lowered his head into his palms, and remained that way for several minutes as Mike continued to look at the photos and footage.

“And that’s not all of the pictures, just most of them. I’ve been taking these for weeks. I set this camera and another one on a tripod and just let them run. I would replace the batteries as needed. Some days, they picked up nothing; other days, I might get strange sounds but no mist, no movement, that’s it. But, the other day, I got this.” He stabbed his finger in the direction of the camera. “I didn’t want to believe it! You know how like you see somethin’ but you don’t believe you saw it so you just kinda go on about your way?”

“No, I don’t, because I would’ve packed my shit and been outta this motherfucker faster than your damn head could spin! I’m not spending the night here, Sloan.” He shook his face so fast, he could feel his jaws wobbling. “I’m going to a hotel. Your house is haunted, man! The guy is sittin’ down reading, boohooing for Christ’s sake! Fuck that shit!”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake!” Sloan angrily slapped his palm against his thigh. “I had no idea you were a pansy with a mustache! Jesus!” Mike looked at the man, daring himself to not burst out laughing. He was caught between a wall of fear and one of amazement and amusement all at once.

“I’m not a pansy. I just know my limits.” His lower lip quivered with mirth, but he’d meant what the hell he’d said.

“Please don’t do this to me. I need you here tonight, Mike. Not because I’m afraid to be in the house by myself, but as a witness. I am going to call a professional.” His eyes, filled with sadness and sorrow now, though Mike knew it was a bit of a show just to get his manipulative way.

“Who?” He crossed his arms, wanting concrete answers before he agreed to some shit he’d soon regret.

“Shit.” He shrugged. “I have no idea. I have to look further into that but I want a witness at least to the noises. Hell, something may not even make itself heard or seen today. That happens sometimes, too. But, regardless, it’s worth a shot. You know I’m about evidence and research, Mike. I hate when people put stories out there that are supposed to be factual but are nothin’ but exaggerations or downright lies. What helps eliminate some of that are eyewitnesses. This is important.”

“But they could just say I made it up, too!”

“Yeah, but people can accuse me of doctorin’ the tapes, Photoshopping the pictures. This still gives me more merit. Don’t you see? I can barely believe I’m even saying this! I’ve never seen a ghost in my entire life, Mike.”

“Not that you’re aware of… but trust me, they’re always around.” Mike let his gaze roam around the place again. His paranoia grew by leaps and bounds.

“Always around, huh? So they watch you beatin’ off?”

“Not funny, Sloan,” he snapped, though his lips curved in a grin, telling on him. “I told you years ago how I used to see my dead next door neighbor.”

They marinated in silence for a moment or two.

“I’m a rational guy, Mike. This doesn’t make any sense to me… and yet… and yet, it happened. I knew if I told you why I called you over, told you the truth, you might not have come. I know you believe in the paranormal, like my son… you take it seriously.”

“You’re damn right I do.”

“And that’s why I couldn’t risk you not coming.”

Mike looked at Sloan long and hard and decided he wanted to bash his head in. He’d been set up, but he knew his pal really needed him and this was no time to pull the plug and run with his tail tucked between his legs.

“Well, look, I definitely won’t be down here on the first floor, next to that office!” He pointed a slightly shaky finger in the general direction of that room.

“That’s fine,” Sloan stated wearily, sitting up and slumping forward, as if the whole weight of the world had landed on his shoulders.

Mike sat there and looked at his friend for quite a while, not sure what to say, not certain what to do. His hand hovered over Sloan’s back, inches away like some flying saucer debating on whether to land on planet Earth. After a deep sigh, he rested his hand along the tightened muscles of the man. It was then that he felt him shaking… So strange. He couldn’t see Sloan moving, but he was definitely vibrating ever so slightly beneath the fabric of his shirt.

Damn, he’s real shaken up about this…

“Sloan, is anything else going on, man? What’s happening?” he asked softly.

“Early this morning I saw something that took my breath away.”

“You sure you want to tell me?” Mike teased. “You know I’ve already got one foot out the door.”

Sloan chuckled sadly and plopped back against the couch to glare up towards the ceiling. “I guess I’ll keep it to myself then. You’re already unnerved, so tellin’ you this won’t help.”

Mike shook his head. A part of him wanted to hear the details, to have it all rolled out before him; while another part of him wished for Sloan to simply remain quiet. He argued with himself for a moment or two, then reached a formidable conclusion. “Tell me.”

“No.”

“I’m serious. I can take it. Tell me.”

Sloan stared at him for what seemed like the longest. He didn’t blink, smile, or frown; he just remained in a frozen state. On a resigned sigh, he clasped his hands together.

“Around two this morning I heard a noise in my bedroom. I woke up, expecting to find what I usually do, which is doors open that I know I closed, or vice versa. Sometimes it’s a window. I’ve gotten so used to it that it no longer causes me any concern, though I guess it should. Anyway…” He rubbed his forehead, as if to ease some tension. “I swung my legs over the side of the bed to get up and noticed something kinda out the corner of my eye. I looked over at my small bookshelf and desk in my bedroom.”

“The silver and black one?”

“Yeah, and uh, up on the ceiling…” he said, motioning upward as he relayed the particulars. “I saw a baby.”

“What did you just say?”

“A baby…a see through form, almost like some hologram or something. Mike, I sat there and couldn’t even speak, couldn’t yell, nothing. It was crawling backwards in strange, choppy movements, like a windup toy where the batteries were dyin’… and then it paused and it… it looked at me.”

Mike swallowed and his mouth dropped open, but no words came out.

“I don’t know if it was a boy or a girl, but it looked like a newborn. Newborns don’t crawl, ya know? Seemed it could not have been more than a couple weeks old. It was naked… its eyes glassy, like marbles… and the room was freezing, man! Mike, the windows weren’t open, totally locked shut, but I could literally see air curling out my nostrils from each breath I took. I was in such a state of panic, I couldn’t even move. But then,” he said with a shrug, “just like that, it vanished.”

“Shit, Sloan.” Mike felt suddenly uncomfortable in his seat. He closed his eyes, but a part of him was afraid to keep them shut for too long. “I know you’re not a religious guy, but you believe in God. Or at least you used to.”

“I still do, Mike… just wonder where He was when I needed Him is all.”

That admission surprised Mike, but he appreciated Sloan’s candor. He wasn’t used to his best friend speaking that way, so earnestly.

“Some things we just can’t explain, man. Sloan, sometimes when I think back on my life, I remember shit that sucked and hurt, but, you know, I realize I still have it better than a lot of people, and that this livin’ thing ain’t so bad.”

Sloan chuckled sadly and nodded in agreement.

“Sometimes I guess the dead aren’t happy being dead, and there are some things we’ll never get, never comprehend, because they’re no longer us, and we’re no longer with them. If you think about it, living and dying overlap. We think we see them as separate states of being, you know, but if there is an afterlife, and I believe there is, then there’s no way the dead can’t watch over us and try to pretend to still be here in their own little way. And there is no way we can’t catch a glimpse of death, as long as they’re still amongst us… and they clearly are. You don’t have to believe in much to know we aren’t alone, man. We have eyes, we have ears, and I’m not crazy. You’re not crazy, that camera ain’t crazy, either. You’re right though; you have to call someone… and now I’m worried about you.”

“Don’t be.” He shook his head emphatically. “I’m worried, but not enough to leave my house. I put too much work into this place. I’ll figure this out, get to the bottom of it, but I’m staying put. I earned this.” Sloan glanced around the room.

“It’s beautiful, Sloan. You did a kick ass job.”

“Thank you…”

“But no place, no matter how much money you shelled into it, and all the energy you put into it is worth your piece of mind.” After a pause, he added, “I want you to be able to stay here too though, I honestly do.” Sloan nodded, clearly appreciating his words. “I saw big improvements; your mood got better, you started taking care of business again. I attribute it to the move, to this house that you turned into a project. Do uh… do you think that ghost in the office was Peter Jones? I mean, I said it ’cause that’s what came to mind first, but do you agree with me?”

“…Yes.” Sloan hung his head and offered nothing further.

“You know what? You’re a writer, he was a writer. Maybe he’s taken an interest in you ’cause of it.”

“That’s comforting.”

Mike laughed lightly at Sloan’s sarcasm.

“I did call the real estate agent to ask her about the house but she hasn’t called me back yet.”

“And she probably won’t.” Mike rolled his eyes. “She knew this place was fuckin’ haunted.”

“Yeah, she probably did, but I can’t be angry with her because it wouldn’t have stopped me anyway.” He shrugged. “I just would have blown it off.”

“Yeah, probably…”

“So, I’m going to get online and see if I can get someone out here… one of those television paranormal teams maybe. Can you do me a favor though, Mike?”

“Yeah, what’s up?”

“Don’t tell the guys about this. Don’t tell Owen, David, nobody.”

“All right.”

“Promise me.”

“Sloan, I promise to not open my fucking pie hole about it, all right?” He tossed up his hands.

“Thank you.” The big guy slowly got to his feet. “You want some coffee? I’m going to the kitchen to put some on.”

“Yeah, that sounds good.”

When Sloan left, Mike took a moment to think, then picked the camera back up and perused the photos again. He hated how his heart beat fast at seeing the pictures, even the second and third time around. He set the thing gently back down on the couch and clasped his hands together.

“I don’t know what the hell is in here. I don’t know what’s going on, but whatever is in this damn house, don’t come near me! Don’t moan and groan and cry and read fucking books and slam doors and windows, either. And leave my friend alone. We’re like brothers. He’s been through enough. You mess with him, you’re messin’ with me!” he hissed.
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CHAPTER TWELVE


Drafting an Eviction Notice

“The Scream Theater?” Sloan looked up at the massive, slightly sloped roof of the place, all boarded up as it was, reminding him of a large black box that had suddenly landed on planet Earth. It looked ill formed and out of place. Splintered light brown wood covered the windows with crooked, tetanus inducing silver nails darkened with time, and shards of glass glistened around the jagged window frames.

“Yes, it was a movie house that only played horror and suspense flicks.”

“I see.”

“They closed it down because people began to go over to the big deluxe theater instead. It was a fun place though. It’s a historic building and I hope they restore it and open it back up.” After recent days, the last thing he wished to view was such an atrocity; this was nightmare fuel, the type of dwelling that ended up in some bad dream. But, he kept a straight face all the same.

“So you used to go here as a teenager, huh?” Sloan hooked his hand around hers, enjoying their time together despite the uneasy feeling that came over him as he glared at the place.

“Yes, me and my friends, a band of rowdy misfits.” She laughed. “We’d be here all the time.” Her smile was sweet, pure exuberance. “I was never really a fan of horror movies but this was the place to be, you know?”

Thoughts of his own anomalous circumstances and mystical predicament flooded his head. He wanted to ask Emerald certain questions about the geography of the place; perhaps she knew some answers. Besides, she’d lived there for the majority of her life, and from their expedition that day, she seemed quite in the know. She’d been an excellent tour guide, showing him various eateries, small cafes and little shops filled with interesting knickknacks and the like. She’d taken him to the train station, a bustling place that reminded him of Grand Central. One of the best moments was spent on a small, cobblestone paved street that had nothing but book, art, and music stores, bursting at the seams with creative energy. And then, they’d happened upon a grand library that favored the outward appearance of the White House.

The structure sat atop a lopsided hill, the lawn lush, despite winter knocking on the proverbial door. An iron gate wrapped protectively around the thing and the adjoining parking lot was almost full. It was amazing to see such a crowd around a library in this day and age, but Emerald explained there was a children’s’ museum inside as well, and furthermore, some pretty coveted one-of-a-kind books and articles. He’d already made plans to do a bit of research at the county library since the records online pulled more myth and folklore versus hardcore facts. He figured a bit of both may help him along his studies.

Regardless of what comprised fact or fiction, one thing was 100% true: he was living with a phantasm, and required remedies. Oddly enough, Sloan began to believe he was dealing with more than just something, or someone, living out their heyday. The ghost seemed clever, as if it knew Mike’s intent for being there, and it foiled his plans, ruining them as soon as they were set in place. Eyewitness my ass… He’d get none of that—not last night with Mike, not ever. Rather, if he tried to bring in anyone, a long night of mockery would ensue. In that entire time with Mike, not a peep was heard in the house all damn evening as long as his friend remained in the house—no doors opened and closed, no wispy apparitions, floating about into nothingness. Mike didn’t seem the least bit surprised at the turn of events, but he was more than relieved that the restless spirits of the night didn’t make their presence known as he quickly packed up the following morning, wolfed down a continental style breakfast, and promised to touch base after he got back to Manhattan.

Despite the humdrum events of the prior evening, Sloan uploaded the photos as well as the videos online, to a private server, only to discover that most of them had turned out pitch black and blank. He suddenly felt like his friend looking through the camera viewfinder with the damn lens cap on. Even the audio rendered little of nothing, as if the sound had been sucked clean through a vacuum. The images remained clear on the camera, but undetectable online; it was the oddest thing, unexplainable to say the least. After hours of troubleshooting, he gave up the photographic gauntlet, but his efforts to obtain assistance didn’t cease. He knew what lurked in the house; actually, he didn’t know what was in that place he now called home. That was the whole damn problem.

The only certainty he had was that something in fact moved about the premises, living with him, watching him inhale and exhale, spying on him from a distance, or perhaps, right by his side. In its own mysterious, hair-raising way, it wished him to know it was there; thus, he wanted to get to the bottom of it, and wanted it gone, too. So, he drafted an email to a local paranormal group after conducting a little investigation that morning. They replied with a form letter in which they promised to get back in touch with him within 72 hours.

He scoffed at this as his situation was an emergency, and surely they had to understand the struggle and torture one could experience in such cases. But, what else could he do? Surely calling 911 would not render any credible results, except a visit from an enraged officer giving him a warning to stop playing on the phone, then bullying him into a sobriety test.

Who do you call when you need immediate help of the supernatural kind? For a toothache, you call the dentist. If you have a car accident, you call the police to file a report, as well as your insurance company. But what about cases like this? Each hour felt like an eternity, for as soon as Mike left, the activity resumed, and it was relentless, as if making up for lost time. To make matters worse, a sense of enragement was felt as the doors slammed doubly hard, then the ruckus suddenly stopped just as quickly as it had begun.

Sloan hated himself for only half listening to Emerald explain the history of one of the nearby gardens at that moment…

Fuck flowers.

They strolled along, and he nodded and smiled at all the right times, but his poor brain was somewhere else, swimming in the sauce of doubt and incredulity at how his life journey had turned from a tour in the pit of resentment to the crossroads of a ghostly encounter.

“And that is why the tulips planted right there are always pink…”

“Emerald?” He paused and held out his arm to stop her, causing her body to do a slight yo-yo as he caught her in mid-stroll.

“Yes?”

“What do you know about Glen Falls?”

“Where you live?” She gave him a look of confusion. “Well, it’s pretty exclusive and the homes are old, sizeable… private. I haven’t been over that way very often. It’s kind of out of the way.”

He darted his gaze back and forth, and he tried to no avail to keep a straight face, but the strain and pressure of it all was making that damn near impossible.

“Is something wrong?” Her brows dipped as she moved closer to him, the scent of her floral perfume soothing him just a touch. “You’ve been awfully quiet today.”

“I’m sorry.” He rubbed along his brow, then placed his hands on his hips. “Yeah, there is something wrong but I’m risking sounding crazy if I tell you.”

“Uh, Sloan, in our last conversation I told you that I still play hopscotch, get angry when I can’t figure out my crossword puzzles, and had a disgusting habit of collecting my finger clippings in a jar from age twelve to thirteen due to some ridiculous superstition I had!” His voice sprang out in a relieved chuckle. “So, sounding crazy isn’t exactly something I can accuse someone else of at the drop of a dime.” Her smile grew brighter. “So, what is it? What’s on your mind?”

“How can I say this?”

“What do you mean how can you say it?” She smirked as she took his hand and swung it to and fro. She made him smile, slide into a feeling of ease. “You just say it.”

“My house is haunted.” He hated how her smile instantly vanished, like the damn ghost in his house. “I knew you wouldn’t understand this because it sounds stupid.” He sighed.

“No,” she denied, vehemently shaking her head and releasing her hold on him. “That’s not what I’m thinking at all, actually. You know, that is the oldest inhabited area of Maxim; it has a lot of history. Raven Maxim, the woman who established this city, had her house built over there, too. There are plenty of stories, trust me. I believe you.”

“Just like that, you believe me?” He laughed in disbelief.

“Of course.” She threw up her hands. “Why wouldn’t I? What is so unbelievable about a spirit being in a house, especially an old house such as yours that’s rich with chronicles?”

“Well, I—”

“I’m actually insulted that you thought I would think it insane!” She chuckled, and his heart beat a bit faster as he began to feel things for her right at that second. Never in his life had he met someone like Emerald, and this was just another reason why he was so attracted to her… her open-mindedness, her practical nature, the fact she wasn’t naïve.

“I guess because, to tell ya the truth, Emerald, I didn’t believe in ghosts until I moved here and this happened. To me, most things can be explained, ya know? Just because we may not know the reason doesn’t mean it’s some hocus pocus type stuff… but this is different. There is no way it can all be rationally explained away. Trust me, I tried. It took me a while to accept that, but…” He looked down at the ground then back into her eyes. “I knew all along, and it is a little disorienting and humbling, I suppose.”

“Ohhhh, so the skeptic is now the believer? I don’t consider myself irrational.”

“I never said that, or believed you were.”

“I understand, but the reason why I said that, Sloan, is to let you know that not all people who believe in these sorts of things have only third grade educations, are overly superstitious or anything like that. Some of us are regular people—just like you. I personally think a lot of times we jump to conclusions, you know? You see it in the media all the time. I like facts, too… I look for evidence and proof. I may not be as proficient with fact checking as you—that’s what you went to school for after all—but I try to look for different explanations for things like this before I jump the gun.”

All he could do was lower his head as a surge of mortification at his own arrogance overcame him. His son’s urgent warnings rang in his head, and his best friend’s beliefs, which he’d often ignored up until now.

“Let’s kick our feet up for a bit.” She pointed to a thick, wraparound gray wall where they could sit, take a load off. He followed her, eager to speak, yet, he wrestled with what he would say and how to say it. Perhaps he should just be honest, and leave the pre-planning behind. They sat side by side on the cool concrete. The sparse trees caught the wind, instigating the few leaves on the branches to shiver and rattle about. The pale yellow sun beamed upon them, giving a much-welcomed trace of warmth on an otherwise chilly day. Pulling her mid-length black and white striped coat somewhat tighter around her form, she crossed her long, shapely legs, hugged up in black jeggings and looked at him, all the while twirling her ankle in a relaxed sort of way.

“So, let’s get into the details…” Damn, he loved her calming, sultry voice. Emerald should’ve been doing voiceover work, perhaps for radio commercials and audio books, but he’d address that with her at another time. “What’s specifically happening at your house?” she asked, crossing her hands over her lap.

“Some tame stuff, and some pretty messed up stuff.” He buried his head in his hands, then raked a hand through his hair, coming back up for air. “Some things can be written off as just an old house making noises, you know… water in pipes, clogs, the wood and bricks settling in for the winter. Other stuff, well, I’d have to be an idiot to try ’nd say that…” He clasped his hands tightly together, squeezing with a bit more pressure than he’d anticipated as his nerves crawled higher and made a mess of his mood.

With a gentle smile, she coaxed him to go on. “Give me an example.”

“Hmmm, okay. First let me back up. I live in Peter Jones’ old house and I had—” Her face made him pause and his breath hitched.

There’s an expression that goes, ‘blood draining from one’s face.’ Emerald showcased such a thing at that very moment.

“What’s wrong? You look panicked.”

“Sloan!”

“Yeah? What did I say?”

“You said you live in Peter Jones’ house?! The Peter Jones?!”

“Yes, yes! What is it?”

“I can’t believe these bastards did that!” She hopped up from her seat and stomped her foot on the hard, slanted ground, enraged beyond belief as she twirled back and forth, her coat swinging so fast, the black and white turned to shades of melted gray. “That damn house was not supposed to be for sale!” She calmed after a while, stopped pacing and fixed her gaze to his.

“What do you mean it wasn’t supposed to be for sale?” They’d become emotional twins, for now he too found himself drowning in a state of panic at her spastic declarations.

“I can’t believe someone let you move in there! What is wrong with these people? Sloan, what I’m saying is that I remember a long time ago some people bought the place, a real estate investors group I believe, and it was voted that it wouldn’t be sold anymore… too many problems with it. Do you know how many times people have attempted to camp out there, daring one another to stay the night, only to run off within hours? Even a film crew made a stop there once. They were trying to make some movie but that was short-lived because the crew wouldn’t stay… said bad things kept happening. That really pissed off the Mayor because the filming was bringing in good publicity and money.”

“I did read about that, but didn’t find much regarding details.”

“Sloan, that house has a long history of this sort of thing since Mr. Jones’ death. I even remember a doctor living there for like a month or two, and he swore the house was trying to drive him crazy. The house used to come up on the market every few years or so in the current owners’ attempt to try and get rid of the damn thing, but every time someone bought it, they’d be gone in less than six months until finally, the bank, which would always take possession after owners defaulted on their payments, just stopped trying to sell it altogether. It’s just sat there for at least ten years. A groundskeeper worked on the property, I believe, but that was it.”

“If it was causing this much trouble and costing all this money, why did they never consider tearing it down?”

“Well, it brought in money, too. You see, people are obsessed with Peter Jones and this proved lucrative.” Her eyes narrowed. “For instance, they used to allow tours inside of it but that stopped after a year or two since the majority of the visitors complained of horrible headaches and feeling sick to their stomachs during their sightseeing. So, the whole ‘turn his house into a museum for profit’ idea had to be tossed out the window.” Her expression of anger turned to one of pity. “How can you stand it, Sloan? How can you live there?”

He shrugged. “Honestly, the stuff you’re talking about is not what’s happening to me. I’ve never gotten sick or anything like you’ve described, Emerald. I’ve seen and heard things, but that’s it. I don’t feel like I’m being driven crazy like the doctor guy you mentioned, either. But whatever it is, whatever is going on, it is definitely demanding my responsiveness. I mean, I feel honestly relieved with some of the things you’re tellin’ me. Lets me know I’m not the only one this has happened to but what you’re describing is not what’s been going on. I just know that it’s unnerving, but… I don’t feel like it necessarily wants me to leave, if that makes any sense.”

“Okay.” She took a deep breath and sat again next to him. “So, what are you planning to do about this?”

“Well, I already called a paranormal investigation team and they’re supposed to get in touch with me soon.”

“That’s a good first step.” She sighed and looked ahead. He appreciated her calm now, and found his emotions appeared to mimic her own.

“I guess this means you won’t be coming over for dinner now, huh?” He laughed sadly, causing her to smile and toss a wink his way.

“Well, this doesn’t exactly whet my appetite,” She chuckled. “But, let it be known,” she said, waving a finger at him, “I’m not your average lady, Sloan. Hey, that rhymes.”

His grin grew wider and he reached for her hand, gave it a gentle squeeze.

“I will come,” she added.

“You will?” He knew he sounded like a child filled with excitement, but he couldn’t help himself. He couldn’t fully explain why he didn’t want to leave a house that tortured him so, but he didn’t… and having company, someone he enjoyed immensely, made it all the better. “I would never try and put you in harm’s way,” he quickly explained, drawing serious once again. “Nothing violent has ever happened to me, or to any visitors of mine, so I don’t believe you are in any danger. Matter of fact, when my friend Mike came the other day, the activity stopped altogether.”

“That’s interesting.” She drew quiet for a moment, thoughtful. “Oddly enough, I’ve always been curious about the place but of course if anyone got caught trespassing, they could be in a world of trouble so I never decided to test my luck. Regardless, the paranormal intrigues me a little…actually, a lot. Mysteries do, you know, because their understanding eludes us. We’ve got theories, but this is one of those aspects of life that has a huge question mark hanging over it.”

“Be honest with me, are you afraid? I don’t want you to come if you are, Emerald.” The possibility that this woman may just be a nice fucking lady trying to offer him an olive branch of mercy broke into his frame of mind. He couldn’t have her petrified out of her gourd just for his own selfish needs.

“Is it scary to me? A little, but I’m not moving in.” She shrugged and gave a sexy, tilted smile. “It’s just a visit.”

“Yeah… just a visit.”

“I do find it troubling that his death brought so many unanswered questions, even after all this time. I know many people, most of them much older than me, who were big fans of his. There are so many books about Peter Jones in that library,” She pointed over her shoulder at the ‘white house’. “All of ’em theories but no concrete proof of what really happened to him. Maybe he’s trying to tell you something?”

“Maybe… I’ve thought about that many times, even more so now that we’ve been sitting here talking about it.” He caressed her hand with his palm. “Are you sure you want to do this? I hate to keep asking you that but I’m not going to have someone I care about do something they don’t want to do.”

Her eyes seemed to light up at his words. “Look, Sloan, I appreciate your concern, but I think I’ll be okay. I’m a big girl, and the moment I’m not feeling all right about the whole thing, I’ll say so. I’ve seen ghosts before.”

“You have, huh? Did you know who they were?”

“Well, the two times I recall it happening, yes, I knew who they were. One was a relative of mine, a cousin who had passed on, and the other, a friend of mine from high school who’d died in a car accident. I’ve seen things I shouldn’t have seen at all, quite frankly, things that are not easy to explain. You just know what you know, when you know. Now, I’m not promising you that I won’t run outta your house screaming,” she said jokingly. “But I do want to see the place. Like I said, I’ve always wanted to see it on the inside.”

“All right, that’s reasonable. We’re still on for dinner at my place… good.” He exhaled a sigh of relief.

“Yes, we are.”

“I’m going to do some more research on the house and thought—”

“Wait.” Emerald glanced down at her watch. “How much time do you have left? I know the plan was take the tour then meet up again later tonight, but if—”

“For you? I have all damn night.” He inched towards her and wrapped his arm around her waist, pulling her close. He didn’t miss the glimmer of a smile that tugged at her upper lip.

“How about we go into the library?” She pointed towards the sprawling hill. “We can ask one of the historians about your house. Someone is always there, usually Candice or Stew. Yes, I’m on a first name basis.” She rolled her eyes and laughed lightly. “I used to go there often to take out or return books, especially when my daughter was young and I’d read to her practically every night.”

He immediately envisioned a younger version of her snuggled against a little girl that he surmised shared many of her features. Tucked away beneath soft sheets, a peaceful glow about the room and the sound of beautifully illustrated book pages turning as she read fairytales and fables aloud.

“They may be able to help you. The best historian here though is a woman by the name of Angelica Dexter. She’s in her eighties, sharp as a tack, but has taken ill as of late. I’ll give her a call later on your behalf.”

“Wow, thank you so much, Emerald.”

“You don’t have to thank me. That’s what friends are for. Now, come on, let’s go into the library and see what we can find out.”

“Let’s do it.” He got to his feet and clapped his hands, eager to dig into hidden treasures of information that might give some credence to the whole twisted situation.

“Perfect, let’s go!”

[image: * * *]


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Pour Some Sugar On Me

“And so that’s what he said, which was really no surprise,” Emerald explained as she ran her hand along the smooth surface of the small, butter yellow dresser.

Her place still smelled of ointments, but the piece had to stay put. It couldn’t be moved while the varnish was drying under the ceiling fan. She’d left two windows wide open, allowing some ventilation and cold air, though the fumes still gave her a slight headache, one she was certain wouldn’t go away without the aid of two Excedrin. In times like these, she wished for a small space dedicated to her refurbishing business; nothing big or fancy, just enough room the spread out and not get inadvertently high off her own supplies. But, for now, this would simply have to do.

“So, after everything you know, you gone take yo’ silly ass over to the man’s Scooby Doo big haunted house tonight?”

“Sugar, nobody has time for this. I’m keeping my dinner date with him, and it’s not up for discussion. We’re dating after all, and besides, he’s a bit freaked out and I think he needs the company.”

“Let him call a damn babysitter then! You just goin’ to go on over there and let the poltergeist consume you. That’s something white folks do!”

“Sugar, I really don’t understand why after all of these years I never learn my lesson regarding you. I keep telling you practically everything about my life, feeling like you’re the only one I can trust, and then I end up subjected to these ridiculous conversations. I must be a glutton for abuse,” Emerald hissed, trying to figure out where she set her wrench.

“There is nothin’ unreasonable about what I’m saying. I’m giving you the hardcore truth packaged up right.”

“Well, you can pause on your special delivery, because I’m going. I think it’s silly to even think I wouldn’t go. It’s not like I’m moving in.”

“See, ya hard headed, Emerald. After ere’thang you done sat here and told me? You ain’t got tuh move in, being up in there for more than a second is too damn long.”

“Sugar, we’d never be able to live anywhere at all if we based our choice on who died where, what we heard, or the land a house was built on. A lot of bad things have happened all over the place. You know I believe in what you’re talking about, but I can’t live my life afraid and neither should Sloan, or you, for that matter.”

As she spoke, the Ohio Players crooned, ‘I Want To Be Free.’

“That’s a bunch of hogwash.”

“There’s nothing to fear but fear itself. You have to confront these things.”

“I can confront what I need to confront from the comfort of my own damn home. Just listen to yo’self! God made fear so you’d know not to go runnin’ in the street to get hit by a car, or jump off a building and make a brain, blood, and bone pancake right there on the sidewalk. You ain’t usin’ good sense. The library historian done told you and Mr. Jolly Green Ho Ho Ho from New York City that the place ain’t been fit to live in since that famous scary book writer man died up in there. The library guy told both of y’all how he’d sat there in his fancy, million dollar house ’nd starved to death, and that all types of shit—”

“Allegedly …”

“Allegedly, smegedely, don’t matter none to me!” The old woman’s voice rattled on the other end of the line. “That house is not right and you gone run off after the sun set tonight to eat dinner in there, sit yo’ silly ass up in there and break bread. You and that man are playin’ with fire and if he knows what’s best for him, he’ll take his son’s advice that you told me and get on outta there. Ya kids got more smarts than the two of you combined! Wisdom out the mouth of babes.”

“Look, Sugar, this is bigger than all of that, okay? He paid for the house with cash, and not only that—he doesn’t want to leave. The house is beautiful. You should see it.”

“I thought you said tonight was your first time goin’ inside?”

“It is.” She spotted the toolbox beside the couch and picked it up.

“Lyin’, I can tell. You been up in there already doing nasty things with that man, haven’t you? On ya back like ya had a heart attack!” Sugar snarled. “Ya mama’s blood run deep!”

Emerald rolled her eyes and shook her head, stifling a laugh. She placed the toolbox down onto the kitchen counter.

“No, but Sugar, if I had, I’m an adult and my choices are just that: mine.”

“I don’t care how old you are. God don’t put no age limit on fornication. You go on to God and tell Him how you’s grown now, den you bring yo’ fast ass on back to me and tell me what he say!”

Emerald turned and caught her reflection in a large, bulky silver mirror that separated the living room and kitchen area and shook her head.

“Sugar, I’m talking about based on the renovation photos he showed me on his phone. Tonight will be my first time inside the place. Anyway, back to what I was saying. He likes it here in Maxim and he likes the house, too. Why shouldn’t he try to see if something can be done before just running away?”

“The better question is why is it white people always stay in haunted houses, huh? He know what’s going on now and he still up in there! I don’t give a damn if he likes the house; he can get another one. It ain’t the only place to live in all of Maxim. What’s wrong with these folks? Every time you turn on the TV ’round Halloween time, you see all these documentaries showing white folk buyin’ houses and talking about some ghost threw a skillet at their head ’nd tried to kill them. The camera cuts, goes to commercial and they dumb ass is sitting there on the couch with their face wrapped in bandages, arms and shoulders all scratched up like Tic-Tac-Toe, talkin’ about they ain’t leaving because they bought the house fair and square. Never mind how they bein’ dragged out their bed every damn night by the ankles by the ghost of Christmas past, present and future and they kids screaming and hollerin’ about boogeymen in tha closet. Now that’s just stupid.”

“First of all, it’s just him living there. I told you his two children were grown and have their own places to live. Second, you’ve gone off into left field. That’s not even what’s going on here.”

“How you know? You ain’t known Andre the Giant very long as of yet!”

“Sugar, his name is Sloan and I happen to know a lot about him. We go out together, we talk all the time, we share things. You have no idea how hard it was for him to tell me about this in the first place.” Emerald plopped down on her couch and set her feet up onto the coffee table.

“You lent him your ear but you ain’t no authority on none of this. You got that from your father.” Emerald rolled her eyes and sighed. “I couldn’t stand that about my brother, thinkin’ he always knew what he was doin’ when half the time he didn’t. You ain’t the ghost whisperer! You gettin’ letters from the ghost himself? Is this apparition giving you the play-by-play of his daily activities and motivations? I ain’t think so!”

“Sugar, I’m tired… you exhaust me with these crazy ideas of yours sometimes and no matter how many times I tell myself that you—”

“You about to be on the news, you know that? Your friend is going to get you in a whole heap of trouble.”

“How, Sugar?”

“He wanna stand his ground, huh? Put up his dukes ’nd fight like he Muhammad Ali, may that man rest in peace. I doubt Sloan float like uh butterfly and sting like a bee! How you gonna beat something you can’t even see? White people always tryna war wit’ somebody and get over. You over there playin’ in the snow and bound to get frostbit.”

“Would you stop it, please?”

“Look at the history. Every time you turn around, if there’s some trouble, you’ll find a white man smack dab in the middle of it!”

“Sugar, now that’s enough. This is not about race! He is my friend, okay?”

“Yo’ friend? Well, you may not like what I gotta say but this is what he gets. Yo’ little friend brought this mess on himself and now he will have to pay the consequences.”

“No, it is not what he gets, Sugar. No one deserves to be tormented in their own home, okay? And besides, some of these stories are hearsay or legend. It’s pretty hard to tell which is which because not the best of records were kept but at least the paranormal group emailed him this afternoon and they’ve arranged to come.”

“And what they gone do after they get there, huh? Confirm what he already know and then he’ll be stuck with the damn thing floatin’ about and slamming doors still! ‘By the way, your house is haunted. Good luck.’ He already knew that shit before they brought their asses up in there!”

“Sugar, you might have taken your blood pressure medication today, but you are driving mine way up.”

“You got high blood pressure, Emerald?” The woman’s tone turned serious.

“No! But you’re giving it to me. Look, I’m going over for dinner. Nothing will probably even happen. You act like I’m arriving with a Ouija board, cursed tarot cards, or a book of black magic. He actually said when he brings people over, the activity seems to stop. He thought about it and realized that when his son stayed, nothing happened either, but that was earlier on so he didn’t pay attention to it as much. Still, when his best friend stayed, nothing happened at all.”

“Well, you better hope that trend continues ’cause white people always tryna get other folks roped into some mess and I’m not racist like you tried to accuse me of, either. This damn ghost might be prejudiced, too! I know some good white people.” Emerald rolled her eyes but remained quiet as she made her way back into the kitchen. “We all God’s children—White, Black, and Eskimos alike, but some of us like to hear what the Devil got to say and White people enjoy it especially. They call him right up and tell him what they want. I know you’ve heard of that scientology stuff, Skull ’nd Bones and the Illuminati.”

Emerald burst out laughing. Turning on her kitchen faucet, she filled a bucket with warm, sudsy water to soak her brushes and wash them clean once more.

“Sugar, I’ve come to an understanding,” she stated calmly as she worked her thumb nail into the bristles, pushing them apart so the clear water could flow through. “I have accepted the fact that there is no sense in trying to talk to you about this. You’ve made it clear that nothing I say about this will be heard by you today, tomorrow, or ever.”

“Oh, so I’m lyin’? And I hear you just fine but you need to face the facts. Too trusting, just like your Daddy. That’s how he got a hold of that pack of wolves!”

“Pack of wolves?”

“Ya Mama! She was the alpha, beta, and omega of whorish behavior!”

“Since she’s a woman, the proper term is alphess but on that note, Sugar, I’m hanging up.”

“Wait a minute now! Let me make this point before you go into the land of denial again. I know it’s your favorite place to be. Let’s look back in history to all the times we trusted White folk and how that all ended, all right? First, let’s take the slave ships and Christopher Columbus. The Indians ended up with diseases from blankets ’nd shit, and they told us, the Black folk, that we was goin’ on a three hour tour, Gilligan’s Island style.”

“What does that have to do with me going over to my boyfriend’s house for dinner?!”

“Let me finish! It was a tall tale and we shouldn’t have sat back and listened to it, not to the millionaire and his wife, the movie star, none of ’em.”

“Sugar, I’m not doing this with you.” She chuckled as she gave up, realizing there was no way out of this conversation without rudely hanging up. She sloshed the water around in an anticlockwise motion, then clockwise before plopping the brushes inside. “This has nothing to do with slavery, being bamboozled, Gilligan’s island, the Skipper, or anything like that. Now, I need to finish up what I’m doing, then jump in the shower and get ready. He’s expecting me for supper and I don’t want to be late.”

“That ghost gone come back home with you, you know that, right?”

“Don’t say things like that, Sugar. That’s not even funny.” She slammed her soap-covered hand on her kitchen counter, irritation mounting through the fibers of her being. Meanwhile, Maze came on the radio waves, singing “Happy Feelings,” as though mocking her.

“Ain’t nobody laughin’! You damn straight it ain’t funny. Things like that happen all the time, and for all you know, this might be some trap.”

On a long exhale, Emerald shook her head. “I don’t even want to ask,” she murmured. “But some trap for what, Sugar?”

“The oldest trick in the book. This man might be into some Devil magic, some spell work or tryna lure you in as a sacrifice, tryin’ to get that evil up off his property and stick you wit’ it, the ol’ bait ’nd switch. He coulda lied to you talkin’ about that ghost don’t bother nobody, tryin’ to make you feel comfortable and then, when you get over there, kabloom!”

“Sugar, I want you to stop going to those exorcism classes run by Pastor Kennedy.”

“He is well respected and every chance you get you try to talk bad about him! Satan done got a hold of you, Emerald.”

“The only person Satan has his claws in right now is Pastor Kennedy. He did not go to theology school; he does not know anything about exorcisms, either. He doesn’t have any formal training… nothing.”

“God don’t only call scholars to preach his word! Pastor Kennedy is anointed and he’s done a lot of good, not only in the church, but around the community.”

“Like what?”

“He helped with the food drive. Matter of fact, he planned it himself,” Sugar blurted after a few dry and stale seconds.

“You forgot about how he took most of the canned goods home for himself afterward.”

“He needed ’em for a bomb shelter he’s building for all of us, because the end of days might come sooner than you think.”

“Let me guess? You all drank purple Kool-Aid after that sermon, didn’t ya? Jim Jones spliced with David Koresh in… you guessed it! Good ol’ Waco Texas. That man is a new age charlatan sportin’ a James Brown perm!”

“Make fun if you want to, but you better prepare right here and right now, Emerald. Demonic possessions are happening all over the world, day and night.”

“At afternoon tea time, too…to go along with his English tea set he tried to swindle you all to buy him.” She chuckled, no longer caring about sparing her aunt’s feelings.

“You might be possessed right now and not even know it! Last time I saw you, you said you was goin’ natural.”

“What’s that got to do with this?”

“Your hair looked like you’d jammed a wet finger in an electric socket. I bet that was actual proof of your demonic possession! Thank God you saw the light and started doin’ yo’ hair again. My brother ain’t raised no child that grew up and looked like a deranged weasel!”

“I went back to the creamy crack because I could not handle my own damn hair, and that was my fault. I have no patience for it. There’s nothing wrong with being natural. I preferred how it looked, actually, and I might try again soon… But I’ve had it with all of this. One more ridiculous statement about demonic possessions, White folks ruining the world and all of that mess, and I’m calling that Pastor Kennedy and giving him a piece of my mind for putting this nonsense in your head.”

“Don’t bother, you ain’t got none to spare and them exorcism classes put me in the know.”

“Oh, did they now? I can’t tell.” Emerald dried her hands off on a paper towel.

“I know how these things work now, Emerald. I been had the inside scoop since I was child. Them demons like to jump from person to person, just like frogs on lily pads, and I bet you this Paul Jones person was—”

“Peter Jones…”

“Peter Jones was into some devilish shit, too! I bet he was a Satan worshipper.”

“Sugar, did you ever consider the obvious? Did you stop to think it was possible that he may have just been mentally ill? You’ve gone from A to Z with no stops in between. Why does everyone who does something you don’t understand have to be an idiot or out here capping for the Devil?”

“Because who in they right mind would just sit their ass down and just stop eatin’?”

“Exactly. You said, ‘who in their right mind?’… He wasn’t in his right mind, and it may not have been due to anything you’ve suggested.”

“Maybe it was some new fangled diet the Hollywood elite was tryin’ back then? You never know. I sure wish your great Aunt Thelma would’ve tried it, I tell ya that much. That man coulda taught her big school bus built ass a thang or two! I ain’t nevuh seen nobody eat that much in all my life, Emerald!”

“I don’t want to talk about this, Sugar.”

“And you know me,” The woman ignored her and kept right on. “I like a good home-cooked meal too, and I’m big boned and proud of it. I ain’t going to lie ’bout none of that, but my Aunt Thelma’s mouth only closed when she needed to swallow, and that was a struggle within itself. I think she even ate in her sleep. She ate air burgers and swallowed her own Zzzzz’s, mistakin’ them for zebra cakes or some shit.”

“I don’t want to discuss Aunt Thelma, who I never met but more than likely, based on your account, had an eating disorder that you are sitting here making fun of.”

“I ain’t sittin’ right now,” the woman noisily smacked her lips into the phone as if she were taking an apple to task. “I’m standing up at the kitchen sink washin’ these here grapes.”

“Fine, but unlike you, I’m going to keep focused. The bottom line is that Peter Jones might have been mentally ill, Sugar. Show some compassion. The evidence definitely points in that direction.”

“What type of mental illness?”

“Depression, and not just seasonal, either. The man was obviously suicidal and so, to me, this is an understandable conclusion.”

“But he was rich.”

“What does that have to do with anything?” Emerald tossed the paper towel in the trash and daydreamed of pouring a glass of wine, then drowning in it.

“Everything! What in the hell did he have to be depressed about? These rich White folks kill me just standin’ around lookin’ for shit to cry about and then go off themselves with pills, crazy drug overdoses, jumpin’ out windows and thangs like that. If I had just an extra $200 lyin’ around, you’d best believe I’d live to spend it! I’ll show you depressed! Depressed is bein’ in Wal-Mart and having to put half yo’ shit back ’cause you ain’t got enough to get your groceries and deodorant. Depressed is lookin’ at yo’ gas tank and prayin’ that car can just run on fumes for the rest of the week. They ain’t got no real problems! I’ll show ’em real problems! That man was crazy, I’ll give you that. Just wastin’ away, day after day like some fool, and he had all that damn money.”

“Money doesn’t create happiness, Sugar.”

“Give me a million dollars and let me see fuh myself! I bet you I’d be grinning from ear to ear until I met my maker. Just plain ungrateful!”

“Now see, this attitude of yours is one of the reasons why people who suffer from depression many times don’t talk to anyone about it until it is too late… all of this stigma.”

“If it was as bad as you say, he coulda found him a head doctor and a sandwich!”

“Sugar, depression doesn’t always work that way.”

Emerald knew a thing or two about it, and this was the one thing she’d never confessed to Sugar. As her aunt unfolded her true sentiments about the disorder, she was glad she hadn’t. Sugar simply didn’t understand. She came from a place and time where you kept your mouth and feelings shut from the world. The shit would fester and bubble in your gut, and you’d better grin and bear it. You didn’t let people see you cry unless it was at your mother’s funeral, and you didn’t dare tell anyone that things seemed gray and gloomy.

Emerald had kept her bouts with the disorder close to her heart for years. She’d struggled from time to time with feelings of dread that came out of nowhere since her teenage years. She hated it, for there was little to no warning. As she got older, sometimes she could tie the emotions to an actual event or circumstance, such as being worried for her daughter. Their relationship at times proved watery and undefined—no floor or roof, just floating in outer space. They’d once been so close, but now she struggled to hold on to that little girl who’d become a grown woman she sometimes felt she barely knew. As of late, her episodes with sorrow definitely centered on the one who’d once occupied her womb.

“And didn’t you say the historian said this Peter Jones person had some valuable books ain’t nobody found, squirreled away somewhere?”

“Sugar, I don’t know; there is a whole lot of missing information, but what I do know is my friend is enduring something that most people wish to never experience. I’m sorry it’s happening and I hope he can find a way out of this. That’s what I’m focused on right now.”

“He knew damn well that man had died up in there but he decided to poke the bear and test fate, and now he cryin’ and moanin’ about the heat bill bein’ sky high and some invisible DJ spinnin’ records, turnin’ his pad into a juke joint. Too bad! He shoulda kept his ass in New York City.”

“And I should have not answered the phone when I saw it was you calling…”

“See? That’s how these city folks are, Emerald. You one of ’em too now but hopefully you recall the values instilled in you as a child.”

“And what would you have me take from all of this, Sugar?”

“Don’t go lookin’ for trouble and you less likely to find it…”
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Something about the way the natural folds, twists, and cottony turns of the turquoise blouse brushed against her skin became a source of his increasing arousal. He let that sight marinate in his mind for a long while; the inner warmth began at the center of his skull and travelled south, clenching to his cock, and migrating all the way down to his toes. The top button of her shirt was undone, exposing a small but delightful twin scoop serving of bosom beauty. A sweet aroma from her person mingled with the other scents in his home, causing an avalanche of happy memories from when he was a bit younger. He felt as if he had the world in the palm of his hand.

He’d prepared some homemade lasagna—his specialty, one of the few things he knew he could prepare perfectly without fault. He’d used a combination of ground beef and turkey, an array of fresh seasonings, and was proud of how it had turned out. To pair with it, he’d tossed a chef salad in a large wooden bowl, the eggs sliced thin, yolks intact, juicy cherry tomatoes from the Farmer’s Market, and shredded provolone cheese. In the middle of the massive dining room, one of his favorite yet least used areas of his home, the table was set, laden with all the things he wished her to partake in. He hadn’t forgotten other odds and ends, such as a bowl of golden, toasty garlic rolls he’d picked up from a tiny mom and pop bread and biscuit bakery; however, dessert had threatened to be a casualty. In his haste, he’d forgotten to pick something up, so on a whim he’d raced off and selected a Pepperidge Farm Italian crème cake from the Target store freezer section. It would indeed do the trick.

Picking up another glass of wine, he presented it to her and stood by her side like a protective shadow. Emerald sat in the elegant high back chair upholstered in gold, a brilliant smile on her beautiful face. In front of her he’d placed ten glasses he’d pre-poured with wines for sampling. Her eyes took in the sight, and she appeared eager to embark on her taste test.

“Now, after what we’ve gone over, I want you to taste this one in particular and tell me what you notice about the Wildhaven Untamed versus the Montoya Cabernet.”

He handed it to her and she took it, gave it a faint sniff, swirled it about, then inhaled it once again. Her full, burgundy painted lips parted and she took a delicate taste. Placing the glass on the table, she brought another one to her lips and did the same. After a few reflective moments, she turned to him, her chin high and confidence dancing in her eyes.

“The Wildhaven Untamed is less sweet than the Montoya Cabernet. The Untamed has a bit of a woodsy flavor, too.”

“Very good!” He smiled smugly like a professor whose student made him proud. She was a quick study, indeed. “That’s all true, every word of it. Which do you think you’d prefer if you had to choose between the two?”

“Hmmm, that’s a hard one.” Not as hard as my dick got when I spied your ass before I pulled out your chair, but whatever… “I like them both differently.”

“So, you’re a two-timer?” he joked, sliding in the chair beside her.

Her jaw dropped for a split second before she sported a grin at his double meaning.

“I’m speed dating these wines, so yes.” She nodded with a cute laugh. “I get around… at least for tonight.”

“I bet this Peter Michael, ‘Au Paradis’ Cabernet Sauvignon Oakville will make an honest woman of you yet.” He grabbed a glass he’d set to the far right and handed it to her. She did just as he’d taught her, enjoying the bursting bouquet.

“Oh…my…goodness.” Her eyes rolled back in a dramatic gesture and her enthusiasm pierced the air with bubbly exuberance.

“It’s good, isn’t it? One of my all time favorites in the last two years. This is only 2012. I’d purchased an entire case of the stuff.”

“This is the best red wine I’ve ever had, hands down! This is what I want with my dinner tonight.” She waved the empty glass in his direction, prompting him for more. “You’ve been holding out on the good stuff.”

“No, not at all.” Pulling in a little closer to her, he wrapped his arm around her seat. He took notice of the way her gaze darted to his fingers delicately touching her shoulder. “I just save the best for last…”

“Like dessert.” She stared him in his eyes, and he stared right back.

“Depends.”

“Depends on what?” She crossed her legs and threw him a flirtatious look.

“Are you dessert?”
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN


I Can Read You Like a Book…

According to the black and white owl-faced clock above the white fireplace aglow with ivory and sea foam blue candles, she’d been there twenty-three minutes. To Emerald, however, it felt like all of five seconds. She supposed the adage was true; time truly did fly when one was having fun. As soon as she’d pulled up to the sprawling, charming property, she’d made her way up the long driveway and simply stared at the white pillars. She was duly impressed with what he’d done with the place, especially after checking online about the upkeep of the grounds over the years.

It seemed Sloan had tried with all of his might, and budget, to restore the place to its former glory. As she made her way up the steps and approached the slightly ajar front door, she tried to forget the history of the mansion and simply focused on the present. Besides, it would do no good to work herself up and allow Sugar’s terrified, ‘boogeyman gonna getcha’ worries to season her with petrifying fear. A warm, mellow glow shone from the entrance, but as she neared, it was swallowed by a giant… Sloan. He’d blocked the light, but then restored it to its proper place via a bright smile as he’d pulled the door fully open and smiled down at her, his green eyes twinkling. She’d wondered if he knew that less than ten percent of the population had green eyes…

Stopped in her tracks, eyes locked on each other, he’d wrapped his big, warm, muscular arms around her in a heated embrace. And damn, did he smell good…

Moments later, he’d taken her on a quick tour of the home. Each room was decorated to perfection, like something out of a museum. He confessed he’d had a professional tackle the task, stating it wasn’t his forte. He wanted his home to be a place his children and grandchildren would often to come to visit.

Then, he’d led her to the dining room with promises of an Italian feast she couldn’t wait to dive into, the mouthwatering smell of the food filling up the entire house, causing her stomach to rumble with anticipation. Sloan wasn’t Italian, but he’d cooked a lasagna he guaranteed would make her fall in love with him.

His words, not hers, though she appreciated his sentiment all the same. After a delightful lecture on wine tasting that he somehow made to sound fascinating, he now offered a full spread of samplings from an assortment of wines, then requested she choose a winner from the selection. She did as requested and in no time flat, he let it be known he had more than food in mind.

“Dessert? You see me as dessert?”

“The appetizer, main course, and dessert, too. I want it all.” Sloan leaned in to slide his lower lip along her earlobe. She trembled at the touch…had to force her body to quiet down. In a moment, he pulled back, his brow arched, his lips slightly ajar, and his slow gaze moving over her, studying her, taking her all in.

“I guess I shouldn’t have said that. I can see I’ve made you uncomfortable.”

“It’s all right.” She smiled ever so slightly as her body kept heating up with his saucy declarations. “And it doesn’t make me necessarily uncomfortable. I just don’t think—”

“I’m rushing things? You’re not ready for that. … I understand.” He sighed, then rose to his feet. “Let me get dinner on the table, okay?”

“Well, let me help you!” She started to rise from her seat.

“No, no, no… I’ve got it. You just stay right there, enjoy your wine.” He pointed at the glass before her. “I’ll be right back,” he said with a wink, and left.

Emerald rested her arms on the table and crossed her ankles, falling into a safe place of tranquility as she swirled her glass of wine to and fro. The smells from the food were downright cruel at this point, taunting her, the quiet and warmth of the house creeping into her bones, feeling so good.

She didn’t get a sense of unease, or any sensation suggesting terrible ghosts drifted about… nothing of the like. In fact, she felt beyond welcomed. She felt at peace; and yet, she didn’t have the right words to express to Sloan in the way she wished that he hadn’t made her feel uncomfortable in any way. There were just things on her mind, troubling things, confusing things… things that didn’t quite make for a romantic mood. Sugar had pushed the wrong buttons, drudging up stuff she didn’t want to entertain.

Photos of Sloan’s children hung all around, and she was envious of the closeness he shared with them, wishing that she, too, could have that with her own daughter. Suddenly, out the corner of her eye, she noticed some movement. She quickly looked up, yet nothing was there. It was as if someone had hurriedly walked past, yet she knew it couldn’t have been Sloan. Noises were coming from the kitchen, and he’d told her they were alone in the house. Cocking her head to the side, she slowly rose from her seat, her attention piqued.

She took a step, and then another, until she was in the foyer area. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary. To her right rose the vast staircase, twisting and turning like hand-tied black and white silk. Right in front of her, across the way, stood the office. She hadn’t yet gone inside, but he’d pointed it out during the quick, impromptu tour upon her arrival. Two double French doors were framed by heavy, deep red curtains, layered over a sheer white pair. She remembered him saying he’d recently changed the curtains per the house designer’s suggestion, but to him, it had made no difference. The doors, albeit beautiful, allowed no light and no sneak peeks of what existed beneath the veil.

Finding herself drawn to the room, she walked over and placed her hand upon the tempered glass. She shuddered immediately upon contact. The door was cold, like a Siberian hard winter, as if an invisible, quiet industrial size freezer were set on full blast on the other side. She’d never felt such a thing in her life, and it rippled through her core.

“What’s up?” came a deep, rumbling voice.

She jumped in her skin and placed her hand across her heart at the sound of his voice. The handsome fellow stood only a few feet away from her with a small wine colored towel draped across his arm like some waiter at a fine restaurant.

“Um, nothing.” She shook her head, pairing it with a happy-go-lucky smile. “I take that back. There is something. I just thought… thought I’d seen something.”

“Well,” he said. “You know the deal.” He smirked, though his expression was pinched with trepidation, as if he feared she might flee. “You probably have. That’s weird though. Up until now, since I’ve been living here that is, I’m the only who’s actually seen anything, just like I told you. Mike, my son, some of my other friends… my agent has even been by a few times, but nobody has seen anything except me. It’s strange, ya know? Not sure why that is; made me feel like everyone would think I’m a liar. I hate to say this. But I’m kinda glad you did… now I don’t feel so crazy.” He laughed nervously.

“I can totally understand that. You said it doesn’t happen to you every day though…just most days.” She shrugged. “Oddly enough, I don’t feel uncomfortable. I mean, it was strange, but I really can’t put my emotions into words… I don’t feel threatened, or even scared, if you get where I’m coming from.”

He nodded in understanding.

“It… he… whatever it is won’t bother you though,” he said matter–of-factly, as if he were in the know.

“And how do you know that for certain?” She crossed her arms over her chest, catching a bit of a chill in the air that seemed to begin a slow migration into the rest of the area.

“That’s a good question, but I just know. I can’t explain it to you, but it’s like when someone tells you something will be okay, and you trust ’em. Nothing has been said to me, but it’s like when I was cooking dinner; I got a feeling of reassurance that you wouldn’t be bothered. I even asked that you not be.” He chuckled nervously.

“Thank you for your request,” she said, amused.

“Yeah, I would’ve never let you come over in the first place if I thought something bad would happen. Matter of fact, since you’ve been here, things feel less heavy, if that makes any sense. He must like you.” He spoke in a joking tone, though she could see in her eyes that he meant what he said.

What type of relationship was he forming with this entity? Was “relationship” even the proper term for such a supernatural occurrence? It seemed Sloan had not only accepted what was happening, but had made peace with it, as well.

Perhaps it was all an act, designed to make her feel more at ease. His eyes seemed sincere enough as he took hold of her arm and led her back into the dining room, pulled out her chair, then sat across from her. The table now had a large pan of bubbling, cheesy lasagna on it, a heavenly aroma perfuming the air. He cut the thing into perfect rectangles, fixed her a plate, and placed it before her. When she stuck her fork in, the cheese dripped through the metal prongs as she lifted it to her lips.

Sloan busied himself with his own plate, making quick work of the meal while she, on the other hand, took her sweet time, savoring the delicate and robust flavors that mingled perfectly together. After two bites, she was a believer.

“This is so delicious, Sloan. You really outdid yourself,” she stated around a third mouthful of the gooey, delectable comfort food.

“Thank you, baby.”

Her insides warmed and melted like drawn butter at the seductive expression on his face, because she knew he wasn’t even trying to turn her on…

The minutes wore hats made of laughter, and the laughter cackled until it spilled out the makings of an hour. A Ray Charles tune provided their background music, the distinctive voice belting ‘That’s What I Say’ as they spoke of work matters, such as his need to visit some of the places he wrote of; but of course, Saturn and Mars were not journeys he’d been able to find a mode of transportation to, and besides, they had no notable hotels there.

He always wrapped his words, serious and not, around a bellyful of glee; yet, she saw through him. Sloan was a reluctant walking, talking looking glass. Emerald observed his every word and move, recognizing his need to be transparent with her, as well as his desire to protect her from the ugliness inside him. Everyone was capable of a bit of malice, and despite his creativity, intelligence, and physical appearance, she was destined to see the craters in his moon, no matter how bright and magnificent he could be.

“I was thinking about something.” He grabbed his wine glass, swirled it about leisurely.

“What?” She mirrored his actions, taking her glass in her hand as well. Returning his gaze.

“I remember one evening we were on the phone, talking about our jobs, and I mentioned to you how I knew I wanted to write fiction.”

“Yes, you said you were experiencing a lot of highs and lows.”

“Yeah.” He nodded, cleared his throat, swirled his wine one more time, and took a thoughtful sip. “And one of the lows was my divorce. During that process, I wrote my second best seller, ‘The—’”

“‘The Green Eyes of Gypsy’.” She grinned. “I read it last week… excellent work, by the way.”

The man’s lips curled in a proud smile. His eyes hooded, he nodded, then raised his glass. “Thank you.” He took a sip and set it down. “So, I wrote that book in exactly fifty-two days. Never in my life had I written so much and so fast. I was certain it was going to be a disaster, but,” he said, “as you know, it wasn’t. I want to let you know, Emerald—not only are you the only woman I actually approached all on my own since my marriage ended, but you are one of the few people I’ve allowed to get this close to me in a short time. That’s not like me. I have a lot of trust issues. I smoke a lot. I have a temper, too. I think most people are stupid in this world… These are all character flaws of mine—a sense of arrogance, as my son calls it.

“I can’t help it. I know it’s wrong, but…” He shook his head as if disgusted with himself. “I seem to have it as part of my claim to fame, so to speak. I can be jealous…” Was that a loaded look he’d just given her? Loaded like that dish on the table. Loaded with unspoken intentions… “I don’t date multiple people at once and if I really like a lady, I’ll want to be with her whenever I can, and I’ll want her to try her best to be with me, too. I told you on our first date that I was a one-woman man, and I meant that. So, uh…” He wiggled about in his seat, hand on his gut, as if suddenly uncomfortable. “What do you think of that?”

‘Pusherman’ by Curtis Mayfield began to play at that moment.

“Think of you being an arrogant, jealous, chain smoker who is possessive, a workaholic, perfectionist, demanding, and works best when angry as hell and pressed against a deadline? Well, we all have our demons, now, don’t we?” She winked at the man and her words caused him to practically tumble out of his seat.

“Did jah really have to describe me like that?!” He threw up his hands. “You make me sound so bad!”

“You made yourself sound bad,” she quipped. “But at least you know these things already. Instead of trying to say that it’s just who you are though, if any of those traits or habits really bother you, then try to change them.”

“But I like being a fuck up.”

Silence reigned for a spell, then they burst out laughing.

“Sloan, you are in need of prayer, more wine, and a good shrink.” She cackled. He agreed, his amazing eyes glossy with tears of mirth.

“I am… so what about you? What stuff should I watch out for?”

“I’m sorry, but I have nothing to report. I’m perfect.” She crossed her legs and dusted off an imaginary piece of dust from her shoulder. “I thought you knew.”

“You are, but even the most perfect diamonds have a hidden, undetectable flaw. Might not be visible to the naked eye, but it’s there.”

“…I’m an emerald.”

“And I’m green with jealousy already. I wanna keep you all to myself…”

The mutual pause was stiff and unyielding as they glared at one another until they moved in unison, reaching across the table to join their hands, fingers intertwined. A burning passion like no other ignited, enveloping them.

“I grind my teeth when I’m stressed out; it caused some pretty nasty dental issues that had to be addressed. I have abandonment issues due to what my mother did to me, but I denied it most of my adult life. I struggle with religion; on the one hand, I believe in God with all of my heart, and on the other, I look at my Aunt Sugar, who I adore, and I’m afraid to pray to the same God she calls Father in Heaven. I talk shit about people under my breath at work, occasionally to their face… I’m not a good cook, just decent, and Aunt Sugar gives me hell about it. My daughter hates me sometimes, yet I can sit here with a straight face and not tell you completely why. She is the only person who makes me feel weak… ’cause I’d do anything for her, but she rejects me all the same.”

“I like how honest you’re being with me. I respect that. Our entire time knowing one another, you’ve been this way. It’s refreshing and like nothing I’ve ever seen on such a consistent basis. I actually need that. I really hate being lied to.”

“I do, too, no matter how much it may hurt.”

“So tell me some problems or flaws you think you might have in regard to friendships,” he said after a small pause. He leaned back in his seat, patiently waiting, looking cool. The music played, soothing her soul. His cigarette rested in an ashtray, the smoldering swirls flowing up and out like smoky angel wings.

“Well I’m not a jealous person, but I am territorial when it comes to people’s feelings, meaning I feel like I’m somehow responsible for how people respond to me or think of me… which is silly, I know. That trait has to do with how I was raised.”

“To try and please others, the golden book to the extreme, right?” He took a slow sip of his wine.

“Yes, my father cared what other people thought of him. He never said this, but his actions showed me the truth.” She contemplated telling all of her business, then thought better of it. “I took the death of my father, whom I was very close to, really hard… for reasons some people would never understand.”

“Try me. I’m interested.” He reached back across the table, giving her hand a gentle squeeze before relaxing again, hands linked and resting on his crossed leg at the knee.

“I… I don’t think…” She shook her head.

“Never mind. You’re not ready. But when you are, I’m here.” After another swallow of his wine, he smiled at her. “So, you’re still here, and so am I… I guess that means we still really like one another despite all these confessions.”

Their laughter wrapped around them, holding on for dear life. The conversation evolved as time wore on. The details of their jobs and relationships with friends were exposed, along with tales from college life, his growing up in Manhattan, and her explaining how she and her brother almost went over a waterfall during a summer camp adventure she’d never forget.

Along the conversational trail they travelled, she grew increasingly melancholic at the realization that eventually, she’d have to go home. Each date she had with Sloan, each conversation and all aspects of the walking myth and legend made the craving within her so strong, and the disappointment so acute when they had to part ways. Her heart began to scribe the letters of his name across it, stained with wine. Who was this man that captivated her so? The one who made her pause and delve into her own psyche, asking herself the question, ‘Why?’

Time went too fast when he was with her. The minutes felt like mere seconds. She was enamored, and feeling soft, almost hazy. A sweet smell lingered in the air, reminding her of her grandmother’s powder puff dipped in rose scented dust. Sloan was not only good company and could make a mean lasagna; he felt like an old comrade, the kind you may only speak to on occasion, but coming together felt always effortless. She fell deeply under his mystifying, lovely spell, knowing all along what was transpiring. The man was taking her down, making her fall apart, making her… fall in love. She did little to stop it… She was simply doing her part.

“So, yeah,” she said. “Remember me talking to you earlier in the week about the drama with my daughter and the whole—”

“Yeah, yeah… what’s going on with that?” He snuffed his cigarette out, then slicked a lighter out of his pocket and laid it on the table.

“Where do I begin?” She rolled her eyes. “My Nikki is coming home soon for a visit but Sugar really has no idea about any of that, you know, what I told you before.” She swallowed and grimaced, her face tight, her nose twitching. Mounting anxiety, dancing on the raised, spiky back of anger, made her want to destroy everything in her damn sight.

“So you think your Aunt Sugar wouldn’t understand? If so, as close as you two are, that’s sad to hear.”

Emerald shook her head. “If I said to that woman Jesus himself told me that he was okay with my child, she still wouldn’t believe me, even with video footage. With things like this, there is just not getting through to her. A large pepperoni pizza and keg of cold, premium beer would have better survival chances in a fraternity house.”

The man burst out laughing, throwing his head back in genuine mirth.

“That response right there is definitely my answer then.” Sliding a cigarette from a carton, he placed it between his lips, lit the thing and blew out curls of smoke. “She’s from a different generation, ya know? They’re stuck in their ways, kind of like my father was up until the day he died.” She nodded in agreement. “Let me ask you something, not to beat a dead horse or anything, but what does your aunt actually think about your daughter in general? Not her as a person, but her orientation?”

“Sloan, Sugar thinks gay people are confused. She thinks it’s hip to be gay, so people are doing it more and more for attention versus anything else. She is one of those people who believes in this whole gay agenda mess. I never felt she had to co-sign or agree with it, but she needed to be respectful and that sure as hell wasn’t going to happen. I knew it for a fact, because she’s said all sorts of things about lesbians and gay men to me and in front of me, even as a child, so when Nikki came out to me in high school, admitted what I already knew about her, there was no way I would have told Sugar. I think Nikki resented me for telling her to not say anything to my aunt about it either…thinking I was ashamed of her.”

“I have my suspicions, but why didn’t you just go ahead and tell her, Emerald?” He shrugged as he held onto his cigarette. “Sometimes we just have to be honest, just as we said before, right? It might upset someone, but that’s too bad. Besides, that’s Sugar’s problem, not Nikki’s and not yours.”

“All of that is true, but it’s a little more complicated than that.”

“Why? You could just say, ‘Sugar, Nikki is gay. Pass the potatoes.’”

That drew a smile from her.

“Because I didn’t want her calling my child and harassing her, Sloan. She’d have her crooked minister on three-way, talking about she needed a demon exorcised from her soul or some mess like that. They’d try to make her say all sorts of prayers and then, before I know it, she’d be mailing me articles about clinics that can take the homosexuality out of someone.” She gritted her teeth and shook her head. “My daughter is not confused.”

“I agree with you completely. Michelle’s best friend is gay,” he said. “Her name is Andrea and I’ve known her practically her entire life. She and my daughter have been close since they were little kids and when she came out, I don’t believe too many people were surprised. We accepted her as a member of our family, before and after. She was the exact same person, so why would we treat her differently?”

She smiled across the table at the man, pleased to hear his stance on the issue.

“That’s good, because they need a good support system and with my daughter being Black, female and gay, well… there were going to be even more challenges along the way it seems. I won’t even get into what has happened to her in the army because of it.”

The man’s lips drooped and his brows furrowed. “I can only imagine.” He shook his head, clearly disappointed in words unshared.

“We’ve bumped heads as of late because she thought I was ashamed of her.” She sighed. “No, it wasn’t that. I was trying to protect her, Sloan. She just doesn’t get it. I have no reason to want to hide my child or any part of who she is. I just know I’d go to prison if someone hurt her… but she… she just doesn’t get it.” She blinked a few budding tears away as the emotions threatened to wash her face clean. “She thinks because she’s strong, everyone else should be. What Nikki doesn’t understand is that she can be strong because some of us are in the background fightin’ so she is able to stand tall.”

Sloan nodded, admiration and understanding in his eyes.

“Let’s switch gears. This conversation is exhausting me.”

“Hmmm, I definitely don’t want you to grow tired from anything we discuss.”

She looked at him for a spell, certain that a sexual innuendo lay somewhere in between there, or at least she hoped so… “You had mentioned your father a few times in some of our other conversations, and again you brought him up tonight. Can you tell me more about your parents? I’m curious.”

“All right.” He took a deep breath, crossed his arms over his chest and drew quiet, as if trying to find the right words to begin his tale. “My father was very particular, Emerald. He was a perfectionist. That’s not necessarily bad within itself, but it became unmanageable. You see, nothing was ever good enough, and so I worked very hard for his approval, which I seldom received.”

Emerald nodded in understanding, not the least bit surprised by Sloan’s confessions. A man like him didn’t become so tough overnight; that took years of molding.

“Everything I did I worked very hard at, even now, and it’s because of that. He was old fashioned, hypocritical. I guess we all are in some regard. Like, I tell my son all the time not to do certain things, you know? He’s grown, but I still tell him… And I did those things, too.” He placed his cigarette down in the ashtray.

“Like what?” She enjoyed probing the man’s mind, finding out what lay just below surface.

“Like telling him not to smoke weed, but I smoked it practically all through college. I told ’im not to run around with a bunch of women as it would only lead to trouble like unwanted pregnancies and diseases, but I’d done the same thing before I met his mother. In this whole honesty business and getting to know one another, I cannot tell you how many women I’d slept with before meeting my ex-wife, and I’m not proud of that, Emerald. You and I discussed this sort of thing previously, our sexual history, yadda, yadda, yadda.” She nodded. “It upsets me actually that I was being so reckless at his age, but there’s nothin’ I can do about it.” He scratched at the corner of his eyebrow and continued. “I can tell you how many after my divorce, because the number is so small.”

“You stated it was two when we spoke of our sexual conquests on the phone.”

He chuckled. “Glad to see you’re paying attention, but before that… forget about it!”

“Literally.”

They both burst out laughing until he drew serious once again.

“I blame some of that on the wild parties I used to throw before I got married, but anyway, I’m a hypocrite and my kids know it. It makes me feel like shit, quite honestly.” He huffed and hugged his chest again.

“As parents we can use our own mistakes to try and help our children not make the same ones, but it rarely ends up that way. They look at us like, ‘Oh, you had your fun and now you don’t want me to have any.’”

“Exactly.”

“I love Nikki so much, Sloan, and there is no doubt in my mind that you love your children, too. It’s obvious because I asked you about your own parents, but you turned it on yourself, and thought about you as a parent instead.” She placed her fork down onto her place. The zesty, rich flavors of the lasagna lingered in her throat long after she’d enjoyed the final bite. She didn’t mind; the meal had been delicious, but the memories this discussion awakened weren’t. Some were bittersweet, others laced in emotional poison. “Sorry for the interruption. I’d asked you a question then jumped in.” She smiled sheepishly.

He waved her off and resituated himself in his seat. Grabbing his cigarette, he gave it a final puff then smashed it in the ashtray, relinquishing himself of the thing.

“Nah, no problem… it’s called a discussion, not a lecture.” He winked at her, and she winked back. “Any more questions for me? I kinda like this… being interviewed by you.” He grinned seductively and she quickly looked away as a wave of lust overcame her. After a moment or two, she turned back towards him.

“Well… I haven’t heard you mention your mother yet. Is she deceased, too?”

“I don’t know, but my guess is yes.”

Her chest tightened at his answer. “What do you mean, you don’t know?”

He shrugged. “I mean just what I said. I honestly don’t know. My mother left my father when I was about four years old.”

Emerald’s mind swarmed with questions, the pressure of them digging into her skull as her heart and mind had lightning fast meetings. The similarities between them were uncanny. Sloan was no longer just boyfriend material; he was so much more… kindred spirit, indeed.

“Do you know why?” she asked, taking a meager swallow of wine.

“I have some idea. She wasn’t a drug addict or anything like that. That’s what you usually hear, you know? Nah, that’s not what happened.” He scratched at the side of his mouth, a vacant look in his eyes, as if he’d removed himself from the pain and simply became a spectator to his own life. “My father said she left us for another man, but her mother, my grandmother, told me before she died that my father was emotionally and verbally abusive to my mother and it had nothin’ to do with another guy at all.” At that moment, a piece of the puzzle inside of her head slipped over and shoved itself into its rightful place in the equation. Their lives had in fact linked, the fabric familiar, stained in the same tears.

“I can’t believe this…” She tossed her napkin off her lap onto the table and shook her head, incredulous.

“What?”

“I told you tonight that I have abandonment issues because of my mother, but I didn’t tell you why. Sloan, my mother left my father and me, too.”

His eyes narrowed on her. He rocked back in his seat, over and over, as if not convinced, or simply trying to make sense of such an odd coincidence that she’d now confirmed. She began to enjoy trying to read his mind… what a perplexing playground it must’ve been.

“That is… that is strange.” Choppy laughter rolled out from his lips… lips she desired to draw close to and press her own against, feel the warmth and smoke all at once.

“It is!” She laughed nervously in return. “Of all the things to have in common, right?”

“Yeah, that’s wild, Emerald. So, what happened?” He seemed to settle down, the color returning to his cheeks.

“Well, she left my father because she was overwhelmed with being a wife and mother, from what she told me years later. It was nothing anyone did to her, per se. My father had told me the same thing—he didn’t embellish or talk bad about her, though I would’ve understood if he had.”

Sloan lowered his head, deep in thought. Before she could ask if he was okay, he looked back at her, pure sadness on his face.

“My little sister, Bea, had sickle cell. She was quite ill and I think my mother couldn’t take the pressure of that, either. She just wasn’t a strong person. Whenever something went wrong, she’d run. Soon after she left, my sister died. My father was never the same after that.”

“I’m sorry…” He reached back across the table, beckoned for her hand and held it tight.

“It’s all right… Bea was so young. So was I, but I still remember her. Anyway, my mother left her eldest child—my brother who she’d had from her first marriage—me, my sister, and my father…just up and gone one day. No one heard from her in years after she’d disappeared. I didn’t talk to my mother again until I was thirty-six. By then, she was very ill. She reached out to us, my brother and I, tracked us down, and I spent some time with her before she passed.” She drew quiet for a moment, drowning in memories. “You know what always perplexed me throughout this whole thing?”

“What?” He squeezed her hand.

“When I saw her for the first time after all those years, I thought I’d feel a certain way. Like, maybe… happy? Or possibly even angry, you know?”

“Yeah.”

“Sloan, I felt nothing at all.” Her shoulders fell limp as she shook her head, disappointed in herself all over again. “I surmised that’s how I’d look when I got older and kept it moving. I didn’t cry, didn’t get upset. I just reached out and hugged her like she was some child who’d dropped their candy on the ground. She was the one who ended up all undone, emotional. I didn’t feel nothin’ for her at all, and I think that’s what scared me the most. I questioned myself, asked myself, ‘What happened to me?’” She pointed at her chest.

“What can cause a woman to be abandoned by her mother, to not see or hear from her and then, when she does, not care about that at all? I consider myself to be a loving person, you know? A good person… I care, I give a damn. But this…” She lowered her head and shook it. “This was nothing like me. But it was all a lie, I guess. I cared so much that I didn’t want to acknowledge it at all. It was then that I realized I had abandonment issues, so I wanted to be the one to do the leaving if things ever looked like they were spiraling out of control—beat people to the punch, so to speak.

“I had never realized this until all those years later. The countless relationships I’d ended if the guy looked like he was going to start acting crazy. Beforehand, I always blamed it on other shit, but it was me, more times than not. I was running away, just like my mother… before it all went up in smoke. Once I saw I was doing that, I got a hold of the situation and stopped. I began to forge lasting friendships, talk them out and stay the course. It was like I had to completely retrain my brain to be what it was supposed to be like in the first place. I just don’t give up on people anymore… I can’t, because it was never supposed to be a part of my makeup in the first place.” She raised her head and met his gaze. “I looked at my mother, Sloan… and she was just… there. She might as well have been some stranger.”

“She was.” Sloan’s eyes reflected her image, broadcasting a view of her inner workings, which she’d never exposed in such a manner. “The woman you recalled was gone, Emerald. See,” he said, releasing her fingers and staring thoughtfully at his big hands. “The person you saw was the lady who gave birth to you. She didn’t raise you. Your father did; he did all the work.”

“You’re one hundred percent right.”

“You’d already mourned the loss of your mother. The anger, sadness—all of that happened during your childhood. You’d processed it for the most part, and moved on.” She nodded in agreement. “Moving on doesn’t make you heartless or a bad person, Emerald… it makes you smart. It makes you human. Self-preservation is within you, and that gives you stability. Holding on to that sort of pain is counterproductive. Anything we have,” he said, “anyone we love, then lose, whether we wanted to let them go or not, we gotta accept the truth about the situation first, then we have to feel all the emotions, the pain, the love, the confusion. We have to stand to the side of the issue, in front of it, behind it, below and above it. We’ve got to figure out what happened and be grateful for the experience, no matter how much it hurt. It’s a process.”

He picked up his lighter and twirled it about between nimble fingers. Around and around it went, captivating her while his deep, smooth voice coated the words, lulling her into a peace she grasped onto with both hands, never wishing to release.

“Like a grieving process,” she finally whispered, coming slightly out of the trance he’d put her in.

“It’s exactly like a grieving process.” He smiled ever so slightly.

“I think I felt quite a bit of guilt about that, all the same.”

“I can understand that.”

“I still feel protective of her, too, even after all of these years, for some reason. I think it’s because of the culpability, like me trying to make amends for not loving her the way a daughter should love a mother. It was a generic form of love, not sincere. The kind bred from obligation, but you’re right. You’re so right, Sloan. She wasn’t my mother, not in the sense she was supposed to be, but because family is important to me…” She ran her hand slowly across her chest, crumpling the fabric of her blouse along the way. “I just couldn’t be okay with my reaction. It’s bothered me, even after all this time. Made me think there was something sickening and ugly inside of me.”

“There is absolutely nothing, and I mean nothing, ugly about you…” He took her hand again and held it tight. His grip was strong, almost painful; yet, the feeling bordered on comfort. He looked at her so intensely, his eyes like beacons of light shining straight through the lacey layers of her soul.

“Thank you.”

“I owe you the thanks.”

She looked down at her tan pants, the corners of her mouth curled in a gracious grin.

“Thank you for agreeing to come over tonight, and have dinner with me,” he added. Looking slowly back his way, she took notice of a well of warmth emanating from his eyes. The vibrant green had mellowed in the mix of candlelight and streams of moonlight that caressed the room via the large window, partially shielded in thick, deep purple drapes. “Some people would have freaked out and flat out refused after what you know about this place, and well…” He clicked his tongue against his inner jaw, his brow arching ever so slightly. “I suppose rightfully so.”

She ran her hands up and down her thighs as she wove thoughts into words. “Honestly, my Aunt Sugar was quite concerned when I told her I was coming over but—”

“Wait.” He traced the edge of the glass ashtray, a mischievous grin creasing his face. “You told your Aunt Sugar about me?”

“Yeah, so what?” She smirked, knowing full well what he was driving at.

“Whaddaya mean, ‘So what?’” he mocked, followed by a husky burst of laughter. “It means I’m in!” He pumped his fist playfully in the air, drawing a burst of mirth from her. “We’re a thing, an item! You want me… I knew it,” he teased with a sultry wink.

“How do you figure that?” She squelched a giggle by sinking her teeth into her lower lip and bearing down.

“ ’Cause Aunt Sugar causes you a lot of grief, but you love her a lot and the things you bother tellin’ her are important to you.”

“You got all of that from the little I told you about her? You read into things too much, Mr. Author.” This time, the laughter couldn’t be held back.

“You like me… you like me a hell of a lot.” He crossed his arms over his chest. “Just admit the shit so we can move on.”

His superciliousness sickened her. “All right! You’re right.” She saved herself from drowning before it was too late.

“I know I am,” he stated smoothly as he lit another cigarette, leaving it hanging between his fingers. He turned to the side in his seat, as if about to sleep off a hangover. “I’d like to meet your Aunt Sugar one day.”

“She’s crazy. But she’s one of those people that don’t know she’s crazy. She thinks everyone else is out of their mind except her. I got lucky for a while. She wouldn’t call me during a thunderstorm, even if she is on a cell phone. So I tried to start tellin’ her it was raining all the time and that kept our calls down but then she started watching the National Weather Channel. She’s on to me now.”

They both burst out laughing.

“You’re funny… that’s great.” He said the words slowly, real lazy like. His eyes hooded and the seductive nature of his expression tore her to lust-filled shreds.

“Yeah, you told me that before.”

“I know I did…but sometimes we need to be reminded about how wonderful we are, and how we make people feel.” They stewed in a bit of silence as he brought his wine glass up to his lips and seemed to savor the flavor of the very last drop. “Emerald?”

“Yes?”

“How do I make you feel?”

He said the words so simply, but her pussy throbbed with the effortlessness of the utterance and turned it into something wicked.

“Let’s see, how can I put this?” She tapped her lower lip with her index finger as she kept her gaze on him. “What makes me tense is how open you are; yet, I always feel like no matter how much we discuss, share with one another, I still know so little about you.”

“And that’s why we’re getting to know one another, spending time, developing our connection more and more.”

“You’re right. That’s the purpose of us dating, this entire process we’re doing.” They stopped talking for a bit, growing comfortable in the extended silence. “You know what you remind me of?” she asked after a while.

“What?”

“You remind me of an exceptional gold bound book that you notice sitting all by itself, covered in dust, on a big shelf in an old library. Glints of sunlight from a broken skylight beam down on it, bringing it to your attention. It looks magical and heavy, as though it holds the answers to the world’s problems, just by its appearance alone. You walk over to it, stroll over to it actually, tryna act real cool like you don’t even notice it. Before long, you grab a step stool, stand on it, and stretch your arm as far as it will go to pull that book down. It almost lands on top of your head.

“You feel the heftiness of the thing, its power right in your hands. You recognize it could bowl you right over, but it doesn’t. It seems to situate itself just right in your grip, and you no longer know who is holding who… You open it, turn to the very first page. The ink is faded in some spots, like it’s tryna play hide and seek with the meanings, make things hard for you, but before you finish that first page, the text turns black and crystal clear. You begin to really get into it.” She moved her fingers as if flipping sheets. “But you are never able to reach the end of that book, Sloan. No matter how hard you try.

“You see, when you believe you are almost finished, there is yet another chapter that was never mentioned in the Table of Contents. But you’re grateful for it; what a wonderful surprise, because you’re enjoying the heart of the story and a part of you never wants those butterflies in your gut to stop fluttering, the lust to turn sour or the words, ‘The End’ to ever show their disappointing faces.

“But you’re a realist, and you’re honest, and you know the truth. You were born knowing the truth, each breath you took was a struggle, yet you never knew why. It was all a lesson though, reminding you just how precious life was, and how each page is a day of our lives that none of us can get back. Everything in this world has a termination period. Everything has a final chapter, Sloan. Hatred, loathing, even evil and good in this world… Love is the only thing that never perishes.”

The man stared at her without even blinking. She had no idea where these words that poured out of her mouth were coming from, but she needed to say them, let him know how he made her feel.

“It just goes from person to person, carrying on the legacy. So inside, you break down a little, because you’re falling in love with that book…”

“…And that book is falling in love with the one who holds it,” he finished for her.

She swallowed at his words, his confession meshing into her own.

“Sloan, those moths that have eaten some of the pages became a part of the experience. They’re called your character flaws… and I accept them, ’cause everything I’ve seen inside that book is fine, so far is so good, right and real—and a few bitten pages mean nothing in the grand scheme of things. But now, you’re back at square one. The end is coming… it always does.”

Her voice cowered within her throat, afraid of the next words she’d dare to emit, but she kept the course despite it all. “Like my first marriage ending, crashing to the ground in a depressing heap. I chose someone knowing in advance it wouldn’t work; that way, I wouldn’t be surprised. I now avoid endings, so much so that what I do in my spare time for the love of it is what tells the truth of what lives inside my broken heart.” Tears budded in her eyes as she spoke, working each utterance hard, a verbal grind to the bone.

“Keep going…” he begged, his request urgent, as if he needed it just as much as she did.

“I restore old furniture, trying to give it new life so it, too, can live on and on…” If she didn’t know any better, she would’ve sworn that Sloan’s eyes glossed over, yet she ignored that suspicion, didn’t want to make a scene about it; besides, she was barely hanging on herself…

“And I’m attracted to the beauty and wisdom in others. Wisdom is sexy to me; it means the person knows something. It means you can feed my mind, not just my body with a wonderful home-cooked meal, but you can feed my soul, too. You have both of those things, Sloan… beauty and wisdom, and you’ve got pain and distress too, so…” She swallowed. “So those book moths are bitin’, but you let me see it, the pages all tattered on the ends. At the same time, your cover is impeccable and your story is enriching, addictive, and downright delicious.”

He swiped at his eye so fast, the motion was a blur. He looked away from her, but she could see the smile on his face.

“I’m attracted to you beyond the physical, Sloan. It’s been a while since I felt so connected to someone in a romantic sort of way. I don’t want it ruined, or for it to burn out prematurely. I’m tryna be cautious, but not afraid, if that makes any sense… so I keep on reading, and I don’t worry about when ‘The End’ comes because I just enjoy turning the pages, and right now, that’s good enough for me.”

“Are you uh, are you sure you’re not a writer, too? You have a way with words.”

A warm glow spanned her cheeks. “I’m not a writer, but I admire those who are.”

“I want you all to myself.” His husky, deep voice rumbled inside her spirit, shook it with an iron grip.

“All to yourself?” She repeated behind a swallow, knowing damn well what he was driving at.

“I know that earlier tonight you felt like I was moving too fast, but I’m no longer convinced I read you right.” A mischievous gleam twinkled in his eyes.

“You hadn’t,” she said lightly.

“Good.” He scratched his inner elbow distractedly and exhaled a deep breath. “So, it looks like you’re stayin’ the night.” He tossed his napkin onto the table.

“Looks that way.” She swallowed. Hard. “My Aunt Sugar is going to call me a whore.”

“Well, what Aunt Sugar doesn’t know won’t hurt her…”
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN


The Naked Truth

Swirls of cherry incense filled the air as he closed the drapes in his bedroom. “Lowdown” from Boz Scaggs played on the radio. Emerald had disappeared into his master suite bathroom, closing the door behind her. He carefully removed his Rolex watch from his wrist, laid it on the nightstand and unbuttoned his shirt. He slid it off, then placed it on the back of his desk chair. He took his sweet time undressing as he swayed his hips to the music. On the dresser he’d set two glasses of wine, just in case.

“That’s a good song!” Emerald called out from behind the sounds of gushing water.

“Yeah it is! Maxim has some really good radio stations. I’m impressed.” He sat on the edge of the bed and removed his shoes and socks, taking note of the ridges left behind from the elastic of the things. He grimaced.

“Oh yes! We’ve had some great singers start out here. Motown used to come here and literally shop for talent.”

“That’s amazing.” He removed his pants, kicking them off to the side. “So you’re a real music fan, huh? That’s good. So am I.”

“Definitely. My radio in my car and townhouse is on all the time if I’m not playing my own records… Records? Yeah, I play records!” She laughed.

“I have a record player still, too. Our kids don’t know what they’re missing.” He chuckled as he stood and flipped the covers back. “The O’Jays, Steely Dan, Ambrosia… the list of my favorite bands goes on and on.”

“I knew you had good taste in music on our first date.” Just then, the bathroom door opened. “You were playing music in your car when you drove away.” She stood there in the over-sized shirt he’d given her, her hair tucked behind her ear. She’d washed off all of her makeup and a natural glow bloomed across her cheeks. The sight of her left him speechless.

“Are you okay?” She smiled at him as she walked over to the bed, and lay down with him.

“Yeah.” Scooting close to her, he wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled her to him. “You’re gorgeous… I’m serious, Emerald. I mean, I knew that before, I’ve told you many times, but you look so good without makeup too, you know that?”

“Thank you.” Her cheeks plumped at his compliment.

“Not that you looked bad with it,” he said sheepishly. “It’s just that… wow… you look so much younger than you are, especially without the lipstick.” He ran his fingers along her cheek, admiring her beauty up close and personal. “You must have a hell of a beauty regimen.”

“Not really. Black don’t crack.”

He burst out laughing at her declaration, and nodded in agreement.

“Well, all I know is I have a stunning woman in my bed and I plan to do… some real… nasty things… to ’er…”

Adjusting her on her back, he lay on top of her and bent down to deliver light kisses all along her neck. Their bodies created a cocoon of warmth, the kind he’d craved from her for so long. He stroked up her shoulder and curled his hand behind her neck. Pressing his lips onto hers, he slicked his tongue within her mouth and worked it slow and steady. With his free hand, he explored her body, paying close attention to her breathing, her scent, her sounds…

He cupped her left breast over the material of the shirt, then reached for the hem, raising the thing up. Eyes closed, he focused on feeling the contours of her supple skin, trailing a hand up her curves to cover her nipple with his palm. Running a trail of kisses down her chin, he made his way to the hardened, dark bud. He took it in his mouth, drawing a loud sigh from her. His heart rate increased tenfold when small, delicate fingers played in his hair. King Harvest provided a beautiful background, crooning, ‘Dancing in the Moonlight.’

Taking her left breast in both hands, he tasted the soft flesh, overdosing on her pleasure, her moans and sighs, as he sucked her harder and harder. Abruptly snatching away from him, she lifted her shirt over her head, tossed it on the floor, then settled back into position. Without wasting a second, he gave the same attention to her right breast while massaging her shoulder and administering light caresses up and down her arm.

“Harder…” she groaned, urging him on.

He followed her commands, sucking her nipple harder and gently nibbling the flesh. Pulling her to him, he let her feel his erection. His boxer briefs were almost painfully constricting as they fought with his dick, with barely any room to spare as he grew more and more aroused.

“You’re so fucking beautiful, baby!” He slid his hand between her hot thighs, up and down her closed pussy, going crazy off the sexy sounds she made every time he tenderly touched her flesh. Sitting up on his elbow, he inserted his finger slowly inside of her. She winced as he slowly worked it farther up until it was fully within her. Gliding his thumb delicately over her clit, he finger fucked her with a slow rhythm. Anticipation hung in the air.

“I just want to make you feel good, baby…” he slurred, speeding up his rhythm, opening up her soft and tight confines.

“You are, baby…believe me… you are…” she gasped, her voice listless, as if she didn’t quite have the strength to finish her thought.

Emerald fluttered then rolled her eyes, then closed them. Her hips met his movements, and he paused to kiss her navel, then resumed a fast pace. He could tell by her tight walls she’d not had sex in a while, so he wanted to take his time… watch his stride, give her insurmountable gratification. Soon, he was able to graduate to two fingers. He worked them within her as he would his cock, loving the intense faces she made as he drove her to orgasm.

“Mmmmm!” Moments later, she tensed and dug her nails into his forearm. He kept on, driving his digits in and out of her until he felt her gush of warmth coat them, raining out onto the bed, below her shaking, gyrating ass. “Oh shit!” the woman hissed between clenched teeth, her back arched and her muscles locked. She poured down, soaking him with appreciation. He kept right on, ensuring she’d given all that she could. Opening her eyes, she smiled up at him, then burst out laughing, causing him follow suit.

“What? What’s so funny?” he asked with a big smile.

“It’s been so long since I came that hard, even with my vibrator.” They both laughed a bit more, feeling silly, feeling comfortable, incredibly horny and helplessly in love…

“Well, then I did my job. You have to tell me what you like, so I can do it for you.” He straddled her, looping strands of her hair around his index finger before laying a kiss on the bridge of her nose.

“I like cake and ice cream, the beach and—”

“I’m serious.” He laughed lightly, amused at her joke nevertheless. “I want you to tell me how you like to be touched…rubbed… sucked…fucked. I want to hit all six of your cylinders each and every goddamn time.”

Her smile slowly dissipated. “Hmmm, wow… do you know I’ve never been asked that before, actually?”

“Well,” he said, giving her a gentle kiss on the lips. “There’s a first time for everything, right?”

“Looks that way…”

He started to slowly drift down her body, kissing as he journeyed her soft, feminine form. Wrapping a hand around her thighs, he pushed her legs farther open, eliciting a throaty sigh. He peered at her pussy, taking in the way the pretty lips glistened from her sweet secretions. He pushed his finger inside of her once again, removed it, then sucked it clean.

“Oh my God…” she panted when he pressed his mouth urgently against her pussy, running his tongue up and down the wet slit in fast, pressure-filled zigzags. “Shit…I like that!” Her fingers combed harshly through his hair. “I can tell you… that much! Oh God…yes!”

He tasted her, savored her, devoured her whole. Slippery sweetness coated his lips as he swallowed her essence and he was certain his mustache and beard was drizzled with her delight.

“Sloan… damn!” She bucked beneath him, making a mess of his bed.

“I love eating your pussy, Emerald. I love giving pleasure to you, baby … and you taste so damn good. You’re in trouble… I’m going to want to eat you all the time now… Mmmm!” His voice sounded muffled as he spoke between sucks and licks, and overdosing on her nectar. Soon, he felt the woman trembling beneath him and screaming out nasty words wrapped around his name. He kept the course, pinning her in place and ravishing the hell out of her.

“Oh shit!” Her liquid love dripped in his beard and down the crack of her ass. He kept on going, long after she’d subsided, resting beneath him, a lovely aftershock here and there making her muscles stiffen, then relax. When he’d had his fill, he laid a tender butterfly kiss on each of her inner thighs, climbed slowly back up her body, and nestled his chin between the crook of her neck and the soft side of her face. He heard a light giggle that warmed his heart as she gently stroked the back of his neck.

“You’re addictive… You can work that tongue, can’t you?”

Not saying a word, he laid tiny pecks along the edge of her ear and admired her beauty from various angles. “You smell good… what perfume do you wear, baby?” he questioned between kisses.

“Um, today I believe I put on my ‘Lovely’ by Sarah Jessica Parker.”

“It’s a fitting name. The scent suits you, too… works well with your chemistry.”

“Thank you. You smell good, too, but you always do.” She pressed her lips against his cheek, and he beamed with a proud smile. After a long sigh, he propped himself up on his elbow. Running his hand along her shoulder, slowly back and forth, he glanced lazily down at her. Without another word, he wedged himself between her legs and spread her thighs far apart, eliciting a feminine pant to the tune of Ambrosia’s ‘You’re the Only Woman’, which now played in the room. Wrapping the sheets snugly around his waist, he pulled his boxers down and off him and kicked them towards the foot of the bed.

He rose up on his knees, exposing himself to her. Gripping his cock, he stroked it, letting her see as she sat up a bit to get a better view. He stifled the urge to laugh when she wasted no time checking out his goods. Emerald first stared, then she squinted, and after that, her eyes widened like saucers. Gasping, she pointed at the damn thing and bounced up and down in the bed.

“Oh, hell no!”

“That is so rude!” he teased, trying his damndest to not burst out laughing from her reaction.

“I don’t give a shit what it is! You aren’t sticking that damn thing in me! Is that yours? I mean, is it real?” She cocked her head to the side, studying him from that angle.

“Of course it’s real! Who’s else would it be?!”

She reached out to touch it, but then seemed to second-guess herself so she drew her hand back from the thing as if it were some poisonous snake. “Boy, bye! I value my walls, okay? You aren’t gonna have me all stretched out and hobbling around on disability!” She chuckled as she tried to wiggle free from beneath him.

“But you told me black don’t crack. That means you’ll be okay!” he goaded.

He knew damn well what he had hanging between his legs; he’d been told since he was first sexually active that his dick was huge. For the most part, it worked in his favor, but every now and again he’d come across a woman like Emerald who would flat out refuse any further advances upon seeing it, at least initially.

“You’re trying to rest my ass in peace, rip me to shreds…not going to happen. No way, baby!” She frantically waved her hand around in his face. “Then I’ll be a ghost up in here, too. Dearly departed… we are gathered here…no, sir!”

“Stop it, come on now… you’re exaggerating. It’s probably just a bit bigger than average… that’s it.” He threw up his hands as if things were easy breezy.

“It’s not going to happen.” Emerald crossed her arms defiantly over her chest, but he knew she was full of shit for a glimmer of a grin creased her face.

“You’ll be fine, baby. I warmed you up… I’ll go slow. I promise.” He leaned forward and laid a sweet kiss on her lips. She looked up at him, arms still crossed and sporting a rebellious look. “All right, let me ask you something I hadn’t asked you before. It didn’t matter at the time, but it does now. When was the last time you had sex?”

“With a man or my vibrator?”

He shrugged. “Both.”

“With a man, about a year ago; with my vibrator, last week—neither of which came remotely close to what you have going on there!” She stared at his cock once again like it was someone that had crashed their nice little party. “Sloan, I’m serious. You may as well pack your friend away, and his two pals, too, because he isn’t visiting Emerald Town. This place is for a population of one.” She held up one finger and paired it with a stern expression. “And that right there is at least a party of five. Sorry, you didn’t make reservations and there are no tables available.”

He couldn’t take it anymore. He burst out laughing at her antics. “Emerald, this is ridiculous. Come on, now.”

He ran his hand up and down her arm, but she maintained her uncompromising stance.

“Sloan!” She shook her head. “You have to warn someone about shit like this! You said nothing!”

“Oh really? If I had told you, ‘Hey baby, I have a big cock,’ you would’ve either not believed me or accused me of bragging or maybe even being inappropriate. I’ve never gone around telling people about the size of my manhood; it’s just not something I think about all the time. Look, I promise, promise, promise that I will go slow. I will be extra cautious, super gentle.” She huffed and turned away, but he could see she was having fun. “Come on, now. I’m not the biggest you’ve seen… you can handle this.” She shot him a glance as he ran his hand over it as if it were a puppy in need of petting. Grimacing, she turned away once again.

“You’re right. You’re not the biggest I’ve seen, Sloan. The one that tops yours belongs to a retired porn star by the name of Long Dong Silver from the 1970s but this is not a movie. That’s not a tricky camera angle or prosthetic and my vagina is not a damn trampoline.” Now he was cracking up so hard, his eyes welled with tears. “I have hot flashes, things don’t warm up as fast as they used to, and if you think I am going to end my stint of celibacy with something that looks eerily similar to a log, you have another thing coming. I’m not a lumberjack and my name is not Timber, so take that fallen tree somewhere else!”

Sloan was certain he was turning red in the face as he fell languidly onto his back and looked up at the ceiling, his stomach caving and crunching from the hilarity of it all. He was practically choking on his own spit as Emerald went on and on, giving reason after reason why he wasn’t allowed to touch her with his ten foot pole. He ran a loose hand over his ribcage, trying to steady himself from laughing, but it proved near impossible. She was so damn dramatic. Though his ego was beautifully stroked from her humor, he much preferred to stroke the insides of her sweet pussy if just given a chance. The warmth of her hand touched his thigh, bringing him out of his thoughts. He soon realized she was also laughing, but no sound coming out of her mouth as she tried to catch her breath. It started him going again; both laughed so hard, there seemed to be no end in sight.

But, alas, he’d had enough of her stalling.

On a sigh, he got up on all fours, pushed her down with the palm of his hand and kicked her legs open with a toss of his knee before settling between her thighs. Her smile slowly dissipated and things got serious. He ran his fingers gingerly through her thick tresses as he pressed his need into her plush pussy lips. The head of his cock glided against her zone, praying to reach the deepest depths inside of her.

They simply stared into each other’s eyes, enjoying each other to the fullest. Sloan worked his finger back inside her and after a short spell, he kissed her until he couldn’t control himself any longer. He pushed the head of his cock inside her and moved it in and out, swaying his pelvis from side to side. The woman moaned and cooed, her thighs squeezing his waist, her grip taut with tinges of nervousness in her jerky movements. He brought her hips flush to his body as he delivered short, gentle thrusts, watching her the entire time, making sure she was okay, pacing himself just right. Much to his delight, she matched his tempo, moved like a dream, elegantly receiving him. He kissed her forehead, then the tip of her nose. She looked up at him with such an expression. Damn, he loved her eyes.

The woman’s pussy was amazingly tight, but with the proper lovemaking technique and a bit of patience, he’d have her wide open and dripping wet soon enough. He pushed a bit more of himself inside her, and about lost his mind at the sensation when her walls closed in on him. Taking the corner of her pillow in his grip, he balled up the material, summoning control and trying to convince his dick not to blast off inside her so soon.

Her wet fortifications were like saturated clouds massaging his cock—enough to propel him forward, entice him toward the tempting notion of bottoming her out with little to no mercy as he went for gold. But he resisted, keeping her needs first… but damn, she felt fucking amazing. With each steady stroke, the woman became wetter, making his task to not lose his mind all the more difficult.

“Feels good to you, baby?” he whispered in her ear before delivering a kiss to her succulent lips.

She nodded and smiled up at him. “I can’t even tell you how good you feel inside of me, so let me show you.” She wrapped her arms around the back of his neck and brought him closer, layering his face with sweet kisses.

This encouraged him to work himself a little farther in. He was now half way inside.

“Pussy like fine wine…” he murmured, rendered almost speechless. “I’m getting drunk.” He plunged deeper, made her scream and claw at his back as she bumped her pelvis against his. He watched in amazement as she twisted and turned beneath him, grinding in a nasty and seductive way that would be the catalyst to his ruination.

“You’re so deep inside of me.” Her breathing was harsh and erratic. “I’ve never felt anything like this before.” She gritted her teeth and held on to him so tight, there was no way he could remove her even if he tried.

He rocked into her, immersing himself in the experience as the core of her intimate heat surrounded his dick and gave a hearty squeeze. Burying his face in her cleavage, he sucked and kissed her sweet, salty skin as his sensual shoves became more and more demanding. The headboard banged against the wall, crashing with each thrust. Just then, Looking Glass’ ‘Brandi, You’re a Fine Girl’ began to play, rolling on as an accompaniment to the sweat pouring down his face. He pushed upward, swinging his hips, deliberately brushing into her clit at each turn, trying to make the woman fall apart into a mind-bending climax as she thrashed below him. He got his wish…

Teeth sank deep into his shoulder, nails dragged across his back and neck, thighs tightened impossibly around his waist, and a raspy, feminine moan played in stereo as he brought her to orgasm, over and over again. Wrapping his ankles around hers, he braced himself to push faster inside of her, making her yell and scream obscenely beautiful things as his balls slapped loud and hard against her dripping pussy. Her bite soon broke his flesh but he didn’t care when he felt the tiny trickle of blood meander down his arm… He kept driving deep and hard inside of her until they were both screaming, shaking and sweating.

Trails of pussy tears ran down her inner thighs and onto him and the sheets as she christened him in her indebtedness. He gripped the sides of her face so hard, her lips looked squishy. When he kissed them, they tasted supremely juicy.

Running their fingers through each other’s hair, they relished each other, their bodies now one entity. The woman’s pussy kept squeezing and hugging his cock; frantic spasms ensued even as her orgasm subsided, but his had just begun. His eyes rolled back, and he simply couldn’t hold out any longer.

“You’re making me cum!” he hissed as his essence shot inside of her. “Mmmm!” His body seized up, then rocked against her as they passionately kissed one another while he continued his rhythm. She swallowed his moans, but his body shuddered, telling on him, making his secrets known as the last of him departed his body and entered hers.

He slumped against her, then sluggishly reached a few inches to the left to grab the remote control for the ceiling fan and turned it on before the remnants of energy he had left were gone, leaving him no choice but to rest.

“Your dick is throbbing inside of me.” She lovingly kissed the top of his head and ran her fingers through his hair, while he caressed her arm and used her breasts as a pillow. “I love that… Sloan, you are damn good in bed.”

“I know.”

She playfully slapped his shoulder, causing him to laugh, a sleepy sound.

“Seriously though, you make me feel sexy without even touching me.”

“I can’t make you feel sexy. You already are… with or without me.” His voice was gruff with exhaustion as he slowly closed his eyes and gave her a warm squeeze.

“I guess what I’m trying to say is, I feel youthful with you, like we’re seeing the world for the first time… only, this time, we’re doing it together. Like we’re kids discovering new things.”

“Without worries about teenage pregnancy or being caught by the cops making out in the car this time around, though.” They both chuckled at his statement. “Seriously though, Emerald, I feel the same way. I’m glad we talked about sex a while back, too. Sexual health, our histories, things like that.”

He closed his eyes, then heard her yawn. On an exhausted sigh, he rose on his palms and began to get up, but she grabbed his arm. “No.” She shook her head, a serious expression on her face. “I want you to just stay here, inside me, for a little longer…”

With a nod, he rested his head back onto her breasts. Before long, he was falling asleep. He didn’t want to do that though; he wanted to think about the love they shared, the bond they had, but his body wouldn’t have it. He fought, and found it much harder to give in to falling asleep than giving in to falling in love with her…
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN


Fetch a Pail of Water

The faint beat of a digital clock with glowing, green numbers caught her attention from Sloan’s nightstand. Every time the minutes rolled around and gave birth to another sixty seconds, a turning grind could be heard if one was quiet enough. The man lay there, his soft mouth partially ajar as the ceiling fan lightly blew strands of his hair about.

Two strands, one silver, the other a brown so dark it looked black, clapped against one another across his broad forehead as if giving a much deserved applause for his all-star performance. A low, murmuring snore emitted from his lips every now and again; the lower one quivered as if frightened. She stifled a laugh as he noisily smacked his lips, then soon returned to his coma-like state. Taking a light grasp of the cream sheets, she flung them from her naked body and immediately caught the chill in the place. It was a rather strange sensation—the type of coolness not indicative of a faulty temperature dial, a forgotten window left ajar, or a frigid January weekend in Alaska. No, this was an atypical frigidity, the kind that grabbed a hold of your organs and bones, sinking its teeth with an icy bite that would leave you almost paralyzed. It was just like the one she’d experienced hours earlier when she’d pressed her hands against his office door… and just as unnerving.

I bet if I opened my mouth, I’d see my own breath…

On a self-dare, she did just that. Emerald inhaled deeply and exhaled as if doing Lamaze; only, much to her surprise, there was no fog. Rubbing her hands up and down her arms, she rushed to pick the over-sized Yankees T-shirt he’d set out for her from the floor, where it had ended up during their intense romp, and slipped it on as quickly as she could muster without suffocating herself. The thick, good quality cotton provided a barrier between her and the odd chill, but her feet were still exposed as whispers of coolness danced across her, covering her flesh in goosebumps.

I better make this fast so I can get back under the covers…

She tiptoed across the creaky floorboards, wincing when a few sang out beneath her weight. Not only that, she was caught off guard by the dull ache between her thighs.

Damn, I had no idea Sloan was packin’ like that! Scared the hell out of me. She paused and placed her fist up to her mouth, stifling another stint of laughter as she recalled her reaction upon seeing it for the first time. He knows how to use it, too!

Reaching for the brass doorknob, she tugged at the thing and gave it a spin, then slipped out into the hall. While a few well-placed nightlights shined from the baseboards, visibility was still quite compromised. Running her hand along the wall, she made her way to the staircase and flipped the switch.

Ahhh, that’s better.

Though it wasn’t exactly the infamous Maxim Christmas Lightshow Festival, the foyer chandelier sparked up, and after a few blinking bulbs in the thing seemed to wake from some long, Snow White like slumber, they finally settled and remained lit. She took each step down the winding staircase with care, all the while gripping the golden banister in which she could see her reflection. She could see other things in it, too… subtle motion, shadows, flickers of light that seemed to have no source.

A sense of dread draped over her and the heaviness of it all slowed her gait. On a swallow, she pushed herself forward.

Emerald, it’s all right… You’re thirsty; get yourself some water and then run like hell back up the steps…

Once she reached the bottom of the stairs, she sighed in relief to finally be on solid ground. Practically running, she made a mad dash past the dining room, and turned on the kitchen light, which reflected on all the stainless steel appliances, mismatched with an old, sky blue gas stove that looked as if it belonged in a 1962 Sears catalog.

She opened the refrigerator door, trying desperately to ignore a slight electrical buzzing sound that had suddenly begun. Reaching for a bottle of water, she snatched the thing, slammed the refrigerator door shut, and didn’t bother turning the light off as she practically flew back out the kitchen. She now regretted not just drinking the glass of wine that had been sitting in his bedroom for hours, and caving in to her need for something cold and nonalcoholic. Visions of lying next to Sloan, warm and curled up against him, was the only thing that kept her nerves from becoming any worse.

But, as she reached the bottom of the staircase, the cold bottle of water tight in her grip, she thought she heard what sounded like an album needle skating across an old LP.

…And then she was certain she had.

‘Only You’ by the Platters played ever so softly, as if there was a party going on a couple of houses down. Not only was the chill in the place all around her, it swelled and dwelled within her now, impregnating her with insurmountable fear as the double office doors suddenly opened all on their own, slowly revealing a pitch black room that reeked of the things shadowy nightmares were made of…
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I’m fifty-four and thought I’d fucked before…

I’ve had my share. Katie and I had a good sex life for the most part, but that’s not enough to keep two people together. Regardless—and this isn’t because of my drought, being picky, and all the other reasons I avoided dating as of late—I’ve never, in my history of making love, enjoyed sex like this before. I love her body, her smile, her scent, her laugh, her voice, and Jesus… the way she moves her hips!

Sloan smiled gratefully up at the ceiling, stretching his arms and yawning big and bold, like some lion awakening from his eighth afternoon nap of the day. The sun had begun to peek into the room, a welcoming kiss he graciously accepted. He yearned for a cigarette and a couple of cups of coffee, figuring perhaps he’d whip up some pancakes and bacon, too. He looked over to his left, expecting to see some warm, swarthy woman who looked like a love he could call his own, but all he found were cold sheets, empty and barren… devoid of any human body heat whatsoever.

“Emerald?” he called out, staggering to his feet, his muscles still not in agreement with being up and at ’em. “Emerald?” He called out again while taking note that her clothing, panties, and shoes were still in the restroom, folded neatly on the side of his bathtub.

He clumsily searched about for his robe and his bare hipbone brushed against a chair as he navigated his master suite, delivering a sharp pain. He ignored that dull ache for a bit of panic now set in. Snatching the robe off the back of the chaise, he wrapped it around himself and tied it at the waist as he hightailed it to the bedroom door. “Emerald!” He swung the damn thing open and stormed down the hall, a sense of urgency grabbing a hold of him that wouldn’t shake him loose.

The house had an odd feeling to it at that moment, one he couldn’t ignore as he made his way down the spiral staircase. It was cold, yet also warm at the same time. As he neared the bottom of the railing, he slowed down. The office doors were closed, yet light shone through from beneath the threshold. A full bottle of water lay on its side in plain view on the ground beside the door, as if it had been dropped or placed down and forgotten. Light music filled the air, a song he recalled his father enjoying when he was a child: ‘Put Your Head on My Shoulder’ by Paul Anka.

“Emerald!” He burst through the damn doors, his chest filled with the fuel of a tornado, only to see the woman perched behind his desk, looking disturbingly comfortable with her thin, yet shapely legs propped up and clutching a leather bound book. She didn’t even seem to notice him enter as she had her attention riveted to the page before her. Two desk lamps glowed, giving her an odd orange radiance. The room smelled of cigars, though he knew Emerald didn’t smoke. Oddly enough, this was the first time it didn’t feel inhumanly cold inside the place. He realized the customary dank odor in the room was completely gone, replaced with the scent of cologne instead…

She still ignored his presence. How perplexing, yet he found it imperative to simply keep observing her for just a few moments longer. She slowly turned another page, and then another, as if she were in some strange, hallucinogenic trance. Her hair was slightly disheveled, and his T-shirt hung seductively off one of her shoulders, exposing her toasty flesh, kissed with a natural sheen. His chest warmed, and he suddenly felt pangs of jealousy and possessiveness, as if another man were looming over her, running his hands up and down her thigh, seducing her right before his eyes.

He wanted to scream and lunge out, stake claim to the woman and fight. The emotions were overwhelming, but he refused to yell out, to say anything silly just yet. After all, she was merely sitting there, reading. No harm, no foul.

The song ended, and then, just like that, the needle skated across the record and stopped. Seemingly awakened by the ending of the tune, she slowly looked up from her book. For an inkling, he didn’t know who she was. She had the same face, the same smile, but her eyes seemed much darker, filled with shadows.

“Oh, hi Sloan.” A strange grin stretched across her face. “How long have you been there?”

“Long enough. What are you doing?” He approached her, getting a better look at the woman as he leaned on the desk and glared down at her. The Emerald he knew, the one he’d shared his bed with, soon returned. The darkness in her eyes dissipated and she looked down at the book in her hands, seemingly a bit confused.

“Oh, I uh… I had come down for water a little while ago and saw the office doors open.” She scratched her head and looked about. “Sloan… I don’t remember everything. This is strange. I mean…” She sighed and looked about the room. “I remember coming down the steps, getting the water from the kitchen and then… oh yes!” She smiled as her memory seemed to return. “I heard music and the doors opened. Maybe they were already open,” she said, grimacing in confusion and bewilderment. “And then I came inside. It’s like… it’s like something took me by the hand and pulled me inside.”

The situation filled the room with a tangible bizarreness. She seemed fairly calm; in fact, she appeared to be in a rather good mood despite what she’d just relayed.

“That’s… that’s really strange, Emerald. Are you all right?”

“Yes.” She nodded. “I’m fine.” He grimaced, stood a bit straighter and slicked his hand in his robe pocket.

“Tell me what else happened.”

“Well, I felt around in the dark and found these lights on the desk, and then I heard something heavy fall. The music kept on playing, but I still heard the thud noise. I came in and turned on that lamp over there.” She pointed across the room. “And then I saw this book lying smack dab in the middle of the floor.” She raised it high in the air and waved it about like some flag. “I picked it up and then… well, then I sat down and read some of it.”

Sloan moved past her and pulled one of the curtains open, allowing in some natural light. When he returned to her, her face appeared ashen, as if she were in shock.

“What’s wrong?”

“The sun…what time is it, Sloan?”

“When I left the bedroom about ten minutes ago, it was 6:13.”

“Oh my God. I thought I’d only been down here twenty minutes… thirty, tops. I left to get some water at 2:43. I remember because I looked over at the clock on your nightstand before I’d headed out.”

They just looked at one another, both undoubtedly wanting answers to riddles that were impossible to solve.

“Are you sure you’re okay, Emerald?” He got on one knee beside her and ran his hand up and down her back.

“Yes, I’m fine. I’m good, actually.”

He nodded and forced a smile as he looked about the office once again, then back at her. “So, what is that book about?” He pointed to it. “It’s definitely not one of mine. You think it fell off the shelf?”

She nodded, closed the thing and ran her hand protectively along the cover.

“It’s the story of a man who was in love with a dead woman and wanted to bring her back from the grave. Peter Jones is listed as the author.”

“I don’t recall a book by him with that subject matter, and I’ve read all of his work.” He opened his hand, an invitation for her to hand the thing over. She looked at his open palm as if she’d never seen such a thing in her life…and then, she placed the book there, hesitantly, but didn’t take her eye off it as he flipped through the pages, reading a few sentences here and there. “Yeah, I would’ve remembered this… This must be part of his unpublished work.”

“It is.”

The uncharacteristic warmth dissipated.

“How do you know that?”

She looked down into her lap, then back into his eyes.

“ ’Cause he told me…”
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“Did I tell you what happened to my cousin Vivian?”

“No, I don’t believe so; you don’t talk about her much… On second thought, yes you did; you told me everything.” Emerald tried to save herself from the agony of some sordid tale that Sugar was sure to spin in her own, notoriously twisted fashion, but it was far too late. The gate was open and out poured the beginning workings of something that she’d pay good money to miss.

“Listen up. Let me tell you what she’d gone and done; maybe it’ll knock some sense into you. That woman was in love wit’ some man in our town that didn’t want her. He was real handsome, tall like a tree, slept around a lot and had a little money he’d gotten from some little highfalutin’ apartment he owned and rented out. Problem was, he was married too, and had kids, a whole litter of ’em, but that didn’t stop my cousin from fawning all over him, throwin’ herself his way.”

“Sugar, I don’t have much time. I have to get out of the house and I’m already running late.” Emerald sighed.

“You had time to be over there at lovah man’s house so you got time to listen to this! Now be quiet. Anyway, he had a bunch of kids with a bunch of women, had populated practically the entire state of Texas on his own, but she had designs on him anyway. She even got into a scuffle with his wife one time. We all thought that was silly ’cause Vivian wasn’t none of his woman or as the kids nowadays say, side chick; but that wife shoulda been knockin’ on all the doors in every town instead and askin’ if any of the children inside were any kin to her no-good husband. Anyway, I guess Vivian wasn’t his type ’cause he didn’t pay her any mind.

“He wouldn’t sleep wit’ ’er, nothing. Now, Vivian wasn’t no looker—she was skinny as a dandelion stem and had buck teeth that reminded you of two white pieces of paper overlappin’ one another and flappin’ in the wind. They pushed out like windows. She wasn’t rich, either. She wasn’t that good of a cook, kinda like you—it was mediocre at best—and when she said certain words, she kinda slurred, like she had a heavy tongue.”

Emerald plopped down on her living room couch, her purse on her lap, and resolved herself to the fact this wasn’t going to end anytime soon.

“In an act of desperation, she ran off and got one of those devil people, like a witch or some sort of gypsy, to put a love spell on him.”

“What does all of this have to do with Sloan’s house being haunted? You called me and wanted to lecture me on going on over to my boyfriend’s house but somehow now the conversation has turned to your cousin and her insecurities. Love spells don’t work anyway, Sugar.” Emerald rolled her eyes and shook her head.

“I’m gettin’ to what it has to do with the house being haunted and you uh a damn lie about those spells not being worth a pot of beans, ’cause this worked all right… a little too good, actually.”

“Is this the part where you tell me he fell hopelessly in love with her, and they lived happily ever after in a haunted house filled with ugly, tall children that also spoke with a lisp?”

“Shush! This is serious. Now, that man left his wife three days after that love spell was done, Emerald. I swear on it, and you know I don’t swear! He marched right up to Vivian’s door, dressed in his finest suit, and knocked on it one rainy night.”

“Why does it always have to be a dark and rainy night, Sugar? Did lightning strike, too?”

The old woman ignored her and kept right on. “When she answered that there door, he had a red rose in his hand and he looked into her eyes and said he was in love with her, wanted her to be his woman—flat out. She was happy as a lark for about a month or two, but then thangs changed.”

“What? She was mad because he was still wearing the same suit day after day from the moment he’d first showed up?” Emerald snapped, sick and tired of Sugar’s madness.

“He got crazy, jealous and possessive. He ain’t want her to do anything or go nowhere without him. She said she’d go to the bathroom and he’d be right there sitting at her feet while she took a shit, even tried to wipe her ass for her from time to time.”

“I could have done without that information…”

“She couldn’t even go to church or to the sto’e by herself without him followin’ behind. The minister, Reverend Parker, may he rest in peace, told her she couldn’t come to church no more ’cause she was messin’ with a married man. That hurt her heart because Vivian loved church and she started to really resent the whole situation. She ain’t want him no more after a while, Emerald. It became too much. This man went and quit his job, abandoned his kids, and just wanted to stay all up under her all damn day, like he was some human mattress. She said he was always tryna get on top of her, wouldn’t give her no rest. She could barely walk when he’d finally turn ’er loose. When he wasn’t screwin’ her brains out, he was just lazin’ around and he barely washed his own ass for fear he’d miss her doing something. He’d accuse her of cheating and lookin’ at other men, threatened to kill her if she left him.”

“And just think? For one white rabbit foot and a drop of dragon blood all of this could have ceased…”

Emerald regretted the moment she’d told Sugar the details of her situation, but who was she kidding? Despite their bickering, she loved talking to Sugar, but this was just one of the consequences of spilling too much, too soon.

“You can keep sassin’ but Imma finish this story. So anyway, he’d call her job and almost got her fired, he was callin’ so much. She needed that job at the dry cleaners, ’specially since he wasn’t working, and then all them women came to her door asking for funds ’cause he ain’t have no job and they said they kids needed to eat. That rent money from the apartment just wasn’t enough.”

“Oh, hold on a minute now! She worked at the dry cleaners but he was wearing the same dirty ass suit every day? Well! This story is just chock full of irony!” Emerald chortled. “And why didn’t they just go to the devil witch magician Warlock Harry Potter Wiccan Priestess I Dream of Jeannie and ask her to cast a spell for child support received and paid in full?”

“Emerald,” the old lady said, her voice shaking, “I don’t know where you got this sassiness from, certainly wasn’t from me, but if I was over there yonder I’d pop you right in your smart-alecky mouth! You think this is funny, huh?!”

“Why yes… yes I do.”

“Well, Vivian sho’ didn’t. She regretted what she’d gone and done, which was the Devil’s work. Let this be a lesson to you! You see what happens when you play with fire?”

“You roast marshmallows…”

“When you know better but go on ahead stirrin’ up trouble, the punishment is swift! Yo’ boyfriend done mixed up a big ass pot of problems, and now he is reapin’ what he sowed. You went over there and got seduced by an invisible man! Lost track of time, now you done gone and got wrapped up in this bullshit when that ghost wasn’t studdin’ you at first. You see how this works? I warned you, Emerald! My cousin Vivian went racin’ back to the demon worker in a panic, talking about take the spell off Bert, that she was done with him forever.”

“Well, Sugar, we finally agree on something. Anyone who puts a love spell on someone named Bert had it coming. Did he have a unibrow and live on a street called Sesame? Wasn’t that the same place you said my mother taught the children about the letter ‘V’?”

“This ain’t funny, Emerald! The demon worker said she couldn’t lift it, that she’d warned her in advance and it was a done deal. The only way it could be broken was if he wanted it to be broken, and that meant she’d have to do two things…”

“Tell Ernie she been sleeping with his man and find out how it is possible to get pregnant by a puppet.”

“First thing she had to do was confess, tell him what she’d gone and done, and then find a way to make him not want her anymore, which would be damn near impossible.”

“Sugar, I can’t believe I just lost several minutes of my life listening to this. Now you know I’m open minded, but I just don’t believe in love spells. If it worked, everyone would be doing it! And anyway, it defies logic, regardless of how open-minded I am. It requires controlling a live person, making them do things they don’t want to do.”

“But you can’t say for certain, because the mind and spirit are mysterious things, Emerald.”

She drew quiet and reflected on Aunt Sugar’s words. The crazy lady was right.

“Anyway, Bert got told what she’d gone and done. He ain’t believe her though and didn’t seem to care either way. She kicked him out of her house and do you know that man moved two doors down? He tried to bust in her house several times and she had to get a restraining order, but it didn’t matter. She’d come home and he’d be propped up on her couch watchin’ TV like he was ’sposed to be there. He’d send her flowers all the time, write nasty love letters and send her gifts, too. She’d try to get in other relationships but he’d jump on the guys, threaten ’em, beat ’em up.”

“Bert done gone and went gangsta! Poor Elmo and Big Bird don’t even come out after dark anymore. The block is hot on those Sesame Street Streets!”

“She even packed up and moved to another town and he followed her. She was losing her mind and went and got a second opinion. She called on another demon worker, a witch or something or other like that to help her reverse it. They gave her some candles and stuff. She did some magic and then went out with a few friends of hers to a festival. Like a puppy dog, he followed her there. They got to arguin’ and carrying on and then some big security guard man saw what was going on and tossed him around like he was on the damn Ferris wheel all by his lonesome.”

“Was he charged full price for the ride?”

“He was beaten almost beyond recognition.”

“But the clothes that he kept wearing day after day helped authorities identify him, right?”

“Broken bones and a whole lot of blood. It was a mess, ’cause that love cursed man put up a hell of a fight until the bitter end.”

“Bert the flirt got hurt…” Emerald stifled a burst of laughter, trying to keep it bottled up while Sugar relayed her ridiculous story, but it proved far too much. Her snarky comments were no longer enough and the merriment swelled within her until it was out in the open. She cackled and screamed in sheer amusement.

“Keep on makin’ fun, ya hear? Now I’m serious, I ain’t gone tell you no mo’e! That man had to go on to the hospital; he was in critical condition and still callin’ out for her while on his hospital bed!”

“So what’s the moral of this story, Sugar? What happened at the end?”

“It took thirty more days for that new spell to take hold, but when it finally did, he ain’t want not one thang to do with her anymore… and you know what happened after that?”

“He got some clean clothes and a vasectomy?”

“A month or so later, he won the lottery and got back with his ex-wife. Yo’ cousin on the other end lost a good job, her home and everything. She ain’t never get married, either. There’s a price to pay when you start messin’ around with stuff you ain’t got no business fiddling with.”

“I’ll make sure to tell Sloan to stay away from carnivals. I gotta go, Sugar.”

“All right, but if you think that ghost done followed you back home after you done sat up in that office reading that book, don’t call me. He might try to climb through the phone and get me next!”

“Don’t worry, once the ghost sees how you are, he’ll come running right back!”
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


A Ghost of a Chance

…Three days later

The Beacon Research Team had been inside Sloan’s home for two days and two nights. Five of them, all clad in industrial style coats and grim expressions stamped on their faces. Emerald sat on the baby blue paisley couch right alongside Mike, who was nursing his third beer.

She quickly realized after a brief conversation why this man was her honey’s best friend. Mike was a good guy and genuinely cared, and they had a lot of history together. Mike made it known immediately that Sloan had been a hopeless skeptic, to the point of irritating his family and colleagues. It was rather unfortunate that he had to be broken in this way, but such is life. She held tight to her crunched and crinkled bottle, now filled with vending machine lemon flavored Nestea. TLC’s ‘Silly Ho’ played on a nearby radio, barely audible. She found the tune rather amusing in the scheme of things; it helped offer some much-needed lightheartedness to the somber situation.

It had been a long day, but she was determined to help. She’d arrived right after work, and was greeted with a cup of hot coffee, which she quickly gulped down. A pair of tired eyes beamed into hers, belonging to the man she loved. Sloan was not giving her much information, despite her repeated questioning. He stated he wanted the full picture before disclosing anything, but it was evident to her that, regardless, he desperately needed the emotional support. He disappeared just as quickly as he’d shown his face to her, a vapor that cradled his cell phone in one hand and some sort of slippery grasp of reality with the other.

In their semi-abandoned state, she and Mike had gotten to know one another as they watched people stepping over bunches of thick black cables and heard the whispers of strangers walking about with electronic devices that buzzed and beeped. All around, high-tech equipment had been set upon fancy tripods. Creating a surrealist scene she’d only seen in the movies. The noise was in fact a bit jarring; at times, a series of automated thunderclap-like sounds would startle her so with their ruckus. Her last time there, however, was much quieter…

On the evening she was lured into his office after going to fetch a bottle of water like Jill from the fairytale rhyme, something bizarre had transpired that she still hadn’t quite wrapped her mind around. It was an experience she didn’t dare tell Sugar, nor anyone else for that matter. She simply told Sugar she’d lost track of time while reading a book and it felt a bit surreal; the other details she kept safe and hidden. She’d only told Sloan and even hesitated to reveal the particulars to him for a second or two. Once she’d finished stating her recollection of the events to him, she witnessed the color drain from the poor man’s face.

His lips had twisted as if he was suddenly filled to the brim with outright disgust and his brows had bunched and knitted, creasing his forehead a thousand times over. His vivid green eyes had brimmed with emotions—ones he halfheartedly tried to hide. What she’d mistaken as fright, though, hadn’t been fear at all. Nor incredulousness… No, it had been pure, 100% anger, a rich, dark and deep hatred.

Sloan had frantically raced up the steps, dragging her along like some kite tied to his wrist. She could barely keep up, and before she could scream at him to slow down or turn her loose, he’d spun around on a dime, picked her up with one arm, pressed her into his chest and carried her the rest of the way into his bedroom, slamming the door behind them. After depositing her on the bed, he made a phone call, demanding that the paranormal group he’d communicated with via email weeks prior come to the house as soon as possible. He screamed into the damn phone, leaving a voicemail filled with New York style expletives—fast, succinct, and back to motherfucking back. She’d sat on the bed listening to the enraged man rant and rave, and couldn’t very well blame him after the things she’d said…

Like how she’d been taken by the hand into the darkness…

The touch was icy cold, a zephyr of coolness that made her teeth literally chatter.

And yet… she had no fear.

She’d explained how her seat had been pulled out as if she were in the presence of a true ghostly gentleman. She’d seen the damn chair move on its own, and when she’d opened her mouth to scream, no sound came out. And then, the warmth had come, surrounding her like a hug from something suave and seductive rolled in the glittery dust of childhood nostalgia. A sense of familiarity encompassed her. At that point, she was no longer concerned or battling her emotions; matter of fact, it had felt like visiting an old friend.

She sat down, as if compelled and had no say in the matter. She had no compulsion to put up much of a fight as she’d become someone else—quiet, timid, almost as though the blood had stopped flowing in her veins, and she’d become a mere spirit, watching herself from afar. The old tunes from yesteryear, songs she’d only known of superficially through Aunt Sugar and Daddy, kept playing. How they kept changing on their own and how the music had begun in the first place, she had no idea. And yet, the mysteries continued—like, why was she led to that room, and what drew her to that book, in the first place?

Once she’d had the novel in her grasp, she clung to each and every word of it, ignoring what felt like a kiss upon her hand, the warm burst of breath against the nape of her neck, and the distinct scent of fat cigars and old-fashioned cologne drifting in the air, reminiscent of Old Spice. The untitled book had pulled her in, its passages hauntingly beautiful. She didn’t feel like she was reading, though—more listening to a narrator, a deep, soothing voice that shepherded her along, page by page. The book told the tale of a wealthy bureaucrat who’d fallen hopelessly in love with a woman hailing from a family cursed with generational poverty.

Society looked down on such a thing, and their love was never made public. She suddenly died, leaving him completely grief stricken. After falling into a bout of depression, the man solicited the aid of a wicked sorcerer and begged that he revive her; only, the warlock refused. Emerald later felt queasy at the irony of Aunt Sugar’s story of her cousin’s unfortunate dealings with a love potion. In the book however, the sorcerer stated it was his punishment, his just desserts for turning his back on the young lady in her time of need. The bureaucrat died of a broken heart, filled with self-reproach and never-ending sorrow that seemed to know no end…

And then, Sloan complained of his own torment knowing no end, too. After she’d relayed her story and he’d received a firm promise that help was on its way, the man had quietly driven her home.

He’d insisted she needed to be safe and away from it all, but soon after, his phone call to her had proved he was right to be concerned. Apparently, when he returned to his house, another record was playing, this time on the lowest speed and in reverse: ‘Sleepwalk’ by Santo and Johnny Farina. The house was colder than ever, he’d said, so much so, a thin layer of frost coated most of the first floor windows. An unnerving knocking noise kept sounding throughout, like someone slamming a thick metal cane against the wall in a fit of rage, demanding to be heard. The thumping was coming directly from the office, yet he could see no one inside… nor could he find the record player to turn the damn thing off.

His eyes might not have been trained, but his spirit and heart certainly were. He could feel the anger in the place, spreading like an incurable disease, reaching for him as if he’d done something gravely wrong. The warning had crawled and sunk its claws into his psyche, leaving him uneasy and soon battling a throbbing headache for hours on end. He couldn’t work or sleep, and now feared he might even be hallucinating. What was truth, and what was his imagination? It all blurred together like fog against a smoky horizon.

He’d warned her to not step foot on his property until this was sorted out. He couldn’t explain it, but he claimed something wanted her back… and it wanted her back right away. His words had left her trying to catch her damn breath, though she’d played it as cool as she could while she’d listened to him pour out his worries on the phone.

Sloan had every right to be concerned. She surely wouldn’t argue with him or try to convince him that everything was fine. There were too many missing pieces, things she still didn’t recall about her night in that office, every piece adding fuel to the fire that neither of them knew had ignited in the first place. All of this caused her to internalize the situation, think it over until she’d worked it into a wet pulp inside of her mind; and she felt a little guilt, too…

Why didn’t I just stay in bed that night? I could’ve asked him to get me something to drink instead. I knew what was up with that house…

But something had compelled her, and the curiosity became too much.

Why didn’t I run when the office doors opened, scream out for Sloan or fight?

But she’d lost her voice, her reasoning, her sense of time and space…

Why was I fighting driving back there that night, getting the urge to ignore his warnings? It was almost a compulsion… Something is wrong… very wrong!

She danced away from her own thoughts and turned to look at Mike, who was now sound asleep and snoring lightly, leaning off to the side with a pillow covering half of his wide face.

Smiling, she shook her head, crossed her legs, and wondered what other secrets the big house held that they’d yet to uncover. Such a beautiful place it was… filled with unnerving history and unexplained depravity. She’d only showed up today because of the investigators who’d insisted she be present at least during a portion of the investigation. She was now, willing or not, a part of this thing…

Just then, a tall, slender man with dull, short-cropped hair and a long, pointy chin entered the room. Shoving his glasses up his nose, he barked, “Mr. Steele! Mr. Steele!” Some sort of recorder in his hand, the man rushed up the staircase, meeting Sloan halfway. Mike suddenly awoke from his slumber from all the commotion and Emerald stood to her feet, straining to listen to their conversation. “You need to hear this EVP.”

“EVP?” Sloan ran his hand along his wrinkled, light gray shirt, looking worn out due to lack of sleep. His typically well coiffed hair was sticking up in the oddest of places and his beard had grown a bit too long and bushy, though she still found him incredibly sexy, even in his current state. Nevertheless, she pitied the man. Sloan looked as if he’d fought a hundred men, and had a hundred more to go.

“Electronic voice phenomenon…” the man explained, pushing a button on the thing and placing it up to Sloan’s ear.

Initially, Sloan looked fine. Actually, he was quite expressionless, his typical sarcastic expression set proudly upon his face, with an ever so slight tilted grin. But then his expression morphed… the twisted mouth, the bunched brows, the eyes tapering into dark slits.

The investigator turned the thing off and slid it in his pocket. “I suggest you allow us to call in a medium at this point, Mr. Steele. We have concrete evidence that you have activity here. Stacey is here,”—the man pointed down the way at a woman with blond, curly hair who was busy whispering into her cell phone—“but we need someone who specializes in this sort of activity.”

At Sloan’s obvious confusion, the man quickly explained, “This is quite serious. You have several things going on at once. There is a poltergeist in your office as we explained to you last night.” He pointed towards the closed doors of the room. “We have proof of at least one intelligent spirit who answers questions directly and we believe there could be more. We’ve picked up the most activity there, in that room, though the energy moves all over the house, just as you suspected. It seems to only be confined to these premises, as well. Your neighbors, based on our interviews with them, are unaffected.”

“I didn’t approve any of this. This isn’t what I agreed to at all!”

“Mr. Steele, I can assure you that—”

“Who is the medium you want to bring into my home?” Sloan crossed his arms, anger smeared on his face, an emotion draped with heavy suspicion.

“Well, he—”

“I told you all that I wanted this kept confidential,” he said, shoving his big, long finger in the man’s face. “You went and spoke to my damn neighbors without my permission. They know who I am, and I’m tryin’ to keep a low profile here! Goddamn it!” He stomped his foot, causing everyone to stop what they were doing and look in his direction. “Do you realize the potential havoc you’ve caused? I have spent—”

“Sloan!” Emerald marched towards the staircase and stood at the bottom, looking up at him and refusing to bat an eye. Enough was enough. “I need you to pull yourself together. This will not go the way you want it to, do you hear me? You need to accept that!”

“Stay out of this. Enough has happened to you already! I want you to go home,” he said sternly. “And I want for the—”

“It doesn’t matter what you want!” She banged her fist against the banister. Pain radiated throughout the side of her hand but she didn’t care. Her chest grew taut with stress from the entire ordeal. “It’s about what you need! Now look, these people have been doing this for over ten years. They are experts. Cut them some slack!”

“But you don’t understand! All of this could bring me attention that would be detrimental to my career and I don’t want other people involved. This is a private matter, Emerald. I never signed up for this!”

“This was never a private matter, Sloan. As soon as you moved in here, you did sign up for this, all right? Peter Jones’ home… unsolved mysteries! You are the only person to live in this house and stay, but you are also the only person, from what we know, who the energy in here didn’t physically attack. Hey, whoever he is or whatever it is wants to be gentle with you, so be thankful for that much.”

“Oh, so now I’m supposed to thank the fucking ghost, Emerald? I’m supposed to say, ‘Hey, dead buddy, thanks for blaring old songs at all hours of the night, for trying to seduce my girlfriend and for putting some fucked up dead baby on my goddamn ceiling’?!” He shook his head violently, as if trying to banish everything around him, including the house itself. “I wish I’d never moved into this fuckin’ place!”

“Buyer’s remorse is far too late. You need to concentrate on what you can do, and how to move forward and get this addressed.”

“I agree with your friend here,” the investigator chimed in, though it was clear Sloan intimidated him as his reply had a nervous tinge to it.

“Sloan, baby, look.” She brought her hands together and rested her chin on her fingertips. “Beacon Research Team have a good reputation in Maxim, actually state wide. They are reliable and from what I gather, trustworthy. I checked for myself, too, and you need to put some trust in them since you gave them the go-ahead to come to your home and conduct business. Let them do their job.” She pointed to the investigator standing there, the man now a bit red in the face after witnessing their quarrel. “And besides, if you had it under control and if your way was working out so well, they wouldn’t be here, now would they?”

Sloan said nothing, but his grimace grew as his emotions seemed to feast on the downward spiral of his spirit…

“She’s right.” Mike cleared his throat behind her, making his presence known. “Sloan, you have to give it up, man.” He threw his arms up in surrender. “All this time you’ve been trying to control this presence and it hasn’t worked. You thought you could sweet talk it, make deals with it, and it has been doing whatever it wants to do. Whatever is going on, it doesn’t play by our rules. Once it started messin’ with Emerald, it was a wrap.” She shot a puzzled look at Mike at that statement. “Sloan, you called me goin’ the hell off last night. I mean, you were completely losing your shit! I haven’t heard you that angry in… hell, I don’t even know how long.”

Emerald was none the wiser to such a conversation, but not the least bit surprised.

“So do everyone a favor; forget about what people might think, get your pride ’nd ego out the way, and let these people have a fair shot at it.”

On a deep exhale, Sloan closed his eyes, looking completely drained. He’d been double teamed and taken down to the ground. Running his hand across his face, he nodded, finally conceding.

“All right… okay. Do what you have to do.” He waved his hand at the guy. “Just get it, him, whatever the fuck it is out of my damn house.” Then, turning his back, he proceeded to climb back up the steps, his broad shoulders slumped, laboring over each step, as if simply moving left him breathless.

“Mr. Steele, we’ve not seen this much activity in one house in years,” the guy called out before Sloan was all but gone. Sloan paused and looked back at him. “Though I’m certain this has been quite upsetting for you, I and my colleagues are completely fascinated and will do everything in our power to provide some peace for you and your family. Once we compile all the notes of our investigation, we will present them to you. I will be calling the medium today but I let you hear this EVP as proof that your suspicions are correct and to encourage you to move forward with our next plan of action. Your house is definitely occupied by a resident other than yourself, and it’s not going to leave without a fight…”
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


It’s a Cutthroat World…

The Maxim Juneberry branch library was eerily empty. A vaulted snow-white ceiling with contemporary rectangular fixtures beamed streams of fluorescent lighting, making the building look more like an upper-class banking institution rather than a place for reading, relaxing, and research. Sloan sat in a far back room on the third floor, away from the main areas that were filled with tax dollar funded computers and copiers, a children’s area that would make most kids envious, and a media area stockpiled with glossy magazines, documentary DVDs, and music selections on CDs and mp3 purchase catalogs.

He bypassed all of the scenery, even failing to check out several of his own novels that had their place on a stuffed shelf in the fantasy section, and sat secluded in this sterile hideaway, trying to regain his bearings after an unnerving phone call with Joel while driving on the way over. Somehow, the kid had found out about what the hell was going on and berated him with a bunch of I told you so’s, repeated like heartburn, in heavy rotation.

He pushed the verbal chastising aside and flipped through the hoary newspapers and articles, the ones not available online, all wrapped in plastic for protection. All of the information he focused on detailed the quite colorful life and dismal death of Peter Jones. The medium was to arrive the following day and, according to the investigation group, the man was not privy to information about his property. It didn’t matter; it was all just plain silly. He didn’t believe in mediums, empaths, sensitives, psychics and the like, but he imagined one’s intuition was a definite compass to take heed of.

A wave of utter hopelessness and foolishness washed over him, all rolled tight into a ball of stress that caught in his throat, refusing to let him form his next thought in peace.

I’m a hypocrite…again.

He didn’t believe many things, but they’d happened, materialized right before him and continued to do so at whim. Not wishing something to be true didn’t make it false; credence within itself was no magic fairy or genie bestowing wishes to all who professed it possible. Belief and truth were not respecters of each other’s lot in life, and humanity was simply caught in the middle of the disappointment and surprise. He didn’t believe in restless ghosts, ravenous demons dying for a nip at one’s soul, malevolent poltergeists or guardian angels; yet, something that fit one of those categories now haunted his home, pretending to live, when all it brought to him was an air of death.

Belief had made a fool of him, time and time again, and facing that truth had been Sloan’s greatest challenge as of late. He didn’t think he’d ever fall in love again. But he had, with the most incredible woman he’d ever had the pleasure to lay eyes on. Emerald was truth wrapped in flesh, playing on his weakness for needing pure intimacy and authenticity, but she paired her offering with kindness, humor, intelligence, and the ability to express herself without any sugarcoating. He trusted her more than anyone else in his world, and he shocked himself with how fast and hard he’d fallen for the woman.

Their sexual chemistry was the mere cherry on top. He hadn’t believed he could change, believing himself destined to be just as cold hearted as his father; and yet, he’d experienced a transformation. He saw himself now as an idiot and a scholar, all at once. He was in dire need of education, of letting go. His pride was a jagged pill to swallow, one that scratched his insides to shreds on its way down. Grabbing his to-go coffee cup, he popped the lid and savored the liquid warmth as it massaged its way down to his cantankerous gut.

He perused the stack of papers in front of him, one by one, and fell into a spell of sorts. Once again, belief reared its ugly head. He didn’t want to imagine what he was seeing and feeling, but the facts were there, written in black and white.

Peter A. Jones had been born and bred in New York City, just like himself. A charming, handsome bachelor, the man had moved to Maxim to concentrate, to work and be at peace. He’d written his most infamous work right there in that office, at that same desk. Though Sloan didn’t consider himself charming, others seemed to consider him so “when he wished to be.” He’d also never put much stock in his physical appearance, feeling at times like a big oaf, a bit clumsy on occasion. He kept reading, scanning the information, looking for answers, clues, anything to ease his mind.

One report stated that Peter had never married or had any children. The historian Emerald had taken him to had already given him this piece of information, so this was nothing new. None of this helped quench his curiosity and need for answers.

The photos of the man showed he’d been indeed dapper. For some reason, Sloan found himself smiling as he looked into the eyes of the fellow. They had the same grin—a titled smirk—and their eyes seemed to glimmer with the same twisted brand of mischievousness. Peter Jones had dark hair, a bit long at the top, when not donning one of his infamous hats. There was an air of class and illustriousness about him, too. Many of the photos featured him lounging about in expensive suits, distinguished top hats, smoking cigarettes and expensive cigars, and downing glasses of cognac. In one black and white photograph in particular, a close up, Sloan felt like the man was looking him in the eye.

They both were tall, but Peter had a lanky physique, like an imposing but slender, pyramidal tupelo tree from Georgia. They did share a few things in common, which had little to do with writing. Like Sloan, Peter had been a loner and also possessed quite a temper. He was eccentric and suave, loved but aloof. He attended lavish, big name A-lister revelries, but according to some reports from that time, he preferred small, intimate dinner parties where conversation flowed more easily.

He had a reputation of coming across as real and genuine, but truth be told, no one knew the real Peter Jones at all. To that, Sloan could relate. Mr. Jones had been a walking mask, and the only time he’d appeared to let his guard down happened after a serious car accident in which his turquoise Chevrolet Corvette Roadster rolled over three times down a heavily wooded embankment one early Sunday morning.

He’d been rushed to the hospital, and doctors said it was a miracle that he survived; and not only that, he only had one broken rib and a few minor scratches and bruises. His writing had changed somewhat after that event, according to several close friends and fans. It was more ‘thoughtful, introspective and provocative’, as one person reported.

Sloan surmised a near death experience could do that to a man. Trauma had a way of turning the tide, making one consider their life from various angles, and being thankful that angle didn’t involve being six feet under. Peter had escaped death, but then, for some reason, handed himself over to it after cheating it and denying the Grim Reaper his reward. How very bizarre…

Sloan came upon several more photos and articles, but another one grabbed his attention. Peter was featured in his hospital bed holding a cigarette, the thing dangling between his fingers as if he didn’t have a care in the world. He sported a big smile and three shapely nurses surrounded him in different poses. A thick wave of dark hair hung over one of his eyes. Sloan chuckled at the caption: “Writer Peter Jones says, ‘I must’ve died and went to heaven! Three gorgeous dames just gave me a bubble bath!’”

Mr. Jones had definitely been a ladies’ man, and the gossip rags of that time declared he’d left a slew of broken hearts—from affairs with famous actresses, to your average unknown, naïve girl next door. The only thing the man had been committed to, it seemed, was his writing, and he’d been damn good at it. Matter of fact, Sloan believed him one of the three best damn horror writers of his time.

“You were complicated, weren’t cha?” Sloan muttered to himself as he got to his feet. Polishing off the last drops of the now cold coffee, he made his way to the exit, but something made him pause. The air was perfumed with what reminded him of Old Spice. He wanted to push it out of his mind, declare it a figment of his imagination, but he knew better…

“You’re watching me, aren’t you? You came here with me, Peter… No, you led me here, put it on my mind to read all about you. Well, I’m here now, Peter. I’m here, now. You’ve made my life a living hell, you know that? I thought we had a deal, but instead, you tried to wine and dine my woman and then get on my case for makin’ her go home. I don’t want you around, you understand? I don’t care how crazy I look, standing here talking to thin air. I think you know me well enough by now to understand I am not going to just lie back and take your bullshit. I’m not afraid of you, so tell me how to help you, and then get the fuck out of my house, ya got it?”

Not waiting for an answer, he stormed away. He just knew that, sooner or later, Peter would make it crystal clear what his intentions were. And this time, Sloan would be ready.
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The man looked to be approximately in his early 60’s. He stood in the middle of the foyer, a beat up brown cowboy hat pulled down on his head, a button-down green plaid shirt, a gold cross around his flushed neck, and a bushy, silver ponytail hanging down his back. His blue jeans were worn and stained, as if he, too, repaired and restored furniture. His light brown eyes were slightly slanted and his expression serious, but not quite cold. Titus was his name, and he’d been there for at least three hours, not sharing one word as he roamed about the premises.

He spent quite a bit of time outside, but when he ventured indoors during his tour, he kept returning to the office. The investigative team moved around him, continuing their research but giving him his space—a long leash. Emerald and Sloan sat at the dining room table, their nerves completely wrecked. That evening, the investigative team urged her to return after work, but this time, she didn’t care to do so. She had a bad feeling, the kind Sugar had warned about.

When she walked in the front door, a cold breeze hit her and, for some reason, she brimmed with anger. Whatever was going on, the mood had drastically changed from her prior visit and she didn’t need the medium to confirm it. Sloan looked at her every now and again while he drowned himself with coffee and chain smoked as if his life depended upon it. She’d been picking at the same tiny pickle spear for nearly an hour, and the turkey sandwich on her plate had turned hard and stale. Titus wore a pair of brown work boots, the kind a construction worker may wear, so with every noisy step they knew his whereabouts in the house, with or without the cameras.

Those same hard steps approached them after a while. Snatching a chair from the dining room table, he turned it around to face him and rode it backwards, resting his arms along the back. Two of the investigators soon joined them and stood to his side. Emerald’s heart began to beat harder and harder, anticipation and worry the only things she could muster as she picked up the strange, thick energy that floated about in that space.

After sucking on his tongue, looking deceptively bored, the medium offered a listless smile at Sloan.

“Well, sir,” the man stated in a thick, Southern drawl, “you got yourself a real humdinger.”

Sloan broke their eye contact and glared into space, his fingers twitching ever so slightly. More investigators entered the room and sat with them as if some impromptu meeting had been called.

“I’m going to jump right into what I found out. Is that all right with you?” Sloan gave a stilted nod. “Good. I’m sure this isn’t any surprise to you, Mr. Steele, but the spirit creatin’ the most havoc in here is that of Peter Jones. Ya got three in here, to be exact. I’ll get into who the other two are in a second. Now, let me first tell you the rules. Actually, it’s only one rule, but it’s important. Don’t interrupt me while I’m speakin’ unless I ask you something directly—do you understand me?” the man stated grimly.

Sloan nodded in agreement.

“Good. Let’s start from the top. This house had two owners before Peter lived here. None of those folks are here anymore, at least not in spirit. This place has soaked up this man’s torment, and it’s going to take the Lord’s biggest bottle of bleach to clean it all up. He’s mad… mad as hell, okay? And you’re lucky because he’s taken a liking to you and your lady friend here.” The medium shot Emerald a brief look, then turned back towards Sloan. “His original plan when you moved in here was to get rid of you, like he’d done all the others. He preferred to be alone. But as he got to watch you, he decided he liked you so he was kind of torn as to what to do. Now, despite him liking you, he was still leaning towards runnin’ you out of here, but then, he saw her.” He motioned in Emerald’s direction. “He figured she’d be a better candidate. You see, he wants to use her to get him what he needs.” Perturbed and confused, Emerald gave him a questioning look. “The reason being, Mr. Steele, is that he tried you first, but it just wasn’t working out. Peter got mighty upset with you that you kept blowin’ him off. The activity got worse and worse, right?”

“Yes,” Sloan quickly answered, then took Emerald’s hand and held it.

“He was tryna get your attention, but you’re a skeptic.” The man grimaced, a thick layer of judgment smeared all over his tone. “Just like right now, you’re listening to me and still wanting to believe none of this is happening to you, but it is!” He smacked the table with a hard hand, causing several people to jump in their seats. “And you’re a damn lie to tell people you don’t believe in this sort of thing, ’cause you know people are empathic and ghosts are real, damn you!

“You saw your own dead grandfather years after the fact. He walked right through your front door. And your girlfriend sittin’ over here,” he said, pointing at Emerald once again, “is a damn sensitive! She’s empathic, you son of a bitch! That’s why Peter likes ’er and that’s why you like ’er, too!”

Emerald gasped, shocked at the revelation. She kept any questions to herself, though, just as she’d been instructed, but the look in Sloan’s eyes damn near body slammed her psyche. She always suspected she might have a touch of sight, as the old folks sometimes called it, but she’d never given much thought to it. Perhaps that was why things like this intrigued her so much.

Sloan dropped his head, and she felt him shake a bit before quickly pulling himself together. He looked back up at the medium, remaining silent.

“Now.” The older man clasped his hands together. “Let’s get something straight. A sensitive is different from a medium or psychic. I’m all three. A sensitive is a person who can feel stuff, pick up on things. It’s just a heightened sensation, but she’s got it. I was told nothing about either of you; this is just what I’m picking up and what the spirits told me, you understand?” Everyone nodded.

“You’re some sort of creative person.” The man slicked out a toothpick from his pocket and began to chew on it while donning a huge, rascally grin. “You’re a writer like ol’ Peter, right?”

Sloan hesitated for a moment, then nodded at that, too.

“No wonder he likes you… all right.” He placed his palms on the edge of the table. “So, I was outside,” he said, pointing behind him, “and not a whole lot is goin’ on out there.” One of the investigators raised his finger in the air.

“Yeah, what do you want?”

“That corroborates the neighbors’ testimonies.”

“Cool,” Titus said, then continued, “So, the land has some energy, but for the sake of what we got goin’ on here, none of that is coming inside and bothering you. Now, there is one house about five miles away that is chock full of activity, but it ain’t got nothing to do with what’s going on right here.”

Emerald knew what house he was referring do—the one that had belonged to the woman the city was named after, Raven Maxim, but she kept her mouth shut.

“I know all about Peter now, Mr. Steele. I asked him his name… I do it quietly, mouth closed. He told me Peter. I thought he said Jones as the last name and Steve over here confirmed it when I asked him later. I don’t read horror; not into scary movies, either. I see the real thing on a daily basis, though I understand the fascination. So, I never really knew much about the man or his career, but you’d have to be livin’ under a rock to not know he’d written some of the most famous horror books of his time and movies were made based off them. He let me know right away that he used to be hot stuff, and he was quite proud of his achievements.

“Initially, I didn’t see him, just heard him. He doesn’t want me here, so he didn’t manifest for me right away. That requires energy on their part. After I earned his trust, I could see bits and pieces of him. He was about an inch or two shorter than you.” He pointed to Sloan. “Had black hair, similar in texture to yours, and a long, straight nose. You two don’t look exactly alike, but favor in a few characteristics, physical and personality wise. I asked him what happened to him. Peter turned from looking healthy to gaunt, seeming about thirty years older, though I know he didn’t die an old man. I started having stomach pangs and doubled over, almost vomited.”

One of the investigators nodded, as if he’d been a witness to it all.

“I thought the man may have had stomach cancer, but quickly realized that was wrong once all of the pain stopped and everything seemed self-induced. Peter Jones killed himself. He did in fact sit his ass right back there,” he said, motioning towards the office, “and stop eatin’ and drinkin’. It took a long time, but because he’d become a recluse, he succeeded in carrying it out. I asked him why he did this to himself. He didn’t come across as crazy to me, but I did feel a lot of depression surrounding him, and he used to love the limelight. He wouldn’t give me an answer right then. I followed my instincts and kept moving around the house. I stopped speaking to Peter for a bit, then decided to go on into the kitchen.

“I went in there, and the energy practically blew up in my face. Some woman had been in here takin’ care of him after he’d had some sort of accident, Mr. Steele. It had nothing to do with his death. This happened way before that.” He waved his hand lazily about. “While I stood in there, my head hurt and there was a lot of motion, like he was in a car that was spinnin’ about.”

The investigator raised his finger again.

“Yes?” Titus rolled his eyes, obviously annoyed at being interrupted.

“Peter Jones had had a car accident, sir, that landed him in the hospital for several weeks at the apex of his career.”

Titus nodded and continued on. “Peter was a party animal.” He smirked. “The man liked libations, good food, a bit of reefer every now and again… and women… lots and lots of women. He had the pick of the liter, and he took those liberties every chance he got. But, ya see, some of his behavior was an act. Peter wanted to settle down, but he was scared.” Titus tapped his temple. “This woman I felt in the kitchen and he developed a strong friendship. She took care of him, helped him around, made things easier.

“I got the feeling Peter was protective of this woman, too, and I sensed romantic leanings. I asked him about this, but he refused to answer me.”

“But here’s the kicker. There was a big problem with this relationship, Mr. Steele. You see, this woman was smart, real nice lookin’. I saw her with my own eyes. She was single and everything he wanted but there was this one issue. Can you guess what that was?” Titus raised a brow in question as he rocked back and forth in the chair.

“No,” Sloan answered, his expression tight.

“She was Black.”

Emerald was certain her own Blackness had drained from her damn face.

“This was the 1950s, all right? And Peter felt like…” Suddenly Titus’ eyes went from light brown to bright, sparkling blue. The man slammed his fist violently on the table, so much so, it rocked. “It’s not right! I need this to be right!” A voice came out of the man’s body that sounded nothing like the one she’d been listening to in the past thirty minutes. “No one who comes into this house will be all right until you write my story, damn you! Tell my story, you bastard!!!’ Suddenly Titus’ eyes rolled back and he pushed and banged hard on the table.

“Titus is possessed! The spirit is using his body to speak!” one of the investigators yelled. Titus grabbed the knife Emerald had used to cut her sandwich in half and placed it to his own throat.

“Shit!” Sloan jumped up out of his seat along with the other two investigators, their chairs falling behind them. Curses littered the tension-filled air. A tinge of blood stained Titus’ neck, so Sloan tried to pull the man’s hand back with all of his might, gnashing his teeth, the vein in the center of his forehead growing tight and throbbing.

“Goddamn it!” Sloan finally wrangled the thing away from the man and stood to his full height as the two investigators helped Titus back onto his feet. He blinked several times, as if suddenly coming into his own, now aware once again of his surroundings.

Emerald raced to the kitchen and returned with a bottle of water, removed the top and handed it to the medium. He chugged the cool liquid down, his face covered in sweat and a look of worry etched all over it, to boot.

“So… I take it ol’ Peter tried to hurt me?” He chuckled, as if it were no biggie.

“Does that happen often?” Emerald demanded, in a semi-state of panic after what she’d just witnessed.

“Mmmm.” He shrugged. “Not often, but it ain’t the first time. Sometimes they get so beside themselves they want to inflict pain. Give me a second.” He put his hand up in a gesture of reassurance. “I’ll try to ask him anything you might have, but I need you to fill me in on what he just said… I have no recollection. And I need some more food and drink please.” Titus gulped down another bottle of water and ate some wafer crackers. “All right, I’m ready.”

The two investigators proceeded to play back what they’d recorded, and all Titus did was give an acknowledging nod, as he was now up to speed.

Sloan cleared his throat. “He said he wanted me to write his story, so I need to know: if I do this, will he leave? Will my house finally not have any of this going on anymore?”

Titus frowned. “He said he can’t leave this house until the story is out. He said he won’t tell me the story, but he’ll tell you… and her.” He pointed at Emerald once again. “He needs you to find a couple of books he left here, said they’d help you.”

“I don’t know what books he’s talking about. I guess I’ll have to dig around in the office and hope to find it.”

“No, remember, Sloan? The book you saw me with… Maybe that’s one of them that he’s talking about. I’ve still got it,” Emerald confessed, forcing all eyes to focus hard and heavy upon her. “I felt a sense of urgency in reading it, too. Maybe that’s why.”

Titus clasped his hands over his gut. “Peter stays in a state of exhaustion, due in part to how he died. I can see him, but most people can’t.” Emerald nodded in understanding. “He’s been trying to help Sloan find them. He is acknowledging that you do have one of the books. Mr. Steele needs to read it right away.”

Sloan visibly swallowed. “You said there were two other spirits in this house,” he piped in. “One I take it is Peter’s nurse and love interest, Sadie. Who is the third one?”

“Peter has gotten tightlipped, but he did let me see them. Oddly enough, I get the sense he isn’t allowed to interact with them, and vice versa. They can never be in the same space, but each know the other is there. Sadie is protective of Peter, and is kind of trapped here. I’m not sure why. I can tell you more things regarding him as a person, though. Keep in mind, as his fame increased, so did his need to put on a different persona. The fame began to get to him. He enjoyed the attention, but not the invasion of his privacy. He let this woman get close to him, far closer than anyone else in his life. That is not uncommon with stars who may befriend their groundskeepers, or other staff around them.

“Here’s what I gather and if I’m wrong, I’m certain he’ll let me know. The issue is that his guilt is twofold. He was attracted to Sadie when he saw her, and his intentions were to get her home, all to himself, and have sex with her, just like all the other women in his life. Peter was a womanizer, sexually greedy… He’d participated in orgies, wild parties, all sorts of things. I also believe he had a strained relationship with his mother. My guess is she was domineering; therefore, as an adult, he refused to be bossed around and told what to do, especially by women.

“He was quite macho, which only appealed to the ladies more. But, deep down, Peter wanted a woman to take care of him and take control. By Sadie’s mere occupation, she had that down pat. Ms. St. Claire?”

“Yes?” Emerald had been so caught up in Titus’ words, she’d almost forgotten how to speak.

“May I ask what you do for an occupation?”

“I, uh, restore furniture and—”

“No, not that… the nine-to-five gig.”

“I’m a dental nurse.”

Titus’ lips curved in a delighted, slightly wicked grin. “Well, well, well… hot damn. Peter hit the jackpot, didn’t he? No wonder after all of this time he’s ready to talk. Mr. Steele,”—Titus’ smile soon faded.—“your house is filled with such angry energy and sadness. I know you felt it soon after you moved in. He wanted you to feel it. Even in death, Peter believes he hasn’t suffered enough, that it must continue until the world knows what he did. What that is, I do not know, but he is ready to talk about it.”

“I see.” Sloan sighed.

“I believe that if you search the office, you will stumble into more and more clues relating to what was going on with him, his psyche, his mindset. Use your girlfriend’s heightened senses to help you find what he needs you to find. You two can work as a team. You’ll be able to write this story; he wants only you to do it. He trusts you completely. He’s given you the roadmap; now all you have to do is follow it. In other words, Peter Jones has hired you for a very important job, Mr. Steele. You are officially his ghostwriter…”
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CHAPTER NINETEEN


When a Man Loves a Woman…

I spent my life praying he would change, and now that he has, I regret having asked for it in the first place…

Joel left yet another message for his father, growing more and more concerned, especially based upon their last conversation several days prior. Dad had admitted that a paranormal group had come to the house and dug up some pretty incriminating shit. Things had gotten out of control.

They spoke of it for a bit, then moved on to conversing about other things, less weighty topics, more pleasant in nature. Joel soon discovered that his father was not only dating but had a steady girlfriend… and they were in love.

He wasn’t certain how he felt about the revelation. On one hand, he was excited that his father was finally moving on in a seemingly positive direction. On the other hand, there were unresolved issues they’d only touched the surface of during his last few visits, but still hadn’t been completely laid out to dry. They were both so close to a breakthrough, it was only a matter of time before their relationship evolved into something he could hold onto and respect. Perhaps Dad meeting someone was the catalyst to the transformation. It broke his heart a bit that the man hadn’t been able to experience that sort of happiness with Mom.

He knew his father had loved his mother at one point in time; he had witnessed it as a child, could tell from the old videos, photos, and how he’d dedicated his first published book to her—even though, at the time of the release, their marriage was falling apart at the seams.

They’d certainly made strides in their communication; so much so, it encouraged him to push the envelope and try to come to an understanding. He sat in his apartment for another hour or so after having drifted to sleep, then grabbed the phone and dialed again. This time, Dad answered.

“Hey, old man.” He lounged back in his chair with a smile, looking lazily at the television. “Where you been?”

“Here, there, and everywhere. How are you?” Dad groaned as if he were exhausted. Perhaps he was.

“I’m good… I’m good. What are you doing?”

“I’m tinkering with this damn hard drive from my old computer. I don’t want to shell out the money to get a file I need off here, but I may have to.”

“I can take a look at it for you.”

“Thanks. I can manage though.”

“Dad, I want to talk to you about some things.”

“I figured as much.” He chuckled. “You want more confessions from me, right?”

“Just the truth is all…”

“You want truth… I can do that. What’s bothering you?”

“Can we talk about you and Mom, please?”

His father sighed loudly on the other end of the line. “What in the hell do we need to say about this, Joel? What do you want from me? Okay, fine, here ya go. I haven’t always said the sweetest things about that woman since our divorce. Sue me.”

“Do you want her to be happy, Dad?”

“I wanted to make her happy. I loved being in a relationship, being married in those first few years with your mom. But then, things changed, you know? She no longer looked at me like she loved me. She looked at me like I wasn’t doing anything for her, as if I was pointless in her life…some inconvenience fighting for utility.”

“That’s not how she tells it.”

“Well then, why in the hell did you ask me?! Why don’t you just call and ask her instead, Joel? My answers are never good enough for you, and I’m not even certain what you want me to say or do. You said you wanted the truth, and all I can do is give you my truth, Joel! Your mother and I were two people in a relationship, a marriage, all right? Nobody knows completely what happened except for her and I, and some of that is our business, not yours.”

“All right, fair enough.” He took a long swig of beer from the bottle. “From your perspective then, Dad, just talk to me… tell me what happened, as much as you think I’m allowed to know.”

Dad kept quiet for so long, Joel started to think he’d walked away from the phone. “Joel,” the man finally said. “I wanted to have conversations; your mother didn’t want to talk much unless it was gossip. I’m not really into that.” He huffed. “I was using your mother to try and be the person I really wanted to be—a talker, a lover—but she wouldn’t let me. That’s just not what she wanted. Nothing was ever enough, though. I was never enough…”

In that moment, Joel’s breathing slowed to a crawl and the whole world appeared to come to a screeching halt around him as those final words slipped out of his father’s mouth. He felt a bit faint when pulsating hot flashes of buried shame unearthed between them. He wasn’t simply alone with his thoughts anymore; they were exposed in front of an audience… a one man audience, a biased audience, an audience he’d give his life for… an audience he loved so very much. That’s how he felt with his father, as if he was never enough for the man, but he kept quiet and let him continue.

“And then, just like that, in her final encore, the final scene of the act, she killed my trust. It happened when she turned around and told me she didn’t love me anymore over a glass of white wine, a Pinot Grigio, I believe, that I had picked out weeks prior. I even remember what we ate that night. Wild rice stuffed in the glory holes of a couple of baked Cornish hens. The plates were black and square, you know the ones, a catalog purchase. Anyway, she did it with a smirk on her face. I’ll never forget how at peace she was with destroying me, or at least, with trying to destroy me.”

“Is that the same night she admitted to having the affair?”

“Yup. She confessed to fucking my colleague, Travis Benning. He and I had worked at the paper together for over twenty years. Travis was a liar, a brown-nosing son of a bitch. No one liked him. I was underpaid, frustrated, but stickin’ it out, supporting her ass while that woman opened her legs and fucked my co-worker!” Dad’s voice boomed with surmounting rage.

He heard the familiar sounds of the man reaching for a cigarette, lighting it, and drawing hard on the thing. Many moments passed. How many? He wasn’t certain.

“Dad, I know you get tired of hearing this, but it doesn’t match Mom’s account of things. I’m not saying you’re lying, but she tells a different side of the story.”

“Put me on Face Time.”

“What?”

“You heard me. I want you to talk to me, man to man, look me in my damn eye.” On a swallow, Joel told him to hold on as he initiated a Face Time conversation. As soon as the screen popped up, he could see his father’s face… and in his eyes he noticed something he couldn’t quite describe, something that caused fear deep within his gut, and sympathy, too…
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Sloan looked at his son coolly, a crooked grin on his face. Curls of smoke escaped the side of his mouth. He was ready to put this shit to rest, once and for all.

“So, your mom says it happened differently? So does the Devil when asked about what really happened between him and God…”

His son’s face went pale, his eyes widened, yet no words departed from his lips.

“Son, I have no reason to lie, but she has every reason to. She’s good at it, too… had years of experience. I tell tall tales in books.” He coughed and cleared his throat. “Your mother’s words have been nothing but distorted truths, and I’m being generous…especially when she said, ‘I do’ to me, and ‘I love you.’ Those were the biggest lies of all.”

“Did you do anything to try and save your marriage, Dad? Please… I need to know.”

“She asked me for more time. I cut my hours. She then complained I wasn’t making enough money after I cut my hours. So, I started doing contract gigs, ghostwriting for others and writing my own stories again. I’d get up early in the morning, just me, my coffee, and my cigarettes. The sun would be still sleeping, and I would sit there with my dreams, my private thoughts, and start to type on that clunky, old computer. Before I knew it, I had written a full novel.”

“Yeah.” Joel looked at him with a solemn smile. “I remember those days.”

The memories continued to unveil themselves from the recesses of Sloan’s mind, filling him with sadness.

“It was a good time for me. I’d reconnected with my passion. I’d always loved writing stories, but your mother was thinking maybe it was a silly hobby, then changed her tune when I got the big deal with Royal House Publishing. When I told her I wanted to quit the paper completely and write my novels full time, that’s when she had a damn fit. At the time, the paper was still paying me more than I made with my side gigs, and it was secure. It was stable.”

“Yeah, I could understand her concern but I saw it from your point of view, too, Dad. Really.” He looked him in the eye. “I knew you weren’t happy at the paper. I did.”

“I know you did.” He tapped the cigarette butt into the ashtray. “But your mother didn’t trust me. I would never put us in a financial situation where we didn’t have a roof over our heads, just so I could live out my dreams…that’s selfish. I wouldn’t have done that, put you guys in jeopardy like that.”

“I know, Dad…”

“I had a plan, a two-year contract, and we’d have more money, but first I needed to be able to write the books. That’s all I asked for. I even told her if, after a year, things weren’t working out, I’d get a regular ol’ nine-to-five again. She knew I could get one any time I wished; I had job offers all the time. We had money saved up. Her lifestyle wouldn’t have drastically changed, just tightened a bit. I never cheated on that woman either, not once.” He waved his finger at the phone screen. “And believe me, the opportunities were there.”

Attractive women had practically thrown themselves at him many times, and every time he’d given the same tired line, ‘I’m flattered, but I’m married…’

“Let me ask you something, why are you still so angry with Mom, Dad?”

“It’s not anger, it’s disgust at how she keeps lying. Let me tell you something, Joel, if karma was real, totally legit, if it was this invisible fairy waving glittery justice dust, your mother would have gotten hers by now, believe you me.” He sank his upper teeth into his lower lip and hung on to the sting. “Instead, I’m positive she smiles every time she receives an alimony check from me. If that’s this alleged karma fairy at work, then she’s lousy at her job and needs to be shot dead and put out of her misery.”

“Why did I have to drag this out of you? Why didn’t you just tell me this was how you felt?!” Joel’s gaze zoned in on him.

“Because you’re my son and no matter what she’s done, she’s still your mother. She brought you into the world for me. I thank her for that, can’t take that away. She was a good mother… and I…” He exhaled, flopped back against his chair and closed his eyes. His fingers twitched as he held onto his cigarette, the scent of the smolder consoling him during the rotten confessions he made for his son’s peace of mind. “I tried to watch speaking bad about her to you and Michelle. I did sometimes anyway, slipped up…and I shouldn’t have. It didn’t help anything.”

Joel glanced away and cleared his throat, as if things were getting a bit too close for comfort, pulled at his heartstrings.

“Dad, Mom asked you for a divorce, but you are the one that filed once you realized there wasn’t anything to salvage. You moved on; you made yourself clear on where you stood. I love you and Mom both so much that I could never…I just… I don’t know. I’m here for you, please believe me, but—”

“I’d never make you choose, Joel. I know this has been bothering you—you feeling like I wanted you to choose between your mother and me. I can’t talk about this with just anyone.” He glanced down at the kitchen table, feeling rather sorry for himself. Silly and ashamed, too. “I don’t want Mike and anyone else to know how messed up I was after your mother and I split, all right? I don’t talk about things like this. I just… I just don’t.” A muscle twitched at his jaw. “My communication with you and Michelle wasn’t always the best, either. It’s like I get tongue-tied if things get too…”

“Close,” Joel finished for him. “Dad, I’ve tried to talk to you in the past about how sometimes you’re kind of… blocked off.”

Sloan swallowed hard, then sucked a fresh cigarette with vigor, delicately tapping off the glowing ash. “Alright, tell me what you mean.”

“Well, you don’t really express yourself to me and Michelle and sometimes we feel like we don’t really know you. We’ve discussed it privately.”

Sloan looked at Joel long and hard. The words hit him like a sledgehammer to the gut, but he maintained his composure, didn’t blink, and for a brief moment, he didn’t say a word or move a muscle.

“I think it was because of the way you were raised, I suppose,” his son continued. “I’m not sayin’ you never hugged or played with me and Michelle. You did a lot actually… and you were a good father overall; you still are. You told us you loved us all the time, did things with us, showed up to my games and stayed active in my life but… I don’t know.” Joel dropped his head and shook it before looking back at him. “Something was missing. The most I’ve learned about you, as of late, has been from reading your books, Dad. There’s pieces of you in those words that tell the truth. And I look for them, try to hunt them down. I shouldn’t have to treat getting to know you like some scavenger hunt.”

“I never wanted you to feel this way. I think I convinced myself you were all right, that it wasn’t as bad as you made it out to be.” He looked at the ashtray filled with the evidence of his killer habit. “But it was.”

“Dad, to me you were larger than life. Some of it was my own insecurity, I suppose. I always felt like your expectations of me were so high that I couldn’t reach ’em… that I’d never be the perfect son for you or be half the man you are. I felt like I was always a disappointment to you.”

Joel’s eyes brimmed with moisture but he quickly blinked them away. A huge wave of guilt engulfed Sloan as he stared at his son, sitting there vulnerable and wanting… wishing, even.

It wasn’t the first time Joel had confessed to such a thing, but usually this happened while they were in the midst of an argument, at which time none of them listened, but wanted to do all the talking. In this context, it sounded so different—painful, yet sincere. Not an unkind word to win a debate, but one created from the need to bridge a gap, one the existence of which he’d refused to fully acknowledge, until now.

“Joel.” He took another draw from his cigarette and rested the thing inside the ashtray. He stared at the waving smoke for a spell, then turned to his son, face to face. “My father, your grandfather, never showed any emotions. Matter of fact, you could barely tell when he was happy. He might have rarely been, in all actuality.” He stared down at his folded hands and gave a sad, little, broken chuckle. “I told myself that my kids would have a dad they knew loved ’em, but…” He shrugged as he hung his head. “All I did was repeat history. I fucked up. I failed.”

“You didn’t fail…”

“I know you and I don’t always see eye to eye, and it hurts me to say it, but I think it was because we were so much alike, Joel. I, too, always felt like I couldn’t measure up when it came to my father. He always seemed big to me, even when I surpassed him in height. He intimidated me almost up until the day he died, and I felt so small around him…so very small…” His voice drifted into almost a whisper. “But then, I guess those tapes in our mind start playin’, you know? The ones from the past.

“The ones that mess us up and turn us into all we’d promised ourselves we’d never be. Joel, I know I’m hard on you sometimes. I just want you to reach your potential, but I’m sorry for anything I’ve said to you during your formative years—and hell, even now—that made ya feel you weren’t good enough. And that kills me a little, to know I hurt you like that, but I’m sure it killed you more.” A tear rolled down his son’s cheek. “You’re good enough, Joel. You’ve always been good enough.”

He turned away as the boy’s tears continued to fall. No, not boy, but a man. From time to time, he had to remind himself that this son of his was truly an adult, and adults cry, too. Sloan forced himself to face Joel once again, for he refused to shy away from him one second longer.

“I needed to hear that,” Joel choked out while sliding the back of his hand across his eyes, smearing a watery trail across his face.

Sloan fought to keep his composure, to not fall prey to his own torn up heart, but he almost came undone when he bore witness to Joel’s emotions. His son’s lower lip trembled uncontrollably.

“I really needed to hear that, Dad.”

“I want to tell you, son, how much I love you. I’m sorry that I’m like this. Cold and hard sometimes… I didn’t want things to be like this. Please believe me.”

“You don’t have to apologize anymore. And you’re not cold and hard… just distant sometimes, removed.”

Sloan nodded in agreement. “And I alienate. You probably know me better than anyone else in the entire world, despite feeling that I don’t open to ya.” He realized that truth more than ever at that moment. “Son, you need to understand something. I’ve been evolving over the past year, you know? When things were happening to me, I’d make changes. I felt like complaining didn’t change anything, so I just became hands on.” He struggled to explain.

“But Dad, then you missed the lessons. You were too busy trying to fix stuff, so you never took the time to find out why it was broken in the first place…”

Sloan smiled. The young man smiled back at him… He rolled in his thoughts, thinking about how Joel was one of his many inspirations for finally looking at himself in the mirror, and getting himself together. He was grateful even for the divorce, for this became the catalyst to him moving on for good. He was determined to make it this time. Joy had eluded him for so long, but then he prayed he had it cornered and it would submit to him, allow him to get a taste of some of the love his fictitious characters swore undying loyalty to…

And it did. And her name was Emerald.
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Emerald hadn’t prepared brown shrimp jambalaya in several years, yet she stood over her stove, doing just that. The previous night had left her so exhausted, she barely recalled driving back home. Sloan spent more one on one time with the medium and investigators, surveying footage to help corroborate their claims just in case he got it in his thick skull that this was something to once again deny and stamp as pure foolishness. She knew that even her man wouldn’t be so bullheaded—the writing was on the wall, almost literally. As she’d settled in for the evening, she realized she’d missed a voicemail, and when she played it back, she damn near died of happiness.

Nikki was on her way home for a quick visit and would be arriving sometime that evening. Her daughter had been granted this break, with no advance notice. She was supposed to come in a month or two, but the date had been pushed forward much to her surprise, so Emerald wanted to make sure Nikki’s favorite meal would be ready by the time she arrived—enough to feed three.

The scent of the Andouille sausage and savory seasonings filled the kitchen of her townhome while the sounds of, ‘Sara’, by Starship played on her radio. She’d piled many of her tools, necessary equipment, stripers, paints, varnishes, sealants, saws, lacquers and the sort in various closets, making room. She’d been up most of the morning preparing the guest room, fresh linens and towels, giving the place a good dusting. She’d even set a welcome basket of fruit on the guest bedroom nightstand. She stirred the large chrome pot slowly with a ladle, counter clockwise, and then in reverse. A bottle of Riesling was chilling in the refrigerator and a bowl of tossed salad, seasoned with pink sea salt and a dash of cayenne pepper was waiting to be set on the dining room table.

Her cell phone rang and she snatched the thing on the first ring. “Hello?”

“Mom, it’s me. I landed a few minutes ago. I’ll be over in about forty minutes, an hour tops…depends on traffic. Gotta make a stop on the way over.”

“I can’t wait to see you, Nikki!” Her jaws hurt from the strain of her grin.

“I can’t wait to see you, too.”

“I made plenty of food, okay? It’s your favorite, jambalaya. And the guest room is all set up for you.” She turned towards the stove and turned off the eye.

“That’s nice, Mom. You ain’t have to do all of that though.”

“Yes, I did. Now you hurry on over here. Let me get my hands around you and squeeze you extra tight.” Giggling, she swung the refrigerator door open and grabbed some cornbread that needed heating up. She knocked the door closed with her hip and sped things up, moving in a frantic pace.

“All right, be there in a jiffy.” And then the call ended. Placing her cell phone down on the kitchen counter, Emerald kept seeing to her cooking, but something nagged at her, as if she were forgetting something.

Shit!

Dropping the ladle on the silicon holder next to the stove, she made a mad dash to her bedroom to grab two cinnamon pumpkin scented candles. Plopping them in a pair of crystal glass holders, she gripped a sugar skull decorated lighter she’d nabbed from Sloan’s car, telling him it was too cute to be in his possession, and lit the things, hoping they’d give the room an even nicer aroma.

Her cell phone rang again then, so she pulled it out of her pocket. She smiled upon seeing the caller ID flashing Sloan’s name and number.

“Heeeeey, how are you, honey?” She rushed down the hall and entered her bedroom to do a bit of freshening up.

“I’ve got so much to tell you, it’ll make your head spin, but we can get into all of that later. I just called to tell you to have a great time this weekend with Nikki. I know you wish she could stay longer, but make sure you enjoy yourselves to the fullest. I’m gonna leave you alone for the next couple of days. You won’t hear from me unless you initiate the call, okay? I don’t want to interrupt and I know how much this means to you.” Her cheeks warmed with appreciation.

“I’ll be calling you, believe that. You help me keep a level head.” She chuckled nervously as she wiggled out of her blue denim jumper, grabbed a black short sleeved blouse, then hit the speaker button on her phone before tossing it on her bed.

“You’ll be just fine, baby,” he said so smoothly and beautifully, his words served just the way she needed them. “I’ve been reading the book you found; well, the one that was given to you, I suppose you could say. I’m researching some more things and I’ve already begun writing.”

She paused in her tracks, thrilled beyond belief with his update. “I’m so proud of you. That’s great news, Sloan! I was so worried you’d get stubborn or—”

“No, no, this needs to happen and best of all, I want to do it. Titus took care of some things to make it a bit more peaceful in the house while I work, and I can already feel a difference in here. I think Peter knows I’m writing it, so that definitely helps. Anyway, enough of that. I gotta go, sweetie. Save me a little jambalaya. I love you, baby!” And then, the call ended.

“Hmmm, where’d I put my earrings?” She looked about, standing there in only her panties and shirt that she hoped and prayed wasn’t smeared with deodorant. “Oh, I left them on the living room table, that’s right.” Marching to her closet, she snatched a pair of gray and black striped flared slacks, shimmied them up her slender form, then slid her bare feet into a pair of leather mules with faux satin ribbons. She took a good look at herself in the floor length mirror. Not too shabby…

Nodding with approval, she picked up her paddle brush from her dresser and ran it through her hair. Her shoulder length bob was now a picture of perfection, with not a strand out of place.

Hightailing it back into the kitchen, she gave the big pot another few good stirs, sat on the living room couch, and placed her stud pearl earrings in her earlobes. The sounds of John Mayer’s, ‘No Such Thing’ played softly in the background, soothing her. Sitting back on the couch, she sighed, and her stomach flipped with excitement. She flexed her fingers, trying to expend some of the anticipatory energy. The minutes melted into one big glob, until…

The doorbell chimed.

She jumped in her skin.

Getting to her feet, she almost tumbled towards it, then caught her composure and gripped the doorknob tight before looking out the peephole. There Nikki stood in full view, her hair pulled back in thick, lustrous braids, her dark honey skin flawless—and she was wearing the hell out of her uniform. Emerald swung the door open, and before she could grab her, Nikki did the honors, taking her into her arms and squeezing tight.

“Nikki!!!! My baby is home!”

“Mom, yeah… I’m here,” the young woman choked out.

Emerald’s eyes moistened with joyful tears and she couldn’t let go. The feeling was too surreal, too wonderful to release. She needed to feel it all, take it in, smell the air, etch it in her mind, and remember this exact moment just as it was, preserve it like furniture, hold it like love. She opened her eyes, grabbed her daughter in a vise like hold and pressed her lips into her cheek.

“So glad to see you! Come in, come in, come in! Now you just stop talking to me outside like you’re a Girl Scout or some door-to-door salesman and get your behind in here.” She reluctantly released her and stepped inside the doorway. Nikki walked in, her hand wrapped around the fingers of a young lady with a short, natural, reddish brown do. The woman had glossy pink lips, large silver hoop earrings, flawless makeup, and gray contacts.

“It’s nice to finally meet you, Mya.” Breaking her hold on her daughter, she barged between the two, grabbed the woman in her arms, and gave her a hug, one as tight as the one she’d bestowed upon Nikki. She’d finally met her daughter’s fiancée, and was grateful for the opportunity. Out of the corner of her eye, she took notice of her daughter’s raised brow and a slight expression of confusion.

“Thank you!” Mya exclaimed, turning and churning the awkwardness into something useful. “It’s so nice to finally meet you, too. Nikki has told me so much about you, and the topic of her missing your cooking came up practically every week.”

“Well, that’s good to know because now you both can have a taste. Come on in; make yourself comfortable. Have a seat and relax!” She closed and locked the door behind them. “It’s time to catch up.” Clasping her hands together, her heart swelled as she watched them smile at one another, then back in her direction. “We have to make the most of this precious time.”

“Time is short, right, Mom? You always say that.” Nikki winked at her and set a large black duffle bag on the couch.

“You better believe it, so do the best you can by those you love right now…”
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CHAPTER TWENTY


Daddy’s Little Girl

“Well, actually, I’m putting ‘Bane of My Existence’ on hold,” Sloan explained to his agent, Deloris. He took a glance at the time showcased in an olive and martini novelty clock set on a bookshelf to his left. His children would be there soon for a visit, and he’d shut down his computer in anticipation. Quiet moments passed as he relaxed in the office with a cigarette in one hand and dreams of indulging in a glass of cognac swirled in his head like the smoke around him.

“You. Did. What?!”

“It’s not forgotten, just on ice.”

“But you’ve been working on it for three months, Sloan! This is a joke, right? You’re playing a practical joke on me right now.”

“I’m serious. It’s just the way it’s gotta be. I—”

“But we’ve got so much riding on this! You can’t do this. You can’t just pull the plug like that, act like Daffy Duck and yell, ‘That’s All Folks!’”

“Actually, that was Porky Pig…”

“I prefer to think of you as Daffy Duck… a tyrant, never thinking things through, flying by the seat of your pants and the hell with everyone else who may be affected by these bonehead decisions.”

“Well fuckerin’ fuckotash! She thinks I’m dessssspicable!” he teased in a Looney Tunes Sylvester the Cat voice.

“Screw you, Sloan. This is serious.”

“I think I just spit all over my phone doing that Sylvester the Cat impression. I preferred him over Daffy. Have you ever thought about how Daffy Duck and Sylvester the Cat sounded alike? Wow, that never dawned on me until now. That crazy lisp, and they used some of the same damn phrases. Wonder why I didn’t notice that as a kid?”

“Are we really about to discuss Warner Brother cartoons right now, Sloan?”

“Deloris, can you imagine going behind the guy who did that voice-over work for Disney? They must’ve need a hundred new microphones after he short-circuited them with flying saliva.”

“We’re talking blogs, promos, the works,” she went on, ignoring him. “The cover is finished, the marketing is paid for! Posters drafted, everything! We’ve discussed the content in great detail. It was a sure bet, a home run. I have you scheduled to discuss it in upcoming interviews, for God’s sake! Comic-Con even invited you to attend as guest speaker!”

“That’s awesome.”

“Yes it is, and of course it’s a paid appearance. How can you do this to me?”

“Ohhhh Deloris, you’re so melodramatic.” He chuckled.

“You’ve gone crazy… you’ve gone completely out of your fucking mind.”

“Okay, that’s not a proven theory but regardless, I’m truly sorry about the inconvenience. That doesn’t change the fact that I had to switch gears. I’m honestly not trying to derail all of your hard work on my behalf. You know I appreciate you. I just can’t finish the book right now.”

“Why?” He could hear the gloom and doom saturating each syllable she uttered, could envision the tiny wrinkles across her freckled forehead bunching together as she inwardly devised a plan to manipulate him back on course.

“Well, I was getting to that, but I wanted you to calm down first. I tried a bit of comedic relief, but you were less than impressed.”

“Nope, I’m not calm, Sloan. I’m not going to be calm in an hour, nor later on today. I won’t be calm tomorrow either, so you may as well spit it out.”

“I did… but you don’t like cartoon impressions.”

“You bastard.”

He suddenly heard the flicker of the woman’s lighter. Deloris hadn’t smoked in weeks. He imagined she’d found her tucked away ‘emergency’ cigarette she’d hidden in the dark recesses of her designer purse, the one she’d squirreled away inside of a houndstooth print lipstick holder. There was no uncertainty left between them… she was prepared to huff and puff and to blow him the fuck down. Happily Ever After had been shit upon and flushed down the proverbial toilet. He was sorry he’d stressed her out so badly, but what could he possibly do?

“The truth? Because another project is calling to me. I’ve been living this, feeling things that… never mind. Look, it needs to be written, and I’ve already begun it, actually. Don’t worry about the interviews; keep ’em, okay? I’ll discuss this new project at any venue you have me booked and I promise you I’ll be finished with it sooner than you think. I’ve been working really hard on it, and it’s coming along quite well.”

“Hmmm.” She exhaled. “You actually sound excited about it. What is it about?”

“Well, remember when you called me asking why TMZ ran that story about me having a ghost as a roommate?”

“Yes… and you were livid. Thankfully you’re in a gated community helping to cut down on unwanted visitors who have grown curious, but unfortunately for me, I spent the rest of the night with all the lights on in my apartment after I’d gotten off the phone with you, watching religious programs and praying all night to a God I hadn’t spoken to since my second divorce. I doubt He was happy to hear from me.”

“Well.” He chuckled. “Sorry to hear that, but you demanded to be told the truth and you know me, I wasn’t going to spare you the details.”

“Yes… how thoughtful of you,” she retorted. “And you let me come up there to visit you, knowing all of those rumors were true. You obviously hate me.”

“Well, that’s what this is all about, actually. Just like I told ya, it’s all true. I’m going to write Peter Jones’ biography, Deloris. Only thing is, it won’t be your typical one. This is gonna be a part of him no one has ever heard about before.”

“Sloan, you’re trying to ruin your career, aren’t you?”

“Of course not… well, at least not today.” He snickered.

“Biography? You don’t write biographies, Sloan. You’re a fiction writer! FICK-SHUN! You write epic sci-fi fantasy! Jesus Christ!”

“You’re callin’ on his son now, too? I got you praying again… See, I’m good for something after all.”

“Ha-ha-hardy fucking ha. What an appropriate title for the book you placed on the back burner, Mr. Steele. You certainly are the bane of my existence. You’re the type of client I wish I had never taken on. Oh if only I hadn’t answered my phone that day when you reached out to me, in need of an agent after your overnight success.”

“Actually, you were the one who called me, but never mind all of that. Yeah, but like I said, this won’t be your typical biography, babe. Look.” He surveyed his desk, practically littered with old, yellowed copies of books written by the ghostly man himself. “It’s not going to focus on where he was born, how he became successful, all the shit you’d usually see. It’s going to focus specifically on his love life, a story that was never told. A story no one else knows.”

“So not only are you writing a damn biography; it’s a romance novel, too. This is by far a heart-attack inducing conversation. I’m so glad I went to my Pilates class before talking to you today.”

“I can do this, Deloris. I need you to trust me… and like I said, I’ve already started.”

There was a long pause, the kind that grew full with tension and begged to burst with the slightest touch.

“…Read me some of it.” Her tone was serious, almost a dare of sorts. Sloan reached for his computer, shoved the books to the side, and powered the thing up. He smiled at his screensaver photo of him and Emerald sitting in his car at a drive-in movie, huddled up under a thick blanket, then opened the document.

“Some say right and wrong are as black and white as truth and lies. The dye bleeds red on the pages, words written and drowned in tears. But one man’s fiction is another man’s fact. Imagine living inside a world that held you prisoner, a place that lifted you up, exalted you, but put limits on the person you could be. It stifled you with dogmatic, discriminatory rules dripping with the blood of those who craved power over the masses on a daily basis. The same people that lifted you up would knock you down if you dared to be your truest self.

“You’d suffer, lose everything you’d worked for if you dared to deviate from the blueprint of expectation. And worst of all? The results could be crippling, perhaps even deadly. I want you to step back, close your eyes, and envision yourself as the best of the best, a twisted, charismatic, genius in your own right. But you want more, so much more, and that next step is wrapped tightly around love. So much so, you literally fall apart, day by day, until there is nothing of you left… mere skin and bones of a gray memory. You could not obtain the ultimate prize you sought, which is freedom to love without constraints.

“Sometimes, love eludes us; yet, other times, we close doors out of fear of loss, cruelly imposing limitations on ourselves and vastly affecting the ones we adore. We crush their spirit, in an attempt to preserve our own.

“What can a man do, who regrets nothing,

Until it is far too late?”
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Daddy looked like a king.

Michelle still called her father ‘Daddy’, but only in her mind. She looked across the living room at the man who’d raised her, the tall guy with the half grin and maturity of a million wise men. He sat there, leaning back into the blue and cream paisley print loveseat that sat across from the matching couch, a light blue pillow shoved behind his head. His green eyes twinkled, as if he had a big secret to tell; perhaps he did, and she’d be all ears, waiting to hear it. He’d just extinguished his second cigarette since she’d been there and offered her another store bought appetizer, some sort of spinach crescent roll wrap with a horrid aftertaste. She imagined he’d seen his failed marriage to her mother in a similar way towards the end. Cheap, lackluster, and dismal…

She’d always looked up to him, which made the divorce between her parents all the more painful for her to watch. Things had gotten downright nasty between him and Mom. The mudslinging between the two brought to mind the ‘War of the Roses’ movie to the highest degree. She’d already become an adult when the shit hit the fan, but it still hurt her to her damn core.

Of course she didn’t want them in an unhappy marriage, jammed, stuck in a place of reproach, no longer in love. Honestly, she’d known the light had dimmed between them when she was still in her teens, but they struggled and trudged along, trying to make a go of it. Joel had somewhat taken their mother’s side, and she’d done the opposite but tried to remain verbally neutral. Honestly? She had a hard time forgiving Mom for messing around on Dad, despite her refusing to acknowledge that as truth. Worst of all, it was the ultimate betrayal—a work colleague, of all people.

But, she couldn’t completely hate Mom. Dad hadn’t always been easy to live with. Rather than talking things out, or going to marriage counseling as she’d suggested prior to Mom’s affair, he’d simply scoffed and showered her mother with gifts… as if to silence her. Truthfully? Both were right, and both were wrong… but when she looked into her father’s eyes, she could almost feel the hurt he’d endured. He’d genuinely loved his wife; everyone could see it, except the woman herself…

“Dad!” Joel called out as he returned to the living room, buckling his belt. “You did a great job on remodeling that bathroom. It looks great, compared to the first time I was here.” He hunkered down next to her, then reached for an appetizer, this one a tiny bagel with lox and cream cheese.

“Thank you. I tried to get a replica of the original sink pedestal. It’s not a dead ringer, but it comes pretty close.” Joel nodded in understanding as he stuffed his jaws now with a celery stick, and began chewing noisily. “I’m glad you both came for a visit. It really means a lot to me.”

“Of course, Dad.” Michelle smiled, picking her delicate vintage tea cup from the table and bringing it to her lips for a sip. The warmth of the brew flooded her mouth and flavors of orange and lemon titillated her taste buds. “I would’ve been here sooner if it weren’t for the new fashion launch project and taking care of Jacob.”

“I know, I understand.” He smiled proudly at her. “You’re in one of the best fashion design schools in the world, and you’re doing it with a baby and a job to boot. I’m so proud of you.” He winked at her and smiled.

“Thanks, Dad.” She smiled back thoughtfully, though she knew full well that without his help, she’d be drowning. He practically paid all of her bills, especially since Jacob’s father was no longer in the picture.

“I’m just lucky you’re still so close by. Look.” He leaned forward and clasped his hands together. “Joel may have filled you in a bit regarding our heart to heart, I guess you could call it. I’ve had a lot of time to think about some things, to uh…” Dad’s face reddened and his words caught in his throat. “To…really evaluate some stuff I hadn’t before, at least not in the way I should’ve.”

Joel grabbed a bottle of water chugged it with noisy relish. “Dad, I didn’t tell Michelle about our conversation,” he said after finishing with a contented sigh.

Puzzled, she wondered what secrets they were hiding, and suddenly felt like she’d been left out in the cold.

“Michelle, I had previously apologized to your brother for being so stubborn with him at times and well, other things, too.” His eyes met theirs in turn. “I want to extend the same apology to you. I tried so hard to not be like my own father…” He looked down into his lap, as if ashamed. “But some of the characteristics showed up anyway. I’m sorry for how angry I’d become when I and your mother parted ways. It wasn’t fair to put you and your brother in the middle of it.”

“You can’t apologize for how you felt, Dad. Feelings are yours to keep. They’re personal.”

“They are personal, and feelings that we have, or in this case, the ones I had weren’t the issue.” He rested his hand on his chest. “It was my behavior, how I went about it. Now, moving forward, I encourage you both to confide in me, and I’ll be more open, too. I kept things bottled up. That’s not an excuse… There really is no excuse for you being roped in the middle of your parents’ bullshit, but I… I’m just tryin’ to explain, you know, what happened.”

“I get it. I mean…” she said, shrugging, “I don’t actually get it, because I’d never been with someone as long as you and mom were together. And then to have it end up that way, especially like… that…” With a grimace, she set her teacup back on the table. “All I’m saying, Dad, just like I told you right before you moved to Maxim, is that I think you’re the strongest man I know and I can’t fault you. All I wanted for you both was to move on and be happy. You and Mom pretty much kept us out of your private affairs. You never really even argued around us. I’m thankful for that… so whatever it was you two were going through, we didn’t know the details until the very end.”

“But we could always feel the tension.” Joel ran his hands nervously over his knees, observing his actions with thoughtful intensity.

Michelle wondered what was going on inside the man’s head. She knew there were several different sides to her father. He was loving, hilarious—mostly sarcastic humor, and his wit was beyond measure. He had a mysterious side, too, and tended to push people away if they got too close.

“You’re a wonderful daughter.” Her cheeks warmed with pride as he looked at her with adoration, his words sounding sincere and true. “You’ve grown into such a beautiful young lady. I do thank your mother for giving me two great kids. I know you’re adults, but you’re my kids… and I love ya.”

“We love you too, Dad.” She stopped there, but wished to say so much more. She wouldn’t do it, though, for she now looked at a man whose eyes had grown glossy. She rarely saw her father expressing emotion like this—actually never had. She wanted to focus on this moment when he was allowing himself some vulnerability; but little did he know, he seemed even larger and more amazing in her eyes now.

He’d jump on Joel from time to time about such displays, but always gave her room to feel deeply. Dad had to be a bit chauvinistic, but it seemed his attitude veered always in the woman’s favor. She smiled at that realization, and felt it easy in her heart to forgive him.

“It feels different in here, Dad. I guess that exorcism worked, huh?” Joel sat back comfortably, a smug expression on his face.

“It wasn’t an exorcism.”

“What? Exorcism?!” Michelle looked at the two guys and suddenly wanted to strangle them both. “What in the heck have you two been doing? Why do I feel so confused right now? This entire visit has been nothing but secrets coming to light and Joel, you know better!” She pointed an accusatory finger in her brother’s direction. They were a year and a half a part, close as could be. “We tell each other everything!”

“I had to keep this to myself. I wanted to convince Dad to move from here and didn’t want you interfering, siding with him the way you always do.” He rolled his eyes with dramatic flair.

“Oh really? You always side with Mom, no matter what she does or says and I—”

“Okay, okay, okay,” their father broke in, his hand up like a stop sign. “Look, Michelle, I’m sorry I didn’t tell you but if I myself wasn’t even sure what was going on, I didn’t see a need to broadcast it to the entire world.”

“I’m not the entire world. I’m your daughter… This place is haunted?” She looked about the room, a sensation of being watched suddenly hitting her. Perhaps it was paranoia, the notion they’d just brought up drifting about in her head, contaminating her mind.

“How did you not know this though, Michelle? It’s been online.”

“I don’t go looking at gossip rags about Dad, Joel,” she snapped. “Matter of fact, I avoid them and my friends know not to come to me asking anything. I’ve made that perfectly clear. For all others, I don’t tell them who my father is, or the nosey questions start. So, what’s going on?”

“Joel doesn’t even know this part; I am telling you together but… I’m writing a book about this house.”

“I don’t understand.” She shook her head, mystified.

“The house is in fact haunted, Michelle. Joel knew it immediately, and I suppose I did, too. I just refused to give it any validation. Long story short, a guy by the name of Peter Jones owned it and he died in a rather bizarre and mysterious way. He was a writer, just like me.”

“Dad had a paranormal group come in, Michelle. I asked him to do that from the beginning, once he made it clear he wasn’t going to move.”

“What did they find out?”

“That Peter’s ghost still is here and he is unsettled,” Dad explained. “He has some unresolved issues. The property would go up for sale time and again because of the paranormal activity. When I moved here, there was activity as well, but it was not the kind that had been demonstrated towards the people who resided here before me. Rather than be, shall I say, provocative or even violent with me, as he had been with others, he appeared more demonstrative, as if we had a kinship. I was quite disturbed by the activity, don’t get me wrong. Matter of fact, it made life quite difficult, but I never felt in danger, if that makes any sense.”

Michelle nodded in understanding.

“A medium who—from what I’ve been told—is world renowned came to the house and investigated the situation over the course of a couple of days. He let me know that Peter had seen similarities between himself and me, and that he took a liking to a friend of mine, which caused a whole new dynamic.”

“A friend of yours?” Her upper lip twitched, daring to form a grin.

“Yeah… that’s the other reason why I wanted you two to come up. I’ve been seeing someone.”

“A woman?” Joel questioned, his face twisted in faux surprise, he seemed to be pretending the man hadn’t already spilled the beans to him. She always knew when her brother was lying.

“No, a damn yak. Of course uh woman!” Dad barked.

Michelle snickered.

“Well, how tha hell should I know?!” Joel teased. “You’re makin’ all these changes in your life. I don’t know what to expect from you anymore.”

“Yeah? Well, let me tell ya, me likin’ cat won’t ever change.”

“Dad!” Michelle was certain she’d turned a million shades of red as her brother and father burst out laughing. “And you can cut the song and dance, Dad and Joel. It’s obvious you two were keeping yet another secret from me.” She quipped, having quite enough of their games in order to make her feel less offended.

“I’m sorry,” Dad apologized, still smiling. “But yeah, I met a lady and we’ve been seeing each other for quite some time now. Her name is Emerald. She lives here in Maxim. She’s a dental nurse and furniture restorer.”

“Wow, how’d you meet her?” Michelle leaned forward, tickled as hell to hear the revelation.

“At Whole Foods, the grocery store, of all places.”

“You know this reads like a romance novel, right?” she jested, slapping her knee. A wave of laughter rolled off her. “Oh my God, so when can we meet her?”

“Yeah,” Joel chimed in, though his tone was tinged with a bit of suspicion or perhaps his furrowed brows gave him away. This time, his declarations appeared sincere.

“Glad you asked. I’m hoping you can come back up next weekend, actually. Her daughter is in town for only a short time, she’s in the army, so I don’t want to disrupt any of that but she heads to California for a month after that, and then to Afghanistan.”

“So she has children, too. Good, you two have more in common.”

“Yeah, she’s got just the one, but we do in fact have a lot in common.” He reached toward the coffee table for his phone and scrolled through it, then flashed a photo in their direction. “That’s her… that’s my sweetheart.”

Michelle couldn’t help but love the broad, toothy smile that spread across her father’s face as he showcased the attractive woman.

“Awww, Dad, she’s pretty. I’m so glad you met someone and things are going well.”

“I’m glad I met her, too. Honestly, she’s helped me appreciate what I have more, instead of focusing on what’s missing. She’s a real good person, and so funny, too.”

“That’s good, Dad.” Joel seemed a tad more relaxed, but the tension lingered, still emanating from him.

She tucked her concerns away, certain to get her brother alone later and pick his brain.

“All right! What’s to eat around here?” Joel slapped his thighs, then looked at his watch. “It’s almost dinner time.”

“Well, I thought we’d go out to eat, actually. There are some nice eateries not too far away, a BBQ place that I particularly enjoy.”

“Dad, you know I don’t eat meat.” Michelle grimaced as she got to her feet.

“Well, there are other places we can go to. That was just a suggestion. There’s a great vegetarian restaurant only fifteen minutes away. We could swing by if you want.” He slid his phone into his pocket and got to his feet. “Are you guys coming by next weekend or not?”

“I am.” Michelle picked up her purse and slung it over her shoulder.

“I guess I can,” Joel said, looking down at his cell phone, semi-distracted.

“All right, good, it’s a date. The four of us will go out then. I’ll get my jacket and we can be on our way.” Dad walked out of the room, his steps hard and pounding like some titan’s. After a couple of moments, she turned to her brother, pulled at his eggplant sweater sleeve, and nudged him towards her.

“What gives?”

“Huh?” He kept his eye on his phone, his thumb working overtime scrolling through social media posts—some site she’d never seen before. Perhaps one of his strange gaming groups…

“Don’t huh me, you know what I’m talking about.”

He gave her a fleeting look. “I don’t know what you’re—”

“Don’t lie. Why are you worried about Dad’s girlfriend?”

“Honestly? I don’t want him to get hurt is all. Dad is kinda vulnerable right know, ya know? I don’t want him taken advantage of. Not sayin’ this woman is necessarily doing that, but you know this is his first actual relationship he’s had since he and Mom divorced. He may not have realistic expectations, and everyone knows who he is now. He has more to lose.”

Michelle nodded in understanding. “You’re right. All that could be true, Joel, but you know one thing about our father that will never change?”

“What?”

“He’s a pretty good judge of character, so I trust him on this. They’ve been seeing each other for a while now, and if this woman has helped an old dog learn new tricks, like apologizing and showing his true feelings to us, then for that alone, I’m grateful to her.”

“Yeah…” He nodded, as if mulling her words and deciding to be at peace with them.

She took a few steps towards the foyer, her brother trailing behind.

“Tell me something,”

She heard him snickering and looked over her shoulder. “What?” she asked.

“Were you surprised that Dad’s girlfriend is Black? I was, but not in a bad way.”

“I never even thought about it. I mean…” She shrugged. “Obviously, I noticed she was Black,” she said with a smirk and a roll of her eyes. “But I didn’t put any thought into it. You dated Yanni for two years. I guess you got it honestly.” She playfully winked at her brother as she brought up his African American girlfriend from a few years back.

“Yeah.” He laughed, a light, tinkling sound. “All of that aside, he seems happy, doesn’t he?”

“He is happy, Joel, so that makes me happy, too…”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


Maxim Hospitality

I’ve known Ma my entire life…

That notion sounded rather silly to Nikki. She rolled it around in her brain, again and again. Of course, she’d known her mother her entire life; but, on second thought, maybe it wasn’t so silly after all. Mom hadn’t known her own mother that long; matter of fact, the bulk of Mom’s time spent on Earth had large, gaping holes when it came to parent-child interaction. Due to this, her mother must have just winged it, this thing called motherhood, and at times, that wing appeared broken…

But perhaps that wasn’t fair. As Aunt Sugar used to say, “Nobody understands the trials, tribulations, heartache and pain a parent goes through until they have their own.” She and Mya planned to have children; they even had a donor in mind, and maybe then she’d have a full grasp of just how difficult it could be to raise another human being.

She hated resenting Mom, especially because she couldn’t say Emerald had been a bad mother; in fact, she’d been good on the whole. When did the animosity begin? And why? Why didn’t it stop? She thought she knew the answers to those questions, but the more she contemplated them, the less certain she became. Was it because Mom was very affectionate, but not necessarily warm? Nikki had grown up watching a couple of people—her parents—who behaved more like roommates than lovers. Mom and Dad had the strangest relationship she’d ever seen. That was all in the past, though.

But a more crucial question was now on the table: Who was this woman sitting here?

Yeah, her… The lady with the perfectly coiffed hair, scooping out generous spoonfuls of jambalaya into big wooden bowls she’d picked up from some estate sale. The woman who was laughing so loud, it made her ears ring…

Who. Was. She?

Nikki hoped and prayed her confusion didn’t become apparent as she studied the woman, real close, as if looking for something important she’d lost. Mom was aging.

Her hair, still thick as always, had more gray in it than she last recalled. Mom kept on cooking, talking, laughing, and her smiles seemed one hundred percent authentic. Mom’s body language was fluid, easy and relaxed. She was now enthralling Mya with a silly tale involving Aunt Sugar, a flea market, and a city slicker trying to sell cheap perfume that was nothing but rubbing alcohol and food coloring. Nikki shook her head in amazement. Twirling a straw in her mouth, comfortable in her seat, she fell into some strange, hazy daydream at witnessing the scene that played out before her.

Mom had the place looking so nice, like a real fancy bed and breakfast, but she’d always been rather tidy and truth be told, mom laughed a lot way back then, too. She couldn’t take that away from her, try to color her as some Grinch…

But this laugh sounded different… unrestricted, not tightly coiled around reserve and appearances.

The spontaneity and artlessness gave her pause; even the woman’s eyes sparkled as if lit up on the inside with snow-white bulbs. Nikki rubbed along her gut as if warding off a fitful tummy ache that would ruin her good time before it even began. Anxiety, guilt, and regret nestled in her core. Lowering her gaze off Mom and Mya, she tossed her straw on the table and took a somewhat shaky sip of her red wine.

Damn, this is good… Mom never bought stuff like this before. This ain’t that cheap five dollar wine with a brand ain’t nobody has ever heard of. I’ll have to ask her the name of it.

Her lips curved in a smile as she appreciated the flavor repeating along her taste buds. Maybe that was the answer to her jumbled emotions. She wanted to get rid of this stale emotional stew, start from scratch. Here she was, embarking on a new chapter of her life, and she wanted to turn a fresh page with Mom, but would Mom hold grudges, too? She’d not been the easiest child to raise, and it was time to face the truth. Sometimes she made her own struggles her mother’s, placing the blame on the person closest to her in the room. Not only that, at one point in time she realized the arguments and strain had stemmed from her perception that she and her mother were like night and day.

Mom played by the rules, even at times with people who didn’t deserve such considerations—probably replaying old advice she’d learned as a child about ‘turning the other cheek.’ But what about an eye for an eye? Mom was a rather strict disciplinarian. When Nikki’s rebellious self had broken any household rules, there was hell to pay. This seemed rather unfair, especially because oftentimes, these rules had gone against her desires to leave an imprint upon the world, and in order to create change, well, one had to be the change. Nikki wanted to shake things up. Once she left and joined the army, though, all of that thinking changed. She snapped into submission for she had no other choice. Luckily, her mother had already prepared her to play the game well.

Whoever she wished to be, her dreams for herself, she’d relegated behind a barbed wire fence, and in order to reach those goals, she had to listen to authority, do as she was told and listen more than she could talk. She’d learned a lot during basic training, and continued to do so; but, for the longest, her communication with Mom remained the same. She’d become like her mother in more ways than she’d cared to admit, and she admired the woman, too.

Mom, I do look up to you, and I know sometimes I was wrong. You just handle things differently than me is all. I can see your strength in your smile lines, the scars that have faded, and the bumps and bruises you withstood just so I could have a bit more in life… I’m sorry about some of the shit I’ve said to you over the years. I have to open my mouth and tell you this though…not just keep it in my head. I hope I find the courage to admit I was wrong. I hate that about myself, ’cause I hate not being right.

She sat there, sip after sip, contemplating what she’d say when she found her voice again and built up the courage to say what she should have said a long time ago…

‘Mama, I know things haven’t always been easy for you. I appreciate you and I love you.’

She’d say the ‘I love you’ part easily enough, but the other words didn’t seem to want to come out of her mouth. It wasn’t just her pride at work though. They had to hash it out, get to the bottom of it all. But perhaps she still resented how, when she told her mother she was gay, the woman had looked downright disappointed; as a matter of fact, depressed. She’d started crying and telling her that she loved her, as if Nikki had just admitted to being a drug addict or prostitute.

At the time, Mama’s reaction didn’t make any damn sense. The woman had never said an unkind word to her about the LGBT community, but she’d grown up with Southern parents, particularly a father who had traditional values, who’d served as a deacon at his church and was viewed as a pillar of society.

And then there was Aunt Sugar, notably uncouth and with no concern whatsoever for other people’s feelings. She’d made it quite clear what she thought of the world in her heavy, judgmental way. Nikki couldn’t recall the last time that old woman had a kind word to share. And why did Mom keep up with her so? It was usually a chore, a cause of immense frustration, yet Mom would insist Sugar came from a different generation, that she wasn’t all that bad all the time, and that she loved them, despite everything.

Mya suddenly burst out laughing again, grabbing Nikki from her inner turmoil and snatching away the demons and angels that drifted around her memories, poking and prodding them as ‘exhibit A’. Mya’s eyes gleamed with tears of joy and amusement as Mom kept on dishing out the stories from her unconventional upbringing and youth. These funny tales she’d heard a million times over the years, but they were part of Mom’s wrinkled fabric of life, so she didn’t mind rolling herself up in those pleasant recollections for a while.

“And then my father said, ‘That ain’t what I said. The pig’s name is Joyce, and you better call ’er that or she’ll take a shit in your shoes!’”

At that, Mya got going again, and in a way, Nikki soon realized it made her look like a fool. Truth of the matter was, Nikki had not spoken to her fiancée too favorably of her mother. She’d told the woman she loved of their constant butting heads, of Mom’s need for them to agree on everything, how their beliefs weren’t the same and Mom’s constant worrying about her, treating her like the forever child. Her laundry list of complaints was endless… She’d told Mya how she resented the fact her mother hadn’t truly loved her father—but that wasn’t fair, to lay the blame solely at her mother’s feet because that feeling had been mutual. They just kinda liked each other, had nothing better else to do, and got married at a young age to escape whatever it was they refused to face.

And now, she looked at this woman who was aging gracefully, actually becoming more beautiful with time. She’d felt the truth in her warm welcome, giving her a kiss on her cheek that had made her tremble. She’d missed the woman so much. Mom smelled good; she always did, but the way her perfume mixed with the delicious scent of the homemade food and candles gave her a big dose of nostalgia. To top it all, Mom’s smile was prettier, her mood lighter, her energy contagious…

Where had this woman been when she’d felt terrified about telling her she liked girls? Where had this cheerful, chatty woman been when she needed a support system in a time of need? Where had she been when she needed her to answer the question of why being black and gay and a woman represented a triple threat to lifelong happiness and a surefire way to misery in today’s society?

She’d needed that kind of mother to make it all better, but instead, all she got were tears, stonewalling and silence. Mom had never talked down to her about it, never said she’d pray for her, get her into counseling, or that she was going to hell. For that, she was grateful… but those tears killed her. Mom didn’t cry a whole lot, so when she did, it was a big damn deal. The woman had spent that entire weekend crying, after she’d confessed her deepest secret, admitted who she truly was. Since then, their relationship had never been quite the same. It wasn’t what Mom had said that made Nikki hate her then, but what she hadn’t said at all…
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Mya is a sweetheart…

Emerald sized up her daughter’s love like any mother would, with a keen eye. The beautiful young lady was college educated and gorgeous, but she had to pass the ‘mama test’, as her friend at work called it. After all, Nikki was her only child, and she wanted to make certain the woman who’d stolen her daughter’s heart was indeed worthy. She could see by the way they looked at one another that they were madly in love.

She’d never felt that way about anyone, until now…

Sloan made her swoon with just the thought of him, and Mya looked damn near lovesick. She definitely empathized.

“So, how long have you been out, Mya?” Emerald asked, cutting another piece of buttery cornbread and sliding it from the pan onto the woman’s plate.

“Oh, well, I told my father I was gay when I was—”

“No, no baby.” Emerald grinned. “Out of the army.”

“Oh!” Mya laughed. “I left after my last active service, which was back in April. So, about ten months ago.”

Emerald nodded in understanding, pleased that the woman had a similar background as Nikki, and that only aided in her being a great support system for her daughter.

“Mom, Mya and I met during her last three months, actually. I’d never seen her before that. We didn’t start up a relationship until after she left.”

“Yeah, after my official departure, but we knew we liked each other right away.” Mya winked across the table at Nikki, looking giddy and silly in love.

Nikki had brought up Mya’s name quite a few times over the past year, but when she’d pressed for details, her daughter would be stingy with providing information, or simply change the topic. She found this unnerving, as if she were being punished for the past, when she wasn’t the only one to blame. Things had happened, stopping a lot of words that should have been said, ending the frequent displays of love. But she’d been going through her own struggles within her failing marriage, dealing with the relentless burdens of a mother who had abandoned her, then showed up again right before her death. Last but not least, she’d been facing the fact that, in some ways, she felt like an orphan, and that feeling lingered, even when her father did his damndest to make her feel safe and secure.

It was hard to describe or explain, but she’d drifted along for the longest, as though lost at sea with no clear direction. She had friends, acquaintances, and the occasional trip to church afforded her the opportunity to open up in some way to a kindly Christian woman or two… but nothing could fill the void. Sometimes, she wasn’t even certain of who she was and where the hole within her rested in the first place. She might have been someone else, drifting above her shell of a being, disconnected from her and drifting like some glum, disoriented ghost.

She was writing her own story, which contained so many unexpected twists and turns, she wasn’t convinced it was her tale to tell at all. Yet, for certain, she was a survivor, and as she felt her way along in the dark, she could sense what she needed to do, the steps she needed to take. As in all things in her life, no matter how big or small, she kept trudging along, making the warped straight, the twisted lies turn to hard-angled truths, and the gunky remains of the past fade away into nothingness. But there was no way to ascribe such solutions to another human being, one that came from her body but grew up to be her own person, separate from her own expectations and desires.

Nikki would not confide anything about her personal life, about love, attraction, and commitment. Maybe her daughter was upset not only with her, but with herself, too; hating what she was, angry that it couldn’t be changed. Nikki rarely shared her secrets, but one time, she did. She’d sat on the edge of her bed and said, “Mom, I got something to tell you…”

Emerald shook herself out of her memories and leapt to her feet, wearing a smile as carefully drawn as her lipstick. Removing a freshly baked apple cobbler from the refrigerator, she placed it in the center of the table and took her seat once again.

“No way! You made apple cobbler? Oh my God, baby, you are in for a treat. This recipe right here is from my Aunt Sugar. You have any ice-cream to go with it, Mom?”

“Does a bee have honey? You know I do.”

Mya giggled as she sized up the dessert. “This looks so good, Ms. St. Clair!”

“Thank you, Mya. Let me get the ice-cream that I almost forgot, too. Leave it to Nikki to remind me.” Chuckling, she made her way to the freezer to retrieve the pint of golden vanilla.

“I know I shouldn’t do this.” Her daughter patted her belly as if it were rounded and sticking out a mile wide. “But I can make it up at the gym later. Let the games begin.” Nikki laughed as she stood from her chair. “I have to go to the bathroom first, though. I’ll be right back.”

“All right.” Emerald cut into the pie and placed thick, gooey slices of it onto clear dessert plates, then topped them with a scoop of the ice-cream.

“I would’ve been big as a house growing up under your roof, Ms. St. Clair. You cook too good!” Mya slid her fork into the thick, layered cobbler, then unceremoniously shoved it into her mouth. “Ohhhh! This isn’t right!” She screamed with her mouth wide open.

“What’s wrong? Is it too hot? It should’ve been cooled down by now.” She rose from her chair as fast as she could to fill up the girl’s water glass again.

“No!” Mya waved her hand about, shaking her head vigorously. “I meant it like a figure of speech. This is heavenly! It’s perfect.”

“Oh, you had me worried for a minute there, thinking I’d given you second degree burns on your tongue or something!” She plopped back down in her seat, laughing.

“Tell Nikki I found a brand new love. Me and this pie are about to run away together,” Mya joked, and they burst into fits of mirth.

Mya finished her dessert, a comfortable silence stretching between them. After polishing the last few crumbs, she yawned once, then again. Emerald could hear Nikki talking faintly in the background; it seemed she was on the phone with someone.

“I’m so sorry.” Mya yawned once more. “It’s just that I’ve been up since three this morning preparing to see Nikki, then picked ’er up from the airport and after that, I packed up for my stay in California with her until she takes off again … I’m just exhausted.” She rolled her eyes and sighed.

“You’ve been busy. I’m sure you are.” She patted Mya’s hand. “Let me show you the guest room so you can get some shut eye, all right?”

“Are you sure you don’t mind? I honestly wish I could stay up and talk to you all night. You’re so funny, Ms. St. Clair.”

“Mya, call me Mom. You and my daughter are getting married. You’ve got the ring and the date, so let’s make this official.”

Mya’s eyes grew like saucers and her mouth dropped open as if she were truly shocked out of her mind.

“What?”

“Oh, nothing… thank you.”

“You don’t have to say it.” Emerald got to her feet and made her way towards the sink, taking Mya’s empty dessert plate along with her. She shot a glance at Nikki’s plate; the ice-cream had melted, leaving a white creamy peninsula around a triangular slice of cobbler. “I know what’s going on, Mya. I’m certain Nikki, since she loves you the way she says she does, told you things about me—like that I didn’t approve of her lifestyle, or something to that affect.”

There was a brief moment of silence. Thick bricks of tension built up fast around them, all the way to the ceiling. Emerald turned to face her future daughter-in-law.

“Yeah… there was a little something like that,” she mumbled, her eyes staring down onto the napkin on her lap.

“Well, Mya, that’s not exactly true.” She turned away and tended to the dishes. “But I can understand why she’d think that. Anyway…” With a sigh, she poured a bit of Dawn dish detergent onto the white sponge, then started washing the dinner plates. “Honey, go on and go to bed, all right? The guest room is right down the hall here. It’s the first door on your left. You and Nikki have fresh towels and washcloths in the hall closet right by the bathroom. I put my mini-fridge in your room. It’s got water, yogurt, and a couple of sodas. Oh, the television in there has to sometimes warm up for a second so if you see it come on but the screen is blank for too long, hold out; it’s just breathing.”

“You’ve been so nice to us… thank you.”

Emerald smiled over her shoulder at the sleepy-eyed woman. “Why wouldn’t I be? You’re my daughter’s fiancée and I love her; therefore, anyone she loves, I’d grow to love, too.”

Mya slowly rose from her chair to take the short journey.

“Uh, where do you think you’re going?”

Sporting a perplexed look, Mya pointed down the hall and said in a soft-spoken voice, “Well, I was going down the hall to the room, just like you said.”

“Like hell you are. Come over here and give me a hug goodnight first. That’s not how we do things around here.”

Smiling from ear to ear, Mya hastened to her and embraced her. She loved that gesture of affection, though hated that she couldn’t hug her back; her hands were dripping in suds. She imagined Nikki might have felt that way from to time to time; as if she were getting embraces year after year, but not really being touched by her love at all…

“Good night, Ms. St. Clair. I mean, Mom.”

“Good night, Mya. I’ll see you in the morning.”

The woman smiled shyly before disappearing down the hall, her footsteps soft, barely audible along the carpet and rugs. A few brief moments passed before Emerald heard the guest bedroom door closing softly. After she enjoyed a half glass of wine and lazily gazed out the window, Nikki interrupted her thoughts when she abruptly returned, pulling her chair roughly back as if it were a yo-yo and plopping down into the chair. Picking up her spoon, she delicately stirred the vanilla sludge and took a bite of the now soupy cobbler.

“Sorry, Ma,” she said around a mouthful of melted dessert. “I had a call from somebody, and it was kinda important. People call at the most inconvenient times askin’ me questions. This time, when I was on the shitter of all places.” She laughed before placing another spoonful of the sweet treat into her mouth.

“That’s all right. Duty still calls. Did you see Mya? She went on to bed.”

“Yeah, she came in while I was in there talkin’. I had relocated from the silver throne into the bedroom. I know she’s beat. She’ll probably be asleep in less than five minutes.”

“I like her, Nikki. She’s nice…seems to care about you a great deal and that’s what’s most important.”

“She does. She means the world to me. This is the best relationship I’ve ever had, hands down.” She put one hand up as if she were being sworn in.

“I’m really happy for you two.” Emerald dried her hands and sat down across from her daughter at the kitchen table. She ignored the slight ache in her left hip, and the way the bottoms of her feet throbbed. She hadn’t realized she’d been on them so much until then. She’d slaved preparing for her daughter’s arrival, wanting to make it picture perfect, but there was no such thing. All she could do was try to skirt up as close to it as she could, and she just hoped this would do. As if reading her thoughts, Nikki shoved her empty dish aside and leaned forward, a glint of fun in her eyes.

“Mama, you went all out of your way. That room is so nice… looks like something from one of those home tours.”

Emerald leaned back in her seat and briefly closed her eyes, feeling satisfied. “I’m glad you like it. I wanted you to have somewhere nice to rest your head, even if it’s only for two nights.”

Nikki nodded and let her smile slowly fade. Her brows bunched and her lips tensed tight, as if she were suddenly aware of something awful. “Mama, I uh..” She ran her finger nervously over her upper lip, just as she used to do when she’d study for her school exams. “I want to tell you that I’m not happy about the tension we’ve had between us, on and off, over the years. I can’t make any sense of it half the time. Sometimes I understand it; and other times, I… I wish you were close by so I could hug you…’cause I miss you, Mom.” She hung her head. “I appreciate you more now that I’m gone.”

She exhaled deeply and looked into her mother’s eyes. “The mother of a good friend of mine died a couple of weeks ago. He was devastated. He didn’t know about it until it was too late. I keep hearing about stuff like that, and all I can do is sit and think. When it’s quiet, so quiet I can hear my own self breathing, Mom… in a foreign place, walking on foreign land, hearing a foreign language, and risking my life for people I don’t know, I feel this more… I realize I’ve disrespected the one person that’s had my back. The one person I do know, and that’s you.”

Emerald stared at her across the table. She kept folding a napkin in various shapes, bunching it up tight, then loosening her hold. The thoughts in her head underwent pretty much the same treatment.

“Neither of us is completely guilty. Neither of us is completely innocent, either. Nikki,” she said, stretching her legs out and crossing her ankles, “when you were a little girl, I believed in letting you have your childhood. I didn’t want it robbed, corrupted with whatever I or your father had goin’ on. I felt like my upbringing was a bit unorthodox, and I wanted you to have all my love, even when I was hurting and didn’t have much to give. I kept a lot of things from you, a lot of secrets. Not because I enjoy lying, but to spare you the truth so you could live in peace!”

Her eyes glossed with tears that she quickly blinked away. “My secrets have caused you pain though…and I’m sorry about that. But I thought I was doing the best thing by my child. In some ways, I still feel it was right to keep you away from the ugliness of the world; in other ways, it wasn’t… because you never really saw me as real, as truly in love with you… but I was. And I am.”

“Damn.” Nikki shook her head and chuckled sadly. “How’d you know all of that was in my mind?”

Emerald smirked and shrugged. “Sugar says we’re too much alike.”

Nikki nodded. “Each day I get a bit older, I’m realizing that, you know? I used to think we were so different, but that’s not really true. Not true at all… Ma, can I ask you a favor?”

“What is it?”

“Are you willing to tell me your secrets? Now that I’m grown and can handle it?”

Smiling, Emerald slowly got to her feet and made her way towards the bottle of wine on the counter. Grabbing two clean glasses from the cabinet above, she brought everything to the table, sat back down, and poured herself and her daughter a glass of red liquid silk. She passed her the drink, then she took a sip from her own. Emerald looked down into the glass she’d now placed back on the table, noting her reflection…

Her eyes looked larger than usual, warped by the mildly sloshing cabernet as she handled the glass. Then, the image settled. The liquid no longer moved, no longer made magic or tricks out of reality. Her real self looked back at her, at last. Searching for her daughter’s gaze, drowning in her eyes, she let all her love pour through and did not try to hide the tears strolling down her cheeks.

“Yeah, I’ve got a secret to confess, baby. I may need the rest of this wine to get it out, but through slurred words, I will confess it to you. And all I ask is that you keep an open mind, and an open heart…”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


Through the Eyes of a Child

There was a five-year-old boy who’d shot his father dead, right between the eyes.

Sloan recalled reading the bizarre tale when he’d been a mere thirteen or so, and worst of all, he remembered how he’d admired that toddler, for he’d certainly had more courage than him. Sloan dove into crashing waves of choppy thoughts from his childhood. Broken fragments in time with periods of light and lucidity, but more times than not, hidden in dark corners of his psyche. He sat on the edge of his bed, his blue and gray striped pajama pants touching the sensitive skin at his ankles, which stung from his compulsive scratching. The itch had plagued him the last few nights.

It was an odd winter, barely any snowfall, yet, the temperatures dipped to arctic lows. But, there was an advantage to this. The weather made for great writing. He was typing at a speed that he found a bit alarming, but the ideas flowed and the more information he uncovered while he researched the life of Peter Jones, dug around his own home for clues and spoke to well-read historians, the more he felt at peace. That was until the previous evening, when he’d happened upon an old family album of himself and his family—his mother, father, two brothers, and sister.

Some of the ugliest memories he’d tucked away for so long, kept buried like bones beneath the soil, came to light, no matter how he struggled to keep them hidden, where they belonged. Hence, the memory he’d just unearthed: the little boy who’d bravely put an end to his patriarchal terror and, in doing so, had become Sloan, as a boy’s hero. But thoughts such as these gave him a sense of loss, perhaps even abandonment. These days he no longer craved isolation; someone had shown him what being loved and cared for truly felt like. He was no longer used to an empty bed, for Emerald often kept him fantastic company, but this weekend she had visitors of her own, and he was left there to once again tend to his warped and twisted thoughts.

Like winding, hellacious weeds without a caretaker, they grew up and around with no one to tend to them, whack them back down to nubs, or kill them altogether. Sloan understood literature, the intimate creation of books and the reading of prose. He comprehended music of all sorts. He accepted the tedious yet necessary steps regarding research. He’d mastered how to create compelling yet factual articles, but one thing eluded him: the human condition as it pertained to love and broken hearts.

How did it happen? Why did heartbreak linger and how was one to get rid of the emotions it left behind? No, there was no shrink or best friend who could wave a magic wand and make sense of it all. This was a world he couldn’t quite wrap his brain around. It had proved hard to accept that the first people to break his heart had been his parents and, worst of all, the wound had never mended. Perhaps for that reason he’d picked a woman who had truly never loved him. He was used to it…

There was comfort in familiarity, regardless of how dysfunctional it might be. His father was predictable; his work at the paper, too. When he shook his own apple cart, at that point his life changed, subject to his pursuit of dreams—fears and comfort be damned. Comfort. Such a harsh word that resembled a slap across the face. The pain tasted chalky going down. Oh, how his entire body would pulse when his ex-wife would berate him… and yet, pieces of his father dwelled within her, so he withstood the hurt, let it pass the test of time. Isn’t that what people do when they love you?

TEAR. YOU. DOWN.

Some people could blame their parents’ wayward ways, including their alcohol abuse, a drug addiction, and things of that sort. Sloan couldn’t do such a thing, which made it all the worse when it finally dawned on him that the hulking man in suspenders and white shirts smudged after a day of work had been nothing but a mean son of a bitch for no apparent reason, other than simply doing the Devil’s bidding. Bill Edger Steele had small sky blue eyes, crimped at the ends. His hands were massive, like deflated basketballs… leathery, worn and hard. Everything he said came out like a harsh reprimand; even his simplest requests were seasoned with abhorrence.

‘Pass the goddamn salt!’

‘Go to fucking bed!’

These were every day requests. Rebecca, the eldest, would conveniently find ways to rid herself from their father’s presence until, one day, she was gone for good. Sloan had never found out where she’d gone until he was well into his teenage years. She’d run away with a man ten years her senior, who, unfortunately, ended up being quite similar to their father.

His two younger brothers, Davis and Benjamin, were just as afraid as he was, if not more so. He couldn’t explain to his first grade teacher why he—his father’s second eldest—never wanted to go home, the only child wandering about the empty school halls trying to find new things to explore.

Bill left no bruises on his body, no marks or drawn blood. That wasn’t his style. No, he simply used his mouth, and those hits stung like wasp asses jammed in the side of a tender neck. From the outside looking in, Dad had been a wonderful hardworking man. But inside of that home, he ignited emotional flames, then spread them with his own special verbal blend of tears-inducing gasoline.

Sloan glanced over at his dresser. The large, bulky photo album sat there, beckoning him. He turned away from it, shoved his feet into his worn black slippers, and stormed away to fix a pot of coffee.

I can’t look at you today, Bill, and probably not tomorrow, either. You being dead doesn’t stop me from wishing I’d killed you first. I hate that I still hate you, because you’re just not worth it…
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Blinking red lights from across the street proved a distraction for Emerald. She closed and opened her eyes, sleep not quite prevailing. It was three in the morning and the new jazz bar welcomed patrons. The place kept strangely quiet as if secret jazzy séances were being conducted within its walls, but the annoying light would filter through her blinds if she didn’t draw the dark curtains closed. Tonight she’d forgotten to do that, but she refused to move one muscle to get the task done.

“I think it might snow…” Emerald murmured as she sat Indian style on the living room floor, her daughter’s head in her lap.

Nikki reminded her of a little girl, her knees curled up to her chest and a peaceful smile across her face. The dried tear stains remained visible, as a reminder of the emotional connection they shared, reignited through communal secrets and confidences.

She hoped her daughter’s weren’t just tears of sadness, but ones of joy and relief, too. She nestled her child a bit closer, lifting her knee in such a way as to bring her baby’s huddled body closer to her own heart. Stroking her braids with soothing caresses, she etched this moment forever in her mind. In twenty-four hours, Nikki would be gone, off to California and then back in Afghanistan a month later. She paid close attention to the thick, velvety texture of her child’s hair, the strands intertwined and flowing across her thighs, pulsing with a reddened glow radiating from the windows.

The color of her flawless skin reminded Emerald of her ex husband. How much Nikki looked like her father! Content, she enjoyed the moment, thanking God for another day with her child. She planned to take her and Mya to a wonderful raw oyster bar for lunch, indulge in a bit of shopping in town, and perhaps she’d drive past Sloan’s home, too, to give them all an informal introduction. Her leg fell asleep but she didn’t dare move; she could hear faint music from across the way.

The notes sounded familiar. Emerald bobbed her head to the tune, a sense of comfort coming over her, one she’d not felt in a mighty long time. Nothing in this crazy world was perfect, but a sense of perfection dwelled in the tiny kernels of her home-grown insanity—for, to know oneself, one could simply look at their child. The fruit never fell too far from the tree, even if that tree dwelled in the Garden of Eden, sun-baked in judgment, condemned yet tempting, as it wound and danced to the music of the seductive serpent’s hiss…
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“Yes! I’m coming by tonight, I promise.”

“You need a shoulder to cry on? Mine is available.”

She couldn’t help but smile at his words. “I’m fine, believe it or not. We had a great time.” Emerald placed her notepad and favorite silver pen in her purse. “Nikki and Mya will be moving back to Maxim after this last tour of duty is over. I’m sorry we didn’t have time to swing by.”

“Oh, don’t worry about that. That’s great news that they’re moving to Maxim. I wish I could’ve met her, but I know this visit was strictly about you and her. I’m proud of you, Emerald.”

“I’m proud of me, too.” She clicked off the nightstand lamp in her bedroom and made her way up the hall towards the kitchen. “So what about you, Michelle, and Joel? How’d everything go?”

“Pretty damn good,” he said. “They’re excited to meet you.”

“I look forward to it. Did you tell them about your roommate?” she teased.

“Yes, I did. Of course, Joel was pleased that he was right and Michelle was confused, still not completely buying it. She’s like me that way. You can show us somethin’ right to our damn face and we’ll deny it. I know that about myself now, and I don’t like it. I’m working on it though.”

“And you’re doing a damn good job. Speaking of which, how’s the book coming along?” She grimaced when she noticed a call cutting through. ‘AUNT SUGAR’ flashed on her cell phone screen. She hit ignore and continued with her conversation. “Are you finished?”

“Yes.”

“I was just kidding! Seriously? You’re pulling my leg.”

“Well, it’s not finished as in ready to go to print or anything but the first draft is complete. I want you to read some of this. I missed you…” Sloan’s voice poured over her, comforting like melting chocolate.

“I missed you, too. I can’t wait to see it. I have a lot to tell you but—” The phone beeped once again.

“Someone is tryna call you.”

“I know…” She twisted her lips.

“Go ahead and take the call. I’ll see ya tonight. I love you.”

“I love you, too. See you soon.” And then, the call ended. On a long sigh, she clicked over.

“Been tryin’ to get a hold of you all weekend! Here it is, Monday, and you are just now talking to me. I coulda been over here dead!”

…I doubt it. I saw no celebratory parades on T.V.

“Nikki was here, Sugar.”

“I know, you told me she was coming. I wanted to speak to her but you ain’t never put her on the damn phone. I tell ya one thing; I’m about sick and tired of you and her treatin’ me any ol’ kinda way. One day I’ll be dead and gone, just like my brother, and then what will you have to say for yourself?”

…I’ll say, ‘God sure is good.’

“You’re right, Sugar. I’m sorry.” Emerald rummaged through her purse, ensuring her car keys were inside, then paused. Her heart beat a bit faster when she realized her plans would have to change. “Look, I was going to wait to talk to you about this later on in the week, but I guess this is the time after all.” She glanced at the digital time on the microwave, pulled out the kitchen table chair, and plopped down onto it. A sad smile lined her face as she envisioned Nikki sitting on it…

“Time for what?” Sugar’s voice came crashing through her peace.

“There’s no other way to deal with this than by offering the truth. Nikki is—”

“Pregnant! She done let some no good son of uh gun knock ’er up. I knew it! I dreamt about fish a few weeks ago, you know…just like I told you. Who tha father? Some lowlife? What about her career? If I had to do it all over again, I would have just—”

“No, Sugar, Nikki’s not pregnant.”

“Oh… well, what is it then?”

“Nikki is gay, Sugar. My daughter is a lesbian.” Then came the moment of silence. Emerald could almost envision Sugar bowing her head in prayer, squelching a scream and trembling as if she’d seen a ghost. Perhaps Peter Jones had paid her a visit after all.

“She’s going to Hell.”

“Sugar, I’m not here for this. If you sit here on this phone and tell me my child is damned because of who she loves, I will hang up on you and you may never hear from me again.”

“But it ain’t me that said it, it’s God! The good book says—”

“The good book says, the good book says, the good book says!” Emerald’s throat instantly burned as she screamed at the top of her lungs. “The good book says a lot of things people like you don’t quote, because it’s not convenient! What about the good book saying that you, as a woman, shouldn’t be wearing slacks! I saw you sporting capris and jeans when I came to visit two summers ago.”

“But that’s—”

“The good book says you aren’t supposed to be eating pork, yet I distinctly recall a pork chop meal you proudly prepared last Sunday, with all the fixins… and what about that chitterling dinner a few weeks ago with some coleslaw on the side, or that skillet full of greasy bacon for Uncle Kirby?”

“Sleeping with the same sex is an abomination!”

“And so is cursing someone for a sin you’re not tempted by, all the while you sit up there on your holy throne looking down at everyone else, sinning away and acting like you get a pass because you’re straight!” Emerald’s chest felt as if a bunch of electric wires were attached to the damn thing, giving her energy and sucking her breath away all at the same time. “Cherry picking is what you do best! This is the attitude he had to face. This is why he lived his life like that, ’cause of you, his mama, his father, and everyone else in that little ass backwards town!”

Tears streamed down her face, born of anger, sorrow, and everything in between.

“What are you talkin’ about?”

“My daddy, that wonderful, good hearted, hard working man you’ve marked as a saint. James Marshall St. Claire the third was gay!”

“How dare you! You watch yo’ mouth! I oughta snatch your lying tongue clean out of it! Don’t you ever say—”

“Gay, gay, gay, gay, gay!!! Daddy was gay as the sky is blue and the grass is green and the Earth is round! Sugar, the secret is out, the charade is over, and I no longer give a shit!” Emerald snatched her purse up by the strap and hauled it clear across the room, causing it to topple over several artificial plants. “He didn’t have the heart to tell you, so he lived a lie to keep everybody else happy. He died miserable on account of everybody else! Worrying about what others would think and more importantly, how he’d be treated! He didn’t want anything to happen to me and my brother. He needed to make sure we had a roof over our heads so he kept quiet and I watched him suffer, die depressed and alone!”

Her heart broke into tiny pieces, all over again.

“Lies! You’re lyin’!”

“I’m not and you know it. Let me explain something to you. I spent this weekend enlightening my daughter as to who her grandfather was. And you know what? I had to feel the heartache all over again! The secrets I’d hidden, the ones he made me promise to take to my own grave. And I agreed to it. Not because I was ashamed of him, Sugar, but I felt sorry he was hurtin’ to the point it would’ve killed him if anyone else knew! That’s why I cried when she told me the truth—this when she was just a child herself. That’s why I cried even before her confession, ’cause deep down I already knew. I believe many parents know; we are just either in denial, or waiting…

“I wasn’t ashamed of my daughter. She thought I was, but she just didn’t understand…until now. Daddy made me promise to never tell nobody all those years ago, and so I didn’t, but I pray he forgives me because two nights ago, I broke my promise to him in an effort to give his granddaughter some comfort. His secrets were no longer serving a good purpose. It was time for them to be used in a more beneficial way.”

“You shut your damn mouth! My brother wasn’t no damn homosexual! Now, I don’t know what you think you know, but—”

“He was my father! My best friend! Why would I lie about this, Sugar? WHY?!!!”

“Because you’re hurtin’. Just ’cause Nikki is confused don’t give you the right to throw my James under the bus.”

“He was never under the bus, Sugar, ’cause he was too busy hiding in the damn closet!” Emerald shook in her seat. Sweat poured down her face and her anxiety mounted as if upon a horse. “Sugar,” she said, her voice quaking as she tried to grab her composure and squeeze it tight to her chest. “I need to talk to you, and I need you to please be quiet and listen to me. Can you please just give me ten minutes with no interruptions? If you can’t, tell me so and I’ll hang up right now.”

Sugar went silent, then said, “…Yes… I can be quiet,” she said faintly.

Emerald tapped her fingernail on the table, trying to steady her nerves. “First of all, I’m not in the business of hurting people. You know me better than that. I’m not perfect, never tried to say I was, but I am hardly a liar, nor would I have the audacity to lie about my own father, who is not here to defend himself. Now with that said, here is the truth—straight, no chaser. James, your brother, my father, was a good man. No one can dispute that as far as I’m concerned.

“The matter of who he was attracted to had little to do with his character. It didn’t change what a wonderful father, brother, and friend he was. This man had hundreds of people attend his funeral. People all over knew Daddy, and they respected him. He would never have told me what I’ve just shared with you, Aunt Sugar, but something happened that forced him to do just that.”

She took a deep breath before continuing.

“One night, I was supposed to be staying over at a friend’s house…”

“I don’t know if I’m ready for this…” Sugar interrupted, her voice low, her tone weak. A small part of Emerald felt sorry for the woman, as well as love and anger. “Go ahead… just ’cause you say it don’t make it true, but imma listen anyway.”

Emerald rolled her eyes and bit back a retort. “Here’s what happened. I came back home because I’d forgotten some magazines she and I were going to look at and she only lived a couple of blocks away, so I went back home to get them. That was our thing, skating, that dance club I used to go, the movie theater, and looking at all the fashions… stuff I really couldn’t afford but would find a way to get something similar once Daddy got paid. So anyway, I double-backed to the house. As soon as I walked inside, it was like a whole ’nother place. Instead of the lights being on and Daddy sitting there in his chair reading, on the phone or watching television, the lights were all out. I had been gone for about thirty minutes or so; forty, max. I flipped on the light in the living room and saw two empty wine glasses on the coffee table. I found that strange since Daddy rarely had company over. You know he kept to himself.”

“Yes, he just worked and came home, accordin’ to him.”

“Right. So then I got to thinking it was funny, seeing those glasses like that. I figured he was seeing some woman and hadn’t told me yet. I’d been encouraging him to get back into dating, but he’d always blow me off and tell me he didn’t have time for all of that. So I crept up the steps, not wanting to interrupt. I was prepared to tease him about it the next day, and it was hard to not laugh as I had all sorts of thoughts in my head about my straight-laced daddy having some sort of romantic interlude. I went in my room and got the magazines, tiptoeing all the way. As I was going back down the steps, careful to not make them creek, his bedroom door suddenly swung open and a man I’d never seen before came out. A naked man.”

“Oh Lord Jesus… Lord Jesus!”

“Sugar, the hardest part is over, so please calm down.”

“What’d he look like, Emerald? What did this other man look like?”

“Huh? What does it matter what he looked like?”

“Please! Just tell me.”

“Sugar, you didn’t know him. It’s not like a description would help you identify him in a lineup!” Emerald’s nerves were now completely shot; she contemplated hanging up, but she’d come too far to abandon ship.

“Tell me what he looked like!”

On a sigh, Emerald humored the woman. “It was so long ago… He was medium height, like 5’9 or so, I believe. Slender… dark brown… I remember he had real high cheekbones… He was nice looking.”

“And?”

“And what?”

“You know what…”

“Sugar, Jesus! This was over twenty years ago. I have no recollection what was going on below the waist. All I can say is a naked man was standin’ in my hallway, coming out of my father’s bedroom—and what does all of that matter anyway?”

“I want to know if my brother was throwin’ or catchin’!”

Emerald sat there for what felt like the longest, silently asking God why He’d put Sugar in her life…

“And how would me recalling his private parts let you know that, Sugar?!”

“ ’Cause if it was big, then I know my brother wouldn’t let that man run up in him like some brute that—”

“All right! That’s enough! Can I finish, please?”

A pause. “Yes.” She heard the woman sniff, as if she were fighting back tears.

“Thank you! So as I was saying, our eyes locked, me and this stranger’s. He quickly went back inside my father’s bedroom. I heard muffled talking. He then came back out with a towel wrapped around his waist, gave me a polite smile and headed to the restroom, closing and locking the door behind him. In my mind, I still didn’t understand what was going on. Wait, let me rephrase that. I did know what was going on, but I didn’t want to acknowledge it. Too much was happening, too soon. I think I was in a state of shock.

“Daddy came out a few seconds later. It’s like he knew I hadn’t left. I was frozen. Guess he’d waited to see if he’d hear my footsteps, the front door close or whatever, but obviously, he didn’t. The bedroom door opened once again and there he stood with his robe and house shoes on. I wondered more what was going on in his head, than focus on the confusion that swam in my own. Sugar, he said nothing to me for at least a minute or two. He could barely look at me and when he finally did, well, he looked… ashamed. Embarrassed.”

“So help you God… so help you God!” Sugar blurted.

Emerald ignored her aunt’s outburst. “I broke the silence. I told him I was leaving for the night. He nodded and told me he’d talk to me in the morning.”

“That’s it? That’s all you two said?!”

“What else was I supposed to say, Sugar? I told you I was in a state of shock and quite honestly, I think he was, too.”

“What do you mean he was in a state of shock? You saw my brother screwin’ another man and all you two can say is, ‘See ya in the morning?’ I’m calling bullshit on this entire story, Emerald!”

“I didn’t see my father screwing anyone, Sugar! What I saw was an intimate encounter, or evidence of one. I had never seen my father kiss another man, not even hold hands. He was very discreet. It wasn’t like with Nikki. I’d never suspected my father was gay and besides, he thought I was gone, and didn’t expect to see me until the next day.”

Sugar breathed hard and heavy, as if she’d just run around her house three times as fast as her fat little feet could take her.

“The rest of that night is a blur, but I do know I barely got a wink of sleep. I didn’t tell my friend about what happened; I just tried to pretend I didn’t see it, but she asked me several times if I was all right. I lied and said I was just tired. The next morning, I went back home. I stood outside that front door, wishing it had all been some sort of dream. But he must’ve known I was there because he opened the door and had me sit down in the living room. I remember he was dressed real nice, like he was going to church. A white pressed shirt… dark brown slacks. His black, processed hair looked perfectly coiffed, not a wave out of place. He looked so handsome, but that light was missing from his eyes. He confessed to me the man I’d seen was in fact his lover.”

“Mmmmmm! Lord, Lord, Lord! Man shall not lie with man! May God have mercy on James’s soul! I rebuke—”

“Sugar!”

“What?”

“This is the last warning. You got one more time to say anybody is going to hell during this conversation. One. More. Time!”

“I didn’t say he was going to Hell.”

“You implied it! May God have mercy on your soul for gossiping. What about all those grapes you used to eat that had fallen on the ground?”

“Huh? Eatin’ grapes ain’t no sin!”

“Yes it is if they’ve fallen on the ground. Leviticus 19:10. That’s one of your favorite childhood memories. And what about Uncle Kirby cutting his beard, huh? Now we’ve already been through all of this, Sugar.”

“That’s all old testament stuff, before the Lord came and washed our sins away.”

“And so is the passage about homosexuality! It was all in the old testament, so who are we to sit here and say what stays and what goes? I’m not trying to have a Bible lesson with you right now, Sugar. You know the Bible far better than I do, so tell me if I’m lying! Pull out your good book and tell me!”

She was met with silence.

“Great, now that that’s settled, let me finish without any more of your judgments, please. Daddy told me he knew he’d been gay since he was a little boy, and that’s why he was never really interested in girls, not in a sexual way. He said he found them pretty, but it never went beyond that. It was a big struggle for him; he didn’t know what to do. He told me he used to pray the gay away. That he would sit in that hot church as a little boy on the first pew with you and your parents, and pray that God would take it away from him… but God never did.

“He told me he tried so many times to just ignore it. He even convinced himself for a short time that it was just a phase, Sugar. During that time, he forced himself to try and talk to women romantically, but it always ended badly because his heart wasn’t in it. As Daddy was so nice, polite, and good looking, women were always trying to be with him, just like you said, but it didn’t matter who it was, it just never seemed to work out. He said everything about it would be awkward. Nothing felt right.

“He tried to remain true to himself without hurting his family, but he soon realized that was impossible. He explained to me how close he and your mother were, and he was convinced it would kill her if she knew the truth. All those years you all kept saying how someone like Daddy should’ve been dating, should have been married… but no one knew why he didn’t have a woman for so long. He didn’t fit into people’s boxes, our limited ideas of what a gay man looks like and acts like. He hadn’t played with dolls, didn’t switch his hips, his wrists weren’t limp… he didn’t dress in drag in secret or bat his lashes. He wasn’t a walking stereotype, so it went over so many people’s heads, and at the time, he was thankful for that.”

“I just don’t understand…” Sugar started sobbing—loud, harsh cries to the heavens. “Why’d he listen to me and get with Celine, then? Why not just be a bachelor?”

“He married my mama, and he wanted to. He really did love her, Sugar. Daddy told me she was the only woman he loved ‘in that way.’ He felt she was one of the prettiest women he’d ever seen. He liked her personality, too… said she was funny. He said he saw things in her other people didn’t, things my mother kept secret, like her fears. He admitted he’d forced it at first, but then, the romantic chemistry became natural.

“He convinced himself he’d somehow been cured of his attraction to men, that she had some magic power, but he soon realized that wasn’t true at all.” Emerald paused, and held her breath. She could feel her father’s pain right at that moment, the empathic part of her had some how dialed in, and she trembled with sadness but pushed herself to complete the story. “Mama was just a woman, not a God, and after a while, their marriage began to suffer. He asked her for a baby, but my mother was hesitant to have a second child. It got to the point where they’d have arguments about it, but then, she finally gave in, and soon after, I was born. Later, she became pregnant again with my little sister. This pregnancy wasn’t planned, but he was just as happy. Mama… not so much.

“He never knew why she didn’t want any more children after she’d had Willie. She didn’t give much of a reason, no matter how he pressed her for one. But he suspected she’d somehow found out about his true orientation. Maybe she caught him staring at someone; maybe she discovered his magazines. They weren’t pornographic, just regular men’s magazines—fashion, articles, things like that. But Daddy didn’t wear suits and ties very often, so why did he have them? Maybe Mama wasn’t as dumb as you tried to make her out to be and she put two and two together. Daddy said she’d told him in an argument one time that he wanted us more than he wanted her, ’cause he knew it would be his only chance. Sugar, Daddy wanted to be a father so bad, and he admitted to me she’d been right to say that. He explained how he’d seen her as the one to have his children, ’cause he knew if they didn’t work out, he’d never have the opportunity again. He had no intention of ever telling anyone about his attraction to men, so this was it. He wanted a child of his own before it was too late. Willie was like his own son, but if the marriage ended, he believed she’d take him with her. He knew deep down the marriage wouldn’t last, but he just prayed that he was wrong, and it would. He admitted he was being selfish, so this time when his prayers weren’t answered, he tried to understand.”

“I think… I need to sit down.”

Emerald gave the old woman a moment to catch her breath, but she was determined to tell her just what she’d told Nikki, to make it all transparent and bring it out in the open.

“My mother, as you’ve told me many times, banked on her looks. She knew she was pretty, and though she wasn’t arrogant, she understood it was her ticket to getting what she needed. She loved your brother, Sugar. I believe that with all my heart. But sometimes, love just isn’t enough. Mama had other problems, too. She’d been through some things that messed her head up and everyone suffered for it. It must’ve been a mighty ego blow for her to be with such a nice man who really didn’t care about all of that glam, or perhaps she believed she could never please him, ’cause she just wasn’t his cup of tea.

“Daddy admitted to me long after all of this hit the fan, when I was a bit older, that they barely touched one another after a while. I was talking to him about me and Andre, told him we’d be getting divorced. Daddy made me laugh while I was crying. Told me everything would be all right. I remember we were in his garage and he was working on some bike. I sat there in a pair of blue denim capris, my hair pulled back and my eyes all puffy with tears.

“He shared a bit more about him and Mama—private things, little jewels as a gift to me during my time of need. He said she’d known something was wrong, and he was tired of pretending. She’d never come on out and accused him of being gay, but he was convinced she knew. Do you know what my mother told me about him on her death bed?”

“No. What did she say?”

“When I went to see her after she’d gotten in touch with me, she held my hand, apologized for leaving, and said, ‘Emerald, your father was a good man, but sometimes a woman can’t meet all of her man’s needs. I gave him what he wanted, and he gave me what I needed at the time… and that was that.’ She said nothing more, nothing less about him. I knew what she meant, and she could see in my eyes that I knew it, too. Mama knew… That’s why even though I hated her for leaving me, Willie, and Bea, I can pity her, Sugar.

“I understood a bit better and that’s why it baffled you that I’d paid for Mama’s funeral with no argument. I listened to her and didn’t drag her name in the mud. She’d protected Daddy all those years, didn’t speak an ill word about him, but she had to get away. It was a different day ’nd time. Mama was a little messed up in the head, but not even you can tell me you’d be okay after something like that. Sugar, it’s like this…calling a glass of piss ‘lemonade’, just to make it easier going down, don’t make it any simpler to swallow. Some tastes in life are bitter, some are sweet, and sometimes we just don’t have a choice in what we’re served to eat and drink. The hand we’re dealt isn’t always fair, but we play it the best we can, day by day…”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


A Million Diamond Smile

Peter Jones kept a sizeable diamond ring in the bedroom closet…

Sloan sat in his living room, enjoying his evening coffee, laced with a tiny shot of vodka. Emerald would be over at any moment; they had plans to go to the theater and enjoy a play. His thoughts drove themselves over a cliff and committed contemplation of suicide as he reflected about the strange events of the last forty-eight hours. He’d discovered the ring while smashing his bedroom closet to bits, making it what his daughter called, ‘contempor-ready.’ He’d knocked out a wall with his bare fists and a sledgehammer, felt compelled to do so for some reason, as if opening a portal to bigger and better things.

He gave himself the excuse that he wanted to create a large walk-in, one big enough to be a room within itself. He then stumbled upon the little dark red box, which he’d almost missed among the debris, dust, and flakes of falling paint. The box was the color of old blood, a deep red easily mistaken as black, if not under a source of direct light. When he popped it open, he found a large, sparkling oval shaped diamond set in gold, along with a wedding band of equal beauty. Here lay another piece of the missing puzzle.

Sloan wondered why Peter hadn’t kept it in the office, along with all of his other clues and trinkets. He promised himself he’d figure that out; at this point, anything was possible. He swiped a napkin over his face before taking the final sip of his coffee, then placed the cinnamon brown mug down upon a slightly lopsided wooden coaster he’d had since his college days.

The doorbell rang. He sprung to his feet and marched towards it, pep in his step. Emerald’s frosted image showed beyond the door’s glass frame and sidelights.

The transom matched the intricate carvings, causing anyone standing beyond the threshold to look as if they’d been scribbled upon with the prettiest of smoky white swirls and calligraphy. He twisted the silver knob and opened the door. She stood wearing a Kelly green V-neck sweater and hip-hugging jeans, and her simple yet seductive attire filled him with warmth. Her snow-white winter coat was unbuttoned, allowing him full view. She’d tucked her hair behind one ear, exposing her thin silver streak.

“Get in here.”

When he scooped her up in his arms, she squealed and wrapped her warm thighs around his waist. He slammed the door and marched away with her glued around his form as if they were one and the same. Gripping her chin, he brought her mouth to his and kissed her, sucking and pulling at her lower lip. He started to carry her toward the stairs, but then stopped. A strange energy came over him, carnivorous, hungry…a wish to devour every ounce of her, taste her sweetness and make her cry out with pleasure. On a spin, he carted her off to his office, pushing the heavy doors open with a glide of his shoulder. She ran her hands roughly through the strands of his hair, tousling his locks as he plunged his tongue deep inside her mouth.

He slapped the ceiling light on; the room lit up in tones of warm yellow. With one swipe, he cleared his desk from all clutter. A flutter of papers fell to the ground like enlarged snowflakes.

Wasting no time, he grabbed at his shirt, ripping it open, and tossed it aside as if it were rubbish. Emerald’s eyes glazed and widened and her full, luscious lips parted on a scream when he knocked her knees apart and cupped her pussy with a firm grip…
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Something mischievous danced in his eyes…

The serene green no longer reminded her of Irish moss and ivy growing alongside a Dublin castle. Sloan’s eyes had turned dark and sinister, as though a stranger stood before her. His thin chain glistened against the hair on his chest, and his manly scent mixed with his cologne, creating the aroma that always sent her into a state of weakness. Her pussy clamped at his touch. Her underwear became a mess in an instant, the panties filling up with her feminine liquor that seeped out like water through a cracked dam. Sloan slid his thumb against his groin, back and forth, like a metronome. An involuntary arch of her lower back made his face crack with a sinful grin, as if he could see her clit swelling beneath the dark denim and white cotton boy shorts.

“Take your clothes off.”

“Are you sure you want to do this in here? I mean—”

His brows bunched, an expression of anger replacing desire as he reached for her jeans and yanked them down. The flesh of her thighs stung from the force of his movements. He tossed the garment across the room and did the same with her panties, but not before bringing them to his nose and taking a hearty inhale. She watched in shock as his eyes closed, then fluttered. Sitting up on her elbows, she inched away, but he seemed to become supersonic—suddenly lunging forward, he wrapped his free hand around her neck, while he enjoyed the aroma of her underclothes.

“You smell soooo good!” He groaned before tossing them onto the ground.

He stood before her, a smirk on his face and an unmentioned promise to fuck her to death. Snatching his zipper down, he stepped out of his pants and, just as quickly, his black boxer briefs hit the floor. Her heart rate accelerated when she caught sight of his massive erection. Lightning fast, he shoved her shirt up around her neck and covered her breast, roughly feeling her, squeezing her through the bra material. He kept exploring. His heavy weight pinned her down—his hard muscles, his brawn suffocating her. She could barely move. And yet, like some possessed monster, he positioned himself between her legs.

The dark intensity of his presence titillated and frightened her all at once. She suddenly screamed out and shuddered, caught by surprise when he entered her with a thrust so rough and strong, it stole her breath away.

He loosened his grip around her neck and rested his hand on her collarbone. She feared the desk would break from the way he took her. Her pussy stretched open, the intrusion rough and sexy, rude and delightful all at once. Tonight, her baby was not a gentle lover, but some beast beating her pussy up, his thrusts so hard and fast, she was certain she wouldn’t be walking straight for days. His moans echoed throughout the room, the clock struck, and every now and again, she could have sworn the overhead lights flickered.

As the seconds drew on, he turned a little gentler, kissing the side of her face with a softness that even a feather couldn’t emulate. Fingertips caressed her jawbone as he stared into her eyes, his expression possessive yet loving, all at once…

But she’d been fooled. For, as soon as he’d gained her trust, he slammed deep into her, causing her entire body to tremble from the impact. Cupping her ass, he forced her into his pounding pelvis, no inch of him unsheathed, no mercy given or her pussy spared.

She hated that she loved that slight discomfort; his thick, long cock would be her undoing. Bumping his groin into her clit, he slid up and down her body, sucking on her weak spot—the side of her neck.

“Oh shit…” Her pussy creamed as involuntary pelvic spasms radiated from her zone. The orgasm was so intense, she feared a charlie horse was creeping into her legs as they seized up and relaxed beneath him. “Oh God!” Her eyes clamped shut and she became dizzy. A soft trickle slithered down the crack of her ass as she came, messing up the man’s desk, leaving her juices behind.

He squelched her moans with a harsh kiss, then kept up his pace, his handling of her sure to leave bruises on her skin. Pressure returned around her neck as he grasped it, slammed into her, and emptied himself in copious bursts. His yells echoed out—loud, deep and haunting. Finally at rest, they hung on to each other, their sweat mingling. He throbbed inside her, quieted down. At that moment, her back gave another involuntary arch, an aftershock from her orgasm reminding her what he’d done…

As if coming out of a daydream, he raised his head from her breasts and looked into her eyes…weary, tired.

“Did I hurt you?” he asked, his words dipped in concern. But were they an afterthought, or perhaps his first utterances as his true self for the evening?

“No, I’ll be fine.” She smiled before kissing his forehead.

“Shit… I was too rough.” He turned away from her briefly. Then she saw the remorse in his eyes. “I’m sorry, Emerald.” He softly kissed her cheek, gliding a hand over her partially exposed nipple. “I don’t know what came over me… I can’t explain it. As soon as I opened the door and looked at you, I had to have you. You looked so beautiful… and I missed you. We hadn’t made love in a while.”

She chuckled lazily as she ran her fingers through his hair. “I’d only been gone a few days…”

“Might as well have been a month.” He laid a soft kiss on her cheek. With a sigh, he slid out of her, took her by the hand and helped her up. “Let’s take this show to the bedroom.”

He scooped her up into his arms and carried her out of the office, up the stairs and to his bedroom. After placing her down onto the bed, he made his way over to his dresser.

“Now.” He lit a large light blue candle with a match, then shook the flame away. “How about this time, I promise to be gentle…” He nestled against her body under the sheets. Lifting her shirt the remainder of the way off and plucking her breasts from the confines of the bra, he bent down to suck and lick the buds, first one and then the other, making her sigh and coo. His tongue did a deliciously nasty wet dance against her skin.

“I think you were possessed…” she slurred, the words tumbling out before she could think.

“I knew exactly what I was doing…”

“Hmmm, so you roughed me up intentionally… So your apology was fake?” she teased.

“The apology…was…real,” he said between tit kisses, occasionally glancing up her way, until he paused altogether and looked at her sternly. “The way I fucked you was what I wanted at the time, and you wanted it, too.”

“I did, huh?”

“Yeah… your body told me you did.” His kisses drew more intense as each second passed. He drew her nipple into his mouth, eliciting a moan. Her stomach clamped and her pussy sang in anticipation. “You missed my dick moving in and out of you…in and out. The warmth of your pussy made me want you even more… the depth… the pleasure you gave me… you missed that, all of it…”

“I did…oh my goodness I did…” She closed her eyes as her body heated from his touch and his words.

“I know you did.” He slid up her body, held her tight around the waist. “I thought about you every day.” He kissed the tip of her nose. “All day… thought about all the places I want to take you, the things I want to show you… all the different ways I want to fuck you.” He played tenderly with her hair, while they stared at one another, their mouths open and a mere centimeter or two away from touching, as if they were trying to steal one another’s breath.

“I thought about you, too. I took out…” She gulped, gathering her words and streaming them together. “I took out my vibrator and played with myself one night… imagining it was you… wishing it was you inside me…”

“And how did I feel?” He smirked before nestling in the crook of her neck, delivering firm pecks.

“Not as good as the real you.”

“Well, I’m here now.” He shifted to pull her down the bed by her ankles, bringing her legs wide open. Placing her left ankle over his neck, he guided himself slowly inside, making her coo and hiss. With a paced rhythm, he kept pushing until his glorious dick disappeared deep inside of her. Once again she felt the man’s weight; his body felt like protection from a world she could no longer tolerate.

She looked up at the ceiling as her body geared back and forth from his thrusts. They soon came together, but he was far from done with her. Moments later, Sloan had her on her stomach, practically hogtied as he plunged deep within her, making her eyes water. He showed no mercy, taking her again and again, never seeming to exhaust or tire. She was falling apart, the loving so good, so overwhelming. But she couldn’t stop; she was under his spell, accepting everything he gave. The theater date had come and gone, and neither made any mention of their forgotten plans.

The next day, when the sun rose and light crept through his massive bedroom window, she gripped him tight, her body hot, sweaty, and beaten with love and lust. Sloan moved steadily within her, weariness in his eyes, but he appeared unable to get his fill…

What drove him? What drove them? She was no longer convinced something supernatural had transpired… that he’d been taken over by some invisible force, a sex crazed ghoul determined to have another go at it from his seat in the afterlife. No, this act of sensuality was simply him. This was Sloan, and she was what he wanted, so he had her, as much as he could get, until he just couldn’t do it any longer.

Just as her thoughts drifted to that notion, he slumped on the bed in utter exhaustion and drifted to sleep. Her tender pussy was grateful for the reprieve. He’d made love to her over and over again that night, with only brief breaks. She felt a bit like a prisoner to his sexual needs, and she liked it… The dirtiest thing was the helplessness, the way he made her his so many times, claimed her with his cock in his time of need. He’d had her every which way, and her body had done things she didn’t think possible. She tingled all over. Emerald had needed the release after the week she’d had… and she needed him, too…

And wasn’t ashamed to say it…
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When had this ever happened? The sex was ridiculously good. Emerald’s pussy was like a wet clam; the sucker snapped back and gripped his cock in ways he could barely describe. He’d fucked her all damn night, his endurance even surprising him. He delighted in the way she sucked his cock, she loved how he gulped her pussy, and they both enjoyed when he’d finger fucked her tight little ass, too…

They’d had the time of their lives.

Sloan lay in the bed with his arm propped behind his head, one leg hanging over the side, and a cigarette between his fingers. He blew out a wisp of smoke, cast his sleeping beauty a brief glance, and stared into space. Though his muscles felt tight and sore from the erotic workout, he felt better than he had in years.

He felt invigorated, as if new life had been breathed inside of him. He looked at her once more, enjoying the way the morning sunrays landed across her bare brown skin. They broke through the sheer curtains and blinds, thin cascades of glowing light kissing her form. She became his summertime in the dead of winter.

The physical urge he’d felt before when she’d first arrived returned with a vengeance.

Her naked body called to him, her small, gorgeous breasts peeking from beneath the comforter, as well as her red painted toes. Placing his cigarette down in the ashtray, he gently touched her shoulder, caressing her. He pushed his primitive urge aside, determined to allow her much needed rest. He didn’t wish to wake her, but simply to touch her, make sure he hadn’t dreamt this entire relationship up.

Once he felt her soft flesh, he smiled, happy that she was definitely real. Retrieving his cigarette, he took another long draw.

Through the haze of smoke, he could make out the family photo album still lying on his dresser, untouched since the moment he’d abandoned it. He stared at the thing with disdain. Placing his cigarette back down, he rose carefully from the bed, so as to not disturb her. He retrieved the photo album and crawled back under the sheets. A sudden coolness filled the room when he turned to the first set of pictures.

He spotted a photograph of himself as a baby on his mother’s lap, his sister standing at his side. His father had probably taken the photo; otherwise, Mom looked like a single mother. The black and white image was in fairly good condition, despite being slightly water damaged and possibly having been exposed to too much sun. He turned another page to see himself dressed in a baseball outfit. He looked about seven, and his two younger brothers, chubby cheeked with broad grins, were sitting on the grass while he held the bat proudly. He didn’t recall that day or when the photo was taken. He wished he had, for his smile looked genuine. This could have been one of the last times he was able to muster a grin and really mean it.

Emerald stirred near him. She blinked her eyes and pulled the sheets up, covering her exposed breasts.

“Mmmm,” she moaned, a sleepy smile on her face as she rubbed her eye in an attempt to cure an itch. “I think I could sleep forever.” She chuckled. “So tired…”

“Did I wake you?” He leaned over and kissed her neck, then settled back against the headboard.

“No.” She shook her head and yawned. “I woke up on my own. I think my arm had fallen asleep.” She glanced at the large book across his lap. “What do you have there?” She pointed to it and stretched, then sat up, leaning against the headboard.

“The book of love,” he teased. “I’ve read it cover to cover. That’s how I was able to seduce you.” He winked at her. Light, airy laughter poured from her mouth. “Nah, it’s an old photo album…found it among some stuff I’d packed away when I cleared out my father’s house after he’d had the heart attack that took him outta here. I’d shoved it in my old attic with the kids’ broken toys that I promised to fix and other odds and ends, then found it again the other day. Tried to look at it, but kept finding excuses to not really pay it much attention.”

“Why’s that?” She brushed a few renegade strands of hair back from her face.

“ ’Cause I don’t want to see him.”

They were quiet for a while, and the chill in the room was squelched with warmth from her touch. Slowly, she caressed up and down his arm. The hairs along his skin swayed to her gentleness.

“What if we looked at it together?”

“Like emotional support?” He threw her a look, curving his lips in a nervous smile.

“Yeah.” She nodded. “Something like that.”

He caught a whiff of her sweet perfume when she reached over to check out the book on his thigh. He stared down at the black and white stained photo of his grandfather in his army uniform. “Who’s that?”

“Norman… my grandfather.”

“You have his eyes.”

He nodded in agreement, then flipped the page. There was a photo of Norman, his wife, and their five children. Sloan’s father had been the second youngest. They were all dressed in their Sunday best; the three boys with dark hair slicked back from their broad foreheads, all of their features similar, as if they’d been produced in some doll factory. The two girls, one brunette and one blonde, sat on two small pedestal chairs, their long, frilly white dresses flowing perfectly around their small bodies. All of the children looked rather solemn. Matter of the fact, the entire family did.

“Everyone is dressed so nicely, but looks so sad.” Once again, he and his Love were on the same wavelength, floating along the same vibe.

“Yeah, they do look sad. I liked Norman. He was kinda mean though, but not as mean as my father. He actually seemed to like me. He’d take me out sometimes to a restaurant he liked… I forget what it was called.” He absently massaged his stiff neck. “They served sky-high double-deckers, the bread toasted and the meat sliced thin and juicy. I loved the big portions of fried potatoes sprinkled with salt, vinegar, and pepper, and they had sodas so fizzy, they almost burned goin’ down… so good. Sometimes he’d take me and my brothers to the movies, or out to get a cone, but that restaurant, well…” He grinned as the memories became clearer. “That was just for me and him. He told me I was his favorite grandkid.” That detail had been lost in the recesses of his mind until right that moment.

“Maybe he told all of the grandchildren that.” Emerald took hold of his arm and gave a gentle squeeze.

“Yeah, I hope so, and I kinda don’t hope so.” She seemed to understand what he said. “I think my father was jealous of how he treated me, how he treated all of us, actually. My sister moved out pretty early on but even when she was there, Norman never had much to do with ’er. Matter of fact, he seemed to avoid women altogether… Strange.” Indeed, Norman would barely speak to Grandma when she was alive. Sloan’s father had said he barely dealt with his own daughters, too, but he’d curse out and hit the boys. He shrugged. I guess his abusive ways had gender bias…

He turned another page, and another. His family looked happy in some of the photos, but in most, they did not. He couldn’t shake that observation and wondered why he’d never noticed it before. He’d looked at that photo album when he was a teenager, but this didn’t seem to register back then. Yet, right then, the pieces of the puzzle began to fit and adhere to one another like static electricity.

“Oh, she’s pretty.” Emerald pointed down at a sizeable black and white headshot of a woman with dark, shoulder length, wavy hair, a small face with high cheek bones, large light eyes and thick lashes. “She looks like Ella Raines… you know, that movie star from the 1940’s.”

“She was in the movie, ‘Tall in the Saddle.”

“Yes!”

“Yeah, I can see the resemblance. That’s my mother…”

She looked back and forth between him and the picture.

“Interesting you would say she looks like Ella Raines,” he said. “That was one of my father’s favorite movies. He was a big John Wayne movie fan, and loved westerns, too. I never thought about that, you know, them looking alike, but you’re right, they favored. I wonder if he’d realized that when he met her…”

“How old were you when she left?”

“Mmmm, I’d say about seven, going on eight.”

“You want to talk about it?” She leaned in closer, her soft hair caressing his jawbone as her energy circled around him, giving him comfort in shark-infested emotional waters. Emerald was a life jacket and a promise for rescue; he just hoped it would all work out before the sharks got a whiff of his spilled blood.

“I don’t know the answer to that question.”

“I can understand that… can accept that.”

“Your mother left you, too… You know how I felt.” He refused to look at her; instead, he simply stared into his mother’s eyes.

“I do know how you feel. It’s confusing. It’s… it’s upsetting,” Emerald pressed her thumb into her palm, digging into that area, massaging up and down. He didn’t miss the slight quake from her body, the way her nerves unraveled as she relived her own pain to help him with his own. “And you feel like whatever answers you’ve received, nothing said to you is good enough because no explanation makes the rejection fully go away. There’s a lot of pain, a hell of a lot.”

He leaned away from her, grabbed a fresh cigarette and lit it. After a moment or two, he smiled through the smoky haze he’d created. “That’s right… that’s a good way to describe it.”

“Sloan, society tells us the woman is supposed to stay, be the nurturer and raise the children. Society tells us that single parent households run by women are common, and the opposite, what you and I had, is strange. That makes you feel a little abnormal… or at least I did. It was as if you didn’t have enough to deal with, so that was added to the mix, like an extra slap in the face in case the first two hundred didn’t sting enough… And kids can be cruel.”

He gave her hand a gentle tap before setting his cigarette into the ashtray. “Is it too early to have a cocktail?” His glance was met with a tilted grin.

“Yes, but if you stuck to the rules all the time, you wouldn’t be where you are in life.”

“‘And it was Emerald St. Claire that drove me into alcoholism…’ That’s what I’ll say in an interview when I explain the craziness of my next book release.”

The woman cracked up, banging her head into the headboard, teeth showing in a full on grin that made him proud. He flicked on the radio, catching Chris Rea serenading, “Fool If You Think It’s Over.”

“Wouldn’t be the first time I was driven to drink.” He took another toke of his cigarette, laid it down, and turned the pages of the album. One after another, he scanned the pictures of him and his family. In one, his sister lay on their living room floor with a checkerboard in front of her. Another showed his mother looking at least six months pregnant. There were several shots of his father, who looked big and intimidating in all of them, until he’d gotten ill. Then, the big man started to look broken down like a tree branch that had been struck by lightning. And that delighted Sloan.

“I wrote a book that was never published.” He gingerly held his cigarette in one hand and turned the pages with the other. Cigarette smoke surrounded them. Emerald wrapped her arms around him and nestled her head on his chest.

“What was it about?”

“Clones. A crazy scientist made clones of Hitler and Stalin, brought them back to life, and had them conduct a series of hate crimes against humanity.”

“I could see why you backed away from that getting into the public’s hands. Not exactly politically correct banter,” Emerald jested.

“Well, it wasn’t exactly as bad as it sounds. See, it was the scientist’s attempt to show people the ugliness of racism in society. Her act of placing these people in modern day civilization reflected this intention, but her plan backfired because the monsters ended up murdering hundreds of people and then killed her, too, once she set out to destroy them.”

“Ahhhh, I should’ve known there was some sort of twist…and I like that the scientist was a woman. You don’t see that every day.”

“Yeah, that’s how I envisioned it. I might submit it to be published… I might just do that after all.”

“Interesting discussion but this was kinda out of the blue. What made you bring that up in the middle of showing me photos of your family?”

“Because it coincided… it has everything to do with my mother…” Emerald scanned his face with a searching, questioning gaze. “See,” he said, taking another toke of his cigarette. “As a kid, I had a real vivid imagination. I’d make up stories, I lied a lot, too.” He chuckled. “I would try to get the attention I wasn’t gettin’ at home by making up tales. Anyway, I saw this movie called, ‘Invasion of the Body Snatchers.’ I was sitting there watching the old classic, the first one, in my dorm room. I rarely thought about my mother, Emerald, so it was kinda strange for me to do so, but I was high at the time, I guess my inhabitations were lowered…”

He paused, gathering his thoughts. “Anyway, I was watchin’ it, and thought, ‘What if someone took over my mother’s body, a body snatcher, some clone scientist or an alien and made her do bad things…”

“Like leave her family.”

“Yeah,” he said, blowing out rings of smoke. “Like leave ’er family. And then I thought, what if both of my parents were clones of bad people and living out some fucked up legacy… a plot to ruin the American first family, take over the country, even the world? I was sitting there thinking that would explain why I had such a shitty dad; why my sister ran off; why my brothers, especially Benjamin, is such a jackass; and why I’ve been so unwilling to believe what plays out right in front of me, and I’ve been like that for most of my life. Like… I’d rather believe in the Loch Ness Monster than in a woman birthing four kids and dashing off. I’d rather write stories about three-legged people with titanium-plated brains than face the truth that human beings are fucked up more times than not. I was lying to myself. The truth wasn’t what I wanted… I needed the lie.”

“What was the lie, Sloan?” Emerald kissed the side of his face, kept her eye on him for a moment, then returned her attention to the gorgeous headshot of his mother. Sloan looked down at it, his eyes welling with tears.

“The lie was that…sometimes shit just happens and you never find out why. You never get an ending. You’re just left out there, dangling… and it hurts… because you want answers. You never told your ex-wife or grandkids that you had a private investigator look for her, and they came up empty…and a part of you was glad through all the disappointment. Ya blame your father ’cause he was a shitty husband. You blame yourself, too, because maybe you were a rotten kid. And then you look back on your life and realize you aren’t certain you’ve ever been really loved until you had kids of your own.

“They are the only two people who you know for a fact love you. But then you run off from reality again, to a place you’ve never been, where you can be alone, but you’re surrounded by ghosts—your own ghosts. They are your own private hauntings that exist solely in your own mind.

“And from all that fear, those cold sweats, that running scared, you get lucky and find a third person who loves you, too…” He turned to her. “And she helped you face the truth. The truth is like a nauseating serum in a cup. It’s filled with crushed glass, bile, and razor blades. All those rough edges and prickly things aren’t going to change. Why? Because they’re the truth, and the truth never waivers and doesn’t care how much you hate it.

“But when someone loves you, they help you get it down… help you accept it.” He took her hand and squeezed it. “You became my truth, my medicine. You never watered yourself down, Emerald. You stayed real… but you convinced me this is what I needed, or I’d never be okay. I’d never heal.” A tear streamed down his cheek as he closed the photo album and shoved it off his lap. He grabbed her gently by the back of the head and pressed his lips to the top of her head, crowning her with a kiss.

“Thank you for helping to make me well, Nurse St. Claire…”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


I’m Not Boo Boo the Fool and I’m Not One of Your Little Friends…

Cup of Dreams was bustling, bursting with cheery chatter and the clanking of forks on plates. Soft jazz music played like a lullaby in the backdrop, while fresh snow, the first accumulation of the season, fell lightly from the sky, sprinkling the sidewalks like powdered sugar. All the tables, dressed in cloths with vibrant colors and whimsical patterns, were laden with decadent desserts, light pastries, and gorgeous glasses and mugs.

The chairs were stuffed with patrons’ asses, everyone’s mouths busily chomping on their food or pouring forth abundant guffaws. Emerald sat across from two young adults, one of which bounced Sloan’s ten month old grandson on her paisley-printed lap, and the other sporting a tense grin and shifty eyes. Sloan had disappeared into the bathroom during the brunch hour, leaving her to her own devices. She was certain it was deliberate and made a mental note to kill him later…

“So.” The tall, rail thin woman dabbed at the corners of her mouth with a deep purple cloth napkin, her movements delicate and sophisticated. With her dark hair pulled up in a loose bun, showcasing a mass of auburn highlights atop her head, she possessed a natural elegance that reminded her of her soon-to-be daughter-in-law. “My father said you are the one who did that fine job on his favorite chair that he now has sitting in the corner of his bedroom. It’s perfect.”

“Well, thank you, Michelle. Yes, I did it. I volunteered, actually.” Smiling, she took a generous sip of her coffee. To her right, the crowded place teemed with energy. She scanned the area, hoping to see Sloan making his return, but had no such luck.

“That was generous of you. It looked terrible before.” Michelle rolled her eyes. “Emerald, we’d begged him to get rid of it for years, but he refused. One time our mother even set it out on the curb, but he found it before the garbage collectors did their rounds and brought it right back in the house. I hated that thing but now it looks absolutely gorgeous, not even like the same chair. Who taught you how to restore furniture?” she asked.

“Believe it or not, initially, no one. I began as self-taught.”

“Wow, really? How’d you do that?” Michelle’s brow arched as she placed a bottle to her son’s lips. The child’s blue eyes started to close and he was on the verge of dozing off, despite the noise around them.

“Yeah.” Emerald smiled and leaned back in her chair; one leg was slightly shorter than the other three, causing it to rock whenever she adjusted her weight. “I was doing it on my own after watching others in their workshops. I spent many weekend afternoons going to woodworking shops and just observing. I also did a lot of reading up on it, and educated myself on what it would take for me to start my own side business after I finished a few pieces just for myself. I felt like I could really do it, so I went on and took some professional classes for about six months, got a certification, and I’ve been hooked ever since. I advertise my services online and in the local paper. So far, business has been great.”

“Well, you’re really gifted.” Michelle put the now empty bottle, after securing the cap over the nipple, in her bag, then adjusted a little beanie hat upon the baby’s head.

“Thank you, Michelle. It’s nice to be paid for something I’d do for free.”

Michelle smiled down at her baby, whose tulip shaped lips hung ajar, his little self now firmly under the spell of slumber. Emerald loved watching that scene. The innocence and sweetness of a baby always lured her into a state of nostalgia. She anticipated the day when her daughter and wife would grow their family, so she, too, could experience a bundle of butter soft skin in her arms once more.

“Hey, uh, do you mind if I ask you a personal question or two?” The young man with the cleft chin leaned forward, his dark hair falling in his eye as he maneuvered about in his seat. A mischievous grin started to form on his face, softening the hard angles. With a sleight of hand, he ran his fingers through his flowing tresses, pushing them back, exposing vibrant green eyes that mirrored his father’s.

“Well.” Emerald smirked. “It depends on what it is… What’s on your mind?”

“Please don’t get offended, but—”

“Oh, for God’s sake,” Michelle interrupted, her forehead wrinkled and her pink lips upturned as she turned to her brother in disgust. “Don’t start any crap, Joel. Ya just couldn’t stand it, could ya?”

“Stand what?!” He shrugged.

“Dad isn’t sitting here. That’s why you’re pulling this mess, aren’t you? You’d never do this if he was sittin’ here.”

“Pulling what mess?” The guy raised his hands in faux shock. “And I’m not afraid of Dad. I’d ask whether he was here or not.” As he spoke, his right eye twitched.

“Liar,” Michelle mumbled under her breath, turning away from him as if she couldn’t deal with the sight of him any longer.

“What is your question?” Emerald interjected, ready to get whatever agenda the fellow had out in the open.

“So, uh, let me ask you this.” Joel grew serious once again. “Did you know who my father was when you first met him? Like, did you realize he was kinda a big deal? They’re making a big movie based off his last book, you know.”

“I’m aware that his book is being turned into a movie, yes…” She smiled wide and took a generous taste of her coffee, saddened that the delicious drink was dwindling away far too fast.

“So what about the first part of my question?” His brows dipped. “All I know is that he saw ya in a grocery store and you two struck up a conversation.”

Emerald took another sip of her coffee, this one a bit stingier than the last as she paced herself. She placed it down upon the white and gold trimmed saucer, then clasped her hands together before placing them atop the table. Back straight, she looked into the young man’s eyes as her thoughts crawled, walked, then ran together. A crumb from her long-gone honey glazed croissant stuck to her baby finger, but she let it be. There were far more important things to address.

“Well, I—”

“Joel, stop it!” Michelle barked, interrupting the mess. The young woman seemed to attempt to keep her voice low, but Emerald was certain that others had overheard the young lady’s protests.

“No, I will not stop it!” He cut a harsh glance at his sister, then a quick glimpse back towards the restrooms. His right eye twitched once again. “There’s nothing wrong with what I asked her.”

Emerald reached for some punctuation… a period. Something to draw an end to the kangaroo court the dimwitted boy attempted to create.

This punk thinks he’s smarter than me… Well, it’s about time I take him to school.

“Joel, that’s not really your question though, is it? Your real question is, ‘Do I want your father for his fame or for who he really is?’”

In an instant, the young man’s eyes grew large, and his lips parted as if he was gearing up to state his objection. Michelle scooted about in her seat, then suddenly rose to her feet, holding her baby close to her breasts.

“I’m just going up there to the counter to order another cupcake. Anyone else want anything?” She shot them both a glance. Joel shook his head, keeping his eyes glued on Emerald. Emerald broke their gaze and looked up at the woman.

“Would you be a sweetheart and flag down the waitress? Your father’s cup is empty and mine is almost finished, too. We need some refills,” she said with a smile.

“Of course! No problem at all.” Michelle turned abruptly towards her brother. “And I’ll be finding out what’s taking Dad so long, too,” she warned him, her tone low and scolding as she hurried away with her child in tow.

“So, to address your true question, Joel, yes and no.”

“I don’t understand that answer.”

“If you’d be quiet for a second and let me respond, you will.”

The boy immediately turned beet-red and pursed his lips, no doubt holding back some retort.

“Here is what transpired. I’d heard of your talented father, Sloan Steele, but didn’t know he was the man I’d spoken to the night we met. I had never seen him. He didn’t include a photo of himself in the book of his I’d read, at least not that I recall. It also is not common, from my understanding, for a fiction author to use their birth name as their penname. Furthermore, I want to make something clear to you.” She pointed at him.

“For the record, Sloan is the one who asked me out and took the initiative for us to get together. I asked that man for a wine recommendation and had no idea who he was, nor did I care. Now, I have a question for you.” She crossed her arms over her chest, unable to hide her annoyance as she thought about the gall of the bastard. She could definitely see why Sloan complained about his son every now and again, though she tried to remain open minded about the kid, nevertheless.

“I’m going to ask you this question, and I want you to think about it before you answer. You’re sitting there, so ready to interview me, you’re half listening to my replies right now. I’m not stupid; we both know what your intentions were and it wasn’t to get to know me. Had to say that just so we’re clear. Now, are you ready to answer my question?”

His face turned even redder, though she’d never thought that possible. He gave an imperceptible nod. “All right…”

“Why didn’t you ask your father this? He’s a pretty honest man and from this time I’ve known him, he’ll tell just about anyone what he really thinks about people. He is not a sugar-coating kind of fellow.”

“Well.” Joel lowered his head, a silly smile on his face. “I did actually but my father is sarcastic… you probably know that by now. He gave me a senseless answer and refused to tell me anything more. He acts so secretive sometimes.” His huffed and slumped his shoulders.

“Hmmm, a silly answer? What did he say?” She tilted her head to the side, her curiosity getting the best of her.

“Emerald, I don’t think it would be appropriate to repeat it.” Joel’s body stiffened and his gaze went berserk roaming about the place, as if he could no longer stand to face her. He ran his hands up and down his arms like a man suffering a chill.

“Why?”

“Like I said, it would be unsuitable to recap… Dad can be a little crude at times.”

“Don’t act bashful. You had the nerve to sit here and ask me if I was gold digger, so—”

“Ohhhhh, hold the presses!” He put his hand up. “I didn’t accuse you of any such thing.”

“You did and you know it. I make my own money and have never asked your father for a dime, but that is beside the point. Please don’t pretend to care about protecting me from the ugliness of the world.” She rolled her eyes. “There’s no need to act coy and classy now. Too late. I’ve got your number, dialed it, left a message and hung up.”

The man swallowed, cleared his throat, and sighed as he slumped back onto his seat, a ‘woe is me’ expression on his face. “My father is insane.” He emitted a sound that seemed half way between a giggle and a snort.

“Well, we both can agree on that. So get to it; what did he say that was so crazy?” She looked down into her empty coffee mug.

That woman won’t be getting a tip…

“He said he’d jumped into the produce area, in one of those big bins filled with peaches, when he saw you coming. He said he made sure all of his body was covered, except… except one part. He said he then unzipped his pants and shoved his testicles in the air, hoping they blended in with the peaches and that his plan worked, because you came over and tugged on them, and then at that very moment, you two fell hopelessly in love…and…that everything was peachy keen.” Joel kept a solemn expression, but his lower lip quivered something terrible.

Emerald looked at him just as seriously, trying to maintain her composure, but that was short lived for she burst out laughing to the point she couldn’t catch her breath.

A thick vein protruded in the middle of his forehead as he practically choked with laughter, his chair rocking, his whole body trembling. When he regained his equilibrium, the first thought that hit her was how much he reminded her of Sloan. The way his eyes turned to slits while he laughed, the tear inducing cackling, and the feigned look of shock when called out on absolute bullshit. No wonder they butted heads so much; they reminded her of her and Nikki, birds of a feather flocking together.

“See?” He wrapped the word around more giggles, barely able to speak. “I can’t… I can’t trust him, Emerald.” He finally settled. “He’s just plain crazy…but he’s my best friend… I love him.”

“I know you do.”

“Look, uh,” he said, tending to an itch on his forehead. “I’m sorry. I was explaining to my sister the other day that I just want our dad to be happy. I know it sounded bad, but I wasn’t necessarily believing you were a gold digger, though it sure as hell sounded like I’d said it—can’t blame you for coming to that conclusion. Guess I just wanted to find out where your head was at.”

“Then, once again, Joel, you never asked the right question. See, asking the right questions could save you and others a bunch of wasted time and energy. You need to work on that.” She winked at him before polishing off her coffee. The very last sips were cold, disappointing. Just then, the waitress showed up at the table and refilled their cups.

When the server turned to leave, he leaned over the table and asked quite seriously, “What should I have asked you, in your opinion?”

“That’s obvious. You should’ve asked if I love your father…”

He looked at her for a long while. “Well, do you?”

“Does a ghost named Peter Jones go bump in the night?”

This made the man smile, showing all of his teeth. “Hey, he loves ya.”

“I know he does. We’re happy together.”

“I’m glad about that. I really am. You know, there’s this—” Just then, Sloan approached the table, his leather jacket swaying open as he tugged at his belt. He wore a goofy grin.

“I had to drop off some babies at the pool. That bran muffin ran right through me.”

“Dad!” Joel cackled.

“You two bein’ good?” Sloan retook his seat. “Where’s Michelle?” He plucked his coffee cup from the table and took a gulp. “She’s Joel’s babysitter. My grandson moans less than he does,” he teased.

Joel crossed his arms over his chest and rolled his eyes. “She went to get a cupcake but then I saw her chattin’ it up with another lady with a kid, too,” he explained. “She’s over there still talking.” He pointed down the way at his sister, who was standing there bouncing her baby and smiling, deep in conversation.

Sloan looked casually over his shoulder, then tapped the table with his fingertips as if bored…and then, he winked at her and blew her a kiss.

“I love you, baby. Sorry I took so long.”

She turned away, her face burning up. Amazing how he could do that to her, make her feel all gushy inside.

“I love you, too. Are you feeling better now?” She smirked, trying to not picture him in the restroom.

“Yeah… ten pounds lighter.” Grinning, he leaned back in his seat and slapped his stomach. “Let’s get outta here. Where’s the bill?” He looked about the place.

“She hasn’t given it to us yet,” Joel said.

Sloan picked up Michelle’s coffee cup and downed half of it before slamming it back on the table like some cowboy at a saloon.

“I’m goin’ up. Come with me, Joel.” Sloan got to his feet and pulled his wallet out.

“I didn’t bring any money.”

“That’s not why I asked ya to come! I don’t want you alone with Emerald anymore. I know how you are.” He stepped away, Joel trailing close behind.

Emerald watched them the entire way, noting more similarities between them. Day by day, their relationship would keep healing, just like hers and Nikki’s. Father and son, mother and daughter—the parent and child connection knew no equal. And perhaps it would never be completely understood.

When a parent loved their child with everything they had, nothing could get in the way of that bond.

… Not even in death…
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


Lost a Father, Gained a Friend

The smell of Dad’s leather jacket mixed in with his customary cologne. Dad always smelled good, like Cool Water and amber, and he looked so unbelievably happy now.

Michelle held Jacob close to her, but not quite close enough… Something inside of the home made her weary, feel even more maternal and protective than she normally was. Her father paced around in the foyer, the cell phone up to his ear, while Joel returned from the kitchen with a bottle of water and pep in his step.

Dad had asked Emerald to stay in the car, saying he’d be right back. She and her brother had their overnight bags by the door, at the ready, so they’d drive back to Manhattan after brunch. It had been an interesting weekend, an incredible day, fulfilling and full of surprises, too. She grabbed the baby’s bag of necessities, including the huge sky blue teddy bear with crystal eyes Dad had bought for Jacob, one of many gestures from the doting grandfather that he was.

All that Dad did, every loving expression, sacrifices made, each step taken, meals prepared and shared, and all words, spoken and unspoken, made her feel closer than ever to her father. Bit by bit, as the days wore on, the mystery that was Sloan Kenneth Steel unraveled, became clearer. One of the highlights of the day, perhaps the most crucial and entertaining, had to be Dad’s girlfriend. Michelle enjoyed watching him and Emerald interact. It seemed like their relationship had been fostered over a lifetime, versus mere months.

Like friends who went a long way together, they finished each other’s sentences, and the woman appreciated Dad’s raw sense of humor. Emerald was quite attractive, possessing a natural sophistication, while being approachable. But, her beauty seemed to truly radiate from the inside out. She didn’t mind admitting to herself, and to Joel, too, that Emerald was a better fit for Dad than Mom ever was.

They communicated in a language only the two of them could understand, and it was obvious her father had fallen head over heels in love with this woman. Emerald seemed family oriented, the way she went on and on bragging about Nikki, her daughter, super excited about her upcoming wedding. By the end of their meal, Michelle felt as if she personally knew Nikki.

Still, a sense of sadness took over at one point. For some strange reason, a part of her didn’t want to leave her father’s home. Despite the sorrowful energy traveling the rooms with disturbing tales of hauntings to boot, there was something majestic and warm about the house, too. The dichotomy unnerved her, but perhaps she was biased, ignorant on the matter, and simply trying to scrape up some rhyme and reason for the disturbing stories associated with the place.

Joel had stated that before the place was blessed by a minister and cleansed from a medium, it had a much different feel to it, one of foreboding, anger, and severe depression. The stars and spirits must’ve aligned and come to some sort of agreement. The armistice was on, at least for the time being.

She wished she could stay. Their visit was over way too soon. Dad got off the phone with his agent and approached the front door, where they stood.

“Look, I didn’t ask Emerald inside because I wanna show you two something.” He glanced out through the front window to check if Emerald was still sitting in the car. Michelle saw her leaning against the car window, eyes closed, as if taking a quick catnap. Dad slid a small ebony velvet box out of his jacket pocket and presented it in his palm. A gasp escaped Michelle. Though she hadn’t yet seen the contents, she had a pretty solid idea of what lay inside.

“Holy shit…” Joel whispered.

Dad popped the thing open, revealing a large asscher cut diamond ring. The damn thing had to have been at least seven carats.

“Ohhhh Dad, it’s beautiful! She’s going to love it,” she exclaimed.

Her father’s complexion deepened with pride as he turned the box slowly from right to left, allowing the light to hit the diamond just right, make it sparkle like icicles dissolving in the hot sun.

“As you can see, I’m going to ask Emerald to marry me.”

“Wow, congratulations, Dad,” Joel chimed in, his smile weak, but seemingly sincere.

“Don’t say congratulations yet.” Dad chuckled. “She hasn’t said yes.”

“When are you gonna ask her?” Joel questioned as he looked back down at the ring with narrowed eyes.

“Still working on that, but I just wanted to tell you both before I did it, you know, just outta respect ’nd all.” He stared proudly at the ring in the box, almost as if seeing it himself for the first time, too.

“So that’s why you wanted us to meet her this weekend.” Dad nodded, a silly smile permanently glued to his face as he slid the ring back in his pocket. “Now I see why you were pushing the issue for us to come back up.” Michelle stepped to him and wrapped her arm around his neck, pulling him close for a kiss on the cheek. His beard brushed against her chin, giving her familiar comfort. As she stepped back, he gingerly took Jacob from her arms, kissed the top of the baby’s head, and held him carefully against his big, strong frame.

“Heeeeey big guy!” He squeezed the baby’s tiny wrist with a gentle grasp, eliciting a toothless grin from the child. “I hate that I don’t get to see you all the time, baby boy. Grandpa loves you a whole lot, Jacob.” Dad rubbed his nose playfully against the baby’s. When he looked back up at her, his expression was serious. He patted Jacob’s back and held him protectively to his chest. “Michelle, bring Jacob up more often, please. I’ll be down to see him more, too… I miss ’im so much.” He handed the baby back to her and sighed, as if hating to release him.

“I will, Dad. I promise.” She gathered the blanket around her child and cradled him just so against her.

“Well, I know you two need to get back home. Are you still going over to Turtle Bay to visit your friend tonight?” Dad asked Joel.

“Yeah.” Joel grinned. He was dating a new girl and had told Dad all about her.

“I’ll be over that way next week for a meeting. Well, don’t let me hold you two up. I’ll give you a call tonight… Gonna go ahead and drive Emerald home.”

They headed out onto the porch, the wood creaking and groaning under their weight as they marched down the steps. Dad gave them both another hug, then joined Emerald who still appeared sound asleep in his car. With sadness in his eyes, Joel dashed over to Dad’s Eldorado and said his goodbyes to Emerald, who’d suddenly awakened from her catnap. He came back to his car, avoiding eye contact with her, slid into the driver’s seat and started the engine. Michelle didn’t miss the way he gripped the steering wheel, a veil of restlessness shrouding him.

Joel was an adult, yet he’d had a harder time with their parents’ divorce than she had. He’d looked up to them as an example of what a good relationship should be like, and when their marriage fell apart, he felt a bit lost, unsure—maybe afraid he’d forget how to love. Mom blamed Dad, and Dad blamed Mom, but Michelle blamed fate. The truth of the matter was, sometimes, two people simply weren’t meant to be together for a lifetime, be it a parent and child, or a relationship of a romantic nature. Things happened that caused rifts—terse words, untimely deaths, mysterious disappearances, and sometimes, a mutual disdain. She’d already accepted that Dad and Mom had been seasonal lovers, drifting in and out of each other’s world at just the pivotal time, merely to create two people and to teach each other several lessons along the way.

And boy was Dad dealt a mighty blow. He didn’t deserve what Mom did to him, but it was over now, water under the bridge. People made mistakes and bad choices; this was one of the pitfalls of being human. Michelle looked around her father’s property, finding the magic of the place undeniable. The scattering of snow was such a pretty sight. She opened the back door to Joel’s car, strapped Jacob in the baby carrier, then made her way up to Dad’s cherished vehicle. Emerald rolled the window down. Predictions of the future sounded out in her head.

This is going to be my stepmother. She doesn’t know it yet, but I’m so happy for both of them…and, I like her. She’s funny, ballsy, and seems really sweet, too… but most of all, she’s good for my father…

The thought made her smile. Reaching inside, she wrapped her arm around the woman. “It was so nice to meet you today, Emerald. Dad has said nothing but wonderful things about you before we met and now I can totally see why.”

Emerald laughed lightly and returned the hug. “It was nice to meet you too, Michelle. Jacob is adorable. You’re lucky to have him. Anyway, I hope to see you, Joel, and the baby again soon.”

“You will.” She stood straight, a hand on her hip. “Dad, drive safe!”

“I’m the definition of safe!” He chuckled.

“In a parallel universe, maybe. I’m serious; no Nascar stuff, speed demon!” Michelle teased. Waving goodbye, she made her way back over to Joel and got inside the warm car. Her brother had the engine running, the heat pumping through the vents full blast, while Jacob made silly noises, his pacifier bobbing in and out of his mouth as he looked about in wonder. After checking on her son, she got situated.

“Are you ready to go?” he asked, strapping his seatbelt across his chest, the click of the belt loud against soft waves of music from a commercial jingle drifting from the speakers.

“Yeah, I’m ready now.” She pulled her harness across her waist, tossed a look at Jacob from the rearview mirror then adjusted her seat to a more relaxed position as they pulled out of the long driveway, her father not far behind them. They stayed back to back like a procession, then split once they met the main road. Dad got smaller and smaller until he was only a memory. She missed him already… his smell, his smile, his humor. Memories of childhood returned to her while the sounds of Justin Timberlake’s, ‘Can’t Stop the Feeling’ played on the radio. As the tires of her brother’s red Pontiac rounded a corner, flashes of the past came to the forefront…

Such as piggy back rides on Dad’s shoulders and him galloping about pretending to be a horse, neighing and tromping about while she laughed until her voice grew hoarse.

Or the bedtime stories he’d make up at the turn of a dime—usually detailing something absurd such as a seahorse eating princess mermaid who didn’t want a prince, but instead a gazillion stocks and bonds with Exxon Mobil, an underwater village made of sushi, and a beach house in Maui. The silliest tales, entertaining to the hilt, which he’d create especially for her, making her feel extraordinary.

It came as no surprise to her when her father began to write fiction and was not only successful, but took the world by storm. His mind was a curious playground, hidden behind an iron clad, barbed wire, electric fence with a shark, poisonous snake, and alligator filled moat that dared a person to venture over for a closer look. Regardless of his ridiculous standards in self-protection, she knew her father well.

She’d known who he was all along, and was happy to see him getting up in the wee hours of the morning to write; then, after putting her and Joel to bed, he’d have a go at it once again. She had deep admiration for him—a big shot who drafted thought provoking articles by day for an established paper in New York City, then, by night, a creative writer, penning stories of things out-of-this-world and bizarre. He was a big, funny man with a deep voice, a crazy, booming laugh, and enormous hands that could crush the world yet carry her sleeping body to bed with the greatest of ease and the gentlest touch.

He was the father who’d lie back looking up at the sun during their family picnics in Central Park, daydreaming of things she was curious to know about. He’d given sage advice to her over the years, most of which she paid little attention to until it was far too late, but still, she held his words close to her heart. Such as the times he’d told her, ‘He didn’t deserve you,’ every single time she’d gotten her heart broken. And when he reminded her, when she was lost, lacking direction on what to do with her life, that everyone had special gifts; all she had to do was look within to find hers.

Was he living by example? Did Dad’s gifts shine bright, too? They certainly did, but maybe it had taken him so long to believe in himself because he didn’t have what she and Joel had in their very own home on a daily basis: a cheerleader, an encourager, a protector.

Dad barely remembered his mother, and his father had been so emotionally abusive, his treatment left scars that never fully healed. He tried the best he could, wishing to be the father he’d never had but always wanted. Dad generally closed himself off from others, but opened up for her when she needed him most. When she’d messed up after he’d warned her of impending danger as a result of her decisions as a free-spirited teenager, he rarely judged her, only offered her a warm hug and support. She and Joel had ‘different’ fathers from a relationship standpoint, but it was the same man… There was no denying this.

At times, during their formative years, she and her brother had arguments and brief rifts because they couldn’t see eye to eye about him. Joel wanted to experience the soft touch Dad had given to her, to find out what it was like to not feel lesser than; while she wanted some of the tough love he’d given to Joel. Perhaps Dad had a bit of gender bias, and believed he needed to be gentler with a girl. She’d never put a handle on this, but Dad was indeed a little old school; such traditional thinking fit his persona. She stared down in her lap, fighting back tears of joy as she grabbed and released the soft cotton of her pants. After regaining her composure, she glanced at Joel. A tear streamed down his cheek and, with a gentle hand, she brushed it away.

“I’m happy for Dad. I really am.” His voice trembled.

“I know you are.”

A few minutes passed with nothing else said.

“It’s like … no matter what, the good and the bad, I always had ’im. No matter what time of day or night.” She nodded in agreement, as if they were discussing the poor man’s funeral or something. “I’d call and he’d be there. Yeah, I’d have to hear a bunch of shit, he’d lay into me like a chicken to an egg, but he was always there for me when I needed him most, regardless. Now that he and Mom aren’t together anymore, and he’s got someone else… I guess… I guess I feel like I’m not going to get his time anymore. I won’t have the chance to prove to him that I can really make it, that I can do what I set out to do.”

“Dad’s changing, Joel. Strange as it sounds, the old Dad, though harder to deal with, was more predictable. With this guy, it’s like a crackerjack box.”

“Yeah, you’re right. He’s talking to me now like a man instead of some chump. That’s what I wanted and I’m still not happy. Fuck, it’s true, ya know? I’m such a selfish asshole!” he blurted, throwing her off guard. He gripped the steering wheel tight.

“No you’re not. I get it, Joel. It’s like as soon as you and Dad start getting along better, his time will be more limited. That’s just a fact. But look at it this way… why are you and Dad getting along better in the first place?”

He kept his eye on the road, but could see the shadow of a smile start to transform his face.

“I see where you’re going with this… It’s probably ’cause of Emerald. That house he’s in, all of it, was the beginning of something I couldn’t understand, even now. But he knew better than I did. He knew what he needed, I guess, in some strange way.”

“I believe so, too. I was so worried about him, Joel. That’s why to see him like this… smiling, working hard, laughing all the time like he used to when we were kids—it makes me happy.” Her sorrow lifted, replaced by hope.

“Yeah, he’s definitely changed. He listens better, too. You’re right. Things aren’t perfect between us, but they have definitely improved, and it all started with him giving me an apology. It shocked the hell outta me. He’s never said sorry to me in my entire life… not even once. You know what, though?”

“What?”

“I owed him one, too.”

“Yeah…we all owed each other apologies.” She smiled sadly as she watched the cars all around them.

“Emerald is a nice woman. I mean,” he said, shrugging, “from what I could tell, I can’t complain. Dad is so picky and hard on people. She must be something special if he is not only seein’ her but about to ask her to get married.”

Joel was working out the whole situation in his mind, just as she had early on. She’d probably seen the writing on the wall a bit sooner than her brother, though, being aware that her father would never be truly happy unless he was in a relationship. Dad was the commitment type, loyal to the end. She patted his arm, then folded her hands on her lap. The barren, willowy trees sped by in a blur, their thin branches like spindly fingers reaching to touch the clouds. The sky turned to deep pastel streaks, blending with the land, erasing the distinct separation between Heaven and Earth. As time passed, the shadows crept in, ushering in the twilight.

Joel picked up speed and jumped onto I-95, drawing silent, cocooning himself in a private shell. She let him stay there, for he had things to work out and resolve…and she loved him. They were family. The world was going by so fast, but the love between them remained steady, at times moving at a languid, easy going pace. Sometimes the loveliest things were missed because of speed, life rushing by, ruining the moment. The experience was obstructed, made less beautiful with our fast feet, rapid absorption of information, and an impatience that caused life to never be savored, only wolfed down with no memory of the rich flavors it had to offer.

Michelle suddenly remembered a silly twist Dad had put on the fairytale, ‘The Tortoise and the Hare.’ She thought about the moral of that story and surmised the tortoise didn’t just win the race because he took his time, but because he didn’t want to be a ghost to his own life—taking the journey for granted and missing all that nature had to offer as he made it to the finish line.

What was the use of winning, if you couldn’t even recall the true reason for the race?
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


Beans Don’t Burn On The Grill…

Aunt Sugar dumped pinto beans in a huge silver pot filled with white rice. She described in great detail how she’d top everything with shredded pork, then add a large helping of boiled cabbage, thinly sliced green peppers with bacon grease on the side. Emerald cradled the phone against her neck and tucked her feet beneath her butt on the living room couch. Sloan was due over soon, but she’d suddenly became exhausted after a long day at work—two emergency extractions and a badly needed crown. Why did it seem that people’s teeth always acted up on a Friday? She chuckled at the notion as Sugar went on and on about the fabulous spread she was preparing, but then, something the woman said had her pause.

“I been readin’ up on Nikki’s condition.”

“Condition?” Emerald rolled her eyes. “Sugar, she’s not sick. This isn’t diabetes or cancer.”

“Well, I don’t know all the right words, but I been readin’ up on it and though I don’t understand it, I can’t possibly see the appeal of two women rollin’ around in the bed rubbing they coochies against one another. I understand how she ain’t ask to be like this.”

“You think that’s all this is about, Sugar? Sex? It’s not. It’s about how she feels about another human being. Look,” she said, tapping a finger on her chest. “I’m a heterosexual woman. I am not sexually attracted to other women either, but I don’t find my daughter to be strange or disgusting.”

“I ain’t say she was disgustin’. I just said I didn’t understand it.”

Sugar’s low voice suggested she might be fishing around for the right words to say, but failing miserably. Emerald decided to cut her some slack, let her work her thoughts out, and perhaps the words to match would soon follow.

“Nikki is a smart girl; always has been, Emerald. I was thinking when you first told me, that it must’ve been ’cause her daddy and you got a divorce, or maybe she got molested or somethin’. But then why ain’t you gay, too? And somebody touched me as a child, and I ain’t gay… didn’t make no sense to me. I sat here and cried about my brother and Nikki, Emerald. I prayed… and then I told myself that maybe I need to read a bit about it, you know? I don’t know much about homos, bulldykes, ’nd things like that.”

“Sugar… callin’ someone those names is seen as offensive.”

“Well, all right… but I didn’t know much about it. I sat here and thought about James, about any clues I may have missed. Only thing that came to mind was just like you said… how he ain’t go to no girls, ain’t ask for no dates. He wasn’t interested; we thought he was just shy. None of the fairies ’round here looked like him. Those guys were flamboyant, wearin’ wigs, fake nails, and make up. James didn’t do any of that. He looked like any other man, like Daddy and your Uncle Kirby.”

“And that’s why it’s important not to stereotype.”

“I believe that to be true, ’cause everybody is different. I still think it’s a sin, but you were right, Emerald. It ain’t for me to judge. I love my brother, despite it all.”

“As you should.”

“And I love Nikki, too. I can’t stop loving them just ’cause they gay. Let me ask you something.”

“Yes, what is it?”

“You think… you think this run in families?” Sugar asked timidly, as if she felt silly even forming the words.

“I honestly don’t know, Sugar. There are some who believe it does, and some who believe it doesn’t. I have no idea. What I do know is there have been a lot of people who’ve remained silent and afraid to tell the truth because they don’t want to be alienated by their families and lose their friends. I couldn’t let that happen to my baby… not on my watch.” She grimaced and shook her head.

“Like James… He never showed signs he was depressed, lonely, or upset.”

“He did; he was just good at hiding it. I’d see him out the corner of my eye, the worry stretched all across his face. I’d hear him pacing about late into the night. I’d notice him not coming home, working himself to the bone so he could avoid this thing we call life. Even when he was diagnosed with prostate cancer, he pretended he was okay, but I knew better. You only saw what he wanted you to see, Sugar. Daddy was definitely lonely, and his religious beliefs caused him increased anguish. He wanted to protect me and my brother, and you, too. He scarified himself. He died with no one to call his own.”

Sugar drew quiet on the other end—no running water from her faucet, no television playing on low in the background. Only the sound of her breathing could be heard, as if she were saving her breaths for something special, a rainy day, or the final moment right before her maker came to collect his due.

“I wish things had been different, Emerald. I find this all so…strange.” She said wearily. “But when you told me what happened, I cried ’cause I knew you wouldn’t lie ’bout nothing like that—not as much as you loved your Daddy. Plus, deep down, it didn’t strike me as totally unbelievable. I just think I was in shock is all, though I shouldn’t ’ve been. It ain’t fair how life do us, huh?”

“Life is far from fair, Sugar. You, me, Daddy… we learned that early on. I got an older brother who never grew up. Willie has been in and out of prison because he’s too afraid to be responsible, and he hates himself ’cause his mother left him like he was a piece of trash. Everyone copes differently with the hand they were dealt, and sometimes people refuse to play the game at all, while others call their bluff. Daddy wasn’t afraid of much, Sugar, but he was afraid of the consequences if anyone found out. I suspect he would secretly date every now and again, but I never caught him with anyone ever again.”

“If Mama knew about this, she’d roll over in her grave, and Papa would try to kill him from the afterlife.” She gasped then. “Now that I think on it, maybe that’s why he never told me to stop tryna set him up with your mother. He needed a cover… folks may have gotten even more suspicious. You know what?”

“What?”

“It’s funny what we forget, but I recalled something just now. Long time ago, before you were even a glimmer in your Daddy’s eye, me and James were out on the bank fishin’. Papa come down there with a couple of his brothers. They was throwin’ back beer and talking loud. Uncle Bud was drunk off his ass. He come lookin’ at James and said to him, ‘A big boy like you, you ain’t never tryna get you no pussy. You bet not be no faggot.’ Papa got real mad about that, so much so, tha two of them got down and rolled around cuttin’ up and cussin’ and hittin’ left and right.

My other uncle, Clarence, got to yelpin’ and me ’nd him and James got them pulled apart. Papa looked madder than a footless man locked in a shoe factory. His reaction ain’t make no sense… See, that’s one thing James and Papa had in common, Emerald. They was real laid back. Papa ain’t yell at nobody, and it took a whole lot to get him worked up. So now that all of this comes back to me, I think… maybe Papa knew all along. Seems to me, we sometimes get the maddest when the truth is the saddest…”
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“Dread…”

“That’s one letter too long.” He slid the sharpened number two pencil behind his ear and glared at the children’s activity book filled with puzzles, connect-the-dots games, and illustrations for coloring that he’d stolen out of her kitchen.

“Head.” Emerald scratched her knee. “Fed… is it three letters or four?”

“Four.”

“Dead.”

“You already said that.” He set the booklet down on the coffee table, along with the pencil. “You’ve been obsessed with death ever since you got a hold of more of Peter Jones’ books. It’s ironic, right?”

He leaned against Emerald’s couch, plumped one of her over-stuffed chaise pillows behind his head, and got a waft of the can of sardines and crackers he’d devoured a few moments after coming through the door. Famished, he’d wolfed down the first thing he saw in her pantry.

“He was a good writer.” She picked up the remote control and turned off her television.

“Yes, he was. A lot of writers have stolen his style as of late and these new readers have no idea they are reading recycled work.” He shook his head in disgust.

“But isn’t that how this works? Everyone is an inspiration to someone, right? We observe, learn and emulate.”

“There’s a difference between gaining an angle based on someone else’s talent and learning a thing or two versus copying it to the letter. For instance, your furniture… You’re either restoring or improving an original idea, correct?” She nodded in understanding. “What you’re working with was already established. It’s no mystery. You don’t claim to have built the furniture from scratch. Your expertise is not in furniture making; it is in restoration.

“You’re using the original structure and building upon it. No one is fooled or misled, and yet, still, your art and craftsmanship are respected as such. I had a lawsuit a couple of years ago against someone who plagiarized key passages from several of my books. I could not go after him for ideas… ideas are free and open and rarely is there a completely innovative one within itself. What we do with the idea is what makes it original. He did not place any ingenuity into the work; he simply changed my character and location names, but my premise and plot were stolen.”

“Did you win?”

“Damn straight I did, but that’s because I had a good attorney and the money to chase this guy down. Not to mention, my fans called bullshit and started a petition. Peter is not alive to go after all of these people; nor, as you know, did he have any heirs to do it for him. Once someone dies, their work becomes prey to vultures, incessant pirating, and legal loopholes are in place that allow this rampant theft. So yeah, Peter probably learned from some of the masters, and I learned from him and many others, but he never stole their ideas, intellectual property or words, and claimed them for his own. Everything has degrees of recyclability; the extent of that degree is what defines what is yours and what is mine.”

“My daddy used to tell me there was nothing new under the sun, but I suppose even if that’s true, sometimes you can make something shine a bit brighter under those rays.”

Smiling, he leaned in close and brushed his lips against the bridge of her nose. “From all that you’ve told me about him, your father sounds like he was a great man.”

“He was. Not a day goes by that I don’t think about him.” She looked down thoughtfully into her lap.

“What traits of his do you think you have?”

She looked at him curiously, as if no one had asked her that question before. Perhaps they hadn’t.

“I look like both of my parents, but I do have a sense of loyalty, of knowing right and wrong, and of respecting the golden rule. He won a settlement from a job he was working at, and instead of living off it, he opened his own car repair business. I believe I’m that way, too. I have enough saved up where I would be okay if I became conservative with my money. But why?” She shrugged. “I tend to keep things to myself unless it just becomes too much, just like him, too. I’m always learning… ’cause each day, life class is in session, Sloan. But, I’ve learned not everything needs to be kept bottled up inside, and sometimes being angry and saying so, right when the offense happens, is okay, too. I’ve been portrayed to be one type of woman, but was really someone else.

“My Daddy taught me how to hide in my own skin. This isn’t to say I wasn’t authentic, but nobody, not even me at times, was allowed to get the full scope. That’s a hindrance. As Sugar says, ‘Don’t block your blessings by being stubborn.’ I had the nerve to wonder where my Nikki got her stubborn streak from.” She laughed sadly.

Sloan caressed the skin along her wrist, comforting her while she let him that much closer into her heart.

“For some reason,” he said, leaving a trail of pecks along her neck, “I believe…” She sighed, melting into his embrace. “…I’ve been loving the real you.” With one final kiss on the cheek, he leaned back against the decorative pillow, sliding his arm beneath it. “Can I give you a test to make sure you’re the real Emerald, and not some imposter?”

She smirked, eyebrow arched in question. Crossing her arms against her chest, she leaned back onto the couch.

“Bled.”

“Excuse me?” he asked, not certain what that meant.

“The four letter word you were looking for, was ‘Bled.’ The clues were ‘red’ and ‘punctured’.”

A slow smile graduated across his face. “Did that just come to you?”

“No, I just wanted to draw it out…because it was fun.”

“Somehow I knew you knew the answer. Not really certain though what tipped me off.”

“And why didn’t you know the answer?”

“Who’s to say I didn’t?” He sucked his teeth in a satisfied sort of way.

“You didn’t.”

He burst out laughing and nodded. “You’re right. I’m a little preoccupied… got things on my mind.” He clasped his hands together and leaned forward, staring straight ahead at a pitch black television that disseminated his own convex reflection of reality in muted shades.

“What’s wrong?”

“I’m haunted.”

“You’re not haunted. Your house is haunted. But that’s old news. You’re dealing with it.”

“Yes, I made him an altar and promised a sacrifice,” he teased. “But that’s not what I’m talking about. See, Emerald…” He whipped out his lighter, cocked his head to the side, and lit a cigarette. Taking a long inhale, he exhaled just as slowly, trying to come to terms with the speed of his heartbeat as each second birthed and died against the Earth’s timeline. “There are good hauntings and bad hauntings. When you’re passionate about something, it haunts you, too. You think about it all the time, to the point you rarely get a good night’s rest. It becomes an obsession, but it’s positive… because the outcome is always beautiful.

“I’ve endured the not so great haunting, and the best kind of all…” He slowly turned in her direction. “The best kind of haunting is when you’re in love. You think about that person all the time. Your love speaks for you when you don’t have the right words. Everyone expects the writers of the world to have the right words…but we don’t own the marriage between sentiment and language. It comes and goes as it pleases.” Emerald nodded in understanding, while he succumbed to this moment of vulnerability—an alien, yet welcome, feeling. He could get used to this. He’d become used to this. Ever since she’d come into his life… “Like with the crossword puzzle. You seem to always have what I need, and you can step in where I come up empty.

“I told you I wanted to test you, to see if you are the real you, ask some questions…but that’s redundant. Every time we’re together, I’m testing you… whether either of us knows it at the time makes no difference. Frankly, that’s what lovers do. We test each other. We test our strengths, weaknesses, our desires, and all that the relationship entails. We’re all a bit narcissistic if you ask me, using the other person for a supply of fulfillment, investing in them, so they can invest back in us. When we look at each other, we hope to see ourselves in the other person’s eyes, because that means they’re seeing us, too, truly seeing us, and loving us all the more for it.” His eyes watered, and he blinked the pending tears away. “I moved here to Maxim both to get away and to get close. I chose the house I live in because it would allow me to run away from myself, and dig deep within all at the same time.

“I chose to pursue my dream to write sci-fi, so that I could live a million lifetimes of my own choosing, instead of just this one. I wanted to be reincarnated; I wanted to be God and his servants, all in one.”

He set his cigarette down into an ashtray on the coffee table she’d purchased just for him, dug into his jeans pocket and removed a small russet leather pouch. Sliding his fingers inside, he retrieved the ring box and, on a deep breath, presented it to Emerald. As he pulled it open and revealed the jewel inside the box, her expression remained the same… but her eyes grew wider and glossier. Then, tears began to fall down her face.

“I can’t run anymore, Emerald. I can’t live inside of my books. I can’t have it both ways. I wanted a woman who loved me for me, for who I truly was. I got her. I wasn’t looking for you inside my mind, but my heart was on the hunt and I’d be a damn fool to not seize this opportunity. So, here I am, doing just that. Emerald St. Claire, will you marry me?”

Her teeth sank into her lower lip, which curved into an emotional smile. She nodded, causing that cluster of salt and pepper hair he loved to swing forward.

And then, she said the words he so needed to hear—“You already know… yes. Yes!” Surrounding him in a tight embrace, she kissed all over his face.

He burst out laughing, lightly fighting his way out of her grip.

“Let me give you the ring.” She slowly let go of him and stretched her hand out before him. Gingerly taking her ring finger into his grasp, his slid the ring onto it.

“It’s beautiful, Sloan.”

“I’m glad you like it. It took me a few weeks to narrow down which style I wanted to get you, but this one just sort of called to me. I figured this would be the ring you’d really like.”

“Well, it’s definitely my taste.” She smiled down at it, moving it to and fro to catch the light in its depths.

“Ugh…” He grimaced as he got to his feet.

“What?” She looked up at him, concern in her eyes.

“Why did I ask for sardines before proposing?” He chuckled. “I just burped.”

Emerald burst out laughing then quickly covered her nose. “Yes… I can see what you mean now,” she said in a muffled voice. She made a face, then burst out laughing again.

“I was hungry, saw ’em sitting there, and didn’t even think all of that through. You got some Listerine?” He pointed towards her hall bathroom.

“Yes, it’s on the counter.”

He turned and marched away, closing the bathroom door behind him. Grabbing the large plastic bottle, he unscrewed the cap, took a big mouthful, and swished it about, while staring at himself in the mirror. Exhilaration and gratitude filled him. Popping the lid of the toilet up, he spit the mouthwash into the latrine and made his way back up the hall, only to find Emerald up and about holding a hammer and her safety goggles on.

“I poured us a couple of glasses of wine,” she announced before dragging a small wooden dollhouse into the center of the kitchen.

“What are you doing?”

“About to fix the roof on this dollhouse,” she said as if it were obvious, as if he was some random fool who’d wandered into her abode.

“But I was hoping we’d celebrate, relax a bit.” He gave her a dirty glance as he tugged at his belt. She gave him an unimpressed look, which had him suppress a laugh. He placed his hands on his hips, feigning indignation.

“We will.” She turned her back, walked up to her kitchen counter, and took a sip of her wine. “But this dollhouse is for a little girl’s birthday, and that’s in three days. Not to mention, I have to get up a little earlier and open the office. We have a new alarm system and no one seems to know how to work it right without tripping the damn thing off.” She rolled her eyes before plopping down onto the floor, sitting cross-legged, and taking hold of the toy.

“I can’t believe this. I just proposed to you, gave you a ring ’nd everything…”

“Burped marinated fish guts in my face. Don’t forget that part.”

“Exactly! Burped sardines in olive oil in your face to prove my authenticity and undying love, and this is the thanks I get. You, sitting here with a hammer and nails about to fix a Barbie condo.” He tossed up his hands in faux angst.

“I’ll have you know it is a Melissa and Doug original.”

“I have something you can play with all right.” He tugged at his hard cock through the material of his blue jeans, causing her to blush. It made him all the hornier.

“Just give me thirty minutes.” She grinned, waving the hammer in the air. “I have completely tricked this house out. It is adorable. See, she had this when she was only ten years old; she’s now sixteen and it was her favorite toy so they wanted to re-furbish it for her and—”

“Re-gifting? Well, this will be a sweet sixteen she won’t soon forget,” he teased, pulling up a chair and sitting down, ready to watch her digging and jabbing at the roof of the house until she’d pried a piece off.

“I’m installing a chimney right here. I’ve already put a fireplace in the living room, and it glows, too,” she explained. “Stuck In The Middle With You” by Stealers Wheel played softly on the radio.

What a moment, he thought, as he made himself comfortable and stared down at the most beautiful woman in the world. Her small limbs moved frantically about, while determination and discipline etched themselves across her face.

It’s time for Emerald to let someone take care of her, too, for a change. This shit has to stop, and I’m just the man to put an end to it…

He took another toke of his cigarette, placed it down in the ashtray, and got to his feet.

“Come on.” He gently tugged on her arm.

“Just a few more minutes and then—”

“Nope. You’re not going to do this right now. The birthday girl can wait.” He shook his head and grabbed her up from the floor with a gentle tug. Enveloping her in his arms, he pulled her head back by the hair and slid his tongue inside her mouth, eliciting a moan.

“Are you going to let me love you?” he asked when he ended the kiss.

Her face drew serious. He could tell she was mulling his question, trying to make sense of it, decipher the hidden meaning.

“How can I let you love me when you already do, whether I want it or not?”

“Don’t answer my question with a question.” He grinned. “You know what I mean.” He pulled her close to him, let her find rest against his body while he slid his hand up and down her back. “I don’t need you to fix anything for me.”

“I know… and that’s why, in my mind, I nicknamed you my vacation.” She slowly lifted her head from his chest and looked him earnestly in the eye.

They were quiet for some time before he took her by the hand and led her down the hall to her bedroom. As he opened the door, he looked over his shoulder.

“Well, as of right now, consider yourself on holiday…”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


A Blast From the Past

Once upon a time, there was a handsome, smart man and a glamorous, silly woman who fell in love…

The newness of it all was at times too much to bear. Katie placed her bright red Fendi bag onto the gray granite kitchen counter, grabbed a glass, and made haste to fill it to the brim with Didier Dagueneau Silex white wine. Her ex-husband’s alimony had aided her in starting her own exclusive scarf and gloves fashion line, which was finally taking off, and her daughter, Michelle, had been instrumental with advice along the way. Sitting on the white leather barstool, she spun slowly to and fro, studying her reflection in the stainless steel of the double ovens she seldom used. She’d become lonely living in the vast Manhattan penthouse, so much that she relished when Joel and Michelle took time out of their busy schedules to visit.

They split stopovers between her and their father, who’d moved to a jump off town on the outskirts of New York. She’d never been to Maxim, but occasionally heard stories about the place. Initially, she was overjoyed that Sloan had taken his hateful ass elsewhere. The children couldn’t have possibly known how much of an asshole he’d been towards the end of their marriage; he’d hid it so well. The man had been incorrigible. All he focused on was that her material needs were met, but what about love? Sloan was at times romantic, but everything seemed forced. The love had died long before she’d begun having affairs, many of which—she’d refused to admit to him—had happened long before she’d asked for a divorce.

Her nerves shot, she took a sip of her wine, begging herself to slow down with the drinking. Michelle had let her know of the glorious weekend she’d had with dear ol’ Dad, and how her visit had included her meeting a woman he was seeing. Katie had heard no alarms ring, no bells or whistles, until her daughter mentioned an engagement ring and an answer of ‘yes’ to an important question.

Katie would have never believed in a million years that Sloan would remarry. She figured Hell had a better chance of freezing over first. Indeed, he’d professed such sentiments at their final court appearance. “You know what? After dealing with you all of these years, I hope to never care about anyone else again!” he’d told her.

It didn’t help that he’d called her everything under the sun during a couple of drunken calls he’d made to her right before he moved away. Sloan had never crossed that line, but the liquor had him talking, and his true feelings rolled out… things she’d never heard him express before. Passionate emotions, hatred, love…

If you’d loved me as much I’d loved you, you would have seen what you wanted from me and got what you needed, all the time…

I fucking hate your face, Katie…

It sickens me that when I kissed you goodnight, you’d just finished sucking that little backstabber’s dick! I hope you choke and die!

He’d found out about her and Travis, had even followed them one evening. He confessed he’d waited outside the hotel, contemplating on driving away and returning with his gun. Those words had sent chills up and down her spine. Sloan was many things, but to threaten her with violence and physical harm wasn’t something she’d come to expect from him. He’d been highly intoxicated when he’d told her this, though, so she’d never found out if he’d really meant any of it. Something deep inside, though, told her that he in fact had…

The man was brutally sarcastic, crude, and could be downright cruel. And he did it all so smoothly, it would make your head spin. The look in his eyes was the clincher though; how cold he could become. Yet, she couldn’t blame only Sloan for the demise of their marriage. She’d never spoken up and expected him to read her mind, to figure out what was wrong.

So what had gone wrong?

How could she know the answer with precision? All she knew was, one fine day, things went awry, and she did little to save her marriage. Perhaps Sloan was right; maybe she hadn’t loved him as much as he’d loved her. In fact, in recent days, she’d come to realize the truth of this. She blamed her upbringing, to some extent, for mistaking kindness for weakness. Her mother had done it, and her sisters, too.

Sloan was a giant teddy bear, but under that exterior lay a man who was tough, harsh and calculating. She’d signed up for something she hadn’t agreed upon; hence, the arguments began. It seemed at times he’d tried to please her, but he’d become disenchanted.

She took another sip of her wine, falling deeper into deliberation.

I played too many games with that man…

She hated admitting it, but the truth was the truth. Her actions had been a cure for boredom, a way to spice up their marriage, throw fire on a burning predicament. At times she’d wished to see how angry she could make him; other times, she wanted him to prove his love—see if he’d come running. She knew he’d loved her, despite the way he’d withdraw and grow cold when they’d fall into spells of disagreement. Sloan was hard to hate, and even harder to forgive and forget.

Nevertheless, during their marriage her anger towards him would be often short-lived, and it didn’t help that he knew how to make her body sigh, time and time again. He was the best lover she’d ever had, bar none—and it wasn’t just because he was a beast in bed. But when Sloan loved someone, he loved them completely. She took pride in knowing she’d brought the callous giant down to his knees, begging to salvage their marriage. It was a power trip she relished, one she couldn’t shake and turn loose after all the neglect she’d endured.

After a while, he grew tired of the manipulation and stated so. Sloan began to pull away altogether, leaving her with nothing. He stopped making love to her, stopped talking to her. She’d been written off, so what motivation did she have to stay? Sloan seemed to think it was all about the money, that she never believed in him and was hell-bent on shooting down his dreams. No matter what she said, she could never seem to convince him otherwise. It wasn’t true, however; at least in part. Sure, she desired security, but what she’d wanted from Sloan was something he could no longer give her: respect and admiration. At that turning point, he’d only been playing the role of husband; none of it was authentic anymore. None of it was real. She’d seen his potential, a gift no longer wasted on her. But, it was too late to fix things, and she never even bothered. That hurt her to her core.

If I had the maturity that I have now, he and I would still be together…

She regretted not going marital counseling when he’d asked for it. By the time she’d brought it up, he was already mentally detached from her. It was a wrap.

She regretted not holding onto a love like no other.

She regretted not seeing the role she’d played in pushing him away, making him hate her to the point of no return. Sloan had a way of seeing her as a project, someone he could fix… someone he could make love him the way he loved her. He’d even admitted this during one of his drunken calls—these being the only times he laid his soul bare with her. That particular call had also been the only time she’d heard him cry—deep, choppy, loud sobbing from the pit of his gut. That sound made her squirm in her bed while she slept alongside Travis, wrapped in white silk sheets and cold death from a love long gone.

Sloan’s ghost would not leave her be, and she’d hated him for months after their divorce because of it. Daily, she’d be reminded of him in so many little ways. She’d catch a whiff of someone’s cigarette, and recognize it as his brand. She’d smell hot leather in a car that had been sitting in the sun too long, and recall how much he smelled that way when wearing his favorite jacket. She’d see a tall, broad shouldered man with a dark beard, and from a distance in a sea of people during rush hour, she’d secretly hope it was him. But it never was… She’d remember their many trips to various vineyards, the way he’d held his grandson for the first time, their wedding anniversaries—always such a big deal to him—and the care he’d shown Joel when he lost his job due to the company closing down…

Those were the good times, the beautiful sides of the man that she couldn’t shake loose.

So yes, Sloan haunted her, even when it came to physical gratification. Occasionally, when she’d slide her vibrator within her zone, she’d attempt to move it just the way his thick, long cock would dance inside of her…and she’d pretend his hot breath caressed the skin right by her ear, just as she remembered… and she’d imagine him saying the nasty, sweet things he’d utter right before cumming deep inside of her…

Katie finished her drink and set the empty glass down. She held onto the stem, accepting that it was gone. There would be no refills, no ghostly visits, no reunions. Even in her sorrow, she was happy for Sloan; and contrary to his beliefs, she did love him. He was the father of her children, the first man who’d taken her under his wing and made her believe in ‘happy ever afters.’ He was a good father, a well of wonderful, sage advice and endless wisdom. The darkness inside of him was not rampant, but it was there; and yet, that didn’t deter her. She’d probably added to that darkness, adding fuel to the fire of his own inability to come to terms with his past.

Neither of us was perfect, Sloan, but… you were better than most.

She smiled sadly down at her empty glass, then rose from her seat and headed off to her bedroom.

Yeah… you were better than most, babe… and I wish you the happiness you deserve…
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It looked much larger in print.

Something about the stack of freshly printed off-white pages got his blood flowing, titillated him in just the right way. This was the bittersweet proof of a manuscript worked to the bone, read a thousand times and toiled over until the wee hours of the morning. The final leg of the race, after having spent months neck deep in concentration, so much so, his social life suffered miserably. Though he was grateful Emerald kept busy, too, with her own responsibilities. This helped him not feel so guilty for neglecting her.

After he’d printed off the final page and sent an email to his agent, an all too familiar coolness drifted about the office.

The aroma of cigars he didn’t smoke filled the room, then disappeared as quickly as he’d picked up the scent. He hoped Peter was pleased; in time, he was certain he would be. Regardless, this was his duty, an attempt to right a wrong. The book was exactly 358 sheets long, double-spaced in Times New Roman size 12 font and the paper was still warm to the touch.

He stood from his seat after sitting for so long, and his bones cracked as he stretched. His eyes strained and his brain begged for coffee. As he rounded the desk, he took a glance at his computer, taking note of the unopened email he’d received from his ex-wife. He’d been having a good morning and didn’t want one of her notoriously snarky impositions or terse words to jolt him out of it. They’d not spoken in forever, so he couldn’t fathom what she possibly desired to discuss, and mostly didn’t care.

Shuffling off to the percolating coffee pot in the kitchen, he grabbed his favorite bright yellow coffee mug—a silly little thing which read ‘URINE SAMPLES’ in italicized white font across it—and filled the thing to the rim. Leaning against his counter, he imagined fixing a couple of slices of toast slathered with strawberry jam and butter, then taking a leisurely walk around town. Meanwhile, he’d work on his goal of hiring a personal assistant per his agent’s urgings, and summon the strength for his late afternoon radio interview with some big shot radio personality from Miami he was too prideful to admit he’d never heard of.

As he shifted pressure from one foot to the other, the edge of the counter hit his lower back in an awkward way, but he was simply too tired to readjust. Sip after sip, he begged for mercy, the magic moment when he’d feel himself come alive once again. His eyes grew heavy, and nothing worked to wake him up, not even the rays of light that shone through the window behind him, promising some warmer weather for the day.

“Huuuhh?” He stood straight, placing the mug down onto the counter, when the doorbell chimed. Before his mind could tell his ears what the deal was, it chimed once again. “Who is here at this hour!” he barked, not in question, but in a demanding tone. He stormed towards the front door, finally invigorated and with an axe to grind. As he swung the door open, his tight, stiff muscles relaxed at the sight of her.

“I can tell by your expression that you don’t remember saying we were going out to breakfast today.”

Emerald crossed her arms, her lips twisted up in that way he was all too familiar with. There she stood, her attitude half cocked, wearing a raspberry swing coat with large pearly buttons, black pants that swayed against her ankles, ballerina flats, and a magenta skull cap pulled down onto her head, shrouding her eyebrows and pressing her hair firmly to her face. Glimmers of small golden hoops hanging from her ears caressed her cheeks and her delicate, matching gold necklace peeked timidly from beneath a half tucked collar.

“I remembered.” He glared at her as she slung her large charcoal gray purse over her shoulder.

“You’re lying.”

“So. What’s it to ya?” He smirked.

“I’m not here to sell girl scout cookies, you know?” She looked about the place and dramatically rolled her eyes. Her weight made the porch moan, as sparse as she was. “Can I come inside or are you going to keep eyeballing me like I’m one of the Jehovah’s Witnesses?”

“I wouldn’t have even opened the door then,” he mumbled, stepping aside and allowing her to walk past him. Her sweet perfume hit the air like a sprinkling of floral ice. The scent caught him right in the chest, made him sigh and throw a roving eye to his inner, primitive self. Slamming the door behind them, he made his way back to the kitchen, leaving her in the foyer where she took the liberty of thumbing through a selection of his magazine subscriptions that lay on the table. “I was drinking some coffee. I’ll finish it. You want some?” He pointed straight ahead as if she didn’t recall where his pantry was.

“Nope, I’m good.”

“Let me take a quick shower and get dressed after this. I promise it won’t take me but a second.”

“Mmmm hmmm.” She remained in the foyer area, and all he could hear was the turning of the pages. “I’m going to steal your perfume samples!” she yelled, words followed by a tearing sound, the zipper of her purse opening and closing, then more page turning.

“How dare you!” he yelled back, gripping his coffee mug. “I was saving those up for Christmas gifts!”

“Could you imagine?” She burst out laughing. “I bet someone, somewhere has given these away as gifts, too. I guess it’s the thought that counts. So, where are we going? I have a taste for a good waffle.”

He briefly peered out the window behind him and took a sip of his coffee. “How about that place called Paisley’s? Neither of us have been there yet. I was told it’s pretty good.”

“Yeah, that sounds like an idea.”

He couldn’t see her, but he caught something out of the corner of his eye. Placing his mug back down onto the counter, he took a few steps forward, but nothing was there. Well, nothing to the naked eye. Returning to the kitchen counter, Sloan took a final swallow of his drink, placed the empty mug in the sink, and made his way to the stairs. She stood to his left, her nose still in the magazine, her fingers moving fast and furious as she flipped through his latest edition of Consumer Reports.

“Hurry up. I’m hungry.”

He didn’t miss the smirk on her face. Dashing up the steps, he made his way into his master bathroom. After disrobing, he caught his reflection in the mirror and made a mental note to trim his beard. After stepping into the shower enclosure, he fell into a spell of peace as the water flowed over his flesh. He let it run through his hair, then pushed the wet strands away from his face.

Grabbing a bottle of Pert shampoo, he squeezed a dollop into his palm and worked it through his hair, then rinsed and repeated while belting the lyrics of Red Hot Chili Peppers’ ‘Dani California’. He lathered himself all over, rinsed off, and stepped out onto the plush sage green bath rug. His wet toes sank into the fibers as he slipped a towel from the nearby rack and made haste to dry himself. Once finished, Sloan brushed his teeth, then picked up his clippers and shaped up his facial hair. He splashed on a bit of aftershave and cologne, applied his Speed Stick deodorant, and checked himself out. Green eyes smiled back at him from the mirror, crinkling at the corners. But…was it him, or was it someone else?

Back in his bedroom, he found Emerald lying on her stomach across his sloppily made bed, ankles crossed in the air as she turned the pages of a novel she’d likely plucked off his bookshelf. He took note of her shoes sitting by the bed. Leaning against his wall, he grabbed his white lighter with the silver embellishment that he’d purchased in Puerto Rico, pulled a cigarette out of a pack he had on the nearby dresser, and lit the damn thing. His eyes narrowed upon her as he took in the sight through the hazy cloud of smoke.

“I thought we were goin’ to breakfast,” he murmured, the cigarette seesawing out his lips as he spoke.

“We are. I was just waiting for you… figured I’d read a little.” She turned another page, her attention still on the book.

“You know we aren’t going to breakfast now. Lunch? Yeah… but not breakfast.”

She slowly lifted her head, showcasing a lazy smile. “And why would you say that?”

“ ’Cause you came up into the mouth of the beast.” He blew out some smoke.

“Your bedroom is the mouth of the beast? Hard to tell with that whoopee cushion over there.” She pointed to the silly gag gift that presently ‘decorated’ a wicker chair.

He tugged at his towel and let the damn thing drop. He then rushed to her, causing a feminine scream to radiate from her core.

“What in the world! Sloan!”

She gripped his book, trying to stay the course, but failed miserably. With an ankle in each hand, he flipped her onto her back, causing her to lose grip of the novel when it tumbled to the floor in a thud. Hand on her chest, he pressed her into the mattress and shoved her legs open, completely messing up the bed sheets. Her protests came out weak, like tea left steeping for a mere second. Fingers explored and touched, tugged and pushed, while curse words inked the air, damned it with ersatz angry outbursts.

“We have to go! What do you think you’re doing?”

He gripped her pants and panties at the same exact time and shoved them down her long, gorgeous legs.

“What’s it look like?” he asked, before tossing them to the floor. “Having breakfast…” He swooped low between her thighs, flicked his tongue against her warm, wet slit, and held tight to her bucking hips as she fell against his mouth like an ocean tide. Pressing his palm onto her lower stomach, he gently massaged that area, while he tasted in and around her delicate feminine folds. The noises she made turned him on to the point that his dick practically drilled a hole in the bunched sheets beneath his weight.

Running his other hand up, over her blouse in soothing motions, he delivered more pressure to her clit, circling in on it, drawing it into his mouth. With a twirl of his tongue, he brought forth her dam, opening the floodgates that filled his mouth with her thankfulness, her body twitching and dancing about in a rhythm.

Once he was good and full and she’d settled beneath him, he climbed up her body, leaving a trail of kisses along the way. Sliding his hand between their bodies, he gripped the base of his cock, aiming straight for her zone, only to be circumvented at the pass. Staring deep into his eyes, she set a firm hand on his shoulder and shoved him back, having him roll onto his side. While gliding down his body, soft and womanly, like satin sheets, her touch gently tingling down his chest, she looked up at him, hunger in her eyes as she meandered closer to his stomach. His abs clenched when she reached his dark sprawl of pubic hair, and he cried out when an all-consuming wet heat engulfed his rigid cock. He sighed as he watched his dick slowly disappear, inch by beautiful inch, into her mouth. Gripping the back of her head, looping her hair around his fist, he pumped his hips, letting her draw in, then released him. Again and again she took him, deep throating his length until his balls grazed her chin. Her eyes glossed over as she struggled, yet seemed determined to break him down, make him cry out.

Her desire was granted when he screamed her name. With a moan, she freed him; the popping sound echoed as his cock bobbed against her lower lip. Unable to take much more, he reached down and pulled her up by the waist, getting her to eye level. Raising her leg high, he positioned himself alongside her and entered her, the feeling so good their moans merged and wrapped around each other. Salty sweat trickled into his mouth as he pumped in and out of her. Linking their free hands, he raised them above their heads, the fingers dancing together, while their gazes locked, and they fell deeper and deeper in love… Neither dared to blink as desires became one, and every wish granted belonged to both of them.

“I love you!” Releasing her palm, he grabbed her ass, pulling her closer into him, determined to make her feel all of him.

“I love you too, Sloan.”

Cool air tickled his scalp from her light, free and fanciful play through his tresses. He rolled her away from their side by side position, flat onto her back, her legs over his shoulders and his hands roaming up and down her thigh—and fucked her hard. He rocked his pelvis, increasing his pace and going deeper… so deep, she gasped and pressed her head into the sheets, eyes closed tight. Her body shook against him, while love poured out of him. Moving his hips in a circular motion, he brushed against her clit at each pass. He would not let her go, would not relinquish the sight of her. She stiffened when an orgasm rocked her. Releasing her ankles, he slowed his pace and placed soft kisses along the side of her neck.

“That felt incredible…” she whispered on a breath, opening her eyes and staring, dazed, at the ceiling.

He replied with only a smile. Pushing himself up on his palms, his body drove him to the finish line, when his heart broke free and raced within his chest, the beat pulsating in his eardrums. Moving to slide his hands underneath her, he forced her to take every demanding thrust as a guttural groan emitted from his core. A smooth, velvety warmth enclosed him as she wrapped her legs around his waist, clinging and holding on—but to him, she simply wasn’t close enough. Taking a fistful of her hair, he kissed her hard as his cock released its load inside her. His throat felt hoarse from his strained grunts and sighs. Muscles tightened, jaw clenched, eyes closed, he fell apart. On a final thrust, he moaned, cupped her cheeks, and kissed her again.

They lay there entangled, wrapped in each other’s shadow, dancing in each other’s light. Seconds turned to minutes.

Gently, she cupped his chin and looked into his eyes. “That was real nice, and you’re so damn cute, but not as attractive as a freshly prepared Belgian waffle with pecan syrup. Get up. It’s time to go.”

They burst out laughing, but then he squelched her banter with another kiss. His body, weak but happy, sang with pleasure from head to toe.

She’s the first chapter of my new life. I can’t wait to read what else she has in store…
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CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


A Labor of Love

One week later…

Like cement hitting the vast ocean, Sloan’s weight as he tossed and turned made his titanic bed, dressed in deep wine sheets, dip and judder like alcohol in a tipping glass. Emerald suddenly felt seasick and woozy. She pulled the sheets around her body, clustering them over her shoulders, when a chill filled the air. Again.

She’d gotten accustomed to it; expected it, actually. Another colossal wave of movement arrived, this one making her body bounce like some tiny ball in a boat. Leaning to her right, she pulled the metal beaded string on the lamp. The room glowed with a warm yellow light. Sloan winced and shrouded his blinking eyes with a limp hand.

“Turn it off.” His voice dragged, like his tongue weighed a hundred pounds.

“Sloan, what’s going on? You’ve been tossing and turning all night.”

On a sigh, he sat up, his forearm draped across his forehead and his mouth hanging open in a ridiculous sort of way. It was obvious he was only half awake, but he’d just gotten half asleep in the first place and his frustration was more than apparent. The sheets fell from his body, exposing his bare chest, the collar bones glistening with a thin layer of sweat. He had exhaustion written all over him.

“Something has been bothering me. I push it out of my mind, but then it comes back.”

“What?” she asked, her interest piqued.

“Well, when I was doing research for the book, I ran across a blueprint of this house from when it was first built. In the office there was another cubby, like a small door. I’ve been down there many times trying to find it, and there’s nothing… absolutely nothin’, Emerald. I guess it got closed up and painted over, if it even ever existed at all.”

“Did you tap the walls?”

He frowned. “Of course I did.”

“I’m asking because regardless of it being covered, if it was ever there, there has to be a weakness still in the structure.”

“What are you talking about?” He yawned noisily.

“Once you hollow a material out, such as a wall or floor, whether it is for a window, door, or even a closet, there will be a difference that can’t be completely hidden.”

“Of course you can!” He laughed smugly. “Ask any contractor or builder.”

“Wrong. No amount of spackle, wood, or even beams will change that fact. Now listen, it can be made sound, it can be even stronger than the surrounding areas, but rarely would it be completely equal in density, an exact match to the original materials or porosity. It’s almost impossible.”

“And you know this from furniture restoration?”

“No—dentistry. Cavities in particular… Imagine it like a garden, see?” She scooted closer to him. “What if you dug a hole in the soil of that little garden, then refilled it with fresh dirt. Sure, it would be covered. You may even be able to disguise it so well that an untrained eye wouldn’t notice it had been disturbed in the first place, but there are telltale signs—one being that the soil has been recently excavated, that the new soil placed inside of the hole does not match the exact properties of the dirt that was there, say, the previous year, and the insects, weeds, and plant life in general, or lack thereof, would tell you the timeline of when all of this happened, especially if you knew exactly what to look for.”

She sat there staring at him, taking note of his obvious irritation with her being in the know—male pride at its best. She enjoyed every second of it, and the smile on her face wouldn’t be coming off anytime soon.

“Well, hooty hooty hooooo! Look at Ms. Smarty Pants!” He pursed his lips, while she rolled her eyes and widened her grin. “Tell me, horticulturalist St. Claire.” He crossed his arms over his chest, his brows all bunched up, his feathers ruffled, which amused her even more. “How would that help me find the spot though? Because I’ve looked and knocked, and I didn’t see any evidence of it existing. All of this information is fine and dandy, but it does little for truly getting to the bottom of this, because I’m no forensic scientist and you’re not in charge of Habitat for Humanity.”

“Look, don’t get mad at me, Sloan.” She pointed in his face, dared herself to not thump him on the nose. “If anyone should be pissed off, it should be me, Moby Dick!”

“…Aaaaand my fiancé calling me Moby Dick is supposed to be an insult, how?” He moved his brows up and down like Groucho Marx, annoying the hell out of her.

“Don’t flatter yourself. I’m talking about you being in here flippin’ and floppin’ in the bed all damn night like some mermaid out of water!”

“I’m a merman, thank you very much!” he snorted, pretending to pop his imaginary collar.

“You’re a hideous sea urchin is what you are. Now if you think you can’t find it and it’s inconsequential, then why is it bothering you? Why can’t you shake this loose if you think it’s a lost cause or a trivial matter?”

“I’m not really sure, baby.” His big shoulders drooped, giving him the appearance of a sad sack, and his eyes seemed to sag, too. “Because it’s like some mystery, I guess. I mean, it could be nothing,” He slapped his upper thighs, then rested his palms upon them. “The original drawings could be wrong but ever since I’ve seen them, this thing has just been worrying me. I just want to be sure.”

Tossing the sheets off her body, she exposed her oversized salmon shirt and old, bleach stained leggings, which she kept at his home for impromptu sleepovers. He hated them so. She hopped out of the bed and slid her bare feet into her flats.

“Come on,” she said, beckoning him with a hooked finger. “Time to do a bit of gardening…”
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Two hours later…

A cloud of dust had settled at her feet. Her dark shoes with the little black band now appeared dusty gray, and her hair dredged in powdered sugar from 1982. Sloan sat across the room in a red and cream folding lawn chair, the one he’d been banished to while she did her work. After a few minutes of power plays and arguments, Emerald had made it abundantly clear she wanted him out of the way, insisting he was only making things more difficult with his smart ass remarks and being constantly underfoot.

She tested out various spots around the office, tapping and pressing on the walls, like some house doctor trying to find a viable heartbeat. He rolled his eyes as she went about her way, certain she’d only destroy his wall and create thousands of dollars in damages. But soon, that tune changed. He sat in that damn chair, in awe of her.

A rectangular hole, about three by four feet large, faced him, a bunch of dust from the debris wafting in the air in front of it. Dark red brick, partially crumbled, lay exposed beneath layers of wood and plaster. Emerald stood beside it, a large sledgehammer cocked over her shoulder as if she were some hired hand. The tiny woman had power; he was duly impressed and planned to tell her so after his shock wore off.

“It looks empty.” She broke into his thoughts with an exasperated sigh, her chest heaving up and down and her shirt was stained with sweat. “I don’t know what it originally was.”

“Me neither.” He sat up and squinted, peering at the empty space from his position.

“It’s too small to be a closet. There is no indication it was a window, either. Matter of fact, I’m sure it wasn’t considering there is the original brick on the other side. Over here, this is a different type altogether.” She pointed to the sides of the thing. “Maybe it was a cubby to display a trophy of some sort… I could imagine that.” He nodded in agreement. “Some homes have these little alcoves created to display fine art, statues, vases, things like that.”

He made his way over, his feet crushing and snapping the scattered junk and bits of wall on the floor. Standing by her side, he reached into the opening, his fingers grazing the rough brick, which was sure to slice his flesh open if he wasn’t careful. Jamming his head inside the enclosure, he looked about.

“Be careful,” Emerald whispered.

“Baby, hand me my phone please.” In a matter of seconds, Sloan felt the iPhone in his palm. Sliding his thumb across the bottom, he activated the flashlight. Slowly scanning the area, he noted nothing of interest. More broken bits of brick, clouds of disturbed dust particles dancing about like ghostly orbs, an old cobweb clinging to one side of the hole like a curtain, and an unmistakable, all too familiar icy chill.

“Well, at least you know it’s here now,” she offered, apparently noticing his disappointment as a frown spread across his face. He strained to see farther inside, his forehead almost hitting the back of the thing. “Be careful, Sloan!” she exclaimed. “It might not be secure.”

“I’m watchin’ out, honey,” he assured her.

His lower stomach hurt as he leaned forward for the jagged opening cut into his robe. In the far right lower corner lay a dark brown, weathered object, mostly shrouded by shadow and dust. Could it be a leather bound booklet that had seen better days? Or something else? It was hard to make out the shape. “Hmmm, what’s that?”

He reached for it, hoping it wasn’t a dead bat that hadn’t fully decayed. It was an old house after all; no telling what was sandwiched between some of those walls. Though he had a strong stomach, he’d prefer not to run across any flying rodents that had met their untimely demise. He groaned, stretching his arm out to reach for it but barely able to touch whatever lay less than three inches out of his reach.

“Shit.” He gritted his teeth in frustration, pushed up on his toes, and tried harder. The object’s bumpy surface grazed his fingertips, teasing him just so. With one more hard lunge, he grabbed hold of it and dragged it up into the light, cutting his wrist in the process. The sting of the broken flesh didn’t deter his excitement, which filled his veins as quickly as the blood left him. “I got it!”

“You’re bleeding.” Emerald dashed out of the room, while he tried to make heads or tails of what he held in his damn hands. Drops of blood from his hand fell into the ash and dirt.

This looks like one of those old leather envelopes, the kind that closes with a flap and ties with a string. He pulled out his desk chair and sat in it. Taking his time, he carefully slid his finger in the tight loop and gave it a gentle tug. The damn thing was so frayed, it fell apart, affording him immediate access to the contents.

“Here, put your arm up.” Before he could enjoy his treasure, Emerald had him give her his hand to clean with a hand towel dipped in a bowl of warm water, which she’d brought back with her. “Where are your peroxide and bandages?”

“In the upstairs hall bathroom.”

“You need some. I’ll be right back.” She turned to walk out.

“Wait a sec. I’ll get it. Sit down and let’s open this together.”

She looked at him for what felt like a long while, then came to a decision to pull the folding chair to the desk, and take a seat next to him. Leaning forward, she studied the leather envelope. Pushing the flap back, he exposed a stack of stiff, yellowed folded papers. He slid them out, one by one. He checked a few, finding the faded ink of the handwriting still legible.

“I wonder what these are.” He unfolded another one from the stack, and several aged, black and white photographs fell out.

“Oh my God…” Emerald leaned in closer and picked up one from the table. Peter Jones stared back at them. Taken in a massive room with a light colored fedora on his head, the picture showed him sitting in front of an enormous grand piano, and on top of the instrument sat an attractive, elegant Black woman in a 1950’s style dress, her legs crossed, dark-toned high heels on her feet, and a sultry look on her face. Emerald picked up another photo of the same woman, this time alone, sitting on a picnic style checkered blanket, an open wicker basket beside her and a sad smile on her face. “Sloan… I bet this was the woman he was in love with! Oh my goodness…”

On a swallow, he nodded in agreement and sorted the other photos, most of which were of this lovely woman. The one that struck him the most was one of her in an old fashioned nurse’s outfit and hat, and she was standing in what appeared to be a hospital. Some water damage had ruined a part of the photograph, but the other half looked to be in pristine condition.

“Do you want to read the letters?” He picked one up and handed it to her.

“No. I think you should read them, Sloan. Peter identifies with you; you wrote his story, so, I think he’d actually prefer you reading them.”

He hesitated for a fraction before taking the letter back from her.

December 6, 1956

Dear Sadie,

You have refused to respond to me. You ignore my correspondence. My letters are coming back to me, return to sender. Don’t you realize how much I love you? Can’t you see I am doing everything in my power to rectify this situation? I am due to head out of the state on December 12th. I will not return until December 16th. It is imperative that we discuss the situation at hand. I have promised you much, but delivered little. I understand your disbelief and skepticism, but I beg of you, please allow me one additional opportunity to correct my wrongs.

With all of my love,

Peter

Sloan selected another letter and unfolded it, and then another and another. The intensity still tied to the words on the paper seemed to magnify with each communication he read aloud. In most of the letters he pleaded for her return, but one in particular was different…

April 3, 1957

To my Dearest Sadie and Joseph,

I attended your funeral last week. I’m now at the point where I have been able to sit down and write again. I’m not talking about my books or screenplays. Previously I attempted to write this letter to no avail. But, it must be done. The church was filled with beautiful flowers and people I didn’t know, people I should have known since they were individuals who loved you. Before the ceremony began, I placed a single white rose on your casket. I sent the money to ensure all expenses were covered. I had it mailed off to your sister, along with an additional sum of money for any other expenses she hadn’t foreseen. I didn’t sign my name to the register; I didn’t want any acknowledgement though I’m certain she figured it out on her own accord. My life no longer has meaning, Sadie. The day of your burial was the last day that I can recall being myself, and it was no longer just your funeral and our child’s, but mine, too. According to the hospital, you passed away at 2:37 P.M. It seems I can’t get that out of my mind. Perhaps because when we met after my car accident, the newspapers said I’d been admitted at 2:37 P.M., too…

I sat outside in the foyer of the church listening to the minister speak so kindly of you. He was the same minister that, from my understanding, almost refused to allow you to have your services at the church you attended regularly, all because you’d had a child out of wedlock. My child.

There was no shame in what you did and felt, or at least, there shouldn’t have been. The shame should have been placed on me, and me alone. Your mother, father, and sister sat in the front pew, and your sister saw me, but said nothing. I could not look her in the eye for very long. She looks too much like you, and I am deeply regretful. She knows our secret, and is keeping her word to you to not tell anyone about us, but I can see in her eyes that she hates me, and I cannot blame her. I am the cause of her losing her only sibling and newborn nephew.

Our son’s casket lies right beside your own, small and white, shiny with real gold trim. His tiny body exposed, covered in red roses, and some petals scattered about him. He looked so peaceful, embodying both of our characteristics. It’s rather fitting that I should use that word, for the word character is a big part of this. Character… I have none. How must you have felt once you realized you’d mistakenly fallen in love with an arrogant fool?

I spoke to my attorney the day of your passing and he advised me to not mention my relationship with you to friends or family. I left the hospital and was prepared to defy his suggestion, but he was waiting there along with my manager, declaring it would be pointless at this juncture. They crowded around me, pushed me into the car, and took me some place I’d never seen before. It was dark, and they were stern, forcing me to listen to them, not caring about my grief. They told me it would not only ruin my career – news of a deceased Negro woman I’d planned to marry and our child hitting the press would be disastrous for me, but it would also ruin those who were associated with me, as well. I didn’t wish for anyone else to endure more anguish. I believed I’d caused enough.

In my misery, however, I wasn’t fully coherent. I was swayed, but I know deep inside, they were correct, despite their selfish motivations. It would serve no purpose for me to tell the world of our relationship, our love affair, because you aren’t alive to reap the well-deserved benefits. You cannot legally have my last name in this country. You cannot receive my assets and all of the things a dutiful wife is entitled to.

This is why I wished to take you away to Europe. That is why, when I proposed to you and you accepted, I was making arrangements for your flight out of the country. But you grew tired of me, waiting indefinitely for me to do what was right. I must’ve broken your heart a thousand times, Sadie. I’m so sorry. When you discovered you were pregnant, I asked you to consider taking the engagement ring back and allowing us to try again. You agreed to it, but once again, I did not keep my promise. I placed the wedding band and engagement ring in my bedroom closet, hoping that despite it all, one day I’d be able to present it to you for yet a third time. But you no longer trusted me. My word was no good then…so what good would my words be now?

The way things were, and as they stand, it would be like watering dead flowers. It would help no one because I’m far too late. I took advantage of time, and time dealt me a hand I couldn’t play. As someone who demanded the ability to influence time, I’ve come to the realization that I have little to no control over the destiny of others. I cannot write an existence on paper and make it come to life. Believe me, I’ve tried. I am no magician, though I did try to play God. I now sit in my office after having reflected and mustered the strength to think about my actions, and deliberate over a fitting final decision. I’ve made my choice, and now, it is time. I refuse to speak to anyone anymore. I spoke through my books, the many movies and accolades, and now, I must render myself silent.

I do not want anyone attempting to influence me, or talk me out of my decision. I allowed the people closest me to do that my entire career, and it left me with nothing but loneliness, bitterness, self-hatred and unhappiness. I can blame no one but myself for this situation. However, had I not allowed this to happen, I would have never accepted to be talked out of being with you publicly in the first place. I have never loved anyone as I loved you. As I still love you. In those moments we had together, it was the most powerful and at the same time the weakest I’ve ever felt. I never planned to keep you a secret, Sadie.

Once I realized I was in love with you, I immediately told my manager, Frederick Jasling, who is also my best friend, that I’d fallen in love. I told him the details, and he knew who you were. Of course he did. He was the only person aware of the fact that you and I were living together under the guise of you being my caretaker after the car accident. He’d urged me to never tell a soul about this after I refused to stop seeing you. He’d even assured me that he believed you were a lovely person, but if I went against his advice, my career would never be the same. He stated we could continue as we were, living together, keeping our relationship secret. You no longer wanted that; nor did I – but only you had the strength and courage to break free. I did not.

I believe Frederick was simply trying to help me, but all it did was hurt us by giving me an easy way out.

I was too late, too prideful, too everything. It proved easier to give in to his suggestions than walk out with the truth, and face the music. Music… oh how I miss dancing with you, my dear. I play music as I sit here going through the final stage of my suicide. I shall play music as the days go by, until I can’t play it anymore – all of our favorite songs and the ones I believe you’d like. I wish to torture myself with your memories. I must face time, look existence in the eye. I must suffer, the way you suffered, the way our baby Joseph suffered, the way your heart broke at my lack of sympathy and understanding. Some will think I’ve gone mad, but I’ve never thought so clearly in all my life.

I kept you behind me, in the darkness, while I basked in the light, sacrificing you with little to no regard. I must feel immense pain, when all you did was heal and cure me. I must undergo a surgery that no doctor can perform – it is of a spiritual kind.

I cannot have you here on Earth anymore, so I will have you in Heaven, but first, I must go to Hell to prove to God that I am truly repentant for my sins. I once loved this house, but now I hate it. Therefore, it shall be my tomb. It represents my lust for fame, not for love. I prefer the latter.

I will chase you until you forgive me, Sadie. I will burn until you forgive me. I will suffer until you forgive me. If you grant me your forgiveness, and I get to kiss you in the afterlife, I shall find a way to give you another white rose, and we will get married, just as we’d planned. In the interim, please tell our son that I’m sorry. There’s no doubt he is with you. I’m not certain he heard me as I held his small body up to my chest in the hospital. He kept warm for so long after passing, and I imagined him soon breathing again, but he never did. You died without me. You faced it alone with only your sister by your side. I was in California, signing autographs, while the love of my life took her last breath.

You both died during childbirth, so I must die as well, in my own way. How can I ever forgive myself for this? No, our child did not die by my own hands, but indirectly, I might as well have plunged a knife into his heart. Had I married you when I was supposed to, you would have received better health care. Had I been by your side, the doctors and nurses would not have treated you like some woman of ill repute. They would have respected my wishes and done everything in their power to ensure you pulled through. But all they saw was a poor, pregnant Black woman, unwed and giving birth. You meant nothing to them, despite being a nurse yourself.

I’m not certain of anything anymore, Sadie, except for the fact that I love you so very much, and my actions must match the words. When we come into the world, we rely on our parents to take care of us, to nurture and nourish us. While a baby lies inside the womb, a mother feeds it from her very own sustenance. You were a mother because of me, and I must now become a child and start over. I will no longer receive nourishment, Sadie. I’m cut off. You were forsaken, so I must become forsaken by my own hands. A motherless child, begging for Satan to let me go, and for God to let me be with my family in the afterlife.

So here I come, my beautiful Sadie and my innocent, precious baby boy, my one and only son, Joseph.

I will suffer until we meet again.

I leave white roses in your honor.

And the day I become your husband, when you accept me back, I will sprinkle the petals down from Heaven.

Love,

Peter

Sloan snatched a tissue off his desk and coughed into the thing. He pressed his eyes closed as his eyes welled with tears. A ball of emotion caught him in the throat, the pain that dripped all over the words seeping into him, feeling fresh to the touch, as if the deceased man had just written them mere moments earlier.

“Jesus Christ.” His voice trembled.

Never in his life had he read something so disturbingly beautiful, pitiful, and horrible all at once. He dared himself to look over at Emerald, who didn’t seem to be in much better condition than himself. Titus and his own son had been right, and so had everyone else who’d proclaimed the house to be filled with icy, paralyzing sorrow, a shell with no heartbeat, while in some instances it turned to an oven, piping hot with misery and loathing. Peter had waited until someone he felt he could trust entered the dwelling, and he’d kept them close, gaining their confidence through a series of tests. Little by little, the paranoid spirit revealed his secrets. The room temperature rose all of a sudden, the all too familiar coldness they’d learned to tolerate like a second skin dissipating.

“Do you feel that?” He looked around and up, as if waiting to see a glimpse of Heaven. The space wrapped them in a burst of balminess from an unknown source, as if a heating pilot had been lit and surrounded them with womb-like comfort.

“Yes…” Her expression turned to amazement. “It feels… it feels like something has lifted.” She stretched out her arms, as if waiting to catch a falling bouquet. “Like nothing but pure goodness is here.” After a moment, she added, “What are you going to do, Sloan? You have hardcore proof now of what happened, not just what Titus and your research told you. Now Peter is saying, ‘Yes, this is what happened.’” Emerald eyes grew glossy with a pinkish hue.

“I’m already one step ahead of you.” Sloan grabbed his phone from his desk and dialed, putting it on speaker.

“Hey, Sloan, I’ve read half the book thus far and it’s excellent.”

“Hi, Deloris, thanks… Look, I’m not gonna keep ya. This is just a head’s up.”

“A head’s up? Oh no.” She sighed. “Dennis the Menace, what have you done now?”

Sloan laughed lightly. “I’m going to call the publishing house and have them wait a second. I want to add a few photos to the book that I discovered here at the house, and another few pages at the end of the book that I think are important. My research has just been validated, and I want to state it as such with concrete proof.”

“Oh.” She sighed with relief. “That should be okay. What brought this on?”

“Well, when you read it all the way to the end, receive my added material and see these pictures, you will completely understand. My mind is completely blown.” He took a deep breath and continued, “This is no hodge-podge biographical romance. I’ve got hardcore evidence now of my claims, Deloris. I believe Peter Jones will finally be at peace. He knows his story is going to be told just how he wants it be. He’s been waiting a very long time for this moment, and now, the time has come at last…”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


Forever Children of the Damned

The first hard thaw that reveals the prepubescent blooms is like an awakening to birth, sex, and soul…

Spring had snuck in with her frilly tulle gown in shades of pink and purple, glowing like lightning bugs in the midnight sky while sporting a cherry blossom tiara. She smelled like an American bakery populated by old ladies doused in expensive perfume, and offered its tears of afternoon rain to wash away months of seasonal depression.

Hand in hand, Emerald and Sloan walked the Maxim downtown district streets, both clad in oversized navy blue hoodies and jeans. Her 50th birthday had arrived, and he had some things planned for later in the day that he refused to tell her about. Her excitement couldn’t be squelched even if she tried. Life had become anything but predictable, and those sudden surprises had blessed them in so many ways.

They’d finally set a date for their nuptials, decided on a honeymoon destination—Turks and Caicos—and Sloan’s engagement to her had been covered by all the tabloids. For the first time in her life, she couldn’t even go to a gas station and be left in peace. She had no idea why it had never occurred to her that this was a big deal, being the main squeeze of a celebrity. To her, he was just Sloan, and he was magic to her—not because of his talents as a writer, but he was her ideal of a best friend in a lovely, manly package.

He’d been interviewed during a jaunt to the post office; that was when he’d confirmed the engagement, while also throwing in a plug regarding his upcoming novel. Just like Sloan, always business minded and definitely used to personal intrusions.

What a strange feeling to have people pulling her aside at work, questioning her, declaring how’d they’d known her for years and years, yet had no idea she was dating someone, let alone engaged to a superstar. A silly assumption, if ever there was one. Some ladies might have jumped at the chance to date a celebrity and make it known to the world, but what she had needed no advertising; it was real, without need of extra roving eyes to somehow give it validity.

And besides, why would she wear such an expensive and lovely piece of jewelry to a dental office? Most times her fingers were half way thrust in someone’s mouth, twisting and contorting as she gave a guy a thorough cleaning. More important, however, was her privacy. Her business was just that: her business. She saw no reason to broadcast her personal affairs, but made no concerted efforts to hide them, either. This was simply life, and she was living it to the fullest.

Sloan paused as they passed a frozen yogurt parlor, drawing her back into the now.

“That looks good.” The display of creamy and colorful delights drew a passerby in. “I wonder if they have gelato?”

She shrugged. “We can always go in and ask, but they’re still closed.” She pointed to the sign with the times of business printed on it. Sloan groaned, his heart apparently set on it. “Let’s just keep on walking; when we turn around and come back past, it should be open by then.”

Hands linked again, they resumed walking and talking about anything and everything, from wedding plans to the various types of foliage that grow in Maxim. As they passed a second hand children’s clothing store, she paused. The name, ‘Forever Child’ jumped out at her from above the entrance, printed in large, uneven letters, as if a kid had drawn them with the broken off nub of a crayon in all the colors of the rainbow. A toddler-sized fiberglass mannequin stood in the front window display, donning a pair of dark wash denim capris, a slingshot peeking out of one of the large pockets. A sweet, pale pink sweater with pearl buttons and a matching cap completed the ensemble.

“Is something wrong?” Sloan questioned as she kept staring at the exhibit.

She imagined she looked a bit miffed, perhaps even angry. She didn’t bother to glance at her own reflection though, only at the mannequin.

“Forever Child…” she mumbled. “You know, after my mother left, I had this stupid idea that I could somehow stop myself from growing. For some reason, the name of this place reminded me of that. That’s what I wanted to do… stay that same age for as long as I could.”

“Why? Most kids want to be adults. I remember being eager to grow up and go on with my life. Now though, sometimes I and some of my friends sit back and talk, and I know we’d do almost anything to get back to our youth and make different choices. Hindsight is twenty-twenty, but everything happens the way it should, I guess.” He chuckled. His cheeks took on a pinkish hue, and she could see in his face he was trying to pull her out of her strange mood.

She smiled sadly and tugged his hand, shepherding him along the sidewalk, now bustling with more and more people. Something in his eyes gleamed with concern, while his smile gave instant comfort.

“Emerald, tell me why you wanted to stay a little girl?”

She hesitated for some seconds. “I wanted to stay small so if my mother ever came back for me, she’d recognize me and would come get me, tell me she was sorry and carry me and Daddy and Willie away to some magical place.” She looked up at him, emotion welling inside. Sloan gripped her hand harder, then kissed her on her forehead. “It was stupid, I know that, but at the time I honestly believed it would solve all of my issues, you know? If I could just stay a child forever, then we could begin anew. I could have my mother and my father. Forget the past, all of it.” She waved her free hand as if wielding an imaginary magic wand. “And she could raise me. I’d never have to answer the question, ‘Where is your mother?’ again. Just foolish. I was real silly like that.”

“First of all, it’s not foolish, and it’s not silly. It’s solution driven. You were faced with a problem and you were trying to find answers, ways to make it all make sense. Kids are the smartest people on Earth.” Catching her wand-waving hand in mid-air, he brought both of her hands up to his lips and laid a kiss across her knuckles, then let go of the one. “They see things simply, uncomplicated by all the craziness of the world. It’s like we go backwards, in reverse, as we age. The more we know, in some ways, the dumber we become.”

She chuckled at that. “That’s sad, but in some ways true.”

“And you may not be a forever child.” Stopping in his tracks, he pulled her to him. “But you are forever my sweetheart.” His hard, barrel chest pushed against her, flattening her breasts. She rested her head on it, feeling comforted, his cool necklace against her cheek. His heartbeat was strong, and on time. With a tilt of her chin, she looked up into his eyes. He pressed his lips against hers and held her tight, so close, their souls had no choice but to dance. She never wished to let go.

The familiar scent of honeysuckle gamboled past them, wafting from a nearby essential oils and incense shop. The sounds of J. Dilla’s ‘Life’ poured out from the open doorway of the store, reminding her of a time when Nikki would bop about in her bedroom as a teenager, listening to all sorts of music as she studied or unwound for the day.

The sphere of life had come full circle…

And time waited for no one.

Emerald couldn’t hide from her moons, yet could revel in her suns.

She was now the mother, and one day, she’d be the grandmother, too.

Time wanted to be paid, receive its just due.

There were no forever children, only forever change.

From melted worlds that were long gone,

Emotionally empty parents without a compass that were estranged.

Ghostly memories may not give her a chance at a second dance,

But they always called her by name…

Baby, you are FOREVER loved…
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Just like the contents of the leather bound booklet he’d briefly mistaken for decomposing batwings, it was darker than he recalled. Sloan re-read his book before approving the final edits, and the feeling that best described him then was ‘horrified’. Not at what he wrote, or how he wrote it, but that the romance he’d penned was chock full of despair, the stuff shadowy alleyways and terrifying dungeons were made of.

He sat in his office glaring at the words, swirls of smoke from his rested cigarette twirling around him and ‘I Got a Woman’ by Ray Charles playing in a low hum on the record player. A glass of whiskey, liquid fire half way consumed, sat to the left of his laptop. He absently ran his hand over his phone, caressing it like some slumbering lover as he recalled Emerald’s recent words.

He’d called her in a semi-state of panic, yet doing his best to keep it under key, downplay it. What was he thinking? She’d seen right through it. He’d told her of his surprise, of his own broken heart, of his concerns and worries regarding the novel. It was nothing like he’d ever written. Had he been possessed and someone else jumped into his body and penned the words? They were beautifully macabre, devoid of humor… not his style and more in the vein of Peter Jones’ work.

“Sloan, baby, now look… It’s going to be what it’s going to be, all right? You told his truth, right?’ Emerald had told him, quite simply, matter-of-factly.

“Yes.”

“Then you did your job. You are the ghost writer, and now it is done.”

And she was right. He placed the cigarette to his lips and took a long drawl with a satisfied smile.

…Sometimes the truth ain’t pretty. It doesn’t powder its face, glue on lashes or wear form-fitting expensive dresses with plunging necklines. It just sits there in its stark nakedness, comfortable with all of its blue bumps and black bruises, scaly scabs, and pulsing, open wounds. We’re the ones who try to change it, to make it gorgeous when all it wants to do is be shared and accepted ‘as is.’ There is no room for buyer’s remorse. It’s not our place to form an amendment, just like we can’t rewind the rusty wheels of time and make it do our bidding. We can’t hide the truth forever, either.

It’s got a million legs, crawling forward and up, trying to show the world what it’s made of in the midst of sewage and bullshit. It’s got a billion missions and a hundred hourly wishes, and always gets its blessed way. The truth constantly comes out, like the sun after the rain, like weathered love letters out of a dark, stagnant hole in an office wall, hidden by brick rubble… It consumes your mental health until you accept it. Accept it like a love-sick, tortured soul playing records in the middle of the night while you wait to die a slow death; starving as you sit on the truth, then regretful you didn’t respect its power after all was said and done.

The truth won’t do your bidding,

It won’t conform to your rules and laws.

It won’t bow down to you.

But one thing it does promise, like a last wish before a final, dying breath…

It WILL set you free…
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The sun would be setting soon, and it would leave him shrouded in darkness. The Seriatee Dam had rushing waters that pooled into bursting white, hastening irrigation. As he stood there observing the sight, he found the noise almost deafening. Sloan held one of Peter Jones’ love letters in his right hand as he observed the scene around him, blinking only when necessary. He’d read about this location several times, and decided to make the trek to find the place the man had mentioned in a letter Sloan had found folded up inside of one of Peter’s many novels…

I go to the Seriatee Dam and just stand there. I ask to be loved at the Seriatee Dam. I come up with new ideas at the Seriatee Dam, and I die a little at the Seriatee Dam…

At the time when he’d first read the text, Sloan had no idea what Peter had meant.

‘I die a little at the Seriatee Dam…’

But now, as he stood there, leaning against his new black Weisman MF5 and looking about, hearing the rush of water and the birds, he understood completely. He’d put on a light gray cardigan under his black leather jacket and matching gloves, somber colors for the occasion—for he was preparing for a ceremony of sorts. Sloan wanted to look his best when he went to the Seriatee Dam because Peter was now his muse, and he understood him all too well. Like the rushes of cool water, the world he’d never known existed would flood him with ideas, and like one would praise God, one had to kneel down, pray, and offer a sacrifice.

Nothing in this life came for free, not even creative genius. So many articles about the man brought forth the age old question, “Where in the hell was Peter Jones getting these ideas from?” Jones had been clearly a man before his time, able to scare even the most unmovable of men. He managed to paint pictures with words that would haunt a person, poison them to the point they’d never be the same again…

And his readers were all the grateful for it. That was the Deity he’d spoken of, the belief that if you can crawl into someone’s brain, then you have reached the pinnacle of Transcendence.

But there was no God without love, for to create from one’s soul, love was always required. Peter mocked love by falling prey to his own fears. He wrote frightening stories, but couldn’t stomach the ideal of rejection, after countless years of admiration going up in smoke. This could possibly explain why the book Sloan had written about the man was marred with angst. His mission was to spread light and knowledge, tell the tale of two lovers, but so much more had transpired.

Slowly unfolding the letter, Sloan cleared his throat and spoke aloud, yelling out the words over the roar of the rushing water…

“Peter, it’s me, Sloan. I feel like you might be here. You’re no longer in my house, of that I’m certain. It’s like the moment Emerald and I found those letters and photos, you were officially done with us, because you’d gotten what you wanted all along.” He swallowed, quelling the roar of emotion inside him. “I’m not in the business of judging of you, so please know I don’t think any less of you because of what happened in your life. There was a time in my own life when I would have done just that, though. I would have looked down on you, thought myself better than you… I didn’t have the same struggles in life that you did. I never experienced being in love with someone society claimed you couldn’t have. I didn’t see the things you saw, nor have the things you had. During this journey though, I realized that you chose me.

“Peter, in my research, I found out that you’d been given up for adoption as a baby, and you never felt like you really fit in or were welcome. Your adoptive mother was cruel, overbearing… She tried to break your spirit. Once, during an interview, you stated in a joking manner that you were afraid to get married and have children… fearing you’d find a way to ruin it, because you were self destructive. You spoke that into existence, but I don’t believe you realized it at that time, and now…” Sloan sniffed and looked down at his shoes, then back at the dam. “Now you regret it.”

“I think you chose me because we had the same passions… a similar kind of pride. I think you let me stay in your home, but grew frustrated with me until Emerald arrived. My stubbornness wouldn’t allow you to get from me what you needed, but she was the key, a middleperson, if you will, between us. For obvious reasons, I take it she reminded you a bit of your lovely Sadie; both of them nurses, both black women with beautiful smiles… they even have a similar build.

“I imagine you and I both needed this, Peter. This wasn’t just a gift to you, but to me as well. This experience has answered a lot of questions for me, but also puzzled me, too. Some of the answers I may never receive, and I’ve got to be all right with that, because that’s how the real world works, you know? Shit isn’t always neatly packaged. We just…” He shrugged. “We just do the best we can, day by day. So, anyway, Peter, I finished your book and its going to press soon. In a short while, everyone will know about you and Sadie, and your son, Joseph. That’s what you wanted all along, a voice beyond the grave. The voice you were too afraid to use when you were alive, but now have the courage to scream the truth, through me…

“And I’m grateful for the opportunity, man… so grateful to have been your ghostwriter. I wish you well, and I hope you’re finally at peace. No more hungering for the truth to be told, no more starvation from love. No more denying of love. You’re well fed, Mr. Jones. This bounty is all for you…”
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CHAPTER THIRTY


Something New, Something Borrowed, Something Blue

~FOR SALE~

Emerald stood off to the side as the large, white moving truck was loaded up with Sloan’s belongings. His children and best friend Mike, along with a slew of others, including hired hands, helped load the thing up. It was a bittersweet day, one that had caught her by surprise. Just the prior week, Sloan stated his intention to peddle the place. Bewildered, she’d questioned why, after all he’d gone through to get it to his liking, make it inhabitable and peaceful…

“That’s the point,” Sloan had told her gravely. The house had served its purpose for him, and now, something told him it was time to move on, to leave it to someone else. He’d listened to his gut instinct when he’d first moved from New York City, and now, he was listening to it again.

They spent the next couple of days racing around Maxim, looking at homes for their new life together. She wished for a place that would give her enough room to do her restoration work, preferably a large garage or state of the art shed, and he needed an office with soundproof walls, tranquility, and a minibar. Maxim had a bit of everything—new constructions with contemporary design and old, historic areas chock full of stories and architectural delights.

Sloan didn’t wish to be in anything more than ten years old, and she understood why. Though Peter had proved to be gentler than he’d initially demonstrated, a one-time paranormal experience on that scale was quite enough… no need to invite more trouble.

“Please make him get rid of it!” Michelle marched up to her, arms crossed and brow furrowed as she stormed away from her father in a huff.

“Get rid of what?” Emerald looked over the young lady’s shoulder to see Sloan holding what appeared to be a vintage, cartoonish statue of a naked woman with gigantic breasts. “Oh…” She burst out laughing.

“He’s had it since we were kids. Mom tried to throw it away several times, but he always fished it out the trash. It gave me nightmares!” Michelle raved.

“But it gave me sweet dreams!” Joel yelled, causing a burst of laughter from Sloan and Mike.

Emerald tapped her shoulder sympathetically. “I’ll talk to him about it. It is hideous, isn’t it?” She stifled a laugh, knowing damn well she’d have to pry it out of his hands before he’d let the monstrosity go.

“Yes. Please throw it away when he isn’t looking, preferably in a river!” Michelle returned to work, still ranting and raving about the thing.

The smell of the freshly mowed grass tickled Emerald’s nostrils. Spring had definitely sprung, and brought with it a sense of renewal, of rebirth. She took one long look at the house and smiled.

“Peter, Sadie and Joseph… thank you for giving me Sloan…”

And that was that…

[image: * * *]

As a writer, people expect great, almost poetic words from me at the drop of a hat. Honestly, I don’t have much to say and want to keep this simple. I got the girl. It’s a done deal. I just want to get to the drinkin’, the partyin’, the eatin’, and the fuckin’…

Sloan stood in the large African Methodist Church on Sable Street, sporting a fixed grin. His muscles felt constricted in the classic black and white tuxedo, paired with a white fedora hat with black trim and a touch of baby blue. A dash of gangster made him proud. Still tasting his latest cigarette on his palate, he slid his hand slowly across the brim of his hat and checked his neat reflection in the men’s room wall-to-wall mirror. The three-stall bathroom was equipped with two urinals; from the overwhelming smell of bleach, a cleaning crew had just run through there, giving it the good ol’ disinfectant treatment.

“Let me give you some marriage advice,” Mike began after clearing the phlegm out of his throat and rocking back on his Apt 9 black dress shoes. “You see, you have to just—”

“Shut tha hell up, Mike!” David barked from a few feet away. “Don’t even start. You’ve been married fifty times, now trying to give advice, phishhh! Who are you to tell anyone anything?”

“That’s just the reason. I’m qualified by experience and you’ve not been married one goddamn time ’cause no one wants cha, ya piece of shit. Now shut it!” He put his hand in the air as if to silence a large, rowdy crowd, while Sloan just shook his head. “The maestro is talkin’…”

“Yeah… right outta ya ass,” David mumbled, turning to the mirror and smoothing out his hair.

“Sloan.” Mike put his hand on his shoulder, seriousness all over his face. “Emerald is a good lady. And I—”

“Hey, is the rumor true? Are Black women better in bed, Sloan?” Owen interrupted, eliciting a bunch of curse words and heehawing. Sloan smirked and threw the idiot a ‘look’. “What?!” The buffoon shrugged. “It’s an honest question! I always wanted to know…might as well ask someone who knows, right?”

Ignoring him, Mike continued. “Like I was sayin’ before Dumb and Dumber rudely interrupted me, Emerald is a good lady, you know? I’ve had some chats with her, got to know her a bit…so, appreciate her.”

“You’ve seen that lady probably less than five times and now you’re the authority on his girl now, huh?” David piped in again, refusing to let Mike have his say in peace.

“I know a good broad from a bad one and besides, I didn’t pick bad women to marry. I just picked women that weren’t right for me. There’s a big fuckin’ difference.”

“Fair enough,” David agreed.

Sloan nodded in understanding, placing his hand on Mike’s shoulder, the two bonding more as mates, regarding each another with deep sincerity.

“Emerald is right for you. I just know it. I’m proud of ya man,” Mike pulled Sloan into a brotherly embrace, squeezed him tight. “Congratulations.”

“Thank you, Mike.” Sloan released him and returned his attention to the mirror to admire his shave. His mustache and beard were trimmed to perfection. “I appreciate that.” He then turned to the small gathering of men, some of whom he’d grown up with, and others he’d only met in the last few years. He clasped his hands together. “All right, it’s time to roll! Let’s get out there in our monkey suits, get me married, and party the fuckin’ night away!!!” he bellowed, causing an uproar of masculine yells, followed by high-fives.

He practically raced out of there into the sanctuary, not one bit surprised to find only standing room. Three women in pale blue gowns stood at the front holding microphones, their melodic voices bringing to mind ethereal angels.

A couple of members of the press were allowed to mingle and take photos. Standing straight, Sloan buttoned his suit jacket and when summoned, he marched down the aisle with Mike close behind. When he got to the front, he took notice of Nikki sitting on the first pew, clasping her fiancée’s hand. He waved and smiled at his stepdaughter, and she returned the favor. He’d spoken to her several times on the phone, seen countless photos, but this was his first time looking her in the eye. He was thrilled she could make it, and knew it meant so much to Emerald, making her special day complete.

One of the women in blue began to sang Norah Jones’, ‘Come Away With Me.’ Everyone got to their feet as the minister came to stand front and center, his long black and red robe swaying against a snow white rug. Sloan’s heart picked up pace, the blood pumping faster when Emerald appeared in an impeccable, long, silky light blue dress with a matching train made of sky blue lace. In her hands she held a bouquet of roses in various shades of blue, and she had her arm wrapped around that of a short, stout woman wearing a cobalt blazer and skirt, along with a pair of orthopedic shoes. His eyes watered when he realized who it was—the surprise guest who Emerald said would be the cherry on top…

Aunt Sugar.

In a fluid motion, Nikki got to her feet. The young woman was dressed in an indigo jacket, matching flared pants, and blue kitten heels. Her long, heavy, natural braids were pulled back away from her face, showing the world just how gorgeous she was… just like her mother. The tall, slender woman made her way over to her mother and looped her arm around hers, causing Emerald to burst out in tears. Sloan briefly lowered his head and smiled. Apparently his bride had been taken by surprise by the kind gesture of her child.

When he looked back up, he saw his ex-wife, Katie, sitting next to Joel and Michelle. Now, he was taken by surprise, too! Especially since Katie wasn’t sent an invitation…

He swallowed his concerns and concentrated on the moment at hand. His lips curled in an anticipatory grin when Emerald made her way down the aisle, her little hips swaying to the rhythm of the a cappella song. The crowd burst out laughing when Nikki ushered her mother away from Sugar and did a little two step dance with her in the middle of the aisle. Sloan clapped at the two women who moved about, staring at one another and laughing, clearly in their own little world… celebrating things that others around them had no notion of.

One of Sloan’s associates, a musician, walked up to the singers, who stopped singing on cue when he whispered something in the middle vocalist’s ear. Then, he took his seat at the piano and began to sing a cover of “Happy” by Pharrell Williams, causing just about everyone to shout their approval and sing along, including Aunt Sugar who bobbed about to the beat, smacking her hands together. Suddenly, Emerald raced to the front of the church, grabbed a tambourine and handed it to Aunt Sugar, causing even more hysteria. By now, Mike, David, Owen, and the others were laughing so hard, they were practically choking.

Every now and again, Emerald glanced at Sloan and threw him a smile. When the song was over, Nikki casually took her seat. The minister urged everyone to settle down. Emerald had assumed a prim and poised stance, as if she hadn’t just been dancing all over the church. This tickled Sloan so.

They began to recite their vows, textbook style, nothing special, until he took both of her hands into his own and looked in her eyes.

“Emerald, you and Nikki have caused enough ruckus so I won’t delay this much longer.” Everyone burst out laughing, and she hung her head in faux shame. When she looked back up at him, she had a sweet smile on her face. She waited, listening intently. “I love you, and nothing I could write could ever express it properly. The moment I saw you that night in the grocery store, I knew you were special. I can’t explain it; I can’t tell you how I knew. If I tried, it would just sound stupid or cheesy, but I just did.” He took a deep breath.

“That’s one reason why I waited a few days before calling you. I knew once I took that step, there was no going back… You were the one for me but I needed to be sure I was strong enough to love again. Everything about my life in the past year has been about second chances, and you’re no different. I didn’t realize how badly I needed you until after our first date, and I felt so empty and alone when you went back home. That was a changing point for me. Once you connect with someone on the level that we have, there is no way to forget that… so I want to thank you for being my best friend.”

“Uh! Wait a minute now. I never agreed to be replaced!” Mike interrupted, his finger in the air. Another wave of laughter carried on the air.

Sloan grinned, gave him a shoulder nudge, and continued.

“And thank you for putting up with my stubborn ways and loving me anyway. For being encouraging, for settin’ me straight when I needed it, and letting me just… be… when I needed that, too. I couldn’t have made a more perfect person for me. God exceeded my expectations when he made you, placed you in front of me and said, ‘Sloan, here is my gift to you.’ I love you, Emerald.”

He kissed her forehead as tears streamed down her cheeks and applause broke out from their family and friends. Then, they both turned back to the minister and finished the ceremony.

“I now pronounce you, husband and wife! Mr. Steele, you may kiss your bride!”

Sloan took Emerald into his arms but before he could press his lips against hers, the woman rose on her tippy toes, squeezing his cheeks and dragging him close. Her soft, plush lips pressed against his, practically knocking him off his feet. They lit each other’s fires, their hands roaming along each other’s backs in a frenzy of bursting passion. He savored the sweet taste of her kiss as she slowly pulled away from him, sporting a naughty twinkle in her eye. Everyone got to their feet and applauded them.

“My stomach is growlin’ like a wolf at the moon! I’m famished!” he whispered in her ear over all the noise and commotion.

“We have to first shake everyone’s hands, Sloan, and take some photos,” she reminded as people began to line up.

“Awww, man! We’ve done all of this before!” His brows furrowed in annoyance. “Can’t we just have ’em meet us at the reception hall?”

“Sloan, do you have any home training whatsoever? Were you at the wedding rehearsal or was that just your stunt double?”

“Well, yes, I was there, but I—”

“Ya or Na?” Her brow rose in frustration.

“…Ya…” He grimaced.

“Well then, relax. This won’t take long and there are some snacks in the limo, actually.”

“Like what?” Like a robot moving on cue, he began to shake people’s hands as they marched up one by one, offering congratulatory words.

“All of your favorites: cold beer, beef jerky, peanut butter and cheese crackers, fried Twinkies and—”

“Fried Twinkies?! You got the fried Twinkies?! I know for sure now that I married the right girl! I was second guessing it when you gave Sugar the tambourine, but you redeemed yourself.”

His excitement sent him through the roof, but Emerald simply rolled her eyes and continued to act her typical gracious self with the guests. He was filled with such happiness, believing his excitement was earned and would never end. That is, until someone he’d forgotten about just seeing made her way through the line.

“Hello, Sloan… you look so handsome. Congratulations.” He looked down at the all too familiar porcelain fingers of the woman, noting a slight coldness in her silky touch.

“Thank you.” He didn’t smile. Didn’t blink.

“Hello.” Emerald leaned forward, her shoulder brushing against him. He wasn’t convinced it was an accident. “You must be Katherine, but you go by Katie, right?” Emerald took the woman’s hand into her own and shook it…all while wearing a big, beautiful smile on her face. Worst of all, it appeared sincere.

“Yes, yes I am!” Katie’s blue eyes sparkled right before she took Emerald in a tight embrace.

What tha hell is going on here?!

“You’re such a beautiful bride!”

“Thank you!”

“I’m so happy for you and Sloan. Our daughter Michelle has spoken so highly of you, and I look forward to getting to know you, Emerald.”

Before his wife could respond to the madness playing out before him, he interrupted their little sorority meet-and-greet. “Why would you need to get to know my wife, Katie? She’s not your friend and neither am I. Our kids are grown. Can you leave, please? Nobody wants you here.” He said the shit so rudely, and meant every damn word of it.

“Sloan!” Emerald stomped her foot. “That’s no way to talk to somebody!”

“She’s not somebody…”

Emerald rolled her eyes. “Katie, you stay, okay? Join us at the reception. I insist.”

His ex-wife tossed him a hateful glance, threw on a big award-winning Botox smile, and marched away.

“Boy, that was ridiculous! Embarrassing me like that! What the hell is the matter with you?!” Emerald nudged him in the shoulder, her face all twisted and tight like a wadded up newspaper.

“Ridiculous? What’s ridiculous is that she is here at our wedding in the first damn place, uninvited I might add! You just summoned a demon to come and play! I hope you’re happy!”

“I thought you didn’t believe in demons?” She smirked before turning away and giving someone he didn’t know a big hug.

“How could I not after being married to her?! The better question is, how would you like it if your ex husband was here and I did that, huh?!” He shoved an accusatory finger in her direction. He couldn’t believe they were having an argument on their wedding day, and worse yet, in front of all of their guests, despite people trying to pretend they weren’t witnessing the tiff. He was certain the press was going to have a field day.

Leave it to Katie to stir up some shit! At least she’s consistent.

“My ex husband could have come if he wanted but we rarely talk. As you know, we’re not on bad terms. We’re not on any terms actually unless it pertains to Nikki.” She shrugged. “And we’re both fine with that. Anyway, whether you like it or not, we’re a blended family now. I’m going to be courteous to her because she is the mother of your children! Disrespecting her would also be disrespecting them!” Her voice drew lower, the tone more stern.

“I didn’t ask you to insult her, just not beg her to move into our guest bedroom, then offer to serve her breakfast in bed is all. You rolled out the red carpet!”

Emerald sighed and turned away from him as if he’d said nothing at all. They went through the motions, greeting and thanking their guests, smiles wide that proved painful as he put on a show. The song and dance seemed to never end. Sloan fell into some strange matrix that included pretending they couldn’t wait to open the blenders and coffee makers that some of the guests proudly stated they’d purchased for them.

Sloan merely hoped the receipts were included in the carefully wrapped, glossy wrapping paper so he could get the cash instead, but he kept that little plan to himself. After they’d taken a few more photos and he’d laughed at some jokes he didn’t find very funny, he took the woman into his arms and planted a firm kiss on her lips. Every muscle in his body tensed as he deeply inhaled her heavenly, sweet scent. Eyes closed, he rested his chin on her head.

“I apologize for how I acted, baby. She just threw me off guard is all. I didn’t expect her here. I’ll be nice for the rest of the evening.” He slowly released her and looked into her eyes, hoping she realized he was sincere.

Emerald nodded in understanding and ran her fingers through his hair, brushing it back into place.

“It’s all right.” Her lips lifted in a half smile. “You’re allowed to be human, even on your wedding day. Look.” She sighed heavily. “I need to go check on Aunt Sugar. She’s quiet—that means something horrible might be happening. I’ll be right back, okay?” He nodded and gave her a friendly little wave as he watched her saunter away, her ass so cute in the sexy dress that had been created by one of the top local designers.

“You definitely have a type.” He almost bit his tongue in half as a voice he dreaded gang busted against his eardrum. On a dime, he turned to find Katie standing to his right, her arms crossed and her all too familiar kitschy smirk on her face.

“You and her are absolutely nothing alike.”

“I doubt that…” She widened her smile. “And anyway, our features are similar… same eye shape, high cheek bones, our hair styles even … and our body type is definitely the same. I remember seeing photos of some of the girlfriends you had before you and I made it official, too. Yeah, you have a type.”

“Is this your version of an icebreaker?” He shrugged. “Let’s say it’s true—so what? You’re lucky, Katie. I just promised my wife I’d be good tonight. Don’t make me have to renege on that guarantee to her only five minutes in.”

On a sigh, the woman inched a bit closer to him. Her platinum blond, shoulder length hair was bone straight, parted down the middle and flipped over one shoulder. She looked her usual picture perfect self in a pale pink jacket and matching skirt, her jewelry a cluster of diamonds and pearls sparkling under the ceiling lights.

“So, tell me, Katie… why’d you come?”

“I’m here to show support.”

“But you weren’t invited. I don’t want ya here and I don’t need your support, your blessing, none of that, okay?”

“For your information, Mr. Steele, Michelle invited me and since Emerald told her she could invite anyone she wanted, she chose me.” She pointed to herself. “I’m really surprised you’re still so angry with me after all of this time. Jesus! You’re a pro at holding a grudge.” She grimaced, a mixture of hurt and anger spread in her expression now.

“I’m not angry with you, Katie. I just don’t like you.” He took a deep breath and remembered what he’d promised Emerald. “Look, I’m just going to let it go, all right? It’s a beautiful night. My wedding was great and in a few minutes, we’ll be leaving to have a blast at the reception party. So with that said,” he said, his smile tight as he linked his hands, “since you’re here, you might as well stay. I didn’t know Michelle had invited you, so now that I do, it’s fine.”

“Well, I didn’t think you’d object and I assumed she’d told you. I guess I should’ve asked first.”

“It’s all right, seriously.” He waved her off as if not giving a shit. A part of him didn’t care at all anymore, but another part of him did. Something about her mere presence smeared dirt on the day… but maybe the smudges were all in his mind. It was hard to deal with Katie at times, as she never seemed truly sorry for her transgressions. Perhaps he sought closure where none would ever exist. But that was life, and besides, he’d made his own closure, and it would simply have to suffice. He hated waving that damn olive branch, trying to make peace, keep quiet, but Emerald would be cross if he continued to take petty swats at the woman and now, what difference did it make? What was done was done, and he’d mulled this enough. Letting the dust of his thoughts settle, he came to a final decision.

“See you at the reception,” Katie said. She turned to walk away, then paused, glancing at him from over her shoulder, perfectly shaped brow arched in question. “Hey, did you get my email?”

He simply glared at her, not wanting to kick up mud again with a snarky remark.

“You got it but didn’t read it…” She smirked and shook her head, knowing him all too well. “Read it, Sloan… seriously.” He looked about the big place, surprised to find himself all alone. Not physically, but a sense of alienation overcame him. In some strange, offbeat way, it was comforting. Voices and sounds abounded, his friends and family milling about, some making their way through the front doors of the church to their parked cars, to drive away to the reception venue. He stood there thinking about all that had transpired, the incidents that allowed him to have such a day, the psychological and transcendent transformation he’d undergone.

The dead flower shop suddenly made sense to him at that moment, too…

The dearly departed could live again in some capacity after all, even if their continued existence lay wedged between the pages of a book. He turned to the large, gold crucifix hanging high on the wall and bowed his head before it.

“Thank you, God. I’ve got a lot to be grateful for. Please forgive me for the terrible thoughts I just had concerning my ex-wife… I’m sure you didn’t appreciate the ‘B’ word that entered my mind when I first saw her tonight.”

Emerald made her way back towards him, this time with Aunt Sugar in tow. The old woman’s face was turned upside down, as if someone had stepped on her baby toe. The tight, hideous scowl somehow seemed tinged with amusement—at least on Emerald’s part. They got close. It was then that he noticed the wiry, white hair poking out of her chin.

“Are you ready, baby?” Emerald turned to him. “The limo is waiting for us outside.”

“A limo?!” Aunt Sugar squealed. “Well, I can’t wait tuh—”

“No, no, Sugar,” Emerald’s cheeks deepened with an embarrassed blush. “It’s just for Sloan and me. You’re ridin’ with Nikki and Mya.”

The old woman’s jaw dropped and her eyes grew big. “I don’t wanna ride wit’ Nikki and that silly little girl!”

“Sugar, this is not the time and place for this mess!” Emerald put her hand on her hip. “I’m not about to argue with you up in here. Nikki drove you here, so what’s wrong with riding with her again to the reception hall?”

“What’s wrong with it? I’ll tell you what’s wrong with it! She had all that crazy music playin’ in the car, songs ’bout spinners ’nd rims ’nd shit! All the windows were down and the wind was blowin’ so hard I had to put my hand on my head to keep my damn wig from whooshin’ away! I paid almost ten dollahs for dis wig, I ain’t got money to burn, and you know I ain’t got no damn hair, Emerald. I would have been sittin’ up here in this church lookin’ like a black roll on deodorant and her wife so damn goofy! Mya be laughin’ all the time and makin’ googly eyes at Nikki like she ain’t never seen no breasts befo’e! One mo’e minute with them two and I’ll go crazy. Why don’t you and big Sloan ride with ’em and I take the limo? Seems only fair to me.”

“Sugar, I’ve about had it!”

“You paid for my plane ticket, Emerald, first class, too, but I coulda took the Greyhound and now you wanna give me some transportation wit’ carpet muncher one and two! I love my niece but I ain’t ridin’ no magic carpet with her no mo’e!”

“Ignorant, backwards and ungrateful! You know what? This is the last time that I…”

Sloan burst out laughing and walked away, letting the two women turn into serpents and give deadly verbal squeezes to one another—of course, wrapped in love. He sat down on the steps that led to the minister’s grand chair, slid his hat off his head, and simply waited. Who knew how long it would be before Emerald was finished or Sugar was ready to cease fire, but he figured if he’d waited for this wonderful woman all of his life, a few more minutes surely wouldn’t hurt…
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CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


Simply the Best

“Open it.”

Emerald smiled up at the man as she caressed his chest, the soft, downy hairs tickling the tip of her finger. She rested her head in his lap, his nakedness a sight to behold. The white sheets were bunched across his waist, and her body begged for sleep, but she fought hard to keep awake and see what he held in his hand. And besides, she couldn’t get enough of lying close to him, smelling him, touching him. In a way, she felt like a young girl who’d just discovered love, fell head over heels for the football captain. But that feeling paired so beautifully, like a fine wine, with her wisdom and experience. Life smelled good all over.

The bedroom was fragrant with the scent of strawberry and cream candles, reminiscent of their honeymoon hotel room on the island in the Atlantic Ocean. Turks and Caicos had been a fantasy come true. They’d held races in the sand, made love all times of the day, enjoyed private, fancy candlelight dinners, spas and massages, and swam in crystal blue waters.

But now, they were back home in Maxim, in their new digs. Where one fantasy ended, another began—the new chapter of their life together. The scent of the candles intermingled with other odors she was trying to become accustomed to; the landscape of the place was still so fresh and uncharted.

Two full floors of beauty, fit for friends and family to stay, an office made for a king decorated exclusively to satisfy Sloan’s tastes—things were coming together quite nicely, better than she’d even anticipated. Their new house smelled of brand spanking new carpet, fresh paint, and varnish. All these scents intermingled, floating from room to room. In the bowels of the abode, she’d carved out her special niche. They had a finished basement, large enough for her refurbishing business with room to grow. She still worked at the dental office, putting in her hours, while Sloan raced back and forth to NYC and L.A. for important business meetings. Tonight, they’d finally had a chance to settle in, take a deep breath and unwind, but the mail had come, and a letter Sloan had received captured both their attention.

“Open it?” he repeated, pulling her out of her thoughts.

“Yes.” She smiled up at him.

He slid his finger under the flap and removed a hard stock sheet of paper with gold trim.

“It’s from Deloris…” He grinned so big, his smile was practically a nightlight.

“What’s it say?” She slowly sat up, pressing her head into her pillow against the headboard as she sidled as close to him as she could, peering down at the thing.

“It says the book, ‘Black and White Love Letters’, written by Sloan K. Steele, is a New York Times bestseller.”

The damn letter shook in his grip. She grabbed him close, laid kiss after kiss onto his cheek and lips. When she pulled away, she could see the grateful tears welling in his eyes.

“Congratulations, baby!” She gripped his cheeks and kissed him once more.

“I never expected this, Emerald, not for this book.” He shook his head in disbelief. “This is amazing… and you were right. I took your advice, and I just did it. Peter was talking to me. He told me what to write… This is his book; that’s why I dedicated it to him, Sadie, and baby Joseph. This is him on the New York Times Best Sellers list.” He swiped the tears away so fast, she almost missed the whole scene. He turned to his radio and selected one of his favorite stations. UB40’s ‘Red Red Wine’ was on air.

“Sloan, this is what happens when you set your disbelief aside and just walk out on faith. Not everything has to make sense at first. Just trust it will work itself out. I am so happy for you and so proud of you!” She held him close, rocking him back and forth between fits of mutual euphoric laughter.

“We have to thank Deloris for the beautiful wedding gift, too.”

“Yeah, I gotta call her!” He laughed, filled to the brim with excitement as he grabbed his cell phone from the nightstand and dialed his agent’s number. “Hey, lady! It’s Sloan! Yeah…. Yeah I got the letter! Shit!” He emitted a loud and raucous laugh as he ran his hand down his face. “I knew the book was selling well, but you know me, I try to just pay attention to what I’m doing and not obsess about shit like that… I know! I know… thanks. It’s late but yeah, I’ll call you tomorrow. Love ya and thanks so much.”

He disconnected the call and leaned against the headboard, a look of complete satisfaction on his face as his eyes closed. Emerald brought the covers up around them both. Opening his eyes, his expression turned sly. He grabbed her around her waist.

“How about a little celebratory romp?”

Before she could answer, she was on her back, flailing and giggling in the flying sheets as he pressed her down with the full length of his body. Soft, full lips traced slowly up her jawline, one hand on her breast, the other around her neck, until the warm breath from his mouth caressed her earlobe. Like an ocean wave against her current, he dove down and she pushed forward, their bodies fluid and grinding against one another. Big hands surrounded her, ravished her, his left one adorned with a shiny white gold wedding band. Love filled the room, and when Tears for Fears crooned “Everybody Wants to Rule the World,” she really felt on top of everything, way up high…a queen of her own domain.

Emerald glanced at the ceiling as he disappeared beneath the covers. Wetness against wetness, skin against skin, she bucked as he worked beneath the sheets, unable to see him, only feel the explosion he was creating within her core. The more she struggled, fought to keep her composure, the more aggressive he became, determined to make her cum. She lunged at the comforter, grabbing a fistful of nothingness in her sloppy attempt to get a hold of the man. Sensations washed over her. Arching her back, she floated away, gave them rein. Her moans echoed around her, and her shaking left her exhausted, a mere whisper of her former self. At last, he resurfaced, crawling slowly up her body like backwards flowing honey until she was coated in his love. Sliding his tongue within her mouth, he worked it in leisurely circles.

He kissed her, then turned her loose, slamming her onto her stomach. Wrapped his palm around her mouth, he squelched her screams as he entered her deeply from behind, thrusting so hard the bed banged repeatedly against the wall. She looked over her shoulder to see the intensity dancing in his eyes as he rode her to the brink until they came at the same time. He gasped, his eyes growing wide. Falling onto her back, he sucked her neck like a ravenous vampire. Aftershocks riddled his body, and she felt each and every one of them as he throbbed inside of her. On a sigh, he rolled her onto her back, panting, looking as though he’d won some prize.

“You’re so beautiful…” He kissed the tip of her nose. “Do you know what my next book is going to be about?” He smiled mischievously.

“No, what? Another love story?” She grew a bit excited at the prospect.

“It’s going to be about a demented dental nurse who murders her patients, steals their gold fillings, then makes tiny dollhouse furniture out of them and sells them on the black market.”

“Sloan, I can’t stand you! I hope you have to get a root canal when you come into my office next week for your cleaning and examination!” She chuckled as he nibbled playfully on her shoulder. The room seemed to burst with the sounds of happiness. Maze’s “Happy Feelings” played on the radio, and she couldn’t agree more…
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EPILOGUE


The Past, the Present, and the Future

Sloan set the book down onto his desk and rubbed his sore, tired eyes. He was certain they were summer cherry red, he’d been up so long. “Black and White Love Letters” was being made into a movie, and now he had three projects at once to juggle. Not to mention, Emerald’s refurbishing business expanded into the arena of her even creating custom made furniture, and she’d already been featured in several local magazines. She had to give up her dental career, but still stopped in to visit her friends from time to time.

They both had been burning the candle at both ends, and though he wanted to run a few ideas past her, he wouldn’t dare wake her. The woman had plopped down into the bed and slept the entire night after working all morning and afternoon on some pieces for the museum. She hadn’t even come down for dinner, and their chef had made her one of her favorite meals: baked salmon, scalloped cheese potatoes, and asparagus.

So after nursing several glasses of white wine, throwing in a red one for good measure, he got his tipsy self to finish another chapter of his current manuscript.

“Shit…” He looked at the time and realized there were still five emails he hadn’t responded to, all of them time sensitive. He pulled up his music library, accepting his fate of another late evening at work, and selected Dave Brubeck’s, ‘Take Five.’ Bobbing his head to the comforting and familiar beat, he opened one email after another, responding in just fashion.

I’ve got so many emails. I need to delete old ones and clear all of this out…

File these away…

This one can stay…

He looked through the correspondences then paused when he happened upon one specific email in his saved folder that had remained unread. On a sigh, he clicked on the thing, suddenly recalling Katie telling him at his wedding to read it. He’d honestly forgotten; time had gotten ahead of him and raced far, far away. That woman was the farthest thing from his mind, but now was as good of a time as any to delve into whatever she had to say. He began to read it as the music lulled him into a state of relaxation…

Sloan,

I sit here at home drinking one of the first wines you ever bought for me. Do you remember what that was? Here’s a hint: it was a pinot noir you picked up from Maine. Before we met, I knew nothing about fine wine, French beers, rare cigars, Insignia cigarettes, the art inside science fiction, classic jazz musicians, how to make my own sushi, how to tell designer clothing from a knock-off, antique radios, having great sex in a car because we couldn’t screw at my parents’ house, the plight of the tropical rain forests, the rigging of presidential elections, elephant ivory, classic cars of the 1950s, and how a writer writes a damn book… So, I guess you could say, before we met, I didn’t know YOU. Because you are all of those things, Sloan, and then some.

You are complicated, yet simple, just like good wine. I know that unless it is one of your novels, you’re not really into a lot of words, so let me get right to the reason why I wrote you. It’s to tell you that I’m sorry. You probably don’t believe me, but I would like to formally apologize for my part in the destruction of our marriage. It took two of us to build it, and two of us to destroy it, but yes, my part in it was unfortunately much larger than yours.

You probably won’t believe this either, but I loved you with all my heart. The affairs meant nothing to me, but they meant something to you, and that’s why I did it, Sloan. I felt so angry, betrayed and alone. Nothing seemed to work in order for me to regain your full attention, so I sought out to hurt you. Yet I hurt myself more in the long run, I believe, because now, we can’t seem to even be friends. We both changed. Or maybe we didn’t. Perhaps this is who we were all along. I believe we were so enamored with one another, we attempted to conform to what the other person wanted, but then, our true selves emerged and we could no longer play the game. So, I cheated. I’d never seen you so hurt, and at first, your reaction made me happy.

I know it sounds sick, and you already think ill of me, but I wanted you to feel the pain I’d been feeling…when you’d pull back from me, not share yourself. I couldn’t take it anymore. You always said you were afraid you’d end up just like your father… heartless… and you almost did. I’m not certain what triggered it—it was probably a culmination of things – but I was so upset, I was losing my husband and my teacher all at once. Once you began writing again, I lost even more of you.

I became jealous of your love for writing. You treated her like a lover. Look, I called your writing a ‘her’ because to me, she was. You’d sneak off to do her in the middle of the night after you tucked the kids in bed. You’d get up in the wee hours of the morning to jump her bones at the crack of dawn. When you’d finish, you’d light a cigarette and bask in the smoke. You’d whisper and write things down, little love letters to the bitch so you could recall what you wanted to say to her once you two hooked up again.

You respected her and took her advice. You found her sexy and irresistible and the children you two created, your books, you coveted so much. I hated her. I hated you for loving her, when I felt no love from you towards me, none at all. I wanted my husband back. I wanted my Sloan Kenneth Steele.

Like I said, you opened a whole new world to me. I couldn’t listen to Miles Davis anymore without becoming angry at you for months on end. You had become a part of me, no matter how much I hated you. We’d been together too long to not be so connected. Sloan, I’m not convinced anything would have kept us afloat, but the way it ended, after all was said and done, wasn’t right; it wasn’t respectful, and that’s what I’m apologizing for. You deserved better than that. I can say this now with pride aside, and anger, too. Because that’s what friends do.

That’s what you were to me, Sloan: my best friend. I heard you’re getting remarried. I never thought you’d even consider it… that’s what you told me time and time again. You said women were evil. I laugh at that now because I knew you didn’t mean it. You loved women in general way too much, but you were heartbroken, so you said what felt right at the time. Michelle and Joel have told me about your fiancée. She has a beautiful name by the way… Emerald, how different, yet, I’m certain, fitting. Joel said she’s a dental nurse. Michelle said she refurbishes old furniture and is really good at it, too. It sounds like she has creative leanings, just like yourself. I believe, in retrospect, that’s what you always needed.

I wasn’t creative. My mind is more black and white, business, dollars. This email isn’t really about me though, believe it or not. It’s about you. Sloan, I will always love you, and that means I genuinely want you to be happy. You’ve been a great father; I can never take that away from you, regardless of the goings on between the two of us, or lack thereof. You’re a great grandfather, too. Michelle says you spoil Jacob to death and love spending time with him. You’re an excellent writer. I’ve read every single one of your books, Sloan…and I’m so very proud of you…

One day, I hope we can be friends again. If we ever get to the point where we can speak without arguing, I’d like to take you out on the town.

Drinks on me.

Love,

Katie

[image: Image No. 8]

Sloan looked at the computer screen until his eyes blurred. Never, in his entire time knowing that woman, had he ever heard her apologize to him. Technically, he still hadn’t, but he smiled, and then burst out laughing, because he knew this was the closest he’d ever get to it. He was a tad bit remorseful he hadn’t read the email when he’d first received it; it would have been a nice present to obtain… but of course, he now staunchly believed timing was not his to control, and everything was revealed the way it should be, when it was most needed.

On a sigh, he turned off his MacBook and the jade green lamp, and extinguished his cigarette in the golden ashtray. Taking a final sip from his glass of Staglin Cabernet Sauvignon, he rose to his feet. As he took a few steps towards the door, he could hear a low murmur. Sloan paused and looked about the darkened office, but nothing seemed out of place. He turned to take a few more steps, and then, his blood ran cold. The muted music, the sound seeming to radiate from the deepest parts of the ocean floor, was unmistakable.

He spun around and flipped on the light, catching the wispy, smoky image of Peter Jones removing a dark top hat from his head in slow motion. Strands of black hair tumbled forward before he looked back up into his eyes, a rascally grin on his face. Right beside him was a feminine form, a distinct smile on her face as she cradled a baby in her arms. White rose petals fell all around the three like glistening diamonds from the sky. The apparitions quickly faded, almost within the blink of an eye, but the petals remained right there, on the ground…

Sloan stood still as time halted. ‘Earth Angel’ by the Penguins could be heard ever so faintly in the distance, the source unknown until it, too, was no longer audible. The scent of sweet cigars, though, lingered in the air. Sloan swallowed hard, his fists at his sides as he nervously chewed on his inner jaw. He’d never actually seen Peter before… only smelled him, heard him, felt him…

Gathering his composure, Sloan let his mind piece together the smoky puzzle and accepted the strange, surreal event as true…and then, he burst out laughing. A hearty, body-rocking laugh, the kind that emanated straight from his gut after years of anguish, anger, and sorrow. His eyes blurred with tears of mirth and he nodded his head in understanding. He bowed at the waist, as if he’d done a performance on some grand stage, then stood, perfectly erect.

“Thank you for the proper farewell, Peter Jones.

Through the pages of books, yours and mine, may you live and love once again…”

[image: The End]
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Greetings, Earth Angel…

[image: Angel]

DID YOU ENJOY THIS STORY?

If so, please take a few brief moments to LEAVE A REVIEW! We authors appreciate that so much!

Thank You!
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THANK YOU FROM THE AUTHOR
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Dear Reader,

I want to thank each and every person who purchased this book and read it.

The Raven Maxim series has been a long time coming, and I’m enjoying the journey and hope you are, as well.

I value each and every one of you for giving me a platform from which to share

my thoughts and express my art.

Thank you so much!

Love,

Tiana

[image: * * *]


Bookclub Questions
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1.   Sloan Steele is a man’s man with a heart of gold. With that said, why do you think he was attracted to writing as a career?

2.   Emerald St. Claire was raised through the majority of her childhood life by her father. How do you think this played into her romantic relationships with men?

3.   Aunt Sugar is a character who adds comedic layers to this novel, but also offers interesting insight and food for thought. What is something Aunt Sugar said that stuck with you?

4.   This novel is best described as a mixed genre, but is, first and foremost, a romance. How do you think the elements of horror and suspense affected the dynamics of the story?

5.   The character of Nikki and Emerald’s father, James, have some commonalities. Sloan and his son, Joel, share some common traits as well. What other characters in the book share similar personalities or outlooks on life?

6.   Sloan had a difficult marriage that left him jaded, emotionally bankrupt, and angry. How do you think the mysterious absence of his mother, his challenging childhood, and his divorce changed him when it came to love and romantic relationships?

7.   Though this book is spoken from various characters’ POV (points of view), it is mainly in Sloan’s. How do you think this influenced/changed the dynamic of this romance novel being in the Hero’s voice?

8.   Sloan realized fairly early on that he was falling in love with Emerald. Why do you think he was willing to take this chance with her, even after everything he’d been through?

9.   Peter Jones is a complicated character that ties directly into the horror elements of this book, but is also inextricably linked to the romantic plotline. What do you think of the ‘love story within the love story’ in this novel?

10.  What commonalties did Sloan and Peter share that made the former a prime candidate for the position of “ghost writer”?

11.  One of the main messages in this novel is the importance of adults being able to love freely and without barriers. If not, it can have destructive consequences. What is one of the lessons you have taken from this book in regard to love?

12.  What was one of your favorite scenes in this novel, and why?
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Music Directory for “Ghost Writer”
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Anyone who is familiar with my work knows that I love music! I was raised listening to all sorts of music as a child, from classic jazz to funk, rap, hip hop, and gospel. It is literally the soundtrack to my life and I include it in the scenes that I write, to aid in transporting you, the reader, further into the scenes, to put you right there with the characters for a more intimate look into their lives. I encourage each and every one of you to re-read your favorite scenes, while listening to the music that was mentioned. This adds an entirely new layer to the experience. If there is a song you enjoy, please support the artist/band by purchasing a legal copy of the song for your enjoyment. The songs listed here are not necessarily in the exact order as they appear in the novel. Thank you.

1.   “Hang On Sloopy” – McCoys

2.   “Here” – Alessia Cara

3.   “Woman” – John Lennon

4.   “Africa” – Toto

5.   “If You Leave Me Now” – Chicago

6.   “November Rain” – Guns N Roses

7.   “Gigolos Get Lonely Too” – The Time

8.   “Girl You Know It’s True” – Milli Vanilli

9.   “A Fifth of Beethoven” – Walter Murphy

10.  “Love to Love You” – Donna Summer

11.  “Mack the Knife” – Louis Armstrong

12.  “Ice Cream Castles” – The Time

13.  “Let’s Stay Together” – Al Green

14.  “Happy Feelings” – Maze

15.  “That’s What I Say” – Ray Charles

16.  “Pusherman” – Curtis Mayfield

17.  “Lowdown” – Boz Scaggs

18.  “Dancing in the Moonlight” – King Harvest

19.  “Brandi, You’re a Fine Girl” – Looking Glass

20.  “Only You” – The Platters

21.  “Put Your Head On My Shoulder” – Paul Anka

22.  “You’re the Only Woman” – Ambrosia

23.  “Silly Ho” – TLC

24.  “Sleepwalk” by Santo and Johnny Farina

25.  “Starship” – Sara

26.  “No Such Thing” – John Mayers

27.  “Fool If You Think It’s Over” – Chris Rea

28.  “Can’t Stop the Feeling” – Justin Timberlake

29.  “Dani California” – Red Hot Chili Peppers

30.  “Sledgehammer” – Peter Gabriel

31.  “Life” – J. Dilla

32.  “I Got A Woman” – Ray Charles

33.  “Come Away With Me” – Norah Jones

34.  “Happy’ – Pharrell

35.  “Red Red Wine” – UB40s

36.  “Everybody Wants to Rule the World” – Tears For Fears

37.  “Happy Feelings” – Maze

38.  “Take Five” – Dave Brubeck

39.  “Earth Angel” – The Penguins

40.  “Float On” – The Floaters

41.  “I Want To Be Free” – Ohio Players

42.  “Slipping Into Darkness” – WAR

43.  “It’s Still Rock And Roll To Me” – Billy Joel
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Tiana Laveen was born in Cincinnati, Ohio though her soul resides in New York. She lives inside of her mind, but her heart is occupied with her family and twisted imagination. She enjoys a fulfilling and enriching life that includes writing books, public speaking, drawing, painting, listening to music, cooking, and spending time with loved ones.

Tiana Laveen is a creative and innovative author whose romance fiction is geared towards those who not only want to temporarily escape from the daily routines of life, but also become pleasantly caught up in the twisted, well-developed journeys of her unique characters. Tiana creates a painting with words as she guides her reader into the lives of each and every main character. Her dedication to detail and staying true to her characters is evident in each novel she writes.

Her works include “Cross Climax I,” “Cross Climax II,” “The Slave Master’s Son,” “The Naughty Sins of a Saint,” “I Want Candy,” “When Saint Goes Marching In,” “Swirled Satin Sheets I,” “In My Sister’s Shadow,” “Swirled Satin Sheets II,” “Saved and SAINTified,” “Addicted In Cold Blood,” “Forgive Me Father For I Have Loved,” “Saint’s Sacrament – Sins of the Father,” “The Tale of the Blood Diamond,” “The Unearthing of Blackstone,” “Every Breath You Take” (free read on the website), “Saint and Sinners – The King Angel Child of New York,” “Smoke and Mirrors,” “The Fight Within,” “Tattooed Moon”, “In the Nick of Time,” “The ‘N’ Word,” “Word of Honor,” “Grind,” “Grit”, “The REM Reaper”, “Kiss of the Scythe”, “Cruz Control – In Bad Company” and “Ghost Writer” – (Book 1 of the Raven Maxim Series.)

Tiana Laveen’s books can be purchased in eBook and paperback format from most retail stores/online.

If you wish to communicate with Tiana Laveen, please contact her on Facebook or DM her on Instagram.

www.facebook.com/Tianalaveen

instagram.com/tianalaveen
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