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Prologue
Orlando, Florida
May 2004
Orlando was no longer what it had once been to Reginald Brooks. For years he had made the central Florida city a home that camouflaged him, symbolizing refuge and protection…But lately, something unusual was happening.
Overtaking a white sedan, Reginald glanced at his Rolex and knew he was going to be late for dinner. The procurement meeting for Disney’s new advertising campaign had run over the allotted time, and he hadn't had a moment to call Renee. She would be pissed.
The fact that tonight’s delay was legitimate wouldn’t matter, since Renee was never able to decipher the truths from the lies. He thought about calling her now, but changed his mind. His hand stopped in midreach for the cell phone.
Driving past their town home community, Reginald headed for the local Blossom Bloom and bought flowers instead.
That would do the trick. It always had.
*~*~*~*~*
At home, Renee was indeed pissed off. Looking at the clock on the stove, she noted that it was six thirty-five. She practically threw strips of pork chops onto a Barbie plate.
She worried when Reggie was late getting home and didn't call. Hell, she worried even when he did call. One would think that she’d be accustomed to the late meetings by now, but Renee Jameson was far from accustomed. Given the insane schedule he kept, it seemed that Reginald’s work was just as important to him as his family. He spent the last two weeks of every month at the Miami offices, which was a huge thorn in her side. His time at home was so limited, why make it worse by coming in late the entire two weeks he was home?
As the years passed, she became increasingly preoccupied, nursing deep resentment about their time apart.
"Denise, for the last time, bring yourself down to this table, now!" shouted Renee as she poured juice into her daughter’s favorite Barbie cup.
"Okay, Mommy, I'm coming!” Six-year-old Denise Brooks came running down the stairs, almost tripping in her haste. Renee placed the child’s dinner on the table and yanked out the chair.
"Mommy, how come Daddy’s not home yet?” asked Denise. Her inquisitive eyes were big and bright. “He's bringing ice cream tonight, he promised!”
Renee looked at her daughter. "Daddy is always making you promises he doesn't keep. Why do you even listen to him? I wish you’d learn, because I’m really tired of hearing you whine whenever he breaks his promises.” Renee slid into her chair and irritably began devouring the tender pork chops.
Sulking, Denise picked at her food and remained silent; waiting to hear her Daddy come through the front door with the ice cream. This time Mommy would be wrong. Daddy does keep his promises….sometimes.
*~*~*~*~*
Reginald quickly maneuvered his Land Cruiser into the driveway. He tried to relax, but the truth was that he dreaded walking through the front door to face Renee. He could no longer ignore the obvious. After six and a half years, this lifestyle was stressing him to the point of distraction.
A very tall and handsome man with good features and a striking face, Reginald looked younger than his forty-one years. Men and women alike felt his presence in any room—it was a strength in which he arbitrarily indulged. Lately, though, he couldn’t care less about his charisma.
Reginald was tired—desperately tired.
He walked up the winding sidewalk, unlocked the door and let himself in, happy to see his daughter. Denise was always a sight for sore eyes. He loved her animated, effervescent spirit.
Hearing the key in the lock, Denise was up and running as the door opened.
"There’s my angel. Come give Daddy a kiss!”
She ran toward her father but stopped abruptly, looking at his hands. "Daddy, where’s the ice cream?” she demanded, bottom lip protruding as her eyes filled with tears. “You didn’t buy it. You promised to bring ice cream today! Now Mommy wins again! Mommy was right again!” Denise ran back to the table in tears. She picked up her little fork and shoved buttery mashed potatoes into her mouth. She wanted to finish eating and go play in her room, away from her Daddy. She didn't like it when her mother ended up being right.
"Sweetheart, I'm sorry.” Reginald placed his snakeskin briefcase near the table and knelt beside his daughter. “Daddy worked late and forgot all about your ice cream tonight, but I promise I’ll bring it for you tomorrow night. Okay?” Without waiting for a reply, he dropped a kiss on her forehead, then stood and faced Renee. Denise would be fine.
"Hey…I'm sorry I didn't get to call. The Disney meeting ran over, but I shot out of the building the minute it ended. I brought you these as a peace offering.” He extended a dozen soft-pink roses. “Call it male intuition, but somehow I just knew you’d be furious by the time I made it home.”
Saying nothing, Renee took the flowers, laid them on the counter and gently kissed his lips. “Knowing you feel bad is enough…especially bad enough to bring my favorite flowers. Thanks.” She grinned, seeming placated.
Then they fell into their routine. They sat down to dinner while Reginald watched CNN, and Renee playfully coaxed Denise into eating vegetables.
All was well in Orlando.
*~*~*~*~*
Later that night, after fifteen minutes of what had long since become mundane sex, Reggie waited patiently for Renee to fall asleep—then he fell into his six-year-old routine.
He expertly manipulated his way out of their waterbed and descended the stairs to use his cell phone. If she awoke and came downstairs, he'd be caught in the refrigerator and the phone would disappear into the cupboard…However, in the last six and a half years he had never needed to carry out this plan. Knock on wood.
Reginald called his wife in Miami.
The phone rang four times before Tracy Brooks picked up, her voice laced with sleep. “Hello?”
"Hi, Trace—just got in. What's going on tonight?”
He heard a yawn, and the sound of her voice varied as he imagined her shifting the phone from one ear to the other. "Not much. I've been waiting up for your call…Just dozed watching Howard Stern. How'd it go today?”
Reginald kept a vigilant eye on the staircase. "Today was good. Roger is one happy CEO since the numbers were more than we’d projected for this quarter. And that reminds me...I keep telling you that I can probably persuade him to put someone else on this Orlando division, Trace. Then I won’t have to come up here for more than a day or two at a time like I used to. This traveling back and forth is getting to me…I’m beginning to hate being away from you and the girls for so long every month…Especially you-know-who. I just can’t stop thinking about the effect my being away has had on Olivia. I can hardly get her to look at me for more than two seconds at a time…Almost ten years of living like this is taking its toll, Tracy. Don’t you think?”
They’d had this conversation several times, and Tracy never gave an inch. Nevertheless, it had served as an essential front to support Reginald’s “life insurance”—up until now. Of late, he found himself wanting her to agree. He wanted her to want him home.
"Reggie, I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again—no way. You rake in way too much money with the perks you get for doing it. We may not need the money, but we’d definitely notice if it suddenly stopped showing up in the bank account.” He sighed as Tracy settled into a seductive voice. "Besides…if you’re missing me more than usual, I can always start flying up more often while you’re there. You’re not the only one who’s”—she sighed—“inconvenienced by this arrangement, you know.”
Reginald closed his eyes. He should be at home, in that bed beside his wife. He’d even begun craving Tracy more than usual lately. "I’ll tell you one thing: You’d better be prepared for my arrival tomorrow, because you’re making me as hard as Chinese algebra right now and I’m wishing that I was on the next flight home.”
She chuckled and said, “Ready for tomorrow? I’m ready right now…”
He opened his eyes and looked back at the stairs. "I'll see you tomorrow when I get home. Love you.”
"Love you, too, Regg. I’m sure you can make it through one more night in that lonely apartment without me.”
Reginald chuckled. "Well, home is just another day away, so I'll manage. ’Night, honey.” He pressed the END button on the phone and slipped back upstairs. After a quick check on Denise, he returned to his bedroom.
As usual, Renee was still sleeping soundly. He slipped back into bed and got comfortable. He closed his eyes.
All was well in Miami, too.
PART ONE
Chapter 1
Miami, Florida
After hanging up the telephone, Tracy Brooks bolted off their king-sized bed and slipped into the blue, knee-length dress that she’d selected earlier that evening. She had nodded off while waiting for Reginald’s nightly telephone call, but if she hurried she could get there in fifteen minutes, tops.
Frank got on her case whenever she showed up after ten. He worked for the UPS corporate offices and liked to be in early, so he liked to be in bed and asleep by eleven. Besides, Tracy didn’t enjoy it when they had to rush things. It was bad enough that Reggie spent so much time out of town, so she liked to take her time when she was with Frank. Just thinking about the forthcoming pleasure made her move even quicker.
*~*~*~*~*
On the way back up to her bedroom, Valerie Brooks saw her mother practically running down the stairs, toting her gigantic Donna Karen shoulder bag. “Mom, Ginger Ledford, from across the street, just stopped over to tell us her grandma was rushed to the hospital. She’s having kidney problems.”
Her mother barely stopped to look at her. “What? Oh, that’s awful! We’ll have to go visit her. You’ll have to tell me more about it tomorrow, honey; a friend’s waiting for me at the Ivory.” Then, Tracy was through the doorway and Valerie heard the ascension of the electronic garage door.
*~*~*~*~*
She must think we’re stupid, thought Valerie, heading back upstairs. As if an idiot wouldn’t know that she was up to something. Valerie had suspected for quite some time that her mother was involved with another man. She didn’t know who on earth it could be, but she knew there was definitely somebody. When she reached the top of the stairs, Valerie walked past her own bedroom and went into her parents’ room.
At seventeen, she had grown into quite a snoop. She was habitually slinking into her parents’ and her older sister Olivia’s bedrooms to dig into their belongings for information. It had become a regular habit of hers since she was about twelve, and a lucrative habit indeed. As a result of her shuffling and digging, Valerie discovered many, many wonderful bits of information.
She knew when Olivia had started her period. She knew when she had gotten involved with her first boyfriend—her first real boyfriend. She knew things Olivia would never have told her at the times that they’d happened.
It was this practice that had planted the seed of suspicion about her mother.
Now as she conducted her routine inspection of her parents’ large bathroom, Valerie was convinced that her mom went to see a man. The distinctive fragrance of Realm lingered in her mother’s wake, and her favorite lipstick was left opened on the marble vanity table. Valerie shook her head and went down the hallway to her own bedroom.
As she entered her room and closed the door she was thinking, Damn it...how can I find out who he is?
Chapter 2
“Arrrrhhhhaaaa!” roared Franklin Bevins as his back slowly arched into a perfect C. Tracy could always drag a deliciously primal roar out of him. She had the sweetest nest he’d ever had—and he’d bedded a few.
Once he recovered, he rolled from her body, slipped off the condom, and went into the bathroom to wash. Frank gazed at himself in the full-length mirror. Thanks to regular workouts, his body was taut in all the right places. He kept his hair well-groomed and visited his barber weekly. Standing six feet tall, his striking features and enigmatic eyes were what most women found utterly irresistible…including Mrs. Tracy Brooks.
When he returned to the bedroom, she was fast asleep. “Bitch,” he muttered to himself. It never failed. She knew he didn’t like her to spend the night, but she didn’t seem to take the hints. She is quite lucky to be Mrs. Reginald Brooks, he thought. He actually didn’t believe in screwing married women, but Mrs. Brooks here was a major exception. She was Reginald’s, and that made all the difference in the world—particularly in light of Reginald’s Orlando “business.”
Franklin quickly went over to the bed and tapped Tracy’s thigh. “Up, up, up. It’s time to go home.” It was already after one in the morning—damned if he’d get any sleep tonight! “Come on, Tracy, get up…and from now on, if you can’t make it before ten, just stay home. I can’t afford to go to sleep at one-thirty in the morning when I’m up at five.”
Once dressed, Tracy wiped sleep from her eyes, found her purse, and walked to the door. “You know I have to wait for Reggie to call at night. I can’t risk him becoming suspicious if I’m not home at that hour.”
Lying in the bed, Frank tugged at the sheets and turned his back. “I need to get to sleep.”
Tracy stared at Frank’s form under the covers. When had he begun to treat her like some common whore from a brothel? And why?
Unbeknownst to Franklin, she’d grown to value this relationship far more than she let on.
She opened the door. But just before it slammed, she threw over her shoulder, “Watch it, Frank. One of these days, I may not come back at all.”
But they both knew she would.
*~*~*~*~*
The following evening, Reginald landed in Miami just as the heavy rain began to fall. He was exhausted. The years were definitely not being kind to him. In fact, they had practically been mean. Between Renee and Tracy, he wasn’t sure whom he wanted to find out about what first. For the past few months, he’d actually been thinking of coming clean—of telling both women the other existed.
Could he do it?
He’d always thought he never would, but somehow, more and more with each passing month, he desperately wanted to…Hell, it felt like he needed to. The compounding lies, the covering up, had created a wall that blocked him from the prospects of happiness. Reggie didn’t know how much longer he could continue to successfully hold everything together—and the threat was frightening.
As he made his way to the airstrip’s parking lot for his Lincoln Navigator, he made yet another attempt to pinpoint the catalyst for his unhappiness. When exactly did this begin?
I’m unraveling.
No one would believe it. Not Reginald Brooks. Not the man who always had everything under control. And he’d always kept things under control.
Neither woman had ever suspected a thing. But many a night had passed when he lay in bed with one, and scenes would play themselves out in his mind about how she would react if she knew the truth.
This has to end, he thought as he dodged a puddle. He was not fully conscious of it, but a decision had been made.
Reggie drove home, feeling the weight on his shoulders.
*~*~*~*~*
Once he was in the house, he went straight up to his bedroom, dropped everything, and stretched out on the bed.
He would try sleeping off the melancholy mood. But he knew it wouldn’t work. When he awoke, he would still have a knot in his chest.
Deep down, Reginald Brooks knew the end was near. He himself would ultimately bring everything crashing down around both families.
*~*~*~*~*
Olivia Brooks was also depressed.
The moment she turned her Toyota Camry into the driveway and realized her father was home, she cringed.
At twenty-one, Olivia was a very sharp, perceptive young woman. As such, she knew that there was more going on with her father than other people knew. He was always guarded—maybe even surreptitious—and she’d noticed it for years. Her father’s presence always made her uncomfortable, and she found it especially taxing to be around him when he returned from Orlando.
Now as she opened the garage door, Olivia prepared to have his presence in the house. Oh, boy, she thought. Here we go…
But to her surprise, neither her father nor anyone else was anywhere in sight.
Good. I get to go straight to my room.
*~*~*~*~*
When Reginald awoke, he could hear water running in the bathroom. He smiled as he rolled over and stretched his powerfully built body to its full height.
Tracy was home.
He left the bed and went into the bathroom to find his wife bent over the tub. She was drawing a bath. Saying nothing, he walked up close and wrapped his arms around her.
His palms settled over her breasts.
Tracy had heard Reginald enter the bathroom, and she mentally prepared herself for his attentions. She only wished she’d had time to do so physically. They were going to make love, and she was already tender from an encounter with Frank that afternoon. She knew it was foolish to see him on the very day Reginald was due back, but when Franklin was determined, he was difficult to resist.
“You’re home?” she said.
“Yeah,” replied Reginald. “Do you remember what I told you last night?”
“Of course I remember, babe.” Tracy kept her back to him but smiled in spite of herself. “Has it been like Chinese algebra all this time?”
Reggie chuckled. He pressed against her. “What do you think?”
They made love in the large roman tub.
Afterward, they showered, and Tracy wanted to faint. She ached beyond belief. She vowed to glue her legs together for a solid month.
Later, when Reginald went downstairs to the kitchen for food, she lay on the bed and phoned Frank to set up their next interlude. She was disappointed when she got his voice mail…
*~*~*~*~*
Downstairs, as she slipped a plate into the microwave, Olivia smelled her father enter the kitchen. He never wore anything that wasn’t made by Escada, and for that, there wasn’t a scent in the world she recognized more.
“Hey, Liv, what’s up?” Reginald tapped her shoulder.
“Nothing much,” she replied. She set the microwave for a minute and a half and then turned. “How long have you been home?”
“Not long—a few hours. I was beat…I was practically asleep before I hit the bed.”
Olivia crossed her arms. She willed the microwave to heat faster.
“What’s for dinner?” asked Reggie, glancing at the stovetop.
“Leftover salmon.” She rubbed her palms on her sleeves and gazed at nothing in particular…Their kitchen’s wallpaper was nice…The copper pots that hung over the island were very…copper. Olivia faced the microwave again.
“You won’t believe what I managed to pull off,” said Reginald, checking out the saucepan of salmon. “I can hardly believe it myself, and I haven’t even said anything to your mother yet, but after this next trip to Orlando, I’m going back to my old schedule. I know I’ve been saying it for years, but the time has come…And the first thing I’d like us to do is plan a vacation! We all really need to spend some time together. It’s long overdue.”
Olivia avoided eye contact. “What was your old schedule? I don’t remember anything but this.”
“Well, I fly up once or twice a month for meetings and for oversight, and that’s only for a night or two each time. It’ll be rare that I’ll need to stay any longer than that. It’s going to be wonderful. We can make big plans…I figure we can take a long vacation to spend solid family time together.” Reggie spooned some rice. “You know, catch up on lost times.”
How can you make up for ten whole years of “lost times”? Olivia thought.
“Well, Dad, I have a lot of things to get done in the next few weeks. You know, with school and all.”
“Oh, hold on there, Olivia. Are you telling me that you won’t be able to find two minutes to spend with your family? We haven’t really been able to spend much time together—me, you and Valerie—in years. You’ve got to make the time, Liv. You can always do some homework and studying on vacation if need be.”
“I don’t know, Dad. I’m seriously busy. I have quite a few projects to do, and I have to spend a lot of time at the library doing research. I just won’t have the time. You should be able to understand, right?” With that, she took her plate from the microwave and left the kitchen.
Reginald watched her go. As usual, he almost called her back, wanting to have it out with her, but he was afraid to. He feared the litany of accusations that may come out of her mouth if he broached the subject of her attitude toward him. He knew why Olivia avoided him.
Up until now, Reggie had resigned to leaving things the way they were, to accept the change in Olivia. What was the use of trying to make things better when one day they could easily become so much worse?
He looked out the kitchen window and noticed that the rain was still coming down in sheets. The weather mirrored his mood…
He needed to see Franklin. He needed to unload some of this on him, bounce his plans off his number one confederate.
I’ll call Frank first thing tomorrow.
Chapter 3
The following morning, Franklin Bevins decided to take a personal day from work. He needed a break, a day with nothing to do and no obligations. He just wanted to stay home and relax.
He thought about calling Theresa but changed his mind, thinking: Why be bothered with anybody?
He watched some of the morning talk shows and then called his office around ten a.m. to check messages. There was one from Reginald, saying he was back in town and needed to talk.
After listening to the other messages, he reclined in his favorite beige chair and thought about Reggie…
Lauderdale Lakes, Florida
September 1982
Sixteen-year-old Franklin Bevins paced the sidewalk outside Brooklyn’s pink-and-white apartment building on Twenty-ninth Street. He was livid. He had been dating Brooklyn for the past three months, and had just found out that she was dumping him for his best friend.
“You and my goddamn best friend! You’re screwing Reggie! I don’t fuckin’ believe this shit!” Frank screamed.
They were attracting too much attention. Two little old ladies opened their front doors and peeped out, a couple of guys hanging out under the stairs to avoid the sun stopped talking to watch and listen, and a young married couple looked on from the window of their ’75 Ford.
“I’m sorry, Frank!” sixteen-year-old Brooklyn Speights screamed. “I’m sorry! I really like Reggie. You knew all along that Reggie was the one I really wanted.”
“Oh, so you’ve just been balling me as a one-way ticket to Reggie?” Franklin’s voice dripped with anger.
Shit! This can’t be happening, he thought. Not Brooklyn, Reggie—any girl but Brooklyn!
Frank mentally calmed himself down. He could not lose Brooklyn; she meant everything to him. She was the first girl that he had ever felt this way about, and he felt like he loved her more than anything—even his idol, John Lennon! When he and Reggie first met her in the neighborhood diner, he had noticed that she’d shown more interest in Reggie, but he thought that had all changed these past few months. He and Reggie often sampled the same girls, but Reginald should’ve known that Brooklyn Speights was off-limits!
Obviously feeling bad for Frank, Brooklyn began to cry. “Frank, I like you a lot—I do. But I’m not about to pass up on Reggie Brooks. I’ve been waiting for him to notice me for months…And now he has!”
Nervously, Frank babbled, “I—I thought you liked me, Brooklyn. We’ve been having such a good time together. What happened? How did you and Reggie end up getting together, anyway?” Frank was desperate to keep her outside, to keep her talking to him. As long as she doesn’t walk away, I’ve got a chance, he thought.
“Look, Frank, it’s over, all right?” Brooklyn seemed embarrassed that all the neighbors were watching, and Frank knew that news of the show would definitely get back to her parents. She seemed eager to get back in the house. She started to back up, away from the sidewalk, away from Frank.
He panicked. Franklin ran up to her and grabbed her arm. “C’mon, Brooklyn, give me another chance. We’ve been great together. C’mon. Reggie has a whole bunch of girls, so you’re only gonna get used if you get mixed up with him anyway!” He was desperate. He was prepared to say or do anything to keep from breaking up with Brooklyn. She was one of the prettiest and most sought after girls at Byrd High, and he didn’t want to let her go. He’d die if he lost her. He’d just die, he knew it.
Oh, God, don’t make me start crying in front of her, he prayed.
“Oh, Frank, I’m really sorry, but I gotta go. My mom’ll be home soon.” She tried to slide her arm from his grasp. Then she drove her point home. “Bye, Frank. I’m Reggie’s girl now.”
At that moment, Frank saw red. He let go of her arm, pulled back his fist, and punched the shit out of her.
All hell broke loose.
The little old ladies screamed and came running out, the married couple jumped out of their Ford, and the guys under the stairs ran over and two of them grabbed Frank.
“Hey, man, what are you doin’?” shouted the tall one as he shook Frank like a rag doll.
“Oh, is he crazy?” said the other one.
Brooklyn—holding her jaw and sobbing—jumped off the sidewalk and ran into her apartment, slamming the door behind her.
*~*~*~*~*
The next day when Reginald and Franklin were walking to school, Frank decided not to be the one to bring up Brooklyn. He didn’t have to wait long, though, before Reginald did…
“So, I heard you got really upset with Brooklyn yesterday, Frank. What’s up?” asked Reggie.
“Oh, you know…the tramp got disrespectful with me. She said she’d bet some other dude had a bigger dick than mine. Bad joke. Man, I just lost it. I mean, what right does a whore like her have talking to me like that to my face?”
“Hold on,” Reggie said, coming to a halt. “She told me that you punched her in the face because she broke up with you.”
“C’mon, are you really gonna believe that crap? The bitch is lying, Reggie. You really think she’d admit that she said something that foul? I wouldn’t count on it, hell no.” Frank couldn’t let anybody—especially not Reginald—think that he’d turned into mush over some girl—even if the girl was Brooklyn Speights.
As expected, Reginald believed him and forgot all about it.
Frank did not.
His birthday came just a few days later on September seventeenth; he turned seventeen. His mother and his aunt Bertha threw a party for him, and he should have been happy, but he wasn’t. In fact, it took Frank more than a month to stop crying himself to sleep at night.
Losing Brooklyn to Reginald hurt Frank more than anything else ever had. He missed spending time with her, talking to her on the phone, skipping school so they could sleep together—he just plain missed her. Now Frank not only had to sit back and watch Reginald with Brooklyn when they hung out, but he had to listen to his details about screwing her, since they always shared each other’s juicy experiences. And the worst part of it all: He had to pretend he didn’t care.
The situation with Brooklyn Speights set the tone for the rest of their friendship, and as time went on, Frank lost several other girls to Reginald. Reggie was taller and older, and they found him more attractive, dubbing him the best-looking guy in school. Since Frank and Reggie were best friends, some of the girls only hung out with Frank to meet Reginald.
Frank’s jealousy festered.
He began to resent Reggie quietly—but so passionately it scared him at times. He could not let it show, though, because then he would seem weak. So he played it cool and hid behind a cloak of indifference.
He started exercising and working out, determined to be buff. He even started keeping his hair groomed, cutting it short. But as the years passed and they grew older, Frank began to believe he would always come up short against Reggie.
That is, until he managed to rope none other than Mrs. Reginald Brooks herself.
*~*~*~*~*
Franklin pulled himself out of the past and sat up in his recliner. Over the years, he had nurtured those malicious feelings. They became irreversible. Reggie was too damned selfish and he never considered anyone else’s feelings but his own. For that—and for all the years of losing girls, and later even women, to Reggie—Frank felt more than justified in sleeping with Tracy. Therefore, he would go right on banging her until he’d had his fill and no longer wanted to be bothered.
Frank smiled, thinking how willing Tracy was to be with him the second her husband left town, while he wanted her only because it was the best way to secretly stick it to the almighty Reginald Brooks. Having this clandestine relationship with Tracy gave Frank a deep, quiet satisfaction. It symbolized well-deserved payback for years of enduring Reginald’s countless triumphs over him.
Frank went into his all-white kitchen and got a Budweiser from the refrigerator. As he savored the first sip, he focused on the television and settled back into his chair. He thought again about calling his ex-fiancée, Theresa, and decided he would—but later. Right now he was going to call his buddy Reggie and find out just what the next “crisis” was going to be.
Ever since the seventies when they were teenagers, Franklin and Reginald shared everything with each other. Their parents had been neighbors in the same duplex, and they’d raised them as brothers. Over the years, though, Reginald’s dilemmas had gone from incredibly entertaining to utterly ridiculous, and eventually their lives had begun to take different paths. When Frank was ticked about not getting the model car he wanted, Reggie was plotting the best ways to cover up his mistress’ pregnancy. Hardly compatible problems.
Grabbing the cordless phone from the coffee table, Frank dialed Reggie’s direct line at work.
*~*~*~*~*
“Hart-Roman, Reginald Brooks speaking.” Reggie answered the phone just as his secretary, Dana, walked into his office.
“Hey, Regg, I just got your message. Welcome back,” said Frank. “So, how’s the ever-so-sexy Renee?” Franklin had met Renee on several of her brief trips to visit with Reginald at the Fontainebleau, where she believed he lived while in Miami.
“No, Frank.” Reggie held the phone between his ear and his shoulder as he handed Dana the invoices he’d just initialed. Keeping his voice low, he said, “You know I’m not talking about her over the phone…But we do need to talk. It’s about lunchtime, so what do you say we meet? How does Pollo Tropical sound?”
“I didn’t go into the office, so I’m at home,” Frank replied. “I just didn’t feel like being bothered with any UPS bullshit today, you know?”
When Dana was gone, Reggie exhaled and said, “Frank, I’m drowning. I’ve got some heavy decisions to make, and I need your help, friend.”
“Well, why don’t you shoot over with some lunch and we can talk about it.” He paused before adding, “You sound serious. Are you all right?”
“No. I’m not. That’s the problem.” Reggie stood, already slipping into his jacket.
“Okay, come on over. I’ll be home all day.”
“I’m on my way right now. What do you want from Pollo?”
“Uh….get me two chicken sandwiches, boiled yuca with garlic, and a Pepsi,” he said.
“Roger that. I’m leaving right now.”
“Hey, and don’t forget—” Frank began, but he was reminding the dial tone.
*~*~*~*~*
Franklin placed the phone into its cradle, thinking, This should be interesting.
Chapter 4
Reggie felt relieved as he made a left turn onto Fontainebleau Boulevard and then into Frank’s complex, San Marco Apartments. He knew that once he unloaded on Franklin he’d have a much better perspective on things.
Getting out of his Navigator, he set the alarm and walked up the two flights of stairs to apartment 210. He pressed the small, lighted button twice.
After about ten seconds, Frank opened the door. “Hey, get in here, because I’ve been dreaming about those sandwiches.”
Walking in, Reginald handed the food over to Frank and took off his jacket. He loosened his tie and sat in his usual armchair by the window. He leaned forward, propping his elbows on his knees and resting his chin on his hands. He was ready to unload.
After stuffing it with yucca, Frank took a bite of his first sandwich. Then with a mouthful he said, “So, let’s hear it, man.” He sat straight up in the recliner as he chewed, fully attentive.
Reginald got straight to the point. The story came out like a plea. “I’m planning to come clean. I just don’t know who to tell what—now, wait, let me finish.” He raised his hand when he saw the incredulous look on Franklin’s face. “Olivia practically hates me and that’s bad enough, but it seems to be getting even worse—she leaves a room within two minutes of my entering it, and I don’t even know if Valerie’s coming or going….I’m completely in the dark about her life. Tracy’s grown a bit distant. We used to be a couple that finished each other’s sentences…I miss that. Now it’s like we’re rotating in different orbits. And most of all, I’m just plain tired, Frank. I’m really over this life. Deep down I knew this would happen eventually, but I never really planned an exit, did I? I can’t keep this back-and-forth arrangement going any longer...and I realize that I just don’t want to live like this anymore.”
Reggie dropped his arms, depleted. “The question is: What do I do? How do I end it? Tell me what to do so that no one gets hurt and it all works out in the end.” He looked over at Franklin for a response. “Right now, I think I’d take all the advice I can get.”
Totally amused by Reginald’s speech, Frank took a sip of Pepsi and looked him directly in the eye. “Which one do you want to be with?” he asked, starting on his second yucca-stuffed chicken sandwich.
“What?” asked Reggie, taken aback.
“Which one do you want to be with?”
Reggie looked out the window onto Fontainebleau Boulevard. “I guess that would be a fair question, wouldn’t it?” After an extended pause, he said, “Tracy. There’s no life without her.” It was a lot for him to admit to anyone.
Perfect, thought Frank, looking at Reggie. That’s just perfect.
When he finally spoke, he said, “So it’s simple. You tell Renee the truth, and you tell Tracy nothing. It shouldn’t be that hard to figure out, Reggie.”
“What about Denise?” Reggie said, pressing his thumbs into his eye sockets.
Frank thought for a moment. “Work something out with Renee.”
“What could I possibly work out with Renee beyond ridiculously brief visits while I’m in Orlando? I can’t bring Denise here…I’d have to explain her.”
“Well, then, you can go up there from time to time to ‘oversee expansions’ or ‘oversee acquisitions’ and visit Denise that way.” Frank balled up his sandwich wrapper. He had devoured the sandwiches in record time.
“Could I really do that, though? Denise is not even seven years old yet. I should be a consistent part of her life because she’s still so young, Frank. She needs me.” He smiled. “Right now I’m hearing her ask me how long she’ll have to miss me this time.”
“I don’t see any other way, Reggie. How else do you think you can work something like this out?” Frank sat back in his recliner, full and content. Those were really good sandwiches, he thought.
Reggie left the chair and stood by the window, deep in thought. Almost to himself, he said, “I called her this morning and she’s her usual self—she can’t wait for me to get back. How will she respond to the fact that I have a wife and two practically grown-up kids?”
“Why are you worrying about Renee?” Frank asked. “Over the years, she’s been like clay. You can mold her to complement the situation.”
After a long silence, Reggie turned and looked at Frank. Frank was absently stroking his mustache and looking at the television, where Dan Rather was reporting live from Capitol Hill.
“Tell Renee and not Tracy, huh?” Reggie mused. “What if I tell them both?”
Frank himself wondered how Tracy would react if she was told about Renee and Denise. He really wasn’t sure if she would leave Reggie or not…But he decided that it was something he would find out.
“You can’t tell them both, Reggie, not unless you want to risk losing them both. If it’s Tracy you want, you’d better make damn sure you don’t tell her anything, because I’m almost certain that she’d leave you.” Frank didn’t think he wanted Reggie and Tracy to have problems. That would make his secret so much less satisfying.
“But what if Tracy finds out from someone else? Like if Renee flips out and decides she wants to get up close and personal with my wife? I can’t have that happen, either, Frank. If Tracy has to find out, it has to come from me—it definitely has to come from me.”
Frank stared at Reginald. Look at him—the almighty Reginald Brooks.
When Frank finally spoke, he said, “Who says Tracy has to find out? Do I have to do all the thinking for you, man? C’mon, all you have to do is orchestrate it so that Renee isn’t upset with you. Make up a rock solid story, Reggie. Tell her you’re sick and you can’t go on hiding it…Or tell her your wife was missing for years and just showed up now out of nowhere.” Frank stared down at the coffee table, thinking. “Tell her…tell her you just found out you’re still legally married because your divorce never went through. Be creative.”
When he finished throwing out his ideas, Frank looked over at Reggie, who had also sat down, listening intently to every word. He could see that Reginald meant what he’d said. He’d take just about all the advice he could get. He was determined to put an end to the charade.
Reggie slowly ran his hand down the length of his face, mulling over Frank’s words. “Yeah…I think something like that would work, but it would have to be something really plausible. Renee may be gullible, but she’s no idiot.”
“Well, at least now you have an idea of how it has to be. If she’s not upset with you, you’ll have a better chance of keeping her from contacting Tracy. You might even set it up so that she’ll end up feeling sorry for you in some way...”
“Well, I have to come up with something fast because after this next trip, it’ll be a while before I head back up there.”
This surprised Frank. His eyes bulged. “What? You mean you plan to do all this right now? Why the rush?”
“The rush is for my sanity, Frank. It’s for Tracy. It’s for my girls. All these years I’ve robbed myself of being a regular part of their lives, and now one of them practically hates me for it. I just want to have a normal life with my daughters and with Tracy, you know? Whatever normal is.”
“Okay. So when will you plan to be a regular part of Denise’s life? I don’t see how you think you can work this out so quickly without getting burned somehow, man.” After a lengthy pause, Frank added, “You just might have to tell them both.”
“No way. Tracy would leave me if she knew, and you said as much not five minutes ago. Then what would I have? No, Frank. I can’t tell Tracy. I’m taking your advice…I just need to figure out a way to keep Renee on good terms with me when I tell her that I’m married. That way, there’s no reason Tracy and the girls would have to find anything out.”
“So how exactly do you think Renee will react when you do tell her?”
“All I need to do is come up with an ironclad story, just like you said, a believable one, and Renee will be handled.” After a pause, he said, “You know, the more I think about it, the more I realize that Renee is actually the least of my troubles. She really has always been like clay…If I continue to play my cards right, she won’t be a problem at all.” As he spoke, Frank saw him transform into the cocky, egotistical man that had gotten himself into this ridiculous mess in the first place.
“Okay, so you don’t have to worry about Renee. What about your little girl? How are you gonna stop her from ending up like Olivia?”
“Hell—I don’t know. When all is said and done, I think I need to work on my primary responsibilities before I worry too much about the secondary, don’t you? Besides, Denise is still young yet. There’s plenty of time.”
“Nope. Like you said before, that little girl needs a father. How do you think you’re gonna feel when Renee finds another man and Denise starts calling him Daddy? I know that would piss me the hell off.”
Reggie shook his head. “I’m the only man Renee sees. There won’t be another. After all these years, I can’t believe that you of all people don’t know that.”
Frank put his hands up in resignation. “All right, all right…I guess you know best. But hypothetically, what if she does meet someone else? I mean, you aren’t gonna be around nearly as much anymore, right? Love or no love, buddy, a woman can get lonely and—”
Reggie cut him off in midsentence. “Look, it won’t happen. I know Renee, and I’d bet everything I own that I’m it for her.”
You’re that sure of yourself, huh? thought Frank. “Would you say the same about Tracy?” Frank watched him for a reaction. This was where he would have the most fun.
Reggie stood in front of the window again, gazing out at traffic. His words were so low that Frank strained to hear them. “That’s part of the reason I want to stay home, isn’t it?” He paused. Then in a practical whisper he added, “Of course…I should just admit it.”
The look in Reginald’s eyes spoke volumes of truth: they were somber, his expression grave. Franklin didn’t doubt that Reginald loved Tracy. He’d kill for Tracy.
Frank got up from the recliner and turned toward the kitchen before he smiled. He couldn’t help it. He smiled the wide, ear-to-ear smile that continued to melt the hearts of many women. This couldn’t be more perfect, he thought. From the kitchen, he called out, “Want a Bud?”
“Yeah,” Reggie absently replied from his spot at the window. Reginald turned just as Frank returned to the living room with two Budweisers. He tossed one at Reggie as he slumped into the recliner. They sat in silence, sipping beer for quite some time, each preoccupied with his own thoughts.
Finally, Reggie said, “I’m gonna head back to the office before Dana puts out an APB on me.” His stab at humor didn’t work. Neither man could laugh. He put his empty beer can on the coffee table and grabbed his keys.
“So you’re sure you’re all right? I mean, you’re sure you’ve got all this stuff straightened out?”
“Well, I’ve got another week or so to figure out what I’m gonna say to Renee. I hate to say it, but it looks like I’m going to have to sacrifice raising Denise for a while in order to salvage my relationship with Olivia and Valerie. Let’s face it…they were my first priority. If I have to choose—and right now I really need to choose—it’s definitely Tracy and the girls.”
This conceited prick! When does he ever think about anybody but himself? “That’s a really fucked up way to look at it, Reggie. It’s not that little girl’s fault she wasn’t your firstborn.” Frank managed to keep the bitterness out of his voice. Shrugging, he said, “All right, buddy. Keep me posted.”
“Yeah, I’ll call you. We’re thinking about having a barbecue on Saturday, so make sure you don’t plan anything, all right? And bring Theresa with you.” Reggie was out the door before Frank could respond.
The almighty Reginald Brooks, Franklin thought again. Well, let the games begin.
*~*~*~*~*
Franklin suspected the day would come when the invincible Reginald would come tumbling, slipping, and sliding off his high horse. He recalled the night Reggie called him from Orlando, saying that he had unintentionally gotten a girl pregnant. Renee Jameson had refused to have an abortion, and although he tried, Reginald couldn't convince her otherwise. Renee had only been a warm body for him while he was on his brief stints working in Orlando, but before he could say birth control, she’d gotten pregnant. Then, taking Frank’s counsel, Reggie softened to the idea of being a father again. Frank convinced him to embrace the challenge of leading separate, clandestine lives.
Denise Rose Brooks was born on March 11, 1998. By then Reggie had bought an illustrious town home and moved Renee into it. He told Renee that he’d move up to Orlando and they’d be a family—the first two weeks of every month. Renee didn’t like it, but what could she do but accept it? He wasn’t about to tell his wife about her, nor did he see a reason to let her know about his wife and kids.
Frank chuckled as he remembered how he’d helped Reginald manipulate everything to perfection...
First, Reggie went to his boss, Roger Roman, CEO of Hart-Roman, Inc., and proposed management of the Orlando division on a very absolute basis, personally overseeing the promotions for the Disney World account they had recently acquired. Despite the fact that Reginald had been the driving force behind landing Disney, it had not been easy convincing Roger that it would be beneficial to have him there as a permanent fixture. But in the end, Roger conceded.
Next, Reggie simply told Renee that his moving to Orlando would come at the expense of having to spend the last two weeks of each month in Miami—for Hart-Roman.
Finally, he told Tracy that Hart-Roman was offering him a significant stipend to spend the first two weeks of each month in Orlando as head honcho—an offer he simply couldn’t refuse. She hadn’t liked it at first, but reluctantly agreed.
Roger leased him a luxury corporate apartment just off Osceola Parkway and allowed him a raise in salary to go with it. And that’s when Tracy calmed down; when she saw the increase on the direct deposit pay stub—which was nearly half of his actual bonus. She knew nothing of the funds Reginald had automatically sent to an account in Orlando to support Renee and Denise.
Once she got used to the supplementary money, Tracy never complained again. Renee, on the other hand, did nothing but gripe about the situation. Over the years, she’d tried many times to get him to stop traveling back and forth, even for a few months, but of course, she never succeeded.
Since Reginald had conferred with him before making any major decisions over the years, Frank often felt as though he were the one living two lives. In fact, he could even say he was partially responsible for Reggie getting himself into this catastrophic mess. But he sure as hell didn’t feel the least bit guilty about it—not the least bit guilty. He took pleasure in the fact that Olivia was likely closer to him than to her own father. Too bad Valerie didn’t feel the same way.
Valerie, Frank thought. Now, she was a piece of work. She was a sly, scheming little girl, and Frank had a feeling that one day she would be big trouble for Reginald and Tracy. He pictured her getting caught shoplifting, or perhaps getting some poor guy charged with statutory rape. I’m surprised it hasn’t happened already, thought Frank.
Now, Olivia was the total opposite. She was subtle, but woe was unto the person that pushed her too far. She was a tough cookie, and she pretty much kept to herself. The only thing Frank was certain of about Olivia was that she was head over heels for some idiot named Sean and her relationship with him came before anything else—including family. Frank noticed that the girl was totally oblivious to the goings-on in the household, and she really didn’t seem to care what they did or didn’t do.
And who could blame the poor girl? thought Frank. Look how unstable that home’s been for the last ten years! It’s no wonder she seeks stability from a man. And it certainly didn’t take long for Tracy to find love in all the wrong places. Well, I’m just gonna sit back and enjoy the show, because the curtain is definitely going up.
Frank reached for the telephone. He was finally ready to summon Theresa.
Chapter 5
Atlanta, Georgia
Although he was tired and tempted to pack up and call it a night, Brent Stone continued doing what he was being paid to do.
He’d been tailing the man since five o’clock that evening. It was now ten, and he was still unimpressed with his subject’s activities since landing in Atlanta.
Brent knew this guy’s story. Rich, married chap—had money to burn. In his line of work, he saw it repeatedly, and this one was a textbook case; no more exciting than the rest.
He parked his rental at the end of the block and made his way toward the house he’d seen his subject enter. It was an average-sized residence, nothing to write home about. The neighborhood wasn’t one that Brent would’ve guessed this guy would be visiting. It left much to be desired. Brent wasn’t going to stay long, anyway, only long enough to get a couple pictures, and then he would be on the next flight back to Miami. He wasn’t crazy about flying, despite the fact that his work usually required lots of it.
He wanted to get the goods, compile the final report on this guy, present the information to his client, and return to his easier, less extensive cases. The ones where the poor, unfortunate chaps were of the average, working class and kept their mistresses local. Naturally, they didn’t pay nearly as well as wealthy clients such as this, but Brent preferred them nonetheless.
Later, as his plane raced down the runway, Brent closed his weary eyes, thinking, She can hang him out to dry with these pictures.
Miami, Florida
The following morning, Brent Stone was prepared to present his findings to his client. After telephoning her with this information, they agreed to meet at his office within the hour.
When she arrived, her presence and her beauty took Brent aback. He had never met her before, since their only contact had been by telephone. She had been forwarding all fees and expenses by messenger. She made all payments by check, drawn on a joint account, which she shared with her husband. Brent didn’t doubt that she was tying a noose around this guy’s neck with his own money.
The woman walked into his office with rigid shoulders, wearing what appeared to be an expensive beige linen suit, high heels, and a broad-rimmed hat. Brent sensed she was deeply disturbed by her husband’s philandering. Unlike many of the wives he worked for, she seemed to be the type that was still emotionally attached to her husband. Usually, by the time they decided to hire a PI, wives had already disconnected themselves emotionally and only wanted leverage to use against their double-crossing husbands. Brent sympathized with them all, but he was cautious not to wear it on his sleeve. He remained aloof and delivered the news—good or bad—in the most professional manner possible. He had learned that it was the only way to survive in this line of business.
They exchanged greetings and made small talk about the indigo décor of his office, while he positioned everything in the file as he would present it to her. Then he began.
“As you know, we began official surveillance on March fifteenth. I’m going to go down the list, reading relative dates of activities and then the corresponding activity. Once I’ve completed that, I’ll be happy to answer any questions you may have.” Brent paused. “Are you ready?”
The woman quietly cleared her throat. “Yes, Mr. Stone. I’m ready.”
Brent slipped on his reading glasses. “Good. Then let’s begin.”
*~*~*~*~*
Forty-five minutes later, Brent rose and went to the window of his fifth-floor office. He watched the woman exit the building.
She had politely asked several questions and appeared to take the news rather well, but then her eyes had been hidden behind dark sunglasses, which she had never removed. After writing a check to satisfy her final payment, the woman had informed Brent that she may need to retain his services again in the future. Then she had quietly left his office.
Her demeanor had given away nothing, yet Brent sensed that she was wounded. He wished she had removed the sunglasses. Perhaps he would have learned more about her if he could’ve looked into her eyes.
Brent ran his fingers through his blue-black hair. Sighing, he returned to his desk. No client had intrigued him quite like this one, after only one meeting.
Maybe it was the tone of her voice or the rigidness of her shoulders, but something…something about her kept her on Brent Stone’s mind long after she had gone.
*~*~*~*~*
Her Mercedes cruised along I-95 as she reached for her gold cigarette case. She swore when she discovered that it was empty. Just when she needed a drag the most, the damn case was empty!
Exiting the interstate prematurely, she drove east to Bal Harbor. After purchasing a package of Virginia Slims and taking the much-needed first drag of her cigarette, she walked along the boulevard, window-shopping the boutiques that she had come to know and love. As she moved along, she was stopped by a number of acquaintances, and she offered polite greetings. By the time she reached a small outdoor café, she was much more relaxed than when she’d left Brent Stone’s office.
He was fucking half the United States! And he had his whores scattered all over the damn globe! The pictures had come as a shock. To see him, actually see him, together with so many different women turned her stomach.
She had questioned Stone extensively about the women, and as a result, she had extremely useful information about each and every one of his little sluts—and she intended to make use of every bit of it.
When a waiter came, she ordered a cappuccino and sipped it as she mourned the loss of the last eighteen years of her life. She hadn’t needed any black-and-white pictures to tell her what was going on. She’d known. The photos only served as tangible proof of the infidelities, proof that could never be denied, proof that told the truth and nothing but the truth.
Tears came…despite her resolve not to get emotional. Removing her dark shades, she swiped them quickly with a napkin. She actually felt her heart muscles constrict as she sat there under the table’s large yellow umbrella, sipping from her cup.
She needed help. If she was going to go through with her plans, she would have to get some more help. Slipping her cell phone from her silk purse, she placed an important call.
Chapter 6
Orlando, Florida
1 Week Later
“Mom, guess what? Reggie and I are getting married.” Renee held her breath, waiting for the reaction. She’d called her mother just to give her the news, but they ended up talking for almost an hour before she got the nerve to bring up Reginald.
Seconds passed. She heard nothing. “Mom? You are still there, aren’t you?”
“Yes, I’m here…And I heard what you said.”
“So?” Renee clutched the cordless phone and got off the kitchen chair, preparing for the argument.
“Honey, what do you want me to say? Congratulations? Well, I’m sorry, but you won’t ever hear that from me.” Beatrice Jameson’s tone was cross. “And don’t even think of inviting me to the wedding—if there is a wedding.”
“Why not? What is so wrong with Reginald? We’ve had this discussion many times, and you have yet to tell me why you hate him so much! I’m sick of it! It’s time you got over it, Mom!” Renee began pacing back and forth on the tiled kitchen floor. She needed to vent her frustrations. What kind of wedding day will it be without my mother?
Bea sighed. “Renee, you’re wrong. I don’t hate Reginald. I’m tired of repeating myself. I just don’t think he can be trusted.”
“Why? Why can’t he be trusted? You won’t even get to know him! You won’t give him a chance. In all the years I’ve been with him, you hardly ever want him around, and it shows. You’re not exactly subtle about your feelings, are you?”
“Well, that’s probably because he’s hardly ever around to begin with,” Bea shot back.
As intended, her point hit home with Renee. It hurt. That was indeed her sore spot—Reginald’s two weeks in Miami. She wandered dejectedly into the living room and sat on the peach-colored loveseat.
“His job takes him away, and you know that.” Renee calmed herself down. She tried another strategy. “Do Denise and I want for anything? Do you? Let’s not forget that if it weren’t for my untrustworthy man, you wouldn’t be getting your hair and nails done once a week, you wouldn’t be eating food in fine restaurants, and you certainly wouldn’t be driving around town in a brand new Lincoln!”
“How dare you throw what you do for me into my face? Don’t. You. Dare. I’ll do without before I allow you to throw your help into my face, Renee!”
“I’m sorry, Mom.” Renee knew she had gone too far. “I’m sorry. It won’t happen again…It’s just that I love this man, and it seems like you hate him. How could I possibly be happy without you at my wedding? What kind of day would that be for me? I mean, to know that you’re alive and well, but you’re not at the wedding…I think it would be one of the worst days of my life instead of one of the happiest.”
Bea sighed again. “I’m so sorry, Renee, but I want to see you happy, and that is why I can’t agree with this.” After a long silence, Bea said, “Renee, dear, I think you chose the wrong one…I really do. How can you trust a man who lives in two places?”
“What are you talking about, ‘lives in two places’? Reggie lives here. He moved from Miami to live with me before Denise was even born. You know that.”
“Is that right?” said Bea ruefully. “Come on, Renee…Benjamin and I didn’t raise you or your brother and sister to be fools.”
Panicked, Renee sat up in the loveseat. “What is that supposed to mean? Do you know something that I don't?”
“No, but I think I can make sense out of nonsense a little better than you can.”
“Oh, Mom, just get to the point! What are you trying to say here?”
“I’m trying to say that Reginald spends just as much time in Miami as he does here in Orlando, dear.” Bea paused to let her words sink in. “I mean, what makes you think that Reginald didn’t leave some old flame in Miami? You can’t honestly tell me that the possibility has never crossed your mind.”
Renee closed her eyes. Oh, yes. The possibility had crossed her mind more times than she cared to admit.
“And how come,” Bea continued, “after six years he is just getting around to asking you to marry him? Recently divorced, maybe? Come on, Renee, surely you can understand why I’m doubtful about this man. Whenever he comes around, he’s hardly ever able to look me in the eye. He always seems preoccupied and unsettled. Never really seems to fit in with the rest of us, never goes out of his way to get close to us.”
“All right, enough. Reginald loves me. We are happy. He doesn’t have anyone in Miami—trust me, okay? Mom, can’t you just be happy for me?” Drawing her knees up under her chin, she wiped away the tears on her face. “I can’t be happy if you’re against this. Please, I’m begging you to try to get over this suspicion you have where he’s concerned.
“When I got pregnant with Denise, he stood by my side. I know it was unexpected, but Reggie didn’t dump me or start sending me checks from Miami like you all said he would, remember? No, he bought us a place, and he moved five hundred miles to be with us. Now Denise has just turned six, and we’re still together. If that’s not love, I don’t know what is.” Renee waited, but Bea said nothing. “Mother, please…say something.”
“All right, honey…because you’ll always be my baby and I love you, I will come to the wedding. I will try to be happy for you.” After a few moments, Bea added, “I just want you to be happy, Renee. That’s all…I just want to see you happy.”
“I am. Reggie does make me happy. He loves me.” Renee hesitated and said, “Mom, you know what you said before about Reggie not asking me to marry him sooner?”
“Yeah?”
“Well, I have to admit that I’ve always worried about it.”
“I told you Ben and I didn’t raise fools,” said Bea conceitedly.
“I thought about it, but I had to believe that one day he would realize that that’s what he wanted. I made sure I never hinted or insinuated at it…And now I’m certain he’s ready to ask me to marry him.”
“What?” Bea exclaimed. “You mean he hasn’t actually asked you yet?”
Renee hesitated. She began to twine her shoulder-length hair around her forefinger. “Uh…well…no, he hasn’t exactly asked me yet, but I just know that’s what he wants to talk about when he comes home tomorrow.” Renee braced herself. “When he called this afternoon, he said that when he gets home, we have to talk about something that’s very important to both of us.”
“And you think it’s gonna be about getting married?” Bea deadpanned.
“Yes, I do. I really think that this is it.” She paused, then said with a chuckle, “I got the distinct impression that we aren’t going to be ‘living in sin’ for too much longer. Most mothers would be overjoyed at that prospect.”
“Honey, I’m happy as long as you’re happy,” Bea said. There was a brief silence before she added, “Having said that, I don’t think I’m gonna be happy too much longer.”
Another lengthy silence. Finally, Renee broke it. “I’ll call you tomorrow. I’m gonna go pick Denise up from Helen’s. It’s getting late.”
Once she hung up the telephone, Renee left the kitchen and went upstairs to the bathroom. She had to blow her nose and clean up her face before she went to her sister’s house to get Denise. Once in the bathroom, she stood in front of the mirror and stared at her reflection.
Renee was not a traditionally pretty woman, but she had a body that gave married men plenty of reason to cheat on their wives. It’s what had attracted Reginald in the beginning. She had been working as an attendant at the Mobil gas station on Osceola Parkway and Seventeenth Street, where Reggie stopped for gas regularly when he came to Orlando. When she noticed he was a regular, Renee began flirting with him. She almost fainted the day the unbelievably gorgeous, over-six-feet-tall, broad-shouldered man began to reciprocate her interest. And that’s when it all began.
He’d told her he lived in Miami and came up to Orlando two or three times a month for business. Renee had just celebrated her twenty-first birthday when she and Reginald began their affair. Seven months later, she was pregnant.
Now almost eight years after we met, we are finally gonna be married, thought Renee. She continued to gaze in the mirror. She smiled. Finally…and everything will be perfect.
*~*~*~*~*
Still daydreaming about her future with Reginald, Renee turned onto Helen’s block in Springsdale. She’d tried to get her sister to keep Denise until Sunday, but there was no such luck. She’d hoped that she and Reginald could be alone when he got back so they could celebrate their engagement. She envisioned a nice long weekend of lovemaking and lying around in bed, leaving it only for the kitchen or bathroom. She could have asked her mother, but after their last conversation, she decided against that alternative.
We’ll just have to make the best of it with Denise home, she thought, smiling.
When she rang the bell, she was surprised to see her eight-year-old niece, Ashley, open the door.
“Hey, Ashley! What are you doing here? Helen said you were going over to your father’s.” Renee stepped into her sister’s modest home and gave Ashley a kiss.
“Hi, Aunt Renee. Daddy called and said he couldn’t make it again.” Ashley held her head down.
“Oh, Ash, cheer up. I’m sure you’ll see him this weekend. Come on now, cheer up!” Renee gave her another big hug. Just as she was releasing Ashley, Denise came running toward them from the direction of the kitchen.
“Mommy! Mommy!”
Renee bent and scooped her up. She kissed her briskly on the cheek. “Where’s your auntie Helen, Gumdrop? We gotta get going.”
“But Auntie Helen just made us dinner, Mommy, and I’m hungry!” Denise whined.
“Helen, what’d you cook for dinner?” Renee called out, heading toward the kitchen. She found Helen and her fifteen-year-old son, Brian, sitting at the dining table having dinner—baked chicken, mixed vegetables, and white rice. “Hi, Brian! What’s up?”
“Hi, Auntie Renee. Nothin’ much. Just chilling out,” Brian replied, in a voice that was already giving James Earl Jones a run for his money.
“Hey,” Helen greeted. “I just baked some chicken. Want some?”
“Oh, yeah,” she said as she put Denise on her feet. “Now I won’t have to rush home to throw something together. I should’ve cooked earlier, but I was feeling lazy.” Going over to the stove, she helped herself to dinner. Ashley and Denise return to their places at the table. Since the table had only four chairs, Renee took a seat on a barstool and ate at the counter.
When they finished, the kids went into the den to watch The Wizard of Oz. Denise and Ashley loved to see Judy Garland and her friends skip down the Yellow Brick Road. Brian went up to his room to call his friends on three-way—a nightly ritual Helen couldn’t get him to break.
When they were alone, Renee helped Helen with the dishes. “So, Ashley says Lonny called and cancelled again, huh? What the hell is wrong with that man? Where the hell did you get him? I mean, what kind of father let’s his kid down ninety-nine point nine percent of the time?”
“Okay. Here we go. You just got here, and already here we go with the blame. Just blame me for everything, Renee. It’s my fault that I have two kids with two different fathers. It’s my fault they’re both deadbeat dads. It’s my fault Ashley’s unhappy. Just blame me for everything,” said Helen, slipping into her martyr act.
“Come on, Helen. That’s not what I meant! Why do you have to take everything the wrong way? I’m just tired of that poor child having that brokenhearted look on her face every time Lonny brushes her off!”
“Whatever,” retorted Helen. “It sure sounded like you were implying that this is my fault.” She shoved Renee a handful of soapy silverware for rinsing. She knew she was overreacting, but she felt like being touchy, though she did mind her blood pressure problems by keeping her voice calm.
“It’s not your fault, but you should at least try talking to Lonny. I mean, doesn’t he even care about how much he’s hurting her?”
“Did talking to Reginald stop him from going to Miami every month?” Helen fired back. “I mean, doesn’t he care about how much he’s hurting you and Denise?”
Renee paled. “Why do you have to go there, Helen? Why do you always have to bring up Reggie? What does he have to do with this?”
She had taken the dig rather hard, and it showed. Helen knew how fragile she was on the subject of Reginald.
“You never could take a dose of your own medicine, baby sister.” Helen wiped water from the counter.
“Look, leave Reginald out of this. I’m just trying to help Ashley. I hate seeing her so sad. She’s a kid. She shouldn’t be sad all the time, Helen.” Renee busied herself wiping the kitchen table and cleaning the placemats. She was trying to shift the focus off Reggie and back on Ashley and Lonny. But as usual, when Helen was determined, there was no such luck.
“Now you think he’s gonna ask you to marry him,” said Helen softly. “Well, I’ll have to see it to believe it.”
Renee’s jaw fell slack. “The words didn’t even have a chance to leave my mouth before Mom jumped to call you, huh?”
“Yeah, I got off the phone with her not long before you got here,” said Helen. “Anyway, I think you’d be a fool to marry a man that lives in two different places,” she said matter-of-factly.
Renee had had it! She was sick of everyone harping on Reggie’s time in Miami. Why couldn’t they just let it alone? He loved her! Why wasn’t that enough? She wanted to hurt Helen as much as Helen was hurting her. She went for her Achilles’ heel. “At least I will be marrying a man! That’s more than you could ever say, isn’t it?” She watched Helen’s short-lived smugness drain from her face. “That’s it, isn’t it, big sister? Jealousy. You’ve always been jealous of Reggie and me. From day one, you’ve just been pea green with envy. Admit it!”
Visibly offended, Helen said nothing. She sat in a chair at the dining table and clasped her hands. She tried to remain calm. “My pressure,” she muttered. “I have to mind my blood pressure…”
Renee took the seat across from her. She didn’t enjoy punching below the belt, but she certainly didn’t enjoy hearing about the flaws in her relationship with Reginald, either. “When I got pregnant, what did you say?” Renee recounted Helen’s words of the past in a baby-like pitch. “‘Oh, he’s gonna leave, Renee. Go have an abortion, Renee. He’s probably married and he’ll just send you money every so often, Renee.’” She smacked the table. “Well, he surprised you then, didn’t he? And you’ve never recovered! Denise and I don’t want for anything. For the past six years, I've been living the good life with a good man and you—just—can’t—stand it. That’s why every single time we have it out, you have to bring up something about Reginald! You’re—just—jealous!” She pounded her fist on the table with each word.
Helen looked up, tears now standing in her eyes. “Get out. Get your little bastard and get out of my house, Renee. I resent every word you just said to me, and one day you’ll choke on ‘em. Who would be jealous of a woman whose man spends half a month with her and half a month down in Miami with God knows who? And make no mistake: I’d bet the farm that there is somebody else…And it’s probably somebody as dumb as you. You think he goes down there to work, and just sits around, waiting to come back to you? Or sits waiting for you to fly down so you can shack up in a plush hotel room for a night? I don’t think so.”
Helen’s words stung. She was shining light on Renee’s biggest insecurities. But Renee would rather die than show her pain any further.
With a knowing smirk, Renee rose from the table without replacing the chair. “Denise, where are you? It’s time to go!” She grabbed her purse and headed for the den. When she walked in, Dorothy was helping the Scarecrow dislodge himself from the post. “Come on, Denise. You can finish watching it at home. We have to go.” Renee reached for her small hand. “Ashley, we’ll see you later. Try not to be so sad. You’ll see your daddy soon, okay?”
“Okay, Aunt Renee,” replied Ashley, never taking her eyes off Judy Garland and Ray Bolger following the Yellow Brick Road to Oz.
After quickly gathering Denise’s things, Renee clasped the little girl’s hand and nearly dragged her to the Mitsubishi Eclipse. She drove home in silence. She nearly took Denise’s head off whenever she made a sound.
*~*~*~*~*
That night, Renee lay in bed reliving every word of her argument with Helen.
I can’t wait to see the look on their faces when I am finally Mrs. Reginald Brooks, she thought. Hurry home, Reggie. Hurry home and propose to me…
Hours later, she finally drifted off into a troubled sleep.
Chapter 7
Miami, Florida
Reggie and Tracy were bowling at the Dolphin Lanes on the corner of Bull Run and Ludlam when Tracy thought she might have a stroke. No, no, no…he’s not saying this…not now.
“…Very little time together as a family, Trace,” Reggie was saying. He posed for his next throw.
She had tuned him out after he said, “After the next trip, I’m going back to my original schedule. I talked to Roger, and we both agreed that things are stable enough for me to revert to visiting the Orlando office two, maybe three times a month. I’m going back a little early to finalize some issues…”
Now she just stared at him as he sent the ball whirling down the alley. “But…but what about the money? The stipends are too sweet to give up. What about—”
Reginald cut her off. “It’s not worth it anymore. I don’t think you realize how much strain I’ve been under all these years. Can you even appreciate how much time I’ve lost? No, you probably can’t. Because of this schedule, I’ve lost the love of my daughter…And I can’t deal with that anymore. Olivia is twenty-one years old now, and I want to right things with her before she gets any older.
“I want to try to give her some semblance of a normal family life, and Valerie, as well. They’ll be getting older and moving out, and I don’t want them to go out on their own and all they remember is this.” He waved his hand. After a pause, he placed his hands on Tracy’s hips and turned her to face him. “Besides, the two of us need to spend more time together, too.”
Tracy looked into Reginald’s eyes. Frank…what are we going to do now? She realized it was unlikely that Reginald would change his mind. Especially since he’d already made arrangements with Roger. What could she say? If she pressed her objections, she’d be running the risk of making him suspicious, so, ultimately, she had to relent and show support. She and Frank would just have to find ways to work around it…somehow.
“Reggie, the girls are grown up now. They understand that you were working. Don’t worry about Olivia. I’m sure the relationship will improve now that you’ll be home more. I’ll have some talks with her…She’ll come around.”
*~*~*~*~*
They were silent for most of the ride home in Tracy’s Grand Cherokee. Both were haunted by the uncertainty of the immediate future. Finally, as Reginald made the turn onto Miami Lakes Drive, Tracy said, “You know, it’s probably good that you’ll be here to help me get Valerie back under control. She’s been so disrespectful lately.”
Reggie pressed the garage door opener and spun into their winding driveway. “Disrespectful how?”
“You know…sassy mouth, quick to talk back. I’m not sure exactly what’s going on with her, but you know what I’ve been thinking, don’t you?” She looked knowingly at Reginald.
“What? Sex?” said Reggie incredulously.
“Yeah, sex. That’s usually what it is when they start getting rude like this.”
“No, I don’t think so, Trace. She doesn’t look like it.”
“Look like it?” asked Tracy, settling into the leather seat and crossing her arms. “Well, how exactly does a sexually active seventeen-year-old look?”
“Well, you know what I mean. She doesn’t act like it to me,” replied Reggie, not able to picture his little Valerie as sexually active. It wasn’t that long ago that she was still in pigtails.
“I’m telling you that I think she’s doing it, and I think she might be doing a lot of it! But don’t take my word for it. You’ll be home now to see for yourself,” said Tracy as she got out of the jeep.
Reginald got out and closed his door. “See, that’s what I’m talking about. If I had been around more often, I would’ve been able to pick up on something like my little girl starting to have sex. I’ve been in and out of their lives for so long, I feel like I don’t even know my own children.” He pressed the lighted button next to the kitchen entryway. They made sure the garage door was secure before going into the house. Reginald held the door open and allowed Tracy to enter before him.
*~*~*~*~*
Inside, they found the subject of their conversation in the den, watching television. Valerie looked up when she heard them come in. “So who won?” She smiled.
Tracy laughed. “Do you always have to ask? You know I can barely bowl a sixty!” She flopped onto the leather sofa across from Valerie.
“You know your mother can’t bowl to save her life. After all these years, she’d be lucky to bowl a sixty!” said Reginald, sitting next to Valerie. They all laughed.
Tapping her knee, Reggie said, “Val, run upstairs and get Olivia. Your mom and I need to talk to you two about something important.”
Tracy gave him a questioning look as she swept up her short, dark hair and retied the bow.
“Olivia isn’t here, Daddy.”
“But her car’s outside,” said Reggie, frowning.
“Well, Sean probably came and picked her up,” Tracy guessed. She looked at Valerie to confirm. Valerie nodded yes while still keeping an eye on a rerun of The Cosby Show.
Reggie turned to Tracy and asked, “Who is Sean?”
Hearing this, Valerie lost all interest in Theo Huxtable and turned her attention to her parents.
“Sean Johnson’s her boyfriend,” said Tracy. “They’ve been dating for a few months now. Is this the first we’ve mentioned him? I could’ve sworn you knew about Sean.”
“Yeah,” said Reggie in a low voice. He took a deep breath. “But that’s all about to change.”
“What do you mean, Daddy?” asked Valerie.
“Well, that’s what we wanted to talk to you girls about. I’m going back to my old schedule at work.” He slipped a lock of Valerie’s hair behind her ear and pinched her chin. “No more of the two weeks here, two there arrangement. From now on, I’ll only fly to Orlando on an as needed basis, for meetings and such. Two or three times a month, max.”
Valerie covered her mouth. She let the information sink in. “Daddy, tell me you’re not joking. Really? You’ll be working out of Miami most of the time now? You’re actually gonna be home more often?” She glanced at her mother. Valerie was thrilled at the news…But there was a bit more to her excitement.
“Well, I’m going back tomorrow to wrap things up,” replied Reggie. “Hopefully, it won’t take too long to finalize everything with the management team, and then, yeah, that’s it.” He turned to Tracy. “Things have gone on far too long. I need to be more involved with my family, closer to all of you, so if one of my daughters is seeing someone for months, I’ll know about it.” Inside, Reginald felt mortified, full of guilt. He knew so little about his children!
“Oh, come on, Reggie. Don’t be so hard on yourself,” said Tracy, walking over to him. She sat across his lap and pulled his head to her chest. “I thought that you knew about Sean, or I would’ve mentioned him before now.”
Reginald locked his arms around her waist. He relaxed in the embrace. This was why he could love no other woman. Tracy was especially thoughtful and remarkably considerate. She always sensed his need for a soft place to fall, and she’d always been right there to catch him—the way only she could. This was why he’d fallen in love with her all those years ago…And this was why he loved her still.
Valerie looked on from her seat on the sofa. Let’s see how she runs out to see her boyfriend now, she thought.
Valerie was the first to break the silence as she rose to go to bed. “Well, I’m glad you’ll be here, Daddy. For as long as I can remember, you’ve only been around half the time and gone to work the other half. It’ll be wonderful!” Slipping into her bed slippers, she bent to kiss his cheek. “G’night…g’night, Mom.”
“Night, honey.”
“Good night, Val.”
They watched Valerie leave. Then Reggie whispered, “You really think she’s doing it, huh?”
“Oh yeah—a lot.”
“You don’t seem to mind very much, Trace,” he said, raising an eyebrow.
“Well, it’s not that I don’t mind, but I figure they’re gonna start doing it some time, right? What can we really do about it? If we keep the leash too short, they’ll just rebel and break away and do exactly what we don’t want them to do.” Tracy rubbed her eyes. “If I dwell on it, it’ll kill me. I mean, imagine Valerie getting pregnant. But they’re gonna do it whether we like it or not.” After a pause, she added, “We did, remember?”
“Uh-huh, I remember,” he said. His eyes darkened. He kissed the line of her jaw.
“You’re getting horny.”
“Umm,” Reginald replied.
She began running a light trail of kisses from his temple to his smooth lips, settling there for a kiss.
Reggie ran his hand from her waist to her thighs, settling on her sex. He felt himself rise as the kiss deepened. He unbuttoned her jeans.
“Come on,” she said against his lips. “Let’s go.”
Turning off the television, they left the den and made their way up the staircase to their bedroom at the end of the hallway. Once inside the privacy of their room, Tracy removed her shirt and jeans and lay back against the silky sheets. Reggie turned on the CD player and undressed as Nat “King” Cole filled the room. He joined her in bed.
Tracy reached down, caressing him.
Reggie groaned.
They kissed deeply, and she used his penis to stroke herself…Back and forth, up and down, around and around. When his tip slid toward her opening…Reginald held his breath, trembling in anticipation.
When he finally slipped into her, Tracy felt a cloud of ecstasy settle over her, and she let out the exquisite sigh of pleasure that was like music to Reginald’s ears. He buried his head in the crook of her neck and suckled the tender skin there as he grounded against her in circular motions. Matching him thrust for thrust, she felt the familiar tremors shimmering through her pelvis and contracted her vaginal muscles at just the right times, bringing him the most pleasure.
“Hmm…I missed you, Trace,” said Reggie huskily as he caressed a breast and covered her mouth with his.
Slipping his arms under her legs and holding them wide, he raised her pelvis, sinking deeper and deeper with every plunge.
Reggie felt his climax coming. He reached down, cupping Tracy’s soft buttocks and squeezing in time with his release.
When it was over, he relaxed his body and laid his head next to hers on the pillow. He was still tightly nestled inside her.
“I missed you, too,” said Tracy breathlessly, wiping a sheen of sweat from his brow. But it wasn’t long before her thoughts turned anxious, drifting to Frank. “So, when exactly do you think you’ll be back?” Humming along with Nat, she raised her legs, wrapping them around Reginald’s waist.
“Hmm…you mean”—he gave her a soft thrust—“you’re missing me already?”
Moaning, she kissed his nose. “Oh, yeah. We have a lot of time to make up for, you know.” She contracted her muscles, gripping him.
“Ahh…I’m not sure when I’ll be back.” He turned his head and licked a nipple. “I think I’ll shoot for a week at the most…Depends on how smoothly things pan out. There’s one particular meeting I’ve been putting off, but it’s unavoidable now…” His voice trailed off. Renee had invaded his thoughts.
A week, thought Tracy. That should be enough time for us to figure something out...
Wanting to have a little more fun before drifting to sleep, Tracy continued tightening her muscles. She felt Reggie grow hard again. She nibbled on his earlobe and ran her palms up and down the backs of his thighs.
With an incredible kiss, Reggie sank himself deep, nestling inside her for a second time.
Damn it, he thought. I’ve been such a fool.
Chapter 8
Friday night found Olivia Brooks speeding northbound on I-95 toward Miami Gardens Drive. She’d called Sean more than eight times in the last two hours.
Where the hell was he?
She hated when this happened. It meant that he had to be with that bitch!
Sure, as usual, he would have the perfect excuse, such as he’d left his cell phone at home, or the battery had died, or the biggest whopper of all: he simply never heard it ring. He always had excuses, and they were making Olivia suspicious—very suspicious. She suspected that Sean was still seeing his ex-girlfriend Jacquelyn Henderson. Apparently, she had never really left the picture...
*~*~*~*~*
Sean Johnson was twenty-eight years old and shared a dilapidated apartment in North Miami with his older brother, Vincent. Olivia first met Sean in an algebra class at Barry University almost two years earlier. He was a charming character who amused everyone, including Olivia. Everyone knew about his live-in girlfriend, Jackie. She shared his car and was usually in the parking lot, waiting for him after class each day. Some days Jackie was late and Sean would be left waiting for over half an hour. Everyone got a kick out of teasing him about it when he groaned and complained.
One day, word spread that Sean and his girlfriend had broken up and she had moved out of the apartment. The effect on Sean was immediately apparent to everyone. The zesty Sean they’d grown accustomed to was gone.
There’d been no initial attraction when Olivia first met Sean. He was tall, but rather lanky and not quite Olivia’s cup of tea. She saw him as the class clown, the thought of a romantic relationship never entering her mind.
Several months after the Algebra course, they met again in economics. Sean seemed to be back to normal by then, and each night they’d converse about this issue or that, until he began flirting with her and asked her out. Lacking interest, Olivia spent weeks feigning fatigue or scheduling conflicts to avoid a coffee date, but still he persisted. She finally agreed. One date turned into two and two became three, and before Olivia knew how it happened, they were officially a couple.
Sean explained that things hadn’t worked out with Jackie because she was pressing for marriage and he wasn’t even ready to propose. Jackie spewed ultimatums and threatened to leave. He helped her pack.
For a few weeks, things were wonderful between them. Olivia had fallen in love. But one Saturday she went by to see Sean, unannounced. She’d been at the library and thought it would be nice to visit him on the way home. She usually called first, but that morning she’d forgotten her cell phone.
When she arrived at his apartment complex, The Woods, she saw Jackie’s red Honda in the parking lot. She’d climbed the grimy stairwell with a queasy sensation in the pit of her stomach. When she reached his door, she knocked several times with no response. What the hell is going on? she thought. What is she doing here?
Reluctantly, she turned away from the door and returned to the parking lot. Olivia noticed that while both Jackie and Sean’s cars were there, Vincent’s was not.
They’re alone up there! What the fuck is going on?
Olivia had driven away, enraged.
When she’d gotten home, she had an urgent message from Sean on her cell phone. He had given some excuse about Jackie being over to visit his brother, Vincent. Sean claimed that he’d been asleep in his bedroom and didn’t realize that they’d gone out to the store. That explained why Vincent’s car was gone and Jackie’s was not.
At the time, Olivia believed his story without doubt. However, such peculiar incidents continued: messages ignored for hours, Jackie always “visiting Vincent,” and once, Sean even drove Jackie’s car for over a week while his own was in the repair shop. Olivia ended their relationship on numerous occasions, but Sean always managed to win her back. He sent flowers, showed up on her doorstep, and persuaded others—like her mother and sister—to feel sorry for him.
*~*~*~*~*
Now as she continued to speed along I-95, Olivia prayed it wasn’t happening all over again. They’d had such a remarkable time Wednesday night. Sean had taken her to see a movie starring two of her favorite actors. The film was spectacular…And afterward they’d gone back to his apartment and made love until they were weak. Sean loved it so much that he begged for an encore Thursday night.
And now this, thought Olivia. Why did he always have to screw everything up?
Exiting at Miami Gardens Drive, she drove east to Dixie Highway. When she reached his street, adrenaline began to shoot through her veins. Olivia braced herself for the worst. This is it. If that nasty whore is there again, Sean can shove his excuses up his ass.
Sure enough, when Olivia made it to his building, there sat the infamous red Honda, yet again, with the all-too-familiar Mardi Gras beads dangling from the rearview mirror.
She haphazardly threw her Camry into the parking space beside it—ignoring the fact that it was reserved for handicapped drivers—and slammed the door in haste.
Reaching Sean’s apartment, Olivia pounded the front door repeatedly with the usual result—there was no answer. But she decided not to give up quite so easily this time. Returning to the parking lot, she crossed her arms and leaned against her car to wait until Vincent got home. It was Friday, and she knew he left work at eight.
At approximately eight twenty-five, Olivia spotted Vincent’s Mercury. When he parked, she jogged over to meet him before he even removed his seat belt.
“Vinnie, what’s going on?” she beseeched, her voice full of anxiety. “What’s Jackie doing here with Sean, and why won’t anyone answer the door?”
Vincent released the seat belt and motioned for Olivia to step back, giving him room to open the door.
“Vincent? Come on…tell me what’s going on! I need the truth. Is he still seeing her?” Despite her will to keep them at bay, tears filled her eyes.
“Olivia, I don’t want to get involved in this confusion with you and Sean,” he said, moving around her.
“I’m coming in with you,” she said, falling in step beside him. “I’m coming in to find out what the hell is going on.”
“Look,” he said, coming up short. “I’m going to be honest with you here, okay?” He gave her a rueful look.
“Please, Vinnie, that’s all I want. Is he still seeing her?” Olivia didn’t know how much longer she could keep the floodgates from opening full on. Her twenty-one-year-old heart was pounding like a sledgehammer as she waited for his next words.
“Don’t do this to yourself anymore.” Vincent looked her directly in the eyes. “It’s been my experience that if you suspect something like that, it’s probably true.”
Olivia felt like her insides had been hollowed out.
Damn it!
“How long, Vinnie?” she asked quickly. “How long has Jackie been back in the picture?”
“Olivia, go on home now, okay? There’s nothing here for you but more grief.” He turned and walked away.
Olivia caught up with him just as he started up the stairs. “I’m coming in with you. I want to hear what he’s got to say to me now.”
“Did you hear what I said? Why do you want to continue hurting yourself? I’m telling you in plain English that you’re wasting your time with Sean. Our entire family knows that he’s only loved one woman and one woman only, and that’s Jackie. It’s always been Jackie. You just need to take this as a learning experience and move on, dear.” Vincent shook his head. Pity.
“Vincent, after all he’s put me through these last few months, he owes it to me to look me in the eye and tell me the truth. Now, I’m going in with you!” She climbed up the stairs ahead of him and waited in front of their door.
“Fine, but don’t say I didn’t warn you. You’ll just learn the hard way,” Vincent said, joining her at the doorway. He shuffled with his keys and opened the door. Olivia followed him inside.
There was no questioning that Sean and Vincent were horrible decorators. The living room consisted of a ghastly mahogany-colored sofa and a hideous blue pinstriped loveseat that Olivia assumed were hand-me-downs. No piece of furniture in the room matched or complimented any other. To the right of the doorway was a tiny dining area that barely accommodated the two-chair Formica dining table. On the left was a slightly larger, all wooden kitchen.
As she passed, Olivia noticed two empty wineglasses on the counter. Her adrenaline spiked again. Before she could get any farther, Vincent stepped ahead of her and knocked on Sean’s room door, which was on the left side of the two-bedroom residence.
“Sean, you awake?” he called, trying the knob and finding it locked.
“Yeah, I’m up,” said Sean from the other side. “What’s up?”
“Come on out here and talk to Olivia. She’s here to see you,” Vincent called out before turning back to Olivia, who was right on his heels.
“Now, I’m going to my room and I don’t want to hear the racket, so please take it outside.”
“Thanks for letting me in, Vinnie. You know I respect you very much. I’ll take it outside.” Her eyes never left Sean’s door.
Vincent walked across the living room and closed his bedroom door behind him.
Olivia stood rooted to the spot, waiting for Sean to open the door.
But he never did.
She stood there, listening and waiting. When she came to the hurtful realization that he was not going to come out at all, she began banging rapidly on the door.
“Open the door, you bastard! Open the door and face me!” she screamed, pounding away. “I don’t care if you have your slut in there with you, Sean! Just open the fucking door! Now!” She beat the door for nearly ten minutes, but Sean was ignoring her. He didn’t even acknowledge that she was there. She finally gave up and stormed out of the apartment without even closing the front door.
So much for respecting Vincent. Fuck Vincent!
Olivia descended the stairs two at a time and ran to her car. She recklessly backed out of the handicapped space and almost hit an approaching Buick. The floodgates gave way as she drove out of the complex. She made her way, dazed, along Dixie Highway. Unable to see the road clearly, she pulled into the parking lot of a deserted Bank of America.
“Oh, my God! Oh, my God! Oh, my God!” she chanted. He’d been making a complete fool of her all this time. Lying and cheating!
It began to pour. Olivia was remotely aware of the pellets hitting her car. “Damn you, Sean Johnson! Damn you for making a fool of me! Oh, my God, oh, my God! Damn it!” she sobbed. “How could he do this to me? Why did he do this to me?”
Over and over she pounded the steering wheel with her fists, which were already tender from the beating she’d given Sean’s bedroom door. She bawled and screamed in an attempt to release the agony, but there was no stopping the painful onslaught. There was a dagger lodged in the pit of her stomach.
“I trusted you!” she screeched at the top of her lungs. “I believed in you!” The screams reverberated through the car.
*~*~*~*~*
Forty-five minutes later, Olivia raised her head from the steering wheel. She removed tissue from her glove compartment. Once she cleaned her nose and face, she started the car and headed home in the pouring rain. She just wanted to get into bed, and when Sean called—because she knew he would—he would find that she had activated the call-block feature on her private line.
She tried her best to stop the incessant flow of tears as she turned onto Miami Lakes Drive. Although she was no longer wailing, tears poured uncontrollably down her cheeks, and she knew she looked like death.
Pulling into the driveway, she pressed the garage door opener. She was relieved to see that her mother’s Cherokee was not there, but prepared to encounter Valerie as she entered the kitchen from the garage.
As luck would have it, Valerie was in the kitchen, taking a slice of pizza from a Papa John’s box. “Hey, where’d you go? I ordered a fully loaded pizza,” said Valerie, not looking at Olivia long enough to notice her distressed state.
“I’m not hungry, Val. I’m turning in early,” replied Olivia in a drained tone. She rushed for the stairs, not giving Valerie enough time to comment.
Secured in her cozy pink room, she let the tears flow freely again. She rushed over to the caller ID, checking to see if Sean had called yet…although she knew he hadn’t, because he would have called her cell phone first.
How come he hasn’t called?
She went over to the stereo and put on a Color Me Bad CD. Then she dragged herself back over to the double doors and flipped the light switch, plunging the room into darkness. Finally, Olivia crawled into bed, curled into a fetal position, and sobbed into her pillow.
Chapter 9
Tracy Brooks held her hand in the air and scrutinized her well-manicured nails. Her nail tech, Josie, had polished them in a light, glittery brown, and she was happy with the result. She hadn’t thought she would like the color, but once applied, it was beautiful. It went perfectly with her highlights.
“See? Didn’t I tell you this color would work?” said Josie with a smug grin on her face.
“Thanks, Josie. It’s an excellent color. I guess you’re better with colors than I am,” said Tracy, laughing.
Josie worked in the Nail Haven at the Miami Pines Mall, and Tracy, Olivia, and Valerie were three of her most faithful customers. She often gave generous discounts on all the services, and, in turn, they tipped her extremely well.
Gazing at her nails, Tracy’s eyes fell to her wedding bands. Lately, she tried to avoid looking at them. Her involvement with Frank made noticing them a bad omen. You are still Reginald’s wife! they seemed to shout.
Everything was going to change now that Reginald would be home more. She and Frank were accustomed to being together on most of the nights Reginald spent in Orlando. What would they do now? She’d never needed to lie to Reggie about her whereabouts as long as he was away, but now, that would certainly be changing. She would definitely have to lie. She would have to lie a lot.
Tracy wondered if she could handle it…
Thanking Josie, she said goodbye and moved over to a fan to dry her nails. At that moment, she knew she would go back on her word. She would telephone Frank. She’d promised herself that she wouldn’t be the one to call this time. She wanted Frank to call her for a change. He knew when Reginald left for Orlando.
However, it had been two days and he had not called her, even when he must’ve realized she wasn’t going to call him. Therefore, she was going to swallow her pride and call. They had lots to discuss.
She needed to feel him out, discover exactly what his intensions were. Why was he attentive and tender one minute, but sneering and rejecting in the next? Why hasn’t he ever mentioned the prospect of her leaving Reggie? The possibility of a future together? They’d been seeing each other for nearly four years, yet Franklin had never said anything concerning the future. But then again, neither had she.
And why should she? Shouldn’t the man initiate such a step? Tracy also wanted to find out how Frank felt about Reggie’s sudden urgency to be a family man.
When her nails dried, Tracy gathered her purse and keys from the table where Josie had placed them, and headed for her Jeep.
Her mind drifted to that haunting night. The night that started it all…
*~*~*~*~*
Reginald had been away in Orlando, and Frank had come to their rescue when Hurricane Donna was barreling down on the east coast of South Florida.
Frank’s seduction had actually begun a few weeks prior to that night, with arbitrary and subtle romantic insinuations. Never one to cheat on her husband, Tracy had laughed, treating his attentions as innocuous teasing. Though she had always thought Franklin an attractive man, he was Reginald’s oldest friend, and she’d never had a romantic thought about him.
Some doors were locked for a reason, and should never be opened.
But on that rainy Saturday evening when Tracy and the girls couldn’t install the hurricane shutters on their own, Reginald had sent Frank to the rescue.
Reaching category-five strength, Hurricane Donna packed winds in excess of 170 miles per hour, and Dade County was in the forecast track, facing the possibility of a direct hit. Reginald couldn’t get a flight in time, and the roadways were impossible due to the numerous mandatory evacuations. He told Tracy he would phone Frank and a couple of their neighbors to ask that they come over and help her secure the shutters.
With the neighbors’ help, they all labored in the strong gusts of rain and wind to secure the entire house. The weather had worsened so quickly that Frank wound up staying with her and the girls to ride out the storm. Luckily, they never lost power, so for the next two days they watched lots of movies and ate lots of food. It was an enjoyable time.
The house was dark since shutters covered every window and glass door. The rain came down in torrents; the thunder clapped. But they were all safe inside and having a good time together…
Until the night Frank touched her.
At first Tracy had been startled. She couldn’t believe it!
She’d gone into the kitchen to put a bowl in the dishwasher, and he’d followed her with a drinking glass. With Valerie and Olivia laughing at Jim Carrey in the den, she and Franklin were alone. Isolated.
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