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Chapter 1 Shelly 

I was completely speechless and couldn’t think of anything to say in response to the news I had just received. I nearly dropped the phone, catching it just before it slipped entirely from my grasp. My chest filled with air and I could almost hear my heart breaking once again. It hurt so badly. The physical pain was unbearable. My breath circulated violently through my chest, traveling from my lungs and escaping through my flared nostrils in a rush. I held my hand to my breast, wanting desperately to calm the turmoil whirling through my upper body. Brian Turner, my Brian Turner, was getting married to another woman.
 “Shelly, are you there? Answer me, will you? You stupid bitch! How could this happen? I thought you were supposed to keep me posted on every move he made. How could you let things go this far without informing me? My mind screamed at the wretched caller. Still speechless, I realized that what I said was only in my head. Audible words hadn’t found their way past my trembling lips.

“HELLO! Earth to Shelly! Did you hear me? Answer me. Good Lord. Knock the phone one time if you heard me, twice if you didn’t. Can you answer me, please?” said the bearer of the horrible news.

“When is the shower?” I asked slowly. Every syllable robbed me of much-needed energy. That simple sentence left me drained.

“Whew, it’s about time! I thought I lost you. It’s this Saturday,” the caller replied. “Now what are you going to do?”
 That would be none of her business, now would it? Damn if I was going to share my game plan with her. She wasn’t even a good informant. Had she been working with the police, they probably would have locked her up for being an unreliable source of information as well as an idiot. Unfortunately, I needed to maintain a delicate balance with this woman. After all, if it weren’t for her, I wouldn’t have been able to keep up with all of Brian’s whereabouts and actions this past year and a half. I wanted to tell her to kiss my broken-hearted ass, but that wouldn’t help me get the rest of the information I needed.
 The more I thought about it, the more I realized I needed her even more. She was my only connection to Brian, my son’s father. At least the only one that would supply me with the information I consistently sought.
 “I need time to think,” I finally said. This time the words weren’t so hard to push out. My breathing had begun to return to normal and I had stopped heaving like an asthmatic about to have a deadly attack. “Where is this bridal shower?”
 “I’m still working on that bit of info. Actually, I’m trying to get invited.”
 “Call me back when you get more information. How is it that he’s getting married and I—you knew nothing about it?”
 “I haven’t spoken to him personally in a while. I finally called him today. That’s when he told me about the wedding and mentioned that her shower was coming up this weekend.”
 Again, I was speechless. My eye sockets hurt from my eyes bulging.
 “I have to do something. This has gone much too far.” I paused because of the thoughts racing through my mind. My voice began to crack and I didn’t want to fall apart on the telephone. I had to be careful about how much I revealed to this woman. I didn’t completely trust her. “I’ll call you back later.”
 Besides the money I paid to her, I often wondered what she got out of telling me all of Brian and Lexie’s business, but I refused to ask. I didn’t want her to stop feeding me the goods. I intended to find out, but I’d have to focus on that another time.
 I took my time hanging up the phone, so much time that the annoying, repetitious buzz from the dead line rudely upset the stillness in my bedroom. I quickly jabbed the  END button, silencing the obnoxious noise.
 “Think, think, think! Ouch!” My head ached from banging the handset against my temple as I chanted to myself.
 The tears clouding my vision had nothing to do with that pain, but everything to do with the fact that I was facing the possibility of losing the love of my life forever. In a matter of days, Lexie, along with her family and friends, would gather to celebrate her, the bride-to-be, and the upcoming nuptials. Lexie and Brian would be married in a few short weeks.
 My breath had become short once again and my tears flowed like torrential rains. Unstable knees buckled beneath me, threatening to send me crashing to the floor. I held my hand out to feel for the bedroom wall, in need of the support it provided, trying to make my way to my adjoining master bath. Blinding, stinging tears made it hard for me to see clearly. Screaming didn’t help purge the pain inside so I tried banging my fists on the marble vanity top. When my hands hurt too badly to continue, I looked for something to squeeze or throw. In the midst of my ranting, I caught a glimpse of my pitiful state in the medicine cabinet mirror. My once smooth, fair complexion was red with blotches. Smeared mascara created sadistic puddles under my swollen eyes. Black streaks crawled down my face and leapt from my chin to my off-the-shoulder shirt, staining the pure white cotton fabric with moist, dark spots. My hand involuntarily reached toward my dejected reflection. I couldn’t take my eyes off of what stared back at me in the mirror.
 CRACK! My miserable image splintered into small, disoriented pieces. The glass soap dispenser remained in my hand, broken and leaking thick vanilla-scented antibacterial liquid all over the stainless steel vessel sink. I released my grip and the dispenser crashed to the floor in slow motion, glass mixing with shards of broken mirror. Soap oozed into a dense puddle on the floor, along with more broken glass. I was disfigured inside and out.
 “See what you’ve done, Brian?” Why did you do this to me?” 
 BJ began to whine.
 “Coming, sweetie!” I yelled as I jogged through my bedroom, down the hall toward my son’s room. Brice Jordan Turner Cabrini, my one-and-a-half-year-old son, stood inside his crib on chubby little toes holding the railing of his custom-made sleeping quarters. His lower lip turned under as he cried. His large brown eyes stretched wide when he saw me coming. Brice cried harder. I realized I stilled looked a mess. I picked BJ up, jogged back to my room, and placed him in the center of the king-sized bed I shared with my gullible husband, Brandon Cabrini. By the time I retrieved my facial cleanser from the broken medicine cabinet, little BJ was nearing the bathroom door.
 “No, honey! You can’t come in here. It’s too dangerous.”
 I closed the bathroom door and refreshed my face in the eight-foot teak-framed mirror leaning against my bedroom wall. BJ had settled down and was watching me. My heart softened when I looked into his angelic face. His favorable features were compliments of his dad’s DNA. BJ, short for Brice Jordan, and which secretly stood for Brian Junior, was a beautiful replica of the man who fathered him.
 Regardless of what anyone said or did, I had a piece of Brian that would stay with me forever. But I was tired of just having a piece. All of him is what I desired more and more each day. There was no way I could let him marry that damn Lexie. She couldn’t love him the way I did. The wedding had to be stopped. My own marriage was a joke that was far from funny. I should never have let Daddy talk me into marrying Brandon. Daddy possessed a ridiculous need to preserve his so-called polished image. What did it matter that I was single and pregnant? Lots of women, even rich and successful women, became single parents. Daddy was just too worried about impressing his peers, neighbors, and pretentious friends.
 I glanced at my precious baby boy as he watched me with his beautiful brown eyes. BJ was the key. It was time for me to do what I should have done nearly two years ago—fight for what’s mine. Leaving just after I had BJ was premature. Brian desperately wanted to be a part of his son’s life. He had even gone as far as having me tracked down to make sure BJ was his. He wouldn’t have done that if he didn’t want me. I warned him, all or nothing—me and the baby or neither of us. Brian came after me, so he must have wanted it all too. Besides, he was my man first. In fact, he’ll always be mine. Lexie will just have to move out of the way.
 “Come on, BJ. Let’s get you cleaned up, sweetie. It’s time to pay your real daddy a long-overdue visit.”

Chapter 2 Brian
 “Brian!” To say I was shocked was an understatement. I narrowed my eyes again to make sure I wasn’t hallucinating. Then I closed them for a minute and opened them again, very slowly. My eyes hadn’t fooled me. Shelly Winston, the mother of the son I never met was jogging toward me—looking good as ever with her crazy ass.
 “Brian, didn’t you hear me calling you?” “No, I didn’t,” I said, still stunned. I realized that I hadn’t said hello yet. “Hi—” I paused. “What are you doing here?”
 “Brian, we need to talk!”
 She couldn’t be serious. I tried countless times over the past year and a half to get to this woman, the mother of my only son, just to talk. But she wouldn’t give me the time of day. What would make her decide to suddenly emerge out of who knows where? I looked around her for my son, Brice. He wasn’t there. Shelly must have recognized the look on my face.
 “He’s not with me,” she confirmed.
 “Brice, right,” I asked, still looking puzzled and confused. I almost couldn’t wait to hear what she had to say, yet at the same time I was a little nervous about her sudden appearance and interest in talking to me after nearly two years.
 “Yes. Brice,” she said, and then smiled. “How did you know?” Her smile was as broad as could be, as if she was excited about the fact that I said my son’s name.
 “His name was on the paperwork,” I said, and for a minute she looked lost. “The court papers,” I added to jog her memory just a bit.
 Shelly raised her head in recognition. She knew exactly what paperwork I was talking about—the same set of documents that declared Brice my son through the inheritance of my DNA. Up ‘til now, that was the only connection we had—my blood running through his veins. I wondered what he looked like and who. I tried to picture a miniature me but came up with a weird picture of me—the man—as a little boy. I shook my head to rid my mind of the silly image.
 “Can we go inside to talk?” Shelly asked and smiled sweetly.
 I looked at her like she was crazy. She was, but that was another story.
 “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” I said. Especially since we were standing in front of the home I now shared with my Fiancée, Lexie Mitchell. 
 I knew that Shelly was fully aware that this was Lexie’s house. She spied on us enough to know. I was also sure that Shelly knew I lived here, too. I rented my apartment out to my old friend Lori a few weeks back and moved in with Lexie. We planned to rent out both of our condos and buy a brownstone after our wedding.
 I could imagine Lexie walking in the door and spotting her nemesis sitting on her couch with her legs crossed. I could also imagine Lexie pouncing on her like a cornered raccoon. And I’m sure I’d be in trouble, too—and lose my Fiancé. I looked at my watch and remembered that Lexie was due home any minute. I had to get Shelly away from here fast.
 “There’s a Starbucks around the corner,” I offered, starting to sweat as soon as the words left my mouth.
 “Oh, Brian. You remembered,” Shelly said with a gleam in her eye and sugar in her tone.
 “Remembered what?” I asked, puzzled.
 “Silly, you know Starbucks is my favorite,” she said and slapped my arm playfully. 
 Damn. Starbucks was Lexie’s favorite, too. I prayed that she didn’t decide to stop in for a cup of strong-ass joe or her favorite green tea frappuccino while I was sitting there talking to Shelly. Surely, that would mark the end of my engagement. And so close to the wedding. But I had to take my chances. Still, getting into a car with Shelly was out of the question.
 “Shelly, how about I meet you around the corner at Starbucks in about thirty minutes?”
 “Why can’t we, uh—okay. I’ll be waiting,” she said and pranced toward her white Mercedes convertible.
 A half hour would give me the time I needed to find out Lexie’s whereabouts and get my mind together for the confrontation with Shelly. I didn’t know exactly what it was, but I knew there was a reason for Shelly resurfacing. After more than a year of wondering if I would ever lay eyes on my son, I felt it was at least worth the time to find out what she was up to. Dealing with Shelly was a dangerous game, but I had to play it for the sake of my son. Careful treading was the key to my survival, the survival of my engagement, and the possibility of seeing or possessing any type of relationship with Brice.
 I called Lexie to see where she was.
 “Hey, sunshine, you’re looking rather scrumptious this evening,” she said when she answered her cell phone.
 I felt naked. Lexie caught me completely off guard. She was obviously within striking distance. I looked around frantically trying to spot her, while beads of sweat popped up on my forehead like chickenpox. I laughed nervously.
 “Hey, you’re home,” was all I could think of saying.
 Okay, Brian. Think, I thought. Now that she was home I needed a reason to disappear for whatever amount of time it took to talk to Shelly. Because of Shelly’s innate ability to master the unpredictable, I had to tread carefully. Lying to Lexie wasn’t the best solution, but I couldn’t exactly tell her where I was going and who I would be with. Not to mention, lying to her had proved to be somewhat difficult. I only hoped that my discomfort wasn’t completely obvious. 
 The click-clack of Lexie’s heels gave me notice that she was closing in on me. I snapped my cell phone closed, turned toward her, and smiled. Her full, succulent lips curled into a seductive smirk. Damn, my baby was in the mood. She proceeded toward me with her arms open wide, until the strap of her laptop bag slid off of her left shoulder. In one smooth motion, Lexie caught the strap with her forearm, pulled it back onto her shoulder, then reached out for me once more. Her body was soft under my embrace. Lexie hugged me tight then grabbed a handful of my ass in both of her hands. 
 “How’s my sunshine this evening?” she asked as she nuzzled her face into my chest. “I was hoping you’d be home by the time I got in,” she purred as she squeezed my ass again.
 My manhood responded immediately. Seeing Lexie horny was always a turn-on and my paraphernalia usually responded before my mind could. Unfortunately, now was not a good time.
 “I’m good. How’s my baby girl this evening?” I asked, playing along.
 Lexie’s soft, plump lips against mine gave me the answer I was looking for. Thoughts of Shelly waiting in Starbucks melted away as Lexie sucked on my bottom lip right outside on the sidewalk.
 Lexie pulled away and whispered breathlessly, “Let’s go upstairs.”
 Shelly popped right back into my mind. I cursed her under my breath.
 “What was that, sunshine?” Lexie asked.
 “Nothing, baby.” Then I acted as if I’d just remembered something and slapped my forehead for effect. “Oh damn, baby girl. I have to make a quick run to handle some business with Jeff.”
 “Oh, Brian,” Lexie whined. “Not now. I need you. Can’t that wait? I’ve been waiting to get to you all day. Don’t make her wait,” she pleaded, referring to the kitten purring between her legs.
 Lexie stuck her lips out and gently rubbed her thumb over my nipples. Damn, damn, damn, I thought to myself. The more she pouted and the more she rubbed, the more my manhood stood at attention, threatening to bust a hole right through my front zipper. I thought about Shelly traipsing around the corner to search for me and immediately went limp.
 “Babe, I promise I won’t be long. Go upstairs and get her ready for me. I’ll be right back.” I ran off before she could respond.
 When I got to my Escalade, she was still standing in the same spot pouting. I rolled down the window and yelled, “Hey, baby, you got a man?” as I passed her. In my rearview mirror, I could see her beautiful smile as she waved me away and entered the building.
 I’d hit at least sixty miles per hour by the time I reached the corner and practically made the left on two wheels. Shelly had to talk fast because I had business to tend to. I didn’t know what to expect with Shelly, but I sure knew what I’d walk into if I didn’t get back home at a decent time.

Chapter 3 Shelly

I made it into Starbucks just seconds before Brian arrived, but I saw him standing out there swapping spit with that harlot. He thought I had left but when I saw Lexie coming down the block, I slowly pulled into a nearby parking spot and got out to watch her. I knew Brian just wanted to get rid of me when he asked to meet me here in a half hour. He didn’t want Lexie to see me in front of their building. Well, little did he know that soon both he and Lexie would be seeing a lot more of me!

There was no way Lexie could compete with me. I was the mother of Brian’s son. Besides, Brian came looking for me and he knew my terms—all or nothing. I knew he wouldn’t let me into the house he shared with that woman. It would be just a matter of time before he was all mine again. Brian just needed a little bit of coaxing. That Lexie had him wrapped around her finger, but I would be the one to unravel her hold on him. I just needed a plan and a little bit of time.

“Over here, sweetie,” I yelled to Brian from across the popular coffee house. I was hoping that someone he knew would be there to witness us being together, someone who would be sure enough to carry the news back to that trifling, man-stealing Lexie. “Did you want me to order you anything, hon?”

“No thanks,” Brian said as he slid his fine, tall, well-built frame into the sleek amber-colored leather chair. “I don’t have much time, Shelly—”

I placed my index finger against his sumptuous lips, silencing him. The softness of those beautiful robust lips brought back fanciful memories. The remembrance of their subtleness invaded my thoughts and I closed my eyes to savor the image of their moisture covering my body. It didn’t take much for me to recall the images since I imagined I was making love to him each and every time I had sex with my lame husband.

“Sweetie, I realize it’s been a while and I apologize for that. Ever since you called me that day, I’ve been trying to figure out what to do.”

As I spoke, Brian lowered his shoulders as if he had been holding his breath since he sat down.
 “I want to work this out. But I really need to take it slowly. You understand, don’t you? It’s been hard keeping him away from you. You have to know that. It’s just that I was disappointed because I felt that you chose her over me.”
 “What do you mean I chose her over you? Shelly, this wasn’t a contest. Please don’t make it seem like that.”
 “Well, what was I supposed to think? All of a sudden she just came into the picture and tried to take over. For a while I just let her. But then once I was carrying our baby, I was no longer interested in playing games with that woman. I had my family to consider.” The room began to feel warmer. I had to keep my cool. Brian got mad easily and I knew I needed to pacify him for a little while to make things go my way. “Listen, Brian, I didn’t come here to argue with you. Please let me finish,” I told him.
 “Shelly, I—”
 I held my hand up. “Brian, let me finish. That’s why I ran away. But I’m back and I’m ready to move forward. I won’t keep your son away from you any longer.”
 “What does your husband have to say about this? Does he know?”
 Damn you, Brian. Why’d you have to go bringing him into this? “We are no longer together, sweetie. I couldn’t live a lie. My heart was never in it. I ran to him to forget about you, but even after more than a year, it just didn’t work. I felt bad for keeping you away from Brice.” I fumbled through my bag and retrieved the wallet-sized photo from his last photo session and handed it to Brian. “He has your eyes.”
 Brian took the photo and stared at it as if he was studying every feature. After a few moments he smiled and asked, “When can I see him?” Brian finally looked relaxed, as if seeing the picture had made his day. He fingered the picture and spoke his name softly, “Brice.” Then he smiled a warm smile that I can’t recall ever seeing before.
 He never looked so affectionate when my name came up. Believe me, I would have known, especially since I had done so much spying in the past.
 “How about this weekend?” I offered.
 “Sure! Where?”
 His excitement was back along with that twinkle in his eye. One day he will realize how important I am to him and that twinkle will glow when he speaks of me. I know it will. I just have a little work to do to make sure it happens. Right now, Brice is the key. Once Brian sees his cute little face, he’ll be smitten, and nothing will be able to separate them. Then I’ll be more important to him than that wench Lexie. When all is said and done, I’ll have what I always wanted—my man and a family of my own.

Chapter 4 Lexie

I wanted to make the evening special. Actually, I just wanted to come home after a long day of work and lay up with my man, but he went running off to his friend. I don’t mind him spending time helping out a friend. It’s just that my libido was running at an all-time high and I wanted to feel him. I needed to talk about my reservations about getting married and I always feel a little freer talking about tough topics after an orgasm. I still needed to talk so I called my girl Brooke.

“Hey, girl,” I said the moment she answered. I didn’t even give her a chance to finish saying hello.
 “What’s up, Lex?” she asked as if she knew something was wrong.
 “Nothing, girl. I just called to—” 
 “Bullshit, Lex! Spit it out,” Brooke demanded.
 “My goodness! Is it that obvious?” I asked, twirling the telephone cord in my hand. As soon as I did that I felt restricted. “Hold on and let me get the cordless out of the bedroom,” I said before putting the corded wall phone down on the counter and running to the bedroom. I clicked the cordless phone on and released a breathy, “Okay, I’m back.”
 “All right now, Lex. What’s up? Whenever you start running off at the mouth before I can get a decent chance to finish my greeting means you’re anxious. When you’re anxious it’s usually because there’s something bothering you. Now go lie down on your couch and tell me all about it,” Brooke teased.
 I laughed at her silliness. As my lifelong best friend, Brooke could always sense when something was up. She was my self-proclaimed free therapist and I was hers. Together, we’ve saved one another loads of money by simply being there for each other. I had to admit, no therapist in the world could deliver the cold-hard truth the way Brooke could.
 “Just those reservations again,” I admitted as I stretched out on my cream leather sofa and began twirling my hair since I no longer had the telephone cord.
 “Aw, man. Here we go again. Do you love him, Lex?” Brooke asked, beginning her usual line of questioning.
 “Love the damn man to pieces,” I responded.
 “Has he given you any reason to believe that you would be making a huge, insurmountable, irreversible mistake if you took him as your lawfully wedded husband?” 
 “Of course not, fool. You know my problem. Actually, besides my little insecurities about the fact that he has a son out there somewhere, things have never been better. It seems like the closer we come to getting married, the more I love him. But I just can’t help but think that one day soon, Shelly will come along holding that baby over his head and I’ll lose everything we’ve built for the sake of the baby. It’s not that I don’t want him to be a father to his child—I would never stand in the way of that—I just don’t know how to handle the fact that something outside of us, that I have no power over, can impact what we have. And no matter what you say, this will have some impact.”
 “Lex, listen. You’ll have to cross that bridge when you get there. You are four weeks away from becoming Mrs. Alexia Mitchell-Turner and that’s what you need to focus on right now. Look how long you waited. He proposed to you before that baby was even born and it’s been damn near two years. If he wasn’t committed to you, he wouldn’t have waited this long to finally marry your finicky ass. Look how long you pushed him off. Do you really think he would do anything to jeopardize what you guys have built? Your insecurities are what made you put him off all of this time, but he’s still there, isn’t he? If I may say so, Brian is the epitome of what most women would wait a lifetime for. He’s working, he has a good job—actually it’s his own successful business. He’s dedicated to you, he’s responsible, and he’s got a job.”
 “Brooke, you said that one already.”
 “Yeah, I know, but that’s a point that needs to be stressed. Brothers don’t wanna work these days. I hate to say it, but there are a lot of lazy-assed mamma’s boys out there. But as I was saying, you’ve got a good man that half the women of the world today would want. If you could bottle him up and sell him in pieces, girl, you’d be a millionaire. If these women could just get a taste of what it’s like to have a man like Brian, they’d kill for it. Most good catches are boring as hell. Brian is a cool dude. So now you think about it—what problem do you really have?”
 “I hear you, Brooke, but when it comes to an ex-girlfriend and children, you never can tell.”
 “Well, like I said, keep having your fun and cross that bridge when you get to it. That man loves you. Don’t be unfair to him,” Brooke said as if she was pleading with me.
 “I just don’t want the past to come between us,” I said just as I heard the key in the door. I quickly sat up and put my reservations at bay. “Brooke, he’s coming in now. I’ll call you later,” I said and hung up immediately. I didn’t even wait for Brooke to say good-bye.
 I ran to the kitchen and quickly removed the robe I was wearing to reveal my sexy black lace thong, bare breasts, and silver stiletto sandals. I jumped my near-naked behind up on the countertop separating the kitchen from the small formal dining room and put a cherry-flavored Blow Pop in my mouth. By the time Brian walked in, I was sitting there on the countertop, leaning forward so my plump breasts would hang nicely while I seductively scrolled my tongue along the surface of the hard candy. 
 Brian didn’t say anything in a verbal manner, but with his eyes he said it all. He began to undress as he slowly sauntered over to me. By the time he reached me, only his black designer boxers and socks remained on his tight, dark chocolate frame.
 “What’s for dinner?” he asked before covering my waiting lips with his full ones.
 “I assumed we’d start with dessert,” I whispered seductively, then took his extra large, strong hands and placed them on my behind.
 Brian pulled me into him and planted a trail of passionate kisses from my forehead to the tip of my stiletto-clad toes. “Mmm, chocolate!” he said in a husky tone. “You know how much I like chocolate.”
 I popped the lollipop out of my mouth and inserted it into his, then created my own trail of sticky wet kisses along his chest. After a few strong sucks, Brian removed the lollipop and pulled me closer to him. He rolled the blow pop across my vagina and leaned in to lap up the sticky residue. My eyes rolled back in ecstasy until he stopped. I opened my eyes and giggled at the sight of him lapping at the lollipop like a ten-year-old child. Then he threw the candy behind him and dove in for more. His skillful tongue drove me to a speedy orgasm that left my body pulsing breathlessly. Brian caressed my body until my convulsions slowed, then carried me to the dining table where we continued our erotic feast across the table and in the chairs.
 When we were finished satisfying our overwhelming appetite for one another, it was time for some real food. When my breathing returned to a more reasonable pattern I realized that my stomach had begun a stirring of its own.
 “Okay, babe. Let’s freshen up and get some real food. I’m starving,” I said as I walked around picking up our belongings scattered across the kitchen floor.
 When I picked up his slacks, a picture of a baby fell out. With just one look I knew exactly how old this child was. My heart dropped and my breathing sped up once again. But this time it wasn’t because my libido was running on high.
 This child was undoubtedly Brian’s son, Brice. I remembered the name from the DNA paperwork. Where did the picture come from? Over and over I wondered about how long he’d had it without telling me. Still naked except for my stilettos, I walked over to Brian, trying my best to steady both my balance and my emotions. It took every bit of my self-control to keep from crying. I dropped the picture before him at the table. He didn’t even look at me. Instead he closed his eyes, placed his hands at the sides of his head, and stared at the wood table. For the first time since we’d been together, Brian seemed to be at a loss for words.

Chapter 5 Shelly

I tried to hurry and finish dressing before my lame husband, Brandon, finished up in the shower. I didn’t feel like arguing anymore and I surely wasn’t interested in reconciling. He just didn’t get it. It was over. In fact, it was over way before it started. Why I ever listened to my father and married that man, I’ll never know. Saving face never concerned me before. When I heard the water from the shower shut off, I cranked up my gears and started moving in double time. 

I hopped to BJ’s room and grabbed him and his prepacked baby bag before dashing down the stairs. I could hear Brandon calling my name in that annoying pretentious tone of his as he exited the master bathroom. The image of his moist half-white body and shriveled up penis came to mind. I chuckled a little. That was another reason I wasn’t interested in reconciling. Brandon never satisfied my insatiable and somewhat exotic appetite for sex. Other than Brian, no man had ever been able to truly satisfy me. I needed Brian back in my life.

“Shelly! Shelly!” Brandon continued to call after me. I could hear the thud of his footsteps along the plush carpet as he made his way toward the top of the spiral staircase. Quickly, yet quietly, I slipped through the side door leading to the two-car garage and jumped into my Mercedes. It was the day that Brian would finally meet his son, Brice. To say that I was excited was an understatement. Unfortunately, it was also the day that manstealer, Lexie, was going to have her bridal shower. All week I tried to think of ways to ruin her party or spoil the surprise. I wasn’t even sure if it was a surprise since my informant hadn’t disclosed that bit of information. Instead, I decided to focus my energies on getting Brian back and Brice was the key. And today was perfect because the bitch, Lexie, would be preoccupied with her friends at the shower. As far as I was concerned, all of this celebrating was in vain because I planned to put a stop to this wedding madness. I wasn’t worried because I knew I had the ticket to Brian’s acceptance. As the mother of his first and only son, I was sure to come out on top.

I looked back at Brice in his car seat to find him fast asleep and we were only a few blocks from the house. He looked so much like his father with his smooth chocolate brown skin, brown eyes, and lengthy eyelashes. Although it was very sweet of Brandon to accept Brice as his own, I was no longer interested in living the charade. It was time to go after what I wanted and not try to appease everyone else. Somehow, I’d have to find a way to break the news to my pompous father. I loved my daddy, but I was tired of living to make him happy. After all, it was him and my acquisitive mother who taught me to go after what I wanted. And right now what I wanted the most was to have Brian back in my life, no matter what it took.

I sped all the way from my home in Long Island to a trendy café in downtown Brooklyn, making it in record time, despite the stop-and-go traffic on the Belt Parkway. That roadway was known for its backups. If there was anything you could count on, it was traffic on the Belt.

I carefully lifted my sleeping son from his car seat and placed him in his Maclaren Techno stroller. As I entered the doors to the nicely decorated restaurant, I quickly glanced around in search of Brian. It was clear that he had yet to arrive. The hostess led me to a seat near the window as I requested. I figured I’d let BJ sleep until his father arrived.

The moment Brian walked in, I knew he was there. The depth of his manly voice gingerly wafted into my space and filled me with delight. I instantly felt warm all over and couldn’t keep the smile from trying to break through my serious face. The smile won out when I looked into Brice’s cute little sleeping face.

Brian joined me at the table and I was so excited I didn’t know where to begin. I knew I couldn’t afford to lose my cool. Starting this conversation right was extremely important. Brian could be testy at times so I tried to gauge his demeanor.
 “Can I hold him?” Brian asked in a near whisper. I laughed because I knew he was attempting to be quiet for Brice’s sake. But the truth was, we were in a public place and there was no need for the controlled volume. At any given time, someone nearby could break into loud laughter or yell something out.

“Don’t worry about being quiet, he sleeps like a log,” I said as I held Brice higher in my arms to give Brian a better look.
 I could see and feel Brian’s heart soften as he gazed at Brice and bit his bottom lip.
 “He’s about a year and a half now, right?” he asked without taking his eyes off the baby.
 “Yes, nineteen months to be exact! He has your eyes, your eyelashes, and obviously your complexion. He reminds me so much of you in so many ways. You just wouldn’t believe it. His mannerisms sometimes…it’s unbelievable. I tried to run, but every time I looked around, there you were. Right there with me,” I said, feeling like I had said just a little too much.
 Being in the presence of Brice and Brian together filled me up so much. I could just imagine what it would be like to be a family—living, loving, and being together all of the time.
 Brian looked a little uneasy and I wasn’t sure if it was what I said or because he was finally laying eyes on his only son.
 “Do you still want to hold him?” I asked. Brian looked like he could cry.
 “Yes. Do you think it would upset him? I mean, he doesn’t really know me. I don’t want my first encounter with him to be a scary one. I want to hold him, but maybe I should wait. Let him wake up first and see me. I would hate to take him now and then he wakes up throwing a fit. Let me give him some time.”
 “Good idea, Brian,” I said, tripping over the words in my mind. I had planned this visit with an agenda. Yet, seeing Brian’s softened demeanor in the presence of his son had derailed me. I needed to focus on my agenda, but I didn’t want to interrupt the moment. Brian’s eyes washed over Brice with a warm and curious gaze, taking him in from head to toe. I let them be for a moment, leaving Brian with the questions that were undoubtedly running through his mind and leaving Brice in the peaceful rhythm of his slumber.
 Suddenly, Brian sat back and sighed hard, then raked his hands down his face. His long tongue rolled across his bottom lip, making it glisten with moisture. He sighed again. Deep in thought he sat there tucking and licking his beautifully full lips, something I remember him doing when concentrating or just thinking really hard about something.
 “What is it, Brian?” I asked, unable to take his penetrating silence a moment longer.
 Brice stirred, found a new position, and continued his slumber. Brian seemed to be pulled in by Brice’s very breath. He threw his head back once again.
 A pretty caramel-colored waitress with a short natural hairstyle approached our table and stood for a moment. The atmosphere told her we needed a minute and she smiled, nodded, and walked away. After a while, she came back with water for both of us. Not a single word was spoken, but all was certainly understood.
 “How do we do this, Shelly? How do we fit all of this into our lives right now? I want be a father to Brice and I want to be able to spend time with him. I want to do for him and have no problem with giving him what he needs.”
 What about what I need? I thought, but didn’t dare say it out loud. I was so happy that he was finally on the same page as I was. I knew Brice was the key.
 “Brian, all of that is possible. I know I ran before, but I realized that it wasn’t the right thing to do. I never wanted to deny Brice an opportunity to have a real relationship with you. At first I assumed that you didn’t want that, but when you found me I realized I was wrong. It still took a while for me to come around, but now I’m here and I promise you I’m not going anywhere. We can work it out and be the family that we are supposed to be.”
 “Family? Shelly—”
 “Yes. A real family. I know we’ll have to take things slowly and that it’s going to take work and patience.” I couldn’t believe I was on my way to having what I’d always craved, Brian and Brice as a part of my life, together at the same time. “Also, Brian, I’ll make this lost time up to you, you’ll see. I’m going to be closer now so it will be easier to work things out. I’ll be moving back to Brooklyn.” When I said Brooklyn, Brian’s eyebrows creased.
 “Shelly, I think you misunderstood me.” 
 Just then the waitress returned. I ordered a chicken salad and tea, and Brian told her he needed more time. As I was about to continue, my cell phone rang. My parents’ home number appeared across the display. I pressed the button along the side of the phone to make the ringing go away. I’d call him back when I was done with Brian. Things were going too well.
 “That’s my dad, but I can call him back,” I explained to Brian. I needed to keep this conversation going.
 “Shelly, I’m about to get married. I’m sorry if I’ve misled you. When I asked, how should we do this, I was referring to our arrangements with Brice.”
 Those words stopped me dead in my tracks. Did he think he was getting Brice without me? Did he really and truly think that was even possible? I told him nearly two years ago and I’ll say it again—it’s all or nothing! The change in his expression told me he knew there was a definite shift in my attitude. I started shifting Brice in my lap and fumbling with my napkin.
 “Actually, Brian, I don’t understand. I told you long ago that it was all or nothing. You came after me. I know it took a while for me to come around, but I did. You wouldn’t have contacted me if you didn’t want it all. You knew the rules,” I said through tight lips. A faint knocking began at my temples.
 “Shelly. All I ever wanted was to be there for Brice. He’s my son. I want to do right by him. I didn’t have my father in my life for long and I don’t want my son to grow up with a void. People do it every day. You don’t have to be a couple to raise a child together.” 
 My phone rang again. It was my father and I silenced it once more. I had more pressing issues to deal with at present. Brian sat back in his chair and sighed hard again. My hands were getting sweaty and they had already begun to shake. The waitress brought my salad and tea to the table and walked away. I attempted to empty two packets of artificial sugar into my steamy cup and spilled it all over the table, almost knocking the hot cup over in the process. My jumping stirred Brice awake and he began to cry. My nerves appeared to be frying. Brice shifted in my lap once more and whimpered his way back to sleepy land.
 I was still trying to determine my next move when Brian ordered a coke. His ordering something gave me the notion that I had a little more time, though not much.
 “Brian, listen. I told you…” I had to stop and breathe. “You aren’t married yet. What’s more important to you, your son or being with her? She doesn’t have your child, Brian, I do! We come as a package, Brian. Take it or leave it.”
 “How can you say something like that to me, Shelly? You can’t be—”
 My cell phone rang and I held my hand up to Brian. It was my father again. Brian’s head was buried in his hands and I hit the silencer again. My father was persistent, relentless. I figured maybe I’d better answer him. It must have been of some importance since he refused to lay off of my number. Besides, I needed to maintain control of the flow of the conversation. Answering my father’s call gave me the necessary pause that I needed to calculate my thoughts. I looked at the phone, then at Brian with his head in his hands, then back at the phone before snatching it open. I flipped open the cell phone so violently, I thought I’d broken it.
 “YES!” I yelled into the phone. “What is it, Daddy? I’m sorry…It’s just that I was in the middle of something important… Yes…Why…Because I’m not going back, that’s why…Please, Daddy, can this wait? Okay. I’ll be right there.”
 The timing wasn’t right, but I knew I had to leave. I could tell that Brian was temporarily relieved by the disturbing phone call. I needed to deal with him, but I also had to handle Daddy. I knew that sooner or later, I would have to deal with my father about my decisions. It was now or never. I started getting Brice’s things together. Brian realized that I was leaving, produced his wallet, and placed thirty dollars on the table.
 “Brian, I’m sorry, but I need to take care of something. I’ll call you so we can finish this.”
 Just then a brilliant thought scrolled through my mind, one that would surely give me some leverage in my fight to get what I wanted from Brian. 
 “You know what, Brian? I’d rather not bring Brice along with me to handle what I need to handle. Here.” I stood and handed Brice to Brian. “You two can get to know one another. I’ll come by and pick him up a little later. This will be great for the two of you. Everything he needs is in his bag. He’ll be hungry when he wakes up. If you have any questions just call me.” To say that Brian was shocked was an absolute understatement. I moved fast to avoid allowing him a fair chance to object. This way I could plot my next move while making it hard for him to resist my game plan.
 “Shelly, I can’t do this. He doesn’t even know me yet. I can’t keep him with me. You have to take him with you. Once he gets to know me, then it will be fine. You can’t leave him.”
 “What’s the matter, Brian? You don’t want him? He’s yours. You will be just fine,” I said before turning to leave.
 Brian called after me during my entire exit and finally Brice woke up crying. I snickered as I picked up my pace and sauntered my brilliant self right out of that restaurant.

Chapter 6 Brian

I rang my mother’s bell non-stop. By the time she came to the door she was cursing. I couldn’t help but laugh.
 “Boy, you better stop playing games. The only reason I even came to the door was to cuss you out and slam the door in your face. You’re lucky it’s you. Somebody else would have gotten it good,” she said, her fist held up for emphasis.
 “You are funny, old lady,” I said as I kissed my mom on her fluffy cheek. “Where’s he at? Let me at him!” I said jokingly. “Don’t let me find him hiding in the closet or under the bed. I done told you, no company when I’m not at home.”
 My mother’s frame bounced as she laughed and shook her head at my joke.
 “Boy, even if there was someone here, there wouldn’t be anything you could do about it. I’m grown, boy, and don’t you forget it. Now where did you get that child from?”
 “Ma, meet your grandson, Brice Cabrini.” My mother’s jaws dropped open and she instinctively reached for Brice. To my surprise, my son went right to her.
 “Come here, sweetie. Come to Grandma, honey,” her words were coated with sugar. “Are you hungry, honey?” She directed her next question to me with a glance, then continued looking directly at Brice. “What did he have to eat?” Mom wrapped him in her plump arms and hugged him tight. “You are so precious! Come on. Let’s see what Grandma has in the kitchen.” 
 My mother carried a willing Brice to the kitchen, leaving me to find a place for his baby bag and stroller. There was an instant understanding between my mother and Brice. He seemed to feel comfortable with her at first sight. There’s something to be said about a love so strong it puts even the unfamiliar at ease.
 When I joined my mom and Brice in the kitchen, he was smiling and eating chocolate pudding.
 “Where on earth did you get chocolate pudding from, Mom? You don’t usually have kids around here.”
 “That’s for me. I got to have my snacks, you know.”
 “Are you even supposed to have that with your diabetes? That’s not too sweet for you?” I asked.
 Without words my mother cut off my questioning and changed the conversation while continuing to dote on her grandson. The sight of the two of them seeming so familiar with each other felt good.
 My cell phone vibrated on my waistband and I snatched it off, hoping it was Shelly. I wasn’t ready to give Brice up so quickly, but I did want to know where the hell she was and ask her if she had completely lost her mind.
 Unfortunately, it wasn’t Shelly, it was Lexie. I was on edge when I answered the phone. We still hadn’t discussed the scene from the other night when Lexie found Brice’s picture in my pocket. I still had lots of explaining to do. The problem was, I wasn’t sure exactly what or how to explain. Being new to all of this
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baby-daddy life and having Shelly for a baby-mama, I just didn’t know what to expect.
 “Hey, baby,” I said into the phone a little too nervously.
 It caught my mother’s attention and she glanced at me with a look that told me she understood. Leaving Mom and Brice, I walked out of the kitchen so I could talk to Lexie in peace. At least as much peace as I could muster up in this tense time of turmoil.
 “What’s up? Are you having fun?” I asked.
 “Yes. I suppose you knew all about it,” she asked dryly.
 Dry is how all of our conversations have been since the other night. Neither of us wanted to take the lead and steer the conversation in the direction of our pink elephant, but we knew the issue wouldn’t mark the end of what we had, so we just allowed the tension to flow thickly around us. Sooner or later the pink elephant would come charging at us, no longer tolerating any form of neglect.
 “Well, phase one is complete. That was the part of the shower that was held at the restaurant and deemed appropriate enough for our parents to attend. Apparently they have some kind of bachlorette adventure awaiting me tonight, and they’ve allowed me to come home and get myself together for it. When I got here you weren’t home, so I just called to touch base with you in case you weren’t home before I left again.” 
 Lexie was begging the question but wouldn’t ask. I decided to give her the answer she was looking for but wouldn’t admit to.
 “I’m at my mother’s house right now. I have a few stops to make and I’ll be by later. What time are you leaving to go on your bachlorette adventure? I’ll try to make it home before you go.”
 “Okay,” was her dry reply before our conversation met a drawn-out pause. After a few more moments of silence and breathing, Lexie continued, “Ask your mother if she enjoyed herself at the shower today. And let her know I loved the gift. I’ll talk to you later.” Click!
 I just flipped the phone closed, stuffed it into my pocket, and cupped my hands around my temples. How do I succeed in having my son and peace in my home?

Chapter 7 Lexie

Just as I hung up the phone with Brian, I heard a barrage of knocks against my condo door. I was sulking and wanted a little more time to sulk. The tense situation between Brian and me was taking a toll on the state of my emotions, especially during a time when I was already on an emotional roller coaster because of the wedding plans. I needed answers but wasn’t sure if I actually wanted them. The loud, ridiculous knocking continued, distracting me from my thoughts.

“Girl, open this damn door!” Brooke yelled from the other side. “Open this sucker up before we break it down!” 
 “POLICE! Open up!” Dionne said in a deep voice that resembled a man’s. I assumed it had to be at least three people knocking on that door, and possibly kicking it, too, from the way it sounded.
 I purposely took my time and tried to muster up some excitement. I didn’t want them questioning me, so I made an attempt to hide my true feelings so I wouldn’t spoil anyone else’s mood. Closing my eyes, I took a deep breath and released it with a sigh, rolled my neck, and got my attitude in gear before opening the door. Brooke, Dionne, and Ava spilled through the door, laughing and carrying bags and big plastic cups in each of their hands. I furrowed my eyebrows as I wondered what could possibly be in those bags.
 “These are your digs for tonight, girl,” Brooke said as she placed her drink down on my glass console table and began to rummage through her bag. When she looked up she paused, looked me up and down and frowned. “Cute, but it’s just not going to work for tonight.” She put her index finger to her lips, scrunched up her nose, and said, “Okay, the jeans are okay but lose the shirt.”
 Just then, Dionne and Ava burst out laughing, knocking into each other. I rolled my eyes just trying to imagine what these ladies had in store for me tonight.
 “Wait a minute. What are you all up to? Something just doesn’t seem right. And Ms. Ava, does hubby know you’ve been throwing them back all day?” I said, imitating someone taking a shot of liquor.
 “Girl, right now hubby is having fun with his little babies,” she said, referring to their two adorable daughters. Tonight is my night—oh, I mean, your night,” she amended as she laughed and held up her drink.
 “And what are you all drinking?” I asked, examining the plum-colored liquid whirling around in their cups.
 “Pomegranate martinis. Don’t worry, yours is coming. Let’s get you dressed first,” Brooke said as she took another sip before approaching me. “Come on now, reach for the stars,” she said. Brooke started cracking up as she grasped my flowing T-strap shirt at the waist to pull it up over my head as if I were a child.
 “Brooke, I don’t need you to undress me. I mean, I am a big girl now. If I’m grown enough to get married, then I should at least be able to take off my own clothes.”
 “Girl, hush and go with the program,” Dionne said as she pulled another shirt over my head. “Now put your arms through.”
 I did as I was instructed, shaking my head and laughing. These girls were a mess and I wasn’t about to fight. I just stood in place like a little girl waiting on my next directive. Meanwhile, they worked around me like a well-oiled machine, making a fuss of my clothes and pinning things to my shirt. I realized then that even if I had worn a look of despair, there was a good chance that they would never have noticed. Their high spirits helped alter my mood.
 “Okay, now you are ready. Go look in the mirror,” Brooke said then stopped abruptly. “Oh, now wait, Dionne, we forgot the topper.”
 “Not to worry, I’ve got it right here,” Ava declared with her drink in her hand. I don’t think she placed it down the entire time. “Here, Brooke, do the honors.”
 Ava handed Brooke a stunning tiara that glittered like moonlight against late-night waters.
 “Oh, ladies, this is beautiful,” I said, taking the gorgeous piece from Brooke’s grasp. “This certainly didn’t come from nobody’s party store.”
 “No, honey, this is the real McCoy. Brian said that you are going to be his queen. And we figured, what’s a queen without a crown or at least a tiara?” Brooke joked.
 I fought back tears as I remembered why I wanted to be Brian’s wife, even through all of my stalling. I loved that man so much that at that moment, I was filled with emotion. I felt the tension from the past few days ease out of my body. My excitement returned almost immediately.
 “Let’s get this show on the road, girls! WAIT!” Each of them stopped in their tracks when I yelled out. “Where the hell is my pomegranate martini?” I asked with my hands on my hips and attitude on my lips.
 Everyone laughed and Brooke got to pouring. I had forgotten about the big fuss the girls had been making over my attire as well, and laughed and chatted while Brooke went into their bags of tricks and made me a drink.
 “Come on, Lex, you have to see yourself in the mirror,” Ava said as she grabbed my forearm and practically dragged me into my bedroom while Dionne and Brooke followed.
 I stood before my mirrored closet door and stared at myself. I couldn’t believe my eyes and didn’t know if I should laugh, cry, or what. I burst out laughing so hard I felt as if my eyes would pop out of their sockets. I sported a baby tee that had ample breasts and nipples faintly drawn on the front, with “Kiss the Bride for a Buck” printed across the front. The T-shirt was designed with an upside-down V-like opening that revealed my butterfly belly button piercing. Condoms were pinned to the nipples and the opening. The trim at the bottom of the T-shirt, as well as the edge of the sleeves, was adorned with silver sequins. The girls had also thrown a silver boa around my neck, and flung it back in the same fashion that Jackie O had worn her expensive scarves. They had replaced my white gold and diamond hoops with long, silver costume earrings that gently graced my shoulders and flowed like liquid.
 My hair was pulled up into a bejeweled clasp and select pieces of hair cascaded down over the clasp and along the sides of my tiara. I was a glittery mess. But I looked good. If the tiara didn’t put me in the mood to party, then this outfit sure did.
 “Wait, I have the perfect sandals to go with this,” I said and went scrambling through my closet for my silver stiletto sandals with the rhinestones across the top strap. I threw the shoes on and sashayed around in front of the mirror. “I think I’m ready now.” All of us doubled over with laughter. “Let’s go.” 
 “You have to look at the back,” Brooke said and turned me by my shoulders.
 I looked over my shoulder into the mirror and saw “The Mrs.” printed across the back and scores of condoms hanging from pins. I shook my head and cracked up.
 “Okay, where’s my damn drink. I have a feeling I’m going to need it!” I said and we all left the house, laughing, sipping, and singing “Who’s That Lady?” by the Isley Brothers.
 The bachlorette party was held in a private room at a bar and lounge on Seventh Avenue. The low lights, trendy décor, and energetic atmosphere were intoxicating. Friends and some family members were enjoying drinks and appetizers at the bar while others were jamming to R&B cuts.
 While I was at the bar, a gorgeous, tall man with smooth, dark, well-oiled skin approached me, read my shirt, and smiled. He licked his scrumptious lips, pulled a fifty-dollar bill from his wallet, and exchanged the condom at the opening of my shirt for the money. By the end of the night, the back of my shirt was covered with twenties, fifties, and even a few hundred-dollar bills. No one dared remove the condoms from my drawn-on nipples.
 Our next stop was a strip bar where I was the guest of honor. A muscle-bound chocolate-colored dancer pulled my chair to the front of the stage and gave me a personal show. Before long, I had a throng of half-naked, sweaty bodies in various hues of brown, dancing, gyrating, and teasing me in ways I could never have imagined. My caravan of girls were hooting and hollering, snapping pictures and having a ball.
 Brooke had taken the liberty of inviting Lori, Brian’s old buddy. We’d been seeing more of her since she moved into Brian’s old apartment. Lori had always been a really nice person. While the strippers entertained me, she snapped so many pictures I started to wonder about her, but then I dismissed those thoughts. I just hoped she didn’t plan on sharing those photos with Brian. That would be completely against the code, breaking all kinds of “girl laws.” Speaking of Brian, with all these hot-bodied men gyrating their goods in front of me, I thought to myself that he was in for it when I reached home, issues or not.
 The night was eventful, to say the least. I had so much fun that my face hurt from laughing. Dionne drove home because Brooke and Ava were too intoxicated to handle the wheel.
 To say that I couldn’t wait to get my hands on Brian was an understatement. I started getting out of the car before Dionne even rolled to a complete stop. By then, my tiara was lopsided and wouldn’t stay on my head. I had to keep pushing it up to keep it from falling in my face. Still buzzed from the liquor and festivities, I sang and danced my way into my home. I hadn’t paid attention when we pulled up and didn’t notice that the lights were still on. When I saw the glow of the lights underneath my door, I was happy that Brian was still awake. That way we could get right down to business.
 My hands weren’t completely working with me but I eventually got the door unlocked and flung it open, singing the words from Diddy’s “Last Night.” What I saw quickly deflated my high and replaced my heated desire with heated anger and bewilderment. It felt like someone had shot an arrow through my chest and tried to pull my heart out through the narrow opening.
 Brian was sitting on the couch with his head back, snoring lightly. In his arms was the little boy from the picture, fast asleep. The TV flicked animated scenes from some colorful cartoon. My tongue felt void of moisture and I realized that my mouth had been hanging open. Slowly, I closed the door and took small concentrated steps until I reached the couch where Brian was sleeping with his son. All kinds of questions and thoughts trampled through my mind.
 Once I reached Brian, I couldn’t bring myself to touch him. I stood there staring at the little boy. Even with his eyes closed, it was clear to see that he’d gotten them directly from his father. My eyes traveled from Brian to the baby, taking note of all of the similarities—the gentle pout of their lips as they slept, the long jaw line, and the high cheekbones. Everything about this boy spoke volumes of where he’d come from. And he was here before me in the flesh. There was no denying his presence. The anticipation of how he could change our lives made me shudder. I wanted to be upset with him but couldn’t. It wasn’t his fault, no matter how much I wanted to place blame on him for what he was about to do to my life.
 I gently swept the side of his face with the back of my hand. Seeing him was one thing, but touching him confirmed that he was real. Tears temporarily blurred my vision before spilling down my face, flowing consistently and silently. How was I to handle him being thrust into our lives at such a critical time? Could I handle him being a permanent fixture in my future with Brian or a constant reminder of what Brian shared with Shelly? The baby that I miscarried would have been just a few months younger than this little guy. It sickened me to know that Shelly was able to give him something I couldn’t. 
 I cupped my hand over my mouth to muffle the audible cry that eased up from my insides and ran into the bedroom. The door slammed behind me, against my intentions. Brian was the last person I wanted to see or talk to at that moment, and I hoped the loud noise from the door closing wasn’t enough to wake him or the child. With my back against the door, I slid to the floor, my body heaving. The moisture from my tears filled my hands as I held my face. Then soft knocks tapped against the opposite side of the door. Unable to find words, I left his knocks unanswered. The knocks came again but I still didn’t respond.
 From the other side of the door, Brian called my name ever so softly. His words seemed to drift through the air and wrap themselves around me. I shook off the feeling of comfort that his voice often caused. I didn’t want to acknowledge our attachment. What if I wanted out? It would be too hard to walk away from what we had because of this perpetual shift.
 “Lexie, please. Open the door. I want to explain.” There was that tone again. The soothing one that spoke volumes without words and confirmed that everything would be alright. But I refused to believe it, so I covered my ears.
 Brian knocked again, then tried the door handle and pushed the door into me. I refused to move. He pushed once more and then stopped, but he didn’t walk away. Besides seeing the shadow of his feet beneath the door, I could feel the thickness of his presence. Yet I stood my ground and remained in place as minutes ticked away.
 Finally, I gained a voice and asked through the door, “Could you please do me a favor and find somewhere else to sleep tonight?”
 His only response was a hard, frustrated blow against his side of the door before I felt his presence depart and heard his footsteps grow fainter. When I was sure that he was away, I peeled myself from the floor and slowly cracked the door before heading out. Hoping he was gone, I stepped out of the room in need of air, only to find Brian standing right there waiting for me. I could feel my face contort in an attempt to thwart the tears that were about to erupt when Brian pulled me into his arms. I fought him, beating his arms and chest with my fists until he caught hold of my arms, forced them to my sides, and embraced me hard, as if he would never let go. With my arms pinned under his, I could only violently shake my head from side to side to communicate my protest.
 “Let me go. Get off of me,” I repeated through my tears, but Brian only held me tighter.
 After depleting the rest of my energy I dropped my head and gave up for the moment. When I lost my resolve, Brian held me tighter and planted kisses along the top of my head.
 “I’m not going anywhere,” he said between kisses. “And you can’t walk away from me. I won’t let you.” 
 At those words, I pushed and pushed until he finally released his hold on me. With my eyes cast down and hurting from crying, I backed away from him until I reached the room again. Just before I closed the door, I lifted my eyes to meet his. He stood still, just where I left him, pleading with his eyes. I cut off his gaze when I closed the door, separating and defining the space between us.

Chapter 8 Shelly

I sighed extremely loudly to make sure that Brandon heard me through the phone. I’d wished he would stop asking me the same damn question over and over again. After the fourth time, I mocked him silently, moving my lips as he spoke the annoying words, “When are you coming home?” I wanted to scream, NEVER!

I was done with the whole Brandon Cabrini charade. I never wanted to go back to that house with him again. Making room for Brian to re-enter my life was my top priority. I felt as if I was finally getting through to him. If I couldn’t, then I knew BJ could. Even though he seemed pretty peeved about me leaving BJ with him and disappearing, he appeared to have fallen for him. Brian adored his son. I smiled as I remembered the endearing look they shared when he handed him over to me. I was certainly on my way to having what I wanted, so I wasn’t about to let Mr. Cabrini ruin my plans. 

The thought of Brandon brought me back from my state of remembrance to the present. 
 “Shelly! Are you listening to me? Have you heard a word that I’ve said? You haven’t answered my question yet,” Brandon asked yet again. “We really need to talk. I don’t know what’s going on, but I’m sure we can work it out. I want you and the baby home, Shelly.” 
 I chewed on the sides of my thumbnail, something I often do when thinking of a response. I didn’t have room in my life for Brandon now, not with all I had on my plate. I wanted to say it so badly but still didn’t want to hurt his feelings. He knew it, I knew it, heck, everyone knew it, but no one would dare speak the words. BJ’s not yours anyway, so what’s the big deal? I said in my head. I still couldn’t bring myself to release the words into the air, knowing they would cut Brandon like a knife.
 “Say something, Shelly. Don’t do this to me,” he pleaded. He was beginning to sound downright pitiful. “After all this time, what happened for you to up and walk out on me like this?”
 “I didn’t walk out on you, Brandon.” I had to say something because he was getting dramatic.
 “Well, what would you call it? You left the house yesterday morning without a word about where you were going. You stayed out all night and didn’t call. When I tried calling you, I got voice mail every single time. I just don’t get it. If I did something to cause all of this then let me know. I need some answers here.”
 I was about to give him an answer until I spotted my hollow mother as she entered the room. I wasn’t ready to reveal everything to her just yet.
 “Listen, Brandon, give me a few hours. I’ll be home tonight and we can talk, okay?” I turned my back to my mother so she couldn’t hear me and watched her from a sideways-peripheral view. “I’ll call you when I’m on my way,” I said with finality as I gazed back at my mother as she pretended to be busy.
 “Where are you? The least you could do is tell me that much. As a matter, of fact you owe me that much. I am your husband, aren’t I?” Brandon smarted.
 “I’m with my mother. I’ll call you when I’m on my way,” I said for the last time and proceeded to release the call with a touch of the END button. But before my hand could fully reach the button on my cell phone, I could hear him trying to get in a few last words. I ended the call anyway.
 When I turned in Mother’s direction, she was standing right on my heels, staring down her pointed nose at me. I hated when she did that. It was as though she could see right through me.
 “Was that Brandon?” she asked me with piercing eyes.
 “Yes it was, Mother.” I hated calling her Mother. It sounded so formal and distant. Yet that’s what she demanded I call her since I was a child.
 One day, my mother, Sheila Winston, decided that I should begin calling her Mother instead of Ma or Mommy. She said it sounded important and reminded her of the rich. The first time I said it, it felt strange coming from my young lips and I instantly felt a sense of detachment. Even after practically begging her to let me call her Mommy again, like all the other kids called their mothers, she scolded me, refused, and insisted that I refer to her as Mother at all times, especially in front of her girlfriends and Daddy’s side of the family. Sheila, which is how I referred to her when I wasn’t in her presence, also tried to make me call my daddy “Father,” but he wasn’t having it, and I was elated. That simple demand drove my mother and me apart while Daddy and I developed a special bond.
 “Tell me, Shelly,” my mother probed as she began to prepare a cup of her favorite Sunday afternoon tea. “What’s going on at home? Exactly why are you here?”
 I knew it was coming, but I didn’t want to go there with her, not this day or any day. She would never understand. All of the decisions she ever made in life were based on how much she could gain. And no matter what my dilemma, she had her opinions which, as far as she was concerned, took precedence over anything anyone else had to say.
 “I can’t come to visit my mother … Mother?” I asked with such sarcasm that she narrowed her eyes at me. After the piercing look, I lost some of my steam. “Just some minor issues with Brandon, that’s all. Where’s Daddy?” I asked, trying to dismiss her.
 I love my mother dearly, but there are times when I absolutely don’t want to be bothered with her judgmental ass. But I was in her house, so the least I could do was engage her in simple conversation. That is, if there ever was such a thing when it came to my mother. Discussions with Sheila usually left me feeling like I had been interrogated.
 “Where did you and BJ sleep last night?” she asked as she walked toward the large sliding glass doors leading to the back of the spacious brownstone, sipping her tea.
 “At my old condo,” I said nervously. “What made you ask?” I wondered.
 “Brandon called every hour on the hour inquiring about your whereabouts,” she answered as she stared out into the small but beautifully landscaped yard, complete with a Tuscan-inspired water feature, cozy seating area, custom-built stone barbeque grill, and lush borders of colorful and fragrant plant life. “Why wouldn’t you tell him where you were or answer his calls? Are you contemplating leaving him?” 
 “Mother…” I said, then paused. Knowing how she felt about my “arrangement,” I prepared to tread carefully with this conversation. “I’m getting tired—”
 “Tired of what!” she nearly shouted as she whipped her neck around to look at me directly. She had done it so fast she had to step back a tad to avoid spilling the hot tea she was carrying. Then she quickly brought her hand to the back of her neck and began rubbing it. Obviously, the sudden move had caused some level of pain. “What are you saying, Shelly?” she asked, putting the steamy cup down on a nearby accent table.
 I rolled my eyes in my head and sighed. She’d never understand what I was feeling. I doubt that she ever truly loved anyone or went after anything with her heart. Everything Sheila did was purposeful and calculated from start to finish. She would examine every potential outcome, then set her plan in place, never to digress from her chosen path until she accomplished what she set out to achieve. I’d seen it a thousand times growing up.
 “Ma, I’m tired of the game.” I watched gleefully as her eyes stretched wide at my disregard for her title. “I don’t love Brandon and I never did.”
 She came at me with her finger pointed, as if I were a child. “This is no game, Shelly,” she said, stretching the word game as if to mock me. “This is your life.” She said each word as if each represented its own statement. “A life that you chose, I might add.”
 “That’s only because it was shoved down my throat by you and Daddy and your concerns for what your high-society, so-called friends might have to say. As if they lead the most perfect lives themselves,” I said, beginning to shake. Why had I listened to them in the first place? I should have never agreed to marry Brandon. Brian was my target and I should have remained focused on the prize. Maybe I wouldn’t have spent the last two years in agony, yearning for what I had left behind. Like an actress that had been cast for the wrong role, I never felt like I belonged with Brandon.
 “Don’t tell me you’re after that Brian again? Sheila raised her hands in disgust as the realization hit her. “You were smart enough to leave that alone years ago. Why rehash it now? Brandon has given you the life you deserve to live. What could that Brian possibly have done for you? Who are his parents? They’re nobodies! Does he even know who his father is?” she added snidely. “They’re not members of any worthy organization that I know of. How do I know? Because I would know them, now wouldn’t I? Brandon is the kind of man I intended for you to marry, much like your father. The kind of man who can take you places in this world and give you the finest things in life that you deserve.” She paused for effect and sighed hard. The breath lifted her chest before she blew it out in frustration. “Get yourself together and go home to your husband. You won’t embarrass me with your ridiculous pursuit.” My hands were shaking uncontrollably as she talked at me, like I was some dumb child. “Brandon is who you need. If Brian was any kind of man and wanted to be bothered with you, he would have married you two years ago when he found out that you were carrying his child.” 
 “What?! You want me to be like you!” I screamed with tears streaming down my face. “Be like you and marry for money and status because I couldn’t possibly achieve those things for myself? How dare you insult Brian and his parents and call them nobodies! You don’t even know them! You didn’t always have money, status, and nice clothes! In fact, you had absolutely nothing until you sunk your teeth into Daddy because of his pedigree! I guess you’ve gotten so wrapped up in your snooty social organizations that you forgot that you, too, were once a nobody!” 
 I didn’t realize I had been hit until the sting from the slap transmitted waves of heat through my cheek. My hand immediately covered the injured area and I tasted blood on the inside of my lip. It took another few moments to register the fact that my mother had slapped the living shit out of me. Before I knew it, my hand connected with the side of my mother’s face in retaliation. Quickly, I withdrew my hand and covered my mouth, instantly regretting the fact that I had actually struck her.
 Sheila stood before me in utter disbelief as tears raced down her reddened cheek. Hurting her this way was not my intention, but she never had any regard for my feelings. Though provoked, I felt my heart swell at the disrespect I had just demonstrated.
 “Oh my goodness, Mother,” I said when I finally found my voice. “I am so sorry. I didn’t mean to do that.”
 Sheila simply dropped her hands and glared at me. From the look on her face I thought she was about to hit me again, especially since she was literally within striking distance. I stood strong, ready to receive whatever she had for me. Regardless of what she had said, she was still my mother. I deserved whatever I had coming.
 The quiet yet heavy thud of my father’s footsteps along the beige carpet infiltrated the tension that settled in the short distance between the two of us, but neither of us took our eyes off of the other.
 “What’s going on here?” Daddy’s deep voice echoed through the air, disintegrating in the midst of the thick tension.
 “Nothing, Daddy. I was just leaving,” I said as I turned to go upstairs and get my sleeping child ready for the trip back to Long Island. As I passed my father, I could see the look of bewilderment on his face.
 Tears were still streaming down my mother’s face and I still hadn’t gotten a handle on my own. Red blotches peppered both mine and my mother’s fair-skinned cheeks, alluding to the fact that something very serious was indeed going on, despite the brush-off I tried to give Daddy.
 “Pudding!” Daddy called out, using his pet name for me, but his gaze was fixed on Sheila.
 “I’m sorry, Daddy, but I really have to go,” I said, trying not to break down completely, then raced upstairs to wake Brice, gather our belongings, and get the hell out of there.
 Although I was dreadfully sorry for how I had disrespected my mother in her own house, I was more determined to show her, Lexie, Brian, and any other non-believer that Brian was destined to be mine.

Chapter 9 Brian

Days passed before Lexie would speak to me. I still hadn’t gotten the chance to explain to her how Brice had ended up at the house. A part of me didn’t feel obligated to explain simply because he was my son. But when reality speaks loud and clear, one has no choice but to listen. And right now, reality told me that I needed to let Lexie know something if I still wanted her to be my wife. I just didn’t know where to start.

For days, Lexie would come home and walk around the house as if I didn’t exist. The only time she would open her mouth to speak was to say “the food is in there,” or to make a quick, pointed statement about some matter of importance concerning the wedding or some other unavoidable subject. The only comforting thing was that she still spoke of the wedding as if it was definitely happening.

It was time to make her talk to me or at least listen to what I had to say. I couldn’t let this issue fester any longer and possibly get out of control. There was much too much at stake. As much as I wanted Lexie as my wife, I wasn’t willing to sacrifice a relationship with my son. Besides the tension in our home, I couldn’t stand looking into Lexie’s eyes and not seeing the fire that normally resided there. Knowing that I was the reason the spark was gone made me crazy.

Lexie came through the door looking her professional best in an off-white pantsuit, a baby blue button-down shirt, and matching sandals. Her auburn-tinted hair hung loosely against her shoulders, held back from her face by her designer shades. She placed her laptop bag, pocketbook, and keys on the table by the door as she removed her sandals in compliance with her own house rule: No shoes in the house. Once her sandals were off, she grabbed them by the back straps, picked up her bags and keys, and headed for the bedroom, never stopping to acknowledge my presence. I sat and watched her move swiftly through the apartment. This time, I couldn’t help but smile, realizing how ridiculous this game had become. It was time for it to end.

Approximately fifteen minutes later, Lexie emerged from the room, sporting a light gray tank top and matching lounge bottoms. Again she walked past me and headed for the kitchen, clinking plates and utensils as she prepared something to eat. I decided to play her game right along with her, just to show her how absurd it was. I fixed my eyes on her and watched her every move. After she realized I was studying her, her actions became a little more exaggerated. Annoyance spread across her face until she couldn’t take it anymore.

“What, Brian?!” she stated, tight-lipped.
 “What, Lexie?!” 
 My response made her stop chopping bell peppers long

enough to sigh and allow her attitude to spread all over her face. I continued staring, concentrating on her every move, scrutinizing her with my eyes.

“What do you want, Brian?” she asked in that same tightlipped manner. “Why do you keep staring at me?” Then she put the knife down and threw her hands in the air. “I wish you would stop because it’s really annoying.”

“Oh, really? You’re annoyed?” I asked with mock surprise. “I thought I didn’t exist? How is it that all of a sudden I annoy you?” 

She huffed but didn’t answer. I got up from the couch and swiftly walked over to her. It was clear that I’d caught her off guard because she jumped when I approached her. I have to admit, I’m not one for playing games for any amount of time. I held her firmly by the arm to let her know that I was serious, then waited for her to stare directly into my eyes before speaking. Knowing Lexie as well as I do, the arm grip was sure to get her attention. Even though she looked at me as if she was about to stab me with the knife she was cutting vegetables with, when she read my expression she realized it was time to listen to what I had to say.

“For the past four days you have walked around this house ignoring me and acting like I don’t live here. Now I know you are upset, but this is not the way to handle it. You are being childish and I’m not putting up with it anymore. Either you say what you have to say or leave it alone.” I let her arm go and she grabbed it and held it herself. “I won’t be married to you if I can’t have peace in my own house, so just know that this will be the last time we play this game. From now on, if you have something you need to say to me, say it!”

She narrowed her eyes at me and for a moment I thought she was going to spit in my face. I know for a fact she was surprised because I had never handled her that way before. 
 “I’m serious, Shelly!” I said.
 “What did you just call me?” Lexie’s eyes grew wide and I
 could have sworn I saw steam come out of her ears and nostrils. Then it hit me. I had called her Shelly. What could have been worse? I had to fix this and fast. If I didn’t have her attention before, I surely had it now. 
 “Did you just call me Shelly? I know you didn’t just call me Shelly.”
 “That’s because you are acting like her. I knew that would
 finally get your attention.” I tried to play it off.
 “Oh! Hell! No! How dare you, Brian? That’s not funny
 and don’t try to play it off like you meant to say it. That rolled off
 of your tongue a little too naturally. So, Brian, tell me. Just how
 much time have you been spending with Shelly that her name
 now just rolls naturally off of your tongue? You want to hear what
 I have to say—I’ll tell you. I don’t want to be caught up in your
 baby mama drama. I’m not trying to put myself out there just to
 get hurt. And I don’t appreciate being lied to.”
 “Lex, I have never lied to you.”
 “Bullshit, Brian! I found your son’s picture way before I
 walked into OUR house and found the two of you sound asleep.
 How long have you been communicating with Shelly without me 
 knowing? When did you plan on letting me in on the secret, huh?
 How am I supposed to trust you as my husband when I don’t feel
 like I can trust you now? How do I know that you won’t wake up
 one day and decide that you want your son more than you want
 to be with me?”
 Lexie’s chest began to rise and fall in rapid succession. I
 thought she was about to hyperventilate. Then the tears began to pour from her eyes. She slapped them away as if she was mad they had appeared without her approval. Even though I had asked for her to say what was on her mind, I wasn’t sure how to handle it
 once she let it out.
 “Lexie.”
 “What, Brian?! What do you have to say to me now?” She 
 turned her back to me. “Just let me know what you want to do.
 I need to know. I’m not going to sit around and wait to get my
 feelings hurt.”
 I couldn’t believe she was thinking this was about an
 ultimatum—her or the baby. I wanted both. I just needed time to
 find out how to strike a balance. All I could do was rub my head
 to try and clear the thoughts running through it.
 “Lexie, this is not about you or the baby. You are going to 
 be my wife and I have a son that I need to be there for. This is all
 new to me and I just need to find a way to make it all work out.” “Well, what if Shelly says that you can’t be a part of your
 son’s life unless you are with her. That’s just the type of woman
 she is, and women like her do it all the time. I can’t compete with
 that, so I may as well cut my losses.”
 “What are you saying, Lexie?” I felt myself losing control of
 my temper.
 “Just tell me what the deal is, Brian.” Lexie spoke in a quiet
 tone.
 “What do you think the deal is, Lexie?” Unconsciously, I 
 pressed my hands against both sides of my head. Lexie’s tears
 flowed like torrents.
 “I just don’t want to be left out in the cold. Just let me know
 where I stand. I am not going to beg you to be with me and I’m certainly not going to ask you to choose between me and your son.
 Just let me know so I know what I have to do.”
 I realized that it was up to me to bring clarity to this
 situation for Lexie. Looking in her eyes, I saw that the fire was
 completely gone. Her once bright, sparkling brown eyes were now
 dull and lifeless, as if she were carrying the weight of the world on
 one shoulder. I pulled her into me, hoping to restore what had
 been lost.
 “Lex. I am not asking you to make any type of decision.
 And I’m not making any choice here between you and my son.
 You are going to be my wife. You are the one I want to share my
 life with. Something inside of me knew that the day I met you
 alone in that club. But I do have a child, and I will be a part of
 his life with you there beside me. There is no question about that.
 All I need from you is a little faith and understanding. I’ve never
 been in a situation like this before so I’m not experienced in how
 to handle it and make it work,” I said, gently cupping Lexie’s face 
 in my hands. I pushed her tears aside with my thumbs. “Then why the secrecy, Brian?” she sobbed.
 “Lexie, I just didn’t know how to bring it to you. But rest
 assured, you are the one I want to be with. Shelly has no choice 
 but to accept that. At the same time, you are going to have to
 accept the fact that I will have to deal with Shelly on some level
 because she is the mother of my son and I’m not giving up on
 him. I lost one child, I won’t lose another.” 
 At the mention of the baby we lost together, Lexie dropped
 her head and cried out. I held her close. Close enough to let her
 know without words that I was here to stay. As I held her, my cell
 phone rang. At first I was going to ignore the call but decided to at least see who was calling. Still holding on to Lexie, I pulled the phone from my pocket and the display read Shelly. Despite the circumstances, something told me to answer the call. Shelly’s
 anxious tone clipped my hello.
 “Brian, I need you. BJ’s sick and I need you now. I’m at my
 old apartment. Please come right away, sweetie. Your son needs 
 you,” she whined and hung up the phone.
 The deadpan look on Lexie’s face revealed that she had
 heard every word Shelly said.

Chapter 10 Shelly

I was happy that Brian was finally on his way over to my place. It took a couple of days to get my old apartment back in order, but boy was I glad I had decided to rent it instead of sell it. I guess I always knew that I would have a need to return to it one day. I had to begin to seriously work my magic to get my life with Brian back.

I checked on BJ to make sure the allergy medicine I had given him was doing its job. When I peeked into his new room, I saw that he looked terribly drowsy as he sat on the floor attempting to play with his toys. One more warm towel should do the trick, I thought. My timing was perfect. By the time my doorbell rang, BJ was half asleep and the warm towel had made his head feel like he had a fever. I held my tired little boy in my arms and whispered to him, “Don’t worry, honey. After a while, Mommy won’t have to do these types of things.” I quickly scanned the room to make sure I didn’t leave any incriminating evidence around.

“Coming!” I opened the door for Brian and practically fell into his arms with BJ. 
 “What’s happened, Shelly?” Brian asked.
 “It’s BJ. I’ve never seen him like this before,” I said as if I were about to cry. “He’s so lifeless. And he has a high fever.”
 “How high is it? Brian asked,” looking alarmed.
 Like I knew how high his fever was. What was I supposed to do, take the towel’s temperature? He was asking too many questions. All I needed him to do was be really concerned, not interrogate me. 
 “I don’t know. I don’t have a thermometer here. I guess I forgot to pack it when I left Long Island.”
 “Give him here,” Brian said, reaching for BJ. “Hey, little man. What’s wrong? You’re not feeling well?” he said while stroking the boy’s large curls. Then Brian placed his cheek against BJ’s temple to gauge his fake fever. “He’s just a little warm now. Maybe the fever’s come down some. I’ll run to the pharmacy and get a thermometer so we can see how high his fever is. And if we have to, we’ll run him over to the emergency room.” 
 “Oh, thank you, Brian. He’s never been sick like this before. Here, let me take him,” I said, reaching for BJ. “You really do make a good daddy,” I said seductively and smiled.
 “Thanks,” Brian said nervously before walking out of the door.
 I slowly closed the door behind him and smiled. Finally, I was on my way. I placed BJ on the couch and went to the kitchen to check on the meal I was preparing. My cooking skills had improved tremendously. Between a few classes and practicing meals on Brandon, I had definitely kicked things up a notch or two in the kitchen. I had prepared a little filet mignon, baked potatoes, and asparagus. I hoped Brian liked asparagus. If he didn’t, he should be satisfied with the steak, potatoes, and what I had to offer for dessert. 
 When Brian returned, he had a thermometer, several bottles of Gatorade, ice pops, children’s Tylenol, and a toy car. I took the bag from him and took it to the kitchen. Brian went straight for the couch, took BJ into his arms, and began to talk to him.
 “Brian, sweetie, what’s all of this for?” I asked as I withdrew all of the items out of the bag.
 “Give me the thermometer so I can take his temperature,” he started. “I told the pharmacist about BJ and he told me what to do. He said that he might not have to go to the emergency room if we can break the fever, and that the children’s Tylenol should do the trick. He also asked if he was eating and drinking okay, and if he wasn’t to just give him Gatorade and ice pops to keep him hydrated. Some stuff called Pedialyte is what most doctors or pharmacists recommend, but he said that most kids won’t drink it because it tastes bad. So I went ahead and got everything he said just in case Brice needed it.”
 “Wow, Brian, you are really good at this daddy thing, aren’t you?” I handed him the thermometer and stood beside him as if I was anxiously awaiting the results.
 Brian carefully removed the instrument from the package and read the instructions. “Okay, little man, open up.” He placed the thermometer into BJ’s mouth and watched the seconds tick away on his Raymond Weil wristwatch. After about a minute, Brian removed the thermometer and read it. “Ninety-nine point nine. He’s just fine.” Then he looked up at me. “Shelly, maybe you should give him a little of the Tylenol just in case.”
 “Uh…sure,” I said as I bit the side of my thumb. “Here, let me take him.” I took BJ, who was still half asleep, into the kitchen and pretended to give him the medicine. I quickly brought him back to Brian so he wouldn’t consider leaving so soon. “Okay, I gave it to him. Can you hold him while I check on my dinner?” I gently placed BJ safely back into Brian’s arms then turned toward the kitchen. “Are you hungry?”
 “No, I’m fine. Thanks,” he said quickly.
 “Aw, come on, Brian. I’ve come a long way with my cooking. Believe me. I’m much better than I used to be. I took classes, you know?”
 “Really?” he stated, sounding unconvinced.
 “Seriously, Brian. Try a taste. I made filet mignon, baked potatoes, and asparagus. And it’s more than enough.”
 “Alright, maybe I’ll taste a little.” 
 “Yes!” I whispered and pumped my fist in the air. Choosing my best china, I fixed Brian a plate fit for a king.
 I wondered how Lexie was going to like this. Not only was I able to pull Brian away from her with a simple call, but I’m sending him back sated. Soon enough, he’ll realize he doesn’t need her at all.
 Brian devoured the food and hung out for a few minutes more to make sure BJ was doing well. Seeing him satisfied and happy brought a smile to my face and I couldn’t wait until we were permanently together as a happy family.
 “Wow, Shelly. I must admit, that was pretty tasty,” Brian said, snapping me out of my perfect little daydream. “I have to give you credit. You certainly did your thing with that filet mignon. And the asparagus—I don’t even like asparagus and I liked that.” 
 “I’ve improved in a lot of ways, Brian.” 
 “That’s good. So listen, I need to go. BJ’s resting now. Call me if you need to.”
 “You don’t have to leave so soon, do you?” I said and pouted my lips. 
 “As a matter of fact I do. I’ll talk to you later.”
 “Speaking of talking…we need to talk about us—you, BJ, and me—.”
 “Whatever he needs, I’ll be there for him.”
 “Hold on,” I told him and ran to put BJ in his bed. That poor boy was sleeping so hard he was snoring, and carrying him around felt like I was carrying weights. I quickly returned to the living room, hoping Brian hadn’t escaped in my brief absence. “I mean us. How do we handle us?” I asked as I sat down on the couch and crossed my legs, showing off my fit, but feminine, muscle tone.
 Brian stood, creating distance between us.
 “We,” he said, pointing from himself to me several times, “being his parents, will work together to give him what he needs.”
 “What he needs,” I got up and met him where he stood, “is his parents around him all of the time, especially when he’s sick and needs us the most.”
 “Well, Shelly. It’s possible for us to be good parents and be there for him without living in the same household. Besides, you are married and I have someone in my life.”
 “That marriage was a sham and I’m now out of it. You’re not married and we have BJ. We need to be together.”
 “I’m sorry, Shelly. That can’t happen.” 
 Brian was just talking a little crazy and needed me to show him what was best. I was also ready to remind him of what he had missed all these years. I pulled in close to him and touched his chest. He gently removed my hands. I touched him again.
 “Brian. Listen to me. I told you before—it’s all or nothing, and that hasn’t changed. Now we have a beautiful little boy together and we need to do what’s best for him. I need you in my life and so does BJ. Either way, I’ll always be around because I am the mother of your child, so we might as well go about this the right way. Your friend will understand.”
 “She’s not my friend.” 
 Brian was getting annoyed but so was I. And I decided to ignore his ‘friend’ comment.
 “But, Brian, you knew my terms and you sought me out.” Before I could say another word, Brian put his hands up.
 “Shelly, that was two years ago. And the reason I sought you out is because I needed to know if BJ was my son. Any selfrespecting man with an ounce of integrity is not going to be satisfied with the possibility that they might have a child out there somewhere. My dad wasn’t in my life and I vowed that I would be a part of my children’s lives.”
 “So this is how you make that happen. I’ve already done my part. You need to let your ‘friend’ go.”
 “Listen, I’ve got to go. Call me if something happens to Brice.”
 Something in me snapped and I just couldn’t let Brian walk out of that door. He had to know that we could work.
 “No, Brian, don’t go.”
 “Shelly. You are not getting it. There is no ‘us.’ There will never be an ‘us.’ The only connection we have is Brice and that’s it. I have a life that I am going to live. You need to live yours, too. You have to accept that.”
 I started crying uncontrollably. I didn’t expect that to happen and I was pissed that Brian had taken me there emotionally. I was completely out of my head and it pained me that Brian always had the ability to drive me to my breaking point.
 “No, I will not and cannot accept that.” It’s all or nothing. There is no Brice without me, Brian. That’s the deal. Pointblank!
 Brian huffed and held his head in his hands. “So you are telling me that if I won’t be with you, you are going to deprive BJ of having a relationship with his father? Just because I don’t want to be with you?”
 I held my head. The words “don’t want to be with you” played over and over like a broken record.
 “I’m sorry, Shelly, but that can’t work for me. I want to be a part of my son’s life but I’m not going to be with you because you want to place this sick demand on me.”
 “Sick demand?!” Before I knew it, I had jumped on Brian and began beating his chest and scratching at his face.
 My vision was clouded because of my tears and I could hardly hear. Brian tried desperately to stop the barrage of slaps and punches to no avail. I was too wild for him. Finally, he caught hold of my wrists and held them firmly, leaving me unable to move at will. 
 “Get off of me! You’re hurting me!” I screamed, huffing and puffing.
 “Stop trying to hit me,” he said.
 Suddenly, BJ was behind us wailing. I pulled myself from Brian’s grip, but before I could get to BJ, Brian had already picked him up and began to comfort him. When I looked at my wrists, they were red where Brian held me. Once Brian was able to calm BJ down, he sat him on the couch and left. A feeling of rejection overwhelmed me but I wasn’t done yet. One way or another, I was going to get him. I took another look at my bruised wrist, picked BJ up and headed down to the precinct.

Chapter 11 Lexie

Brian came storming into the house pissed off but refused to talk to me about what had upset him. When I asked him about the baby, he spat the word “fine” at me, never breaking his quick stride, never making eye contact. Part of me wanted to curse his ass out for snapping at me as if I was the cause of his nasty attitude. The other side of me knew to give him space and work on getting my answers later. He needed to calm down and I would approach the subject again. If I was going to trust that we were going to work out, then I needed to know what was going on.

With my feet up on the couch, I started to read my book, Silent Fear, by a new author on the scene, Renee Jones-Brown. Just as I was getting to a really good part, Brian came storming out of our bedroom, creating gusts of wind as he marched in haste.

“I can’t believe this shit!” he yelled as he paced hard across the floor. I watched in silence, my head following him to and fro like I was watching a tennis match. “This…girl is unbelievable.” I knew he was about to call her a bitch and had stopped himself. Thinking it was one thing, but actually saying it was out of character for Brian.

“Who are you talking about?” I asked, even though I knew he was referring to Shelly. I wanted a piece of her really badly. All I needed was one good reason.

The veins near Brian’s temple created several speed bumps across his forehead and they pressed against his smooth, dark skin. Brian tightened his fists and grunted, then threw his hands in the air.

“Brian,” I said calmly, and he looked my way. He was staring directly at me, but there was no presence in his eyes. The eerie emptiness caused chills to creep along my spine. “Have a seat and talk to me,” I continued softly.

Brian approached the couch but stopped just before turning to sit. His facial expression turned from anger to defeat and my heart stopped beating momentarily.

“What is it, Brian?” I asked. He wore his vulnerability plainly on his face.
 Brian dropped his shoulders with a sigh then sat with his elbows on his knees, holding his head. I gently placed my hand on his back and rubbed small circles, hoping he understood that, despite our trials, I was still there for him. After a few more sighs, he finally began to explain.
 “I just got a call on my cell phone from the precinct.”
 “For what?” I yelled. My brows knitted and my heart rate went from zero to sixty in less than two seconds. I hoped Brian hadn’t kicked Shelly’s yellow behind earlier. Brian was not abusive but Shelly’s antics had the ability to make the most composed person act like a pure fool.
 “Shelly went down to the precinct and told the cops that I assaulted her. A detective by the name of Raul Johnson called and asked me to come down to the station so he could speak with me and hear my side of the story.”
 “Brian, you didn’t—did you?”
 “Lexie!” Brian called my name as if he was scolding me. “How could you even ask something like that? I didn’t assault her. She assaulted me!”
 “What?! Why?” This was getting crazy.
 “After I got Brice’s fever under control, I got ready to leave. Shelly wanted to talk about how we could work things out. I told her that I would always be there for the baby but there was no chance of us being anything more than just BJ’s parents. She didn’t like what I said. We exchanged more words until she just flipped out and started punching me. I grabbed her by the wrists to keep her from punching me, but she kept trying to pull her arms from my grip. After that, I left. I guess she had some kind of mark on her because the detective said that she was bruised.” I sat there looking at Brian in disbelief. “I didn’t hurt that girl. If anything, I was trying to make sure she didn’t hurt me.”
 “I can’t believe this. So are you going down to the precinct now?’’
 “I have to. If I don’t, they will come and arrest me.”
 “So how do you know they won’t arrest you when you get there anyway?”
 “I don’t, but that’s a chance I have to take,” Brian said as he began to lift himself from the couch before heading to the bedroom.
 I felt so bad for him and tried to think of what I could do to help. My mind kept coming up with a very vivid image of me trying to choke the life out of Shelly, but I knew that wouldn’t help the situation, particularly now. I could just see the headlines— Love Triangle: Mad Fiancée Beats the Life Out of the Ex!
 “Well, I’m going with you!” I announced, then got my purse and met him at the door before he could protest.
 On the way to the precinct, I called Brooke to tell her the news. I could tell by the sound of her voice that I had awakened her and scared her half to death. I knew I sounded desperate as I struggled to hold back my tears.
 “Lex, calm down! Tell me exactly what happened.” Brooke’s voice was filled with concern.
 After a few deep breaths, I managed to calm myself some and explained everything to Brooke. Finally, we added Ava into the conversation, who called my Mom to discuss what was going on. Mom reminded me that my absentee godfather, Frederick Gerald, was an attorney. She called him and he offered to meet me down at the precinct. When I got down to the stale-smelling station with the old dingy tin desks, Freddie was already waiting for me. I had never been happier to see him in my life. My godfather was a tall, caramel-colored man who looked a lot like Jessie Jackson. As a child I saw him all the time because he and his wife were good friends of my parents. However, they moved to a fancier neighborhood, and his wife acted as though she was too good to hang with my parents anymore.
 Freddie greeted me with a warm embrace and a peck on my cheek then greeted Brian with a firm handshake.
 “Look how you have grown. It’s been so long since I’ve seen you. Delia told me to tell you hello. She’d love to see you.”
 “That would be nice,” was the only polite response I could think of. The last thing I was concerned about was how much he thought I’d grown since the last time he’d seen me, and I could care less about his snooty wife’s far-off greeting.
 “What’s going to happen to him, Freddie?”
 “Well, I’ve already spoken to the detective.” Then he gestured at Brian. “It appears that his son’s mother claimed that he assaulted her because she told him she didn’t want to be bothered with him.
 “Lies! All lies! I can’t believe she’s doing this,” I blurted. Several people in the precinct stopped what they were doing and looked over at us. Freddie placed his hands on my shoulder to calm me down.
 “Honey, things like this happen all the time,” Freddie said. The cops are used to these types of domestic disputes. There are reports filed against exes and cheating boyfriends every single day. As soon as some woman finds out that the man they want is seeing someone else, they come running to the police, crying wolf in an attempt to get back at them because they were rejected.
 “So are they going to put him in jail?” I asked, focusing on Freddie’s lips as I awaited his answer.
 “To be quite frank, yes. He will be processed and put through the system, and he’ll have to see a judge. They will determine if he gets to go home or if bail is set. If he has no other offenses then he will most likely be released on his own recognizance. I know most of these judges and since he has no priors, I doubt they will keep him. As for right now, all we can do is wait until he goes before the judge.”
 “Freddie, thank you so much for helping us out with this.”
 “No problem at all, honey. Anything for you, dear! Now let me see who I can talk to so we can get this to move a little faster. Come on, Brian. Let’s go handle this.”
 My eyes met Brian’s. I grabbed his face and kissed him hard before dropping my head. Brian lifted my chin and stared into my eyes once again. The emptiness was gone and had been replaced with reassurance. Brian kissed the tears that began to run down my cheeks and I held on to him for dear life.
 “I’ll be right here!” I assured him and swatted at my tears.
 Solemnly, Brian and Freddie went to meet with Detective Johnson. I searched for a nearby chair and prayed that my weak knees would carry me to it. Not too long after they went inside, Freddie returned to let me know that Brian had been officially arrested and was in the process of being put through the system.
 “Go home and get some sleep. I’ll call you in the morning and let you know what to expect,” Freddie said.
 “But I…when will he get to come home?” I stammered.
 “Hopefully, he’ll be home sometime tomorrow afternoon as long as the judge sees fit to let him go. Brian’s got a clean record so I don’t see that being a problem,” Freddie tried to reassure me.
 The only thing that would have been reassuring to me would have been to see Brian walk back out those doors. But that wasn’t happening. I left the station and rode home in overwhelming silence, no music or anything. We had three and a half weeks left before our wedding day and I wondered what more could happen. Suddenly an even more fearful thought entered my mind—I wondered if Brian would be able to leave town after our wedding.

Chapter 12 Shelly

“That wasn’t a good move at all, Shelly,” the caller scolded.
 Shut up! Shut up! I kept thinking it but really wanted to say it instead. Again, this person was giving me the goods and I had to remember to keep some kind of balance when communicating with her, even though the last thing I needed from her was a reprimand.
 “Well, he made me mad,” was all I could say to justify my actions.
 “You have got to be kidding me. You are not going to get anywhere by getting him arrested. In fact, he probably doesn’t want anything to do with you now, regardless of whether or not you have BJ. You’ve messed up big time and I strongly suggest you find a way to make this up to him. Not to mention you are targeting the wrong person,” she said, almost as an afterthought.
 “What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked. The woman had really piqued my curiosity.
 “You are doing things to him to make him upset. That’s not going to get him to come back to you. It’s only going to push him further away. Your energies should be focused on her. Lexie’s got him smitten. I’ve never seen him so, quote-unquote, in love,” she said with heavy emphasis on the words in and love. “She’s your problem, not him. As long as she’s around, you don’t stand a chance.”
 I felt like a light clicked on in my head. She was right. I was going about this the wrong way. I needed to get that damn Lexie out of the picture, and fast. I couldn’t seem to penetrate him because of his so-called devotion to her. It was like he was always trying to protect her, and for what? What did she have that I didn’t? She didn’t look any better than me. I’m sure she couldn’t be as good in bed as I am. I know I’ve got what it takes to keep a man satisfied. Brandon is proof of that. BJ’s not even his and he has cared for him as if he were his biological father since the day he was born. The man will do anything I ask, no matter how crazy. I know because I’ve put him to the test a number of times and he’s never failed to bend over backwards to accommodate my desires. If only Brian would try to please me the way Brandon does. I needed a game plan because Lexie had to be removed from the picture fast. I’ve always gotten what I wanted, and Brian would be no different.
 “Hello! I’m still here!” she yelled into the phone, piercing my thoughts. “Now what are you thinking about doing? The wedding is a mere three weeks away. Whatever you decide, you need to act fast. Once they walk down that aisle, your job becomes that much harder.”
 “I know that. I just have to work a few things out. But rest assured I’ll get what I want. I always do.”
 “Great! Now when do I get my money? Don’t act like you forgot our arrangement. This information does not come free. And from the looks of it, you’re going to need me even more.”

Bitch! “It will be in your account by tomorrow afternoon,” I assured her with a smile in my voice.
 My phone started beeping for the umpteenth time. I’d been ignoring all the incoming calls while speaking to my informant. I looked at the display and Brandon’s name flashed across the screen. Days had passed since I last spoke to him and promised to come home and talk. He wasn’t my priority at the time, Brian was. “Missed call” flashed across the screen and I tossed the phone onto the couch. Still hot from my previous conversation, my cell phone began to ring again, dancing across the seat of the couch as it rang and vibrated simultaneously. Once again the display read “Brandon.” With force, I flipped the phone open and huffed.
 “Yes!” I said, stretching the word to demonstrate my aggravation.
 “Open the door, Shelly,” Brandon said in a dry tone.
 Open the door? I had to repeat it in my head. I never told Brandon where I was staying. How did he know? I stood for a few seconds contemplating whether or not to actually let him in.
 “Come on, Shelly. I know you are in there. I can hear you,” Brandon said.
 I flipped the phone closed, cutting him off, and strolled to the door. Holding on to the knob, I counted backwards from ten before pulling the door open. Mr. Half-White, Half-Black Brandon was standing there glaring at me, looking pitiful and pissed. I challenged his glare with my hands on my hips in a real sassy-girl fashion.
 “We seriously need to talk,” Brandon said as he pushed past me and entered my apartment. He looked around incredulously and turned to me, confusion registered across his pale face. “You kept this place the entire time. I thought you told me you sold it.” I sucked my teeth and he came close to me. “You knew you were going to leave me, didn’t you?” Realization now registered on his face.
 “You had to know that it wouldn’t last,” I said, brushing his inquiry off with a wave of my hand.
 “Where’s Brice?” he asked.
 “Sleeping,” I said as I sauntered back to the couch and turned on the TV with the remote. After flipping the channels for effect, I dropped the remote to the side and pretended to watch whatever was on the tube. Brandon sat next to me.
 “You knew all along,” he said with that same look of recognition.
 “Brandon!” I sighed. “How could you not know? It’s not like we were dating that long before we got married. We were off and on for how long? There was never a real commitment. It was pretty much what some would call an arrangement.” Brandon cringed at hearing the word arrangement. “And I’ve grown tired of the farce we were living.”
 “Farce? Shelly, I care about you and Brice. How could you call this a farce?”
 “You care about me. See how you said that. You didn’t say you loved me. There is a difference,” I tried to point out. “I want what I want, and it’s not for someone to care about me. I want to be with someone I love and desire, not have something where all we do is care about each other, then stick around because it looks good to people.” 
 “Shelly, I do love you. I wouldn’t be here hunting you down if I didn’t.”
 “No, what you love is what being married to me has done for you. Being associated this closely with my father has many rewards. I’m sure that, at this point in your career, you’ve proved yourself enough to continue to prosper on your own. You don’t need me anymore,” I said. 
 “That may have been what this was in the beginning, but Shelly, I loved having you in my corner. I love you. Really, I do. For me it was always more than a union that made sense and I want you to come back home with me.”
 “I can’t,” I said.
 “Why?” Brandon said and exhaled loudly. “What’s the problem? Whatever it is, we can work it out.” Brandon pleaded with his words and his eyes.
 “Because I’ve gotten back together with Brice’s real father.”

Chapter 13 Lexie

I was happy to see Brian home again, but I wanted him to get the hell out of my way for a while. Anger had a hold on him like a vice grip. Since I was the only one around him, I had to deal with the heat. This whole situation with Shelly revealed a side of Brian I didn’t know existed. But now he was getting on my nerves.

“Brian,” I called his name casually.
 “What now, Lex?!” he snapped.
 I took a deep breath and tried my best to swallow the foul

words that were perched at the tip of my heated tongue. From ten to one I counted with my eyes closed. This wasn’t about me. It was troubling to know that Shelly was able to disrupt the atmosphere of my home. She and I needed to have a conversation. Brian would never approve, but as far as I was concerned, it was necessary. The only thing that stopped me from paying her an unfriendly visit was the fact that I couldn’t allow her to know that her antics were affecting me in any way. She would take great pleasure in knowing she was able to get a rise out of me. Shelly would never see me sweat unless she brought her venom directly to me. Then I would be justified in lashing out. That would be my chance to give her an old-fashioned, Vaseline-faced ass kicking.

“Don’t answer me like that,” I said tight-lipped, then sighed hard. I wasn’t good at holding my tongue. “Listen, Brian. I won’t have you using me as your dartboard. You have been snapping at me and throwing all of your daggers at me since you came home the other night. It’s not fair and I am not going to take this shit from you any longer. If you want to sit around here and be annoyed, you go right ahead. I’m out of here.”

“Whatever!” Brian said, dismissing me with a wave of his hand.
 “Whatever?!” I couldn’t believe his audacity. “Whatever?!” I repeated. It took only two steps for me to get from the hallway to the couch where he sat. I leaned over and placed my face so close to his that I could feel the heat of his breath. “Listen, partner,” I said the word partner so hard tiny droplets of saliva sprinkled on his face. “I’m not the cause of your strife. You take that shit out on her, not me. I won’t stand for it.” 
 Brian jumped up from the couch, swatted at the spit on his face and glared at me. 
 “You know what, Lex? I don’t need this from you right now,” he said and walked away. 
 My blood began to boil. I just knew steam would come whistling out of my ears like a tea kettle. I followed Brian on his heels as he walked toward the bathroom.
 “You don’t need what? I didn’t start this, you did. I simply called your name and you snapped at me. Now you are dismissing me like I’m some kind of nag or something.”
 “Well, that’s what you’re doing right now.”
 My mouth dropped open. “Oh, so now I’m a nag?!” By now my hands were on my hips and the tips of my ears were burning.
 Brian waved me off once again and walked to the bathroom. He attempted to close the door but I blocked it with my foot.
 “You need to apologize to me before this gets any worse.” Even in my rage, I tried to diffuse the situation. He was really pushing my limits.
 “Apologize to you for what? I’m not the one being a nag.” His attempt to close the door failed because my foot was still in the way. “I don’t need this bullshit from you right now! As a matter of fact…” He paused, then changed his mind about going into the bathroom. “Let me get out of here. I need some space. You women never know when to just let things be,” he said before pushing past me and heading back toward the living room.
 That was it. The straw that broke the camel’s back. Rage released tiny needles throughout my body that settled on the edge of my skin. I tingled from head to toe. The room grew dim and my hands balled into tight fists.
 “Now I am no different from Shelly?! Well, if you need space, take all the damn space you need!” I ran into our bedroom and began tossing all of his clothes out of the closet. I threw them on the floor in the hallway and kicked them toward the living room. “You can take your shit and get the hell out!” Salt from my tears stung my tongue as I screamed at Brian. “Maybe you need to go back to that sick-ass Shelly! You’re the one acting like her now! The two of you were made for each other and I just couldn’t see it until now!” Brian’s closet and armoire were now empty. I started on the dresser draws. “I waited and waited to accept your hand in marriage because of what might happen! Now I know! I won’t sit around being your punching bag every time Shelly decides she wants to act a fool! No sir, not me!”
 Brian started back to the bedroom and his facial expression turned from annoyance to shock when he saw his belongings decorating the hall floor.
 “Lexie! Stop! What are you doing?!”
 My face glistened with tears and frustration. My breath came in hard, short gasps.
 “I can’t do this.”
 “Lex, you are overreacting. You need to relax.” 
 Brian picked up a handful of his garments and brought them back into the room. As he placed them on the bed, I threw them off.
 “No, I am not overreacting. I want you out. I won’t let you and her make a fool out of me, and I can’t be with you if you give her power to reign over what we have,” I sobbed as I continued to toss his wears. “I always knew…” My spent energy left me limp and I stopped throwing his clothes as I prepared to finish my statement. The lump in my throat made it difficult for the words to pass through. Thinking it was easy, saying it made it real. “I always knew…one day…she’d win.” I’d arrived at a whisper by the time I was done. I could feel my heart breaking.
 Brian dropped the clothes in his hand and closed the distance between us quickly, grabbing my arms. Defeat pushed my head down and my eyes studied the floor.
 “Lexie, Stop! You’re being…I’m sorry, baby. Lexie, I’m not leaving you. We are getting married in three weeks.” 
 When he said married, a dam broke and I fell apart, sobbing, kicking, screaming, and swinging. Brian tried to escape my anguish but only after I had landed a few good strikes.
 “Get off of me. I’m not marrying you,” I mumbled, not sounding convinced myself. The truth was I loved Brian like I’d never known love—loved him so much it made me feel like my chest would explode.
 Brian took me by my shoulders and shook me slightly. I knew what I was saying. He held my hands to keep me from hitting him.
 “Lexie, don’t say that! Calm down, baby. I’ll fix this.”
 “No.” 
 Brian pulled me to him and my tears left small crimson circles on his deep red shirt. He held on tight, rubbing my head. My body shook under the weight of my emotions.
 “Baby, listen to me. You are right. I don’t know what got into me. I never should have let her get to me like that. We are not supposed to let anyone else make us fight. I messed up, baby. I’m just stressed. We are going to work this out. I need you in my corner. I need my partner.”
 Slowly, I pulled myself away from Brian. He studied my face. I closed my eyes, opening them again to see him still studying me. He tried to look directly into my eyes and I turned away. I didn’t want him to see me in the raw. The eyes told what our mouths and actions didn’t. Distress darkened my vision. My heart was breaking into small pieces. Defeat claimed me and I felt like a failure. Another relationship failed and I should have seen it coming.
 “I’m sorry, Brian.” I tried to speak without crying but couldn’t, so I spoke through the pain. “This is what I was afraid of all along. This is also the reason I waited so long to marry you. I can’t be with you with someone else pulling the strings, all these outside forces.” I held my hands up in surrender, shrank from his touch, and walked toward the bathroom. Before closing the bathroom door I turned to Brian. “Maybe it’s me. I may not be woman enough to handle all of this. Either way, this is just the beginning. Brice is not even two years old. Please don’t make this any harder for me. Just go,” I said, breaking down once again before entering the bathroom and closing the door behind me.
 As the door closed, the doorbell chimed. For a moment I didn’t care who it was, then decided to go ahead and answer it. Brian was still standing in the same spot I’d left him in when I’d headed to that private sanctuary. The doorbell rang again, followed by a series of knocks. Brian never changed his position, his head hanging low. Reluctantly, I headed for the door. When I peered through the peep hole, what I saw on the other side made the air in the already tense atmosphere even thicker. Pressing my eye closer to the lens to make certain that my eyes weren’t deceiving me, I peered harder. Then I stepped back from the door, opened it, and let Shelly and Brice in.

Chapter 14 Brian

“You can’t be serious!” I yelled when I realized who Lexie had just let in. Shelly’s and Lexie’s necks snapped toward my direction.

It was bad enough that I was facing the possibility of losing my wife-to-be mere weeks before we were to be united in matrimony. Now Shelly was popping up right at one of the most inopportune times. It was apparent to Shelly from the moment she stepped into the apartment that she showed up at a bad time. Well, a bad time for us, but probably the best possible time for her. The smirk she wore told me she knew her timing was impeccable. Brice could also sense the tension in the air. It was evident in his slow stroll toward me while sucking on his middle and ring fingers.

“What’s up, little man?” I greeted him while checking my anger and emotions. He never lifted his arms for me to pick him up, but I did anyway and pulled him into me.

The suffocating pressure from the atmosphere caused anxiety to settle in Brice’s spirit. Discomfort draped his pudgy little face. I focused on Brice for a moment because I wasn’t sure what was about to happen. If Lexie had written me off totally, I would be able to see that in her actions and comments over the next few minutes. I watched her closely and kept my other eye on Shelly while pretending to be into my son.

Shelly still hadn’t fully entered the apartment and Lexie kept one hand on the doorknob, the other on her hip. Surely Shelly felt the lack of warmth in Lexie’s disposition.

“What do you want?” Lexie greeted Shelly with blatant disdain.
 Shelly stepped into the apartment, uninvited. Lexie put her hand up in the halt position to keep Shelly from moving in any farther, marking her territory and making it clear to Shelly that she wasn’t welcome. Shelly looked down at Lexie’s hand with her lips turned up, but the smirk quickly turned into a slick smile.
 “Oh, sorry for the short notice, Brian,” Shelly addressed me but kept her eyes on Lexie. “But I’ll need you to keep our son for a few days. I have to make an emergency trip out of town and there’s no one else that can keep him.”
 Lexie tore her gaze from Shelly’s face and landed on mine, shooting daggers across the room. I felt every single one as they pierced my skin. To say that she was beside herself with rage was the understatement of the decade. An undercurrent of rage boiled just beneath her skin, threatening to send her bursting into flames right before our eyes. Lexie’s anger kept mine at bay. I needed to be ready to diffuse any situation that could have escalated at that time. Without taking my eyes off of Lexie, I put Brice back down on his feet and walked him toward his pain-in-the-ass mother.
 The daggers followed me as I moved through the living room, stabbing me like heated darts.
 “No, Shelly. You can’t do this. You can’t just walk up in here anytime and drop him on me like this. That’s disrespectful. And I don’t live here alone so you are not only disrespecting me but my Fiancé as well, and I can’t let that fly.” My eyes were on Lexie when I said the word Fiancé, but she didn’t flinch. Of course she wasn’t going to let Shelly see her sweat no matter how bad things got between us. “You will just have to work something else out. Besides, I have to work, too. Brice is damn near two years old and you never came to me before with any babysitting emergencies. I have no problem taking care of my son, but I won’t have you pulling this type of shit on me. This is not happening.” I felt like beating my chest because I was putting Shelly in her place. The expression on her face changed.
 I wanted her to get upset and to trigger one of her usually dramatic performances, cursing me out and becoming out of control. Then maybe Lexie would kick her ass out. Maybe taking out all of her anger on Shelly’s ass would make us all feel a little better. But Shelly just sighed and looked pitiful. I took that as a license to continue.
 “Not to mention—how are you going to just walk up in here and ask me to baby sits like everything is fine? I just came home from jail yesterday because of your lies. What the hell possessed you to tell the police I abused you? Why would you lie like that? That’s fucked up, Shelly. And I don’t have time for games.”
 “I apologize, Brian. It’s just that I was upset. You bruised my arm. You really hurt me, Brian. I couldn’t believe you had handled me that way, especially with our son present.”
 Lexie’s eyes stretched wide in disbelief at the nonchalant tone of Shelly’s response.
 “Are you kidding me? You were swinging on me. I tried to stop you from hitting me…You are on something, you know that?” Unable to keep still, I began pacing the room. Shelly was really working my nerves and it was time for her to leave. My hand gestures became wild and my deportment began to unravel.
 “Never mind that—we need to work out something for Brice this coming weekend,” she said as she waved off my apparent anger.
 Lexie walked away from the door and took a seat on a side chair to watch our interaction as if she was watching a show. It was obvious that this little episode had become entertaining to her.
 I was becoming completely undone and was grasping at my composure, trying to keep it together. The more I grasped, the more it fell away from me. After several deep breaths and one long, heavy sigh, I decided not to let go. I grabbed Shelly by the arm and commenced to throw her out the door.
 “Brian!” Lexie called out to me as she stood to her feet. The entertainment was over. “Let her go. Not in front of Brice!” With two steps, Lexie was at my side.
 The fuzzy darkness that clouded my vision began to dissipate when Lexie called my name, and even more so after she said Brice’s name.
 In a clenched-toothed whisper, I told Shelly, “Get out of my house.” Comfort enveloped me as Lexie remained by my side, solidifying our partnership, signifying our united front. Her small hands rubbed calming circles on my back. Shelly’s face revealed her shock. What did she expect? Her confused expression showed that she realized her power over me was waning fast. I wanted my son in my life, but not at astronomical costs and without an inkling of peace in my own home. Right there and then I decided that I would be in Brice’s life but not by her terms. If she got used to pulling the strings from the start, there would be no turning back, ever.
 Lexie’s circles calmed me, and I was able to both see and think with more clarity. I wasn’t intending to hurt Shelly physically, just remove her from my presence, with her conniving ways. Brice being in the vicinity and Lexie’s support helped me hang on to reason. Shelly should have considered herself lucky. My partnering with reason must have set her off.
 “She might be your Fiancé, but I’m your son’s mother. I will always be in your life. If you didn’t want me back then why did you come looking for me?” Shelly screamed, on the verge of tears. Lexie’s hand stopped moving on my back, creating a crack in our united front. I was sure my neighbors now knew all of my business.
 “Don’t even go there, Shelly! You know why I sought you out.” 
 Lexie cocked her head to the side and gave me a look that said “Really?” as if she’d found out something she hadn’t known before. Her hand was now completely removed from my back and crossed at her chest. Lexie’s head went back and forth between Shelly and me as if she was intently watching a tennis match. I wanted Shelly to just shut the hell up. She was good for causing a scene, and with Lexie’s full attention, I was sure she’d take advantage of this opportunity to showcase.
 “What do you mean don’t go there? You came after me. I didn’t come after you. I told you that I was married! Now I’ve left my husband and moved back to Brooklyn so Brice can have a life with his father and this is how you act? I can’t believe you, Brian. I told you from the start that it was all or nothing, that this was a package deal. There is no Brice without me. You knew that, yet you still sought me out. Now you act like you don’t want to have anything to do with me,” Shelly continued ranting while periodically taking in Lexie’s facial expressions to gauge how the bullshit was being received.
 Lexie’s face beamed with understanding as if she was connecting some elusive dots. Shelly’s bullshit was working on her. If I had work to do before Shelly showed up at the door, it was nothing compared to what I’d have to do now to save my may-nothappen marriage.
 “Shelly, cut the bullshit and get away from my door. You are going too far now and making this into something it never was.”
 “Don’t get in front of your little girlfriend and try to turn things around now!”
 Lexie’s eyes stretched wide again, and this time her hands moved from her chest to her hips. Up to now, she hadn’t said a word. I wondered just how much digging I’d have to do to get out of this. I wished Shelly would momentarily turn into a man so I could knock her out and not feel like an ass about it. She was really challenging my manhood. Only punks hit women and I felt like being a punk, if only for one night.
 “I’m not standing here listening to this,” I said with my hands up. “I’m out of here.” As I turned to walk away, I felt a weight on my back. It was Shelly.
 “Brian, wait!” Shelly had wrapped her arms around me from behind. “Okay, let’s work something out.” The back of my shirt was growing damp with her tears, causing it to stick to my skin.
 “That’s enough!” Lexie found her voice. “I’ve seen enough! Brian! Shelly!”
 “Lexie, wait!” I jumped in before she could say another word. Lexie said our names with such finality it cut right through me. “Shelly, let me go.” 
 “Listen to me, Brian!” Shelly pleaded.
 “No, both of you listen to me!” Lexie asserted. “Brian, you can have this sick bitch. I can’t and won’t be a part of this.”
 “Sick bitch?!” Shelly let me go. “Who are you calling a bitch? Bitch!”
 I grabbed Lexie and marched her to the other side of the room before she could haul off and sock Shelly in the eye. Shelly was behind me, yelling and carrying on as I walked Lexie toward the kitchen. This whole scene was out of character for everyone involved. Emotions were running high, curse words muddied the air, and venom was shot from every mouth. When Brice began to cry, I realized that someone had to make an attempt to bring things down a little.
 “Lexie, baby, calm down. This doesn’t have to be like this. I will take care of this situation. I don’t need you fighting and carrying on. I love you. You’re the one I want to spend my life with and nothing is going to stop me from having you with me for the remainder of my years. I don’t care what we have to go through. That’s it. This has to stop right here and now.” 
 Lexie tried to push me away from her but I wasn’t having it.
 “It’s her that you need to talk to,” Lexie said, huffing and puffing.
 “Her has a name, and don’t act like you don’t know what it is!” Shelly screamed. “I don’t care what he says, I still have his baby! Something you don’t have! Something you couldn’t do!”
 Visions of a distraught Lexie in the doctor’s office after receiving the news of losing our baby flashed across my mind. I felt my heart go limp. Lexie released a sound akin to a wounded warrior and charged at Shelly. Lucky for Shelly, I was able to get a hold of Lexie before she could rip her face off. The fear that gripped Shelly showed in her eyes. Shelly jumped out of Lexie’s reach in the nick of time. Brice cried louder. Lexie’s wails mixed with the rest of the anxiety that hung in the air. I was exhausted.
 “Shelly, you need to leave now!”
 “But, Brian, what about us? What about Brice? We need you! What you don’t need is this savage of a woman. Did you see her? She tried to kill me. Tried to kill the mother of your only son!”
 “Shelly, stop it and get out!”
 Spitting out insults and bad names, Lexie continued her rage under the restraint of my arms.
 “So it’s her over me and your child, huh? Is that what this is, Brian? Are you trying to make a point because she’s here now?” Shelly poked, still dodging Lexie’s attempts at getting her hands on her. “Do Brice and I mean anything to you anymore?”
 “Brian, let me go so I can beat the shit out of this chick!” Lexie screamed while kicking and swinging around me, trying to hit Shelly.
 It was beyond my understanding why Shelly was even still there.
 “Shelly, Brice means the world to me. You, on the other hand, are a different story. If I could have Brice without you, things would be just fine. I love Brice, but sometimes I honestly wish it wasn’t Lexie who lost my baby!”
 The next thing I knew, Shelly had climbed onto my back and was beating me in the top of my head with her legs wrapped around my waist. Lexie managed to get loose and started pulling Shelly by her hair from behind. I had one hand on Shelly, trying to get her off of me, and one hand covering my head in an effort to block her volley of punches. Lexie yanked Shelly’s hair hard, causing her to fall back on top of her. She then rolled over on top of Shelly and commenced to laying a full case of whip-ass on her, applying a good portion to her fair-skinned face. I tried to pull Lexie back and tripped over Shelly’s feet, giving Lexie the opportunity to land a few more tosses. Breathing hard and having had her fill, Lexie let up before I could make it back to my feet and began dragging Shelly, who was now screaming at the top of her lungs, in concert with Brice, toward the door. Once Shelly had cleared the entrance, Lexie slammed the door with Brice still inside and Shelly banging desperately on the outside.
 Completely spent and looking like she’d lost a fight with a bear, Lexie exhaled roughly, narrowed her eyes at me, and headed for the bathroom. My son reached his small hands toward the doorknob to try to get to his screaming mother on the other side. I picked him up, comforted him, and looked back in the direction Lexie had gone before I opened the door.
 By the time I opened the door, Shelly had made it back up to her feet. Brice’s head was on my shoulder and I rubbed his back. Using the back of my hand, I wiped away his tears one last time before handing him over to Shelly.
 She glared at me as she took him. “This is far from over,” she declared before storming off.
 I covered my head with my hands and wondered what else could go wrong. One way or another, I was going to fix things with Lexie. I had a wedding in three weeks that was going to happen no matter what. Somehow I would have to convince Lexie that things would work out. No matter how it happened, I needed her there beside me. 
 Shelly stomped all the way to the elevator, looking back at me with evil eyes. When she got on the elevator, I went to the window to watch her leave the building and get into her car. The pristine, white convertible and the normally beautiful, wellkempt woman was a stark contrast to the convoluted mind she possessed.
 Once I saw her place Brice in the car, I left the window. I didn’t want her to catch me watching her. Flopping down on the couch, I wondered how the rest of this night would play out.
 Just then, Lexie exited the bathroom, looking a lot less savage than she had moments before. Her hair was pulled back into a hand-swept ponytail and her clothes were straightened out. She looked at me with a blank expression that she held for several beats before her eyes once again filled with water. I went to her to hold her. At first she pulled back, refusing to let me touch her. When her resolve left her I held on for dear life, hoping my embrace would say the things I needed to say but couldn’t find the words to. Her body rocked under my embrace and she released a flood of emotions. We stood there holding, releasing, and sighing until soft knocks at the door interrupted our private session. 
 I kissed Lexie on the forehead, then kissed away her tears before opening the door to find my son standing alone in the hallway with a duffle bag at his side. The loud screech of tires peeling from the asphalt snapped me out of my momentary state of shock. By the time I raced to the window, Shelly had recklessly taken the corner, nearly mowing down two young guys crossing the street.

Chapter 15  Shelly

When I reached my condo, Daddy was leaning against the door of his Mercedes S 600 with his arms crossed. At first I wondered how he knew I was there. Then I flinched at the thought of how I looked, being that I had just been in a fight with two people. Daddy’s strong, large frame took hastened steps toward me. Concern marked his face and I could tell as he examined my messy hair, bruised cheeks, and wrinkled clothes, that he was at a loss for words.

“Pudding! What happened? Who did this to you?” he asked as he held me at arms length to inspect me closely. Confusion, anger, and hurt all flashed in his eyes one by one. “Don’t tell me Brandon put his hands on you!”

I dropped my head. I didn’t want Brandon to get in trouble but I couldn’t tell Daddy that Brian was involved. Daddy would never accept Brian if I disclosed that bit of information. It would forever cause problems once Brian and I were finally back together. 

Daddy shook me slightly because I still hadn’t answered. I no longer wanted Brandon anyway, so why did I care about him having issues with my father? 

“Shelly!” Daddy yelled my name. I couldn’t remember the last time he’d called me Shelly.
 I was still contemplating my story. I had to get this one right.
 “Shelly, answer me! Who did this to you? Tell me now!” Daddy demanded.
 “I can’t, Daddy,” I said, and tears flowed quietly down my cheeks. The truth hurt and I couldn’t get my lips to push the words out. Brian let that woman put her hands on me. How dare he allow that? I was the mother of his child, not her.
 “Can we go inside, Daddy? I’ll explain everything to you then,” I said.
 “Sure, baby. Come on,” Daddy agreed as he walked me inside under the security of his reassuring embrace.
 Once we entered the house, my father went straight into daddy mode. He ordered me to go to the bathroom and clean myself up while he put on some tea. By the time I emerged from my bedroom freshly dressed, Daddy had a platter sitting on the coffee table with our favorite tea biscuits, my bamboo-decorated teapot, two matching cups, and an array of herbal teas to choose from.
 I averted my eyes from his gaze so he wouldn’t see the truth. I knew the questions would come hard and fast. My father wasn’t one to waste time. 
 “Come sit down,” he ordered with both love and urgency as he patted the space next to him on the sofa.
 Slowly, I walked toward him with my eyes cast downward. I sat next to my father and settled into the crook of his armpit with my feet curled beside me. He had always been my strong tower, my safe haven.
 “Now tell me what the hell happened to you today!” His big voice boomed with assertion. 
 I shifted under his arm, making myself more comfortable as I mentally prepared what I was about to say. I could feel my father’s impatience in his breathing as his large chest rose and fell.
 “Did Brandon do this, Shelly?” He was calling me Shelly again. “Talk to me now. I’m not leaving until you tell me something. Whoever did this to you will pay! Did Brandon do this to you? I told him earlier to give this thing some time,” he said, moving me from his side, forcing me to face him.
 “You saw him today?!” I sat straight up. “When did you see him?” I asked, recalculating my story as I spoke.
 “Yes. He came to me because he wanted to talk about what you two were going through. He wants you to come back home with the baby, but you told him you’d gotten back with Brice’s real father. What’s this all about, Shelly? I didn’t even know you’d left Long Island until I spoke to him earlier. Why didn’t you tell me? I came here to talk to you about all of this and when I get here you look like you’ve been attacked.” 
 I was on my feet pacing in circles on the plush pink carpet. That stupid Brandon went running to my father about our problems. Daddy was the last person I wanted to tell. Everything needed to be in place before I clued him in to what was going on.
 My father stood, his imposing frame hovering over me, stopping me in my tracks. He crossed his strong arms before his chest and glared at me with his piercing black eyes. His taut jaw line moved from side to side as it always did when he was losing his patience with someone. His dark chocolate complexion seemed to radiate as irritation percolated just beneath his skin. My story began just before he exploded.
 “Daddy, he didn’t mean it. I know he didn’t,” I said with pleading eyes, conjuring up a few convincing tears. “He was so upset because I said awful things to him. I just wanted him to leave because I don’t want to go back. I don’t want him anymore. I pushed him to make him mad, thinking he would just go. I kept pushing him until he finally grabbed me to stop me and I just lost it. I don’t even know what happened next. He didn’t mean to hurt me. I’m sure he didn’t mean to do it. I pushed him.” I spilled all of that made-up information out in a manner worthy of an Oscar.
 My father’s strong jaw began to twitch and his black eyes narrowed to tight slits. His crossed arms dropped to his sides for a moment, then he crossed them once more. He began rubbing his chin as if contemplating his next move.
 “Daddy, please!” I begged, almost sorry for putting Brandon in harm’s way. But I had been left with no choice. I couldn’t possibly have implicated Brian. “Don’t do anything, Daddy! It was my fault! Please just leave Brandon alone! Do it for me, Daddy, please?”
 My father set his gaze on me with those narrowed eyes, turned and walked toward the door. His footsteps, softened only by the plush carpet, still generated a solid thud with each step.
 “I’ll be back!” Daddy said as he stomped through the door.
 I could only pray that he didn’t run into Brandon any time soon. All I needed was a little time to work things out with Brian. Then I could fix everything.

Chapter 16 Brian

“Leave the baby here, go back home, and straighten things out with your Fiancée,” my mother said. “I’ll keep an eye on my grandson. Being alone in the house at a time like this will only remind Lexie about all the mess you done brought to her door.”

“Mom! I didn’t bring this mess to her door—our door!” I restated.
 “Brian, you don’t realize that that’s how Lexie is looking at the situation right now? That girl Shelly should have never even felt like she could show up like that. She knows what she’s trying to do, and you men are not smart enough to see through the bullshit. Shelly is trying to break up your home so she can move back into your life, and she’s using Brice to do it. Can’t you see that?”
 “Well, yeah.”
 “No, son, you don’t really see it. That girl figures if she pushes hard enough, Lexie will get tired and walk away. And from the sound of what happened this evening, Lexie seems pretty damn close to doing just that. You need to fix this now if you still plan on marrying that girl in three weeks. Besides, I already bought my dress and it cost me a pretty penny. Come three weeks, I’m wearing that dress, and I can only hope it’ll be to your wedding. Now go!” my mother said as she picked up Brice and shooed me away.
 “Ma!”
 “Go handle your business, Brian. The two of you have come too far for this. You’ve got your work cut out for you, so don’t go over there getting an attitude if she doesn’t budge right away just because you apologized. You need to convince her that you love her, that you want to marry her, and that she won’t have to keep dealing with drama from Shelly. Shelly is your past mistake, not hers. And you need to put Shelly in her rightful place or you will always have problems with her. I know. I didn’t get to be this age without gaining some wisdom and going through a few things myself. Now go! I don’t want to hear another word. Just go!” she said and turned her attention to Brice. “Come on, baby, let’s get us a snack. You’ll see Daddy tomorrow.”
 I stood outside of my mother’s door and tried to think of what I would say to Lexie. She asked me to leave with such finality it scared me. By the time I’d left our house, she had no more tears. For the first time, I felt like things were really over between us. I knew I couldn’t let her go, but I had no idea how to get her back. 
 After driving around aimlessly for about an hour, I pulled up to my old apartment. Lights were shining through the living room window so I knew my old buddy Lori was home. I wasn’t ready to face Lexie again because I didn’t know what to say to her. I loved her but I wasn’t about to grovel. My male pride just wouldn’t let me do it. I’d called Jeff but didn’t get an answer, and when I drove by his house, it didn’t look like anyone was home. I had dialed Lori’s cell phone to see if it was okay for me to drop by. I really didn’t want to go there, but I had no place else to go. I got her voice mail and hung up, not wanting to leave a message. My mother wasn’t about to let me back into her house because she wanted me to handle my business like a man. Never would she let me use her as a crutch. Since my boy Jeff was nowhere to be found, Lori and my old apartment were my last resort.
 When I got upstairs, I had to ring the bell three times before Lori answered the door. When I walked in a sweet fragrance filled my senses. Lori was sporting one of those sports bras and her snug workout shorts clung to her protruding behind, which closely resembled a camel’s hump. Lori was thick but fit, and all of her curves were in the right places. A little voice inside my head told me to leave. Then another voice said it’s only Lori; she’s your friend. Just like one of the boys. Then the first voice told the second voice, Yeah, she’s a friend that you used to sleep with. I opted to listen to the second voice and ignore the first one.
 “Hey, B, what’s up?” Lori said breathlessly, as if she had just run a marathon. “I just finished working out. Got to keep the body tight, you know. Find me a man so I can get married like you one day. What brings you by?” she asked as she left me in the doorway. Her firm body was taunting me as she walked away, motioning for me to enter. Her saunter made me remember the things she could accomplish in bed.
 The first voice tapped me in the ear and said, “It’s time to go.” I brushed it off once again and headed for the couch.
 “Just chilling. I got a lot on my mind, that’s all. I needed a change of scenery. How’s the apartment coming along? You like it?” I asked, trying to take the focus off of me.
 “It’s good. I like it here much better than my old place in Bed-Stuy. When you think about selling this place, let me know. I might buy it from you.” Lori snapped her fingers like she’d remembered something and detoured from the kitchen toward the bedroom. “You got a lot of mail here. I figured you’d come by soon enough to pick it up. I’ll be right out with it.” 
 When Lori disappeared into the bedroom, I scanned the apartment. Lori hadn’t changed at all, which is probably one of the reasons why she still wasn’t married. Men didn’t want to make wives out of home girls they knew too much about. Although Lori was a good-looking girl, she acted much like the average dude. She kept the place clean, but not tidy. The atmosphere and décor lacked the female touch. I was sure that many of her weekends consisted of the guys hanging out here, drinking beer, watching the game, and occasionally indulging in a little weed. Most of the guys had a friend that Lori had slept with a time or two. She didn’t carry herself in a whorish manner, but I knew she’d had quite a few partners. Casual sex with no strings attached didn’t seem to bother her one bit. I had always assumed that she was as afraid of commitment as some men, but now I realize that it’s hard for men to consider a woman like her for any kind of long-term relationship.
 Evidence of the occasional weed smoking became apparent when I spied the remnants of a blunt in an ashtray on the floor next to the couch. One thing was for sure, Lori certainly wasn’t wife material for me.
 “Here you go,” she said, interrupting my assessment of her lifestyle. “It’s all here.” She plopped down on the couch next to me. “You want a beer?” She handed one to me before I could respond.
 “Sure, why not. What have you been up to?” I asked.
 “Not as much as you have, planning a wedding and all. By the way, how’s Lexie doing?” Lori asked just before taking a long swig of beer from her own bottle.
 “She’s cool,” I said a little too wryly.
 Lori threw me a quick but inquisitive gaze then took another swig. I was hoping she wouldn’t ask any more questions. It was obvious that she sensed something in my dry response.
 “That was enthusiastic!” she mocked. “Everything alright?”
 “Oh, yeah! We’re fine!” I said with lots more enthusiasm. My sudden energy was blatantly unconvincing.
 Lori looked at me like she wanted to say ”stop lying.” I finished off my beer and asked if I could get another. I didn’t want to go into details with Lori and just wanted to get away, if just for a moment.
 “Hey, B, you didn’t want to invite me to the wedding?”
 Damn! Why did I choose to come here? “What makes you think that?” I asked.
 “Well you told me about it but you didn’t invite me. Does Lexie have an issue with me? I mean, you are my friend, and she and I got along pretty cool the few times we were around each other. I just figured that since we were so cool, I would have been invited. I mean, if I can live in your house, what’s wrong with me coming to your wedding?”
 “It’s not a…well, I didn’t think…I don’t know. I figured that since we’d slept together, it wasn’t appropriate for you to come to my wedding.”
 “But, Brian, you know how we do. Did you tell Lexie that we’d slept together before? I assumed that she only knew about our friendship.”
 “Yeah, you’re right.” I gave in because I didn’t want to take the conversation any further. “It’s my fault. Inviting you wouldn’t be like inviting Shelly. I’m sorry. I’ll talk to Lex today about putting you on the list.”
 “Okay, cool! I have the perfect dress. I just bought it a week ago. Well, where is it going to be? Since I never received an invitation, and at this rate I probably won’t get one,” she said as she playfully slapped my arm.
 “Come on, now, I’m a dude. I don’t retain that kind of information. Some church here in Brooklyn.”
 “Which church, fool? There are a lot of churches here in Brooklyn,” Lori said, shaking her head and laughing. “You don’t know where your own wedding is going to be? You should be ashamed of yourself. I’ll just ask Lexie myself.”
 “Nah, I was just joking,” I said very quickly, then gave her the information.
 “Are you going to stick around for a while? I’m about to throw in a movie.” She lifted her ample bottom off of the couch and starting scanning the DVDs she had scattered in a storage bin near the TV.
 “Sure,” I said, getting comfortable. “Let me get another beer first.”
 “Go ahead. I know you don’t think I’m going to get it for you,” she said, still scanning the bin. “And bring the chips out of the cabinet over the fridge while you’re in there,” she said over her shoulder.
 Reluctantly, I removed myself from the comfort of the couch, dragged myself into the kitchen, and found the beer, chips, and a few more snacks. When I returned, Lori was back on the couch with her feet up.

“I found a good one,” she said, smiling.
 “Cool.” I got comfortable again on the opposite side of the couch, put my feet up on the trunk/coffee table and set the goodies nearby. 
 Lori hit the PLAY button just as I began to swallow a large gulp of my ice-cold beer. Two naked, blond beauties appeared on the screen, licking either side of some black dude’s penis. Lustful moans and cries filled the room, closing in on my comfort zone. Some of the frothy brew that I had attempted to swallow suddenly detoured down the wrong pipe. I gagged violently and propelled my body forward to keep from spitting all over my clothes. A vital but involuntary cough caused the lager to fly out of my mouth, spraying my designer button-down shirt and blue jeans, the coffee table, the snacks, the couch, and Lori.
 “Ewww, Brian!” Lori said, trying to contain her laughter. “How nasty! You spit all over my legs. Yuck!” she added for good measure, swatting at the liquid dripping down her legs. 
 The dude getting his rocks off on TV started moaning loudly as I made an effort to clean myself up. Some beer had splashed out of the bottle when I’d leaned forward during my brief strangling. I thought of what Lexie would say when I finally got home smelling like a brewery, but the sounds of passion emanating from the TV kept stealing my focus. From the looks of it, those ladies knew what they were doing and the brother on the receiving end wasn’t complaining.
 Lori had run off to retrieve some towels to clean up with. Returning with a spray bottle of cleaning solution and a dish towel, she swiftly cleaned the mess, wiping me up in the process.
 “Damn, B. Can’t handle a little porn anymore?” Lori said, smiling.
 “You said you were putting in a movie!” 
 “This is a movie. What did you expect, Steel Magnolias? You know me.” Lori wiped my shirt with the towel. “You’re going to have to take this off. It’s soaked.” 
 “I’ll be fine.” I grabbed her hand to stop her from wiping. This was getting to be too much.
 Lori kept her other hand on my chest and stared at me. “Brian, are you scared of me or something?”
 Scared wasn’t my problem. Now the black dude on the screen was ramming himself into the back of one of the blond bombshells while the other played with her assets in front of him. The images flashing across the huge flat-screen mixed with the sexually charged grunts filling the room didn’t seem to faze Lori. My highly sensitive “sex sense” was ferociously pushing my resolve to dangerous limits. I knew I should have listened to the first voice telling me to leave the moment I stepped through the door.
 “Lori, I got to roll,” I said, lifting myself past her attempts to help clean me up.
 Lori pouted. “All of this because of a little movie? We used to watch these things all the time and laugh about them.”
 “Yeah, that was back when I didn’t have a Fiancé. And we always ended up in bed after we did all of our watching and laughing. Things have changed.” 
 Lori just stared at me. Was she really missing my point? Whether she was or not, it was time for me to go.
 “Am I still invited to the wedding?” Lori asked as I walked out the door.

Chapter 17  Lexie

“Brooke, the wedding’s off,” I said before the damn broke and my tears spilled insistently down my face.
 Thinking it and saying the words were so different. The thought didn’t seem real. Speaking the words aloud made them real. The thought of not marrying Brian tore me apart. 
 “Lex, stop crying. Are you home?” Brooke asked.
 “Yes,” I whimpered like a lost child.
 “Well, I’ll be right there,” Brooke said before abruptly hanging up. I didn’t even get a chance to respond. I simply dropped the phone and folded myself up into a ball on the kingsized bed I shared with Brian.
 My tear-soaked pillow felt cold against my face, but I didn’t have the will to move. I loved Brian more than I realized I could love someone. The thought of living life without him caused physical discomfort. My chest felt bloated, causing my breath to abandon its usual rhythmic flow. Leaving him felt wrong, but staying was too much for me to handle. I could only imagine our problems getting worse. Child support, baby-mama drama to the highest degree, and the thought of Shelly being a permanent fixture in our lives because of Brice was too much to bear.
 I’d been hurt before and got over it. I could get over Brian, too. I thought my ex-boyfriend David was different, too, yet he broke my heart and I survived.
 The overstuffed down pillow muffled my cries of despair until I felt another presence in the room with me.
 “Lex,” Brian called softly.
 When I looked up, Brian was standing in the doorway to our room, his expression revealing the comfort he wanted to surround me in. I couldn’t break now. My mind was nearly made up. I had to go.
 Brian slowly walked to the bed and sat along the edge. Placing a large, strong hand on the small of my back, he leaned in closer and kissed the back of my shoulder. I moved away from his touch, still lying on the bed.
 “Lexie. Babe. We need to talk,” Brian said and sighed.
 “Brian, there isn’t much to talk about. I can’t do this,” I said, attempting to make it sound final. I nearly choked trying to hold back the tears.
 “Babe, we have to talk. We can’t end things this way. We can’t end this at all,” Brian said, coming closer to me on the bed. “There are plenty of couples out there who deal with children from previous relationships. We won’t be the first and surely won’t be the last. If you break up with me today, who’s to say that your next man won’t come with a child and a baby’s mother? There aren’t many men out here without children. As a matter of fact, there aren’t many women out here who don’t have kids.”
 By the time Brian was finished, he was sitting at the edge of the bed again, facing the door. His back was to me and I was facing the other side of the room. I loved him too much to talk about breaking up while staring in his handsome face. I had already turned my tear-soaked pillow over so he wouldn’t be able to tell that I was lying around crying over him. If I faced him, he would see the wiggly red veins traveling through the whites of my eyes and my tough-girl cover would be blown.
 “Well, Brian, many women have to deal with it every day, but I just can’t do it. I’m quite sure all of them aren’t dealing with a Shelly Winston either,” I said without lifting or turning my head.
 I felt Brian quickly shift his position on the bed.
 “When did you become this weak woman? You dealt with Shelly when we first got together. Is this how you planned on being a wife? Bailing at the first sign of trouble? I can’t believe you just want to give up on us and let her win.” Brian spoke poignantly, spitting the words out as if they caused him physical pain.
 “Excuse me?” I asked, sitting straight up in the bed. Damn the bloodshot eyes and wet pillow, Brian had my attention now. Did this brother just call me weak? I thought to myself. Attitude replaced my sadness. “First of all, who are you calling weak? I’ve never been weak a day in my life! And what do you mean I’m letting her win? This is not a game!” I was so mad my speech was sloppy.
 “Well, that’s exactly what it is to Shelly. She doesn’t want us to be together. Why do you think she’s here? After all this time she just comes out of the woodwork with all of the shit she’s been doing lately. She had to have gotten wind of the fact that we were getting married.”
 “Game or not, Brian, she is still your son’s mother. You’re officially attached to her for the rest of your life. Regardless of what you think her intentions are. You still have to deal with her. And as long as I am with you, I’ll have to deal with her.” Before I could get another word out, my doorbell rang with urgency.
 I jumped from the bed in my powder blue lounge pants and matching tank top and stomped toward the door with Brian on my heels.
 “Who is it?” I yelled, then pulled the door open without waiting for a response.
 “Damn, girl. It’s me. You knew I was coming. What’s the problem?” Brooke said before looking past me and seeing Brian. “Hey, B! What’s up, big brother?” she said cheerfully, walking past me to give him a hug.
 I guess it didn’t matter to her that I was pissed off at him. Maybe it shouldn’t have mattered, but since I was angry with him, I wanted everyone else to give him their ass to kiss.
 “What’s up, Brooke?” Brian said, returning her warm greeting as they embraced.
 Keeping my position by the door, I held on to the doorknob, waiting for Brian to leave now that Brooke had arrived. Brian completely ignored me while he talked to Brooke.
 “You want something to drink?” he asked, trying to play happy host.
 “Yeah. Can I have some ice water? It’s hot as me out there,” Brooke said, and fell into a fit of laughter.
 “You’re something else, Brooke,” Brian said, smiling. “Sit down. Let me get you that water.” 
 I couldn’t believe the two of them. For a minute I thought I was watching the first episode of Fake-Ass Friends, but I wasn’t stupid. I knew exactly what they were doing. Besides annoying me, they were trying to make light of my being upset and I wasn’t happy about it at all. 
 “Brian, Brooke came over so we could discuss a few things. You can leave and I’ll call you later, and we can finish our conversation then.”
 “Leave? I live here, remember? Why would I leave?” Brian asked incredulously.
 My ears felt like they were on fire, which always happened whenever I became really mad. I wanted to scream. Brooke carried on a conversation with Brian as if everything was fine. Their small talk was making my blood boil. I was still holding the door open and wished Brian would get out. I couldn’t handle him being here. But he was right, he did live here. 
 “Well, don’t you have someplace you could go?” I snapped. “I need some privacy right now.” 
 “There’s no place that I want to go right now. I’m fine with staying home since I do live here,” he said sarcastically and turned his attention back to Brooke.
 I swung the door closed and silently walked toward the two of them on the couch. When Brooke saw the expression on my face she stopped speaking. Brian’s back was to me but when he saw Brooke’s face, he too turned to face me. I stared at him for a few seconds, fire flickering in my eyes.
 “Technically, babe.” I mocked, “only my name is on this deed. But if I recall correctly, you do have a place of your own where your name is on the deed.” 
 Brian looked at me as if he wanted to say “no you didn’t just say that to me.” His narrowed eyes focused in on me tightly as I stood before him with my arms crossed, challenging his glare. I knew I’d cut deep with that one. But I really needed him to go. I figured that if I said something messed up, he would get upset and walk out. I think I finally pushed the right button. Brian’s eyes were fixed on me and his defiant stare temporarily cut right through me. In all the time we had been together, he had never looked at me with such venom in his eyes. Then again, I had never before said anything so nasty to him. As we glared at each other, I could see that he was contemplating what he wanted to say. Whatever was on his mind, I could tell he was struggling with whether or not he would let it pass his lips. I just knew he was cussing me out in his head. Brian broke the staring match when he stood, towering over me and biting on his bottom lip.
 “Well…” he finally began to speak, “I’m going to my bedroom, right over there, to lie down since I’ve been paying mortgage here for the past six months, even though my name isn’t on the deed. Take all the time you need to talk to your friend in privacy. But when you are all done, I’ll still be here,” Brian said as he brushed past me. 
 “I know you didn’t just push me out of your way.” I said, my words dripping with attitude. I went there simply because he’d touched me as he passed by and now I was on a roll. Brian stopped dead in his tracks and glared at me once more. I hated the way he looked at me but I refused to back down, so I returned his glare. Then he put his hand up to halt my impending remarks.
 “Don’t,” was all he said while looking at me and shaking his head. Slowly he turned away and took calculated steps toward our bedroom.
 If he wasn’t the man that he was, he probably would have hit me. When he was out of the room, I swung back toward Brooke, who was sitting on the couch as quiet as a sleeping baby. Her look let me know that she felt I was in the wrong.
 “Now you know you went too far,” Brooke said, not wasting any time. “Your ass called me earlier, all teary-eyed, talking about the wedding is off.” Brooke mocked my words like a child would mock his parent after being scolded. “I get here and the whimpering little baby is gone, replaced by Miss Super Bad Ass. That man looked like he wanted to slap the taste out of your mouth. If Brian was any other man, I think he would have. We would have had to jump his ass if he did, but still, you went way too far.” 
 I plopped down on the couch next to Brooke and put my head in my hands. So many feelings were running through me, I thought I would lose my breath. Brooke rubbed my back as I thought about the things I had just said to Brian, as well as the things he had said to me earlier. Was I really weak? Would walking away automatically give Shelly the win?
 A few minutes later Brian emerged from the bedroom and walked straight out the door. He didn’t say a single word, nor did he acknowledge Brooke and me on the couch. He simply walked out and slammed the door behind him. The door slamming shut sent a streak of trepidation through my body.

Chapter 18  Shelly

I wondered how Lexie and Brian were getting along with Brice around. It had been more than a week since I’d left him at their house. Surely, that served as a great example of what life with Brian would be like as long as I was his baby’s mother. I wanted her to marinate on the idea for a while. But missing my little boy began to get the best of me, so I decided to go get him. Hopefully the damage had been done and Lexie had sent Brian packing, right along with our cute little replica. Brian couldn’t have returned Brice to me because I had purposely stayed away from my apartment the entire week. And there was no way he’d take him to my parents’ house—he wasn’t that vindictive. But I admit, I was disappointed that he hadn’t called me all week to ask me to come and get Brice. 

All of my bruises from my bout with Brian and Lexie had healed, and I was back to my old self again. I needed to look my absolute best when I saw them again. Lexie had to know what she was up against and Brian needed to be reminded of what he once had, and could possibly have again if he played his cards right.

I checked myself out in the mirror and was pleased with my reflection. My new honey-colored highlights contrasted beautifully with my chestnut brown hair. Freshly applied individual eyelashes gave my eyes a sexy, dreamy look. The short, pink strapless sundress and matching pink and brown striped stiletto sandals gave me a playful but grown-and-sexy appeal. The sandals made my legs look even more fit than usual. I knew Brian would like what he saw. I even decided to wear my stunning pink diamond engagement ring. Only this time I wore it on my right hand. I didn’t want to jeopardize my future with Brian by making him too jealous. I grabbed my oversized white, Isabella Fiore bag and threw on a pair of pink-tinted Dior shades. After one last spin, I blew the mirror a kiss and said, “Brian, honey, eat your heart out,” before escaping through the side door of the home I had shared with Brandon in the suburbs. I needed to be gone before he came back from his Saturday workout.

I jumped into my Mercedes convertible and hit the button to activate the automatic garage-door opener. Before putting the car in gear, I checked myself in the rearview one last time. My pink-tinted gloss gave my lips a shine brighter than the morning sun. I threw the car into reverse, swung my arm around the back of the passenger’s seat, and turned to back out of the garage. That’s when I saw my haughty mother standing behind my car, with her arms crossed in front of her chest, glaring at me.

“Mother! What…what are you doing here?” I asked as if I was surprised. I knew it would only be a matter of time before she caught up with me.

“What the hell is going on, Shelly?” my mother asked as she clicked her ivory pumps in my direction. “I’m here looking for you,” she continued as she opened the driver-side door and ordered me out with a toss of her head. My mother flipped her brown-colored, extra long weave behind her back and turned toward the house where she continued to scold me as she waited for me to open the door. “You need someone to talk some sense into you.”

Obediently, I closed the garage door, rose from the car, and let my mother in. I didn’t want to go into the house with her. I was almost afraid to be in her presence without Daddy around as a buffer. 

“I don’t have all day,” she said sternly. That was her way of letting me know it was taking too long to let her in.
 Mother was one hell of a non-verbal communicator. She could have an entire conversation without moving her lips. A flip of her hand, the snap of a finger, a look, a toss of her head, a nod, a stare. Every gesture had a meaning. Whenever she added a new gesture to her non-verbal vocabulary, it was up to me to figure out what she was saying before she narrowed those large, brown, doe-like eyes and spoke firmly through tight lips. Fortunately, her non-verbal speech was far less brutal than her guileless audible assaults.
 Without a word of protest, I followed each indicated demand. All the while, I was thinking of something to say to get rid of her.
 Once I got the door open, she brushed past me into the kitchen, retrieved some gourmet tea from the cabinet, and set it down on the counter. With a simple wave of her hand, she instructed me to put on the teakettle so she could have a cup of tea. Inside I grunted. Brian was on my mind, and Mother was an unwelcome distraction. 
 “Come here and let me look at you,” she demanded as she stopped me from moving about the kitchen. “Where did that bastard hit you? Where is he right now? Does he realize what I will do to him? Why didn’t you say anything before now? I’ve been looking for you for damn near a week and you were stupid enough to come back here? I knew you were here because every time I went to the condo, you weren’t home. Why on earth would you come back here to this house after that man put his hands on you? Where’s my grandson? Was he around when this happened?”
 I thought her head would pop due to lack of oxygen. It amazed me how my mother could go on without stopping to breathe.
 “Mother—” I tried to interrupt, but it didn’t work.
 “I still see remnants of the bruises. Did you think no one would ever find out? If it wasn’t for your father coming by that day, no one would have known anything. Then you call yourself disappearing and wouldn’t answer your phone. I know you saw our numbers. Why didn’t you at least call us back?”
 “Mother! Stop it, please!” I begged.
 “Don’t yell at me! Why did Brandon do this to you? Are you still chasing that nobody, Brian? Regardless of how ridiculous that is, it’s no reason for Brandon to put his weak hands on you. Just wait and see, by the time your father and I are finished with him, he’ll wish he’d never met you. He will be ruined. You might as well pack up the baby and come on back to Brooklyn, because by the time we are done with him, he will have absolutely nothing. There’s no way he will get away with this. Your father is way more powerful than his. I’ll see to it myself that he is blacklisted in our social arenas.”
 “Enough about Brandon. I’m not worried about him,” I said.
 “Well, you need to be!” she said with shock in her eyes. “What’s happening to you? Did anything I taught you stick? How would it look if someone was to find out my daughter was being abused by her husband?” 
 “I can’t believe you are concerned about what your friends would think.”
 “I’m concerned about your well-being, but I can’t have you being in an abusive relationship, no matter who your father is.”
 Trying to reason with her proved to be fruitless. Either I had to tell her the truth or make up an even bigger lie in order to get her off the subject before Brandon came home. Even though I didn’t care for him the way he cared for me, I still didn’t want to see him hurt.
 I removed the kettle from the electric surface of the stove and turned off the heat. My mother reared her head back and looked at me inquisitively.
 “What did you do that for?” she asked, waving her hand dismissively.
 “I know a great place for lunch. Let’s go there and have our tea. I’ll tell you about everything that’s going on.”
 I counted on my mother’s nosiness to derail her line of questioning and to help me get out of the house before Brandon came back. When I heard the garage door creak along with the hum of his Range Rover, I knew it was too late. Immediately, I began to push my mother toward the front door, hoping to get out before Brandon came in through the door leading from the garage. When my mother recognized the sounds of the car, her head snapped in the direction of the garage, one hand automatically rose to her hip, and she began to gnaw on her bottom lip. With no time to waste, I grabbed Mother’s hand and pulled her toward the front door. She fought me all the way, declaring that she couldn’t wait to see Brandon so she could give him a piece of her mind. Before I knew it, Brandon had marched happily through the kitchen door and my mother went charging at him, hurling insults all the way.
 “How dare you put your hands on my daughter? Who do you think you are? Don’t you know I’ll ruin you?”
 Brandon stopped dead in his tracks, shock on his face. “What would make you think I hurt Shelly? Shelly, did you tell your mother that I hit you?” Brandon asked, his question draped in confusion.
 Both Mother’s and Brandon’s eyes were now on me. “Shelly! You didn’t tell your mother what happened to you?” he asked me, still confused. Mother’s eyes, on the other hand, cut right through me.
 “Yeah, Shelly,” my mother mocked, “tell me what happened to you.”
 I stood facing my mother with my head held high while my mind searched for a believable response. Brandon turned to my mother, amazed that she wasn’t aware of my situation. Or at least what he thought my situation was. When it took too long for me to speak, Brandon decided he would speak for me. “Shelly went to drop Brice off at his biological father’s house and his jealous ex-girlfriend beat her up!”
 Mother’s eyes widened then closed to near slits and she held me locked in her sight. When her lips twisted I knew that in her head she was tossing about all the lies I had told. I grabbed my keys from the counter, ran out the door to the garage, jumped into my convertible, and sped off. I would have to deal with Mother later.

Chapter 19 Brian

I paced a circle in Jeff’s carpet as I waited for him to prepare us another stiff drink. Though I was still living with her, Lexie and I hadn’t spoken much in the past week. We’d been moving around the house like strangers passing in the night, excusing ourselves politely when we got in each other’s way. Brice spent the entire week at my mother’s house. She refused to let me take him home until I “fixed things” with Lexie. I hung with Brice every night until he fell asleep or until my mother kicked me out, telling me to go home to my Fiancé. The truth was, I did all I could to avoid Lexie because I had no idea how to fix this mess. A part of me was still upset by the comments she’d made the week before, but I was able to get past that. I knew she was just being mean because she didn’t know how to handle her emotions.

As for me, I was trying to look at the bigger picture. We had two weeks left before our wedding and we needed to actually decide whether we were going to go through with the marriage. A dangerous mix of pride and stubbornness played on my emotions but at the end of the day, I knew I loved her too much to let her just walk away. Lexie hadn’t called off the reception or canceled any of our appointments, but she also hadn’t done much of any other type of preparing for the wedding either, unless she’d been doing it when I wasn’t around.

Besides being able to see Brice every day, Shelly’s absence was one of the few bright spots in my life. At one time, I thought Lexie was finally coming around because she came home with a few outfits for Brice. She knew Shelly hadn’t left him with much and took it upon herself to help out.

“I can’t believe this, man. What are you going to do? Do you think she will come around by the wedding? She can’t be serious about calling it off, man,” Jeff said as he handed me a tall drinking glass half-filled with ice and cognac. “Sit down, man. Tell me this one more time,” he said before plopping down on his worn black leather sofa.

“I don’t know. At this point, I don’t even know what I want to do.”
 “Aw, don’t even start that, man. I knew you before Lexie came around. And I see how you’ve changed since she came into your life, so I know you don’t really mean that. You don’t have to put on an act for me, man. I just can’t believe after all this time that, number one, that psychotic Shelly decided to show her face, and two, Lexie is talking about calling off the wedding. This shit is heavy, man.”
 “Who are you telling? Last week I saw a side of Lexie that I didn’t like at all and that’s what’s got me having second thoughts.”
 “Wait a minute, brah. You have to put this in perspective. The stuff that Shelly’s been pulling is more than enough to scare any chick away. If you really want Lexie to stick around, you’ve got to let her know you’re on her side all the way. If this is going to work, she needs to have your back. But you’ve got to do something about Shelly.”
 I downed the rest of my drink and slammed it down on the floor next to me. Jeff automatically picked up my glass and refilled it.
 “That’s the problem. Shelly is hard to manage and even harder to control. It’s like she’s back with a vengeance. In about two weeks, she’s managed to throw my entire life off course. She’s had me arrested, dropped Brice into my lap without warning— she’s trying everything she can to make my life miserable just because I don’t want to be with her.”
 “Damn. Women are no joke.”
 “You’re telling me!” I said before getting up and continuing to pace. The drinks Jeff had been making didn’t seem strong enough to numb the pain of my situation any.
 “Well, you’ve got two weeks left. You need to finalize something. What’s your game plan?”
 I sighed hard.
 “There’s no game plan?”
 Just then, my cell phone rang and Lexie’s number flashed across the screen. “What’s up?” My greeting was purposely dry.
 The two of us had been playing that game for days, purposely acting unaffected by the other’s voice and presence. It was all bullshit. I knew I was jacked up inside and was quite sure that she was too.
 “Um…You might want to come back here right now! Shelly’s at the door and refuses to leave. If you don’t come and get this woman from my door, I’m going to—”
 “I’m on my way,” I said quickly, cutting her off and flipping my phone closed. “The saga continues,” I said to Jeff, holding the phone up. “I’ve got to go. I’ll call you once I find out what’s going on.”
 “Who was that?”
 “Lexie. Shelly’s at our door,” I said. Jeff frowned and shook his head.
 I drove the few blocks separating Jeff’s home from the one I shared with Lexie in minutes. Shelly’s Mercedes convertible was parked in front of the building. I trotted up to the condo as fast as my feet would allow and found Shelly standing outside my door.
 “What can I do for you, Shelly?” I asked, trying to appear nonchalant.
 “I came to pick up Brice. Where is he? I know you didn’t leave my child in that house with that woman.”
 “You weren’t worried about her when you dropped him off last week and sped off. Now you want to be concerned with who he’s with and who he’s around?”
 “You are his father, Brian. I left him here with you. Why don’t you have him with you? He needs to come home now.”
 “Did you call me to say that you were coming to get him?”
 She looked puzzled for a moment.
 “No, but why should I have to? I’m here to get my child, and that woman refuses to open the door for me. She could be doing anything to Brice. How could you leave him here with her?”
 “Why don’t you go on home and I’ll bring Brice by later?”
 “No, I want him now, Brian. I have important things to do. Where is my son? I want to see him now!” Shelly demanded, looking like a black Barbie doll, swathed in pink.
 “He’s not here! I’ll drop him off later. What time will you be home?”
 Shelly huffed and kicked the door. Lexie, who was obviously listening from the other side, opened the door and gave Shelly the evil eye, inviting her to battle. Shelly flipped her bouncy locks and stormed away.
 “Have him home by six,” she commanded without looking back.
 As I approached the door, Lexie walked further into the apartment, leaving the door cracked. She continued making herself busy around the place, ignoring me.
 “Are we still getting married?” I asked, not having the patience to beat around the bush. I didn’t care about anything else.
 Lexie stopped puttering about but didn’t respond.
 “That’s all I need to know, Lexie. You can continue to be mad at me, but I can’t play games with you anymore. So tell me—are we getting married in two weeks or do I need to tell my people that the wedding’s off?”
 Still not answering, Lexie sat on the floor right where she stood. Her hands covered her face then pushed her hair back from her forehead. “Do you still want to get married?”
 “Lexie, I didn’t ask you if you were hungry or something simple like that. This is serious. I asked you if we are getting married. I want a straightforward answer. You already know where I stand. I’m not going to keep up with this tipping around bullshit we’ve been doing for the past week. If you’re with me, then let me know. If you really don’t want to be with me, then let me know that, too. I’ll leave today. And before you ask, I don’t know how to fix this situation with Shelly yet. I will do something about it, but I just don’t have all the answers now.”
 Quietly, Lexie remained on the floor with her head in her hands. I could see tears falling from her eyes like drops of crystal rain. It was clear that her mind and heart were at odds. I silently rooted for her heart to win. Watching her caused my gut to wrench. I knelt before her, moving her hands from her face. Lexie looked to the ceiling, blinking quickly, trying to hold back her tears. I kissed the wetness of her face. She turned away and sobbed. With her beautifully high cheekbones cupped in my palms, I turned her face back toward me, forcing her to look me in the eyes, and then pulled her lips to mine.
 “I told you, right now I don’t have all the answers. But I want you in my corner. You are supposed to be my partner, remember?” I smiled, hoping that she would smile, too, but she didn’t.
 “Shelly has nothing on you. But you need to let me know whether or not you are with me. If you are, then we go all the way. If not, don’t let me waste my time. I’ll go because I won’t spend another day here with you if my presence makes you that miserable. I’ve got pride, too, and it’s been working on me all week. But I know what I want, and I’m not willing to let my pride win at the cost of losing what I want the most. So what’s it going to be, Lex? Are you with me or not?”
 Before she could answer, I kissed her hard, hoping that she would feel me inside her soul. I was relieved when she kissed me back. Reassurance was what she needed right now, and I hoped the kiss would connect us in ways that words couldn’t.
 Instead, Lexie pulled back, ran into the bedroom still sobbing, and slammed the door behind her, shutting me out and shutting me down at the same time.


  

Chapter 20 Lexie

Even as I paid the florist the final balance for the wedding package we selected, I wondered if I would actually be getting married to Brian. We were a mere two weeks away from walking down the isle and, though I went through the motions of preparing for the big day, I didn’t know if I would actually be able to go through with the whole ordeal. My gut told me to continue planning while my heart and mind questioned every action.

Brian was so pitiful when he asked me if we were still going to get married earlier today. I couldn’t bring myself to say yes. Pride got in the way, just like he said. The tension that had recently built up between Brian and me felt as if it had redefined me as a person. I didn’t feel like my usual self, no longer fun-loving and full of life. I desperately needed to reconnect with my former self in order to be resurrected from my emotional rut.

The florist returned with my change and my receipt for the flowers. After scribbling my signature on the dotted line, I thanked her and bid her a nice day. I don’t even know if she responded because I was so wrapped up in my thoughts. I had more errands to run, more preparations to handle, and more decisions to make, including the one about becoming Brian’s wife.

When I walked into the flower shop, my skin was damp from the humidity, but the day’s promise was one of clear skies and summer warmth. By the time I exited the florist, dark clouds had bullied the skies. Super-sized raindrops pelted me hard as I tried to outrun their assault while dashing to the car. My vehicle was parked more than a block away and my umbrella was trapped in the trunk. My jeans and near-bare feet were drenched, and the fabric on my wedge sandals had grown a few shades darker. The baby tee that I wore looked like I’d just made first runner-up in a wet T-shirt contest.

Catching up with Brooke and my sister, Dionne, was out of the question now. I needed to freshen up and change before our Saturday afternoon powwow at Sea, my favorite Thai restaurant in all of Brooklyn. The thought of a nice, cool watermelon mojito made my mouth water.

By the time I got to Sea, Brooke’s and Dionne’s behinds were parked at the bar. The dark clouds were passing, slowing the rain down to a light drizzle. My hair had already been ruined so I simply brushed it down along the sides and threw on a deep blue denim fedora-style hat to match my midnight blue skinny jeans; a cute T-shirt with one of those silly sayings on it, speckled with glitter; and silver stiletto sandals.

“What’s up with the incognito look?” Brooke teased. “This is far from incognito. I got caught in that downpour. But nothing was going to stop me from coming here today. Do you know how long it’s been since we’ve been out? I can’t even remember the last time I tasted a good watermelon mojito. As a matter of fact, excuse me.” I motioned for the bartender and ordered my long-awaited drink as I took the available stool beside Brooke. “Now, where was I?”
 “I see you like to get right to the point!” Dionne said, raising her own mojito.
 “It’s been a while,” I said and exhaled.
 “What’s up with your eyes, Lex? You’ve been crying, haven’t you? What’s wrong?” Dionne asked.
 Her question melted my façade and caused the floodgates restraining my emotions to collapse. I thought I did a pretty good job of concealing my pain. Little did I know I was wearing it like a well-lit sign for the whole world to see. I hated being so naked. I placed my elbows on the bar and rested my head in my hands while water settled in the wells of my eyes. Heavy tears fell onto the counter. 
 “Let me see if our table is ready,” Brooke said, jumping up from the table. 
 Dionne caressed my back and sat in silence. Brooke returned seconds later, instructing us to follow her and the hostess to our table, way in the back, right-hand corner of the restaurant.
 Once we were settled in, their questions came at me in soft blows.
 “What’s wrong, baby?” Dionne, who was completely in the dark, asked again.
 Brooke already knew most of the story and just waited for me to begin filling her in on anything she had missed since we last spoke. I pulled a piece of tissue from my bag and wiped my eyes.
 “I didn’t come here for this. I came to have a good time,” I sobbed.
 “We will get to that. Talk to us, Lex,” Brooke said.
 “I don’t know if I can go through with it. But I don’t want to walk away,” I confessed.
 “The wedding?!” Dionne nearly yelled, completely shocked. “Why wouldn’t you want to go through with it? Did Brian do something?” 
 Brooke remained quiet and I didn’t even want to look at her. Breaking down in front of her again was the last thing I wanted to do, but I just couldn’t help this one.
 “Did you take care of the flowers?” Brooke asked as if everything was normal. 
 “I did that today,” I said and cut my eyes at her.
 Brooke picked up her drink and took a sip, then waved the waiter over to place our orders. Meanwhile, Dionne was still fixed in her state of shock. She wasn’t aware of all the drama that had unfolded since Shelly decided to resurface.
 “Is it cold feet?” Dionne asked, still trying to understand what the problem was. I figured I’d better help pull her out of the dark.
 “No,” I said and adjusted myself in the seat to face her. “Shelly’s back with the baby, and for the past two weeks, she has been wreaking havoc on my patience. I’m ready to go back to high school on her, slap some Vaseline on my face, and get to kicking her ass. She had Brian arrested, she’s been popping up at the house, we had a big fight about a week ago, and she left the baby at the door and sped off. Then she shows up at my door this morning looking for Brian and the little boy. I called Brian and told him he’d better come handle her. I just can’t see me dealing with her bullshit until death do us part!” I downed a huge gulp of my mojito.
 Brooke leaned over and pushed Dionne’s chin up to close her mouth. That did nothing for her eyes, which were stretched so wide I thought her eyeballs would fall out.
 “Lexie, this has been going on for two weeks and you didn’t mention it to me?” Dionne asked when she was finally able to speak. I just nodded my head.
 “I told Brian that I didn’t want to deal with all of that drama, and I let him know that I wasn’t exactly sure about going forward with this wedding. And since his son has been around, he’s been spending a lot of time at his mother’s house with him. He asked me this morning if I still wanted to marry him because he still wants to marry me.”
 “And? What did you say?” Dionne asked.
 “I didn’t say anything. I couldn’t say anything.”
 “You just left him hanging?” Brooke said with no sympathy whatsoever.
 “Lexie!” Dionne said, stretching my name into a pitiful melody.
 “Lexie, what!” I challenged.
 Dionne looked like she was at a loss for words as she stared back and forth between Brooke and me before dropping her head. “So what are you going to do?” she asked.
 I looked at Brooke, who was staring me dead in my mouth as if she were waiting for the words to fall out. Then she sat back in her chair and folded her arms like she couldn’t care less about what I was going to say.
 “I don’t want a man with a baby’s mama.”
 Dionne looked at Brooke like she couldn’t believe what I had said. What was the big deal about me not wanting a man with kids?
 “Talk to her, Brooke,” Dionne said with pleading in her voice.
 “For what?” I asked Dionne, getting indignant.
 “Yeah, why should I bother? She doesn’t want to hear what I have to say. Personally, I think she’s acting like a big spoiled brat. It’s hard to find a good man, and she’s got one who’s trying to make her his wife. We are in our thirties! How many men out there don’t have kids? I’m not saying you can’t find one, but in this day and age, what are your chances of finding a man that doesn’t have at least one kid? It’s a rarity. Then, when you factor in all the other stuff that comes with finding a good man, you tell me how much sense it makes to let a man like Brian go because you can’t handle a little baby-mama drama. All Shelly is doing is trying to rock the boat to see if she still has a chance, and if you walk away now, you are giving her just that! Somebody needs to put her in her place. If you do it the right way, she’ll stop all this shit.” Brooke took a long sip of her drink, then challenged me with her eyes. “So are you going to hand Brian over to Shelly, or what?” 

Chapter 21 Brian

When Brice and I arrived at Shelly’s condo, she acted as if nothing had happened. It amazed me how she was able to flip from one emotion to another without showing any signs of the prior. One second she’s raving mad, the next she’s as sweet as candy, and you’d never know she had ever been angry. 

“Oh! Hey, sweetie,” she said to me and then directed her attention to Brice. “How’s mama’s baby? I missed you so much,” she cooed. “Come on in, Brian. I don’t bite.”

“No, Shelly, that’s quite alright. Good-bye,” I said and turned to walk away until I felt her grab my arm. My eyes rolled up into my head, then I slowly turned around.

“Just need to talk to you for a moment, sweetie. I have no idea when BJ last ate or anything. Please, Brian. It will be quick. I promise,” Shelly said and turned into the condo, confident that I would follow.

I did follow but said nothing. She continued bouncing Brice in her arms and spewing baby talk. After a few beats, I finally responded.

“He had lunch just before we left. Spaghetti. He ate spaghetti. Now can I go?”
 “Listen, about earlier—”
 “Never mind earlier. You wanted him home so I brought
 him home. He’s fed, he has on clean clothes, and everything is fine. So I’ll be leaving now.” “Brian, I need to know how we are going to work things out,” Shelly said.
 “How about you give me custody and see him on the weekends?” I threw that one out there to get a reaction. It worked.
 Shelly looked at me as if I was nuts. She even shook her head a few times to make sure my comment registered correctly.
 “Custody!” she managed to finally say.
 “Yes, custody. Since you always seem to have problems finding a babysitter all of a sudden, and I’m always your only viable solution, I might as well keep him and you can pick him up on the weekends.”
 “But, Brian, you work. You can’t keep him during the week. Besides, he needs his mother,” Shelly protested.
 “Well, I had him all this week—since you dropped him off last Saturday. You weren’t worried about my work schedule then, and Mommy was nowhere to be found, so it appears that he can survive without you during the week.”
 That crazed look of hers returned. The one she gives when she doesn’t like the way a conversation is going. I didn’t expect her to give up custody of Brice, but I didn’t want her to think she was being successful at turning my world on its end. I would take Brice in a minute and keep him forever if I could, especially if I could get rid of her annoying surprises. But then again, this was Shelly. Having Brice full time might invite more of Shelly’s lurking about.
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“First of all, I would never, ever, give up custody of my son. Second of all, I do not want the woman you call a Fiancé raising my child. Did you see how she attacked me that day?” she said, holding Brice closer to her chest for a dramatic punch.

“Look, Shelly, I just came to drop Brice off. I’ll talk to you sometime soon.”
 As I walked away, Shelly plopped Brice down on the couch and came running after me.
 “Wait! Brian, please! I just need time to be able to handle this. It seems that you don’t want to have any kind of relationship with me. Is it because of her?”
 “Actually, Shelly, it’s because of you. Not Lexie.”
 “Me?!” she shouted incredulously.
 “I’ve got to go.” I waived her off and began to walk away.
 “Wait, Brian. I just want to know what you think will work. I love you and have never stopped loving you. I can’t help but think that if it weren’t for you running into her, we would be together. You, Brice, and me as one big, happy family. Tell me you don’t want a family, Brian?”
 “I do, and I have one. My son and my Fiancé. Shelly, I don’t know what you want me to say to you.”
 “Say that we can have something, that we can work something out.”
 “That’s up to you, because what’s happened in the past couple of weeks does not work for me at all.”
 “Tell me this, Brian. If you weren’t with her, would things be different?”
 “I’m sure they would. I’ve got to go.” I said and attempted to leave once again.
 “You really love her, don’t you?” Shelly asked.
 I just looked at her. Why she was so obsessed with Lexie was beyond me. Even without Lexie in my life, I would never marry Shelly. I’m sorry to admit that with her being the mother of my first-born son. I love Brice dearly but should have been more careful. My mother was right. It was my mistake.
 “Good-bye, Shelly,” I said, then walked over to Brice to kiss his forehead.
 “So if she weren’t in the picture, things would be different, huh?” she asked again with an inquisitive stare.
 “Bye, Shelly,” I said one last time before finally leaving.

Chapter 22 Shelly

Thoughts of Lexie consumed my energy for days. It even kept me from working. Losing my job wasn’t a concern since Daddy was an executive at the company, and it was time to change my game plan. I now had about a week and a half to find a way to somehow get Lexie out of the picture. It seems that wreaking havoc on their home life didn’t work as well as I thought it would. I assumed she’d be packed up and ready to go after all the things I’d dropped on them. Working through Brian hasn’t helped one bit. I need to target her directly.

In order to deal with Lexie directly, I had to find out a little more about her. I’m sure she has secrets. From what I’d found out so far, David was her last boyfriend and her schedule was pretty much consistent—work, home, gym, and church on Sundays with her sisters and mom. If she had been cheating, I hadn’t seen it for myself so far. This would be my last chance to spy on her because I really needed to get back to work.

Grabbing Brice and his bag, I headed for the door. When I opened it to leave, my impetuous mother was standing there with her hand in mid-air, ready to knock.
 “Mother!” I tried to sound as if I was happy to see her. With a quick gesture of her chin she indicated for me to follow her back inside of my condo. She threw her oversized ivory bag, which matched her pumps perfectly, onto the couch and sat down. The glare she threw my way gave me a pretty good idea about what was on her mind. I hadn’t seen her since I ran out of my house, leaving hers and Brandon’s mouths gaping open at the realization of my lies.

“Are you ready to tell me what the hell is going on? You run out of the house the other day after getting caught in your own web of lies. We don’t hear from you for days and you don’t show up to work. Your father is worried sick, but I know better. He was coming over here but I told him I’d stop by instead.”

My shoulders dropped in defeat, and I put Brice down and handed him his favorite car.
 “Did you tell him?” I asked, scared to hear the answer.
 “No, but you are going to tell me what the hell you are up to or I will be sure to tell him tonight. What has gotten into you?” she asked with genuine concern.
 “Mother, it’s Brian. I didn’t tell Daddy the truth because I didn’t want him to hate Brian. I’m trying to work things out with him. I just have one little thing standing in my way, which I’m in the process of taking care of.”
 “Well, where is the little heifer that put a whipping on you?” Mother asked. 
 “Oh, she’s being taken care of. She’s not going to be a problem much longer. But I didn’t actually tell Daddy that Brandon hurt me. I just didn’t say that Brandon wasn’t the one, and Daddy assumed that he did it. I never corrected him.”
 My mother sat closer to the edge of the couch, confusion
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painted in the crow’s feet that fanned from the sides of her eyes. “Why, Shelly? That’s all I want to know. You want that
 broke nobody that much? Brian can’t do anything for you. I
 can’t believe you are even discussing the fact that Brandon is not
 Brice’s real father so openly. I thought we all agreed to keep that
 bit of information confidential. Are you trying to ruin your entire 
 life?”
 “Mother, you just don’t understand.”
 “What’s there to understand? You need to get your act
 together, get your behind back to work, go home to your husband, 
 and live your rightful life.”
 “NO! I can’t do that. Mother, you have to go. I’ve got
 errands to run,” I said with my hands in the air. I started to gather
 Brice so we could leave.
 “Where are you taking Brice and where was he last week?
 Brandon said he hadn’t seen him all week.” 
 “I’ll explain everything later. I’ve got to go. Tell Daddy that
 I will be at work tomorrow. Please, Mother. Just let me handle 
 this right now. You’ll see,” I said instead of what was really on my
 mind. Since when did she worry about who was taking care of
 Brice? She never babysat. Lunch and golfing with the high-society
 wives’ club, along with shopping and scheduled beauty treatments 
 don’t leave much time for snotty-nosed grandkids. From the
 way she carried on, you would think Daddy owned the company
 rather than worked for it. I guess that’s why he kept the investment properties—to afford his wife’s desire to be better than the
 Joneses.
 “Shelly, you are being foolish and wasting your time. I 
 can’t wait to say I told you so just to confirm that I still know best. You are playing a very stupid game that will get you absolutely nowhere. I’ve tried to help you but, obviously, my help is not welcome. I’ll still be here when you come running back wishing you had listened. As for me, I’m finished with this,” she said as she whipped the long, curly folds of her weave over her shoulder,
 grabbed her bag, and left.
 I was glad she was gone because I needed to drop Brice at
 the day care and take care of some very important business. The
 drive to the house in Long Island went very quickly since there
 wasn’t much traffic once the work day started. Brandon was at
 work so I didn’t have to be bothered with him. I quickly changed
 cars, jumping into Brandon’s black Range Rover Sport. He often
 left the SUV home and used the Camry to get back and forth to 
 the railroad station. Brandon worked in Manhattan and took the 
 railroad into the city. He didn’t like taking the luxury car to the 
 station and leaving it every day because there were so many breakins, and car thefts were high at some of the stations.
 Just as I was about to pull out of the garage, I was struck
 with a great idea and ran back into the house. Quickly, I logged
 on to 1800Flowers.com and ordered a dozen long-stem roses to 
 be delivered to Brian and Lexie’s home this evening. I was sure
 to add a sweet, loving message. They should both be home by the
 time they were delivered. I jumped in the Range Rover and set off
 to put a few other plans in place before meeting with my informant for lunch. The flowers would definitely be a good start.

Chapter 23 Lexie

Brian and I still weren’t on the best of terms. I had yet to answer his question about marrying him but my actions said the wedding was still on. Brian flowed with the motions but didn’t ask me anymore. I guess he thought actions spoke louder than words. I was still stuck in my state of confusion. Pride wouldn’t let me fully give in, but my love for Brian wouldn’t allow me to pull the plug on the wedding completely. We were still planning to attend our counseling appointment at the church this evening. In a way I was hoping the counseling session would help me finally decide what to follow, my mind or my heart.

The humidity caused my work clothes to stick to me so I decided to take a shower before heading over to the church. I heard Brian rummaging about while I was taking my shower.

“Hey,” was all Brian said when he entered the bathroom, relieved himself, then quietly exited.
 I heard the doorbell and wondered who it could be. Lately it was always Shelly showing up unexpectedly. Curiosity made me cut my shower short and dart to the bedroom to get dressed. I expected to hear Brian talking to someone but heard nothing. After throwing on some comfortable jeans, a fitted tee, and sandals, I was ready for Pastor Wyatt and his prying questions about if we were really ready to get married. Butterflies took flight in my abdomen at the thought of responding to probing questions. Nothing prepared me for what I walked into when I entered the living room all set to go. Brian sat on the couch with one hand covering his forehead, and the most beautiful spray of long-stem roses sat handsomely on the coffee table. Immediately, I felt the tension of the day, the upcoming counseling session, and the past few weeks loosen its grip on my body.
 “Oh, Brian! These are beautiful! Thank you!” I said appreciatively as I admired the arrangement.
 “Don’t thank me. I didn’t buy them. I was just sitting here wondering why David would send you flowers. When was the last time you spoke to him?”
 My heart and my jaw dropped at the same time. “David?! Brian, what the hell are you talking about? I can’t even remember the last time I saw David or even heard his name. Are you kidding me?”
 “There’s nothing to kid about, Lex. And he said thanks on the card. What’s he thanking you for, Lex? I know we have been going through a lot, but I never imagined you would run back to David. Tell me what’s going on here?”
 “Brian, I have no idea why David would send me flowers now! I haven’t seen or spoken to that man in over a year. You can’t believe that I’m still dealing with him after all this time?!” I was almost yelling because I was so upset. “How dare you accuse me of dealing with my ex when your damn ex refuses to leave us alone?”
 “Lex! We are not talking about Shelly right now, and you
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 know exactly where I stand with her.” We both began pacing around the room with haste. “So what are you saying? You think I’m lying? You don’t trust me now? You sure have some nerve,” I stabbed.
 “I know you are not trying to imply that something is going on with me and Shelly.”
 “Why else would she act like she still has a chance? Why would she think she has the liberty to just drop by any time she feels like it?”
 Brian put his fists to his head and groaned like a wounded animal.
 “You know I’m not messing around with that girl!”
 “And you should know that I’m not messing around with David. I can’t believe this,” I said as I flopped down on the couch.
 “So why the flowers, Lex? I don’t get it. I want to believe you, but I can’t understand why—after all this time and in the midst of all the shit we’ve been going through—David would decide to send you a dozen long-stem roses with a card that says thanks, just out of the blue,” Brian took the card that came with the flowers and tossed it across the room.
 “You know what?!” I screamed. “Why don’t you ask him your damn self? I don’t have the energy for any more games.” I stomped out of the room, grabbed my cell phone, and punched the buttons to pull up David’s number.
 Brian just stared at me, not sure what to expect. The phone played a song instead of ringing before David picked up.
 “Hello?” he said with a little surprise in his tone.
 “Hey, David, it’s Lexie. Let me ask you a question. What made you decide to send me flowers?” Brian was starring right into my mouth. I’m sure he could tell if I had any plaque on my teeth.
 “I didn’t send you any flowers,” David said.
 “You didn’t?” I quizzed. I’m sure the question played on my face because Brian finally turned away.
 “No. How are you doing anyway?” 
 “David, are you sure you didn’t send me anything?” I asked, hitting the speaker button.
 “No, Lexie. I didn’t send you anything,” David sang the last word. His response rang though the living room loud and clear.
 “Okay. Thanks, David,” I said and ended the call. I turned to Brian and gave him the “I told you so” look.
 “So where did they come from?” Brian asked with knitted brows.
 “Oh, I think I have a pretty good idea,” I said and finished preparing to leave. Brian fixed his puzzled gaze on me. “Let’s go. We have to be at the church in twenty minutes.” 
 Although my mind was racing with possibilities, I didn’t fail to notice the black Range Rover Sport that trailed us all the way to the church.

Chapter 24 Shelly

As soon as I powered my cell phone back on, the cheerful chimes of my ring tone danced through the air. I hit talk without checking the display to see who was calling.

“SHELLY?! Where in the hell have you been all evening?! Brandon and Brice are here. We’ve been calling you for hours. If you couldn’t pick Brice up from the day care center then you should have called somebody,” Mother screamed.

My mouth hung open as I cupped the cell phone with both hands. I was so busy trailing Lexie that I completely forgot about Brice at day care. Quickly, I attempted to craft a clever lie to cover my tracks but Mother wasn’t buying it.

“Mother! Thank you so much. I’ve had a crazy day and the phone—”
 “Cut the crap, Shelly! The center called me and told me they had been trying to reach you for over an hour. All the other children and teachers had left except your son, of course. I had to go pick him up. What would make up put him in a day care here in Brooklyn anyway? The director seemed so concerned, wondering if something had happened to you. But I know better. Whatever you are up to, I just hope it’s all worth it in a year. Now come get your kid!” Mother admonished.
 Not sure of what to say next, I chose to say nothing at all. My mother hung up on me, apparently uninterested in my response anyway. The fact that I completely forgot about picking up Brice made me feel like an unfit mother. Suddenly the urge to hold my son in my arms overwhelmed me. Knowing that Brice was now safe and sound did give me some comfort.
 When I looked up, Lexie’s car was pulling out of her usual parking spot in front of their building. No one appeared to occupy the passenger seat. I pulled out slowly to follow her, thinking about how she was succeeding at ruining my life. What was it about her that made Brian so gullible? I didn’t think she was any prettier than I was. And, my family had much more money than hers so what was the big deal?
 I knew what the big deal was. She had Brian and I didn’t. The thought made salty tears trickle down my face, tickling my cheeks. Using Brice as a pawn hadn’t gotten me anywhere. I had to be more aggressive in my approach or get Lexie to leave Brian. One way or another, I would get my man back. 
 My tears clouded my vision, blurring my view of the stop sign at the corner. As I slid into the intersection, another SUV blew its horn obnoxiously. I couldn’t make out the obscenities the driver flung into the air along with his middle finger. I ignored him and continued my quest, tears still blurring my vision. 
 The more I thought about all the pain and annoyance Lexie was causing me, the angrier I became. After a while, my own driving became aggressive as I tried to inconspicuously remain on her tail. By the time Lexie made it to East Flatbush from the Prospect Park area, I was right behind her. I no longer cared if she knew that I was following her. In fact, I wanted her to know. A red light stopped her and I contemplated getting out of the car to give her a piece of my mind. Maybe having a candid discussion about how she’s been a thorn in my side would get her attention. Then maybe letting her know that I had no intention of giving up until I got what I wanted would help her decide to move on.
 Just as I was about to exit my car and tap on her window, the light changed. Quickly, I closed the door and continued to follow her closely. Another narrow escape and my tears began to cloud my vision once again. Lexie would be too stubborn to give up. I needed to find a way to make her give up. She had to go, someway, somehow.
 My cell phone began to ring and I could tell by the ringer that it was Brandon. He was the last person I wanted to talk to, but if I didn’t answer, he would only call back until I finally took his call. I tapped the button on my Bluetooth and remained quiet. My mind and eyes were focused on Lexie weaving through Flatbush Avenue traffic.
 “Hello? Shelly! Can you hear me?” Brandon asked.
 “Yes!” was all he was going to get from me. I didn’t feel like speaking so I kept my answers short. After all, he was the one who had called me. “Brandon.”
 “Where are you? I’ve been trying to get you for hours. Brice is here with me at your mother’s house. You need to come over here so we can sort a few things out.”
 I swore I detected a little attitude in his tone. The thought made me chuckle.
 “Did I say something funny, Shelly?”
 This time I release a full-fledged laugh. His tone was amusing to me. Since when did he give me attitude?
 “No, Brandon. Nothing is funny. Did Brice have dinner?” I asked as if everything was normal.
 “I’m glad I am able to make you laugh,” Brandon said sarcastically. “And do you think I would have Brice all this time and not give him dinner? Where are you? We were all concerned that something had happened to you. I couldn’t think of one viable reason why you wouldn’t be at the day care to pick up Brice, or at least call to let someone know you were running late. Also, why would you put him in a day care all the way out in Brooklyn and not even tell me? What’s going on with you, Shelly? This is your child we are talking about. Our child!”
 “Oh, cut it with the ‘our child’ bit Brandon. You know he’s not yours. Sorry you had to go and get him. I’ll swing by and get him now.”
 The next thing I heard was silence. Brandon had some nerve hanging up on me. And he almost made me lose Lexie in the process. I nearly ran a car off the road because he tried to come between Lexie’s car and mine. I had to speed up once again to keep another car from squeezing into the short space between us. I put my foot on the gas to let him know that he would be better off staying in his lane.
 The light turned yellow and Lexie slowed to a stop with me right on her tail. My foot routinely went toward the brake but, in a matter of seconds, I re-thought that action. Quickly, I placed my foot back on the gas pedal and pushed down hard, slamming into the back of Lexie’s car. The force catapulted her vehicle into the oncoming traffic, causing her to broadside one car while another smashed her in the rear, making her car spin like a top in the center of the intersection. The sound of angry rubber and thunderous cracks rang through the air. Pieces of metal sprang out, landing with a clang. Someone screamed and blaring horns shouted warning signals to traffic heading that way. People began exiting their cars to take in the chaotic scene and to help the injured.
 The front end of Brandon’s truck was dented and one side of the bumper kissed the ground. There really wasn’t much damage at all. Unfortunately, I couldn’t say the same for Lexie’s car and the vehicles involved in the crash with her.
 A tall, light-skinned gentleman knocked on my window and mouthed, “Are you alright?” I nodded politely and continued to take in the scenery, silently hoping that Lexie wouldn’t make me out. The guy smiled, nodded his head in response, and headed toward the pile of twisted metal that littered the intersection. He raced toward Lexie’s car, meeting up with a few other good Samaritans. Together they made several attempts to open her driver-side door to no avail. After a few moments of pulling and tugging, they managed to pry it open. When they pulled Brian’s limp body from the wreckage, the air in my lungs escaped in a rush and left me gasping desperately. 

Chapter 25 Lexie

My heart hadn’t settled since I received the unnerving call about Brian’s accident. After haphazardly exchanging my nightshirt for a tank and some sweat pants, I placed a quick call to Brian’s mother to inform her of the unfortunate turn of events. I had done a decent job of holding myself together until I heard her gasp and cry out “Oh Lord” upon hearing the bad news.

The two of us trotted through the emergency room entrance looking for signs of Brian. The sterile environment sent chills through my body. My heart quickened and my steps hastened. Mrs. Turner kept right at my heels. Collectively our eyes scanned the busy area until I spotted a petite woman behind a desk, shielded by thick, protective glass. Small holes drilled into the glass allowed my voice to filter through to her side. I asked for Brian Turner and she pointed us in the right direction with her small hand.

Various hospital staff guided us along the way until we finally found Brian behind the last curtain. At first I thought my eyes were deceiving me until my brain confirmed that it was indeed little Miss Shelly who sat next to him, rubbing the back of his hand. Brian appeared to be asleep or unconscious. I wasn’t sure which one. 

“What the hell are you doing here?” I asked pointedly. I felt Ms. Turner’s hand grace my shoulder. Remembering her presence, I calmed myself just a little to be respectful. “Well, you can leave now. His mother and Fiancé are here. So good-bye!”

I was proud of my soon-to-be mother-in-law. She had removed her hand from my shoulder and placed it on her hip. The look she laid on Shelly said “You heard the girl! Now get out!” I knew right then that we would always get along just fine. I smiled inwardly and complemented Ms. Turner’s visual statement with a look of my own. 

“Hello, Ms. Turner. Lexie, can I speak with you for a moment?” Shelly asked. Ms. Turner never responded.
 “Shelly, what could you possibly have to say to me that I would actually be interested in hearing?” I replied, then rolled my eyes.
 “I have every right to be concerned about the well being of my son’s father. But that’s beside the point. I need to speak with you privately.”
 I looked at Ms. Turner and she twisted her full lips before walking over to Brian, her ample hips swaying as she stepped. Her pantyhose created a swishing sound with every step. She rubbed his forehead then kissed it several times. Shelly was being persistent as she stood there awaiting my answer.
 “Damn, Shelly, what the hell do you want?”
 “Privacy.”
 “Well, you will have to wait. I’m here to see about my fiancé,” I said, then turned on my heels, leaving her to speak to my back.
 “I’ve already spoken to the doctor,” she called behind me.
 It burned me up that she was there before me, and it irked me even more that she had been speaking to the doctors. As if she had any right to do so. Who told her about Brian being in the hospital in the first place? How was it that she arrived before I did? Her presence raised so many questions. She probably told them that she was the Fiancé. I surely wouldn’t have put it past her. I stopped in my tracks and slowly filled my lungs with air. I let it out just as slowly before continuing to the desk in the center of the emergency room. I asked a nurse about his condition and she promised to have the doctor on duty come and speak with me momentarily.
 I took my time getting back to Brian, where he continued to sleep. Shelly’s eyes bore holes in my back, side, and front the entire time.
 “Shelly, you can leave now. I could have sworn I told you that already. But I guess you didn’t get me clearly the first time. In fact, it seems like you have a problem with getting messages clearly all the time. Maybe you need to see someone for that. I can give you a referral,” I said before brushing past her to take my rightful place at Brian’s side.
 Before she could respond, a tall, light-skinned gentleman approached us wearing a look of sincere concern. As he approached, he nodded at Shelly and me, and then smiled at Ms. Turner at Brian’s bedside.
 “How’s he doing?” the man asked.
 “Not quite sure yet,” I responded with questioning eyes. The stranger noticed my inquiring gaze and held out his hand to greet me.
 “My apologies. I’m Detective Randall Johnson.” I raised my brow. “I was off duty, but I happened to be at the scene of the accident and called it in. I tended to him while we waited for the ambulance to arrive. I just wanted to check in on him before heading out.”
 “Thank you so much, detective. This is my fiancé. We’re getting married a week from Saturday. We had just come in from our counseling session with my pastor. Brian went back out to pick up something to eat because we were hungry,” I said as he shook his head with empathy. Shelly had run off. Suddenly, she was nowhere in sight. “I greatly appreciate your help and your concern. In fact, we are waiting for the doctor to come provide us with an update right now. You are more than welcome to stay if you can.”
 “You’re welcome, and congratulations! I think I will stick around for a moment. I’d just like to make sure he’s okay. He was hit pretty hard from behind. I saw the black truck slam into the back of him, sending him flying into the busy intersection.”
 I was glad to hear that someone saw something. Maybe he could be a witness for when we sue the socks off of whoever it was that hit Brian and ruined my car.
 “Do you remember anything about the truck that hit him?” I was hoping he was as observant as most cops are when it comes to taking in his surroundings.
 “Sure do. It was a black, late-model Range Rover. I saw the car again when I went out for a smoke a few minutes ago. It was parked near the emergency entrance. Too bad I didn’t get a better look at the woman’s face that was driving the car. I’m usually better at that. I guess I was so concerned about getting to this guy,” he said, gesturing toward Brian. “He really got smacked hard. I can look her up at the station tomorrow since I did manage to get her plate number.”
 My head snapped in Ms. Turner’s direction. I wanted to see if she was getting any of this. There was no recognition in her mannerism. It was obvious that she didn’t make the same connection that I was putting together in my mind.
 “Excuse me!” I said before rushing past the informative officer. I darted through the emergency room heading straight for the entrance to see if the black Range Rover was still outside, and to check for signs of Ms. Shelly Winston. Both the vehicle and Shelly had disappeared.

Chapter 26 Brian

Besides a concussion, various aches and pains, and a couple of cuts and bruises, I was lucky to have escaped my accident without any broken bones or other serious injuries. My immediate reaction was to jam on the brakes when Lexie’s car was hit from behind. I hit the brakes so hard, my body came up off the seat and my head slammed into the visor, cracking the mirror inside of it, before I was thrown back into my seat. That was all I remembered. I had no recollection of being hit by another car coming from the opposite direction of the first one, according to what I was told.

All I remembered was waking up in the middle of the night with Lexie on one side of my hospital bed and my mother on the other. They each held one of my hands in theirs as they lay fast asleep in nearby chairs. Lexie’s head rested on the bed beside my leg. I wanted to smile at having the two most important women in my life at my side until I felt the extreme pounding inside my head. I had to pull my hands from their grasps to hold it because it hurt so badly it made my ears ring.

I had been home for a few days and the excruciating headache had been reduced to a duller, but steady, ache. I was even able to manage without my medication. With a week to go, I hoped that this concussion thing would pass by the time I walked down the aisle. As expected, after the counseling session and the accident, things were actually better between Lexie and me. The chances of us actually getting married were pretty high. And with all that we had been through in the past few weeks, it felt good to finally find our groove again. Thinking about her prompted me to give her a call. 

“How’s my partner doing?” It felt good to hear her call me partner again.
 “I’m good. My head’s hurting, but I’m getting better at ignoring it,” I said.
 “Brian! You need to stop that. Just take the painkillers the doctor prescribed,” she pleaded.
 “Painkillers are for punks,” I stated simply.
 “Yeah, whatever. Your behind wasn’t saying that the day you came home. Really, Brian, don’t sit there and suffer just because you don’t want to be a punk. Take the painkillers. I won’t tell anybody,” she joked. I loved hearing the old Lexie.
 “It’s not painkillers that I need right now,” I said and stuck my hands in my sweatpants. My manhood began to rise to the occasion at the thought of Lexie walking through our door.
 “Well, what do you need right now?” she asked, picking up on my suggestiveness.
 “You have it with you. In order for me to get it, you have to come home.” 
 “Oh, I see where this is going. Well, I’m almost done with all my running around. I’ll finish up, drop off my sisters and my girls, and head back to you as soon as I can. How’s that?”
 “That sounds good. About how long will it be before you get back here,” I asked, getting anxious. I didn’t want to toy with my manhood too much and waste a climax on myself when I had the real thing coming. I pulled my hand from inside my pants and grunted. “I want you to do your best to get home as fast as you can.” 
 “You got it, babe. Now get your hand out of your pants and freshen up for me. I’ll be there pronto. Bye,” she said, blowing my cover as she hung up.
 I tossed the phone to the other end of the couch, threw my head back, and tried to cast off my desires until she arrived. Thoughts of Shelly did the trick as my manhood shrunk back to its normal, well, larger-than-normal size.
 I must have fallen asleep when I laid my head back because my sight was suddenly graced with a full view of Lexie’s chocolatecolored body draped in a silky, ivory-colored robe.
 “Is this what you needed?” she teased while taking my hand and placing it between her thighs as I lay on the couch.
 She opened her legs slightly, giving me more room to explore her inner walls with my fingers. Her head dropped back and her womanhood leaked juices onto my hand. I stroked her gently and a soft purr emanated from her lips. She began to move against my fingers with a slow gyration. As I quickened my pace, she rolled her hips faster. The way she arched her body made me want to kiss the small of her back. 
 Involuntarily, my free hand found its way to my manhood. I felt someone move my hand and swallow my manhood whole. For a moment I was confused because my finger was still exploring Lexie, who was standing. How could she possibly have her mouth on me as well? The feeling of the warm, moist mouth closed around my manhood caused my eyes to roll back in my head. But something was wrong. I forced myself from that place of ecstasy to look and see who was so skillfully trying to drive me into an erotic frenzy. When I looked down, Shelly’s eyes met mine. She smiled as wide as she could with my penis in her mouth. I jumped into a sitting position, pulling myself out of her mouth.
 “What the hell!” I screamed.
 Then I turned to look at Lexie who was wearing a tricky, yet seductive smile. I shook my head because I had to be hallucinating, then I tried to push Shelly off of me. But Lexie didn’t seem to be upset. Both women were smiling and touching their bodies. I attempted to pull my hand from between Lexie’s legs but she grabbed it, firmly placing it back between her hairless folds. Then Shelly nearly swallowed my manhood once again. I scooted backwards on the couch trying to get away from Shelly, but she moved right along with me, suckling me like a baby mammal desperate for its mother’s milk. Shelly took me into her warm mouth and refused to release me, tightening her jaws as she milked me like a cow. Lexie held my hand to her center, forcing it back and forth against her most sensitive parts until she began to jerk and pant like a dog in heat. 
 Neither woman would turn me loose. Shelly rode me with her mouth. Lexie drove herself to a point of sexual euphoria with my hand. As Lexie’s juices spilled over me, Shelly guided me to a lava-like explosion. My body convulsed and my own juices flowed thickly over my manhood.
 “I told you we could work it out.” Shelly said, still smiling seductively.
 With that, I jumped from the couch, unable to clear my head enough to see with any kind of clarity. The entire room was blurry, then the pain hit me. I yelled from the intensity of it as it radiated throughout my head, my arms, my shoulders, and my legs. Shutting my eyes tightly I tried to regain my focus. When I opened them I was alone. 
 “Brian! Brian!” I could hear Lexie yelling frantically from the other side of the door as her keys violently clanked against the doorknob. Finally, she burst through the door carting two grocery bags and her oversized handbag. “Brian! Baby, what happened? Are you alright? What hurts?” Within seconds she was by my side.
 I was speechless, disoriented. Nothing that had just happened had been real. I stared at Lexie as concerned questions poured from her mouth. My body hurt and I didn’t know how to respond.
 “Where are my painkillers?” was the best I could come up with. Lexie laughed and I was relieved. She picked up her packages and hurried to the kitchen. After the sound of cabinets closing, water running, and plastic grinding, Lexie returned to my side with a glass of water and two of my prescribed painkillers.
 “Here, punk!” she teased and laughed. “That’s okay. You’re my punk,” she joked as I popped the pills and washed them down with a glass of Brooklyn’s good ol’ tap water.
 I laid back for a moment to finish gathering my bearings while Lexie set up a picnic right on the living room floor, complete with placemats, Chinese food on paper plates, and cranberry juice served in wine goblets. After feasting on our tasty spread, we began feasting on one another. I stopped and looked around to make sure no one else was in the room.
 Lexie gently aid me back and straddled me. She gave me a seductive show as she removed her clothing, then carefully and painlessly removed mine. Cautiously she lowered herself onto my waiting manhood.
 “Wait!” I said, startling her a bit.
 “What?” she asked, confused.
 “Go get the boots,” I commanded and smiled. Lexie smiled back and lifted herself off of me, causing my manhood to slide out of her canal. She disappeared into our bedroom and returned seconds later sporting a pair of white stiletto riding boots and nothing else.
 Lexie stood over me with her legs apart, then smiled and raised her brow. I flicked my tongue and, on cue, she lowered her womanhood to my waiting lips. After letting me taste her essence for a spell, she lowered herself onto my manhood again, careful not to cause too much jolting. Gently, she rode me until our bodies quaked in unison, waves of pleasure surging through us.
 We were side by side on the floor catching our breath when my cell phone began to play my latest ring tone. Initially I wasn’t going to answer it, but curiosity implored me to at least see who was calling. It was none other than the one and only Shelly Winston. She had an innate ability to always call or show up at the worst possible times. I pressed the ignore button, sending her to voice mail oblivion, and tossed the phone under the couch. I still couldn’t figure out why she had showed up in my dream.

Chapter 27 Shelly

“Shelly, what the hell is going on with you? Between your mother and your husband, I can’t get a moment’s peace. And why did you lie to me about Brandon hitting you? I don’t know what’s gotten into you lately. You don’t answer our calls. You haven’t returned any of mine in weeks. Is there something you need to talk about?”

I paced frantically around the room, gnawing at my acrylic overlay while Daddy scolded me over the telephone. I had managed to do a good job of avoiding everyone until today. Why did I pick up the phone without looking at the caller ID display anyway? Answering to my father was the last thing I was interested in doing right now.

“Answer me, Shelly! What is going on? I’ve never seen you act this way before and I don’t understand. Why the lies? Brandon has been calling me for the past few days trying to find you. According to him, you haven’t been at the house or the condo. Brice has been asking for you and your mother is furious. You haven’t been to work and haven’t called anyone to say that you weren’t coming in. I…I just don’t get it. What’s gotten into you?”

I grabbed a handful of my bouncy locks and gazed at the ceiling. I certainly couldn’t tell my father the truth. Either he wouldn’t believe me or he would think I was just plain crazy. Time. Time was all I needed to continue to sort out my situation before I explained things to Daddy.

“Daddy, I can explain everything. Just give me a little time.”
 “Baby girl, it seems like you’ve had all the time in the world the last few days. Are you alone?” he asked.
 “No…yes. I mean…” I wasn’t sure what to tell him. I didn’t want him to come looking for me. Maybe if he thought I was with someone he wouldn’t be inclined to ask more questions.
 “What?! Shelly!”
 “I’m sorry, Daddy. It’s just that there is so much I have to sort out.”
 “But, Shelly, what about your son? That boy needs you. One day you leave him at the day care and don’t return, then you up and disappear. This can’t be good for him. That child needs his mother.”
 “I know, Daddy,” I said with a hint of irritation in my voice. I wanted to get him off the phone. He was pushing me way too hard.
 “Shelly,” Daddy said my name as if he was ready to give up, “are you at least going to go back home to Brandon?”
 “No, Daddy. I can’t. I don’t love him and never did. I don’t want to be with him anymore. I told you it wasn’t going to work in the first place. He’s a nice person but I don’t love him.” I almost said that I loved Brian, but I couldn’t tell Daddy that until I found a way to work everything out. “Daddy, can I please call you back?”
 After a long, drawn-out sigh, Daddy finally said, “Yes. As a matter of fact, I’ll call you back. Just answer the phone when I call.”
 “I will, Daddy,” I lied.
 I was tired of this hotel room but too afraid to go back to my condo or my home in Long Island. When that man came into the hospital the other night and said that he was an off-duty police officer, I thought for sure that I was going to get arrested. I’d never survive a single night in jail.
 When I saw those men pull Brian’s limp body out of Lexie’s car, I couldn’t believe it. Lexie was my target. I never intended to hurt Brian. When the ambulance came, I slowly drove away from the scene. I’m sure someone probably witnessed me causing the accident, so I haven’t been back home in case the authorities are looking for me.
 I was happy to hear that Brian was alive, well, and not badly hurt as a result of the accident. The nice nurse at the hospital kept me posted on his progress until he was discharged. The thought of hurting him brought me to tears once again. Since I’d been hiding in this hotel room, I hadn’t done much else than cry. Things were not working out the way I wanted them to, and I was too close to losing Brian for good. There was only one week left before his wedding, and it appeared that they were still planning to go through with it. 
 I knew I needed to do something besides cry about it, but I was spent both emotionally and physically. Not to mention, I was also fresh out of ideas. I thought of contacting my informant. Maybe she would have some information that would help spark some ideas. I hated talking to her but she always had the information I needed. I could clearly see that, if it weren’t for the information she provided me with, there would be no reason for me to ever speak to her. We were cut from two very different cloths.
 “Hi, it’s me,” I greeted inconspicuously.
 “Got the wrong person, huh?”
 My breath caught in my throat. How did she know about the accident? I wanted to know but refused to ask. She didn’t need to know that she had knocked me off my stance.
 “What did you say?” I asked as if I hadn’t heard her clearly. Buying time was my intent.
 “You heard me. You got the wrong one. By now you should have known that he always uses her car for short runs. I guess it’s easier to park. Well, anyway, what do you want now? He’s well enough to walk down the aisle. He may limp down, but he will get down the aisle nonetheless. Oh, and he’s doing much better by the way. I spoke with him yesterday.”
 Shut up, stupid! Don’t you think I know that I hit the wrong person! I wanted to say all the nasty things that were in my head, but I couldn’t afford to upset her. There was still so much information I needed. I also hated that she had cordial conversations with him on somewhat of a regular basis. Getting mad was pointless since it was through these conversations that she got her information to deliver back to me.
 “You know what this is going to do, don’t you? You’ve messed up real bad. If there was enough friction to pull them apart before, it won’t matter now. Now that he’s been hurt, I’m sure Lexie has been at his side, catering to his every need. So what you have actually done is bring them closer together. Nothing brings people closer together than emergencies and tragedies. You’ve probably succeeded in reminding them of how much they love one another.
 “SHUT UP! That’s enough!” I yelled. I couldn’t take any more. “Do you plan on helping me or rubbing this shit in my face!” I spat, grabbing a handful of hair. Why was she taunting me this way? “Do you have anything to tell me?” I said through clenched teeth, slowly pronouncing the words as if each was its own statement.
 “Well, if you haven’t ruined everything and still stand a chance,” she said, saturating her words with sarcasm. “They have their rehearsal dinner Thursday evening, after they rehearse at the church. Besides that, his boys are planning a bachelor party on Friday night. I know his closest friend, Jeff, so I’m sure I can probably get more information for a nice fee.”
 “Do it. I’ll call you later for details,” I said, then ended the call before she had a chance to respond. Now I had to figure out what to do next.

Chapter 28 Lexie

“Nobody preaches better than our pastor,” I told Brooke as we stepped out of church. “Girl, when he said pray for your enemies to be delivered because they don’t realize that the devil is using them to test you, I just wanted to drop on my face and scream. You know I thought about Shelly.” 

“Girl, the devil isn’t using her! She’s the damn devil incarnate. It’s not like she doesn’t realize she’s trying to come between you and Brian. That crazy-ass bird is doing all this on purpose!” Brooke said as we strolled along the street toward our vehicle.

“You’ve got a point there. She does know what she’s doing. I just don’t understand pursuing someone so hard when they have already declared outright that they don’t want you. My pride would have stopped me a long time ago,” I said to Brooke, shaking my head as we approached Brian’s truck. I fumbled in my oversized bag for the keys.

“That’s the problem. She’s past being proud; she’s running on desperation. You know desperation will make you do things that pride would make you abandon. And it’s not like she’s an ugly girl. And her family has money. She could have any man she wants. That goes to show you that looks can only take you but so far,” Brooke said.

“Exactly…” I began, until I saw the series of expressions that transitioned across Brooke’s face, beginning with surprise and ending with a look of indignation.

I followed Brooke’s line of sight to a woman strutting toward the car, donned in soft pink from head to toe. Her pink skirt suit and matching pumps were complemented by delicate pearl accessories. My own shock registered when I looked into Shelly’s face. She was heading right toward us.

“Well, I’ll be damned. Here comes the devil herself! Doesn’t she know we just got out of church and we are trying to remain holy? Why does she look like she’s coming our way?” Brooke mocked the question with her hands on her hips. “Do you really believe it was her that hit Brian from behind that night?” Brooke asked the last question in a tone close to a whisper.

“I know it was her. The officer from the hospital said the truck was registered to Brandon Cabrini and Cabrini just happens to be Shelly’s married name. I know she must have thought it was me in that car,” I said as we watched Shelly draw closer.

“She was trying to take you out! Girlfriend has got some big balls. The audacity of a mule! Now what the hell does she want this morning? I’m ready for our brunch. The sight of her turns my stomach. I want to be able to enjoy my food,” Brooke said.

“Hello, ladies,” Shelly said as she slowed her stroll then nodded a greeting in Brooke’s direction. She left a safe distance between us.

“I know she didn’t just say ‘hello ladies’ like we’re old friends,” Brooke said right in front of her, mocking her greeting with a high-pitched voice. “Lex, girl, hurry up and open this car door before the devil decides to start using me this morning. Believe me, I’m going to know about it,” Brooke said before rolling her eyes at Shelly.

I hit the appropriate button on the remote and Brooke jumped in, slamming the door behind her. She pulled the door so hard that Shelly flinched when it shut. Slowly, I walked around the car to the passenger side where Shelly stood a few feet away on the sidewalk.

“I just came from church, enjoying a nice service, feeling good. The last thing I want to see is you. Now I thought you understood from the other night at the hospital that we have nothing to discuss. You are Brian’s ex, not mine. I don’t have to deal with you.”

“I’ll pay you,” Shelly said indifferently.
 “Excuse me?!” I said, bewildered, before closing the space separating us. “You will do what?” I asked face-to-face. “What did you just say to me?” I asked, prodding for more clarification.
 Shelly took two steps back. Brooke opened the car door and put one foot on the sidewalk. I was close enough to see a mix of fear and despondency in Shelly’s eyes.
 “I dare you to repeat what you just said to me,” I said through clenched teeth.
 “I said, I’ll pay you. How much would it take?” she asked, standing her ground.
 I couldn’t believe the audacity, the gall, and the boldness of this woman to come to me with such ridiculousness. And from the looks of it, she was dead serious.
 “Lexie, my family has lots of money. I don’t feel like fighting anymore, but I want what I want so I’m willing to pay for it,” Shelly said with a sense of entitlement.
 “I am now completely certain. You are crazy! Brian doesn’t even want you. Did you ever think about that?” I said with my arms in the air. “Why would you even want someone who doesn’t want you?”
 “It’s only because of you. If you weren’t around, we would have been together a long time ago,” she said, as if she was totally convinced.
 “So that’s what you were trying to do the other night when you hit my car? You were trying to get rid of me because you thought Brian would suddenly want you?” 
 Shelly’s jaw dropped and her hand flew to her mouth to cover her display of shock.
 “Yeah, that’s right. I know it was you. Unfortunately for you, Brian was in the car instead of me. That’s how you got to the hospital so fast and why your ass pulled a Houdini when that cop came to see about Brian,” I said.
 Shelly’s mouth still hadn’t closed. Then suddenly she started to gasp for air.
 “Yes, Mrs. Cabrini. That’s your last name, right? What? Is the car registered in your husband’s name? What does he have to say about all of this? Does Brandon know that your dumb ass is out here chasing after another woman’s man? Specifically, one who is getting married in less than a week?” I continued, stepping in closer to her. Brooke stepped completely out of the car. “I advise you to get out of my face. And now that I have ALL of your information, I would advise you to leave Brian and me the hell alone.”
 “Fine…fine. If that’s the way you want it, that’s fine with me. But remember, I have his baby. You will have to deal with me regardless. I tried to make it easy for you, but you insist on making it hard.” Shelly was shaking her head back and forth with such force that her hair was falling in her face.
 “So you are his baby mama. So what! You haven’t realized that doesn’t hold any weight? If he could have his son without you, he would take him in a heartbeat. You really don’t get it, do you?”
 Shelly became flustered and her gasps became audible, high-pitched gusts of air.
 “You will regret this!” she screamed.
 “Whatever. I’m not entertaining this anymore.” I dismissed her with a wave of my hand and started toward the car.
 “At least I was able to give him a child. Something you apparently aren’t woman enough to do.” Shelly’s spiteful words hit me like darts in my back.
 I turned around slowly and stared at Shelly for a quick moment before charging at her like a lioness striking her prey. Brooke grabbed me and Shelly took off in her four-inch pink pumps, running like a marathon star.
 “I’m not done. I’ll see you Saturday,” Shelly yelled over her shoulder.
 “Did that chick just say she will see you on Saturday, as in, your wedding day?” Brooke asked in awe, emphasizing the words your and wedding.
 Brooke and I stood in shock as we watched her swift retreat. Then something dawned on me—how did Shelly know where to find me? 

Chapter 29 Brian

I hopped to the door as quickly as I could without generating any painful sensations through my sore leg. Most of my bruises were healing nicely. Hopefully, on my wedding day, the only sign of my accident will be a slight limp because of the damage to my left knee. The way the bell was ringing, I knew it could only be Jeff. He was coming to pick me up so I could get some fresh air. I hadn’t left the house since the accident except to visit my doctor. Today was my day to chill out with the guys. Lexie had plans to hang out with Brooke after church service today, so this was the perfect opportunity for me to hang with the fellows.

“Hold up, man!” I yelled. I could hear Jeff and my other friend, Cam, short for Cameron, acting out on the other side.
 I swung my door open while shaking my head at their horseplay. Cam had Jeff in a headlock and the two were laughing up a storm. Apparently, Jeff had just come off on Cam with a good wisecrack. The two of them poured into my apartment at once.
 “Yo, man. Are you ready?” Jeff asked, rubbing the stubble on his head back in place after Cam’s attempt to take him down.
 “Yeah. Just give me a minute. I need to find my cane. My knee is killing me today.” 
 “No problem, pops,” Cam joked. “Yo! How are you going to walk down the aisle on Saturday with that cane? I know! All you have to do is give us the good ol’ pimp stroll. No one will ever know you were hurt,” he said, then burst out laughing.
 Jeff and I joined in until my cell phone started to play a jig. I hopped back to the coffee table where I had left the phone and looked at the display. It was Lori.
 “What’s up?” I answered.
 “Brian, there are two men here to see you. They said they know Shelly and it’s really important that they speak with you ASAP. Do you want to come by here or would you like for me to direct them over there?” Lori asked.
 “NO! Don’t direct anyone here. I’ll be right there.”
 “I figured that much. Do you need for me to come and get you?” Lori asked.
 “No, thanks. Jeff is here. He’ll bring me by,” I replied.
 “Okay, cool. See you in a minute. Oh, and tell Jeff I said what’s up,” she said before ending the call.
 Evidently the look on my face put Jeff and Cam on notice because both of them stared at me quietly, waiting for the reveal. I told them what Lori said on the phone.
 “You mean two men are at your old apartment right now asking to see you about Shelly?” Jeff said, then shook his head. “Well, let’s go,” he continued, his posture braced for conflict.
 When we got to my old place, Lori opened the door before we could even knock. I walked in first with my cane, and the younger of the two men zeroed in on it, then looked back at the older, burly, and more distinguished-looking gentleman. Jeff and Cam stepped in behind me, and Lori greeted them and closed the door.
 The older gentlemen approached me with his hand extended, and the younger one followed suit.
 “You must be Brian?” I nodded and he continued. “I’m Douglas Winston, Shelly Winston’s father.” I raised my brow. “No need to be alarmed. This is Brandon Cabrini, Shelly’s husband. We’d like to have a word with you in private.”
 “Sir,” I said, nodding a greeting and shaking the hands of both of my visitors.
 “We apologize for dropping in on you,” Brandon started. “And we didn’t want to inconvenience your friend, but it was really important that we speak with you,” he said in a very proper voice.
 “No problem. However, I’m sure that what you have to say can be said in the presence of my friends.”
 The pair looked at one another, then the younger one shrugged his shoulders.
 “Very well then. We were wondering if you knew anything about where we might be able to find Shelly. Have you spoken to her recently?”
 My brows furrowed in confusion. I looked at Jeff and Cameron and they looked back at me. Lori crossed her arms and sat back on the couch so she wouldn’t miss anything. I suddenly regretted telling them it was okay to speak in front of my friends but didn’t rescind the offer.
 “Me? How or why would I know where Shelly is? I haven’t spoken to her in a while. As a matter of fact, she called me last night but I didn’t get a chance to answer. What would make you come to me?”
 Mr. Winston spoke up. “Well, Brian, Shelly advised Brandon recently that the two of you were getting back together. It’s been days since we have seen her. She left home in Long Island and hasn’t been to her condo in Brooklyn for days. I did get a chance to speak to her, but she didn’t disclose her whereabouts and we assumed that maybe she was somewhere with you. I knew you lived here, therefore, we saw fit to come to you and possibly get some answers.”
 “Where’s Brice now?” I asked.
 “He’s here in Brooklyn, attending church with my wife.”
 “I’m sorry, Mr. Winston, but I have no idea where your daughter is. And Brandon, I apologize for any misunderstandings, but rest assured, Shelly and I are not getting back together. In fact, I’m getting married this coming Saturday.”
 The two men shared a quizzical look at the news of the wedding. I didn’t think there was any need to explain to them that I didn’t want any part of Shelly. Lori shifted her position on the couch. Jeff and Cam found seats of their own.
 “Interesting,” said Mr. Winston.
 “May I ask what happened to your leg, Brian?” Brandon asked.
 “Sure. I was in a car accident the other day,” I told him.
 “Sorry to hear that. What kind of car were you in an accident with?” he asked.
 “Actually, I’m not quite sure. All I know is that it was a black SUV that hit me from behind. I wasn’t paying that much attention to who was behind me as I was riding. After I got hit, I blacked out. There were witnesses though.” 
 “Oh. Well, I didn’t mean to pry, and sorry to bother you again. I guess we can leave now that we’ve had a chance to talk,” Brandon said.
 “Yes,” Mr. Winston said as he approached me, digging in the inside pocket of his sports jacket. “If my daughter happens to call you, I’d appreciate it if you would give me a call. Don’t let her know,” he said. “Gentlemen,” he addressed Jeff and Cam with a nod. “Miss,” he said, nodding at Lori. “Again, I apologize for any inconvenience. Have a good day,” he said finally, holding out his hand to allow Brandon to walk before him.
 The rest of us just looked at each other for a few ticks of the clock.
 “What the hell was all of that about,” Cameron finally said, breaking the silence.
 I shrugged my shoulders. All I cared about was Brice, and as long as he was fine, nothing else made a difference to me. Shelly was just pulling one of her stunts again.
 “Can you believe she told her husband that the two of you were back together?” Jeff inquired. “I don’t know where you found her, but let a brother know so I don’t mess around and pick me a chick from the same zip code. That woman is scandalous!”

Chapter 30 Lexie

“Lex, maybe we should move after the wedding,” Brian spoke sullenly. 
 “Move where?” I asked, taken aback by his idea.
 “Maybe D.C. or Atlanta. Somewhere like that,” he said.
 “Why would you suggest that?” I asked, already knowing the answer. I slowly walked over to the couch where he was sitting, watching TV. I knew there was a reason for his despondent mood. He had been awfully quiet since I arrived home from work.
 “Then maybe we wouldn’t have to deal with all this craziness that Shelly has been laying on us lately,” he said.
 “No! Brian, I am sorry, but I’m not running away. Your friends are here, babe. My friends are here. Our parents, everyone and everything we know and love. I don’t want to move,” I declared, then sat beside him. “Besides, how will you see Brice if we are hundreds of miles away? Have you thought about that?”
 “I’ve thought about all of that,” he began with a huge sigh and adjusted his sore leg on the couch, “but I don’t know any other way to protect you and our marriage from…from Shelly.” He said her name like he was thinking of something else to call her.
 “Brian, you don’t have to do that. When I made the decision to keep going forward with you by my side, I knew what it entailed. We don’t have to run from anybody,” I said, staring him in the eye. “Babe, I’m not worried about her. I know that you’ve got my back.” 
 Brian was nearing the end of his rope with Shelly. Although I hadn’t told him about all the information I’d been discussing with Detective Johnson, I’m sure he knew that Shelly was behind the accident.
 I kissed Brian on his forehead to reassure him that all would be well. It’s funny how the tides changed. A few short weeks ago, he was the one reassuring me that we could get past the hurdle of Shelly Winston. 
 “Listen, babe. I’ve got to go. I have an appointment to do some girl stuff to get ready for our big date on Saturday. Just remember, we are not moving! We will not start our life together on the run! I know you care too much about being in Brice’s life to even seriously consider being so far away from him. Even if it means having to deal with his pain-in-the-ass mama. Now I will be back, my king. Prop that leg up and be ready for me when your queen returns,” I said, hitting him with my girl charm. My sly smile softened his handsome face. With dimples deep enough to get lost in, his smile seemed to illuminate the entire room. After a quick peck on his succulent lips, I left, eager to return for more.

Detective Johnson greeted me outside, near the precinct’s entrance. He wasn’t a bad-looking man, even though my man looked better. I threw on my girl charm, which always helped me get what I needed from men. I learned a long time ago that a delicate smile, a little sway in the hips, and a flip of the hair could go a long way with men. Top that off with a compliment, the batting of the eyes, and a soft, sweet aroma emanating from your bosom, and what you wanted was practically in your hand. Also, peek-a-boo shirts always help. Those are the shirts that offer a hint or slight peek at the goods you have under wrap. You might even see a man move his head slightly, trying to get a possible glimpse. They leave much to the imagination without blatantly putting you on display.

“Good evening, detective,” I said with a sweet smile, staring him in the eye.
 “Good evening, Ms. Mitchell. Nice to see you again,” he said, smiling back and shaking my hand a little longer than necessary. His slanted smile whispered to me that my girl charm was already working. “Let’s go inside,” he said, leading the way.
 Detective Johnson opened the door and gestured for me to enter before him. I hit him with the old sway of the hips, sending my flirty skirt waving in the non-existent July wind. After making sure I had zapped him with my sweet-smelling perfume, a few bats of the eye, and a compliment about his beautiful teeth, he gave me all the information I needed about the woman behind the wheel on the night of Brian’s accident. He also suggested that I file for an order of protection to keep Shelly away from us in the meantime.
 By nine o’clock the next morning, I stood before the doors of the court building in downtown Brooklyn, waiting for them to open. I arrived so early that I was the first one there. Several other women stood on line after me, complaining loudly about their boyfriends, exes and babies’ daddies! I could only imagine the scenarios that had led each of these women to these steps.
 By the time I was done, the order contained stipulations for when Brice could be dropped off into Brian’s custody. Shelly could only drop him off and pick him up at our local precinct to avoid any potential conflicts. I was to go to work completely satisfied with what I had done. I could only imagine the expression on her face when she was served by the authorities.

Chapter 31 Shelly

Daddy was really going to be upset with me. I still hadn’t been back to work, but I did go back to my apartment. I couldn’t stay in the hotel another day. My bed called for me and I longed to crawl into it and get some much-needed rest. When I entered my apartment, I hurried off to the bathroom, not even stopping to put down my hot pink overnight bag. As I was closing the bathroom door, a force pushed it back open. My first reaction was to scream, but instead I picked up my bag and swung it at my attacker.

“What the hell are you doing?” Brandon yelled as the bag connected with his forearm, blocking the assault.
 “What are you doing here? Where did you come from? Were you waiting on me to come home?” I asked, hurling one question after another.
 “Shelly, please!” Brandon said snidely as he closed in on me, unfazed by my questions. Apparently, he had no intention of answering them and challenged me with a few questions of his own. “Where have you been? Where’s my truck? Why didn’t you tell me about the accident, Shelly? Huh?”
 The last question really got my attention. Initially, I didn’t know how to respond.
 “What accident?” I said, trying to play stupid. All he had to do was go downstairs and see the dented grill and white paint scratched onto the black exterior. Bad idea, Shelly, I thought to myself while trying to come up with something else. “Brandon, wait, I can explain.” Then I thought about it. I wasn’t with Brandon anymore. I didn’t need to explain anything to him. As far as he knew, I was back with Brian. “Then again, I don’t have to explain anything to you.”
 “The hell you don’t,” he yelled. I flinched because I had never seen Brandon this angry before. “The nerve of you to even think you don’t have to explain shit to me,” he spat. I couldn’t remember if I had ever heard him curse before. “You take my car and disappear for days, leaving me and Brice to fend for ourselves. And this is after you claim to have gotten back together with his father. What kind of game are you playing here? You don’t fuck around with people’s lives like that, Shelly!” I was shocked by Brandon’s brash use of language. It was so unlike him to use such foul words.
 For the first time since speaking with my father the other day, I thought about Brice. Instantly, I felt horrible for leaving him.
 “Brian—I mean, Brandon,” I stretched my eyes wide, hoping he hadn’t caught that. He glared at me. “I’m sorry. I had a few things that I had to straighten out.”
 “Bullshit, Shelly,” he cursed again. I stared at him in awe. “Cut it with the lies. You and Brian are not back together for one. You drop Brice off at day care and never return to pick him up. They were calling your Mother like crazy. Finally, she had to go and get him, and you still didn’t show up. No one could get in touch with you, then you run off to make sure no one can find you. The insurance company has been calling day and night because of an apparent hit and run. Don’t you realize you could go to jail for some shit like that?! What the hell has gotten into you?!”
 “Brandon!”
 “Don’t even call my name! I didn’t even get to the part where you told your parents that I beat you. Do you know that I nearly lost my job and could have been arrested? It doesn’t matter, does it? All you care about is Shelly and what Shelly wants. And because you are so inconsiderate, you go to any lengths to get it, regardless of how it affects other people. You are a liar and you are psychotic. Don’t worry about Brice; he’s better off without you. Just give me the keys to my truck and stay the hell away from me.”
 I was stuck in my stance. The way Brandon spoke to me made me sick to my stomach. Never in a million years would I have expected that from him. I slowly walked into the kitchen and retrieved the keys to Brandon’s battered Range Rover Sport and handed them to him. Brandon tossed the keys to my Mercedes onto the coffee table even though I reached for them.
 “Would you please bring Brice to me?” I quietly asked.
 Brandon glared at me once again as he contemplated his answer.
 “No,” he stated simply, “go get your child yourself.” He slammed the door behind him with so much force that the candle in the wall sconce fell crashing to the floor. Like a strong passing wind, he was gone.
 Damn it! Now I had to face my mother in order to get my son. I grabbed my keys and purse and set off to face Mother, filled with dread. As I opened the door to leave, a tall, nice-looking police officer stood at my door, poised to knock.
 “Mrs. Cabrini?” he asked the question more with his eyes than he did with his voice as his eyes washed over me.
 “Um…Can I help you?” Fear kept me from saying more.
 I knew exactly why he was here. It was a good thing that Brandon took the Range Rover. I thought about denying that it had been me until I looked into the officer’s face again. It was the same man who had knocked on my window the night of the accident, asking if I was okay. Surely he remembered me. My mind raced. I’d never survive jail. What was I to do? I couldn’t see or think clearly. Was he here to arrest me?
 “Ma’am? Mrs. Cabrini?”
 He called my name again but I couldn’t find my voice to answer. I swallowed hard and attempted to speak again. Beads of sweat formed around my hairline, and the edges of my ears felt like they were heating up.
 “Sir…what…what do you want?” I was hoping I didn’t sound rude but my thought came spilling through my lips before I could tailor my words.
 “This is for you, Mrs. Cabrini,” he said, before spinning on his heels and turning to leave.
 I was so relieved that he wasn’t there to arrest me, but I wondered what he had handed me. The paper looked very official. Was this my sentence? My eyes scanned over the document, picking up bits and pieces.
 “What! Order of protection? Alexia Mitchell. Lexie? Assault! Precinct. Stalking!” I said aloud as I read through the document. I felt the air leave my body. Lexie had filed an order of protection against me, restricting me from coming near her, Brian, and their home. There was even a restriction included for when I dropped Brice off. I was now required to meet Brian at the precinct to give him Brice.
 Now my ears were literally on fire and so was I. The words on the page became a blur as my vision was obscured by burning tears.
 “You will not win! Mark my words, Lexie! You will not win!” I screamed before charging out and slamming the door behind me.

Chapter 32 Brian

“Brian, why?! How could you do this to me?! I’m the mother of your son! Why should I have to deliver Brice to you at a precinct like I’m some kind of crazy person or something?!” Shelly yelled through the phone.

“Shelly, what are you talking about? Where is Brice? He’s at what precinct? Is he okay?” I had no idea what Shelly was ranting about, but I was concerned about Brice.

“Brian, you know damn well what I’m talking about! Why would you file an order of protection against me?! Am I that much of a bother?! I didn’t mean for you to get hurt! You have to believe me!” Shelly yelled and began wailing on the phone.

“Shelly, wait! Calm down. I don’t know anything about an order of protection, and what’s this about you didn’t mean for me to get hurt? What is going on here?” I asked.

Shelly fell silent for a few moments.
 “Shelly, answer me! What the hell are you talking about?! I don’t have time for games now. I’m not feeling well and my patience is almost completely gone,” I said. She remained silent for a few moments longer. 
 “Then this was your girlfriend’s idea!” she said. For a moment I thought she was about to shout, “A-ha!” And I still didn’t know what she was talking about.
 “Lexie filed an order of protection against you?”
 “Yes,” she cried, stretching the word out with her wailing.
 Just as she said that, I heard Lexie’s key turn in the door.
 “I’ll call you back, okay?” I said, and hung up before she could respond.
 Lexie didn’t mention anything to me about an order of protection. I would have presumed she would have discussed it with me first. The fact that Shelly was the first to mention it to me was disturbing.
 “Hey, baby,” Lexie said cheerfully as she pranced her beautiful body into the house. She headed straight for me on the couch and kissed my forehead before going to the bedroom to disrobe.
 Lexie didn’t seem to notice that I didn’t respond. She returned from the bedroom just as cheerful as she had gone into it, but she returned in a pair of tight spandex shorts, a matching bra top, and ankle socks. Her fit and curvy body yanked my focus away from the fact that I was upset about being in the dark with regard to the order of protection situation. I physically had to shake my thoughts loose to regain focus.
 “I’m about to go for a quick run. Do you want anything while I’m out?” she asked ever so sweetly, as if she knew I was mad. “I’m so glad today was my last day at work. It’s been so busy. I like my boss, but I’m glad I won’t have to see her until Saturday at the wedding. Then after that, I won’t have to see her for two whole weeks. That woman has been working me to death,” she said sighing as she walked back toward me with a bottle of water in her hand and her iPod strapped to her arm.
 “No, I don’t want anything.” I adjusted my still-sore body on the couch to make room for Lexie to sit down next to me. “I have a question for you.”
 “What’s up, babe,” she asked coolly before sitting down, still oblivious to my slight attitude.
 I tuned to face her. Staring quietly into her eyes, I saw a look of concern blossom on her face. Lexie stared back with questioning eyes.
 “Lex, why didn’t you tell me about this order of protection? Shelly called me today.”
 “Oh that,” Lexie said nonchalantly. “I thought something major had happened. You scared me for a minute,” she said as if she was brushing the whole thing off.
 “Don’t you think you should have at least said something to me?”
 Lexie gave me an indignant look. “Brian, I had no intention of hiding this from you. I just didn’t get a chance to say anything. Are you upset about this or something?”
 “I just don’t like the fact that you did this without consulting me. Shelly should not have been the first person to mention this to me.” I moved through my soreness and sat up straight. “And what’s this about Brice at the precinct?”
 “Brian, if you want me to apologize for not mentioning this to you first, then I apologize. But I will not apologize for taking out this order of protection against her. It’s not like you haven’t been around to see all the havoc she’s been trying to wreak on our lives. I’m tired of dealing with her. Tired of being stalked by her, tired of her showing up at my house, at my church—and the last straw was the accident.” 
 “What did she have to do with the accident?”
 “Brian! Are you serious?” Lexie looked at me as if I were crazy. “Don’t tell me that you don’t realize you are in this condition, days before our wedding, because of her. She tried to kill me!” Lexie announced each word with finality. “Only she didn’t realize it was you and not me in my car that night. That woman followed us all the way to the church, and when we left from our counseling session, she followed us back home. When you went out to go to the store, she obviously didn’t see you get back into my car, and thought it was me she was following and eventually smacked into. How can you not know that it was her?”
 I was flabbergasted by all the information Lexie had just dropped on me. But the more she spoke, the more things made sense—the visit from Shelly’s father and husband, Shelly’s comment about not meaning to hurt me. Now I felt like a stupid piece of crap. How did I miss all of this? I remained quiet and let Lexie finish.
 “And after all she put us through, you dare get mad at me for trying to protect us from her idiocy. You are going to blame me? It’s not like I tried to hide it from you. I just went to the court building yesterday after talking to Detective Johnson, who was the one who suggested I take out an order of protection in the first place. I even asked him about Brice and he said the court can stipulate that the two of you meet at the precinct when she wants to drop Brice off to you so she doesn’t have to come to the house. I didn’t expect it to be served so quickly. This woman tried to ruin my life, our life. She wrecked my car, stalked me—practically since the day we got together—and you get an attitude because I finally decided to take action on my own?”
 I sat back thinking of how to respond. All of her points were valid, although I still think she should have said something to me right away. I hoped she wasn’t trying to imply that I wasn’t taking appropriate action. But I did understand where she was coming from.
 “Listen, Lex. I’m not mad, and I realize that we’ve been through a lot because of her. I just feel that you should have told me about this sooner. I didn’t say anything about you trying to hide the information. We spoke several times yesterday on the phone. You never once mentioned any of this to me.”
 “It’s not something you talk about at work, Brian.”
 “Yeah, well what about when you came home last night, Lex? You didn’t mention anything to me then either, did you?”
 “Brian, I worked late yesterday because I knew I wasn’t going back to work after today. And when I came home you were asleep. When I left this morning, you were asleep. Now I’m just coming back home from work. So what do you want me to do?”
 She had me again. The painkillers I was taking always knocked me down for the count. When I’m asleep under the influence of those things, I’m not good for anything.
 “Send me an e-mail, text, something. I shouldn’t have to hear about things like this from Shelly. You are about to be my wife. We can’t have secrets like this.”
 “Oh my goodness! Brian! It wasn’t a secret!” she yelled, getting excited. “I didn’t get a chance to tell you! You know what? I’m not arguing about this anymore. Once again, that woman has managed to stir up more shit in my house. She doesn’t even have to be around in order for us to get into it over her foolishness. I tried to protect us, and this is the thanks I get?” Now Lexie had gotten up from the couch and was pacing and flailing her arms as she spoke. “If this is how it’s going to be, then Brian—”
 “Lex, you don’t need to go there,” I said, standing a bit too fast. My sore legs were unsteady and I flopped back down onto the couch, sending more pain pulsating through my body.
 The almost constant headache that had resulted from my concussion had finally started to fade, becoming just a dull thud in my temples. I was in much better shape than I was in right after the accident last week, but I still experienced some pain and soreness in many areas. I didn’t need the cane anymore, but I still walked with a limp. But now with the arguing and sudden movements, I began to feel just as bad as I felt the day after the accident. In another moment, I would have to pop another one of those potent painkillers. The last thing I needed to do before my wedding was get addicted to painkillers. Sleeping through my wedding would not be a good idea. When I plopped back down onto the couch, Lexie stopped pacing and stood still, poised to come and help me. I waved her off and she returned to her pacing and sighing ritual. 
 “Listen,” I started again, wincing through the pain that shot through my temple. “You know why I’m upset. Let’s not make this into a big thing. It’s not about Shelly at all. I wanted to know why I was in the dark. You explained it to me, so fine. Don’t go there about the whole horrible marriage stuff. Put that whole idea to bed and leave it there. You know what it takes to deal with Shelly by now. You also know that no matter what, every now and then, she is going to get on one of our nerves. If it’s about her, then it’s about her, not our marriage. So do me a favor and make this the last time you ask me if this is how it’s going to be when we are married, or if this is what you have to look forward to. I can answer it right now—yes! Our marriage is not going to change Shelly. But we aren’t getting married for her; we are doing this for us, and we only have a few more days to go before we get there. We don’t need to make each other miserable. Shelly is doing a fine job of that all by herself. Sooner or later, she’ll get the picture and things will get better. So, please, cut it with the ‘poor-Lexiecaught-in-the-middle’ talk.”
 Lexie’s mouth fell open and she stared at me in awe. I wasn’t about to retract anything I said because it was the truth. I raised my sore body up off of the couch and limped over to where she stood eyeing me up and down. Looking down on her fine frame, I lifted her chin and kissed her open mouth.
 “I’m going to love you either way!” I challenged and kissed her again. Lexie’s only response was her body telling me she wanted more.

Chapter 33  Shelly

“Hi, Mother,” I said quietly as I slowly walked into my parents’ million-dollar brownstone in Park Slope.
 Her only response was the glare that bore holes in my conscience. Once she felt like she had glared enough, she rolled her eyes and made a hissing sound as she turned her back to walk away from me. I remained by the door, feeling like a stranger in my own mother’s house—the very house that I grew up in.
 “Where’s Brice?” I was almost afraid to ask.
 She didn’t respond, and I remained beside the front door. She took a few more steps into the living room, then paused, turned back to me with her arms folded across her chest, and continued to stare. Her mouth was fixed as if she was about to speak, but nothing came out. I began shifting my weight from one foot to the other, then started looking around the room. Still afraid to move farther into the house, I leaned against the door to keep from shifting nervously. I tried several times but couldn’t manage to look her in the eye. I could feel her staring and waiting for eye contact.
 “I am so upset with you, I don’t even know where to begin,” she finally said. The wrath to come was better then her harsh, piercing silence.
 I knew it was coming. I expected it. And she was right. Brice had been left with her for days, and she was certainly not the grandmotherly type. Surely she missed some outings with her fellow half-century rich-housewife club members because she was forced to do babysitting duty.
 “I’m sorry, Mother. I had a few things to work out.”
 “Work what out? All the lies you’ve been telling? Your desperation is embarrassing. Don’t think I don’t realize what’s been happening here. You put your husband, your child, and this family to shame just to chase around some nobody who’s getting married at the end of the week.” Mother put her hands on her head and spun halfway around. “I’m ashamed to call you my daughter.” 
 My eyes filled with water, but I didn’t want to cry in front of her. I had to hold out until I got outside again.
 “I’ll just take Brice and leave,” I said, finally stepping fully into the house, uninvited.
 “The hell you will. I don’t trust you with him. You don’t care about him. All you care about is chasing some other woman’s man. Brice doesn’t need to be with you. Leave him here,” she said in disgust.
 The tone in her voice crumbled the barrier holding back my tears and they flowed freely.
 “Oh, now you want to cry. You feel bad, don’t you? Well, how do you think I’ve been feeling for the past few days with your son asking for you and running to the door every time he hears the bell ring, looking for you? And you didn’t even have the decency to call and hear his pitiful little voice. No matter what, I never abandoned you, Shelly. Is this man that important? Is pursuing him more important than your son? He’s not even interested in you. He’s getting married on Saturday, for God’s sake. What else will it take to get through to you?”
 “How do you know he’s not interested in me? You know nothing about Brian,” I challenged her. My face was wet with tears.
 “I don’t need to know him to know that he doesn’t want to be bothered. How much more damaged do you plan to do before you realize this, Shelly? You ruined the car, your marriage, your job, your father’s and my reputation. When will enough be enough?”
 I stormed though the halls boldly looking for Brice. Getting out of my mother’s house was the only thing on my mind. Brice finally responded to my many calls and stepped his small frame into the living room.
 “Mommy!” he called with all the energy his little body could muster.
 “Hi, sweetie.” I hugged him tightly as guilt shrouded me. I vowed then never to leave him again.
 “Are we going home now?” Brice asked innocently.
 Before I answered, my mother stepped in.
 “No, honey, not yet.” 
 I just looked at her with questioning eyes. Confusion etched on my face. “Mom has more stuff to do, and you will stay with Grandma for another few days,” she said, looking at me instead of Brice.
 “Well, you know what, Brice? Mommy can do those things another time. Let’s go,” I said, speaking to Brice but with my eyes fixed on Mother.
 “Brice! Grandma needs to speak with your mother. Honey, go into your room and watch TV so we can talk, okay?” Mother said, and dismissed him with a turn of her back. Immediately, Brice followed her instructions. It was something I’ve seen her do with many people over the years, say what she had to say and dismiss any potential backtalk with a concluding bodily gesture.
 “Brice, Mommy needs to talk to Grandma. I’ll be right there. Then we will go get some ice cream,” I added, challenging Mother’s orders. Brice was my son.
 “Ice cream!” Brice yelled. “Mommy, I want cone,” he said with excitement, then scurried to his room.
 Mother scowled at me for contesting her in front of Brice. I wanted to return the evil gaze but instead walked to the other side of the room where the air was lighter. She always expected to win with her dominance, and though I wasn’t necessarily equipped to go toe-to-toe with her, I wasn’t willing to offer up an easy win. Knowingly, I was out of my league yet up for the challenge. The distance that I created between us when I walked away allowed me to muster up a little bravado, something I couldn’t do standing in her shadow. Her presence loomed over me like a dark cloud as she closed the space between us.
 “I’ve already said it once. You are not taking him home with you until you get your act together. This is not up for discussion,” she demanded and attempted to dismiss any possible response from me.
 “In case you forgot, Brice is my child,” I huffed, then took a deep, long breath. “Mother, I am taking him home tonight. He belongs with me.” I gave her my own dismissing gesture as I turned and walked toward the room.
 Mother raced after me and pulled me by my arm.
 “You will not remove that child from my house. Not tonight.”
 “Watch me.” My voice trembled. I couldn’t believe she was trying to play concerned grandma. “It’s funny how I couldn’t get you to baby sit long enough for me to run an errand, and now you want to keep my child from me? Why are you so concerned now? Huh? What are you getting out of having him here? We both know you don’t do anything without gaining something.” Pushing her buttons fascinated me. Had I known it would feel this good, I would have done it a long time ago.
 Mother’s eyes narrowed into tight slits, but she didn’t respond. It felt like I had finally gotten the best of her or achieved the last word, until a sly smirk spread across her face. Uneasiness washed over me and I felt my confidence wane.
 “How do you feel now? Good? You like telling me about myself, don’t you? Well, that won’t change a thing. You still won’t walk out of here with that child—my grandson—tonight!” she said and dismissed me once again by walking out, undeterred by my unusual curtness.
 Shaken by her once again, I chose to avoid her completely, grab my son, and get out of there before I had a nervous breakdown. I bolted down the hall and hastily began to gather Brice’s belongings. Keeping one eye on the doorway, I haphazardly put on Brice’s shoes, snatched up any of his things that I spotted, and raced for the front door. By the time I was reaching for the handle, Mother was at my side. Before I realized what was happening, she had snatched Brice from under me and was holding me firmly by the arm, daring me with her eyes. I wanted to cry but refused to give her the satisfaction.
 Brice began to cry. The intensity of the situation scared him. My nervousness transferred to him and gave my mother the upper hand simultaneously. Quickly, my courage and composure slipped from my clutches. 
 “Mother! Give me my son!” I reached for Brice and she pulled him out of my grasp. Brice began to cry louder, and my own tears fell like heavy drops of rain. “Mother!” I yelled, determined to take ownership of the situation and of what was mine.
 “Shelly, leave him alone!” Mother was getting flustered. Brice continued to wail.
 “No! I will not! He’s my son and I’m not leaving without him! Why are you doing this?!” I found myself screaming. I leapt for Brice, snatching him from my mother’s hold, then raced for the door.
 Shocked by my actions, she came after me and grabbed me from behind. I held Brice closer and kept stepping, trying to pull away from her.
 “Shelly! Stop right now!” 
 “No! I’m getting out of here! I’m leaving with my child!” I directed my attention to my traumatized child. “Brice, baby, it’s okay. Don’t cry,” then back to my mother, “Mother, let me go!”
 “No! Put him down, now!” she yelled.
 “Get off of me!” I screamed.
 “What the hell is going on here!” my father’s deep voice bellowed.
 Mother and I had been grappling so fiercely and screaming so loudly, we never heard him walk in.
 “Daddy, she won’t let me go! She doesn’t want me to take my child! Tell her to let me go!” I said, still trying to pull away from the grip she had on the back of my shirt.
 “Sheila, why are you doing this?! The two of you are scaring the baby! Stop this, now!” At my father’s command, Mother loosened her grip on my shirt and I sprinted through the door with Brice clinging to my chest.
 I could hear my mother cursing me as I ran to my car, dropped Brice in the front seat next to me, and drove away panting. I couldn’t believe the scene that had just played out at my parents’ home. My cell phone played a jazz tune, indicating that my father was trying to reach me. Although it was my parents’ home number, I knew my mother wouldn’t dare call me after what had just happened. She’d never be the first to call. That would be an indication that she somehow gave up the upper hand.
 Brice was still wailing and I tried my best to soothe him. Once I was able to calm him down, I strapped him down in the backseat and prayed that we didn’t run into the police. Surely I would be in for a sizable ticket for not having my two-year-old child in his car seat. When I got back into the driver’s seat, I silently broke down once again. Not wanting to stir Brice again, my body quaked as I silently wept. I banged my fist against the steering wheel before trying to shake off my dilapidated emotional state.
 The evil words my mother spoke to me played over and over in my head. Specifically the phrase “your desperation is embarrassing.” Until then, I hadn’t equated my efforts with desperation. I loved Brian and wanted to be a family, and I found that trying to get what I wanted proved harder than I ever imagined. There had to be a way that I could have what I wanted without having everything else fall apart in the process. If I could just get Brian to understand how much I needed him, things would work out better. It was apparent that I hadn’t gotten that across to him.
 I looked at Brice, who was now whimpering himself to sleep in the backseat. I needed to get to Brian one last time, if not for me, then for Brice. At this point there was no turning back. I no longer had Brandon, and I certainly didn’t have my mother to fall back on. Somehow I had to get Brian to see things my way, and I had very little time in which to do it.

Chapter 34  Brian

Sounds of cheer floated through the trendy restaurant as I watched my wife-to-be glide smoothly through the sea of invited guests. My mother definitely outdid herself in planning this wellorganized rehearsal shindig, or dinner, I should say. I watched Lexie work the crowd, smiling and thanking people for coming. The curve of her shoulders radiated under the dim lights. Her warm, pretty smile decorated her face with a graceful presence. She surely knew how to work a crowd. The thought of almost not making it to this moment made me shake my head to rid my mind of the alternate possibilities.

I was so wrapped up in watching my woman, I almost forgot about the conversation I was having with my boys. Acting as if I had been listening all along, I joined in with the latest laugh.

“What the hell you laughing at?” Jeff called me out. “You,” I said, still trying to fake it.
 “Man, you haven’t heard a word I said,” Jeff noted and

laughed.
 “I was listening,” I said unconvincingly.
 “Then what did I say?” 
 The gig was up and we all knew it. Cam and Jeff busted out laughing. All I could do was laugh with them. They knew the deal.

“Damn, man. Nobody’s going to take her. She’s already wearing your ring and she’s going home with you tonight. You don’t have to watch her like a hawk. I’ll admit, she’s looking pretty good tonight, but she’s all yours, man,” Cam said, trying to stick it to me.

The guys continued to laugh and poke fun at me for being absorbed by Lexie’s essence until Jeff’s cell phone rang and he excused himself. Lexie sashayed past the table where I sat with Cameron, stealing my focus once again. The soft material of her silky sundress gently caressed the curve of her hips with each nimble step. Her gait was fluid and sensual.

All I could think of was what I wanted to do to her when we got back home. I wanted the party to be over, then remembered that Lexie wanted to wait until our wedding day before we joined bodies in ecstasy again. She said something about building up anticipation and making our wedding night extra special. After processing the fact that I wasn’t going to get none for a couple of days, the rest of what she said went in one ear and out the other. As fine as she looked tonight, the last thing I wanted to hear from her was “wait until Saturday.” Two more days, at this point, seemed like an eternity.

Cameron’s phone rang, also, and he excused himself from the table. His exit didn’t faze me at all because I still wasn’t listening to anything he said. He could have sounded like Charlie Brown’s mother and I wouldn’t have known. Every now and then, I just responded with a “Yeah!” I kept my gaze glued to the lady of the hour and my thoughts were infused with ideas about how I could make her abandon her silly little plan of holding out until the wedding.

I stood from the seat I had been glued to all evening, resting my bum leg, and slid closely behind her. Her skin, swathed in an aromatic melody of fresh flowers, sent a sensual signal to my loins, causing my manhood to react. I wrapped my arms around her from behind and pulled her in close enough for her to feel my growing manhood against her round backside.

“Oh, Brian. You better stop. We have a restaurant full of people up in here tonight,” she said with a coy smile. “Besides, we agreed to wait, remember?”

“You agreed to wait,” I said, pulling in a little closer. “That was all your idea, not mine,” I reminded her, then rubbed my manhood against the soft roundness of her ass again.

She let out a quick breath then looked around to make sure no one could figure out what was happening. 
 “Babe,” she said breathlessly and pressed her body back against me, “we are in a public place with lots of people, including my mother and yours.” 
 “So!”
 She released a delicate laugh but I could tell she was affected. If I kept this up, I’d surely get me some once we got back home.
 “Brian, I can’t believe you.”
 My hands were crossed in front of her, so I lowered them to her ample bosom and discreetly caressed her breasts. To the rest of the room it just looked as if I was hugging her from behind.
 “See what you make me do? Now, how are you going to make me wait? I’m an injured man,” I said, playing up my injuries from the car accident. “I need you to help me relieve my pain,” I whispered in her ear. Lexie cleared her throat several times. “Don’t they have a basement in here?”
 “Yes, they do, Brian,” she said in a voice that sounded like she was ready to give in. I was counting on the fact that we had been irresistible to one another since the first day we explored each other’s bodies.
 I placed several lingering wet kisses along her neck.
 “There’s a coatroom down there, too, isn’t there?”
 “Yes, Brian,” she said, curving her sexy neck, inviting me to plant more kisses on her warm, chocolate-colored flesh.
 “Can you meet me there in a few minutes?” I prodded.
 “Hmmm,” she moaned. “No, Brian,” she tried to sound collected. “We can’t. We have way too many guests. Someone might catch us.” 
 “That’s when the fun starts,” I said, whispering warm air into her ear.
 Her sweet, girl-like giggle sent another signal to my manhood. She turned her body and we stood face-to-face. Heat rose where our bodies connected, even in the midst of the jolly atmosphere surrounding us. Everyone seemed to fade away, leaving Lexie and me to a singular existence, consumed by our desire for one another. I pressed my lips against hers, staying long enough to savor the moistness of her lips, before pushing the tip of my tongue through the small opening at the center of her pucker. Suddenly I felt myself being snatched back to reality by a flustered Cameron, who was pulling on me to get my attention.
 “Man, what the hell is wrong with you? Don’t you see me talking to my lady?” I scoffed.
 Lexie stepped back, creating space between us and bashfully wiping away the moisture left on her lips. She composed herself and took me by the hand as Cameron tried to whisper in my ear.
 “What!” I yelled. “Man, you got to be kidding me!” I shook my head at the news flash Cameron had just reported. I turned to Lexie, lifted her chin, and touched her lips to mine. “I’ll be right back. I need to take care of something real quick.”
 Lexie’s demeanor changed immediately.
 “What’s going on, Brian?” 
 “I’ve got it under control. Continue to enjoy your pretty little self and tend to our guests,” I said, trying to make the potential problem appear to be no big deal.
 “Just tell me what’s happening, Brian,” she demanded.
 “Let me handle this, Lex!” I said with finality.
 “Fine. Go handle it. Whatever it is, don’t let it ruin our dinner,” she said, stepping back and surrendering the situation to me by way of her uplifted hands.
 I limped out the door behind Cameron. What awaited my attention on the other side immediately sent a fresh new wave of pain knocking at my temples. If felt as though my concussion had returned on cue.
 “Get out of my way. Don’t touch me. I need to speak to Brian. It’s about his son. Can you please move out of my way?” Looking completely frazzled, Shelly ranted as Jeff tried tirelessly to block her from the entrance of the restaurant.
 I stepped up as quickly as my injured leg would allow and relieved Jeff, taking over like his wrestling partner in a tag team match. Now I was standing before Shelly, blocking her from moving any closer to the entrance. I looked back to make sure no one else came out of the restaurant then silently signaled for Jeff and Cameron to watch the door while I ushered Shelly farther away from the entrance.
 “Shelly, what’s the problem now? I’m in the middle of something very important here.” Then I thought about it. “How did you even know where to find me?”
 Shelly’s expression was blank.
 “Brian, I really need to talk to you. I need your help.” Shelly pushed the words out of her mouth as if they weighed her tongue down.
 “Well, now is not the time. I’ll come by your apartment later if it’s that important. Where’s Brice? Is he okay?” “He’s fine. He’s in the car sleeping. Brian, I can’t wait until later, I need to talk to you now. You have to help me. I have no one to turn to. My husband, my mother—everyone has turned their backs on me. I need you now, more than ever. I need you, Brian.”
 “Shelly, I don’t see how I can help you. You need to speak to your family to work things out. I want to see Brice. Is he okay?” I asked again, trying to change the subject. “Do you need for me to watch him or something?” 
 “No, Brian. I need you to take care of both of us. I can’t go back to my place because I know my father may come looking for me there. Brice and I need a place to stay. We need to stay with you for a while.”
 My head snapped back so fast I nearly broke my neck. Shelly was really losing her mind. I was getting married in two days. How was I supposed to house my Fiancé’s evil nemesis? When I thought of Brice, it put me between a rock and a hard place.
 “Where’s Brice?” I pretended I didn’t hear what she had just said.
 “In the car. Brian, what are you going to do? I need a place to stay.”
 I sighed and raked my face with my hands. What was I supposed to do and how would I explain this to Lexie? I couldn’t leave Shelly stranded in the street with my son. I also needed to get back into that restaurant before Lexie came out looking for me. Jeff and Cameron nodded, indicating that the coast was still clear, but their expressions begged for me to wrap this scene up as quickly as possible.
 “Look, Shelly…first of all, let me see Brice.” I wanted to make sure he was in the car.
 Frantically, she scurried to the car to show me Brice sleeping soundly in the backseat.
 “Okay, listen. Go to my old apartment. You can stay there for tonight. I have someone staying there right now, but I’ll let her know that I have an emergency. I’ll come by later and we’ll work something out.”
 “How am I supposed to get in? I don’t have your key,” she said.
 “I’ll meet you over there and let you in. I don’t have the key with me.” As I said that, I wondered just how I was going to pull that off.
 Shelly closed in on me and hugged me so quickly I didn’t have an opportunity to protest. I heard a commotion behind me but couldn’t find solid enough footing to pry myself from her grasp due to my injured leg.
 “Thank you, Brian. I knew I could count on you. I’ll explain everything when you get there,” she said before planting a huge kiss on my half-open mouth. She giggled, then jumped into the car in the blink of an eye.
 “Brian! You want to explain to me what the hell is going on right now?” Lexie asked, walking toward me hastily. The grace that formerly painted her face had been replaced by fire that danced in her eyes, and a different kind of heat radiated from her being. Behind her stood Brooke, her sisters, and our mothers, all with their eyes on me. 
 The high-pitched shriek of Shelly’s tires against the asphalt violently commanded everyone’s attention, but only for a brief moment. I stood there, wondering just how much the small audience had witnessed. 
 I faced Lexie, and as I peered into her incensed eyes, one nagging question plagued me. How the hell did Shelly know where to find me? 

Chapter 35 Lexie

Seeing Shelly’s arms wrapped around my soon-to-be husband right outside of our rehearsal dinner sent my emotions into a tailspin. The evening was progressing fabulously until she showed up. I didn’t utter a single word to Brian on the way home. After a few unanswered questions, he got the picture and quieted any attempt at a conversation. His frustration mingled with the stifling tension, making the air inside the car unbearably thick.

Abruptly, I swung into an available space in front of our apartment, jumped out of the car, and entered the building. Brian took his time getting to the apartment. Despite his injuries, I wasn’t concerned about helping him. However, I did leave the apartment door open for him after tossing the car keys onto the nearby console table. By the time Brian reached the bedroom, my tear-stained face was buried in my pillow behind locked doors.

“Lexie, let me in,” Brian called softly through the crevice of the door. I didn’t answer. “Come on, Lex! We need to talk. I know you are upset, frustrated even, but we have to deal with and get past this.”

Brian continued to coax me into action until I began to feel sorry for him. The moment I opened the door, he grabbed me and held me close, depositing kisses along the top of my head. Refusing to return the sentiment, I kept my arms fastened to my sides as tears welled in the corners of my eyes. Unable to contain my emotions, my body shook and heavy tears rolled down my face like boulders. Brian held me tighter, whispering sweet, sincere repentance in my ear.

“I’m so tired, Brian! I’m tired!” I managed to say through thick sobs. “I feel like this is never going to end.”
 “I didn’t want to ruin our gathering, Lexie. That’s why I went outside. I didn’t know she was coming and I didn’t want her to cause a scene. I don’t even know how she knew we were there. When—” 
 I placed my index finger gently on his full, chocolatecolored lips. Instantly, he stopped speaking, sighed, and set his gaze toward the ceiling. His explanation had no bearing on what I was feeling. I knew who the culprit was. My faith in Brian hadn’t waned as a result of Shelly’s most recent violation; I just didn’t want to hear anymore. Nor was I about to let her win. Long ago, I decided that I wasn’t going to lose out on what was mine. It was time for me to face Shelly, woman to woman.
 “Give me your phone,” I told Brian. His bewildered expression told me that he didn’t know where this was going. “I need to speak to Shelly.” Brian’s eyes grew wide. “It’s time.”
 Cautiously, he reached into his pocket but kept the phone in his hand.
 “What are you going to say to her, Lex?” 
 “Only what she needs to hear from me. This is beyond you, and it’s time for me to handle her like a woman should.”
 “But, Lexie…” Brian paused, still holding his phone hostage. I could tell he was uncertain about handing it over to me. I wiped the lone tear creeping down my face with the back of my hand and swallowed hard. Slowly, I wrapped my fingers around the hand holding the phone and carefully extracted the instrument from his doubtful grasp.
 “I need to do this,” was all I said before stealing away from his embrace. Step-by-step, I moved away from him, preparing my mind for the inevitable encounter. Brian remained grounded in place with his eyes fixed on me as I paced the living room, assembling my thoughts for the dreaded conversation. Once I was confident in my approach, I searched the contact list in Brian’s cell phone to find Shelly’s number. Her information populated the small screen. I took a deep breath and fingered the SEND button for a few beats before holding it down long enough to initiate the call.
 “Brian, how come you didn’t come yourself? I…” Shelly began rambling the moment she answered the phone. “Shelly, this isn’t Brian, It’s Lexie,” I said evenly. At the realization of my voice, Shelly’s rambling gave way to terse silence. “We need to talk right away. Where can we meet right now?” She still didn’t respond. “I can come to you. It’s not a problem.” I was surprised by my own coolness as a blanket of calm swept over me.
 “Well, I’m staying at Brian’s apartment right now. So I guess you can come meet me here. Of course you know where it is.” I looked over at Brian as she spoke. Our eyes met and his begged for understanding. I blinked away the sting, signaling the onset of a fresh batch of tears, then told Shelly that I would be right there.
 Upon ending the call, I steadily handed Brian back his phone, retrieved his car keys, and left. Anticipating my arrival, Shelly opened the door before I could complete a full series of knocks.
 “Come in, Lexie,” Shelly instructed, and walked back into the apartment as if she lived there. “What did you want to talk about? Oh, and please keep it down. My son had a very eventful day and I don’t want to wake him. A big commotion will scare him and it will be hard for him to fall back asleep.”
 Brice was sprawled on the couch, fast asleep. Chocolatebrown, oversized pillows sat piled on the floor, and the television was tuned to a program that was exposing intimately personal details about some celebrity’s private life. Shelly milled about as if Brian’s apartment truly was her home. I imagined she was trying her best to make me feel as though she was used to being there. She obviously wanted to show me that she was at home in Brian’s space. I sat on the loveseat opposite the couch where Brice rested. A loud noise emanated from Brian’s old bedroom. I assumed it was Lori trying to give us space.
 “Shelly, I’m not here for any type of commotion and I’ll be quick.” It appeared as though my easy composure made her uneasy. She held her arms as if she felt cold and exposed. “I must admit, I’ve been approaching this whole thing very wrong.”
 “With Brian?” she asked anxiously.
 “Yes. I realize you and Brian have some history. Most importantly, you have Brice.” Shelly’s posture straightened and her ears perked up. I had her full attention. “I’m not here to compete with you because there is no competition.” Shelly revealed a slight smile. “With Brice in your lives, the two of you will be a part of each other’s lives for years to come.”
 “Lexie, I tried to tell you that before,” Shelly said confidently.
 “Let me finish, Shelly,” I said, holding my palms up to her. She started getting antsy again, but it was clear that she thought she had the upper hand. “I don’t want to fight with you or Brian, and I don’t want to get Brice caught up in the middle of a lot of mess.” Shelly was nodding in agreement with every remark. “Brian loves his son and I respect that. I would never stand in the way of the two of them. Brice deserves his father and Brian deserves his son.” A smug smile spread across Shelly’s face as she continued to hang on to my every phrase. “Stepping out of this entire scenario has crossed my mind many times over the past month or so. And, I must admit, several times I came dangerously close to doing just that. Many of our encounters angered me and I basically only dealt with you in frustration. But today I realized that perhaps that wasn’t the best approach.” 
 “Lexie, I see where this is going and I’m glad you are finally coming around,” Shelly continued her confident roll. I smiled.
 “You are exactly right. I’ve come around. And between you and Brian, I’ve finally made a decision. I’m not going to argue anymore. I’m no longer going to be aggravated and allow myself to be caught in the middle. Brian told me that he doesn’t want to be forced to choose between me and his son because being a good father is important to him. So I won’t force him.” Shelly was smiling like a Cheshire cat. “Here’s what I think.” Shelly leaned in to hear clearly. “After Brian and I get back from our honeymoon, the four of us should get together and talk about raising Brice together.” 
 Shelly’s smile fell into a frown and she twisted her lips at me.
 “What? You came here to tell me that you want us to get along better? Do you think that’s going to make the problems go away?”
 “Well, honestly, at first I just wanted you to go away. But I don’t necessarily want that anymore. Brian wanted me to stay, so I promised him that I would. Therefore, it only makes sense to find a way to make the situation more pleasant for all of us since we are going to be a part of each other’s lives for a long time. As long as we act like grown, reasonable women, things should turn out fine.” Shelly’s face twisted and she narrowed her eyes at me.
 “I don’t think that will work. I’m not interested in being friends with you, Lexie. What I’m interested in is you leaving Brian. It’s because of you that he can’t focus on me and his son, and I don’t like having to compete.”
 I swallowed hard to keep down the vile words that were creating a lump in my throat. Determined not to lose my composure, I chuckled and took a deep breath to shake the intense urge to jump on her back and beat her in the top of her head.
 “Well, unfortunately for you, that’s not going to happen. But what will happen is that I am going to be your son’s stepmother.” I watched Brice’s back rise and fall as he slept peacefully, then smiled at Shelly.” Besides, I think I’m going to enjoy getting to know the both of you better,” I said, then got up to leave. Shelly’s face transformed into a full-fledged scowl and she examined me intently as I stood.
 “You know what?” I said, turning back in the doorway. “I almost think it would be a good idea for you to bring Brice to the wedding. Let me know if you feel up to it.”
 Shelly looked at me as if she wanted to slap me. She hissed and flipped her honey-streaked tresses before slamming the door in my face.

Chapter 36 Shelly

Today is the day I did everything in my power to change. Today is the day that Brian and Lexie are going to marry. My Brian—the only man I ever loved, the father of my only son. Every attempt I made at getting Brian back in my life over the past month failed sorely. What I did succeed in doing was alienating my family and finally getting out of a relationship with a man I’d never loved.

I knew Lori wasn’t the cause of my problems, but watching her get all jazzed up for the wedding caused my stomach to churn. I had been throwing up all morning. I started out by trying to think of a new game plan as my last-ditch effort, one that might have proved to be more effective than what I already had in mind.

“You aren’t dressed yet? What are you waiting for?” Lori asked.
 My stomach rumbled and I braced myself for another bathroom run. This time it was a false alarm. I stepped over Brice, who was playing on the floor with his toy cars, and headed to the kitchen to put on some water for a cup of tea. Before I could do anything, I had to settle my stomach.
 Lori was getting dressed all over the apartment, running to and fro, pulling on stockings, snapping on earrings, and haphazardly brushing on face powder with an oversized brush.
 “I guess you aren’t leaving with me. I’m out of here in the next ten minutes and you haven’t even taken your shower yet. I can’t wait for you so I will see you there,” Lori said.
 “Yes, I’ll get there. Don’t worry about me.”
 “Okay!” Lori said hastily. “I don’t want to be late so I’ll get going,” she added before grabbing her clutch, which matched her shoes exactly. Lori’s too-short clingy yellow dress was almost fit for the strip club, but she thought she looked great. Her large behind and wide hips gave her look an extra sluttish flair. Her four-inch sandals topped off the “Players Club” look expertly.
 “See you there!” she said, smiling before she flicked her long, silky weave behind her back and struggled to maneuver gracefully in her heels.
 The moment she left the house the air seemed lighter, despite the heavy scent of the cheap perfume that seemed to settle in my throat. I let the television baby sit Brice while I headed to the bathroom to shower. As long as the TV remained on the Disney Channel, Brice was well-entertained.
 The sweltering hot water beat down on my face as I stood directly under the powerful stream, hoping to erase all visual remnants of sadness. Possibly, the steam would tighten the skin under my eyes, removing the bags caused by all the sleepless nights I’d suffered over the past weeks.
 Today was it. All or nothing. What was it about me that I couldn’t get Brian to see? I tried to love him enough to bring him back. Even with Brice, I couldn’t get him to see how much we needed him. I wanted to give up many times but couldn’t bring myself to walk away. Despite the fact that I wasn’t used to losing, my desire for Brian surpassed any thoughts of walking away empty-handed. Every new idea seemed like the one that would bring him back. I’d never met another man like Brian—strong but gentle, and a talented yet considerate lover.
 My tears were heavy enough to compete with the large drops of water that shot from the showerhead.
 And Lexie, she just wouldn’t give up. Any other woman would have walked away, but her stubborn ass didn’t budge. Her resistance made the chase more challenging; it gave me something to sink my teeth into. Victory was always sweeter when it didn’t come easy. What was so special about her? 
 “Shelly, get your act together, girl. You’ve got work to do. This is it!” I said, giving myself a pep talk. But my confidence was waning fast. I wanted to give up, cut my losses, and move far away from everyone.
 But I had to give it one last shot. Hopefully, after today’s plan plays out, Lexie will be done with me and my tactics, and will walk away for good. Brian would be mine and we could finally live happily ever after as one big, happy family.
 “Let’s do this, girl,” I pepped myself one last time.
 Thinking about this last effort working filled me with the vigor I needed to carry out my plan. I massaged sweet-smelling body wash into my skin and rinsed three times before exiting the shower. The fragrant scent swarmed the steamy bathroom air.
 Last night, I had gone back to my apartment to find the perfect classy-yet-sexy outfit to don for the occasion. The multicolored strapless sheath flowed gracefully from the high empire waist to the top of my perfectly polished toes. Soft blends of varying shades of pink, ivory, and gold elegantly painted the billowy fabric. I topped off the look with muted gold sandals and a matching clutch, delicate jewels, and beautiful dangling earrings. I was sure to turn heads the second I walked into that church, robbing the bitchy bride-to-be from the likely attention she’d draw.
 Brice was dressed like a little gentleman in a sparkling white suit. We were going to get our Brian. Checking my face one more time, I sighed at the sight of my sad eyes. Doubt was tackling my will to follow through with my plan. I was tired of rejection and my mother’s words wouldn’t leave me alone. I straightened my back and brushed doubt off of my shoulders once again. I wasn’t desperate, I just knew what I wanted and wasn’t willing to give up until I got it. Indomitable, determined, and strong-willed. That’s what I was. Not desperate.
 “No, Mother, I’m not desperate,” I said aloud, and then swiped at the stupid tears that were ruining my makeup job.
 Blinking fast, I held my head up and fanned my eyes with my hands to stop the tears from causing further damage to my facial artwork. Doubt swelled in my throat again, making it hard for me to swallow. I ingested large gulps of air to remove the blockage and began encouraging myself once again. It was time to go.
 Despite the Disney Channel’s entertaining exhibitions, Brice was unusually quiet, as if he understood the seriousness of the day.
 “Come on, sweetie. Let’s get this show on the road!” I said to him and he kissed me with a big “muah.” It was just the encouragement I needed.
 “Brice, sweetie. Mama is sorry about all the confusion over the past few weeks. I promise, from now on, everything will be different, okay?” 
 “Um humph,” Brice replied, preoccupied with his sleek little toy car.
 Brice and I sang the alphabet while I secured him in his car seat. Moving with haste, I entered the car, threw my purse in the passenger’s seat, and floored the gas while my conscience played tricks on me. A part of me wanted to abandon this last effort all together, but the immovable side of me refused to lie down without a fight.
 My mother’s voice filled my head again. Contemptible words like desperate, and statements like “he doesn’t want you” poked at my resolve. The divergent forces wore on my emotions. This time I couldn’t stop the tears.
 Doubt made me slam on the brakes and hit the blinker to inform my fellow road warriors of my impending right turn.
 “Forget it, Shelly. Forget him,” I said, ready to turn back.
 But my stubbornness took over and nudged me back on track toward my original destination. I jerked the wheel back in the middle of my turn to continue my journey. 
 “It’s too late, now. I’m already dressed. This could work. I can’t live in regret wondering, what if?” I was ready now. But my tears wouldn’t stop flowing.
 I pressed past my doubt and headed for the church, picking up speed. The faster I drove, the harder I cried. Brice innocently played with his cars, settled in his perfect little imaginary world, oblivious to his mother’s despair. The battle continued in my head, clouding my thoughts and my vision. Traffic lights blurred before me. All the colors mixed together like an abstract painting.
 By the time I realized the light was red, it was too late for me to stop in time. I hit the brakes and swerved away from an oncoming car threatening to broadside me on Brice’s side. My piercing scream frightened Brice.
 “Mommy!” he screamed and began to cry.
 “Brice, baby!” I screamed. “Mommy’s sorry!” I said before the big bang.

Chapter 37 Lori

What was taking Shelly so long, I couldn’t tell. But I knew that if she didn’t come soon, it would be too late.
 The wedding was so beautifully organized it made me sick to my stomach. Brian looked more handsome than I had ever witnessed in my life. All that tall, dark chocolate draped in that untainted ivory was truly a vision to behold. To say that he was gorgeous was an understatement. Lexie looked good, too.
 Women dreamed of having a man like Brian, someone who was a real man, yet considerate, fine, and a true warrior in the bedroom. The man could slay a woman in bed like a knight would slay a dragon. He was an awesome lover. Brian was four times the man most guys could ever imagine being, and Lexie had managed to snag him. She had him so wrapped up that he stopped sleeping with me completely. I was always his maintenance woman, hoping that, one day, he’d make a permanent place for me in his life.
 The wedding was finally ready to start, a half hour past its scheduled time. Brian and his party of fine groomsmen had already bejeweled the front of the church. As far as his boys were concerned, not one of them could hold a match to Brian. He was more than just a good-looking man, he was a complete package with an aura that would make the ladies swoon.
 My watch read 12:30. Where the hell was Shelly? She had a job to do. I hoped she hadn’t lost her gall and decided not to go through with her plans.
 “Shit,” my worries quietly escaped my lips. The woman seated next to me glared at me, moved her eyes toward the large cross that hung front and center in the sanctuary, then glared at me again. I got the message. “Sorry,” I said with my head recessing into my shoulders.
 Shelly is going to mess this up. I knew she would. The pianist began playing a soft tune. At first I didn’t recognize the song, then it came to me: Everlasting Love by Tony Terry. A large man dressed in a well-fitted gray suit stood at the front of the church and began to croon. His baritone floated throughout the church and settled over the guests like a soft blanket. People tilted their heads and fell victim to the depth of his rich melody.
 A woman, who I assumed was Lexie’s sister because of their striking resemblance despite their different complexions, stepped into the church, her stride synchronized with the man’s profound voice and the accompanying music. After a few steps, another woman fashioned after Lexie’s looks entered, stepping in time. Next came a cute little boy wearing a suit that made him look like a mini Brian, followed by an adorable little girl. Her angelic face was framed by shiny Shirley Temple curls and she wore a beaded white dress that reached her ankles. Then in walked Brooke, Lexie’s outspoken confidant. She floated down the aisle in her own version of the champagne-colored gown the ladies wore.
 The singer brought his first song to a fluttering finale and everyone applauded. He cleared his throat and cued the pianist. Slowly, he began his next selection, With You, also by Tony Terry. The pastor made a gesture for everyone to rise, and all the guests rose to their feet, awaiting the bride-to-be.
 After Brooke’s entrance, the doors had been closed. When they re-opened, Lexie was poised at the center of the entrance like a ballerina on a music box, holding an exquisite spray of white lilies. The sight of her generated collective huffs from the guests. I hated to admit it, but she was absolutely radiant. Her soft brown skin seemed to glow. Her elegant-yet-daring gown fell lithely over her shapely frame. Her plunging neckline was stylishly balanced by a beaded band at the back of the dress, fastened by a charming bow. The soft silk fabric caressed the curve of her hips, loosely hugged her thighs, and opened slightly as it met the top of her feet in the front, then lingered behind her faintly in the back. She wore a simple white flower tucked into her hair, which was swept up with tendrils dancing along the sides of her face. Her lips shone with a sheer pink gloss and her makeup was natural and flawless. Her look could be described as simple elegance.
 While everyone’s attention was fixed on Lexie, who gracefully floated down the aisle as if she were walking on air, I set my gaze on Brian, who was watching his Fiancée in awe. His lips slightly parted, he both admired and lusted after her as she drifted toward him. When she finally got close, his look of wonderment turned into a seductive smirk and he winked. His admiration ignited my envy.
 Where the hell is Shelly! I said to myself.
 Excusing myself, I carelessly stepped over a few guests in my row to go outside and call Shelly on her cell phone. No answer. I dialed her five more times back-to-back. She was running out of time.
 “Damn, Shelly, the wedding has started. What is taking you so damn long? I can’t believe you are going to mess this up. Call me back.” I snapped the phone closed and paced the steps of the church. I kept my eyes on the ceremony, hoping she would arrive any minute. This was it. There would be no more opportunities after this.
 Inside, the wedding was progressing. Outside, I grew more anxious by the minute. Several times, I stepped inside to see where they were in the ceremony, then stepped back out, willing Shelly’s arrival in my head. 
 Come on, Shelly, come on! After all I did for you. I need you here to do your part. Where the hell are you?
 I punched in her number one last time. Again it went to voice mail. I stuck my head inside the church to hear what the pastor was saying. When I heard the words “or forever hold your peace,” I knew Shelly had truly suckered out. Instantly, I was angry and decided to take matters into my own hands. If she didn’t have the guts to do what she had to, then I sure did. Shelly never realized what my interest was or what I stood to gain.
 I ran into the church screaming, “No! Wait!” A sea of shocked faces settled on me. 
 “Lori! What’s wrong with you? What are you doing?” Brian asked, looking shocked and angry.
 “No, Brian, you can’t. Shelly…no, forget Shelly. She was supposed to be here to do this but she obviously isn’t.”
 “Shelly?!” Lexie repeated, confused, then flailed her arms in the air. “Lori, you are ruining my wedding! Somebody get her out of here!” 
 At Lexie’s command, several women got up and sequestered me.
 “You don’t want to make this mistake, Brian. And Lexie, I know you don’t want to battle Shelly all your married days. I know you were bullshitting the other night when you came by Brian’s apartment to talk to her.” More people in the pews gasped. Lexie’s mother stood to her feet. Everyone else was frozen in place, stunned. “After all we put you through in the past month, why the hell would you go through with this? You were supposed to bounce, leaving Brian to Shelly.” 
 Realization spread across Lexie’s flawlessly painted face, and she subconsciously began a slow stroll toward where I stood.
 “Brian, I know you never would have stayed with Shelly, but with Lexie out of the way, you could have been mine. All of this could be yours again. I’m sure you remember what it was like. Unlike Shelly, I don’t run around playing games. I get other people to handle my dirty work. Lexie, remember, Shelly isn’t going anywhere. So what’s up? A bunch of baby-mama drama for the rest of your life? Lexie, how long are you going to deal with another woman having power and control over your man. Someone who was able to give him something you couldn’t.” More gasps filled the room. 
 Brooke leapt from the altar and was in front of me in two steps, pushing Lexie out of the way. Lexie stumbled but didn’t fall.
 “Girl, have you lost your mind?!” Brooke spat and lurched for my neck. Her strong, heated hands closed off my air supply. My arms started flailing due to my lack of oxygen before Brian finally managed to pry her hands from my throat.
 The next thing I knew, I was being carted off by one of the men in the room. He literally dumped me on the curb, went back into the church, and shut the door. When I stood to my feet, I realized that I only had on one shoe and my dress was hiked up over my right hip, exposing all my goodies. I ran back to the door and tried to pull it open but it was locked. I beat the door with my fist while cursing Shelly for screwing everything up. When I saw her again, I was going to beat her pathetic, spineless ass. All this time she allowed me to string her along like a damn puppet, and when I finally get close to getting what I’ve wanted all along, she bails out on me. I fixed my dress, took off my other shoe, and headed to my car. Shelly and I were about to have it out. Then I would go to Brian’s place and get my belongings before it was too late.

Chapter 38 Lexie

I rolled off of my husband for the third time since we’d come home from our wedding late the night before. Our white wooden blinds filtered beams of morning sunlight into our bedroom, painting stripes across Brian’s face as we lay wrapped in the afterglow of our lovemaking. It seemed as though once we had been bonded in marriage, we just couldn’t get enough of each other. All during the reception, Brian kept trying to get me to sneak off to one of the empty bridal suites in the reception hall for a quick romp.

Despite Lori’s unexpected outburst, the rest of our wedding day went exceptionally well. It took me a moment to get myself together after the hideous scene, and it saddened me to no end that the disgraceful display would forever be a part of the story of our life together. But as usual, Brian, my husband, kissed the pain away.

“Babe, if we don’t get up and get dressed, we are going to miss our flight,” I told him.
 “I can’t move. I already had a bum leg. After doing all of these gymnastics in bed with you, I don’t think I will be able to walk through the airport anyway,” Brian teased. I bopped him with a pillow.
 “You better come on. I know you don’t want your money to go down the drain. You paid for this honeymoon, remember?” Not being one to waste money, Brian sat up quickly. “Yeah, I thought that would get you going.” 
 “No, I just want to hurry up and get there so I can do you in the ocean,” he said, then squeezed my butt.
 “Brian!” I hit him in the head. “Let’s go, boy!”
 The two of us lifted our naked bodies from the comfortable, overworked bed and were heading for the shower when the doorbell rang. We stopped in our tracks, looked at each other, shrugged our shoulders, and laughed.
 “Shh! Stay quiet. Maybe they will go away,” Brian joked, making no attempt to answer the door.
 “Brian, are you serious?” 
 “As cancer,” he laughed, and continued toward the bathroom.
 The knocks continued, growing more urgent by the minute. 
 “Brian, I think one of us should answer that. It doesn’t sound like they are going to go away. It’s probably somebody who knows we are here. As hard as they are knocking, it’s probably Jeff.” 
 “Damn!” Brian cursed. “I’ll get it,” he decided and headed toward the door, naked.
 “Brian!” I yelled. “Put some clothes on before I choke you like Brooke choked Lori yesterday!” Both of us fell out laughing. The knocking grew more urgent. “Just a minute,” I called out and slapped Brian on the behind. “Man, go put some clothes on and get the door, will you? I’m going to jump into the shower. Remember, we need to be out of here in less than two hours. Brooke will be here to take us to the airport by noon.” 
 “Yeah, yeah.” Brian waved me off and turned back toward the bedroom for a pair of shorts.
 Just as the spray of hot water began to caress my body, washing away the sticky residue of our lovemaking, Brian pulled open the bathroom door.
 “Close the door. It’s cold!” I yelled from inside the shower.
 “Um…Lex. You need to come out of the shower, now.” His tone and the urgency in his voice sent chills down my spine. I shivered despite the hot water beating down on me.
 I turned the water off and stepped out of the shower without having washed. The only sign of Brian was the half-open door. I grabbed my towel and began to dry off when Brian reappeared with a pair of my sweats and a T-shirt for me to put on. My stomach lurched. Something was definitely wrong. Speedily, I pulled on my sweats and T-shirt, and went in search of Brian. When I arrived in the living room, there were two strange men— one distinguished-looking older man and one who looked to be about my age—along with a very pretty and refined-looking older woman. The woman was holding Brice in her lap. A marooncolored bruise sat upon Brice’s forehead and another rested under his right eye. I looked over at Brian then back at Brice.
 “You must be Lexie.” The poised woman stood and reached for my hand. She appraised me from head to toe. “I’m Mrs. Winston. It’s a pleasure to meet you, despite the circumstances.”
 “Hello, Mrs. Winston,” I replied respectfully, still questioning Brian with my eyes. I could have sworn I saw water gather in the corners of his eyes. The men introduced themselves as well. First Shelly’s father, then her husband. “Glad to meet you. Is everything okay?” At my question, everyone’s head lowered as if on cue.
 “Lexie,” Brian said as he crossed the room and stood before me. He placed his hands on my arms and looked me in the eye. This close to him, I was able to confirm that there were indeed tears in Brian’s eyes. What could possibly make him cry? As if he read my thoughts, he began, “Shelly and Brice were in a bad accident yesterday afternoon.” 
 A rush of air escaped my lungs and I clutched my chest. I looked toward Brice and reached for him instinctively. Mrs. Winston handed him right over.
 “Is she going to be alright? What hospital is she in?” I asked, holding Brice closely. He was obviously tired because he rested his head on my shoulder.
 “She didn’t make it, Lex. They said had she been wearing her seat belt, she might have had a chance,” Brian said solemnly. “Oh my God!” I gasped again, this time losing my breath completely. I held Brice even tighter. I felt as if someone had kicked me in the stomach. No matter who it was, I’d never wish death on anyone. Poor Brice would grow up without his mother. Mrs. Winston began crying softly. I could only imagine how many times she had broken down since finding out the fate of her only daughter. Mr. Winston went to his wife and caressed her. Brandon lifted his chin and tried to blink away his tears, only to send them streaming down the sides of his face.
 “I’m so sorry for your loss, Mr. and Mrs. Winston. And Brandon, you have my deepest sympathy. I’m so sorry.” I didn’t know what else to say.
 The silence gave way to soft sniffles for a few minutes, as everyone took a moment to mourn their respective loss. Brice had fallen fast asleep on my shoulder. 
 “Lexie,” Brandon called my name softly, breaking the mournful silence. “The reason we are here is to bring Brice to his…father.” Brandon choked, on the verge of another breakdown. “I love that kid and, until recently, I’d been the only father he’d known. But I also knew he wasn’t mine. I felt that it was only right to bring him to his biological father now that he’s lost his mother.” Brandon stumbled over the word lost. “I knew my wife well and, though I loved her very much, I knew she wasn’t happy. I couldn’t make her happy. I only ask that I can somehow continue to be part of his life.”
 “He’s our grandson and the only connection we have to our daughter. If you are not interested in having him live with you, we will gladly keep him.” Mr. Winston said. Mrs. Winston was still sobbing softly in his embrace. “We felt it necessary to give you this opportunity since he is your son, and we know that you made attempts to find him in the past.”
 “Thank you for your consideration, Brandon,” Brian said, nodding at him. “Mr. Winston,” he continued before shaking both gentlemen’s hands, “but I will gladly accept responsibility for my son.” 
 I was proud of Brian, yet I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. It all seemed surreal. Shelly was dead and now Brice was going to be living with Brian and me.
 “I really wanted to meet you, Lexie,” Brandon said, “and now that I have, I feel completely confident that Brice is in good hands. Feel free to call on me at any time. We are all family now.”
 “Thank you.” It came out more like a question than a statement.
 Within twenty-four hours, I had become a wife and a full-time mother. For the next hour or so, Brian, Brandon, the Winstons, and I talked about our collective efforts with regard to raising Brice. I finally laid Brice on the bed to sleep soundly as the adults continued to talk and map out the particulars. I had completely forgotten about the time until my boisterous and spirited best friend, Brooke, arrived, ready to cart us off to the airport for our honeymoon. I knew that upon my return, my life would be changed forever. In a matter of twenty-four hours I became both a wife and a mother.
 * The End *

Reading Group Guide 
1. Which character did you find most interesting, intriguing?
 2. Do you think Brian misled Shelly at any point trough out the story?
 3. How do you think Brian handled being a father under the circumstances?
 4. If you were Lexie, how would you have handled the situation with Shelly?
 5. What did you think of Sheila Winston, Shelly’s mother?
 6. Shelly could have given up on Brian a long time ago. What do you think kept her going in her pursuit to get him back?
 7. What do you think caused Shelly to believe that she could get Brian back?
 8. How would you feel about raising another woman’s child, especially a woman of Shelly’s nature?
 9. What are your thoughts on Lori’s role?
 10. Did you sense along the way that Lori could have been the person feeding Shelly information about Brian and Lexie?
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