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Geraldine had called Rebecca the night before, her voice trembling with excitement, almost girlish in a way that startled even her. Jeremy had finally done it after six years of cautious love and practical patience, he’d bent down on one knee in the middle of their living room and asked her to marry him. No big spectacle, no audience, just him, a trembling little velvet box, and the scent of burnt pasta sauce filling the air.

Rebecca had screamed louder than Geraldine herself. She’d promised that they would celebrate properly, and she had chosen the place: a restaurant in Manhattan with chandeliers that looked like glass rain and prices that made people straighten their posture before they ordered.

Now, Geraldine sat at a round table by the window, her manicured fingers tracing the rim of a champagne flute. Her heart danced with nerves, the kind that came from joy and disbelief tangled together. She kept checking the door every few seconds until a familiar silhouette entered the confident sway of hips, the glint of gold earrings, the casual boldness that only Rebecca could carry like perfume.

Geraldine’s face broke into a grin as she rose from her seat.

“Girl,” she said, opening her arms wide, “I’ve been sittin’ my ass down in this chair for hours waiting for your beautiful face to show up. What took you so long?”

Rebecca leaned in, kissed her cheek, and slid into the seat opposite. She smelled of coffee and danger.

“I should’ve been here ever since,” she said, crossing her legs and tossing her curls back. “But I met a man at a café this morning, and you know how mama likes it hot and rough.”

Geraldine threw her head back and laughed. “Yeah, I know,” she said. “So how was it?”

Before Rebecca could answer, a waiter appeared, a slim young man with the patient eyes of someone used to overhearing secrets. He handed them menus with a rehearsed smile.

“I’ll have the lobster,” Geraldine said, without looking. “And one bottle of champagne, please.”

Rebecca winked at him. “I’ll take the chicken and a salad.”

As soon as he disappeared, Geraldine leaned forward. “Uh uh, now continue.”

Rebecca rested her chin in her palm, eyes shining with mischief. “Well, he was sittin’ there having his coffee, minding his business. I walked right up to him and asked, ‘Are you married?’”

Geraldine nearly choked on her water. “You didn’t!”

“Oh, I did,” Rebecca said, smirking. “He said no. And I said, ‘How would you like me to ride you like a rollercoaster?’”

Geraldine’s eyes widened. “Lord, what did he say?”

“He said,” Rebecca drawled, “‘If you ride this rollercoaster, you’ll never wanna get off.’ So I told him, ‘Try me.’ And girl, he didn’t disappoint.” She paused, swirling her water with her straw. “Let’s just say I got my cardio in.”

Geraldine laughed until her sides hurt. “Lucky you.”

Rebecca leaned back, pleased. “That’s not even the lucky part.”

“Oh, Lord. What’s the lucky part?”

“The lucky part was that he was gone before I woke up. No breakfast, no awkward talk, no promises. Just peace and quiet and my bed to myself again.”

Geraldine shook her head, smiling with both disbelief and a tinge of sadness. “Really?”

“Yeah, girl. You know I’m not lookin’ for anything serious.”

The waiter returned with their champagne and poured it gracefully. Bubbles rose in their glasses like a celebration of two completely different ways of being.

“I know,” Geraldine said softly, “but maybe you should reconsider. We all need someone to grow old with.”

Rebecca picked up her glass and studied the light through it. “You’re right,” she said, “but not everyone needs someone. Some people are just fine on their own.”

Geraldine didn’t answer right away. The words lingered like perfume, strong, beautiful, but a little sad.

When their food arrived, the table filled with color and aroma. The lobster glistened beneath butter; the chicken gleamed golden brown. For a while, the clinking of cutlery filled the silence.

Then Geraldine said, “I just don’t want you to wake up one day and realize all those nights meant nothin’. All those men, all that talk, fades, Rebecca. It always does.”

Rebecca looked up, her smile dimming slightly. “You talk like I don’t know that,” she said. “I do. But meaningless sex can still be fun, honey. And that’s what I need right now. Fun.”

Geraldine sighed, more from care than frustration. “You got too much heart to be playin’ small like that.”

Rebecca reached across the table and touched her friend’s hand, the gesture soft and genuine. “And you got too much hope for both of us.”

Geraldine smiled faintly. “Maybe that’s why we still balance each other out.”

They clinked glasses again. The champagne fizzed softly, its sound delicate as laughter.

Rebecca broke the moment with a grin. “Enough about my crazy life. Let me see that rock.”

Geraldine’s whole face lit up. She extended her hand across the table. The ring caught the light, a modest diamond nestled in gold.

Rebecca leaned closer, squinting. “It’s lovely,” she said, then added bluntly, “but that rock is small. After all these years you spent with Jeremy, all the things you did for that man, he shouldn’t be giving you this tiny diamond.”

Geraldine drew her hand back gently, not offended, just steady. “Diamond is diamond, whether big or small. The important thing is that he proposed to me.”

Rebecca studied her, then laughed softly. “Maybe you’re right. You always are.” She took a bite of salad. “So when’s the big day?”

“I don’t know yet. We haven’t decided.”

“Well, let me know when you do. You know I need time to find a dress that says ‘maid of honor’ but also ‘don’t outshine me.’”

Geraldine laughed. “Of course. You know you’re my maid of honor. Ain’t no way I’m trippin’ on you. Never.”

“You better not,” Rebecca said, smiling wide.

They both sat quietly for a moment, letting the soft jazz from the restaurant’s speakers fill the silence. The city outside glittered through the window, the reflection of lights scattered like stars on the glass.

Rebecca’s eyes softened as she watched her friend’s excitement. “You really love him, don’t you?”

Geraldine nodded slowly. “Yeah. It’s not the kind of love that burns. It’s more like... it stays. You know? Quiet but sure. I didn’t even realize how deep it ran until he asked me.”

Rebecca smiled, but something in her eyes flickered an emotion she didn’t name. Maybe envy, maybe nostalgia, maybe the faint echo of something she’d buried years ago.

“You always wanted that,” she said. “The whole package love, commitment, a home. I used to tease you about it, remember?”

“Oh, I remember,” Geraldine said. “You used to call me a domestic dreamer.”

Rebecca chuckled. “Still fits.”

Geraldine’s laughter faded into something thoughtful. “It’s funny. I thought when he proposed I’d feel different, lighter or more certain. But there’s still a part of me that’s... scared.”

Rebecca tilted her head. “Scared of what?”

“Of getting it wrong. Of giving everything and losing myself in the process.”

Rebecca looked at her for a long time, then nodded. “That’s fair. Love takes pieces of you. The trick is making sure it gives something back.”

Their eyes met, and for a moment, all their years of friendship sat between them the nights of crying over exes, the mornings spent laughing over hangovers, the shared dresses, secrets, and silences.

Rebecca raised her glass. “To love that stays.”

Geraldine lifted hers. “And to freedom that doesn’t feel lonely.”

They drank, smiling.

“Tell me about the proposal,” Rebecca said suddenly. “Every detail.”

Geraldine blushed. “It wasn’t fancy. We were at home. He’d cooked dinner well, and tried to. The pasta sauce burned, and the smoke alarm went off. I was mad at him for a second, but then he just laughed and got down on one knee with this little box in his hand. I thought he was joking.”

Rebecca’s expression softened. “And what did he say?”

“He said, ‘You’ve loved me at my worst, so let me love you for the rest.’” Geraldine’s eyes shimmered. “That’s all. No big words. Just that.”

Rebecca sighed, a small smile tugging at her lips. “Damn. That’s good.”

“I know.”

“Still think he should’ve gotten you a bigger ring, though.”

They both laughed again, the tension dissolving.

As dinner wound down, their conversation shifted  family updates, the small irritations and joys of daily life. Yet underneath it all ran a quiet current, the contrast between them: Geraldine, building her life brick by brick; Rebecca, living hers moment by moment.

When the check came, Rebecca snatched it up. “Don’t even think about it,” she said. “This one’s on me. For the bride to be.”

Geraldine started to protest, but Rebecca waved her hand. “Please. Let me at least buy your last dinner as a single woman. Consider it my way of baptizing your new chapter.”

They stepped out into the night afterward. The city air was cool, laced with the scent of rain and roasted chestnuts from a nearby cart. Traffic lights blinked red and green across wet pavement.

For a moment, they just stood there, shoulder to shoulder.

Rebecca broke the silence first. “You know, I might talk about a big game, but I’m proud of you. Really proud.”

Geraldine turned to her, smiling softly. “That means a lot.”

“Just promise me one thing,” Rebecca said. “Don’t stop being you once that ring turns into a vow.”

“I won’t,” Geraldine said. “And you don’t stop believing that you deserve more than quick mornings and fast goodbyes.”

Rebecca’s lips curved, but her eyes glimmered with something tender. “We’ll see.”

They hugged, the kind of embrace that held both history and hope.

When they pulled apart, Rebecca laughed to lighten the air. “Next time, though, you better pick a restaurant that serves stronger drinks.”

Geraldine chuckled. “Next time, I’ll make sure you show up on time.”

They parted ways with laughter echoing down the sidewalk. Geraldine watched her friend disappear into a yellow cab, her heart full and aching all at once.

The city pulsed around her bright, loud, alive and for the first time that night, she realized how much of life was about balance. Between love and freedom. Between faith and fear. Between the big diamond you wish for and the small one that still catches light beautifully.

She looked down at her ring, the gem catching a flicker from a passing car. It wasn’t large, but it glowed steady like something meant to last.

***
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AFTER LUNCH WITH REBECCA, Geraldine drove out of the city and into the slow hum of the suburbs. The sun was still high, a soft gold pressing against the windshield. She hadn’t planned to go home to her parents’ house that day, but Maria her mother had called twice and texted once, her messages short but firm:

“Come by this evening. Your daddy and I want to see you.”

There was no refusing Maria when her voice took that tone. It was gentle but commanding, the way only a mother’s love could be.

Geraldine parked in front of the small brick house she’d grown up in. The porch was still the same two rocking chairs, one newer than the other, and a cluster of potted plants Maria tended like children. She sat in the car for a moment, breathing. The air here was different, quiet, almost too quiet after the city’s noise.

She finally got out, straightened her blouse, and knocked on the door.

The door cracked open just enough for the barrel of a gun to peek through.

“Daddy! It’s me!” she yelped, stepping back instinctively.

Albert William squinted through the opening, then sighed and clicked the safety back on before lowering the gun. “Girl, what are you doin’ here? I nearly shot you.”

Geraldine blinked. “Mama asked me to come. Didn’t she tell you?”

He grunted, pushing the door open wider. “She might’ve mentioned it. Come on in.”

Inside smelled of furniture polish and fried chicken home in all its stubborn familiarity. The same family photos lined the hallway: Geraldine in her graduation cap from high school, Maria in her Sunday dress, Albert standing tall beside them like a man carved from oak.

Geraldine smiled faintly. “How’ve you been doing, Daddy?”

Albert set the gun on a small table by the door and rubbed his hands together. His skin was dark and rough, his knuckles scarred from decades of work. “Pretty good for my age. God’s been good to me.”

Then he looked her up and down, eyes softening for a brief second before narrowing again. “Congratulations on your marriage, baby. At least now you can live your entire life in a man’s pocket.”

Geraldine’s smile faltered. “I don’t know what your problem is, Daddy.”

He turned toward her fully, his voice rising. “Don’t play stupid with me, girl. You know damn well what my problem is. You should’ve never dropped outta school to work two shifts as a waitress just to put that man through college. You should’ve sent yourself to college, tried to build somethin’ for your own future.” He pointed a heavy finger at her chest. “What happens when that good for nothing man leaves you, huh?”

Geraldine’s heart stung, but she kept her voice steady. “Jeremy will never leave me.”

Albert barked a humorless laugh. “Bullshit. Any man that can cheat and get enough money can leave any woman. It’s just a matter of time before he finds somebody prettier, younger, and leaves your stupid ass behind.”

“Daddy!”

Before she could say more, Maria’s voice floated in from the kitchen. “Albert, that’s enough!”

Maria appeared in the doorway, wiping her hands on a towel. Her hair was tied in a neat bun streaked with gray, her skin the deep brown of coffee with cream. She was beautiful, the kind of woman whose calm presence could quiet storms except when it came to Albert’s temper.

“If that happens,” Maria said firmly, walking over to Geraldine, “she’ll be more than welcome here.” She opened her arms. “Give me a hug, dear.”

Geraldine leaned in, breathing in her mother’s familiar scent of lavender and pepper.

Albert wasn’t finished. “You better hope that boy never leaves you,” he muttered, pacing. “Because if he does, don’t you dare show your sorry face in front of me. I won’t take you in. I won’t help you. I warned you, and God in heaven knows I ain’t no prodigal son father.”

“Albert!” Maria snapped.

But he was already reaching for his jacket.

“Where are you going?” she demanded.

“Somewhere I don’t have to look at a disappointment,” he said, and slammed the door so hard the walls rattled.

For a long moment, there was only the sound of the clock ticking in the living room. Geraldine stood frozen, her hands trembling. Then the tears came, quiet at first, then heavier until her shoulders shook.

Maria stepped forward and gathered her into her arms. “Don’t cry, baby.”

Geraldine clung to her like a child. “I thought Daddy would finally be happy that I’m getting married.”

Maria sighed, stroking her hair. “Your daddy is happy. He’s just a tough man. He loves you, even if he doesn't always know how to show it.”

“Then why isn’t he happy for me, Mama?”

Maria looked toward the closed door, her face shadowed with memory. “Because he’s scared, too. Scared that you’ll get hurt the same way he’s seen women get hurt. You know your daddy doesn't trust happiness. Every time he sees it, he waits for the storm.”

Geraldine wiped her eyes. “I just wanted him to be proud of me.”

“He is,” Maria said softly. “But pride doesn't always sound like love when it comes outta his mouth.”

Geraldine looked around the living room. Everything was the same: the old brown couch, the fading rug, the Bible on the coffee table, marked with notes and underlines from years of Sunday sermons. But it all felt different now smaller, heavier.

“I have to leave, Mama,” she said suddenly.

“Why?”

“I just... I need space. To clear my head.”

Maria hesitated, then nodded slowly. “Alright, baby. But don’t let his words eat at you. Your daddy’s bark is louder than his bite.”

Geraldine smiled weakly, kissed her mother’s cheek, and turned toward the door.

Before she could reach it, Maria said quietly, “He’s just afraid of losing you. He still sees you as his little girl with the scraped knees and pigtails. The thought of another man being the center of your world—” she shook her head—“it scares him.”

Geraldine paused with her hand on the doorknob. “Maybe it scares me too.”

She stepped outside.

The air had cooled; clouds gathered at the edge of the sky like a warning. Geraldine walked to her car but didn’t get in right away. Through the window she could still see her mother in the doorway, watching her with that same mix of worry and faith.

Inside, Maria sat back down on the couch and stared at the door her husband had slammed. She whispered a prayer under her breath, the kind of prayer only mothers know, half hope, half surrender.

––––––––
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INSIDE HIS TRUCK, PARKED a few blocks away, Albert sat gripping the steering wheel, the echo of his daughter’s tears still ringing in his ears. He wasn’t proud of what he’d said. He never was after the shouting was done. But he didn’t know how to say it differently.

He had watched his own sisters lose everything to men who’d promised the world and delivered nothing but bruises and babies. He had worked his whole life with his hands so his daughter wouldn’t have to. When Geraldine dropped out of school to support Jeremy’s education, it felt like watching his sacrifices crumble.

He’d wanted to call her smart, tell her he admired her loyalty. But the words came out wrong, shaped by fear instead of love.

––––––––

[image: ]


BACK IN THE HOUSE, Maria cleaned the dishes that hadn’t been dirtied, just to give her hands something to do. She hummed softly, the same gospel tune she’d sung when Geraldine was little.

She knew her husband’s heart, knew that his love was a stubborn, heavy thing buried beneath pride, fear, and the ghosts of his own failures.

She also knew that her daughter’s faith in Jeremy came from that same place of fierce belief that love could redeem anything.

Two stubborn hearts, she thought. That’s what happens when love is inherited.

––––––––
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GERALDINE DROVE WITHOUT direction for nearly an hour, but in this chapter of her life, the focus remained on what she carried from that visit: her father’s anger, her mother’s tenderness, and the uneasy truth that both were born of love.

In the mirror, her eyes were still wet. She whispered to her reflection, half promise, half plea:

“Jeremy’s not like that, Daddy. He’s not.”

But even as she said it, the echo of Albert’s words clung to her mind: Any man that can cheat and get enough money can leave any woman.

For the first time since Jeremy proposed, a small crack formed in her certainty.

She didn’t notice the sky darkening until rain began to fall, soft at first, then heavier. She pulled over on the side of the road, let the engine idle, and listened to the sound of water hitting the roof steady, cleansing, relentless.

Somewhere in that rhythm, she heard her father’s voice again, softer this time, the way it used to sound when he’d read her bedtime stories:

“Girl, you gotta take care of yourself. Don’t ever forget who you are.”

She pressed her forehead against the steering wheel and breathed deeply until the shaking stopped.

***
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THE BAR WAS HALF LIT, half dead.  Neon from a broken beer sign spilled across the counter, cutting through the fog of cigarette smoke and stale laughter.  It was the kind of place where secrets could sit quietly in the air, waiting for someone to drink enough courage to say them out loud.

Jamaal sat at the far end, hunched over a glass of whiskey that had been sweating on the counter for an hour.  The ice had melted long ago.  He was a broad shouldered man, heavy around the edges, with eyes that looked like they’d seen too much of the world and decided not to trust any of it.  His tie was loosened, shirt sleeves rolled up, gold watch glinting every time he lifted the glass.

Next to him, Jeremy slid onto the stool, smooth as ever, same confident smile, same expensive cologne that didn’t belong in a place like this.  He nodded to the bartender.

“I’ll have what he’s having,” he said.

The bartender, a woman with tired eyes and a messy bun, poured the amber liquid without asking any questions. Jeremy took a sip, grimaced slightly, then smirked.

“Damn, Jamaal. You still drinkin’ this rough stuff?”

Jamaal didn’t answer right away. He set his glass down and turned slowly toward him. “Heard you finally proposed to Geraldine.”

Jeremy’s jaw twitched. “Yeah. So?”

“So?” Jamaal’s laugh was dry, low. “So you finally went and made it official with a woman you don’t love.”

Jeremy leaned back on the stool, let the words hang. “You don’t know what you’re talkin’ about.”

“I know exactly what I’m talkin’ about,” Jamaal said. “You’re a womanizer, man. You know it, I know it. Why waste the poor woman’s life?”

Jeremy ran a hand across his chin. “She invested in me. Time, effort, money. I can’t just walk away from that.”

Jamaal shook his head. “You can. You just won’t. There’s a difference.”

Jeremy looked away, watching a game flicker across the TV over the bar, some old boxing match rerun, two men beating the fight out of each other for pride and pay.  “You don’t understand,” he muttered. “Geraldine’s been there since the bottom. I owe her.”

Jamaal took another slow sip, eyes still on him. “I get where you’re comin’ from. I really do. But better to break her heart now than for her to find out the kind of man you really are later. You think she won’t? Truth got a way of showin’ up uninvited.”

Jeremy’s grin came back, half defiant, half nervous. “Don’t worry about me, bro. I got my shit together.”

Jamaal studied him the expensive jacket, the tailored pants, the smug comfort of a man who thought he’d figured out life because he could buy it now.  “You better,” Jamaal said finally, “’cause you ain’t broke anymore. And you shouldn’t waste your time and your effort on someone who ain’t in your league.”

Jeremy turned sharply. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I’m just sayin’ the truth,” Jamaal said, voice flat. “Geraldine’s a good woman, but she’s low class, man. You outgrew her the minute you made your first million.”

Jeremy stared at him, knuckles tightening around the glass. “Watch your mouth, bro.”

Jamaal shrugged. “Just callin’ it how I see it.”

Jeremy exhaled, a small, humorless laugh escaping him. “Whatever, man. I’ll have my affairs outside, keep it quiet. Geraldine doesn't need to know.”

Jamaal set his glass down hard enough for it to thud. “What’s the point of hidin’ it? You think that kinda lie stays buried? One day she’ll see the cracks, and it’ll break her. You think I ain’t seen this play out before? Listen to me, Jeremy give that woman two million, tell her who you are, and walk away clean. Save her from what’s comin’.”

Jeremy’s eyes flashed. “I ain’t givin’ Geraldine a dime. You bring the prenup I asked for?”

Jamaal pulled a folded envelope from his jacket, slid it across the bar. “Yeah, it’s right here. But let me say this, not as your lawyer, not as your boy, but as a man who’s seen too many women crushed under the wrong kind of love don’t do this. Give her that money and go your separate ways. You’ll both sleep easier.”

Jeremy snatched the envelope. “Bro, shit ain’t goin’ down like that. Geraldine needs me. Without me, she’s nothin’. She's gonna sign that prenup, I’m gonna keep livin’ how I live, and she’ll never know.”

Jamaal laughed, a low rumble that came from somewhere deep and disappointed. “You talk like a college quarterback who still thinks the world’s gonna cheer every touchdown. Grow up.”

Jeremy stood, tucking the papers into his coat pocket. “I’m just speakin’ facts.”

“Facts?” Jamaal leaned forward, his voice cutting through the hum of the bar. “Facts are: you're scared. You don’t love her, but you're scared to let her go ’cause she’s the only one who ever looked at you like you were worth somethin’ before the money. That ain’t love, man. That’s guilt dressed up nice.”

Jeremy froze, jaw tight, eyes flicking away.  The jukebox in the corner switched songs to something old and slow, a blues tune with a voice that sounded like gravel and grief.

“You always think you got me figured out,” Jeremy said finally.

“I don’t gotta figure you out,” Jamaal replied. “You do the same thing every time. You find a woman who believes in you, then you use her to build your ladder, and when you’re at the top, you forget who held it steady for you.”

Jeremy’s laugh came sharp, defensive. “You make it sound like I’m some kinda monster.”

“Maybe not a monster,” Jamaal said quietly, “but you sure as hell ain’t a man yet.”

The words hung heavy between them.

Jeremy threw back the rest of his drink and slammed the glass down. “You done preachin’, Pastor?”

Jamaal looked at him, calm. “Yeah, I’m done. But one day, when that good woman’s gone and you sittin’ in a house full of money and mirrors, you’ll hear my voice again. And you’ll wish you’d listened.”

Jeremy scoffed, but his eyes betrayed him somewhere behind the arrogance was a flicker of doubt.

He dropped a few bills on the counter and turned toward the door.

As he left, the bartender gave Jamaal a look. “You his conscience or somethin’?”

Jamaal exhaled, running a hand over his face. “Used to be his best friend. Guess that’s close enough.”

She poured him another drink. “He's gonna do something stupid, huh?”

He nodded slowly. “Yeah. He already is.”

Jeremy’s silhouette disappeared into the streetlight outside, the glass door swinging shut behind him.

For a moment, Jamaal just sat there, watching the whiskey swirl in his glass, thinking about loyalty, how it twisted men, how it made them blind.

He had known Jeremy since they were kids in the South Bronx, two boys who used to dream big and hustle harder. But somewhere along the line, Jeremy’s dreams turned into appetites, and appetites never stayed satisfied.

Jamaal sighed, muttering under his breath. “Poor Geraldine.”

He thought of her once, years back before Jeremy. She had come by the firm one day, lunch in hand, smiling like sunlight through rain. She’d thanked him for “keeping Jeremy out of trouble.” Back then, Jeremy still had something decent in him, something that looked like love.

Now, that version of him is gone.

Jamaal lifted the glass, took a slow drink, and let the burn settle in his chest.

A few stools away, two men argued about sports, laughing too loud.  Someone played dice near the jukebox.  The bartender hummed softly, counting tips.

The world went on with the same smoke, the same neon, same noise.

But for Jamaal, something in that moment felt final. Like watching a train leave a station you knew would crash miles down the track.

He finished his drink, pushed the empty glass forward, and said quietly, “Keep the change.”

As he stood to leave, the bartender called after him. “Hey, lawyer man you ever think maybe you can’t save people who don’t wanna be saved?”

He paused at the door, hand on the frame. “All the time.”

Then he stepped into the night.

Outside, the wind carried the faint scent of rain and the city’s endless hum.  Somewhere out there, Jeremy was walking toward a future that would eat him alive.  And Jamaal, despite everything, still hoped he’d survive it.

***
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THE NIGHT WAS THICK and still. Rain had started earlier, tapping softly against the windows, and the streetlamps outside cut long, thin lines across the living room floor. The quiet was broken by the staggered shuffle of Albert’s boots on the front porch.

He had been drinking since late afternoon, maybe earlier. Each sip of whiskey had pushed the anger further down, but it didn’t disappear; it just settled under his skin, sharp and restless. His jacket hung loose over his broad shoulders, damp from the drizzle, the tie he hadn’t bothered to loosen dangling like a noose around his neck.

Slowly, carefully, he opened the front door, expecting silence, expecting the house to swallow him like it always did when he came home in his moods. But Maria’s sharp voice cut through the darkness like a blade.

“Where are you coming from? Why are you drunk?”

Albert froze, leaning against the doorframe, squinting at the living room light. Maria sat in her chair, robe tied snugly, hair slightly mussed from the evening. Her posture was calm, but her eyes were steady, unyielding, and all the more intimidating because of it.

“Who are you? My mother?” Albert slurred, testing the air, trying for humor but finding none.

“God no,” Maria said, letting the light fall fully on him. “For heaven’s sake, Albert, you are sixty six years old. You shouldn’t be acting like a child creeping in here drunk like a fool.”

Albert let out a short bark of a laugh. “I needed to drink.”

“Needed to drink?” Maria echoed, voice rising slightly. “To celebrate our daughter’s marriage? Because we both know you ain’t happy for her one bit!”

Albert’s hands trembled slightly as he sank into the arm of a nearby chair. “Of course I’m not happy for her,” he said. His voice carried the weight of years, a mixture of anger, fear, and a stubborn kind of pride. “She throws her future away just to be the wife of that womanizer. And I should be throwing her a parade for it? Hell no.”

Maria leaned forward in her chair, her hands clasped together over her knees. Her voice was measured but sharp. “Albert, I’m not happy with all her choices either, but I support her because she’s our daughter. That’s what parents do. We support our kids, no matter what.”

Albert laughed, but it was short, bitter. “Woman, that’s what white parents do! I’m black, for heaven’s sake, and that girl throws away every damn thing we did for her! And you want me to support her? That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard!”

Maria’s jaw tightened, and she stared at him like she could see every layer of his pride and pain. “I don’t care how you feel. I don’t care how disappointed you are. But your stubborn ass is going to be at our daughter’s wedding.”

Albert threw his head back with a bark of a laugh, rubbing his face with his large hands. “I won’t be there.”

“Don’t test me,” Maria said, rising to her feet. Her voice was low, dangerous, steady as steel. “Either you’re at the wedding or you’re at a funeral. I don’t care which. And you are sleeping in the guest room tonight. No arguments.”

Albert stumbled a bit as he turned toward the staircase. “Guest room,” he muttered, dragging the words out, tasting the resentment in them. “Yeah, right.”

Maria went back to her chair, arms crossed. She could hear him in the other room, the door slamming behind him, each thud punctuating the silence. She sat, letting the low hum of the air conditioner fill the spaces he had left behind.
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