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Foreword

As I write this foreword to Bebe’s captivating book, I am filled with a deep sense of pride and joy; emotions I always hoped, and in many ways knew, I would one day have the privilege to express. I vividly recall reading the early chapters of Living Life in Reverse and thinking, she has a remarkable story to tell. From that moment, I encouraged her to keep going, even when the process was anything but easy.

For Bebe, writing this book became a journey of its own. At times, it was a therapeutic way to reflect, process, and heal. During those moments, I never pushed her to finish, understanding the weight of what she was carrying. At other times, it was an act of love, her heartfelt effort to share her story with the hope of inspiring another little black girl, whether from the ghetto or suburbia, to overcome challenges and rise above humble beginnings. Through it all, quitting was never an option. That simply isn’t in Bebe’s nature.

Bebe is a woman of determination, strength, and unwavering commitment. Whether as a mother, daughter, wife, grandmother, or friend, she gives her all to the people she loves. If you are fortunate enough to be in her circle, you know this firsthand. 

From the first moment I met her, near the loading dock of the J. Edgar Hoover FBI Headquarters, I knew there was something special about her. My usual charm didn’t work on her, and I found her resistance both intriguing and refreshing. She was a mystery, and the more I got to know her, the more I wanted to share my life with her. Eventually, I won her over and convinced her to embark on this journey called life with me. To this day, we are still walking that road together, and I know without a doubt that I am a better man because of my wife, the remarkable woman who authored this book.

Bebe, I am incredibly proud of all that you’ve accomplished, both publicly and privately. I love you for your authenticity, for your courage to reclaim your voice, and for your decision to share it with the world through these pages. You are an inspiration, and this book is a testament to your resilience and heart.

Love,

Your Morning Dear
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CHAPTER ONE
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I curse the leering moon, its pale light peeking through the thin curtains of my bedroom window. Right now, I’m supposed to be asleep, yet two Ambien and three hours later, I’m trapped in a cycle of tossing, turning, slipping between restless sleep and complete wakefulness. If I could roar like a lion, it still wouldn’t come close to expressing the rage burning inside me right now.

"Damn you, Fox," I mutter, burying my face into my pillow. "Damn you."

His name feels vile on my tongue. Fox. My mother’s boyfriend.

It was years ago when he came into my bedroom, moving as if I were his expecting suitor, as if I had been waiting like some pathetic, helpless prey. I was thirteen.

I let myself drift into the darkest place in my memory. I am asleep.

"Hey Ma, ra," he slurs, his fetid, intoxicated breath thick in the air.

My stomach twists. Even in sleep, my body knows the danger before my mind does.

"It’s me... Fox."

His hand clamps over my mouth, suffocating my screams before they even have a chance to rise. I thrash beneath him, panic fueling my every movement until his entire hairy, suffocating body crushes me into the mattress.

"FOX! NO! STOP!" I scream into his clammy, suffocating palm.

"Stop squirming!" he hisses through clenched teeth, his weight unyielding. "No one can hear you..."

My body betrays me. I go limp.

And then...

He is inside me.

Fox isn’t even his real name. I learned this the night I sat wrapped in my Tweety Bird blanket, numb and hollow, as I gave my statement to the police.

"Sweetie," a voice says softly.

I blink, realizing someone is sitting on the edge of my twin bed. The mattress creaks under her weight, the sound more ominous than it should be.

The room is dim, cloaked in darkness that feels thicker than usual as the only light comes from the flickering bulb above my bed, casting erratic shadows on the wall.

I glance at the woman beside me. She’s freckle-faced, her broad shoulders wrapped in a police-issued jacket. As she shifts slightly, the black handle of her holstered gun peeks from beneath the fabric.

She leans in just a little, her voice gentle.

"Sweetie," she repeats.

My jaw tightens. My molars press together, my fingers tightening around my blanket as I pull it closer.

"My name is Sergeant Hutton," she says, pointing to her name tag. "But people call me Lottie."

She smiles, with straight, perfect teeth. A smile meant to reassure me. It doesn’t.

"I know you’re scared," she says. "And I promise I’m here to help you." She pauses, letting the words settle. "Can you tell me what happened?"

"Her... her name ain’t Sweetie, it’s Ma, ra," my mother slurs, her words thick, tangled in intoxication.

She’s sitting on the floor, her back slumped against the cinder block wall, her head bobbing back and forth, barely upright.

I cringe inwardly. I hate it when she elongates my name.

Sergeant Hutton brushes a hand over her nose, recoiling slightly. She reeks. Stale booze. Old regret. A lifetime of neglect.

The officer leans back, her gaze cutting toward my mother with a glare full of judgment, disappointment, something unspoken. Then, turning back to me, her voice softens.

"Mara." She pauses, her words slow, measured. "Can you tell me what happened?"

I feel trapped. I turn to my mother, searching her hollowed-out face, hoping for... something.

She gives me nothing. Her eyelids droop, heavy and weighted from the alcohol and drugs she swallowed hours before. She is fighting consciousness, her battle already lost.

I swallow hard.

"Mara, do you know the name of the person who hurt you?" Sergeant Hutton’s voice nudges me, her weight shifting on my bed, deepening the ominous creak of the frame.

I inch away, blinking back tears, my body tightening with resistance. From the doorway, I sense movement. I glance over and see Logan and Will standing guard, their small frames stiff, their eyes darting nervously between my mother, the police officer, and me.

They are timid squirrels, unsure whether to run or stay put. I want them gone.

I shut my eyes, wanting them all to disappear, to fade into the walls, to leave me in the dark, where I can pretend this isn’t real.

My tears puddle under my eyelids, but I fight to keep them leveled, pressing them down, down, down.

Then...

"Mara."

My name.

Logan’s voice pulls me back.

I open my eyes. We lock gazes. He’s wash boarding his tightly coiled hair, the way he does when he’s nervous, unsure. And then, he nods. A silent message. Permission I didn’t know I needed.

I stared at him, my jaw clenched, the pressure in my skull sharp and unforgiving. I curl deeper under my blanket, my breath shaky, shallow, breaking.

And then...

"Fox," I bawl, the name shattering from my lips. The tears come fast, hot, pooling under my chin, my body trembling from the force of them.

Sergeant Hutton’s face shifts, but her voice stays even. "Fox... Is that his real name?"

"Uh-huh."

My voice is barely there, swallowed by the weight of everything pressing down on me. My eyes blink, fresh tears spilling over, bathing my cheeks. I inch my blanket closer, pulling it around me like armor, my legs crisscross tightly closed. Everything down there is sticky... wet... painful.

I flinch. 

Then, suddenly..."SHIT."

My mother’s voice slashes through the silence, raw and startling.

She withers on the floor, a slippery fish fighting to stand, her movements clumsy and slow.

"HIS. HIS NAME IS ESUA..." she gasps between heavy, ragged breaths. "ESAU NEMES, DAMN IT."

Her head lolls against the wall, and her eyes roll backward as if the name alone has drained what little energy she had left.

I shift lower under my blanket, shielding my nose. The stench of her breath is thick, rotten, sour with liquor and regret.

Across the room, Logan's nervous eyes dart back and forth, three rapid blinks, a brief pause, and then it repeats. He’s rarely still, and right now, his anxiety is as loud as my mother’s drunken slurs.

Will moves toward the bed, sitting in the wobbly chair I use as a makeshift bedside table. His scrawny legs bounce, his bare foot tapping against the floor in a steady rhythm, the only sound besides my own shaky breathing.

Sergeant Hutton swipes at her nose, eager to push forward, to move this investigation along.

"Can you describe him?" Her voice is gentle but firm, a nudge to pull me out of the shadows.

I look past her, my gaze landing on my mother, silently begging her to take over. But she’s already slipping away, her body swaying, her consciousness flickering in and out like a dying bulb.

I tug at my blanket, my fingers gripping the fabric tightly. I squirm on the damp sheets, the discomfort unbearable. If I could just pull the blanket over my head, if I could just disappear, maybe this would all go away.

But Sergeant Hutton doesn’t let me fade.

"Mara," she says, her voice gently pulling me back. "I know this is hard, but I really need your help."

The room spins. The air presses down on me. And then, before I can stop myself, "Red hair."

The words tumble out, my voice shaky and uneven.

Hutton’s face lifts with encouragement.

"Red hair. That’s good."

She praises me, her tone genuine, steady. She waits a moment, then gently presses on.

"Anything else you can remember about him?"

"LOOK."

My mother’s slurred voice cuts through the air, dragging her back to consciousness. Her eyes flicker open, unfocused, wild.

"I KNOW. I KNOW WHAT THE BASTARD LOOKS LIKE, WALKS LIKE, TALKS LIKE. I,...I KNOW EVERYTHING ABOUT HIM."

She tries to lift herself, her portly body rocking forward, but she fails. Again. And again.

Will runs over, his small frame darting toward her, hands reaching down to help. She lurches toward him, her stout body collapsing against his slender frame. She is at least 100 pounds heavier than he is.

Will wraps an arm around her waist, his body straining to steady her, his face tightening with the effort. Her fingers claw at his Spiderman pajama sleeve, twisting the fabric in her grip.

Logan doesn’t move. He just watches, his eyes flicking back and forth, calculating, observing, staying still.

Will’s knees buckle. His pajama pants slip down.

Sergeant Hutton springs off my bed, moving just in time to catch my mother mid-fall.

My bed weeps with relief, its creaky frame exhaling the weight it no longer has to bear.

"I’m so sorry," Will mumbles, his hands wiping the thin line of sweat forming above his lip. His face flushes, and he shifts his backside away from Sergeant Hutton, suddenly self-conscious.

She smiles gently.

"You’re doing great," she reassures him.

Then, with a wink toward me, she adds, "Your mom is a lot heavier than she looks."

She shifts her grip. "Let’s stand her up against the wall."

Suddenly, my mother flails.

"GET YOUR HANDS OFF ME!"

Her arms swing wildly, her rage unpredictable, her body swaying, unbalanced.

"I CAN STAND BY MYSELF."

She stumbles upright, swaying on weak, drunken legs. Then she spits her next words with finality:

"MY DAUGHTER IS DONE TALKING TONIGHT."

A sharp inhale cuts through the room.

Sergeant Hutton doesn’t back down. Her eyes harden.

"Your daughter is not done," she fires back, her voice firm, unwavering. "She’s going to be transported to the hospital for an examination and..."

The flashback slams into me. It jolts me. Takes my breath away. The lingering feelings suffocate me, wrapping around my throat like thick, invisible hands. I throw the wet covers off me, my body burning, sweating, trembling. I leap out of bed; my feet bare against the cold floor. And then, I run straight to the bathroom.
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CHAPTER TWO
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“Damn it!” I stub my toe against the footboard, a jolt of pain shooting up my leg. Ugh. I glare at the moonlight filtering through the curtains, barely enough to light my way to the bathroom, just a few steps away. I cross the threshold and quietly shut the door behind me, hobbling on the cold tile floor, cursing myself with every step. I flick on the light. The soft white glow spills over the slate-colored walls. First thing I do is check my toe. Nothing visibly wrong. Great. I limp over to the storage hutch. My reflection greets me through the tempered glass, a shadowed outline of myself. I yank open the wooden door and start rifling through the top drawer. Where the hell is the Excedrin? My head is pounding. I scan the cabinet, finding everything but the pain meds. I slam the drawer shut, frustration building, and yank open another. Nothing. Another drawer. Still nothing. Finally, I grab a gray ponytail holder from the middle shelf and pull my hair into a messy knot, the elastic snapping tightly around it. God, it's getting out of hand. Maybe I should just cut it all off.

I shut the hutch with a quiet thud and start pacing the floor, dragging my feet back and forth. I shuffle to the sink, then to Ian’s side of the counter. I turn away from the mirrored wall, leaning against the granite as if the weight of the room might somehow take the edge off my frustration. I don’t need to see my reflection right now. My eyes are practically a raccoon's; thank God for my melanin. The dark circles are there, undeniable, but at least my skin tone offers me some camouflage.

Averaging only three to four hours of sleep a night, the dark circles under my eyes are only going to get worse before they get any better. I’m so damn tired of this. I limp over to the toilet and sink down with a soft groan. The other night, I felt like I was drowning. I woke up gasping for air, drenched in sweat. I was kicking and thrashing, screaming at Ian when he pulled the pillow off my face. He said I looked like a trapped animal, eyes wide, peering through the veil of my tangled hair. I hate anything that feels suffocating against my face, blankets, pillows, you name it. When I married Ian, whose government name is Steele Ian De`Novo, ten years ago, he knew fully about my tendency to fight in my sleep. Yet, he married me anyway. At least tonight, I didn’t wake him up. He’s curled up in the fetal position, sound asleep, safe in our bed.

Lately, my nightmares have been more frequent and intense. I feel like the character in Groundhog Day, trapped in a relentless time loop, forced to relive that night over and over. In my dreams, Fox covers my mouth to muffle my cries and rapes me.

Most nights, I manage to fall back asleep. Tonight, I can't. The other night was the same. So here I am again, perched on my ceramic cathedral at three in the morning, pensive, glowering at the floor, wishing for relief by guillotine.

Okay, I know that’s dramatic. But sometimes, I wish I could detach my head from my body when Fox invades my thoughts, just lift it off and set it aside, like one of the Styrofoam mannequins heads my grandmother used for her wigs. At least then, I wouldn’t keep traumatizing my family or myself.

Last week, I cried out in my sleep and scared Willow. She ran into my room, shouting, “Mommy, Mommy, please wake up! You’re dreaming again!” I jolted awake in a panic, heart pounding, convinced something was wrong with her. But it wasn’t Willow screaming. It was me.

She stood at the foot of my bed, eyes wide and brimming with tears, shaking the footboard to summon me back to consciousness. I motioned her toward me, pulling her into a soothing embrace. My brown-eyed baby girl crawled into bed, nestled her head against my chest, and we fell asleep, pretzeled in each other’s arms.

Willow came as a surprise. Ian and I had been together since high school, and there were plenty of times we didn’t practice safe sex, yet somehow, I managed to avoid pregnancy. I refused to take birth control pills because of the side effects, especially the dreaded facial hair thing. No way was I walking around with more hair on my face than my man. So, we took our chances, using condoms when we remembered.

We got married on New Year’s Day ten years ago. Exactly thirty days later, a missed period and relentless morning sickness confirmed that I had a bun in the oven.

From an early age, I taught Willow how to wake me safely. She knew to turn on the light, stand back, and call my name as loudly as she could to pull me from sleep. Thank the Lawd I’ve never hurt her. Tonight, I take comfort in knowing she’s safe down the hall, sleeping soundly. I just wish I felt safe too. Instead, I’m here sitting in my bathroom, lost in thought, dreading the nightmares that await me.

Since that dreadful night, sleep has never come easily. Falling asleep is a battle, staying asleep feels impossible. The nightmares usually creep in a week or two before visits with my mother, like clockwork. But I have no plans to see her anytime soon so why does the same horrific dream keep looping through my head? Fox’s sweaty hands smother my mouth. I can taste the saltiness of his damp skin. I can’t fight him, he’s too strong. My body is limp. Trapped, I surrendered to his strength. As he forces himself inside me, my mind detaches, floating somewhere far away. I become an outsider, watching myself being raped by my mother’s boyfriend. The only thing I can do for the little girl in front of me is scream. And then I woke up. I jolt upright, no longer willing to be confined to the cold, porcelain sanctuary I’ve claimed as my late-night refuge. My jaw aches. I’ve been grinding my teeth again. The pounding in my head has reached its peak, an unbearable crescendo. I try to loosen the tension, opening and closing my mouth, resting my tongue against the roof behind my teeth. My dentist says this is supposed to help relax my jaw joints. But right now? I’d give anything for a shot of Novocain to numb it all away. I snatch open the hutch again, rummaging through the drawers. How the hell did I miss the Excedrin before? I grab the bottle from the lower drawer, pop off the cap, and shake it vigorously until two tablets tumble into my palm. The pills are in my mouth instantly. I slap the cap back on and toss the bottle into the drawer, where it thuds against the towels.

I shut the cabinet, harder than necessary, and hobble over to the sink. Cold water gushes from the faucet as I lean over, inhaling the faint scent of lavender. The smell tickles my nose, and I instinctively nudge the soap dispenser away. I take a quick sip, then splash water onto my face.

Lifting my head, I catch my reflection in the mirror and cringe. Lawd, please have mercy on me. I need to get some sleep.

I turn off the water and grab the towel hanging behind the door, dabbing my face and hands dry. Rolling my eyes at my reflection, I flick the light switch. Darkness swallows me. I reach for the doorknob.

Back in the bedroom, I carefully navigate around the footboard and ease into bed, mindful not to disturb Ian. The sheets beneath me are damp, proof of my night sweats. I reposition my pillows and grit my teeth against the discomfort.

Peering over at Ian, I watch him sleep soundly, facing me. His tall, slender frame looks almost small, curled up beneath the king-sized duvet. I envy his stillness. His rhythmic, gentle snores make me smile. Damn, this man is still fine, even in deep slumber. A faint pool of drool gathers at the corner of his mouth. His forehead, usually furrowed with thought, is smooth now, his dimples at rest. I love his military haircut, his tapered beard, and his modest mustache. Ian has been begging me for years to get help. Therapy. But I don’t have time to lie on some stranger’s couch, dredging up all the horrific crap from my childhood. My mother should’ve gotten me help back then but she didn’t. And besides, everyone has a sob story. They’re not all spilling their guts to a therapist, so why should I? Still, something has to give. I close my eyes, forcing myself to sleep. My eyelids snap open. Grrr... I roll away from Ian and try again. I must get some sleep. I must get some sleep. I chant the mantra in my head, willing exhaustion to take over. Eventually, I drift into a restless sleep where Fox is waiting. Where he enters my bedroom. Again.
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CHAPTER THREE
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The music from my alarm clock coaxes me out of restless sleep as Teddy Pendergrass croons in his smoky tenor. I love me some Teddy, but not right now. I slap the off button a little harder than necessary. It can’t be eight already.

A sharp, relentless migraine greets me. The morning sun, warm against my face, stabs at my eyes like tiny needles. Pain ricochets through my head and jaw as I try to unhinge my clenched teeth. I wince, turning away from the window.

Ian stands at the foot of the bed, adjusting his tie. He’s already dressed in his navy-blue suit and crisp white button-down with blue pinstripes. His collar is up; his shirt buttoned to the top. He never joined the military like his father and brother, but you’d never know it as he’s always put together, immaculate from head to toe.

I try to lift my head off the pillow. Fail. I groan and throw the pillow over my face.

“Good moaning, babe,” I grumble, muffled. Letting him know I know he’s watching me.

“Moaning to you,” he says dryly.

Good morning became good moaning somewhere along the way, mostly for moments like this.

“How’d you sleep?” He sighs, already knowing the answer.

I can’t take his sarcasm this morning.

“Just peachy,” I mutter, peeling the pillow off my face. I push myself upright and lean against the headboard, my eyes heavy.

“Hmm... just peachy, huh?” His voice is laced with doubt.

I peek at him through my lashes. He’s giving me that look with one eyebrow cocked, the other slightly dipped. The woman, who do you think you’re fooling? look. He loops his tie around his neck, his expressive eyebrows shifting like punctuation marks on his forehead.

“Mar,” he says, tilting his head. His tone is gentle, but firm. I know what’s coming.

“You didn’t sleep peachy. I’ve got the scratch on my shoulder to prove it.”

He glances at his shoulder, and my stomach tightens. “I scratched you?!” My eyes widen.

“That’s not the point, Mara.” He pulls the wide end of his tie behind the narrow one, tightening the knot.

I cringe inwardly. He knows I hate it when he drags out my name. My eyes sharpen into a glare. He meets it, unwavering. He pulls the broad end of the tie through the knot, securing it neatly.

I’m the first to look away.

Over the years, I’ve tried to hide my nightmares from Ian. I don’t want him to worry about me, especially with his job. He joined the D.C. fire department right after two years of college. When we first married, he worked forty-eight-hour shifts, crashing at the station between calls, then home for two days before doing it all over again. On top of that, he went to night school to get his degree. His overnight shifts made it easy to keep this part of me hidden. But now, he’s a fire inspector. Home most nights. Watching me.

Life is good in the house of De`Novo until the nightmares start.

I push myself out of bed, tucking loose strands of hair behind my ear. My head throbs. The movement is too much. With a groan, I flop back onto the mattress and clutch my head.

Ian’s eyebrow arches higher, his head cocking slightly to the side.

Lawd, please...not this morning. I can’t take it.

“Mara, have you been spending too much time in your studio?” His voice is edged with concern. “You know how you get when you’re wound up with work. Are you taking breaks? Where’s your night guard, Ma, ra? Why aren’t you wearing it?”

I cringe again.

“Well?” His patience is wearing thin.

“Ian, you said all that in one breath. Slow down with the questions,” I snap. It’s too early for this.

The second the words leave my mouth, I regret them.

His expression shifts. His eyes drop as if wounded. Damn.

His posture stiffens as he turns toward the bathroom.

“Babe...” My voice softens. “I didn’t mean to snap.” I reach out, motioning for him to come closer.

He hesitates, loosens his tie, and tugs the knot away from his Adam's apple.

I sigh, my hand dropping to my lap.

The silence between us stretches, thick and heavy.

I break first.

“Ian, please come over here.”

He exhales, then finally steps forward, sinking onto the bed beside me, but just slightly away.

I shuffle closer and rest my head against his broad shoulder. His muscles are tense. I inhale the faint, clean scent of his aftershave.

His brow furrows, inching up his forehead.

“Baby,” I whisper, looking up at him. “I don’t know what it is...but it has nothing to do with work.”

AS FATE WOULD HAVE IT, I opened Milestone Photography a year after Willow was born. It all started with me taking pictures of her and her playmates, sharing them on Facebook. Before I knew it, my little hobby had blossomed into a booming photography business.

My work is both exhausting and exhilarating. It’s not a nine-to-five job, and most weekends, I’m booked solid. But the beauty of it is that I get to capture Willow’s precious milestones, hence the name of my company.

Poor Willow and Ian. I drive them crazy with my camera, especially when they’re startled awake by an unexpected flash. But now that Willow is creeping toward pre-tween territory, I’m not allowed to invade her personal space as freely.

I know my obsession with documenting our family’s life teeters on the edge of compulsiveness, but I can’t help it.

My mother doesn’t have a single photograph of my brothers or me before the age of six. We were transient, constantly uprooted, moving from one place to another after our father died. Fleeing in the dead of night. Sometimes, we left with nothing but the clothes on our backs. That was life until I started first grade.

My first access to a camera was my grandmother’s black-and-white Polaroid Swinger when I was nine or ten. I can’t tell you how many times I got my behind paddled for touching that camera, overexposing her film, wasting her precious shots.

In fourth grade, my teacher, Mrs. Brancher, would bring old National Geographic magazines to class. I got lost in the glossy, vibrant photographs, wild animals, sprawling landscapes, ancient artifacts. Something about those images spoke to me, made me feel seen in a way I couldn’t explain. Mrs. Brancher must have noticed because one day, she handed me her old Polaroid Instamatic.

“Take your own pictures,” she encouraged.

You would have thought she had given me a million bucks.

The first photograph I ever took was of Mrs. Brancher at her desk, flipping through National Geographic. The cover was black and white, featuring Coretta Scott King. Women of Vision.

Back then, I photographed anything, birds on telephone wires, graffiti on city buses and metro cars, the random artifacts of my neighborhood. But developing film wasn’t cheap, and money was scarce. Sometimes, it felt like it took eons to see the results of my work.

I bought my first Kodak camera with the money from my first summer job. A digital Kodak that required a floppy disk. I thought I was hot stuff, strutting around school, snapping pictures of my friends. I started taking pictures of Logan and Will too, especially when they were asleep, since that was the only time they weren’t at war.

My uncle David and his wife, Maya, gave me my first Canon 35mm as a high school graduation present. I still have it.

But my pride and joy is my digital Pentax K-5, a Christmas gift from Ian. The low-light performance blows me away. I rarely leave the house without it.

“Is it about the upcoming holiday with my family?” Ian’s voice pulls me back to the present.

I stand abruptly, but dizziness washes over me, tilting the room. I sway toward the bed. Ian’s eyes lock onto me, unwavering.

“Sit down, Mara.” His tone leaves no room for argument.

I sink back onto the mattress as Ian gets up.

Where’s he going? The sound of drawers opening, water running.

Moments later, he returns, holding a glass of water in one hand and two Excedrin in the other.

“Babe.” His voice is gentle as he presses the pills into my palm.

I take them without argument, gulping the water down in one go.

“You need to wear your night guard,” he says. “And you need to go back to the doctor.”

Every muscle in my body tightens.

I’m not Willow. I don’t need you telling me what I NEED.

But I don’t have the energy to fight him on this. Not today.

“Okay, babe.”

Ian exhales, his features softening, but not enough.

“Mara,” he says quietly, “I want you to get help.”

I set the glass on the nightstand and stand. My balance wavers, but I reach up, adjusting the knot of his tie.

Ian steps closer, resting his hand gently on the top of my head.

And then, he prays. His breath is minty, his voice soft, pleading. I close my eyes. When he finishes, he presses a tender kiss to my forehead. We whisper Amen in unison.

Ian and I met during our sophomore year of high school. It wasn’t love at first sight, at least not for me.

Ian and his family had just relocated to D.C. after his father was reassigned from Norfolk, Virginia, to the Navy Yard. Back then, Ian was what we used to call a pretty boy, with caramel skin, soft wavy brown hair, and confidence that bordered on arrogance. He was so sure of himself, and that bothered me.

His vocabulary alone was intimidating. I was an average student, and half the time, I had no clue what he was even talking about. So, I avoided him. Besides, I was more into athletes than intellectuals.

Ian was on the debate team. He took etymology classes for fun. He loved learning new words, and crossword puzzles were his idea of entertainment. How nerdy is that? At least that’s what I thought at the time.

My two brothers, Logan and Will, were varsity football players, and I naturally gravitated toward boys who reminded me of them, big, athletic, and effortlessly cool.

Logan, now twenty-nine, has that Morris Chestnut thing going on, with pearly white teeth, big brown eyes, and bald head. Will, my baby brother, is twenty-seven, just as handsome, with the same warm complexion, but slightly shorter. And Logan never lets him forget it.

Logan nicknamed him Munch, short for Munchkin, but no one really calls him that anymore. The three of us were inseparable growing up, bound by something deeper than just blood. We depended on each other for everything.

“So, you’re calling Dr. Stern today, right?” Ian cocks his head to the side.

Gah...he’s relentless.

I hook my fingers under the spaghetti straps of my nightgown, a subtle attempt at distraction. But Ian is faster, he loops his fingers around mine, gently guiding the straps away from my neckline. He pulls me in, so close my toes barely touch the ground.

“Girl...” His voice is deep, throaty. Playful. “Don’t try to be coquettish with me.”

“Mm...coquettish, you know I love it when you use words like that.”

“Deflecting will get you everywhere,” he murmurs, cradling my head. With a teasing grin, he dips me back slightly, his eyes gleaming with humor. “Ten years, and I still love the way your body feels.”

He lifts me effortlessly, drawing me flush against him.

“I hope that’s a good thing,” I tease, planting a lingering kiss near his collarbone.

But as my lips graze his skin, the memory of scratching him in my sleep flashes through my mind. Guilt stiffens my body. I pull back slightly, my eyes wide, unreadable. “I’m sorry.”

Ian leans down, pressing a kiss on my forehead. His body tells me he’s already moved past it. “Babe, I’m good,” he assures me, flashing that signature dimpled smile. He glances down at his trousers and then back up at me.

I step back.

“Babe,” he pleads. “You cannot leave a brother hanging like this.”

“Boy, I’m exhausted,” I protest, wriggling out of his embrace. “And I have less than an hour to get ready for my appointment.”

“I just need ten minutes of that hour.”

“No, Ian. Seriously. We can’t.”

“You started it,” he accuses, thrusting his hips toward me.

“I know I did, but I was bluffing.” I tilt my head to the side, giving him an innocent shrug.

Ian groans dramatically. “Girl...what have I told you about bluffing?” He shakes his head, eyes dark with mischief. Then, grinning wickedly he says, “You know I’m always down for your vajayjay.”

“Wow, how did we go from coquettish to vajayjay?” I ask, stepping into the bathroom.

Ian trails behind me, playfully thrusting his hips. I shake my head, suppressing a grin as I push back the shower curtain and turn on the water. Steam rises, filling the space. Coquettish, another word I need to look up. I love our word games. Years ago, Ian’s vast vocabulary intimidated me. Now, it’s one of the things I adore most about him.

Every now and then, I hit him with a word of my own, thanks to my dictionary app. Yesterday, the word of the day was libre. Meaning free. I’m waiting for the perfect moment to use it, maybe on Quinn. The thought makes me chuckle inwardly.

I test the water with my hand. It’s too hot. I turn the knob slightly to cool it down. As I undress, I reach for my shower cap, but Ian snatches it first, gently placing it on my head himself.

He looks down at me, waiting. I shake my head no. Ian swears sex is the best headache medicine available. And sometimes... he’s right. But not this morning.

“Babe, I’m really worried about you.” His voice is softer now.

I sigh. “Babe, really, I’m fine. Now, go fix our child some breakfast.”

He lingers for a moment, reluctantly. Then, finally, he exhales and lets me go. “I love you,” he murmurs.

I reach up, my fingers brushing his freshly shaved face. “I’ll see you in a minute.” I offer him a small smile.

He studies me for a beat longer. “You want some eggs?”

“Nah. Just toast and tea.”

“Toast and tea coming right up.” Ian gives a playful bow before heading out, closing the door behind him.
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It’s quiet, except for the steady torrent of water pelting the tiled wall. I welcome the steamy heat, letting it envelop me. Maybe I’ll surrender to hydrotherapy and stay here all day.

My mind drifts as I try to recall what happened to Ian last night. But there’s nothing. No memory of scratching him. No recollection of thrashing in my sleep. Like Willow, Ian knows to turn on the light and stand back before approaching me when I’m trapped in a nightmare, but that doesn’t always work. Last night was proof of that.

I cringe inwardly. Maybe I should start sleeping in the guest bedroom. Ian once threatened to do just that unless I got help. His words infuriated me. I grumbled, protested, but I did it anyway, knowing that help would just mean meds. I’ve been prescribed everything. Elavil, Midrin, Zanaflex, and they made me sluggish. Triptans and Nortriptyline killed my sex drive. Analgesics, NSAIDs, and stimulants wrecked my stomach. Opiates? Absolutely not. One addict in the family is enough.

Dr. Stern, my general physician, keeps pushing for psychiatric treatment. He insists my symptoms are trauma related. I nod listlessly, smile politely, and decline. I think the good doctor might be more frustrated with me than Ian sometimes.

I sigh as I clamber out of the shower, dragging a towel over my skin. Moving slowly. Brushing my teeth. Dressing. Two more Excedrin go down with a sip of water. My reflection stares back at me from the mirror, weary and unrelenting. I’m going to need more makeup.

After breakfast, I drive to VIE Health and Fitness Center. The two-story glass structure looms ahead, sleek and modern, its monogrammed doors glinting in the morning sun. VIE is a full-service health club and spa near the Smithsonian Zoo, or what I still call the National Zoo. Everything about D.C. has changed over the last twenty years.

I grew up near 14th and U Streets in a neighborhood called Henley Park, low-income housing then, low-income housing now. But the surrounding areas? Transformed. High-rent districts, boutique shops, and luxury condos have taken over. Who would have thought Ben’s Chili Bowl and 14th, and U would become a tourist attraction? When I was a kid, the only things on 14th and U were prostitutes, pimps, crackheads, drunks, the Tivoli Movie Theater, and Ben’s.

My appointment is at 9:30, and parking is always a nightmare. But today? I got lucky. I snag a spot close to the entrance. Thank you, Lawd. Hopping out, I grab my purse and soak in the warmth of the sun. I push my sunglasses further up my nose and head toward the door.

Another patron reaches the entrance at the same time. He pulls the glass door open and holds it for me. “Thank you,” I say, looking down at him. “You’re welcome,” he replies with a polite nod.

Inside, I approach the front desk and hand over my membership card. The receptionist, dressed in sleek black workout gear, her ponytail high and tight, greets me with a warm smile. “Enjoy your treatments, Mara.” She hands back my card. I nod, slipping it into my purse.

I step into the spa, greeted by the soothing hum of soft music and the calming scent of eucalyptus. “Hey, Naomi,” I call out to the receptionist. “Hey there, pretty lady.” She beams, her grin stretching ear to ear.

Naomi is rocking her signature taut Afro, half-covered by a scarf, as always. Usually, she’s in a dashiki or some other flowy tunic, but today, she’s keeping it simple, black T-shirt, the word VIE stretched across her chest in bold white letters, underlined in a scribbled design.

“Ali’s running a few minutes behind,” she says. “Would you like some tea?” “Yes. Thank you.” “Make yourself comfortable.” She motions toward the waiting area just steps away.

I sink into an oversized chair, inhaling the mosaic of scents swirling through the air, lavender, citrus, warm vanilla. I pull out my phone. Two voicemails. I lift the phone to my ear just as Ali, short for Alisent, appears, flashing a bright smile.

“Hey, Mara.”

I pause the voicemail, tuck my phone into my purse, and stand, slinging the leather bag over my shoulder. “Hi, Ali.” We embrace, like we always do.

When she pulls back, she holds me at arm’s length, her blue eyes scanning my face. Ali is effortlessly beautiful, blonde, dimpled, and rocking her signature, Pixie Mohawk. Today, she’s flawless in a crisp white T-shirt and matching jeans, the apron cinched around her waist accentuating her curves. And those legs. What I wouldn’t give for those long, modelesque legs.

She studies me, tilting her head. “Judging by the sunglasses, I’m guessing you had a rough night.” I nod, slipping them off. “I’m looking pretty bad,” I groan. She giggles, giving me another affectionate squeeze. “I’ve seen you look better.” I swallow hard, struggling to keep the tears pooling in my eyes from spilling over.

Ali softens. “Do you want your nails done first or your toes?” “Toes, girl,” I sniffle. Ali takes my purse without hesitation, her touch both familiar and reassuring. She leads me down the long, sinuous hallway, where the soft scent of essential oils lingers in the air. At the end of the corridor, a pair of towering floor-to-ceiling pillars stand like silent sentinels, flanking the entrance to my sanctuary for the next two hours. I exhale, already feeling the weight on my shoulders begin to lighten.

We step into the small, but cozy, sanctum, and I immediately welcome the dim lighting. “You want a robe?” Ali asks, eyeing my pants. I glance down at my skinny jeans. Yeah...this isn’t happening. “Let me see if I can roll them up.” I grin, already knowing my effort is doomed. It’s hard enough squeezing my feet through the pant legs just to put them on. After a few seconds of struggling, I look up at Ali.

“ROBE.” We choir in unison and burst into laughter. Still giggling, Ali hooks my purse on the back of the door, then opens a glass cabinet and retrieves a plush robe embroidered with Vie on the breast pocket. She hands it to me and steps out, giving me a moment to change.

As I slip out of my clothes, the soft glow of candlelight catches my eye. Jasmine, I think, inhaling the floral, slightly sweet aroma. The room is a blend of warmth and serenity, its sand-colored walls textured with mahogany wood paneling halfway down. The granite floors, combined with the scent of aromatherapy, give the half-timbered space a deeply therapeutic feel. 

A gentle knock. Ali reenters, closing the door behind her as I climb into the oversized massage chair. I eagerly sink my feet into the bamboo tub of warm water, the plastic lining crinkling slightly as I submerge them. Heaven. Grabbing the remote, I press the button to activate the massage chair. The gentle hum and rhythmic kneading begin to work their magic, and I exhale, finally allowing myself to relax. Ali sits in front of me, prepping to cosset my feet with expert precision.
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My head presses hard against the headrest, my eyes heavy, fluttering shut. But my thoughts won’t let me rest. “I attacked Ian.” The words slip from my lips in a murmur, unbidden.

“Mara.” Ali’s soft whisper pulls me back to the present. I blink, trying to shake the fog. A low moan escapes me as the sharp throb of my migraine reaches its peak.

Ali, seated on an oversized stability ball, is soaking a cotton ball in polish remover. Her blue eyes are dark with concern. “Penny for your thoughts?” she asks, tapping my leg gently. I lift my foot from the water, swallowing hard, trying to keep my emotions in check. But the words come anyway.

“I was fighting in my sleep again,” I admit. “I scratched Ian. I don’t even remember doing it, but I did. I feel horrible.”

The levee breaks. Tears spill over, tracing hot paths down my cheeks.

“Mara.” Ali’s voice is calm but firm. “Stop being so hard on yourself. He knows you didn’t do it on purpose.”

“That doesn’t make me feel better,” I whisper. My breath shudders. “What if it had been Willow?”

She hesitates, then shakes her head. “But, it wasn’t Willow. It was Ian. And he understands.”

“I guess.” I wipe at my wet cheeks, frustration curling in my stomach. “I’m just so tired of all this. It’s never-ending.”

Ali tilts her head. “Then do what your doctor has been telling you to do. Go talk to someone, girl.”

I let out a humorless laugh. “And what will talking do?”

Ali rubs the cotton ball over my toenail, the cool sensation making my toe twitch. “It can help you see things from a different perspective,” she says simply.

I shake my head. “Regardless of anyone’s perspective, what happened, happened. Nothing will ever change that.”

“That’s true,” she says. “For me, therapy was about letting go. I don’t feel weighed down anymore.”

“You couldn’t figure out how to let it go on your own?”

“No, not at all,” she says matter-of-factly.

Ali meets my gaze. “Mara, therapy can help you heal, help you cope with what happened. And who knows? The nightmares might go away. Then you wouldn’t have to worry about hurting Willow or Ian.” She offers a supportive smile. I sniffle and sink deeper into the chair.

Ali lowers my foot back into the water and lifts the other, repeating the process. Her hands work skillfully, kneading the tension from my soles, lulling me into unexpected relaxation.

“It’s something to think about,” I murmur, suddenly weary of the conversation. Ali catches my tone and tilts her head, giving me the look, her baby blues twinkling with concern. An awkward silence lingers between us. I break first.

“Enough about me,” I mutter, clearing my throat. “You’re looking really good. You’ve lost weight.”

“Fifteen pounds exactly!” she exclaims, bouncing up and down on the ball, her excitement downright infectious.

Her childlike energy makes me laugh, really laugh, for the first time in what feels like forever. “You look great! What’s your secret?”

“I stopped drinking!” Ali announces proudly.

“You stopped drinking?!” My lips form an exaggerated O.

“Don’t judge me,” she laughs, cocking her head to the side.

“I’m sorry. I’m just surprised.”

“Girl, no one knew except Naomi,” she admits. “It was nothing for me to down an entire bottle of red wine after a long day’s work, but I decided to put the bottle down. And just like that, poof, fifteen pounds, gone.”

A light knock on the door interrupts us. Naomi enters, carrying a steaming cup of tea. “Here you go, Mara.”

“Thank you.” I smile as she sets the cup on the small table beside me.

“Nay,” Ali chimes in, “I was just telling Mara how I lost the weight.”

Naomi nods approvingly. “She does look good. Two years as my nail tech, and I had no idea you put it down like that.”

“Yup! I did.”

“So, you did the no wine diet?” I tease, laughing nervously.

Ali chuckles. “I never thought about it that way...but I guess that’s exactly what I did.”

“Well, maybe we should market it, you know, like the no meat diet.”

“They already have a name for her kind of diet,” Naomi quips, smirking. “It’s called AA.”

We all burst out laughing as Ali flips her the middle finger.

“You know I love you, girl,” Naomi giggles, playfully touching Ali’s shoulder before heading to the door. “Enjoy.” She winks before closing it behind her.

I take a sip of tea, its warmth trickling down my throat, and lean back in the chair, still laughing.

Ali scoops the warm water in her hands and lets it cascade slowly down my legs, over and over, a soothing, rhythmic motion. I don’t know what I’m enjoying more, the hydrotherapy or the way the tea settles in my chest. A rare, fleeting moment of pure, unadulterated pleasure. Lawd, I pray silently, please let me hold on to this feeling forever...

“So, Mara,” Ali says, bringing me back to the present. She snorts. “What color are we going with today?”

“Are you laughing at me?” I cock my head to the side, mimicking her.

“Yes, I am.” Ali grins. “Because I know you’re gonna pick the same old boring poo-poo brown or gray polish.” She tilts her head dramatically.

“That’s because I know what I like,” I smirk.

“Boring...” She drags the word out, mouth stretching wide in exaggerated horror.

I roll my eyes. “I just don’t think all those other colors look right on me.”

“Why not?” she fires back. “It’s just color.”

“Just color, you say?”

“Yep, I say. It is just color, Mara.”

I hesitate. Then, with a sigh, I relent. “Okay...fine. Let’s try something new. You choose.”

“HALLELUJAH!” she sings, throwing her hands in the air like she’s caught the Holy Ghost.

I burst into laughter, shaking my head at her ridiculousness.

“Let’s find something bold,” she announces, rubbing her hands together in excitement.

“Not too bold,” I warn.

“Nope, too late to back out now!” Ali squeals, scanning the wall of polishes like she’s on a mission.

She snatches up a bottle and shakes it with enthusiasm. “Let’s try this color.”

I squint at the bottle in her hand. “What color is that?”

“Bleeding Heart,” she snickers.

I groan. “How appropriate. Lawd, what have I gotten myself into?” Ali laughs riotously as she expertly applies the first coat of the crimson lacquer, her eyes twinkling with mischief.

​
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It’s five in the evening. Fridays are usually packed with clients, but today, I just couldn’t summon the strength. I rescheduled everything for tomorrow. Another round of Excedrin Migraine went down a few minutes ago, and now I’m just lollygagging around my studio, waiting for them to work their magic.

My studio sits below the kitchen of our brownstone, with its own private entrance. The space is nothing fancy, socket lights, props, backdrops, tripods, oversized umbrellas, and lighting fixtures crowd the room. The ceiling is relatively low, adding to the tucked-away feel. Near the entry door, a desk and matching chair sit in a neat corner. The walls are lined with photographs, mostly of Ian and Willow. They’re effortlessly photogenic. Among them, in the cluster of pictures behind my desk, there’s a single black-and-white shot of me. Ian took it last year while we were vacationing in Manchester, New Hampshire. I’m sitting on a swing, facing the sunset, grinning from ear to ear. I stare at it absently. Where is that girl?

The sound of footsteps above pulls me from my thoughts. Willow and Ian are home. The hardwood floors announce their arrival loudly, the creaking and shifting familiar, comforting. They’re the reason I fell in love with this house. So different from the cold, cement floors of our old Henley Park apartment. I turn toward the door, reaching for the light switch. The blood-red polish on my nails glares at me. I cringe. With a sigh, I flip the light switch off and head upstairs.

As expected, Willow’s ear is glued to her phone. She’s still in her school uniform, casually leaning against the island. The refrigerator chimes. I nudge the door closed and shake my head at her.

“My bad,” she smirks, shrugging her shoulders.

“Yes, it is,” I say, fighting back a smile.

“No, not you,” she says into the phone. “I was talking to my mom.” She pauses. “Mom, Nina says hello.”

“Hi, Nina,” I call out, waving absently.

Willow smacks her lips. “Nina, my mom says hi.” She’s balancing a bowl of cereal in one hand while cradling the phone against her face.

I wrap an arm around her in a side hug. “Willow, can’t your mom get a proper hug without competing with a bowl of cereal and Nina?”

She grins, flashing her braces. “I’m great at multitasking, Mom.”

“Girl, you sound more like your father every day.”

Her smile widens. I lean down and kiss the top of her head, inhaling the familiar scent of her curls, tight brown spirals that frame her face like soft cotton.

“Where’s your dad?”

“He’s in the blue room with Poppy.”

“Eli is here...? I’m surprised.”

“Yes, Mom. I just said that.”

I give her a look, the austere mom look. “You can get off that phone and start your homework, Miss Smarty-Pants.”

I roll my eyes. Willow giggles. I swat her bottom playfully and head off to find Ian and his father. Walking down the hall, I make my way to Ian’s man cave.

“Hey, babe,” Ian greets me as I step inside.

He’s still in the same suit from this morning, leaning casually against his cluttered desk. I scan the room; it’s exactly as it always is. Stacks of books, crossword magazines, newspapers, sports memorabilia, and LPs line the windowsills and bookshelves in an organized kind of chaos.

“Hey, guys,” I say, greeting two of the most important men in my life.

“Hey, Mara.”

My father-in-law rises from his chair, his deep voice as warm as his presence.

Sergeant Major Steele Eli De`Novo, the second of his name, personifies strength. Tall, good-looking, and always impeccably dressed, he’s wearing a pullover crewneck sweater, neatly pressed khakis, and spit-shined penny loafers. He’s clean-shaven, his nails perfectly manicured, and his salt-and-pepper hair freshly cut.

I melt into his strong, familiar embrace, inhaling the faint scent of his aftershave.

“Is everything okay, Eli?” I ask, pulling back just enough to search his face.

“Yes,” Ian answers abruptly. “Everything is fine.”

His brow is high on his forehead, a dead giveaway. I narrow my eyes, watching him closely. He gives me a discrete signal, a subtle shift of his hand, silently urging me not to ask any more questions.

Eli releases me, holding me at arm’s length.

“I just stopped by for a quick visit. I hope I’m not intruding...”

I shoot him my don’t-be-silly stare. “Eli, you know you’re always welcome here.”

He nods, his eyes soft with appreciation, then sinks back into the chair. Crossing his legs at the knee, he clasps his hands in his lap. He oozes charisma, the kind that commands attention without effort.

“Ian was just telling me about your migraine.”

My molars immediately clamp down. My eyes narrow. So that’s what this is about.

“Steele Ian De`Novo have you been boring your father with talks about me?” I frown, cocking an eyebrow.

“No, I haven’t,” Ian replies, his voice dripping with sarcasm. He crosses his arms, leaning against the desk. “Willow told Dad you had a nightmare last night, and I was just explaining that you get headaches when you don’t get enough sleep.”

My stomach tightens. How does she know? The thought unsettles me.

“I’m fine, Eli,” I say quickly. “I just popped a few Excedrin Migraine tablets. I feel way better than I did this morning.”

An awkward silence settles between us. Ian shifts restlessly.

“Mara,” he says, clearing his throat. “My dad and I were discussing something. Do you mind giving us a moment?”

I blink. “Um, oh, sure.”

“Thanks, babe.” His eyes flick toward the door.

I don’t move. I just stare at him, expression unreadable. What is going on?

“Well, okay then.” I force a casual tone. “I’ll go get dinner started. Not that Willow’s going to want anything after that giant bowl of cereal she just wolfed down.”

“I take full responsibility for that,” Ian smirks. “I ate the last apple; her snack choices were limited.”

“Hmm...shame on you, Mr. Piggy,” I tease.

His eyes briefly flicker with amusement.

“Eli,” I say, glancing down at him. He’s smiling, entertained by our playful banter. “It’s going to be a minute, but you’re welcome to stay for dinner.”

“Thanks, sweetie... but I need to head down to the church soon.”

“Well, you always have an open invitation.” I lean down and kiss the top of his head. “Love you.”

“Love you too, sweetie.”

I shift my gaze to Ian. “I’ll be in the kitchen.”

“Okay.” He nods.

I turn to leave, but his voice stops me.

“Mara.”

I glance back. Our eyes lock.

“I like your nails,” he says.

My brow furrows as I look down at the ruby red lacquer.

“Huh, thanks.”

Ian has rarely commented on my nails. They both smile, polite, but dismissive.

I turn to leave.

I BUSY MYSELF IN the kitchen, trying not to brood. I’m not sure how to feel about Willow talking to her grandfather about me. Who else has she told? And more importantly, how does she even know about my nightmare? She was down the hall, asleep. Did Ian tell her? Did he tell her about my attack on him? He wouldn’t dare... Would he?

My thoughts wrestle with my stomach, both twisting with unease. Needing a distraction, I walk over to the old-school JVC CD player and press play, letting the familiar hum of spinning discs fill the room. David Sanborn’s smooth saxophone pours through the speakers, filling the room. His music can take my mind off almost anything.

I move through the kitchen, gathering ingredients, letting the familiar rhythm of cooking settle me. The kitchen has a warm, rustic cottage feel, pine wooden planks crisscrossing rough-hewn beams on the ceiling, making the space feel bigger than it really is. Ian and I spent months obsessing over every detail, kitchen designs, paint, countertops, flooring, appliances. The natural light filtering through the windows perfectly complements the recessed lighting, and the glass pendant lights dangling over the island. That was Willow’s touch. We love entertaining, and no matter the occasion, everyone always ends up here. The kitchen is the heart of our home. And tonight, I’m hoping it can steady mine.

I hope there’s nothing serious going on with Eli.

He rarely drops by unannounced, especially at this time of day. He and Miriam live an hour away in Crystal City, Virginia, while we’re tucked into Grover Heights, a small community on the upper northwest side of town. For Eli to drive sixty minutes just to talk to Ian, and to do it out of Miriam’s earshot, means one thing.

Clay.

Something is wrong.

The last time Eli showed up unexpectedly, he told Ian he’d caught Clay doing drugs in their house. The story goes like this: Clay was at their place, helping to set up for Eli’s welcome home party. Eli was returning from deployment. Miriam had gone grocery shopping. Eli, however, arrived earlier than expected. And walked in on Clay snorting cocaine.

In a fit of rage, Eli reported his own son to his lieutenant commander. Clay was ordered to take a drug test. Positive, of course. Months later, Clay was dishonorably discharged from the Navy for unlawful drug abuse. If only Eli had returned from Iraq a different day, Clay might still be in uniform, working his way toward Master Chief Petty Officer. Instead, he’s a bitter young man, and Ian and Miriam have been playing referee between him and Eli ever since.

I’ve never understood why the military kicks people out for having an illness. But for your own father to turn you in? For Clay, it was familial treason. Still, I don’t see how anything could top that news... unless Eli came to tell Ian that Miriam is pregnant.

The thought makes me snort out loud. I’m still chuckling when, 

“What’s so funny?”

I jump at Ian’s voice behind me. In my startled state, I nearly lose my grip on the baking dish.

“Ian! You scared me!” I say, juggling the dish before setting it down on the island.

“Sorry,” he smirks, unapologetic.

I roll my eyes. “What’s up with your dad? Where is he?” I ask, glancing past Ian toward the doorway.

“He left,” Ian says, his tone unreadable.

“Oh, I didn’t get a chance to tell him bye.”

“He told me to say goodbye.” Ian’s brow is practically touching his hairline. “Dad’s worried about Clay. My mom hasn’t heard from him in three days.”

Three days? Clay and Miriam are close. It’s unlike him to go off the grid like this.

“Really?” I frown. “That’s not like him. So, what are you guys thinking?”

“I’m going to call Q, see if he can shed any light.”

Quinn, or Q, as we call him, is a close friend of the family and a cop with DCPD. He’s been around longer than I have, practically a brother to both Ian and Clay.

“Don’t you think Quinn would have told us if Clay was in trouble?”

“I’m not sure,” Ian admits. “Q and Clay used to cover for each other as teenagers, and I don’t think much has changed since then.” His brow is even higher.

“True.”

I place the tomatoes, cucumbers, red onion, olive oil, and vinegar into a dish and cover it with plastic wrap.

“How’s Miriam?” I ask, walking over to the fridge. I open the door, sliding the dish onto the middle rack. Grabbing the olives and feta, I glance at Ian.

“Dad says she’s really worried.”

“I know she is.” I shake my head.

Ian exhales. “I need to call Q. Let me know when dinner’s ready.”

“Come here for a minute.” I motion him toward me.

He hesitates, his shoulders heavy with worry, but steps forward.

I lift his chin gently with the back of my hand. His eyes meet mine, troubled.

“Open.”

He does as he’s told, and I pop an olive into his mouth. He chews, maintaining eye contact.

“He’s probably fine.” My voice is steady, reassuring.

Ian smiles weakly.

Rising onto my tiptoes, I kiss his forehead. “Go call Quinn.”

“One more olive for the road...”

“Open wide, mister.” I press another olive past his lips, my fingers grazing them lightly.

Ian smirks. “I can call Q later...”

“Boy, go call Quinn.”

“You sure?” His brows dance suggestively.

“GO.” I grin. 
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I groan. I ate way too much. I’m supposed to be helping Willow with her homework, but my body has other plans. Sitting up in the beveled chair, I fight the drowsiness creeping in. Arms folded, I lean onto the dining table, barely keeping my eyes open. “You doing okay?” I yawn, clearing my throat.

“I’m good,” Willow giggles. I glance over and grin at her. She’s working through a math problem, fully alert, unlike me. Sleepiness calls me again. I loll back into the chair, clasping my hands over my stomach. Before I know it, my head jerks forward, snapping me awake. For a brief moment, I’m disoriented.

Willow bursts out laughing. “It’s not nice to laugh at your tired, overworked mother,” I tease, smiling at her. She shakes her head in amusement and closes her geography book.

I reach over and ruffle her curls. She’s a mini-me, except for those deep dimples and freckles. At the rate she’s growing, she’ll be as tall as me by the end of the year. She gets her height from both sides of the family. Her pediatrician says she’s in the sixth percentile for girls her age, growing like a weed.

I want to ask her about the conversation she had with Ian and Eli earlier, but at the same time, I don’t. Where would I even begin? What if she asks questions I can’t answer? Ian asks all the time. This morning was a prime example. I sigh inwardly, lost in my own thoughts.

“Mara!” Ian’s voice bellows from another room, startling me back to the present.

“Mom,” Willow says, frowning. “What’s wrong with Dad? He was really quiet at dinner. And now he’s cranky.”

I nod, realizing it too. “He was quiet, wasn’t he?”

“Mom,” she whines, “I just said that.”

I give her a side-eye. She laughs.

“Ma, Ra!” Ian yells again. I cringe. He knows I hate when he elongates my name. Rolling my eyes, I yell back, “OK!” I turn back to Willow. “You good here...?”

“Yeah, I’m good.”

I slide her phone to the center of the table. “No talking or texting until your homework is done,” I warn.

She groans, slumping in her chair. “I know the drill.”

Satisfied, I push back my chair and stand. Time to go see what Ian wants.

IAN IS PACING THE FLOOR, hands clasped tightly on top of his head.

“Close the door,” he barks.

I shut it behind me, my pulse already picking up. “What’s up?”

He exhales sharply. “Clay’s in jail.”

“JAIL?!” My molars clamp together.

“Sh..., Mara! Keep your voice down.” He throws his arms up in frustration.

I lower my voice, but the shock still laces my words. “Jail... for what?!”

Ian rubs a hand over his face. “Q said he got locked up for a DUI.” His pacing quickens. “He’s been in jail for three days and never called anyone.”

“Not even your mom?”

“Yup,” Ian grumbles.

I blink. “Why didn’t Quinn call us?”

“He didn’t know until I called him.”

“That doesn’t make any sense.”

“Ian, that doesn’t add up. Clay doesn’t drink.”

Ian stops pacing just long enough to meet my gaze. “I thought the same thing.” His voice is tight. His jaw clenched. “But, I guess he does now.”

Ian and his family have strong feelings about drugs and alcohol. His grandfather drank himself to death, liver cirrhosis. I can’t recall a single time I saw Pop-pop Steele without a glass of peach pie, his name for Cognac. When Ian was about ten, Pop-pop crashed his truck into a tree. Ian and Clay were in the truck with him. Ian’s head slammed into the windshield. He still carries the faint scar above his right eye. Clay’s arm was broken. But what Ian remembers most about that day isn’t the crash itself. It’s the stench. The thick, sour smell of alcohol clinging to the air. That was the day Ian and Clay swore off drinking forever. Five years later, Pop-pop died, a glass of peach pie still in his hand. To this day, Ian won’t eat or drink anything peach-flavored.

“Do your parents know?” I plop down in the chair.

“Yes. I just told Dad.” Ian leans hard against the desk, arms crossed. His brow is nearly touching his hairline.

“Now what?” I ask.

“Q said he can be bailed out in the morning, but Dad and Mom are heading downtown now to see him, Q pulled some strings.”

“I just can’t fathom Clay drinking and driving,” Ian mutters, his voice tight with anger. Suddenly, slam! His palm smacks the desk so hard that I jump.

“Ian, stop! Willow will hear you.”

He mutters something under his breath, jaw clenched.

“Look,” I say, my voice softer now. “There’s nothing we can do tonight. We’ll go see him tomorrow.”

Ian shakes his head, still fuming. “When I see him, I’m going to kick his ASS.”

I raise a brow. “Okay then... maybe it’s best we see him at church on Sunday instead.”

Ian glares at me.

“But in the meantime,” I continue, unfazed, “we can pray.”

He rolls his eyes. I tilt my head. “Come on, babe. You know I’m right.” I reach for his hand. He takes it reluctantly. We bow our heads.

Silence. Awkward, heavy silence. I peek up at him. He’s staring at the door. I squeeze his hand and wait. He clears his throat, finally bows his head, and exhales sharply.

“Father,” he croaks. “Father, we need you right now. I need you right now, Lord... because when I see my brother, I’m going to kick his ass.”

“IAN!” My eyes snap open. I yank my hand away and glare at him.  “You wanted to pray!” he argues, eyes blazing. “You know you’re acting crazy, right?!” He tilts his head, mocking me. I roll my eyes and march out of the room.
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CHAPTER EIGHT
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Ian’s Sunday morning lollygagging drives me crazy, but this morning was worse than usual. I woke up, and he was already in the shower. Good, I thought. At least he’s ahead of schedule. Then, just as I’m starting to enjoy the extra few minutes in bed, Ian emerges from the bathroom, dripping wet, scolding me for still being under the covers. Realizing the time, I jump out of bed, brush past him, and strip off my gown. I clamber into the shower, rushing through the motions. Surely, by now, he’s getting dressed. But when I step out, wrapped in a towel, I find him sprawled butt-naked across the bed, engrossed in a freaking crossword puzzle.

I throw a fit. Ian is Mr. Time Management Monday through Friday. But Fridays after five? He becomes Mr. Sloth. I’ve threatened to drive myself to church before, but my time with him and Willow is limited, especially on the weekends. It’s the only reason I grin and bear his languor. But this morning I threatened to stay home. And honestly? It would have been effortless.

I slept like crap again last night, and my migraine rose with the sun. The only reason I’m churching it today is Clay. I’m hoping he’ll show. He was released from jail late Friday evening. Eli posted his bond, reluctantly. His plan was to let Clay languish in jail to teach him a lesson, but Miriam wasn’t having it. According to Quinn, she even threatened to pawn her wedding rings to bail Clay out. I imagine the threat was prim and proper, every word over-enunciated. My mother-in-law does have a way of making a declaration sound like a proclamation.

I texted Clay yesterday, just a simple “I love you.” He texted back: “Luv u 2, sis.” Hopefully, he’s around here somewhere.

The choir is in high spirits. Their soulful harmonies greet us long before we step into the sanctuary. The rhythmic jingles of tambourines rattle in tune with the choir and band, creating a rich, full percussion. My migraine does not appreciate the loudness. As the rising pain in my head throbs in protest, I mute my phone, discreetly placing small foam earplugs in my ears. I camouflage them with my hair. I wear them more often than not during service.

We step inside the packed sanctuary, making our way down the tapered aisles toward the front. Thank God Miriam saves seats for us, otherwise, we'd be in the balcony in the nosebleed seats. I enter the pew first, Ian trailing close behind. “Excuse me,” I say, smiling as I squeeze past a not-so-happy saint. Her knees collide with mine, throwing me slightly off balance. I grab the pew for support.

She grumbles. “Sorry.” I widen my smile. With a deep sigh, she shifts her overstuffed body just enough to let me pass.

“I apologize for my wife,” Ian murmurs. His voice is low, but I hear him. “I’ve been telling her we need to get to church on time, but she just lollygags on Sunday mornings.”

My molars clamp together. I whip my head around to glare at him, but he motions for me to keep moving.

“That’s okay, baby.” The grumpy woman suddenly brightens, flashing her oversized dentures.

He’s going to hell for lying.

I finally reach Miriam, plopping down beside her as I tug the hem of my dress down toward my knees. Ian settles next to me, apologizing again to the once-unwelcoming saint. She’s beaming at him now, completely smitten. I shake my head. Ian has always had a way with elderly women.

I lean in to embrace my mother-in-law, careful to avoid her wide-brimmed church hat. The scent of amber tickles my nose. She’s the first to pull away, peering around me to greet Ian. He leans forward. “Hey, Mom.” He blows her a kiss.

“Hi, Ian.” She smiles, settling back against the pew. Then, her gaze sharpens. “Where is Wil, low?” she asks, over-articulating each syllable.

I smile inwardly. “She had a sleepover with Nina,” I tell her.

“Why are you talking so loud?” She frowns.

I point to my ear. “Oh, I see.” She nods knowingly. “Another headache, humph?”

“Yes, ma’am.” I lower my voice.

“Poor baby.” She pats my hand.

“I’m fine,” I reassure her.

Miriam De`Novo is the epitome of grace, a woman who could easily fit into the royal family. She sits poised in a delicate, gray mid-length dress; her nude pumps crossed at the ankle. Her long, silky hair cascades freely down her back, dyed a warm brown, always flawless. Next to her, I feel like a peasant. I tug at my hem.

“Is Clay here?” I scan the sanctuary. Ian looks around, too. I don’t see Eli either.

“No.” Miriam rolls her eyes, clutching her monogrammed handkerchief. The gray-stitched symbol on the cloth is barely noticeable, but her frustration isn’t.

Ian mutters something under his breath. I don’t dare ask where Eli is. Instead, I lightly touch her hand. She places her palm over mine, giving it a gentle squeeze. “This too shall pass,” she says, matter-of-factly.

At least, I think that’s what she said. I tug at my ear, adjusting the earplug.

The choir swells into a hymn, “Take It to the Lord in Prayer.”

The congregation rises, hands lifted, voices thick with worship. I sink back into the pew, eyes closed, trying to ignore the mounting pain in my head.

IAN AND HIS FAMILY started attending Lily of the Valley Worship Center shortly after moving to D.C. years ago. It used to be a small red-brick neighborhood church, home to about two hundred people. But today the curved concrete structure, with its sleek contemporary design, seats over 1,000. It looks more like a modest theater than a church.

Growing up, I only attended church briefly as a teenager. I was drawn to the music and the kind-hearted people, but my interest never went beyond that, not until I married Ian. It took some getting used to, but now, I truly enjoy it.

For me, church is therapeutic. I love the fellowship. I love worship. There’s a connectedness here, a sense of purpose, where for a few hours, I surrender myself to something greater than me. I feel at peace here. I try to ignore the dull throb in my head and focus on Pastor Price’s sermon.

His rugged voice is almost surprising for such a slender man. He commands the room, sauntering back and forth across the pulpit, animated but never fire-and-brimstone. I like that about him. He steps in front of the lectern, reading from his Bible, then he cracks a joke. The congregation laughs, but no one laughs louder than Ian. Thank God he’s in a better mood.

Pastor Price is about five minutes into his sermon when I start to drift. Miriam stirs discreetly beside me, nudging me from my peaceful daydream. If I didn’t know better, I’d swear I just fell asleep with my eyes open. Ian teases me about this all the time.

"That’s why you don’t sleep at night," he says mockingly. "You do all your sleeping during the day."

I sit up a little straighter, forcing myself to refocus on Pastor Price.

"Remember, saints," he says, closing his Bible, "when trouble arises, and it will, don’t succumb to Ichabod’s thinking. Emmanuel is always with us."

His voice lifts with conviction. "Focus on God’s promise, not the process. The process will hinder your praise and worship; it will keep you away from the Father. Can I get an Amen?"

He hums, lifting his hands, urging the congregation to stand.

“AMEN,” the congregation choruses, rising to our feet.

“Let’s bow our heads,” he says.

The pianist begins to play softly in the background. We incline our heads in prayer. I close my eyes.

“Father,” Pastor Price prays, his voice steady, filled with reverence. “We love You. You are our strength, and we put our trust in You. We know that You will never leave us, even when it feels like You have. When those days come, and they will, we will not succumb to Ichabod’s thinking. We will not limit Your power. We will not try to box You in. Father, You know when to show up. You know when to let us be us. And You know when to save us from ourselves. We will not live by what we’ve lost. Protect us from us, Lord. Everything about You is about moving forward. You are the source of our healing, the source of our faith.

In Jesus' name.

And all the people say...”

“AMEN,” the congregation choruses in unison, signaling the close of the service. The pastor descends the cascading steps of the pulpit, his voice warm with encouragement. "Greet your neighbors in love," he urges.

I slip my earplugs out and tuck them into my purse. Around us, Ian, Miriam, and I exchange pleasantries with those nearby. Ian turns to the burly saint seated beside him, embracing her warmly. She engulfs him in a bear hug, planting a firm kiss on his cheek. He’s the first to pull away, but she catches his hands, holding on a moment longer.

“You look lovely in that floral dress,” he compliments.

Her face lights up like a Cheshire cat’s grin. Ian gently withdraws, offering a polite excuse before making his way toward me. I roll my eyes and turn my back. Undeterred, he catches me from behind, wrapping me in a firm squeeze.

“Miriam, please get your son. He lied in church today.”

"Mom, does that sound like something your oldest son would do?" Ian teases, finally releasing me. With an easy stride, he moves past me to greet his mother.
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