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RENEE
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“What the hell do you mean you can’t find your birth certificate?”  

“I thought it was in my desk drawer, but when I looked a few minutes ago, it wasn’t there.”  

I took a deep breath, channeling every Bible verse and meditation app I’d ever downloaded. Patience is a virtue my ass. I’ve been flunking that class since preschool.  

“Why the hell did you wait until it’s time to leave for vacation to look for your damn birth certificate?”  

“I thought I had it,” Nadine mumbled like that was a good enough excuse.  

This right here is Exhibit A of why I don’t have too many female friends—either they’re catty or doing some dumb shit, like losing a whole-ass birth certificate the day we’re supposed to catch a flight.  

I told my sister Lisa that this wouldn’t work. Four grown women on a week-long trip to Jamaica? That’s like tossing a match in a room full of gasoline and hoping for the best.  

Now, Nadine—the one I’m on the phone with—is a known procrastinator. I’ve been telling her big titty ass for three months she needed that damn birth certificate. Hell, I even gave her step-by-step instructions to put it in her suitcase the minute she found it, so she wouldn’t be running around like a chicken with her head cut off. But here we are. I’m packed, ready to roll down to St. Louis, and she’s calling me, talking ‘bout, I can’t find it.  

“Renee, what am I gonna do?” she whined.  

“I don’t know what you’re gonna do because I told your ass!” I snapped. What she needed was a miracle, and my name sure as hell wasn’t Helen Keller.  

I glanced at the clock on my nightstand: 5:05 p.m. I rolled my eyes so hard I saw my damn thoughts. “If you’d have taken your lazy ass to look for it an hour ago, you could’ve run downtown to Vital Statistics and picked up another copy.”  

“What time do they close?”  

“They closed five minutes ago! See, that’s why I don’t fool with you,” I huffed, breathing heavily into my cell phone like it might transmit my irritation through the line. I tried to count to five, but baby, that shit wasn’t working. I had problems of my own. My ex-husband was supposed to pick up his kids at one o’clock. As usual, his tired ass was late.  

You know what? I ain’t got time for this.  

“My advice to you is to keep looking and call me back.” I punched END without a single goodbye and tossed my phone onto the bed like it had personally offended me. Nadine could figure it out. She ain’t even really my friend—she’s Lisa’s homegirl.  

I know I know...we used to enjoy banana splits together, and her crusty-ass feet used to be all in my face when she slept at the bottom of my bed. And yeah, I might’ve pinned her little ass to the mattress and farted on her a time or two—but that doesn’t mean shit. She’s Lisa’s friend, not mine. When Lisa moved to Texas, Nadine got all lonely and pitiful, so I kept her company. But let’s be clear—when the history books get written, she’s still Lisa’s homegirl.  

I shook off the thought of her raggedy ass running around her house, flipping cushions and looking in the fridge like her birth certificate might be chilling next to the milk. I had my own business to handle. I slid my suitcase out from under the bed and popped it open. All that fussing and cussing got me thinking I better make sure my passport was still good. I believe they last ten years. My second husband was in the Army, and we lived overseas...but that’s another story for another time.  

I found it tucked between my vibrator and a box of Magnum condoms. Hey, a sistah’s gotta be prepared. Ain’t no fun getting all the way to paradise and finding out the only thing they sell are those off-brand baby-sized ones. Hell no! 

Just as I thought, my passport was good for another two years. I tossed it into my purse and reached for my deodorant.  

I heard footsteps coming down the hall, and in walked my thirteen-year-old daughter, Tamara, followed by our schnauzer, Nikki, prancing in like she owned the place. “Mom, you need some help?” Tamara asked, plopping down on my bed.  

I shook my head. “No, Princess. You packed already?”  

“Yes, Mom.”  

“You got your toothbrush?”  

“Yes, Mom.”  

“Plenty of clean underwear?”  

“Mom,” she groaned, rolling her eyes, “you asked me that this morning!”  

“And I’m gonna keep asking, Miss Smart Mouth,” I shot back. I don’t know what’s wrong with kids these days. If I had talked to Mama like that, I’d be telling this story from a coma.  

Nikki jumped up on my open suitcase as if inspecting my packing skills. Spoiled-ass dog. “Get down, Nikki,” I ordered, snapping my fingers. She actually obeyed and hopped off, taking a seat next to Tamara. Had she stayed, I would have been one second away from chucking my shoe at her.  

Now, don’t get me wrong—I love my dog. We all do. Nikki’s been part of the family for almost nine years, but her ass is spoiled rotten. Ever heard of a dog that sleeps under the covers with her head on a pillow? Well, now you have.  

I turned just in time to see Tamara snatch up a size ten bikini that I had found on clearance at Walmart. She looked at it like it had personally offended her. “Mom, I hope you ain’t wearing this.”  

“Why not?” I shot back, daring her to say something slick.  

“Because your stomach is too big,” she said flatly.  

I gasped like I’d been slapped. “Little girl, I don’t know who told you to speak to me like you ain’t got no damn home training.”  

She just blinked, unbothered. “I’m just saying.”  

“Well, don’t. I’m wearing the damn bikini. Stretch marks and all. I don’t know those people, and they don’t know me.” It’s Jamaica, baby. Whatever happens there, stays there. I snatched it out of her hand and tossed it back into the suitcase.  

I did a quick inventory of my bags. Five swimsuits for five days, each with flip-flops and butt wraps to match. Sundresses, tops, shorts...and a couple of scandalous pieces just in case a sexy island brotha wanted to buy me a drink. Baby, I was packed, prepared, and ready to live my best life because this trip was about me. No kids, no husbands, no damn drama. Just sun, sand, and scandalous behavior, I’d take to the grave.  

“Princess, can you go grab my blue jean shorts out of the dryer?”  

“Okay.” She slid off the bed like she was on skates. “Come on, Nikki.” Her dog happily trotted behind her.  

Before she got too far, I called after her. “And call your daddy, too!” Lord knows his trifling ass needed all the reminders he could get.  

I’m sorry. I know I probably sound like a bitch, and maybe I am. But trust me, I’ve earned it. When you’ve got as much on your plate as I do, a little edge is part of the wardrobe. And on top of that, when I get back from Jamaica, I’ve got a decision to make. One I’ve been putting off for months. Time's up, though. That shit’s waiting for me like a bill collector.  

I was going through my suitcase for one last check when my phone rang. I looked at the screen and saw it was my girl, Kayla Sparks.  

“Whassup,” I answered, bracing myself.  

She smacked her lips like she had just sipped some unsweetened lemonade. “Girl, Nadine says she can’t find her birth certificate.”  

I let out a heavy sigh. “I know. She already called me crying about it.”  

“What’s she gonna do?”  

“I don’t know what she’s gonna do. I’ve been telling her big-titty ass for weeks that she needed it, but did she listen? No. Shit went in one ear and took the expressway right out the other.”  

Kayla let out a loud tsk. “She’s ridiculous.”  

“Tell me something I don’t already know.”  

Apparently, she didn’t have anything new to tell me because she switched topics real quick.  

“I already dropped Kenya and Asia off at my mom’s. My bags are packed, and I’m ready to go.”  

“So am I. That is, as soon as Mario’s sorry ass gets here.”  

“How much spending money you taking?” Kayla asked.  

“Not much. My car insurance was due. I got enough to cover my half of the room and buy a couple of souvenirs.”  

The line went silent as if she were holding her breath. “I thought you were paying for our rooms with your credit card,” she finally said.  

I blinked twice, then lowered myself onto the bed like my knees just gave out. “Excuse me? I reserved the rooms on my credit card. You need to pay your half when you get there.”  

Another pause. I swear I could hear the rusty gears turning in her head. “No-o-o. I thought you were paying for them, and we were gonna pay you back later.”  

“You got me fucked up!” I laughed, but I was as serious as a heart attack. “I’m not First National Bank, boo. I specifically said I would hold the rooms on my card. I never said shit about paying for them.”  

“You’re silly.” Kayla had the nerve to sound appalled.  

“No, y’all are crazy!” I spat right as my other line beeped. “Hold on,” I said, clicking over. It was my older sister, Lisa. She and her husband Michael had flown in from Texas last week and had been staying with his people.  

“Hey, you ready?” she asked, sounding way too chipper.  

“Almost. I got Kayla on the other line, but check this shit out—Nadine can’t find her birth certificate.”  

“What?” Lisa practically screeched. “Just the other day, she told me she had it.”  

“Well, apparently, it grew legs and walked the hell out of her house. That place looks like a damn episode of Hoarders: Buried Alive. I tried to help her clean it up once—brought over a paper shredder and everything. But she damn near had a panic attack just trying to throw away old Walgreens receipts.”  

“Lord, that’s ridiculous,” Lisa sighed.  

“You’re telling me. And guess what? She called right after Vital Statistics closed.”  

“If she had just looked for it yesterday, she could’ve gone down there with me.”  

“Exactly.” I shook my head. “And then Kayla over here talking about she thought I was paying for both rooms and y’all were gonna pay me back later.”  

Lisa let out a low whistle. “Damn, both my girls are trippin’.”  

“Hell yeah, they’re trippin’,” I agreed. Especially since my credit card was already damn near maxed out. If I tried to charge those rooms, I’d probably get laughed at by the machine. “You ready to roll?”  

Lisa cleared her throat, and I already knew some bullshit was coming. “Actually, I was calling because Michael wants me to spend the evening with him. We’re gonna hit up the casino tonight.”  

I sucked air between my teeth. “Bitch, please. You know you gonna end up missing that plane.”  

“No, I won’t. You know I get up early anyway.”  

“Yeah, yeah,” I shot back with attitude. My sister owns a bakery in San Antonio, so she’s always up before the birds. But that’s beside the point. We had plans, and she was changing them at the last minute for a damn man. Typical.  

“What’s wrong with you?” Lisa asked, catching my vibe.  

“I need some dick. I’ll call you back.” I clicked back over to Kayla just in time to hear her sighing into the receiver like she’d been left on hold for a week. “Ho, don’t even start. You always put me on hold, so now we even.”  

She smacked her lips. “Whatever. So, do you have the money or what?”  

Another sigh, long and dramatic. “Yeah, I just got paid. I was gonna pay my house note before we left, but I guess it can wait.”  

“It’s gonna have to. I got a check waiting for me when I get back. If you need me to spot you a few bucks, I can help you out. I don’t have it this week.”  

“Cool,” she replied, sounding relieved. I don’t mind loaning her money as long as her broke ass remembers to pay me back.  

I heard the kids fighting in the other room. “Girl, I’ll call you when I’m on my way. In the meantime, see if you can help Nadine find her damn birth certificate. Tear up the carpet if you have to.”  

I clicked off and headed down the hall, just in time to catch my sixteen-year-old son Quinton hitting his sister upside the head with a pillow. “Y’all trippin’! You know this room is off-limits.”  

“Mom, Quinton started it!” Tamara hollered, pointing as if she were on the witness stand.  

“No, I didn’t!” he shot back.  

“I don’t care who started it. Both of y’all get out of my living room. Now!” My kids know when I mean business, and they scrambled down the hall like I’d set their asses on fire.  

I fluffed the pillows back on my cream-colored Italian leather couch, my pride and joy. Took every damn dime of last year’s tax return, but it was worth it. Ain’t nobody allowed to sit on it but company. And even then, I’m watching them like a hawk.  

I checked my plants to make sure they had enough water—can’t be coming back from Jamaica to dead-ass ferns—when I heard a car roll up in my driveway, sounding like it was held together by duct tape and prayers. Peeking through taupe mini blinds, I saw my ex-husband Mario’s raggedy blue Malibu. About damn time.  

“Mom, Daddy’s here!” Tamara called from her room like he was Idris Elba pulling up in a Bentley.  

“I know,” I called back, already bracing myself. I waited until he knocked to remind him this wasn’t his house anymore, then I opened the door and hit him with my best negro-you’re-late glare.  

“Sorry, I had car trouble.” He stood there in his faded jeans and a stretched-out white T-shirt, smelling like motor oil and broken promises.  

I stepped aside, letting him in, and I’ll be damned if he didn’t stroll right over to my freshly fluffed Italian leather couch and plop his funky ass down like he owned it. 

Oh no, he didn’t.  

His eyes scanned the room, probably looking for shit to hate on. “I see you’ve been decorating.”  

“Always.”  

He stretched out, draping his arm across the back of my couch like he was lounging at the Ritz. “Yeah, I miss this house. We should still be doin’ all this together.”  

Here we go. Mario and I have been divorced for twelve long years. Still, every single time he steps foot in my house, he starts reminiscing as if we had just gotten divorced yesterday. I am not in the mood for his sad little stroll down memory lane today.  

“Hey, Dad!” Tamara came bouncing into the living room, flopped down on the couch next to him, and planted a kiss to his cheek.  

“Hey, baby girl.” He beamed at her, all proud and shit. Tamara’s a daddy’s girl through and through. She only sees him one weekend a month, but he can do no wrong in her eyes. I swear she acts like he moonwalked out of heaven itself. And the two of them are damn near twins. She had the same dark eyes, thick brows, and those long lashes that had her flirting with trouble already. Mario was fine back in the day—my little, short stack. I don’t know why I used to have a thing for short men, but I blame it on poor judgment and good sex.  

Quinton strolled in right behind her, carrying his tote bag slung over his shoulder like he was catching a flight to Paris. That boy is already six feet tall, dripping with swag, and dressed head-to-toe in designer gear. If it ain’t got a label, he ain’t wearing it, which is why his high-maintenance ass had to get a summer job. My name is not First National Bank.  

Mario glanced at his sneakers, raising his brows. “Look at them, Jordans.”  

I shrugged, not missing a beat. “We put your child support to good use.”  

Mario snorted, rubbing his hand over his face like he was weary of life itself. “Must be nice. I can only afford Wal-Mart. I ain’t got it like that.”  

Here we go, I mumbled under my breath because I already knew what was coming. Mario was about to pull out his sad violin and play the Woe Is Me symphony.  

“Shit, I ain’t got a pot to piss in or a window to throw it out of.”  

I swear, if this man isn’t the original composer of the Struggle Song. And he’s got Tamara so twisted up in it that she asked me last month if I could give him back his child support. Have these children lost their damn minds?  

Mario stood up, stretching like he’d just run a marathon. “Let’s go, kids. Renee, make sure you bring me back some of that Jamaican rum.”  

“Yeah, uh-huh.” 

I gave both my kids a hug and a kiss, made sure Mario had the hotel's number in case of an emergency and then ushered them and the dog right out the door.  

As soon as I locked up, I straightened my couch cushions again then I headed to the bathroom, took a quick shower, and got myself together. Tamara never did bring me my shorts, so I went down to the basement and pulled them out of the dryer myself. Double-checked the doors and windows to make sure everything was locked up tight, then sprinted back up the steps to grab my ringing phone.  

It was Nadine. 

“Did you find it?” I asked.

“No,” she sighed like she had the weight of the world on her shoulders. “I must have thrown it away when I cleaned my room last week.”  

I held the phone away from my ear and stared at it as if it were responsible for her stupidity. This girl ain’t cleaned her room since Beyoncé was in Destiny’s Child, and now she wants to Marie Kondo her life? I don’t buy it.  

“I don’t know what to tell you,” I said, with probably a little less sympathy than I should have. But I was tired, horny, and done with the bullshit.  

“I think I might have one at my parents’ house.”  

“In Kansas City?” I damn near screamed. That was almost a two-hour drive.  

“Yeah, I’m waiting for them to call me back. If so, I guess I’ll drive there and back tonight and leave for St. Louis in the morning.”  

“That’s fine. Lisa and Michael are spending the night at the casino. She’s getting dicked tonight, so I won’t see her until the morning, either. Just meet us at the Waffle House.” I hung up and went to my room to get dressed. Getting some dick didn’t sound like a bad idea.  

I got a hookup in St. Louis I hit up whenever I’m in town. Vince is a real kind of brotha. No fake shit. He drives a garbage truck and lives in one of those old historic homes that look like it survived the Civil War. He’s broke as hell, but I don’t want his money. Just that good dick. We met at a nightclub six months ago, and just by the way he moved his hips on the dance floor, I knew he could fuck.  

Thirty minutes later, I was rolling down the highway in my black Camry, windows down, Cardi B blasting like I had my own personal soundtrack. The warm July breeze was tossing my braids around, and for the first time in weeks, I actually felt free.  

That is until my phone rang. Unknown number. Nine times out of ten, it’s a telemarketer or a bill collector looking for Mario. But hell, I was feeling good, so I answered.  

“Hello?”  

“Is this Renee Moore?”  

I sucked my teeth. “Who’s asking?”  

“Ricky Johnson’s wife, that’s who.”  

I damn near slammed on my brakes. I gripped the wheel tighter. “Oh no, the fuck she didn’t.”  

I swear I could hear her breathing heavily, like she was about to come through the phone and snatch me. Not today, boo. I let out a laugh that probably pissed her off even more. “Uh, you got some damn nerve calling me.”  

Her voice got a little less bold. “I just wanna know why my man has been calling you.”  

“Girl, you better ask your man.”  

She got quiet real quick. I leaned back in my seat, one hand on the wheel, the other on my hip. “Look, sis, I ain’t got time for this. But let me tell you—you need to check your man, not me. I ain’t sign up to be his parole officer.”  

“He says y’all been discussing business.”

You know, one thing that burns me up is a lying-ass mothafucka. First off, I met Ricky last week at this club that ain’t no more than a juke joint. Now, I ain’t gonna lie. The brotha is fine—berry black skin, wavy hair, tall, and one helluva dresser. I didn’t waste any time getting his attention, and before the end of the night, we had exchanged numbers. Now I might not remember everything that slick mothafucka told me, but one thing I do know he told me his ass wasn’t married.

I rudely laughed in her ear. “Okay, so if he already gave you an answer, then why the hell are you calling me?”

“Because I don’t believe him.”

“Then that sounds like a personal problem.”

“No, it ain’t no problem ‘cause all I need to know is what the hell y’all were talking about; then I’m gonna beat somebody’s ass.”

I thought the shit was funny, so I started laughing again. “Bitch, you know what? First off, you must be hard up for a man because there ain’t no way in hell I would be calling some female’s number I found on my man’s caller ID, trying to find out what he’s been up to. Secondly, the only ass you’re gonna beat tonight is his. So, unless you want me to hang the fuck up, I advise you to put some respect on it.”

She then had the nerve to laugh. “Damn, girl, your ass is hard. You have to excuse me ‘cause I’m feeling some type of way right now. Me and Ricky been together ten years, so I have a lot of time invested in that man.”

“Yeah, and it’s obvious you make a habit of checking his phone.”

“Shit, I pay the damn bill.”

Stupid wench. “Girlfriend, let me school you. You need to check Ricky’s lame ass instead of wasting my damn time. ‘Cause by you calling me, all you’re doing is letting me know the dick is good. I mean, why else would you be checking his every move? Now, first off, one sistah to another, your man told me he wasn’t married. And one thing I don’t do is mess with another sistah’s husband. Secondly, the only business he and I had to discuss was me getting some dick. However, since I am in such a good mood, I’ll do you a favor and leave his ass alone. In return, do me a favor... both y’all mothafuckas lose my damn number.”

I clicked END and tossed my phone onto the seat. I was done with the bullshit. I turned the music up, rolled my window back down, and pressed my foot harder on the gas. My vacation was waiting. 

I reached for my cell phone again and called Kayla to tell her I was on my way. After a quick stop by the ATM to withdraw enough cash to last me the week—because Lord knows, a sistah can’t be stranded in Jamaica broke—I pulled up in her driveway five minutes later.  

Kayla was standing on the porch, looking like a model for Lane Bryant, with her suitcase parked in front of her feet. She had on her usual uniform: black pants and a white T-shirt. Kayla has always been a big girl with curves that could stop traffic, tall enough to be a plus-sized model, and pretty enough to make folks do a double take. Her skin was the kind of beige that made you question her family tree, and with that upturned nose, big green eyes, and a nearly blinding smile, she had always been a head-turner. If it wasn’t for her kinky hair, she could’ve passed for white.  

We met back in middle school. I was doing my thing in English class, and she was right there with me. Somehow, like oil and water, we mixed. I’m wild as hell, living life like it’s a party that never ends, while Kayla’s the one who plays by the rules, still holding tight to that Bible like it’s an accessory. I always said she was the type of woman to be married, but instead, she got two daughters by different baby daddies she has to track down like fugitives every six months just to get child support.  

“Hey, girl!” she called out, waving like we hadn’t just talked twenty minutes ago. She lugged her suitcase over to my car and shoved it into the back seat, then slid into the passenger side. I glanced over at her, noticing her ten straight-back cornrows, neat as a pin and tied off with a hair tie.  

“Your hair looks good,” I complimented, nodding in approval.  

“So does yours.” Kayla reached over and fingered one of my braids. “I can’t believe she was able to braid your hair.”  

I laughed. “I know, right? Her cousin Danita hooked me up. You still can’t go to Jamaica with a damn curling iron. That humidity will laugh in your face.”  

It’s true. I’ve always rocked one of those Halle Berry haircuts—short, sassy, and easy to manage—but I’d been growing my hair out for four months just for this trip. Danita practically had to pinch every strand to get it braided. And when I say it hurt, I’m talking about eyes-pulled-back-tight hurt. I was walking around, looking like I got a facelift for two days. But you know what? Beauty is pain, and I was willing to pay the price.  

“Where’s Lisa?” Kayla asked as I swung the car out of her driveway.  

“She’s going to the casino with Michael. We’ll catch her in the morning.”  

Kayla smacked her lips. “This is ridiculous! We were supposed to go to St. Louis and hang out at the club before leaving for Jamaica in the morning.”  

“So, what’s the problem?” I asked, even though I knew exactly what her dramatic ass was getting at.  

“There’s nobody but us. How are we gonna kick it if it’s just us?”  

I glanced over at her, side-eyeing her church-girl routine. Kayla wouldn’t have done anything but park her holy ass in the corner all night, sipping on a virgin daiquiri and quoting scriptures to every fine ass brotha that dared to step to her. She always had that I’m saving myself for Jesus vibe going on, and while I respected it, I wasn’t about to let her rain on my good time.  

“You know what?” I finally said, flicking on my signal and making a U-turn right there in the middle of the damn street.  

“What are you doing?” Kayla asked, eyes wide like she was about to clutch her pearls.  

“We are going to Tropical Liquors,” I announced. “I’m getting me a frozen Long Island Iced Tea, and you’re getting a strawberry daiquiri. Then we’re rolling out. When we get to St. Louis, I’m dropping your ass off at the hotel.”  

Kayla blinked, confusion written all over her face. “Where are you going?”  

I didn’t miss a beat. “I’m going to get me some dick.”  

Her jaw practically hit the floor. “Renee.”  

“What? You can sit up in that hotel room with your Bible and pray for me if it makes you feel better.”  

She crossed her arms and sucked her teeth. “You’re a damn mess.”  

“And you’re just mad ‘cause I’m about to get mine. Now buckle up because I’m not driving slow.”  

Kayla sighed, but she pulled the seatbelt across her chest. I knew she wasn’t gonna say much more; she never did. That’s why we work. I’m the reckless one, and she’s the safety net, ready with a scripture and a lecture when I come stumbling back from a night of sin.  

But tonight, baby, I had plans. Vince was waiting, and I planned to make this road trip worth every mile.  
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KAYLA
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Kayla barely waited for Renee to leave before she padded her way to the bathroom, her mind running laps around Leroy's plan. Finally, after almost two long years of stolen moments and whispered promises, he was going to leave Darlene. Reverend Leroy Brown, the one and only, was finally going to be hers. That thought alone had her cheeks aching from grinning so damn hard.

She slipped out of her shoes, kicked them to the side, and reached into her tote bag for her Calgon. Take me away, indeed. If there was ever a time she needed to be spirited off somewhere tropical—mentally, at least—it was now. Kayla adjusted the water temperature, watching the steam rise before she moved to the bed and reached for her phone. She typed a quick message and barely got her pajamas out of her suitcase before it rang.

“Hello?”

“I see you made it safely.” His deep baritone voice slid across the line like warm honey.

Kayla practically melted into the bed. “What happened to you this afternoon? I thought you were coming to see me before I left.”

A sigh traveled through the phone. “I couldn’t get away.”

Kayla rolled her eyes. “Leroy, I am so sick of hearing that tired excuse. When are you gonna tell her the truth?”

Silence. The kind that stretched just long enough to make her bite down on her lip before he finally spoke. “I promise to tell her before you get back from Jamaica.”

Kayla grinned, unable to help herself. Finally, she had been waiting nearly forever for this. “I miss you already.”

“I miss you too, baby. I’ll see you when you get back.”

“All right.” Kayla ended the call, still grinning like she’d just won the lottery. Reverend Leroy Brown—her very own smooth-talking, Bible-quoting chocolate fantasy—was going to be all hers.

Slipping into the hot water, she let out a sigh that seemed to come from her soul. Oh, it felt good, but she couldn’t help but think how much better it would’ve felt with a little Leroy loving before she left. Closing her eyes, she leaned back, letting the water swallow her whole as memories danced behind her eyelids.

Her friends thought she was sweet and innocent. Hell, she played the part well enough. If Renee ever found out she was the side chick in somebody’s marriage, she’d probably snatch her bald-headed. Kayla giggled at the thought, then sobered.

She never set out to fall for Reverend Brown. It just... happened.

Kayla had been a devoted member of Mt. Carmel Baptist Church for almost a decade. In that time, she had seen more pastors come and go than she cared to remember. There was Reverend Green, fresh out of seminary, who spent more time visiting single women in the congregation than he did preaching. He was gone in five months—church elders ran his player ass right up out of there.

Then came Reverend Hollis, a middle-aged man with a preacher’s collar and a strip club habit. He preached on Sunday and made it rain Monday through Saturday. The deacons turned a blind eye until he started tossing church money across the stage. Once Sister Jenkins saw her tithes tucked in a stripper’s G-string, Reverend Hollis got the boot.

By the time Reverend Leroy Brown stepped through those double doors with his skinny wife, Darlene, and their four kids, Mt. Carmel was starving for some proper preaching. And preach he did. That man could move a congregation to tears, get them up out of their seats, and fill the offering plate to the brim. Folks drove in from two towns over just to hear him speak. He was a miracle wrapped in pinstripes.

Kayla had been hooked from day one. Leroy reminded her of her granddaddy, Reverend Sparks, who led a large Baptist church. She grew up watching her granddaddy command a room, bring folks to their feet, and make grown men cry with the power of his words. At ten years old, Kayla had decided she was going to marry a preacher, just like her granddaddy.

Leroy was tall, dark as melted chocolate, and just as smooth. Kayla volunteered for every committee he mentioned just to be near him. She didn’t try to fall in love. She even tried to fight it. But it was like trying to hold back a flood with a bucket.

It all started one Wednesday after Bible study. Mrs. Brown had stayed home because their youngest had the sniffles. Kayla said goodbye to the rest of the congregation. She was halfway to her car when Asia, her four-year-old, started doing the potty dance.

“Girl, why didn’t you say something earlier?” Kayla huffed, dragging her back into the church.

Asia just shrugged. “I didn’t have to go then.”

Lord, help me, Kayla thought as she rushed her back to the ladies' room. Five minutes later, they were back out just as Reverend Brown was locking the doors.

He gave her that smooth grin that made her knees weak. “Sister Sparks, I didn’t know anyone was still here.”

Kayla chuckled nervously. “Asia had a little emergency.”

“No problem.” He reached for her hand, and for a second, she thought she saw something in his eyes. Something... hungry. But she shook it off. No way. Not Leroy.

They walked to her car, chatting about her college classes and her upcoming graduation. “I’m proud of you,” he said, his voice dropping an octave.

Her breath hitched. She hadn’t even known he knew she was taking night classes. Did that mean he’d been asking about her? She fumbled with her keys, nerves damn near making her drop them.

When they got to her car, Leroy reached out and opened the back door for Asia, then paused. “Well, Sister Sparks, I guess I’ll see you at church on Sunday.”

Kayla smiled, reaching for the handle. “Thanks, Reverend Brown.”

His hand slipped over hers. His grip was warm and strong. “Call me Leroy,” he said, his voice dropping to a whisper. “And tell me something... Am I wrong, or have you been looking at me a certain kind of way?”

Kayla’s heart damn near stopped. Her lips parted, and her eyes shot up to meet his. The corners of his mouth curled up into a smile that was all confidence and a little bit of sin. “I’ve seen the way you look at me,” he said, thumb stroking her hand in a way that made her stomach flip.

“Reverend, I—”

“Leroy,” he corrected, stepping closer. His voice was soft, husky. “I’ve tried to fight this. I’ve tried. But... I’m tired of fighting. I just want to get to know you better.”

Her mind screamed 'no,' but her body said 'Yes, Lord, yes.' His hand grazed her cheek, and before she could talk herself out of it, he kissed her—soft and tender at first, then deeper. His lips tasted like redemption, and she was too weak to resist.

Reverend Brown called her every night for a week before she finally gave in and met him for dinner at a small restaurant thirty miles away. She listened to him talk about his wife’s refusal to make love to him and the way she belittled him in front of their friends. On Sunday, Kayla saw the church's first lady in a new light. By the second week, Leroy was sending her flowers at work. One Friday night, he called and asked her to go with him the following evening to Macon, Missouri, where he was visiting a church. Without hesitation, Kayla dropped her girls off with her mother Saturday afternoon and waited for Leroy to pick her up. After waiting for almost two hours, he called to say he had finally asked his wife for a divorce, and all hell had broken loose. He went on to say he was already in Macon and was too upset to attend the Saturday evening program. However, he had checked into a Motel 6 and could use her company.

Kayla threw her suitcase in the trunk of her beat-up Cutlass Supreme and made the forty-minute drive to the hotel on the outskirts of the city. The entire time, she cursed Darlene Brown for letting a good man like Leroy slip through her fingers. Nevertheless, Kayla was thankful that she was there to pick up the pieces.

She parked around back and then walked to room 2B, knocking. Leroy peeked through a crack in the door and made sure no one was looking before he let her in. As soon as he closed the door, he pulled her into his arms and held her tight.

“Thank you for coming. I could use your strength right now.”

I should be thanking you, she thought as she returned the embrace. His heart was pounding just as hard as hers. Leroy could have chosen any woman to spend his evening with, and he had chosen her.

He pulled back, breathing hard, eyes dark with longing. Then, without warning, he leaned forward and pressed his lips to hers. Those big, juicy lips stole her breath away. His kiss was long and gentle. Without thinking, she gave into the kiss, the sweep of his tongue, the strong arms that held her.

Breaking the kiss, Leroy stared down into her eyes. “Forgive me, Lord, for what I am feeling for this lady is wrong,” he prayed while waiting for some sign of resistance.

Kayla swallowed. Seeing the tears falling from his eyes, she ignored the inner voice telling her it was wrong. It was only fitting that she be there to comfort him.

“I want to be with you, and as soon as I can, I’m going to do right by you,” he said as his hand came down to cup her left breast. The contact almost brought her to her knees. He fondled her nipple while his lips nipped at her neck.

Oh, heaven help me!

She wasn’t sure when he unbuttoned her blouse or removed her bra. All she knew was she was lying across the bed watching him slip off his pants, followed by his silk boxers. She stared down at his penis, standing proud. Her smile fell slightly before she reminded herself, 'It isn’t the size of the ship, but the motion of the ocean.'

Lying down beside her, Leroy commenced licking and sucking her in all the right places until she begged for more.

It wasn’t until he pushed inside her that Kayla thought maybe she was making a mistake. But when the words “I love you” slipped from his tongue, right or wrong no longer mattered. Only how good he made her feel.

Sitting in that bath, the water going lukewarm, Kayla whispered a prayer. “Lord, forgive me. I know what I’m doing is wrong... but it feels so right.” She squeezed her eyes shut and sank lower into the water, the memory of Leroy’s touch sending a shiver down her spine.

If loving him is wrong... then I don’t want to be right.
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“Hey, Baby.” Vince embraced me and gave me a deep, wet kiss that got my juices flowing. “I was hoping you’d come and see Big Daddy before you left.”

I pulled back to stare up at his sable-colored face. “There was no way I was going to leave without getting me some.”

“I thought all women went to Jamaica searching for the big bamboo,” he said playfully.

I hooked my fingers in his belt buckle and pulled him against me. “I got my big bamboo right here.” I reached into his pants and stroked his long, hard dick. The act made my kitty meow.

Going up to his room, we quickly removed our clothes. I lay across the bed, my legs spread, while staring over at him, glistening with baby oil. Oh, hell yeah, Vince is hung. When you got dick, you got dicked. He has never asked me to suck his thing, but he sho’ the hell knows how to lick my shit. However, tonight I wasn’t in the mood for play; I wanted to fuck, plain and simple, and Vince was just the man for the job.

“Roll yo fine ass over.”

He didn’t need to ask me twice. I rolled onto my stomach and got up on all fours. He knew how I liked it. Doggy-style. Vince slipped on a condom, then positioned himself between my legs and slid all that good dick inside me with one push. As he stroked in and out, I held onto the headboard. My pussy was so wet it was making farting noises.

“Feel good to you, baby?”

“Yes, oooh, yes!”

He slapped me hard across my ass. “I can’t hear you.”

“That shit feels so good!” I screamed. I was willing to say whatever the hell he wanted to hear as long as he didn’t stop. His shit was off the chain. Vince continued to pound while I pushed my ass back to meet his strokes. I wanted all of him inside, filling me to capacity. I could feel his balls slapping against my ass. That shit felt so damn good I reached down between my legs and stroked them.

“Damn, you’ve got some good shit!” he growled. Vince grabbed my hips and pushed all the way in, then slid out and back in again. That shit was driving me crazy, and he knew it. I screamed, not caring who heard me.

A few minutes later, he flipped me onto my back, and with my legs on his shoulders, he drove in again. He pumped fiercely until I came. Once I was satisfied, he came too.

Breathing heavily, I decided I better take a quick nap. With Vince, round one was only the beginning.
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Nadine was just walking down the stairs when she heard the horn blow. Opening the front door, she signaled to the airport limo driver that she would be right out, then moved to the kitchen, where her eighteen-year-old son was having breakfast.

“Jay, I’m leaving.”

“All right,” he murmured while chewing on a Pop-Tart. “Have a good trip.”

“I will.” She leaned over and kissed him, then reached for her purse. “Carry my bag out.”

He reached for her large suitcase in the hall and rolled it outside.

Nadine took one more look around to ensure she hadn’t forgotten anything. This would be her first trip since her divorce. She had been so busy working and going to school that there hadn’t been much time for anything else. She deserved this trip, she told herself, even though she kept thinking that she could have spent the money on new carpeting for her house. But at thirty-eight, she needed this. In the last six months, the only excitement she’d had in her life was when she had time to watch television.

She was short, ten pounds overweight, and disgusted with her life. She vowed that after passing the bar, she would make a significant change in her life. She just wasn’t sure yet what it was going to be.

What about Jordan?

Nadine shook her head and reached for her purse. She wasn’t ready to think about that, at least not until she got back from Jamaica. However, despite her best intentions, she felt a tightness in her chest just thinking about the two of them lying in each other’s arms. Of all the men she’d met in her lifetime, why did she have to fall in love with Jordan?

The two of them couldn't be together. Her friends and family would never understand. They would judge her and talk about her behind her back. She shook her head. No, Columbia was too small. Rumors could destroy a person. She had seen it happen before. Nope. Their relationship was over. She would have to find a way to move on. She hoped five days of baking in the hot sun would be a good start. With Renee running around bitching and talking shit, she didn’t have to worry about being bored. Nope. The trip was the perfect time for her to move on with her life. She was confident that by the time she left that island, Jordan would be the furthest thing from her mind.

Nadine swung her purse strap over her shoulder and moved toward the door with renewed determination. Yep. Even if she had to screw every man on the island, she was determined to get Jordan out of her system once and for all.
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Michael Miller hugged his wife a second time before they pulled apart. “You sure you’re up to this?” he asked.

Lisa looked up at him, touched by his warm heart and genuine concern. He was a wonderful man. She couldn’t have picked a better husband. 

“I’m fine,” she reassured him. “Really, I am. I have my medicine.”

He didn’t look convinced. “I just wish you could have done this here.”

“I know. But you know as well as I do Renee is going to go off and be ready to kick my ass, so I might as well break the news to her where she has nowhere else to go with our friends around.”

He nodded knowingly. They had been rehearsing this exact scenario for several months, and no matter how or where it was done, she knew that no way would be easy.

“I love you,” he told her.

“I know. I love you, too.” Lisa’s eyes clouded with tears, and if he didn’t leave soon, she would be a nervous wreck. “Be good.”

Michael winked. “You know I will.”

Yes, she had trained him well. He was a good husband and provider. What was he going to do if she didn’t pull through the surgery? She hated the thought of him being alone. Her one disappointment was that she had never given him a child. If there were still a chance that she could conceive, she would. But now it was too late.

Biting her bottom lip, she gave him one final hug and moved away. She then stood on the steps of the Waffle House as he pulled out of the lot and waved.

Glancing through the window, she found Kayla and Renee already inside. They waved, and she waved back. Wiping her eyes, she moved toward the door.

It had been her idea for the trip to Jamaica. What had started as just her and Renee later included Kayla and Nadine. They had known one another for years. She loved them all. They were her family. Which was why she thought a trip was the best way to break the news. Her life was about to change.
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I looked up the second my sister stepped through the door, rolling her suitcase beside her. “About time! Girl, I thought you were gonna miss the plane and have me dragging your bags through customs like a damn fool.”

Lisa gave Kayla a quick hug before plopping down on the bench beside her, all dramatic-like. “Puh-leeze. You know Michael had to get him some before he would let me out of bed this morning.”

Kayla and I both snorted. “I know that’s right,” I mumbled under my breath, thinking about Vince and the Olympic performance he put on last night. Baby, he rocked my world until the sun came up, then had the nerve to carry me out onto the balcony for an encore. I swear I saw that nosy-ass, Mrs. Byrd, next door peeking through her blinds, probably clutching her pearls. Shit, I didn’t care. If she got her rocks off in the process, I’m happy to have been of service.

Lisa flipped open the menu as if she were deciding on stocks and bonds. “Where’s Nadine?”

I looked over at Kayla, who was already dropping her head, shoulders shaking with laughter.

“Girl, I’m not even gonna go there,” I said, waving my hand like I was shooing off bad energy. “Let’s just say that chick better have that birth certificate, or she’s gonna be one sad-ass puppy watching us wave at her from first class.”

Lisa’s eyes widened. “She better. She’s my roommate, and I’ll be damned if I’m paying for a room by myself. Hell, I’m already on a budget. One more expense, and I’m gonna have to be out here selling Girl Scout cookies just to pay for this trip.”

“Hmm.” I took a sip of my coffee and studied her face. Last week was the first time I’d seen Lisa since spring break when the kids and I visited her and Michael. One thing I noticed right off the bat—she looked tired. Not regular tired. I’m talking dragged through hell with no shoes on tired. Dark circles were shadowed under her chestnut eyes, and I knew she’d been pulling long hours at that bakery of hers. When I asked her about it, she brushed me off like I was talking about the weather. Typical Lisa.

Lisa and I looked like sisters, no denying that. She’s the color of dark toast and a few pounds thicker than me, rocking curves like she invented them. Her hair is cut so low she could be India.Arie’s stunt double. The first time I saw her with that fresh chop, I about lost my mind. I swore she looked like a bald-headed boy and asked her what in the hell she was thinking. She just shrugged and said she was tired of all that hair and wanted to try something new. After a while, it grew on me. I had to admit, not everybody has the right-shaped head to pull off that look. My sister, though? She rocks it. Unlike this dude, I used to date. He shaved his head, trying to look like Michael Jordan, but with all those dents and bumps, he looked more like a poorly carved pumpkin.

The waitress came over with my coffee, setting it down like she had a vendetta against mugs. Lisa ordered a cup, too, then glanced at her watch, tapping it like it had stopped working. “What time is Nadine supposed to be here?”

Kayla just shrugged, picking at her nails like she wasn’t about to miss an international flight. I, on the other hand, always have something to say.

“Girl, I don’t know why you even invited that crazy-ass girl. She’s gonna miss the plane, I promise you. I can see it now... her running down the tarmac in those busted flip-flops, screaming for them to hold the door.”

Lisa rolled her eyes so hard that I thought she might sprain something. “Hooker, that’s your friend, too. Don’t even try to play.”

Kayla chuckled behind her hand.

“Whatever,” I mumbled into my coffee cup, not even bothering to look up.

Now, my sister is quick to jump to Nadine's defense. Always has been. I swear, you would think Nadine was her damn child the way she’s always coddling her. Like, I don’t know if Lisa’s noticed, but Nadine is grown. Like paid her own bills and got her own mortgage grown. She don’t need my sister fighting her battles but try telling that to Lisa.

Back in high school, every time Nadine ran her mouth too much—and trust me, that was a regular thing—somebody was ready to snatch her little five-foot-nothing self up. And who was always there, standing in the gap like she was in the Secret Service? Lisa. Yep, right there with her hands on her hips, talking about, “You gotta go through me first.” And everybody knew if you went through Lisa, you damn sure had to deal with me. Shit, you better ask somebody. I may be three years younger, but I ain’t never been one to back down.

I looked over at the door, still half-expecting to see Nadine stumbling in with her hair flying and a random shoe missing. “If she doesn’t get her ass here soon, we’re going to be FaceTiming her from the beach.”

Kayla laughed, leaning back in her chair. “And you know she’ll be mad as hell. Talking about, ‘Y’all wrong for leaving me!’”

“Girl, bye. Ain’t nobody got time for her foolishness,” I said, draining the last of my coffee. “She better bring her ass on before we send her a postcard.”

Lisa shook her head, half-laughing, half-serious. “Y’all know y’all wrong.”

“Yeah, well, she got about ten more minutes to get right, or she’ll be praying with the pastor at church on Sunday instead of sipping rum punch in Jamaica with us.”

We all laughed, even though we knew I wasn’t playing. Nadine had one more time to pull this last-minute shit. 

As soon as Kayla’s head popped up, I followed her gaze out the window. “Here she comes now,” she announced, just as cheerful as you please.

I squinted, catching sight of Nadine climbing out of that airport shuttle like she was stepping off the set of Little House on the Prairie. I blinked twice, just to make sure I wasn’t seeing things. “What in the Sam Hill does she have on?” I asked, my voice dripping with judgment.

Lisa just shrugged and reached for her coffee like she was used to the nonsense. “You know Nadine only has two wardrobes—work and church.”

I arched a brow and took a slow sip of my coffee. “And which one is that?” I asked, nodding toward the long winter-white dress buttoned all the way up to her throat, complete with sheer sleeves that looked like they belonged to a church choir. “Easter Sunday or Praise Team practice?”

Lisa shot me a look, one of those big sister, don’t start no shit today looks. “Nae-Nae, promise me you’re gonna be nice,” she warned.

I snorted, nearly choking on my coffee. “I’ll try. But you know damn well she makes it hard.”

Lisa just sighed and gave me that tired look, the same one she used to give me back in high school when I roasted her friends just for fun. I swear she planned to spend the entire trip playing referee, and I ain’t even touched down in Jamaica yet. “I’m just saying, I’m on vacation,” I grumbled, crossing my legs and taking another sip. “Can a sistah enjoy herself?”

“Renee!” Nadine’s voice cut through my pity party, loud and cheerful.

I glanced up. “What?”

“What the hell you thinking about?” she asked as she plopped her behind into the seat next to me, her white dress practically blinding me in the process.

“None of your damn business,” I shot back, half-smiling because I knew she wasn’t gonna leave it alone.

“She spent the night with Vince,” Kayla snitched, sipping her coffee like it was tea, and she was spilling it.

Lisa’s eyebrows shot up. “And you were just talking about me getting some?”

“And?” I lifted my chin defiantly. “Shit, Big Daddy was on point last night. I needed something to tide me over for a few days.”

“Girl, please,” Nadine cackled, leaning back in her chair. “We all know your ass is going on a dick hunt the minute we touch down in Jamaica.”

I side-eyed her. “Bitch, don’t hate ‘cause your shit has shriveled up and died.”

Nadine clutched her chest dramatically. “Nah, I just ain’t ho’ing like you.” She said it with a smile, but I could tell she meant it.

My eyes narrowed. “Fuck you.”

Lisa cleared her throat loudly and glanced at the elderly couple sitting to our right, who were staring at us like we had horns growing out of our heads. She leaned in, whispering through clenched teeth, “Can we all just get along?”

I sucked my teeth. “That’s your girl talking crazy, looking like she just left the church bake sale in that Grandma Moses dress.”

Nadine laughed and gave me a playful nudge.

And there she goes—touching me. That’s the thing with Nadine. She always got to be in your space. Slapping your arm, nudging your shoulder, grabbing your hand. I swear, she must’ve been a kindergarten teacher in her past life because she’s always up in somebody’s personal bubble.

“Lisa, get your friend before I hurt her,” I snapped, snatching my arm away.

“Girl, you know you love me,” Nadine said, reaching over and slapping my hand again.

I glared at her. “Why you always gotta touch me?”

She just grinned, that goofy smile spreading across her face. I could see she was trying to be all friendly and shit. I know I’m a handful, but that’s just who I am. People always take my words to heart. I’m just me. But Lisa always says Nadine is sensitive, so I guess I’ll try to play nice... try being the operative word.

I crossed my arms. “So, did you get your birth certificate?”

Nadine’s eyes lit up like she’d just won the lottery. “Sure did!” She fished around in that oversized purse of hers and pulled it out, practically waving it in my face.

I unfolded it, my eyes skimming over the paper for all three seconds before I looked up and asked, “What the hell is this?”

Nadine blinked at me like I was speaking another language. “My hospital birth certificate.”

I damn near choked. “Look at this mess.” I held it up like it was contaminated and passed it around for the others to see.

Lisa squinted at it. “Nadine... what is this?”

I watched as my sister tried to keep a straight face. I knew what she was thinking: that room cost money, and she wasn’t about to pay for it alone. Otherwise, she probably wouldn’t care. Nah, scratch that. She still would have cared because that’s just Lisa’s big-hearted ass.

I shook my head and snorted. “Girl, do you even know what this is? That’s the paper the nurse scribbles on when you’re born. It ain’t even official. It’s basically a damn souvenir.”

Nadine folded her arms like she was challenging me. “I called your Aunt Lori last night, and she said it was fine.”

Now, I know she lying. Ain’t no way Aunt Lori told her that mess was good enough. My aunt is the one who booked this whole trip. She’s been on our asses from day one to make sure we had our passports or real-ass birth certificates. That sheet of paper in Nadine’s hand was neither.

“Girl, you would’ve been better off bringing an expired passport.”

Nadine’s eyes lit up again. “I did!” She fished in her purse again and pulled it out. “See?”

I snatched it from her hand. “Then do yourself a favor and give them that because if you hand them that crusty-ass piece of paper, they’re gonna laugh you right out of customs.”

The waitress came back, pen poised over her pad. “Y’all ready to order?”

I rubbed my hands together. “Let’s hurry up and eat. We’re gonna need all the extra time we can get to clean up this hot mess before the flight.”

I love the Waffle House. Ain’t nothing better than a pecan waffle hot off the griddle. Well... maybe some dick, but I’ve already had three servings of that.

Two hours later, I parked my car in long-term parking. We dragged our bags out and waited for the shuttle. The plane was set to leave at nine, and it wasn’t even seven yet, but the humidity was already thick as molasses.

The shuttle pulled up, and we lined up, ready to get this show on the road.

“Let me get that for you,” the driver said, hopping off the shuttle with a grin that was missing about four teeth.

“Thank you,” I replied, smiling back. I could feel him watching my ass as I climbed on board, and I wasn’t even mad about it. Let him look.

The rest of them followed me on, but the second Nadine sat down next to me, she let out a burp that smelled like expired cabbage.

“Damn, girl! What crawled in you and died?” I waved my hand in front of my nose like I was swatting flies. “We can’t take you nowhere.”

Nadine giggled and burped again. “Sorry, I think I ate too much.”

“Don’t be farting,” I warned, side-eyeing her hard.

Kayla threw her hands up like she was catching the Holy Ghost. “Lord have mercy! Last week, Nadine farted the whole way to the mall. I almost threw her ass out the window.”

I rolled my eyes. “Well, she can’t help it. Nadine just stank.”

Nadine flipped me off, and I burst out laughing.

Some things never change. But for better or worse, that girl is my ride-or-die... even if she is riding with that dusty-ass birth certificate.
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NADINE
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“Do you have any other forms of ID?” the agent asked, handing Nadine back that pitiful piece of paper she dared to call a birth certificate.

Nadine took a deep breath, already bracing herself for the I told you so that was about to fly out of Renee’s mouth. She fished around in her purse like she was searching for the meaning of life. 

Finally, she pulled out a crumpled little booklet and handed it over with a hopeful smile. “I have an expired passport.”

The blonde agent gave it a quick glance and nodded. “This will do. You’re gonna have to wait a few minutes while I type up some paperwork for you to sign.”

Nadine exhaled like she just dodged a bullet and sank into one of those hard plastic airport chairs. Her eyes watched the agent’s fingers fly across the keyboard, typing with the kind of speed that said she’d been doing this for a minute.

Typing had never been Nadine's strong suit. Hell, anything that required more than two fingers was a challenge. When she was married to Arthur, she didn’t have to do any of that. If she needed anything done, she’d just ask his secretary, Carla. Sweet, helpful, Carla.
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