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Disclaimer

This is a work of fiction. The names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the writer's imagination and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to persons, living or dead, actual events, organizations, or locales is entirely coincidental.
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​Chapter 1- Discovery
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MAURA REACHED TO PUT her key in the lock, but a sliver of light between the door and jamb stopped her. She turned and looked at Sidney’s BMW parked next to her Audi.

“I’ve told that man a million times to lock this door,” Maura said to herself as she pushed the door open. Sidney’s briefcase sat where he normally parked it on the bottom of the stairs. Maura didn’t know why her husband, that—“Everything has a place”—man decided that spot in their three thousand square foot condo was the best place for his attaché. Goodness knows they had enough closets. She had nearly broken her neck tripping over the thing a few days after moving into their new digs. She gradually learned to avoid that side of the stairs. Maura threw her briefcase on the couch and started to call out to Sidney, but changed her mind. He was probably playing WarZone or some silly game on the computer anyway and wouldn’t answer. She went to the kitchen for a drink of water, paying no attention to the half-full glass sitting on the counter. As the water from the refrigerator splattered into her glass, she thought she heard someone moan. Maura stopped and cocked her head. The Kenmore hissed, gurgled, and dropped an ice cube into its bin. She sighed and continued filling her glass.

“This is what he gets for picking out a fridge without me,” Maura thought. “This thing isn’t a year old and already dying.” She opened the door to check the ice making mechanism but closed it right back. “Sidney’s problem.” Maura took a sip of water and glanced at the mail lying on the kitchen table. While flipping through the assortment of bills, letters from their college alumni, and Sidney’s antique catalogs; Maura heard what sounded like a cry. She turned and looked at the silent refrigerator and the iPod clock radio on the counter. The little green light was off indicating the alarm wasn’t playing tricks. She glanced at the ceiling. Her and Sidney’s bedroom was across the hall from the spare room above.

Maura stood at the base of the stairs looking up. By now she had heard four long gasps and someone groaning. She looked at her watch. It was only four p.m. Sidney always went into work early to study the computer-generated reports of BGX’s overnight refinery activity. He then prepared his analyses and projections for his boss to present to the CEO. He spent the rest of his day reading and analyzing capacity reports and surfing the net. Sidney wasn’t a corporate wonk like Maura and believed an eight-hour day was enough. He was always home early unless he went to the gym. Maura usually stayed late to work. She was part of the herd of CPA’s employed by ENCO Oil but did her best to stand out. 

Maura fretted. Perhaps she should have told Sidney she was getting off early. “But why?”  She had no reason to warn her husband of her coming and going. Arriving home early should be a pleasant surprise or no surprise at all. Maura stared at the bedroom door. Perhaps Sidney was taking care of some of his man business. She had peeped at him once through the cracked bathroom door, in the wee hours of the night when she was supposed to be asleep. She watched his seed spitting into the toilet and remembered being thankful he was taking care of that “nonsense” himself and not bothering her.

Instead of calling Sidney’s name, Maura decided to go upstairs. She got halfway, and an unfamiliar voice stopped her. She looked over her shoulder as if the sound might have come from an intruder following behind. But there was no one. Suddenly a crescendo of sounds as if the volume had been turned up on the television, filled the upstairs hall. Someone yelled, “Bitch!” A hand slapped against flesh. More sighs and moans flowed down the stairs to where Maura stood by a picture of butterflies. She tried to identify the voice. It was boomier than Sidney’s. Guttural was the word for it. The tongue might have been attached to a street corner in Houston’s Fifth Ward where she had grown up after her Mother died. The tenor note sigh belonged to Sidney, her Harlem born mama’s boy husband of three years. 

Maura wondered if she imagined things. Soon she was at the top of the stairs, standing by the Montage of Bees Buzzing Through Sunflowers. This was Sidney’s favorite painting. Splashes of yellow and black paint burst from the large canvas. Maura flinched as if the bees in the frame were alive. An African fertility sculpture of jutting breasts and moon face stood on a pedestal next to the painting. Sidney cooed from to time. The hall floor was dark on one side and a sliver of white light hitting the wall, let Maura know that the bedroom door was semi-opened—more evidence of Sidney’s peculiar quirk of leaving things unfinished. She had thought this was so odd for a man with a fetish for neatness. In the first two years of their marriage, she had gone around slamming all of the doors while he scolded her for leaving dirty dishes in the sink.

Perhaps Sidney was in the spare room they used as an office/computer room viewing porn. Maura knew Sidney watched porn. She knew this by the way he glanced at her sheepishly after shutting off his laptop whenever she walked into the room. But her eyes were quick, and she always caught a glimpse of someone’s legs or a mouth wrapped around a cock. She didn’t care enough to go through his computer and dig up the sites he had visited. Porn was something men did, Maura reasoned. ENCO Oil had fired a few guys for having porn on their workstation computers. She started to head back downstairs and let Sidney have his moment with himself, but thought about the glass on the counter. Sidney never left anything lying around. He always put a dish either in the cupboard or the dishwasher. She took a few more steps toward the bedroom.

A dusty haze from the sun beaming through the skylight dimmed the hall. Maura listened to the moans singing in her ears. Her breathing slowed. For some odd reason, she didn’t feel the need to rush through the bedroom door. Other women might have armed themselves with the African Fertility Sculpture, thrown open the door in a jealous rage with the intent to murder, but not Maura. In fact, she had never felt anything urgent toward Sidney. During their year of courtship and three years of marriage, they seemed meant-to-be as if they had been pals for life. They had no fires and meltdowns of passion that plague many couples. She never considered the possibility of another woman entering their lives. Her husband didn’t look at women while he and Maura were out and about. But he did watch porn, Maura thought. As she mulled over that quirk in Sidney’s character, it occurred to her that indeed something fishy might be going on in their bedroom. Still, she held back and pushed open the door enough to stick her head and shoulders in like a cat peering through.

The first thing Maura saw was Sidney’s feet in the air as if he was swinging high on a playground swing. She noticed how clean and pink his soles looked—like child’s feet. She looked past the foot, past the ankle, down his tan calf, and past her husband’s knee shaped like a red potato. Her eyes suddenly shifted to the mirror hanging above the dresser. She couldn’t look directly at the ass pinned between her husband’s knees. It seemed rude to stare at the gash in the middle of the black buttocks, as much as it was impolite to stare at a one-eyed stranger in a store. Her eyes drifted to the yellow spread rumpled by the men’s bodies. She hated that cover, but endured sleeping under it, because yellow was Sidney’s favorite color. She could only bring herself to watch the scene in the mirror as if the action was happening in the distance. 

The man shouted a chorus of, “Bitches, Motherfuckers, and yeah babies,” with every motion of his body while Sidney murmured and whined underneath him. The space between the bed and the dresser was littered with a pair of Khaki pants, a dark blue button-down polo, and black thick-soled work shoes. A pair of red striped boxers hung over the bed’s footboard. Sidney’s suit lay across the wingback chair with his tie thrown across his coat like a red exclamation mark. One Oxford shoe rested on its side underneath the chair. Sidney’s dark socks and white boxers lay in heap next to the other shoe near the bed. The room’s messiness was almost as shocking to Maura as the action on the bed. She couldn’t remember Sidney ever being as impulsive and careless with her.

“Yeah, nigga, fuck this ass.” Maura, shocked by Sidney’s crude remark watched the man thrust deeper into her husband. His walnut sized balls slammed against Sidney’s ass while his penis appeared to be splitting her man in half. Sidney’s dick seemed to have been cut off. Or did it ever exist at all, Maura wondered. At that moment, she couldn’t remember its shape or how big it was.

The raw naked sex disgusted Maura, but she could not stop looking. Her Grandmother had been old-fashioned and had taught her and her sister that good church going girls didn’t look at pictures of naked folk and only did what was the most necessary of things to their intimate body parts and did them quickly. But all of her Grandmother’s admonishments were swept away and Maura couldn’t stop looking at the man’s ass flaring open and winking at her like a one-eyed Cyclops. She stifled the urge to run to the bathroom to vomit, and stood as still as a statue in a park. The man’s cock slipped out of Sidney and allowed Maura a glimpse of the wet curved shaft before he plunged in deeper. Maura watched Sidney seize the man’s back and pull him closer.

At first, she thought the broad shoulders and back were scarred until she discerned an array of angel wing tattoos. The wings covered the man from shoulder to hipbone. But Maura’s mind wasn’t on angels. She knew from images she had seen in her Grandmother’s bible that the devil had wings and he spread darkness all over the earth. She felt that darkness hovering nearby. For a second she thought she would faint. Her face flushed warm and the back of her knees tingled. She pressed her fingers against the doorframe to steady herself. Chinese lettering twined around the man’s forearms like razor wire twisted over fence posts. His hair was parted in two large braids that ended at the nape of his neck. Maura balled her hands into tight fists to anchor herself at the doorway, to keep from running into the room to caress and play in the black furrows spilling towards the man’s smooth neck.

When the two men shifted and Sidney got on top, Maura ducked her head and closed the door. The man’s grunts and Sidney’s cooing echoed in the hall. She perspired under the sun beaming through the skylight. She wished she had pulled off her jacket or her panties. Her panties? Maura wasn’t sure what gave rise to that latter notion and blanked it out of her mind. The room quieted and she started to push the door open. However, as soon as she touched the knob, the bed began squeaking. Unnerved, she tipped down stairs and stood in the middle of her living room under the ceiling fan as if she was a guest waiting to be offered a seat. Her mind echoed the abstract painting hanging over the unused fireplace. Yellow and black lines drawn with coarse brush strokes zigzagged all over the canvas. The piece was titled Miasma. Anger, disgust, and betrayal—all of the expected emotions surfaced in her head. Maura felt hot and turned up the fan. However, she realized it wasn’t the temperature in the house making her sweat. Removing her jacket did little to stop the warmth inside her belly. In fact the breeze irritated her more, blowing through her thin blouse caressing her breasts. Maura folded her arms across her belly and held herself against the troubling thoughts teasing her. She felt as dirty and disgusting as the scene she had just witnessed. And yet she had to fight the urge to strip off her clothes and run upstairs. Her head ached.

In a moment, Sidney and the man trotted down the stairs. Maura panicked as if she was about to be discovered in a stranger’s house. However, there was no place for her to run, nothing to hide under, and no closet to squeeze into. She sat down on the sofa as if the sofa could fold her into its soft leather cushions and make her invisible. Neither Sidney, nor his company noticed her as they passed the living room. The man’s khakis hung low on his hips. He smacked Sidney’s ass with his belt before he threaded it through his trousers. His blue work polo clung to his lean body. The thick sole shoes were untied and loose on his feet. Sidney’s jeans had slipped just below his waist and his white t-shirt barely covered the waistband of his boxers. He wore his favorite sandals. Maura heard the front door open and slam. In a moment Sidney stood in their living room’s archway staring at her as if she was indeed an intruder. His mouth opened and closed like a fresh–caught fish tossed in a boat. He could tell by the look on her face, that it was useless to say anything. He had been caught. The man appeared over Sidney’s shoulder. He and Maura locked eyes before he turned and bolted out the door. Maura looked at Sidney with his head down and off to the side as if waiting for the potted fern nearby to tell him what to say or do.

“Your friend is waiting outside,” Maura said softly.

“Maura, I ...” 

She shook her head and cut him off. He turned and stalked out the door. His car started and idled in the driveway. In a moment the tires of his BMW squealed as Sidney sped down the street.

Maura got up and stood at the base of the stairs. She looked toward their bedroom and wondered where she would sleep that night.
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​Chapter 2 – First Meeting
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SIDNEY FIRST LAID EYES on Easy when he and a posse of Junior Accountants were sent to the mailroom with carts of BGX’s Annual Reports To Shareholders. The company assigned oversight for the mailing to the CFO who of course passed along such tasks to the lowest level of Accountants—the new hires.

“So who in charge of these reports,” Easy asked staring at Sidney.

“They’re expensed to the CFO’s office,” A white junior accountant spoke up.

“I know all of that. I want to know who’s in charge.” Easy looked straight at Sidney. Sidney smiled and looked away. His heart beat fast, and he perspired under his arms. The touched the counter to steady himself. Easy pushed the requisition forms toward Sidney. As Sidney retrieved the papers, he brushed Easy’s hand. Sidney’s co-worker snatched the papers and started filling them out. Sidney blushed. Easy snorted, grabbed his crotch, and went back to sorting mail. Sidney, to keep from feeling “punked” grabbed the requisition and signed his name along with his office extension. He felt Easy’s eyes boring into his back as he stood waiting for the basement elevator. He dared not turn around. 

In six months Sidney received a promotion and had little to do with the mailroom. However, he couldn’t forget the brown eyes that had stared and searched his eyes. He knew those sultry pools spelled trouble for a Junior Accountant with a new wife, so he was happy to stay away from the mailroom as much as possible. No one from the mailroom dialed his extension. Yet, those eyes disturbed his sleep, and he’d wake up hot and sticky.

“A young man’s mind is a cesspool,” Sidney’s college advisor had said to him, when Sidney worried over the prospect of being gay, sought the man’s advice. “A good job, marriage, and children sets him right,” the counselor offered before moving on to Sidney’s transcripts.

For a while, Maura kept away the devil that had chased him into bookstores and dark alleys when he was in college. She was nice to lie next to and snuggle like a teddy bear at night. His mother was happy he had found a woman. Sidney assumed he had buried the memories of his nights of drunken play with his college roommate—the touching and daring each other to suck one another’s cock. However, it didn’t take Lucifer long to wash away Sidney’s amnesia. Boredom is not a sharp butcher’s knife making you leap out of your chair. It’s a dull penknife that scratches until you stand up looking for something to do. Maura’s novelty wore out. His work at BGX Oil became routine. The company’s costly investment in computers did much of his analysis. All that was left for him to do was input data and tweak numbers. He didn’t feel compelled as Maura did to get his CPA. 

Sidney’s eyes lingered on men at bus stops and in the mall. He joined BGX’s gym and began making up excuses to go the mailroom, but the man with the brown eyes and braids was always out. In his dreams, he was groped and fondled and ran naked through crowds. He’d spring awake and stare at Maura who slumbered unaware of her husband’s demons. While sitting on the toilet, he relieved the tension in his loins with a Men’s Fitness magazine and his right hand. Still, he was troubled.

WarZone gave a good excuse for Sidney to have something to do late at night on the computer. It kept him out of bed and, it provided cover for watching porn. He dived into the game, and three hundred playing hours later, he rose to platoon leader. After another thousand hours of play, he became a captain. As captain, he could assign recon missions and destroy entire villages. But he also had to avoid enemy and friendly fire from his own men. The endeavors were full of treachery, and one false move could eat up the millions of points that it had taken weeks to accumulate. The game also provided chat rooms for the gamers to chill after intense play. Sometimes they exchanged porn. The Brothers, a black chat room, swapped interracial and bisexual porn. Sidney spent hours watching threesomes involving two men and one woman.  Instead of satisfying his yearnings, his itch flared. Yet he loathed the idea of going back to bookstores and clandestine tearooms.

****
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THE TWELFTH FLOOR HAD been left unfinished and forgotten when BGX built its forty-story tower downtown. The floor was used leftover chairs, desks, sheets of chalky drywall, unused cubicle units, engraved award plaques—left behind by those retired or fired, and boxes of yellowish papers too important to be tossed and not critical enough for the company’s vaulted archives. It was so quiet you could hear dust settling and contained no cameras nor required security card access. You simply pressed “twelve” on the elevator pad and arrived unannounced. No one had bothered to put dividers between the urinals or latches on the doors to the stalls. The row of toilets stood out from the walls like porcelain jaws. A quiet restroom provides a place to shit in peace, and keep your vulnerability hidden from others. However, some men desire nakedness and the restroom can be perfect place for adult men to practice “juvenile silliness” as one BGX executive put it when someone complained. The twelfth floor restroom was the place to let off steam. The men knew this and those most loyal never exposed its secrets. They’d rise from their chair as if a voice spoke to them and announce offhand they were going to run an “errand.” A half-hour later, they returned to their desk, avoiding eye contact as if they had committed a crime.

Sidney had been up to the fortieth floor for the weekly afternoon huddle with the CFO and other Accountants. When the bull session ended, he was almost dancing to get to a restroom. Despite all of that “we value your contribution” crap Sidney didn’t feel valued enough to head into the marbled executive restroom where the toilet seats were heated and flushed quietly as you did your business, leaving an aroma of lemon grass. He held his water as best he could and thought he might make it to the fourth floor toilets near his cubicle. But his throbbing bladder told him he wouldn’t and he pressed the twelfth floor elevator button just in time. The elevator stopped and he rushed toward the restroom unzipping his pants as he entered the door. His piss was long and loud. He focused on his own business for a moment until he became aware of a shadow next to him. He saw the blue shirt before he saw the brown eyes staring at him. 

“Damn man,” Easy said. “You pissing like a horse.”

Sidney was silent as the last drops of piss dribbled out. He stared straight ahead without tucking in, letting his meat hang free. Easy sighed as if irritated by Sidney’s silence.

“You’re built like one,” Sidney replied watching Easy shake.

“Yeah. I bet you like riding it one day.”

“Yeah,” Sidney answered as he reached over and stroked Easy’s dick. In a moment he was on his knees.
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​Chapter 3 - Troubled
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A WEEK PASSED AND MAURA wasn’t sure what to call the event she had witnessed between Sidney and the stranger. “Was it adultery,” she wondered. Had it been another woman the answer would have been simple. Maura looked around as if someone might answer her question. The office hummed with ENCO’s business, oblivious to her puzzle. She tried to focus. However, numbers on her spreadsheet ran together in a blue blur. She had made an accounting mistake because she couldn’t read her figures and plugged the wrong numbers into an equation. Lucky for Maura, the error was caught by a fellow co-worker and not her boss. Images of Sidney’s feet appeared on the screen right in the middle of her work. As she ate lunch with her colleagues, she’d stop in mid sentence, blinded by the image of the man between her husband’s legs. In the glass window in front of her cubicle, the whole scene replayed again and again as she looked out into the blue sky. In the microwave’s Plexiglas, Sidney’s potato shaped knees rotated on the oven’s turnstile.

“Earth to moon base Maura,” her supervisor chided the daydreaming Maura.

She wondered why she had never thought about Sidney—never had a moment when she looked up and saw him striding naked across her daydream. She had no musings of his penis, shared no salacious tidbits about its size or shape like some of the young women who gossiped about such details in the office. Sidney’s penis seemed of little consequence. She thought of worms if she thought of anything at all. 

****

[image: ]


“YOU TWO TOGETHER SPELL success,” her college mentor whispered in Maura’s ear as she nodded toward tall, thin tan, black male nearly blending with his white peers at the CPA’s of The Future Conference held at her school. Maura looked at Sidney and shrugged. He was the only young black male at the conference, and they shared the same skin tone. She imagined him driving a BMW, but that’s all she imagined. However, when her mentor nudged, Maura went over and said hello. Sidney smiled through his braces and held out his hand. 

“Sidney Turner, Rice University.” 

Maura’s hand slipped through his long fingers. She felt awkward as if her grandmother was staring at her from across the room. She glanced at him.

“Oh! Maura Green, Houston Baptist.”

They scanned the room avoiding eye contact.

“You come here often?” Sidney asked as they watched the sea of dark suits swimming around the room. When she didn’t answer, he cleared his throat. Maura looked at him. It took her a moment to catch his humor before she burst out in laughter.

Like most of their college peers, they smoked a little pot and snorted a bit of coke on weekends or during spring break. Their most vocal disagreement was over what to watch on television. They solved that easily by each of them having two TV’s in their separate apartments and using headphones. They nuzzled on the couch with Sidney immersed in Scandal and Maura glued to CNN Business. She was okay with Sidney not “pawing” all over her, as did the boyfriends of her girlfriends. Maura tried sleeping in her bra and panties at his place once before they got married. However, Sidney didn’t seem to pay much attention, and she felt so uncomfortable, she asked for a pair of his gym shorts. 

They married a year after landing jobs in the oil industry. Their wedding night in Vegas (Maura’s suggestion) was the first time they saw each other naked. She sensed Sidney only allowed this bit of familiarity because he felt it was something he was supposed to do. She had hoped Vegas might loosen Sidney up in the see-through bathroom-wedding suite. Her aunt had given her crushed dried roses to rub over her belly. Maura hoped the flowers would help conjure up the passion and carnal thoughts she had buried long ago in her teens. Instead, Sidney complained about the shower’s lack of privacy and the itchy dried flowers on Maura’s stomach. He immediately reached for the terry-cloth robe when he stepped toward the restroom. Maura sighed.

On their third night in Vegas and again at Maura’s suggestion, they scored cocaine from another young couple. The coke and the alcohol knocked a few bricks from the wall between her and Sidney. In a frenzied high he begged Maura to cut her hair off and fuck him. She giggled at his drunken request, but let him tie her hair in a ponytail. Sidney went for her nipples and ass instead of her lips. She endured his rough tongue and his teeth nibbling her ass cheeks until he became too violent with the squeezing and biting as if she was a man. He begged her to do the same to him. She sucked his cock, but he wanted it rough with gagging and spitting. When Maura begged him to hold her and make love to her, he fumbled and went flaccid. Another snort of coke drove Sidney mad again. He attacked her clitoris, sucking and licking until it hurt. She had to push him off. He flipped her onto her belly and slid his dick between her cheeks, humped until he shot a load all over her back. The next night was the same. On their fifth night, she sensed something was odd and pushed him away. Later, they kissed, and when Sidney did manage to fuck her, he was quick, as if Maura was an unpleasant chore.

When they got back to Houston, Maura threw the Victoria Secret negligee in a drawer along with her Vegas memories. They settled into a routine around the house as if they had been married for years instead of weeks. Maura assumed she loved her husband. She liked the idea of someone filling up space around her, opening difficult jars, and carrying the bulky bags of groceries. They were both accountants in oil and gas. He liked her spaghetti and called her “honey.” They did their quick sex thing on Friday nights before Sidney’s WarZone marathon. He was enough husband, Maura thought.

So how dare this stranger take up space in her head, push aside her numbers and equations, and make her want to run her fingers through his braids. How dare he unlock a door she thought would never open again? Just how could that be? Maura knew she was in love. However, she stewed in anger and indignation as she thought any decent woman should.

****

[image: ]


EASY AND SIDNEY SAT in the parking lot of the Manor Arms Apartments where Easy lived with his sister. Sidney drummed on the steering wheel and looked out the window waiting for Easy to get out of the car.

“So Sid, what you gonna do, man?” Easy placed his hand on Sidney’s knee. Sidney pushed it away and glanced at a heavy-set woman pushing a baby stroller piled with young children.

“We can’t do it at my place anymore,” Sidney said.

“I know some empty rooms at the job,” Easy countered.

“At the job? Are you kidding, man?” Sidney glared at Easy.

“We did it there a few times after we met.”

“I don’t want to do it at work. I’m in enough fucking trouble as it is. Imagine us getting caught at BGX.”

“We can get a motel.”

“I can’t walk in and get a motel room with a dude.”

“You don’t have to get the room with me, nigga. You drop me off a block away. Get the room and text me the room number. I come up. When we finish, I leave first and wait for you around the corner.”

“Maybe. I don’t know,” Sidney sighed.

“We got to do something man,” Easy said. “My nuts about to bust open. I wish my sister’s lazy ass worked. We could sneak out here and do it during lunch.”

“I wish I was more than a fuck to you.”

“Aw now, don’t be actin’ like a bitch, nigga. You know I like you. And you know I like hoes. You got you a fine ass hoe too.”

“Leave my wife out of this.”

“But she’s in it, nigga. She in it deep or she would have packed and left your ass by now. Have you talked to her yet?”

“I’ve tried. For a couple of days, all she did was scream at me and throw up her hands. Now she just avoids me like I got shit on me.”

“But she ain’t left the house?”

“She sleeps on the couch. All of her clothes are in the living room.”

“She ain’t said nothing about me and you?”

“Not a word.”

Easy grabbed his crotch and chuckled

“What the fuck is so funny, Easy?”

“She doing some deep thinking. She thinking about how she gonna screw your ass some kind of way. How come you ain’t tuck tail and left?”

“She hasn’t asked me to.”

“If you left, we’d have a place to fuck.”

“I’m not going to leave my house.”

“Suit yourself. But that pretty lady doing some deep thinking.” Easy slid down in the seat and played with his crotch. He looked at Sidney. “I know a dead end street two blocks over.”

“Yeah?” Sidney asked.

“Yeah, nigga. Let’s go.”

Sidney started the car.
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​Chapter 4 - Maura’s Lust
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TWO WEEKS

Maura got home late from her job. ENCO was going through big changes and they needed “every man on deck,” is how the CEO put it. Congress passed new legislation giving the oil companies more tax breaks. Accounting programs had to be changed to take full advantage of the law. Her hard work earned her a promotion to Lead Accountant and more responsibility. By the time she parked her car next to Sidney’s under the carport, it was ten at night. She was grateful for the excuse to stay away from home as much as possible. She stood in the dark listening as he clicked wildly on his computer, sending missiles into the Planet Zorax. He stopped when he sensed her presence. Fearing Sidney would run downstairs and try to talk, Maura darted behind her clothes rack into the living room. She threw off her work clothes, crawled under the covers, and pretended to be asleep. Sidney crept downstairs, peered into the room, and whispered her name. She didn’t answer. They lived like two shadows.

The night she caught Sidney, Maura packed her bags with the intention of moving and staying with her Great-Aunt Trulla. However, by the time she lugged her suitcases down the stairs, exhaustion had consumed her and she decided to stay the night on the couch. She spent the next day lying on the leather sofa weighing her options. A sensible woman with an ounce of self-respect would leave, Maura told herself. “A woman might take an ass whipping, but she won’t leave until her love has been bruised,” Aunt Trulla weighed in with her two cents.

Had “her love been bruised,” Maura wondered. Did she really ever love Sidney? Did she hate him? Leaving meant she had to feel one or the other emotion. She felt nothing. So how had she been bruised? Ego was men’s territory, thought Maura recalling the face-saving antics of her male co-workers. Would being neutral allow her to stay under the same roof with Sidney? Her Mother and aunts had left men and regretted their actions—if they lived to regret. A few nights ago, with a hard kick to his shin, Maura had rebuffed Sidney’s attempt to manhandle her and force her to talk. So she felt no danger in staying put. She just had to pretend Sidney didn’t exist, that he never existed. Besides, she and Myesha had spent their teens in Aunt Trulla’s house when it belonged to their grandmother. Maura felt she had done a good job of wiping away those memories and she would do the same for Sidney in this house.

****
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ONE MONTH

A hard day at the office left Maura exhausted. One of her accounting equations had caused an error on the company’s balance sheet. Her supervisor had said she looked “disheveled and unfocused.” After weeks of camping out in the living room and leaving her clothes all over, Maura knew she didn’t have that pristine crisp look ENCO expected from their employees. By avoiding Sidney, she denied herself access to the laundry room upstairs. Her life was impractical. However, she still was in no mood to talk to Sidney.

As she got out of her car, she regretted having to use the front door. If only there was a way to carve out for herself a little niche in that huge condo—to wall off the living room from the rest of the house. The space was sixteen by sixteen, big enough to accommodate a tiny bath and kitchenette. A brick wall could block access to the living room from inside the house. A glass wall would be better, Maura thought. The glass would let Sidney see how well she lived without him. He could watch her entertain her own black man with braids and muscles, as if she was on television.

At night Maura dreamed of such a man. In her slumber, the front door clicked softly and feet padded up the carpeted stairs. When she tried to rouse herself and follow the footsteps invisible hands pinned her to the couch. Fingers pulled at her nipples and brushed her inner thighs. As Maura struggled, Sidney’s car door slammed and she’d wake in time to hear the engine purring down the street. Maura wasn’t sure why she cried, but her fingers tingled as she rubbed her breasts with salty tears. Aunt Trulla’s voice sung in her head. “Child, you ain’t going nowhere from that house. A spirit’s got a hold of you.” Maura hated Aunt Trulla’s words.

Later in the morning, Sidney’s alarm clock blared and Maura listened as he bumped about upstairs getting ready for work. The shower ran for six minutes exactly and thirty minutes later, he rushed down to the kitchen, to be greeted by Maura’s coffee cups and soiled plastic ware. He said nothing as he placed the dirty dishes in the dishwasher and grabbed his ready-made oatmeal from the refrigerator. Before going out, he paused by the living room’s archway blocked by Maura’s clothes racks. She had tacked a sheet behind the rack to block his view. However, she knew he was staring in the direction of the couch where she lay. He mumbled and coughed before going out the door. 

She got up as soon as Sidney’s car turned the corner heading out of their cul-de-sac. In the tiny half bath next to the living room, Maura brushed her teeth and washed her face. She kicked herself for talking Sidney out of buying the larger condo with the bedroom and full bath downstairs. Now she lived like a homeless person pulling clean underwear and shoes out of plastic bags. She packed a suit and a pair of heels in a duffle bag and headed to work. At ENCO as her co-workers exercised, she showered and dressed. But there was always something out of place. Her hair might be too damp, or her pantyhose twisted at the knee. A buttonhole might be missed so that her jacket fit lopsided. That sloppiness had led her to be verbally cautioned for being “disheveled.” However, more than Maura’s clothes lie in disarray.

****
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“GIRL, I THREW HIS ASS out of the house with his rags right behind him. I don’t put up with no shit from no man.”

Maura listened as Flora, their department’s Administrative Assistant, recounted her story of throwing her husband out of their home.

“And that bitch had the nerve to come and pick his ass up from right in front of my door.” 

“Girl, you did right to throw his ass out. You ought to have busted out her car window with a rock,” another woman chimed in.

“Hell no! I wanted her to come get him and drive his sorry ass from my house.”

Maura continued to the restroom and avoided the women gathered around Flo’s desk. They nodded their heads in sympathy. A few recited their tales of man troubles and tribulations. Maura had a story that could top all of theirs. She imagined telling it and witnessing their incredulous stares and repudiations:

“I came home and caught another man fucking my husband in our bed.”

“Your husband? Another man? In your bed? Girl, what did you do?”

“I stood there and watched.”

“You stood and watched?”

“Yes.”

“Well you must have had water boiling on the stove or was loading your gun. In her bed! Lord, have mercy! Another man!”

“No I stood and watched my husband enjoy himself with that man. I was like Lot’s wife. I turned into a pillar of salt. I ducked out of the room only so they wouldn’t catch me looking. I stood in the hall for a while listening. I then went downstairs and sat on the couch while they finished.”

“You stood in the hall? You sat on the couch?”

“Yes.”

“Well I know you moved out or threw his ass out. Which one did you do?”

“I’m still in the house. I sleep on the couch. I live like a tramp out of garbage bags in our house.”

“Lord, have mercy. Get away from us. You’re crazy!”

Maura thought the telling of her story would invite rebuke from her female co-workers and force her to come to her senses. But sense to do what? Leave or throw Sidney out? A divided house seemed fine to Maura. Aunt Trulla said she was doing what her heart was telling her to do. But Maura knew she couldn’t live like a vagabond forever and she couldn’t keep pretending Sidney was a stranger living next door or in another country. And there was another side to her story.

“That was one fine ass man fucking my husband. Beautiful black skin, smooth as polished granite. Muscles and the most perfect ass.”

“Damn, you were all into the nigga fucking your man.”

“I imagined caressing his beautiful braids while he fucked me.”

“Fucked you? You imagined him fucking you?”

“Yes!”

“Maura, you’re sick.”

Maura imagined the women bolting from her as if she was contagious. However, she was comfortable being cocooned in the living room in a house where men crept up the stairs late at night. She knew Sidney sneaked his lover into their bedroom.

Good sense told Maura she should leave. She lay in the dark contemplating where she would go. The more she thought, the more she saw herself unloved and man-less on an island. “And let Sidney have all of those braids to himself?” Maura asked.

As she caressed her belly, she realized she had no name for the man with the braids. “Those Braids,” she said imagining his shiny locks sweeping over his shoulders. She needed to call his name while in the throes of her late night fantasies. “The Braids,” Maura murmured. She whispered the name again, “The Braids.” That was it, her secret pet name for the man she dreamed of. She sighed and drifted off to sleep.
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​Chapter 5 - The Spy
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THE AIR CONDITIONERS at ENCO crashed forcing Maura and most of the employees to leave work early. It was late evening around the same time Sidney got off, but still too early for a workaholic like Maura. She planned to grab some Chinese takeout, head home, and continue working. However, she spied Sidney’s BMW turning onto Main Street a block ahead of her. She knew he wouldn’t notice her car. He had a bad habit of never looking in his rearview mirror. When she got closer, Maura noticed someone sitting next to him. She reached in the glove box for her driving glasses. Seeing clearly, she recognized The Braids. Maura gripped the steering wheel, determined to avoid red lights and lose sight of the two men. She followed three cars behind as Sidney left downtown Houston and headed down Highway Two Eighty-eight toward the south side.

Maura’s heart nearly stopped when Sidney hit Loop 610 and exited Martin Luther King Boulevard. She hadn’t been in this part of Houston since she graduated from Vanguard High—a school for the gifted in math and science. As she crossed the intersection leading to the campus, Maura averted her gaze—afraid of the faint possibility she might see the ghost of her sister striding down the street. 

Sidney sped past a motley collection of fast food joints, resale shops, and convenience stores. To calm her nerves and blot out memories of Myesha, Maura recited the names of world War two heroes honored with cross-streets named after them—Mountbatten, Eisenhower, Pershing Doolittle, Van-Fleet, Ridgway... By the time Sidney turned off the main boulevard, her recollection of Myesha’s disappearance had faded. She followed her husband down a narrow street butting up against a rambling apartment complex. Razor wire coiled along the top of the gated entry. Maura thought it was a prison until she saw the sign Manor Arms and noticed young women milling about with babies on their hips. Sidney made a sharp left and parked between two cars outside the gate. Maura drove past not sure where to turn. She found a dead end street a block away. Her tires crunched glass as she swung behind the weeds and parked at an angle. Goldenrods hid the front of her vehicle, but she was close enough to see Sidney and his passenger.

Sidney’s hand rested on the seat just inches from his lover’s neck. Maura imagined him caressing his man’s neck and hair. The Braids moved his arm toward Sidney as if he was touching his thigh. The two sat, looking at each other as if in deep conversation. At times they glanced out the window, gathered their thoughts from passing cars or children skipping by, then turned towards each other, and began again their talk. A woman with a baby hugging her leg came out of one of the apartments and shouted at them. The man got out and Sidney sped away. He entered the apartment with the woman following behind fussing and looking back at the space where Sidney had been parked. Maura’s hand rested on the steering wheel. She watched the windows of the apartment light up as the sky went from blue to purple. Shadows moved back and forth behind the curtains. At times, hands gestured wildly as if an argument was taking place. Maura wondered if the man she named The Braids and the woman were arguing about Sidney. Perhaps theirs was a divided house also. She imagined him asleep on a torn couch in a room littered with beer cans and children’s toys. But what did he dream of, Maura wondered. The day she caught Sidney with him, he glanced at her briefly before bolting out the door. She read nothing in his eyes indicating he had acknowledged her. The thought that he hadn’t lingered or regarded her, angered Maura. She jerked her car into gear and drove home.
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