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Chapter One


When Love Feels Like Letting Go







ALEXA WRIGHT

MANHATTAN, NEW YORK

SATURDAY

JUNE 15, 1991 



It can be hard for a person to see the way things will end when they’re in only the beginning stages of their journey. Regardless of whether or not a person knows the results that they desire, sometimes the ending can be even harder to see once they’re in mid-stride or well on their way. It was a pleasant, sunny evening on a Saturday night of June 15, 1991. Alexa Wright had grown to be a twenty-five-year- old woman who had successfully lived out her dreams and in a sense had done it all. She was a multi-million-dollar stock broker, born and raised in the heart of New York City. When Alexa was twenty-one years old, she was in the middle of her junior year at Howard University when she chose to follow in the footsteps of her mother after a fatal and unexpected heart attack was a result of her mother’s death.

Alexa was standing in her college dorm when she received the news through a phone call that her fifty-six-year- old mother had passed away in the comfort of her own home. She bought a plane ticket within the hour and prepared to fly out the following week. Alexa spent her two-hour flight from Washington, D.C., to New York, feeling empty and broken- hearted. Alexa’s mother was the only close family member she had in her life. 

Just days after Alexa’s mother’s final lay to rest, she inherited 650 thousand dollars from her mother’s will, and from that point on, Alexa was on her own. Twenty-one years old, with more money to her name than she had ever obtained in her life, and flourishing in the middle of her school year. A bright, promising college student seeking a business major with a financial analyst understudy. Alexa had made almost all the right decisions in order to excel and propel her lifestyle quickly within just a couple of years. 

By the age of thirty-five, Alexa was as close as anyone could get to being queen of the world without actually being famous. She resided in a lavish condo in Manhattan, New York, owned three separate cars that were fully paid off, and stocks worth 2.2 million dollars. Being a young and hardworking self-made entrepreneur, Alexa spent most of her young adult days like an overpaid movie star or some sort of beauty queen, and for years, almost anything at all had been accessible for Alexa at the drop of a few phone calls. Six short years of being filthy rich and having all the finer things in life passed by, and on June 15, 1991, not only was Alexa’s reign at the top of the world over but her position and outlook on life had reached an absolute rock-bottom, so much so that Alexa was at her breaking point. 

A busy, and promiscuous fast-paced lifestyle had led Alexa down the path of a one-night stand that resulted in her later giving birth to an unexpected beautiful baby girl she named Skyler. An amazingly breathtaking and happy baby whom she truly loved and cared about more than anyone else she had ever met. On June 15, 1991, Alexa found herself standing in a four-story penthouse with beautiful scenery that overlooked Manhattan. She stood in the middle of a curved hallway staring out into the bright city lights. Alexa was attending a charity fundraiser that a group of well-known nonprofit organizers in the city had put together just days before. Some of the state’s richest business owners, hustlers, and some just flat-out gamblers all gathered at this exclusive ball in New York. 

The type of party that even a small handful of extremely wealthy out-of-towners would fly out to, just for some spontaneous overnight fun. Alexa had mastered how to keep a pretty smile on her face in public. Behind her forced smile, she couldn’t fathom the idea of telling any of her rich buddy friends, whom she had randomly met throughout the years, that she had acquired a serious drug addiction. Since the death of Alexa’s mother, Alexa had spent all of her young adult years in wealthy and fast-paced, high-energy club scenes. Through all of Alexa’s forms of money and connections, over time, her gambling and recreational cocaine usage eventually plummeted to a death-defying crack cocaine addiction. 

For years, Alexa hid in plain sight with some of the richest people throughout the city when in reality for the past two years had been living hungry, poor, and without any safe and secure place for her or her newborn baby to lay their heads at night. Relocating from one public bathroom to the other or sometimes even dirty-cheap rodent-infested motel studios when she was lucky. Throughout the past years, drugs and money together had become an extremely toxic mix for Alexa, and she had become almost content with quitting and giving up her pursuit of a happier life. Alexa’s baby had grown to be just five months old when Alexa hit her all-time low emotionally. A definite breaking point. Despite priorities, Alexa was out getting high as a kite and effortlessly blowing through a couple hundred dollars she had managed to win just earlier that day.

She chose to attend one of the biggest and flashiest party scenes of the year over nurturing and providing for her five-month-old child. Alexa had painlessly handed over her babysitting responsibilities to her dealer and left them both inside of a Motel 7 off Thirty-First Street. Alexa kept her cool the entire party and kept the image of a well-put-together middle-aged woman with success, money, and resources. She enjoyed the night however it came, and the majority of her decisions were made based on drunk and intoxicated impulses. The party didn’t end for Alexa until four fifteen the next morning.

After hours of drinking and smoking and repeating the cycle over and over, Alexa had become much more than just intoxicated and was just inches away from unconsciousness. Alexa slurred her drunk goodbyes to new acquaintances she had made who were either still passed out somewhere on the high-end furniture or just too numbingly intoxicated to form any sort of clear verbal response. She was on the second floor of the luxurious penthouse and made her way down the tall flight of stairs and out the large white double doors of the home. “Goodnight, Ms. Wright,” said a half-drunk, flirtatious man passing her by on the sidewalk. A pioneer in the group of people who partied right outside of the penthouse more than they did on the inside.

“Is someone picking you up? Do you need a ride home?” asked the polite half-drunk man. Alexa reached into her small black purse that hung over her left shoulder and grabbed out a key ring full of keys. Too embarrassed to admit that she no longer owned any of her three cars, instead she battered a hand at the drunk man.

“No, I’m okay. I hardly drank, and my car is right over here,” Alexa lied and said back to him, pointing her finger far off into the middle of nowhere. “Thank you though,” she ended saying, coming to the end of the street and turning the corner to finish her secretive and lonely walk back to the cheap motel. When Alexa was out of sight, she unbuckled the strap of her heels and held each heel in her left hand as she walked barefoot for three miles and after an hour and a half later finally reached the motel where she last saw her five-month-old daughter, Skyler.

Alexa’s busy key ring was full of a bunch of fakes and random keys for pretend, but her motel key was close by tucked away in the beige wallet she carried in her purse. Alexa inserted the keycard and turned the rusted silver doorknob to room 395; she walked into a tiny single-bed motel room with the lights already on. Her five-month-old baby, Skyler, was alone crying softly and lying inside a gray car seat that was sitting in the middle of the top comforter with the bed neatly made up.

Reality suddenly set in for Alexa, and she felt an intense dissociating wave of depression overcome her more than she had ever felt before. Over the years, she had been diagnosed with schizophrenia, and Alexa had been fighting for her sanity almost twice as hard as she had ever fought to earn the luxurious lifestyle she had been living before her introduction to drugs and alcohol. Alexa tossed her scuffed party heels and purse to the side and tiringly wobbled over to her abandoned daughter. She kissed Skyler softly on her forehead and rocked her back to sleep before turning around and heading into the cramped bathroom near the entrance doorway. Alexa started to run herself some water for a hot shower. She stood center of the bathroom mirror and slowly slipped out of her long shimmery black fitted dress.

Alexa retrieved one arm from the see-through sleeve of her dress and then the other. The dress fell beneath her shoulders and bundled up at her ankles. As the shower water marinated behind her, the temperature slowly rose, and Alexa began to cry while she looked at a distorted view of herself in the foggy mirror. She had no idea how long her baby had been without any supervision; after a long night of partying, she had two hundred dollars left stuffed down in the bottom of her pocketbook, and a five-month-old baby that needed and deserved so much more than a functional mentally ill narcotic abuser for a mother. Disappointed in herself and feeling almost lifeless, Alexa stepped into the small shower, and the water temperature was disappointingly lukewarm at best. Her tears continued to rush down her face. Crocodile- sized tears slid down her cheeks and fell splashing at her bare feet.

After forty challenging minutes, while her baby stayed asleep, Alexa stepped out of the shower and dried herself with the cotton hotel towels that were provided. Alexa’s extreme erratic emotions had her feeling like she had reached a dead end. She hysterically tried to keep her composure. After battling for so many years and desperately fighting, her reckless drug-abusing lifestyle had reached its all-time high while her physical and mental distress had become immensely too much for Alexa to withstand any longer. She felt helpless. Helpless like she was stagnant and had run out of options or ways to live a less superstitious life.

It was now close to six o'clock in the morning. The baby had a good chance of waking up soon, and before she did, Alexa reached into her heavily packed black tote bag for any set of clothes that didn’t smell worn. She slid one pant leg over the other and pulled the white drawstrings tight around her waist. A pair of dark gray sweatpants, a slightly stained white tank top, and a lightweight black suede hoodie over the top. Alexa took a hit of crack out of a glass pipe, and she immediately felt a jolt or sudden shock throughout her body, like someone had just slapped a new fully charged battery into her back.

She stumbled over and awkwardly grabbed the handle of her baby’s car seat in her left hand and tossed her fairly large tote bag over her right shoulder. Alexa walked out of the hotel room and down the hall to leave her room key with the host at the front desk. “Thanks,” she said softly to the man working behind the front desk, looking down and away in order to avoid making shameful eye contact. She felt guilty, of everything. Guilty for her own life being a complete wreck and guilty of never seeing herself able or worthy enough to give Skyler the life she deserved. The same lifestyle she had once worked so hard for years to earn. 

Alexa pushed the metal handle on the wooden door and exited the hotel into the dark blue skies of a cool Sunday morning. It was still early, but the streets of New York didn't miss an hour in the day when there weren't people walking the streets. Alexa’s finances were frequently up and down and extremely unreliable. On a random Tuesday, she could have a couple of thousand dollars, and within a week, she’ll be back at zero or even in debt owing money to different dealers or acquaintances she’ll never see again. 

About one hundred feet to the left of the front hotel doors was a large forest green-colored dumpster. It was trash day, and trucks would be by within the next hour to two hours to sweep the neighborhoods. Trying her best to keep a low profile, Alexa walked past a few morning strangers and strategically snuck her way behind the dumpster without being seen. She untucked the baby’s blanket from in front of her face and kissed her daughter on the forehead once more. Very slowly, the baby’s eyelids began to seep open. “I love you so much, Skyler. I’m sorry.” Alexa whispered softly, “Mommy will see you later, okay? I promise.” 

Alexa put her first three fingers on her right hand against her lips and softly kissed them. A print of red lipstick was left on the inside of Alexa’s fingers, and she pressed the print against Skyler’s forehead before gently recovering her face with the soft blanket. Alexa left a small handwritten note tucked inside Skyler’s blanket. A note that listed Skyler’s name, age, and date of birth. Alexa carefully made sure the coast was clear of bystanders and gently placed the gray car seat across the top of some giant black trash bags that had been stuffed tight into the huge green motel dumpster. Alexa had made the guilty and gut-wrenching choice to abandon Skyler for the last time. 

In Alexa’s mind, she believed she was on the verge of feeling more suicidal than she had ever experienced in her life. Alexa convinced herself that she would never again amount to being the ambitious and successful woman that she was six years ago. She had given up. No longer accepting accountability, she disregarded all the responsibilities she had of being a mother and now did nothing more than hope for the best for her five-month-old daughter. Alexa had absolutely no ill will or desire for her beloved daughter to die; however, she only saw three ways out for Skyler. 

Alexa thought that Skyler could be found early that morning before the dump trucks came, crying in the dumpster and saved by an innocent bystander. This was the option Alexa was most hopeful for. The chances of giving Skyler an opportunity to get a well-deserved and completely fresh start in the care of a better-fitting adoptive family. However, if not saved and cherished by some of the more humane and dignified people of the community, options 2 and 3 were almost equally detrimental. Option number 2 was that Skyler was either going to die and be forgotten about in that same dumpster Alexa had left her inside of. Or option 3, it was only a matter of time until a mixture of Alexa’s schizophrenic mental illness, drug addiction, and impulsive radical decision-making would put her innocent daughter in an even worse and more dangerous death-defying situation. 

With no turning back, Skyler was all by herself inside the car seat that Sunday morning and left alone for fate to play its part. Alexa looked both ways before she crossed the street. She zipped up her black lightweight hoodie and used both hands to throw the suede hood over her head as she shamefully walked away into the distance. After that morning, Alexa Wright was never seen nor heard from ever again. 








  
  

Chapter Two


Fragments of a Lost Past







THEBE THEAGLE

MOBILE, ALABAMA 

THURSDAY

JUNE 16, 2016 



“I love you, I pray for you, I’ll always be for you. They mistreated you, mislead you, see red my blood boil, I’ma dream to you, I feign for you, I’ma always cling to you, You a queen to me, You a queen to me, The real world ain't it, but that’s this, and plus you sing for me. I’m not picky, I'm responsible. Show love till my heart stops and through. The things you say, I can’t fake, and long live better times know it's love what made us. Stay prayed up.” 

Thebe recited to a small group of people all attending the same Narcotics Anonymous meeting. “I remember”, he mumbled. Thebe was always well-spoken and talkative however he had been known to always mumble or become fidgety whenever he felt uncomfortable. Thebe stood just above six feet tall and kept his hairstyle a simple pitch-black color with a neat and low-cut fade. Despite his average muscle capacity, Thebe’s skin tone was dark with veins naturally poking throughout his forearms. “I remember everything,” he said again to the group. “I had just written that piece hours before I shared it with her.” Still sounding very tense and skittish as if nothing in the world could excite him. 

“And you remembering that, your parents dying, remembering the details, how does that make you feel?” asked the group leader, a much smaller and scrawnier size of a man compared to Thebe. 

“I feel angry. I feel incomplete. Defeated.” Thebe strained and struggled forcing himself to say. “How else am I supposed to feel? An only child accidentally knocks over a hot iron into a pile of laundry and burns his house down with his parents inside. I feel...undeserving. Dishonored... dishonored to even carry the Theagle last name.” 

Thebe started to crack his knuckles in hopes of dismissing his anxiety and shaking off some of the nervousness before he continued talking. “I had to be at least six years old, maybe even seven. I should have known to react better than what I did, faster than I did. I did nothing. My parents died in a burning building shouting out for each other with their baby boy trapped in a cloud of smoke forty feet away, and it’s my fault.” 

At this point in Thebe's life, death no longer scared him like how it used to. As a child, the thought of death would do more than just keep him up at night, but now, he would always put emphasis on the word whenever he talked about it. “How do you cope with the anger that you feel for your misfortunes?” blurted out the almost therapist, barely able to get a word in during the middle of Thebe’s elaborated spiel. 

“I don’t believe I’m deserving of much of anything; nothing good at least. Peace always sounds like a good thing to have. However, I’ve accepted that I flat-out just don't deserve it. As long as my parents are dead, and I know I’m the one who killed them, it gets hard to see myself as anything more than a failure. My parents are dead because of me! My life is fucked because of me!” 

Thebe began to shake his head toward the ceiling as if he were trying to hide the sight of any water drops developing in his eyes. “I knew it was bad,” he continued explaining. “I could hear her screaming, and her voice... her voice was a pitch so wretched, you could feel the fear. I think about it every day. I remember it so clearly like it all just happened yesterday. I remember the flashing lights and how bright they were once I finally made it outside with the rest of the ambulance team. I remember the smoke in the house was so black that two of the firemen ran right past me before one of them was able to make out my small fragile stature. Scared as hell and coughing my lungs out next to a burnt down what used to be a computer desk.” 

Thebe paused for a moment and wiped his nose on his flannel sleeve hoping to shake off at least a teaspoon more of the anxiety. He then took a deep breath. “Cristine and Taylor, my parents...they deserve the world. My parents did their best, and if they were here, I would be blessed. Sometimes, I feel evil, like my only purpose is to take on someone else’s dirty work. I ruined my own family. 

“In the group homes I was in, I grew up bullying, torturing, and hurting people. Group homes aren’t family, and that’s the main shit they try to drill into your head and teach you. The same home where your brothers and sisters are getting beat up for toilet paper and new Bobos is the same home where you’re supposed to recuperate the feelings of having a family. My family’s dead! I accepted that a long time ago, and any family I have would kiss on me and not piss on me.” 

Thebe checked his wrist looking at the purple strapped wristwatch and realized the open floor session of the meeting was shortly coming to an end. Thebe let out another deep breath, this time as a sigh of relief. It had been a while since he last vented about the death of his parents. “Since I can remember,” he mentioned this time with slightly more enthusiasm, “every day, it’s a different battle it feels like. Shit, I’m still trying to figure out why the fuck we have bills.” 

Some of the other group attendees laughed gently while Thebe smirked, acknowledging the fact they approved of his sense of humor. “It’s been just the two of us. Just me and Skyler, and every day, we dream, and we strive to be even better than our parents.” The other group attendees could tell Thebe was in deep thought. He had more to say but hesitated. 

“It is okay. We are all here for you, take your time,” demanded the bony therapist. They assumed Thebe was fighting to refrain from any more water droplets sliding down his cheek. Thebe slouched over in the metal folding chair and began to picture Skyler in his mind. He thought back to the moment he and Skyler first met and took a second to reflect on her story and how it might feel to be Skyler Wright. The term high school sweetheart sounded dreamy. 

However, Thebe was a very straightforward type of person and told things exactly how they were, and high school sweethearts were simply not Thebe and Skyler’s relationship. The fact of the matter was Thebe and Skyler were much more like group home sweethearts. Two people who had experienced more confusion, struggle, and pain than most people ever imagined their whole lifetime. Like Thebe, Skyler also came from a broken family. The two of them never compared their childhood misfortunes, but they had mutual respect, and they supported each other. 

Skyler had never met her father and was still only an infant when her drug-addicted, schizophrenic mother abandoned and left her for dead inside a large dumpster outside of a motel one morning. After what seemed to be a decade of awkward silence, but was realistically only a few seconds, Thebe suddenly snapped out of his deep in-thought flashbacks and, with his hands trembling, cleared his throat and shyly said, “A Good Samaritan that just so happened to be outside jogging that same early morning heard Skyler crying from far away and managed to save her life when she was just a baby. I just want it to be known that I’m forever thankful for that person, that’s all. Thanks for letting me share...” 

Ever since that gruesome day, others had labeled Skyler a miracle baby. After Skyler was adopted and her adopted family failed with being able to take care of Skyler long-term, Skyler was moved around from one foster care center to another. It was not until she was relocated to her fifth group home at fourteen years old that she met Thebe, and they almost instantly became inseparable. The day was passing. The sun had begun to fall, and the bright orange sky had become gloomy and dreary. Once all of the attendees of the NA meeting had finished making their peace, the session ended, and Thebe wasted no time passing up on the free to-go cup of coffee that was being offered on a plastic fold-out table nearby. 

He quickly began gathering the set of keys and his zip-up jacket that he originally carried with him before he rushed his way out the door. The fresh air was alleviating. He hoped to find an even stronger sense of comfort on the worn leather seats inside of his sea green ‘87 Chevelle that he often referred to as his baby. A prized possession that he managed to purchase after saving up money he earned at his day job. Thebe worked together with a small team conducting grounds work at the downtown hospital where he earned just enough money to keep the rent paid, keep gas in the car, and eat out once or twice a month. 

He had always been a huge fan of music and literature, he felt like the two correlated perfectly, and anytime his focus was not on his girlfriend, Skyler, it was literature he thought about. He practiced writing and reciting poems, jotting down ideas one line at a time every day randomly throughout each day. Most of his inspiration for writing came from his own personal experiences, it was the only way he knew how to seemingly get away or take a vacation, the only way he knew how to truly express himself and separate all of his deeply heartfelt emotions and turn them into words. 

The idea of having a good talk game, as Thebe liked to call it, was something like his niche. The car key was entered into the ignition, and the engine did its usual huff and puff noises before starting. Thebe cranked up the volume to the car stereo just loud enough that he could still hear himself think as he backed out of the crowded parking space and cruised down the dark and rugged roadways toward his apartment home. Mobile, Alabama was home for Thebe. He knew the area well, and if there was ever a direction anyone ever needed to know, he knew it. 

The drive back always seemed so much shorter than the ride there, he thought. Thebe had successfully made a routine for himself and had been attending the local PTSD survivor/Narcotics Anonymous meetings at the church off Broad Street once a week every Thursday. Thebe didn’t necessarily enjoy the group sessions. Although sometimes, he did enjoy picturing the stories he heard from one of the frequent group attendees named Frank telling all his business about how his no-good whore of a girlfriend happened to strip and have intercourse with other men regularly for fun or money. Hearing the blatant disrespect and pain from other people’s stories helped Thebe to put his own life in perspective to where he could feel grateful for his own girlfriend's flaws. Shit could always be worse. 








  
  

Chapter Three


When Light Meets Darkness







At the turn of the doorknob, the door of Thebe and Skyler’s apartment was opened with just a small creak in the frame before the door bounced against the spring of the door stopper. After walking inside, Thebe quickly grabbed the door handle and gently closed the door behind him. As soon as he walked in, the sweet smell of lavender incense lingered through the small apartment while reruns of Family Feud were playing on the small living room Television. 

It was less than an average-sized apartment. One bedroom, one bath, a decent amount of space to call a living room and a compact kitchen. Thebe kicked off his shoes and left them sitting in front of the doorway. All of the lights in the apartment were turned off. The living room was almost immediately to the right of the doorway, and if it weren't for the light shining from the TV, the living room would have been pitch black. “Skyler, what happened to your audition?” Thebe asks, sounding concerned. 

Skyler lay across the brown woven couch in the living room wearing a small pair of black lace panties with a black and yellow floral pattern crop top to match. As subjective as the idea of beauty could be, Skyler was the furthest thing from unattractive. Skyler was a woman who had a seemingly perfect caramel melanated complexion and long natural curly hair that hung past the tip of her shoulders. She was about half of Thebe’s height, standing at five feet, five inches with a body structured more curvy and proportioned than any top supermodel. 

In the middle of the living room, in between the woven couch and the 32-inch TV that sat on a small black TV stand, was a small black coffee table. On top of the small coffee table was a wooden digital clock, a pink lighter, freshly used razors, and two one-dollar bills rolled up tighter than any blunt could ever possibly get. Skyler had still yet to answer his question, and Thebe flicked on the lamp that sat on the end table near the couch. Once the lamp was on, the crystal-like residue on the coffee table was obvious to see, and Thebe, unfortunately, was not in the least bit surprised. 

“Skyler.” He called out again, this time his voice projecting a bit louder as he stepped closer towards her. 

Thebe took it upon himself to sit down at the end of the couch next to Skyler’s feet. Skyler was conscious; she was just too doped up on some of the purest cocaine you could find being sold in America. Her drug usage was detrimental to her thinking process. Not to mention, it also diminished her ability to live out her dreams to possibly be the bravest, strongest, most beautiful neo-soul artist who ever lived. 

Until today, with a lot of willpower and positive affirmation from Thebe, Skyler had managed to stay clean and away from drugs and alcohol for the past six months. Her eyes began to slowly ease open from her mini coma, and through her eyes, the room suddenly began to brighten. The energy between her and Thebe was pure. Skyler was truly the apple of Thebe’s eye. “Hey,” Skyler said groggily. Thebe smiled and replied, 

“Hey, baby, what happened to your audition? Money is tight, and we have shit we need to be doing.” As talkative as he usually was, Thebe of course had much more to say, but Skyler already knew that and stopped him beforehand. She interrupted his next sentence before he could get it out, and in her still half-asleep voice, she answered, “Money is always tight, and we always have shit to do, baby. Come lie down, please.” Still dazed, her eyes slowly closed shut again and with an emotionless face, Thebe couldn't argue the fact that she was only telling the truth. 

“Did you eat?” asked Thebe as he hopped off the couch and backpedaled toward the kitchen cabinets behind him. Skyler was one of those slender women who could help a man eat half of the fridge and not gain a pound. She was a gorgeous damaged soul with solid brown eyes that seemed to shine and glow even through her darkest moments in life. Skyler and Thebe had this inside joke between them, where Thebe would say the tooth fairy blessed her when she was younger because when her two front teeth fell out, he replaced them with just the perfect-sized gap between them to let her heart shine through her smile. 

“Daddy, I want to sing for you,” she opened her eyes and said with a smile. While in the same motion used her left index finger to slowly trace her inner thigh in an attempt to seductively draw Thebe’s focus in on her rather than the food in the kitchen. Although Skyler could sing remarkably well, in this sense, she was using the word sing as a code word for orgasming all over Thebe’s dick. However, missing the hint Thebe paid the enticing gesture no mind. 

“Ow! I’m glad you said that,” he said. “On the drive home leaving the meeting, I...” 

“Oh, how was it?” Skyler excitedly interrupted, breaking the end of his sentence. Still lying down, she repositioned herself and laid the back of her head against the armrest of the couch so she could see him. 

“Oh, I mean it was alright, I guess, you know. I laughed, I talked, and cried so ...” He shrugged his shoulders in the most bold and nonchalant way possible. “But anyway,” he continued, “I passed by this building on the way home, and they had a big ass billboard for open mic events every Friday. I don’t want to stop going to the once-a-week sessions at the church, but I’m thinking maybe I could start going every other week instead, and on Fridays, seeing if I can get some shit going in there for the open mic. I want to try to make it in there tomorrow and see what it’s all about.” He started to fling the refrigerator door open, and before he was able to get out another sentence, Skyler was standing directly behind him, caressing Thebe’s broad shoulders, reminding him he was home to relax. 

“Baby, you worry too much,” she told Thebe. “I like the idea though, you should go after work, and I’ll go with you.” Her hands made their way around the front of Thebe’s waist as he retrieved a half-empty gallon of tropical fruit punch and slammed the fridge door shut. “Excuse my manners, sir, but do you need some inspiration and clarity for your ideas of what you’re going to say when you get there?” Skyler asked. 

“Well, that’s thoughtful of you,” Thebe responds sarcastically. “What did you have in mind?” he asked. Skyler’s hands started to enticingly unbuckle the front of the silver clip on Thebe’s belt, massaging her hand across the shaft of Thebe’s third leg. As Thebe gulps down sweet flavors of fruit and juices, his lover uses her mouth to gratify her king, sucking and swirling her tongue until his knees are bent out of shape. The two find their way to their queen-size bed and finish their night exactly how any young crazy lovers would. 

Thirty minutes of foreplay turned into a long lustful night of intense lovemaking. It was nearly one o'clock in the morning by the time the couple were exhausted and collapsed into each other’s arms for the remainder of the night. Thebe had completely forgotten about Skyler’s relapse, and with everything else considered, it had been a satisfying night, to say the least. 








  
  

Chapter Four


When Breakfast Becomes A Moment of Truth







The next morning arrived. It was still early, and the sunrise had hardly begun to break through the navy-blue bedroom curtains. Skyler was already in the kitchen cooking a hot breakfast and wearing the pink and white robe Thebe had bought for her a few months back. The bedroom door was wide open, and the smell of mouth-watering bacon and freshly scrambled cheese eggs lingered through Thebe’s nostrils as he awakened to his queen preparing their morning breakfast. Lying in bed, he roared loudly like a lion and let out a huge yawn. 

“Good morning, little lady,” said Thebe, still having to use his sleepy voice but speaking just loud enough for Skyler to hear. 

“Good morning, big daddy.” She turned her head and called back into the bedroom with a smile. Thebe maneuvered his way from beneath the bedspread and grabbed a fresh pair of boxers from out of his underwear drawer before making his way down the short hallway to give Skyler a morning kiss on the cheek. After the kiss on the cheek, Thebe walked back up the hallway and made a stop by their bedroom to grab his work uniform from off the dresser. He walked into the bathroom next door, where he began to strip off the boxers he slept in and set the temperature of the shower water. 

“You feeling okay?” shouted Skyler, hoping her delicate voice projected loud enough for Thebe to hear over the sound of the running shower water and kitchen utensils. “Do you want waffles?” she asked Thebe. 

“Yeah, I feel good. I don’t need waffles, coffee is cool though,” Thebe shouted back before stepping into the shower. With a scrape of the chrome spatula, Skyler flipped the last bit of the scrambled cheese eggs. She turned off the stove and finished fixing their plates and prepared a cup of Thebe’s favorite French vanilla-flavored coffee. 

Once Thebe finished his shower, he quickly dried off and presumed to slide one leg at a time into his work-ready navy blue jumpsuit. During Skyler’s preparation of breakfast plates, a small crumbed-up paper pamphlet had fallen from beneath a magnet clipped onto the refrigerator door. Skyler reached for the pamphlet, realizing it was her audition pamphlet she received in the mail months ago. Immediately, she burst into tears, accidentally dropping the plate she had prepared, which was balancing in her dominant left hand. 

Thebe rushed out of the bathroom at the sound of shattering glass and kneeled at her side to aid her. Skyler became hysterical, discouraged, and overwhelmed with despair. Thebe wrapped Skyler in his arms and held her close as he tried to assure her that everything was okay. “Calm down! Calm down! It's okay,” he whispered softly in her ear. Skyler wept into Thebe’s shoulder, wetting the bottom padding of his uniform collar.

“I’m so sorry,” she said. “I don’t want to do this. I don’t want to be this person. I can be better, I know it.” Thebe kissed Skyler on her forehead and proceeded to grab a broom and dustpan and dispose of the broken glass. Luckily, the hospital where Thebe worked was only a fifteen-minute drive and management was not a stickler for staff running a few minutes late. 

“I love you, Skyler. You’re so beautiful,” Thebe confidently told her. 

“I love you back,” she responded. Thebe stood over Skyler and extended his hands out toward her. Skyler put her hands inside of Thebe’s as he helped her to her feet and off the hard kitchen wood floor. “I know we need money, I can ask my mom for some...” said Skyler in a sarcastic tone. 

Thebe blamed her current emotional breakdown for her dark sense of humor. “Babe, that’s not funny,” he responded, knowing she was only trying to make light of the situation. Thebe scarfed down some bacon with a few mouthfuls of eggs, reattached the battered pamphlet to the fridge, and grabbed his mug full of sugary coffee. “I love you, and I’ll see you soon. You might not feel like it right now, but here. Have my plate. 

There’s some food in the fridge. I’ll call you when I leave. Be good, please.” He quickly slapped together some sandwich meat on two white loaves of bread, grabbed two one-gallon purified cold water, and wrapped and packed his food away in his blue lunchbox. Skyler finished wiping the last of her running tears while Thebe straightened his collar, and he was out the door. 

Tapping his fingers across the top of the steering wheel and slowly maneuvering his way through the busy parking lot, Thebe patiently made his way toward the rear of the hospital where staff parking was located. He flipped down the overhead mirror and checked for a coffee-stained mustache or any other distracting particles around his mouth and face. Because he had stuck around the house a little longer than expected that morning, Thebe was roughly an extra ten minutes later to work than usual. After arriving in the staff parking lot of Southside Hospital, he grabbed all of his belongings, closed and locked the door to the Chevelle he called his baby behind him, and used his key card to enter the rear entrance of the hospital where he would meet with the other four members of his team awaiting his instruction. Thebe was going on his third consecutive year working in the outside grounds department for the hospital, and it had only taken a few months since his initial start date before his devotion and hard work had been noticed, and he was quickly promoted to the team lead groundskeeper. 

He was very easygoing, and for most people, an easy person to get along with or even work for. The workload was always heavy, however, and ever since he had achieved the lead position, his main focus consisted of keeping his team happy by not overwhelming them with work and always assisting wherever he could. Thebe walked past the time clock and entered the break room where the rest of his crew members were sitting around a wide table sipping coffee out of small Styrofoam cups and carrying on conversations discussing their wives, girlfriends, weekend, and all the mischievous things that had taken place. 

“Good morning, everybody, sorry to keep y’all waiting,” Thebe announced loudly after walking through the open door. The other four men responded with a simple gesture of a head nod or spoke good morning in return. Thebe walked and talked at the same time as he put away his packed lunch on the middle shelf in the refrigerator that stood against the left wall of the break room. “I’m obviously running a little late, and again, I apologize for that.” Although it had never happened, he didn’t like to take any chances of some random employee being a savage and stealing his lunch so just in case anyone felt like being a thief that day, he grabbed a black Sharpie from his pants pocket and scribbled a big letter T across the orange top of his Gatorade. He held up the single bottle of Glacier Freeze Gatorade high in the air and loudly asked everyone in the room, “Who do these belong to, y’all?”

The men laughed and shunned him off while still understanding he was very serious about his food. “Alright, y’all laughing, but let this come up missing, and I’ma have something to laugh about too when I check them cameras,” he told them. Thebe tucked his Gatorade away inside the fridge on top of his sandwiches and closed the door shut. While rubbing his hands together, almost looking as if he were trying to cast a spell, “Alright, glad that’s understood, but anyway,” he started to say. 

“So, I don't want to keep you guys long. I hope everyone enjoyed their weekend. You guys know the drill, we’re just going to kind of take it easy today, it’s Monday,” Thebe stated. “Greg and Anthony, you two can take zone 3 together. It needs a full detailed cleaning because they had some type of luncheon outside yesterday. Grass cut, hedges trimmed, any trash or debris just have it disposed of properly, and then take the trash out to the dumpster afterward.” Out of respect, a coworker raised their hand for a brief second, before interrupting Thebe and asking a question. 

“Are all of the lawnmowers back working yet?” asked Marcus, one of the most troublesome coworkers of the group. He loved to give Thebe a hard time; he had this aura about him where sometimes he gave off this persona as if he were better than everyone else. 

“We still have one lawnmower out of commission waiting to undergo maintenance,” Thebe replied. “In the meantime, Marcus, you can check the perimeter, and gather and dispose of all the trash around campus. Once that’s done, Greg and Anthony should be finished using the lawnmower, and you can take it to the top of the hill and finish there.” For a few seconds, the room grew to an awkward silence. Everyone knew Marcus was not fond of working alone, but it was his consistent snobby attitude and poor work ethic that had forced Thebe into working alone in the first place. 

Marcus just so happened to be the newest member of the crew, having only been employed with the hospital for roughly three months. Despite the unnecessary attitude and sometimes overwhelming load of work that was given to Thebe from the higher-ups, he didn’t believe he was in a position to necessarily expect or require someone of having to earn their keep, and he was always equally professional and respectful to all of his coworkers. Although it was none of Thebe’s business, he always found himself curious and wondering how Marcus was able to afford the brand-new 2016 jet-black BMW he had parked outside every morning, knowing his yearly salary was just under twenty thousand. “Tony, you and I can tackle zones 1 and 2 together,” Thebe announced. Tony nodded his head in agreement and took a big gulp of his hot coffee. 

“Everybody knows it's June. That Bama weather, it's already seventy degrees outside, and I know it's expected to only get hotter, so please, everybody needs to make sure they drink plenty of water and stay hydrated. Work fast, but let's still be efficient. The quicker we get everything done, the quicker we can get out of this heat. Does anyone have any questions?” 

Everyone looked around at one another, and with no other questions, one after the other the crew members stood up, pushed their chairs in, and began to walk and talk toward their designated work areas. Thebe was last to leave the break room but was not far behind in line. He was close enough to overhear Marcus whispering to Anthony about a new strain of marijuana he had purchased over the weekend. He mentioned the amount, name of the strand, texture, and prices for which he was reselling it. Marcus had always let it be known that he had a part-time job on the side. However, Thebe was the only one in the crew who was just now finding out that Marcus’s part-time job was selling exotic marijuana by the pound. 

Eventually, hours passed by, and the entire crew was exhausted and sweating profusely by the middle of their shift. It was just after one o'clock when the crew collectively gathered to take their lunch break in the break room. Their lunch break was only thirty minutes, but because of only having one accessible microwave and typically everyone needing to use it to warm their meals, Thebe always had everyone clock back in on time but still gave the crew an extra fifteen minutes to enjoy their lunch. One at a time the guys dug through the refrigerator and retrieved their lunch, asking each other what the other had brought from home as they placed plastic Tupperware and paper plates inside the microwave. Unlike the others, Marcus usually went off campus to a nearby restaurant and brought his lunch back. 

When he returned to the breakroom, he had a thick juicy cheeseburger with large fries and Sprite to drink. “You don’t mind if I sit here, do you, boss?” Marcus asked Thebe, pointing to the empty folding chair next to him, four to five seats away from the rest of the workers. 

“Nah, go ahead. It's all yours,” Thebe answered. Marcus yanked back the end of the chair and had a seat next to Thebe. For the first few minutes, it was silent between the two. The only noise that was heard was Marcus's excessively loud horse-like chewing and the ice in his plastic cup being shaken up during the slurping of his Sprite. Trying his best to be discreet and with a mouthful of salty french fries, Marcus made eye contact with Thebe and mumbled, 

“I could show you how to get that BMW that’s parked outside ...you know that, right?”

“Ha, ha, what are you talking about man? I got an ‘87 Chevelle. I don't want a BMW,” replied Thebe.

“Yeah, and that Chevelle gonna get you there, but not as fast as something with two hundred on the dashboard!” Thebe laughed as he took a large sip of his sweaty cold Cherry Gatorade. 

“Yeah okay, so what are you getting at, man? I need to earn myself a speeding ticket everywhere I go?” Marcus wiped the tips of his fingers on a white paper napkin before piercingly looking Thebe in the eye. 

“Shit, I don’t know how you get down, but you’re a cool dude, man, and I respect you, only reason I'd put you down with some shit like this.” 

“I’m listening ...” responded Thebe. Marcus washed down the last bit of his fries with a couple of sips of Sprite before responding. 

“I got some plays for you,” he said, still talking low enough that their business wasn't publicized. “Clientele already set up. Just buy from me and sell it from there. I got some of the best exotic in Alabama! Straight from California, and if you buy a pound, I’ll front you a second one. Just bring the money back. Because you my boy, I’ll sell you a pound for twelve hundred flat and throw in a few extra grams for personal use. You can’t beat that.” Thebe’s eyes opened wide, and his body language showed he was somewhat startled by Marcus’s proposal. 

“Yo, you’re a crazy motherfucker. You got some balls! Do you openly make these kinds of offers to all your supervisors?” 

“As far as I know, you’re the only supervisor I’ve ever had,” replied Marcus, laughing at the end of his statement as he crumbled up the brown paper bag that once held his juicy burger and fries. 

“Shit, I respect it, man. You won’t get any snitching out of me, but I’m good though. I have a lot going on and too much to lose. I couldn’t.” 

“A lot going on?” Marcus repeated, sounding surprised. “Man, no disrespect, but you are a manager for a bunch of lawnmowers at a hospital. What could you possibly have going on?” 

There goes that ego again, Thebe immediately thought to himself. Marcus talked and gave the perception as if he were better than anyone else. “Well ...Marcus, '' said Thebe, making sure he talked low for sure and hoping his next sentence would bring Marcus at least a little bit closer to reality. “You only see me eight hours a day, five days a week. And on top of that, there's a good chance that at least one of those five days, you’re gonna call me early as hell in the morning about how you can't come to work that day because of a...” Thebe uses his index and middle finger on both hands to gesture what are supposed to be quotation marks. “Family emergency.”

Marcus was in the middle of sipping his large Sprite when he almost choked to death and had to catch his breath from unexpectedly laughing. “Yo, that really be happening, man. What do you want me to say, that I’m having car trouble?” Marcus asked. They both laugh in unison, and Marcus is nearly in tears laughing so hard. 

“Boy, shut your ass up. You better not ever call me with no car trouble bullshit, after telling me you know how I can get myself a BM. I’ll fire your ass that day!” Marcus couldn’t hold it in any longer, and the tears of laughter broke through. He cried laughing all the way to the time clock to punch back in from his break and all the way back to him once again taking a seat next to Thebe. “Yeah, I’m fucking with you, bro. I don’t care what nobody says,” Marcus said to Thebe, slowly starting to regain his composure from the struggles of his near-silent laugh attack. 

Thebe remembered that he initially did start this conversation having a point in it all and decided that now was the time to introduce that. “But seriously though, Marcus, I say all that to say I do have a life outside of this building, and there’s a lot you don’t know about me. I stay in my lane. I do my little thing on the side, you know. I have a girl, and between me and you, I’ve actually sold my share of you know however many grams or caps before in the past. It was years ago. I was a jit to be real with you, but I know from experience that it’s not for me. I have to stay on the straight and narrow, and I’m doing reasonably alright for myself right now.” 

Thebe hardly had a hundred dollars to his name, but he carried and expressed himself in a way that no one would ever know. “Ohhhh I get it, it’s the girl, huh,” responded Marcus, shaking his pointer finger up and down as if he had just made a brilliant conclusion. “You don’t want her to catch you selling a little weed and she get you jammed up.” His arms were folded across his chest, and he sat at a leaned angle in his seat. The cocky mode had officially been reactivated. 

“I know how women can be, trust me. Probably telling you she loves you every day, trying to make you out to be a family man, but let some drugs be found in the house, and all that shits over with.” He let out a faint laugh, hoping Thebe wasn't offended by what he had just said. A half-smile grew across Thebe’s face. He smirked and replied, “You have no idea.” 








  
  

Chapter Five


The Last Hit







It was midday, and back at the apartment, Skyler was alone. However, despite her previous episode from that morning, she did not feel alone at all. She and Thebe had been playing husband and wife so to speak for years, and with children of their own not being an idea they were considering anytime soon, she dedicated the few hours that she had to herself to singing and writing. Skyler possessed a beautiful staggering voice. Anytime she sang, it was always wholeheartedly melodious, almost angelic. 

“I met him when I was a, a little girl he gave ...he gave me poetry, and he was my first,'' she sang out loud to herself, quoting the lyrics from one of her favorite American songwriters Erykah Badu. Skyler continued the first half of her day fixing herself another plate of food. This time a small omelet filled with green bell peppers, tomatoes, sliced cheddar cheese, and a few thin slices of ham with a couple of freshly cut orange slices on the side. She sat center on the couch and took her time eating the meal she prepared while she flipped between reruns of Basketball Wives and whatever episodes of Judge Mathis were airing. Time seemed to be flying by, and it was a quarter to three o’clock before she finally retrieved the outdated HP laptop from the back room. Walking back toward the living room, laptop, and power cord in hand, she plugged in the laptop and continued to sit in the center of the woven couch while she searched for local jobs where she could apply. 

Skyler felt a rush of motivation and urgency because she desperately wanted to feel as if she was being productive for herself as well as helpful toward Thebe. She was typically a busybody, and she hated to feel as if she was deadweight or holding Thebe back from reaching his full potential or accomplishing his dreams. Skyler still felt that way despite the fact of her knowing that Thebe would never openly say that she was the reason for him not accomplishing his goals. It didn’t take long before Skyler sorted a list of seven nearby job opportunities to which she applied. She immediately followed by contacting the management of each establishment. “I have to make this right,” she thought to herself. 
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