







“Why didn’t you tell me this was going on?” Malik asked her.

Riley snorted. “I mean, really! This is so not a topic for casual conversation. I was supposed to tell you that my dead husband is now a demon, he visits me, and we make love. Was I supposed to tell you that?” Her hands began trembling, then her whole body shook . . . She started crying.

“It’s okay. It’s a normal reaction,” Malik soothed.

“I was almost killed!” She looked up at Malik, her eyes glistening. “You saved my life.”

“It’s okay,” he murmured.

“Why would he want to kill me? Does he hate me that much?”

Malik bit back a retort. “Demons have an exaggerated sense of power. They think they’re invincible.”

“Aren’t they?”

“About as invincible as a wet piece of tissue,” Malik answered.

Riley gazed into Malik’s blue eyes. He’s cute, really cute. Her throat went dry when Malik winked at her. How can I possibly be thinking about Malik like that after Bradley’s murder attempt?
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chapter ONE


Riley Tyson primped and styled in front of the mirror as though she were on her way to the Oscars, but the outfit she had on screamed PTA meeting.

“I don’t know why you’re getting dressed, you know your sorry-ass husband isn’t taking you anywhere,” her younger sister, Tamia Stewart, said bluntly.

Riley gave a sigh, a long-suffering one that said she had heard her sister’s comments before. “Don’t you have a man you want to go out with tonight?”

Tamia grinned. “I have many men that I can be with tonight, but you’re more fun,” she teased. “Seriously, I don’t know why you bother. I don’t remember your silly husband ever taking you out for your anniversary. Why do you keep setting yourself up?”

Riley turned away from the mirror and looked at her sister. “He said he’ll take me out and I believe him. Besides, I called him earlier today to confirm.”

Tamia narrowed her mascaraed eyes at her sister. “Did you talk to him?”

“Well . . .”

“You got his voicemail didn’t you? Didn’t you?” Tamia pressed until Riley nodded. “That man is harder to catch than a straight man in San Francisco.”

“Not true,” Riley said with a laugh. “He checks his voicemail all the time. And I know that he got my message and we will be going out tonight.”

“You’re delusional,” Tamia muttered, low enough for Riley to pretend not to have heard her. “Why hasn’t he called you back? It’s almost six o’clock. If I were you, I’d stick on a sweat suit, heat up a Stouffer’s dinner, pull out the Ben and Jerry’s, and plop down in front of the TV. Because that’s gonna be your dinner and a movie.”

“We’re going out,” Riley stated firmly. She primly patted her slicked-down hair. “It’s our fifth anniversary. How can he not want to celebrate it?”

Tamia tilted her head in amazement, as if to say, What planet do you live on? “The same way he didn’t want to celebrate the other four,” Tamia mumbled.

“I heard you,” Riley said. “He always had a good reason.”

“Yeah, right. He had to work,” Tamia said with a snort.

“He did,” Riley said quickly, defending her husband. “And he always made it up to me.”

“That’s right, I forgot,” Tamia replied sarcastically. “He gave you wilted roses on your first anniversary. For your second he was gracious enough to give you a card, two weeks late, and it looked like he had picked it up off the bathroom floor. And—”

“He took me to the Bahamas,” Riley interjected, cutting her sister off.

“Yeah, but you admitted that you never saw him. He spent his days on the golf course and his nights in the clubs.”

“He bought me diamond earrings,” Riley protested while reaching for her jewelry box.

“Forget it . . . you don’t have to show me. They’re no bigger than a crackhead’s brain. I wouldn’t be surprised if they’re fake.” Tamia was silent, then, “And he treats you like his personal maid. I can’t believe you clean up after him like he’s a two-year-old. This room looked like Aretha Franklin was in it getting ready for an awards show before you cleaned it up.”

“I don’t mind,” Riley blurted out. “We’re like yin and yang, he’s a slob and I’m a neat freak,” she said.

“Yin and yang? Is that what it’s called? You two are more like the Ying Yang Twins, bizarre.”

Riley ignored her again as she moved from the mirror and sat next to her younger sister. They looked so much alike that it was obvious they were related. Each with skin as smooth as toffee and the color of toasted cinnamon, behinds that were compared to perfect peaches, and breasts that would never see the inside of a plastic surgeon’s office because they were so full and perfect. Riley glanced at her sister. “Why do you hate Bradley so much?” she asked quietly. Tamia had been making the same remarks ever since Riley had introduced them to each other.

“Because he’s a fucking jerk!”

“Tamia! Watch your mouth! The children might hear you.” Riley glanced toward the open door. Even though they were across the hall, Brie, her one-year-old, and four-year-old Carter had bionic hearing.

“I’m sorry,” Tamia replied contritely. She tried another tack. “I don’t think he’s good for you.”

“Tamia, why do you keep pressing this? It’s been the same thing for the last six years.”

Tamia scrutinized her sister. “Because something’s going on with you two, I can tell. I don’t know what it is, but something is off. You two are off.”

Riley quickly averted her eyes. “There’s nothing wrong.” She picked up a scarf and absentmindedly began twisting it.

Tamia grabbed the scarf. “Are you sure?” Riley nodded. “You’d tell me, right?”

“I would.”

“Promise?”

“Promise. He’s a very good man. He takes very good care of me and the kids. You just refuse to see it.”

“In six years I have yet to see Mr. Nice Guy.”

Riley studied her sister and cast her gaze downward, then out of the blue she said sadly, “Who’d want a lady with two kids?”

“So that’s it—you’re staying with him because you’re afraid of ending up alone?”

“A little,” Riley admitted. “Sometimes I just think about what would happen if I left. I’m not delusional. I know what a jerk he is and that he isn’t perfect, but who is? And I do love him,” she said honestly. “I have two kids to think about; it’d be selfish of me to take them away from their father just because he’s a jerk.”

Tamia snorted. “He’s more than a jerk. Anyway, he could always visit them,” Tamia added.

Riley shook her head. “I don’t want that. It would be too unsettling and confusing for the children.”

“They’d adjust; children are very resilient. I hate to see you married to somebody who doesn’t appreciate you.”

Riley squared her shoulders. “I’ll deal with it; I just want things to work out . . . for the kids.” She stood up. “Do you like my outfit?” she asked, changing the subject. She twirled around.

“I still think it’s a waste,” Tamia muttered. “I don’t think his trifling behind is taking you anywhere.”

“Tamia!” Riley warned.

“Okay, okay. I’ll let it go,” Tamia relented. “And you look aw’right.”

“Just all right?” Riley asked, exasperated. “What’s wrong?”

“Well, you look like a mommy.”

“I am a mommy.”

“Yeah, but everybody doesn’t have to know that. And if you want to go out tonight, you should want Bradley to want to take you out . . . to show you off.”

“I think I look good,” Riley decided and returned her attention to the mirror. She paused. “What? Do you think I should change?” she asked hesitantly.

Tamia bit back a smile. Her sister had as much fashion sense as a nun. She strutted to Riley’s side. “The first thing you can do is let your hair down,” she answered while tugging at her sister’s ponytail. “What the hell did you do, slather it with Super Glue?” Riley’s reddish-brown shoulder-length hair was slicked to her scalp. “If it was pulled any tighter, your nose might end up where your eyes are,” Tamia joked.

“It’s easier this way,” Riley explained. “With two kids . . .”

“I know, I know.” Tamia had been hearing the same excuse ever since Brie was born. “You won’t have them tonight. Let it loose.” Tamia rolled the rubber band off her sister’s hair and ran her fingers through it. “Now, doesn’t that feel better?”

“Yeah,” Riley admitted, suddenly feeling as though her head had been released from a bear trap.

Tamia grabbed a comb and dragged it through her sister’s hair until silky smooth tresses caressed her shoulders. “Perfect,” she said, taking a second to admire her work. “Now we have to find you something sexy to wear.”

“This is sexy enough,” Riley protested as she ran a hand over her long-sleeve, knee-length dress and her confining pumps with their conservative two-inch heels.

“Yeah, if you’re dead,” Tamia called over her shoulder. She had sauntered over to her sister’s walk-in closet and was thumbing through her clothes. “This is going to be a challenge.”

“What’s that?” Riley eyed the garments her sister had slung over her arm. Victorious, Tamia scooted away from the closet carrying her selections.

“Girl, your closet is worse than a contestant on What Not to Wear. I had to dig deep to find this stuff. Very deep.” She held up a pair of black leather pants, a silky black camisole, and a black-lace cardigan. Dangling from one finger was a pair of black, strappy, four-inch heels.

Riley blushed. “I can’t wear that!”

“Why not? It was in your closet. So obviously you’ve worn them before,” Tamia quipped.

“Yeah, but not together,” she sputtered. “I’ll look like a whore!”

“Well, whores get sex and get taken out. Change!” Tamia ordered.

Riley sighed and quickly did as her sister had told her to do.

“You look hot!” Tamia said as soon as Riley slipped on a pair of oversize sterling-silver hoop earrings. “Hot! If you weren’t my sister and I was into girls, I’d take you out.”

“Thanks!” Riley’s eyes were bright as she studied her reflection. “I do look good, don’t I?”

“Yeah. Too good for Bradley.”

“Tamia!”

“Okay. I’ll shut up.” She grabbed her purse. “I’ma say good-bye to my niece and nephew then hit the road. I think there’s a bed somewhere in Atlanta that needs warming.”

“And you’re just the body to do it?”

“You got that right,” Tamia quipped before sauntering toward the bedroom door.

“Tamia!” Riley called. “Who are you going out with tonight?” She couldn’t resist asking. Her sister’s proclivity for eclectic men always amused her. There was Todd, the saxophone-playing vegetarian; Marcus, the seven-foot-tall bald Buddhist; and Alvin, the professional student who had more degrees than she had fingers. And none of her boyfriends lasted more than a month.

“Oh, I have a new one. You’d like him.” She winked.

“I bet.” Riley grinned as her sister jetted out the door.

Three hours later when Bradley strolled into the house, Riley was in the living room, her gaze bouncing between the TV and the children. Their eight o’clock bedtime had long since passed, but Carter wanted to stay up to see his daddy, and fortunately it just happened to be Brie’s feeding time. Without a word or a glance to his wife, he made a beeline for Carter.

Grabbing his son by the waist, Bradley hoisted Carter into the air and spun him around until he screamed with laughter. When he could no longer stand it, he begged to be let down. This is the side of Bradley that Tamia never sees, Riley thought happily as her husband gingerly returned Carter to the floor. Carter adoringly hugged his father’s leg, and Bradley lovingly patted his head. Riley’s gaze shifted from father to son. Carter was the spitting image of his father. Both had hazel-colored eyes that changed colors depending on their mood, sandy-colored hair that, like their skin, turned golden in the summer, and long limbs that made it hard for either of them to find clothes that fit properly.

Brie solemnly watched the action from her mother’s lap. Bradley didn’t say a word before plucking Brie from Riley. Brie immediately erupted in tears and Bradley drew his lips back in a snarl before depositing her back in her mother’s lap.

Twenty minutes later, with Carter trailing after him, Bradley headed toward his son’s bedroom. Riley followed silently while carrying a now-cooing Brie. He glanced over at his wife, his gaze running coldly over her outfit. “Why are you dressed like some bitch ready to hop on the back of a motorcycle?” he asked, his lips twisted into a sneer.

Riley’s eyes widened at his harsh words. “I’m dressed like this because we’re going out to dinner.”

“Who’s going out to dinner?”

“We are. Don’t you remember? It’s our anniversary . . . and you promised,” Riley said at Bradley’s blank look.

He shook his head. “I didn’t promise you a damn thing. I have a meeting tonight. I just came home to change.”

“Bradley!” Riley protested. “I got all dressed up, and the babysitter will be here soon to watch the children.”

“You’d better call her and let her know that we won’t be needing her tonight.”

“But it’s our anniversary. Our fifth one.”

“And?” Bradley said with a snarl. “Like I said, Riley, I have to go back to work. If you want to celebrate our anniversary, fine, go for it! But you’re on your own.” He stepped into Carter’s bedroom.

“Hey, little man, put your pajamas on and hop into bed.”

Carter looked up expectantly at his dad. “Are you gonna read me a story tonight?” he asked, his voice hopeful. Months ago Bradley had read him a bedtime story, but he hadn’t cracked a book since. Riley had been reading to him ever since, picking up where Bradley had left off.

“I don’t have the time, little man. Daddy needs to get back to work.”

“But, Daddy,” Carter whined.

“I need to go. Go to bed!” Bradley roared so loudly that Carter jumped.

“Yes, Daddy,” he whimpered as soon as he found his voice.

Bradley stalked out of the room.

“I’ll be right back. Here, take your little sister,” Riley whispered to Carter before placing Brie in his arms and racing after her husband. “Bradley!” He stopped and Riley heard him sigh before turning to her. “Come on, your work will be there tomorrow. We don’t even have to go out. You can read Carter a story, then we can order in and rent a movie. Just spend the evening with me,” she pleaded softly and reached for his hand.

Bradley glanced down at their intertwined hands, then into his wife’s eyes. All her longing, hurt, and love stared back at him. His gaze guiltily shifted away.

“Just stay with me, Bradley. Okay? Just stay. Are you going to stay?” Riley begged her husband as tears began running down her face. Bradley just rolled his eyes and turned away. Wanting him to stay with her, Riley dropped to the floor and wrapped her arms around his legs.

“What the fuck!” Furious, Bradley looked down to find his wife tearfully peering up at him.

“Tell me that you want to celebrate our anniversary with me,” she begged.

Bradley shook her off as though she were an overaffectionate puppy. “Get off me!” he ordered.

Suddenly Carter ran out of his room. “Leave my mommy alone!”

“Go back to your room!”

“Leave her alone!” Carter demanded.

“Carter, go back to your room. Otherwise be prepared to get in line for an ass whipping. You’ll get yours right after your mother’s.”

Carter’s presence sobered Riley. She sniffled and pushed herself up to her knees. “Go back to your room, baby. I was just playing with your father.” Carter’s worried gaze went from his mother to his father. “Go on back to bed. I’ll be there in a minute. Have your book out, baby.”

With an eye roll to his father, he reluctantly backed his way into his bedroom while keeping his gaze fixed on his parents.

As soon as Carter was out of sight, Bradley slapped Riley across the face and she fell to the floor. “Don’t you ever do any of that ghetto shit to me. Grabbing my legs like you’re crazy.” A whimper squeezed past Riley’s lips, but she pressed back the scream that threatened to erupt. The children.

Bradley left her on the hallway floor as he went into their bedroom and quickly undressed, dropping everything on the carpet for Riley to pick up later. After throwing on a clean set of clothes, he stalked out of the bedroom.

“Bradley!” Riley called, stumbling after him. The sandals her sister had picked out slowed her down. “We don’t have to go out, we can stay home. I have a steak in the freezer; it’ll only take twenty minutes if I microwave it. Come on, baby, stay with me.”

Bradley suddenly stopped and studied his wife. The right side of her face was red from the slap, mascara ran down her cheeks like black tar, and her once neat hair hung sadly around her face. “You look like a shitty whore.” He slammed out of the house. Riley fell against the door.

Loud banging snatched Riley from a restless sleep. She tiredly reached for Bradley but found herself groping air. Her eyes popped open and she turned toward the clock: 3:00 glared at her. “He must’ve lost his keys.” She threw on a nightgown, stumbled down the stairs half asleep, and pulled open the door. “I see you forgot your ke—” She stopped when she saw the two police officers standing in front of her.

“Mrs. Tyson?” Riley nodded. “Wife of Bradley Tyson?” Riley’s hand went to her mouth as she began to tremble. She nodded. “May we come in? We have some bad news.”



chapter TWO


Riley sleepwalked through telling friends and family members about Bradley’s death, stumbling through the process of making Bradley’s funeral arrangements and the days leading up to his burial. The only things that pierced her cocoon of desolation were her children.

Riley woodenly walked around her living room greeting her guests and accepting their condolences. I wonder if everybody would be here if they really knew how Bradley died. Would they waste their time on a man killed by a pimp after refusing to pay for a blow job? The thought lazily flitted in and out of her mind.

Bradley’s mother, Ophelia, had insisted that Riley host everybody at her house after the funeral, and Riley hated herself for letting Ophelia bully her into doing it. All she was aching to do was crawl into bed and never come out.

Bradley’s friends and relatives filled her house, laughing, eating, and talking as though they had just spent the last two hours at a club and not a funeral. A couple of her colleagues and a smattering of her family were there, watching the scene with a mixture of horror and amusement.

“Riley! Riley!” Bradley’s mother yelled from across the room. “We’re out of dip; can you run into the kitchen and get some? And while you’re in there can you bring out some more Kool-Aid? Oh, yeah, and we’re all out of Chee-tos.”

Riley momentarily stiffened before extracting herself from her group of friends and dragging into the kitchen.

Tamia watched her sister crawl back into the living room laden down with items. “This is it. It’s time for her to sit down,” she said quietly before carving her way through the guests and sidling up to her sister. She gently took the items from Riley’s hands. “I got this. Go sit down,” she whispered in her ear.

Riley slowly turned to look at her sister through flat eyes. She blinked as though trying to force herself awake from a bad dream. “Why do you want me to sit down?” she asked, her voice thick with grief.

Tamia’s heart lurched, and tears stung the back of her eyes, threatening to spill over. “You look tired,” she answered helplessly, aching to take her sister away for a week at the beach.

“Oh, okay,” Riley replied, her voice a monotone. She stiffly turned around, fumbled through the crowd, and plopped down in an empty spot on the couch.

Tamia placed the items on the table and elbowed her way into the dime-size space next to her sister. She wrapped her arm around her waist. Riley rested her head on her sister’s shoulder. “How ghetto is Bradley’s family? I mean really,” Tamia said in an undertone, “can’t they at least fake looking sad? Instead of looking like they won a ticket to an all-you-can-eat buffet.”

“Do you want to know how he died?” Riley asked softly.

“I thought he was mugged?”

“Kinda. He had refused to pay a prostitute for a blow job she had given him. He said that she didn’t do a good job,” she whispered in her sister’s ear.

“No shit!” Tamia murmured.

“I know that prostitutes are into servicing customers, but not customer service. So she called her pimp and I guess Bradley still refused to pay, so the man killed him and took all his money,” she said in an undertone.

“How did the police find out?”

“A homeless man had seen the whole thing. He’d never liked the man who killed Bradley; I guess he was a tyrant to the homeless in the area. And do you want to know the kicker?”

“What?”

“The detective who’s investigating this case said Bradley had DNA from two different women on his dick.”

“Oh no! You’d better get tested.”

“Oh, I did, trust me,” she answered quietly. “And I’m fine. Instead of spending our anniversary with me, he was screwing around with two different women.”

“I’m sorry.” Tamia tightened her grip around her sister and let her have her little bit of peace in the sea of madness swirling around her.

Malik Davenport, Riley’s boss and vice principal at her school, glided into Riley’s house. He hated this part, but he knew it was necessary. He had ignored the tradition of wearing black, instead opting for all gray, which looked like ice against his almond-colored skin. His naturally curly hair was cut close to his head. At six foot seven he easily stood out among the crowd. He slipped off his sunglasses even though he hated removing them. The reaction was always the same, and this time, like in the past, it hadn’t changed. During Bradley’s funeral he had stayed in the shadows, but he couldn’t hide his eyes in the broad daylight; the sun flickering through the open blinds seemed to enhance them. Vibrant blue eyes framed by inch-long eyelashes coolly searched the room for Riley.

Having sky blue eyes isn’t that unique, but being a black man with blue eyes is. Growing up he had hated his eye color, a bright blue with flecks of silver that, depending on his mood, could make a person’s heart melt with desire or freeze with fear. Kids had made fun of his eyes, and having skin the color of an almond just made his eyes stand out even more. The good thing was that his eye color was a family trait that all the Davenport men shared. And it wasn’t until he became a teenager that he appreciated the power of his eyes. Ladies young and old all flocked to him like gold diggers to millionaires.

After spotting Riley across the crowded living room, Malik sliced his way through the patches of people, oblivious to the admiring stares from the women. His unwavering gaze remained glued on Riley as he made his way to her side.

He hugged her tightly before releasing her, but one of his arms remained loosely roped around her waist. “I am so sorry for your loss. How are you doing?”

Riley forced herself to smile. Malik ignored the bags under her eyes, big enough to hold a pair of Gucci boots; her gaunt figure, which looked like she hadn’t eaten in days; and her disheveled appearance. Even though she had on the standard widow’s uniform of all black, her outfit looked as though she had pulled it off the closet floor. Her dress had more wrinkles than Phyllis Diller and her shoes were more run down than a fifty-year-old aging rock star.

“I’m fine,” Riley replied woodenly. “I’m doing fine. We had a good turnout. All of Bradley’s friends and relatives came,” she said. “Everybody looks so nice.” Malik listened quietly, a little startled by the randomness of the comments. Riley sounded as if she was talking about an afternoon brunch with friends rather than her husband’s funeral.

Riley didn’t tell Malik that among Bradley’s friends was a woman with a one-year-old baby who was the spitting image of Bradley. And his relatives included two drug dealers, a nit-picking mother, and a brother who’d rob you blind while staring you in the face.

“I see. You’re so fine that you put on two different shoes,” he said quietly.

Riley furrowed her brow with confusion and Malik nodded toward her feet. She glanced down then let out a groan. Malik was right. While they were both the same style of pump, one was black and the other was navy. “Why didn’t anybody tell me?” She turned to the crowd. “Why didn’t any of you tell me that I was wearing two different shoes?” she shouted. “You could have told me instead of having me walk around like some crazy person.” The room went quiet as all eyes turned to Riley. She glared back at them.

“Let’s get you a drink, something strong,” Malik decided as he grabbed Riley’s arm and guided her over to the buffet. The talking resumed quickly, as though someone had turned the volume up on a CD player. He grabbed a bottle of wine then arched a questioning eyebrow at her. “Where would you like to go to get away for a minute?”

It took her a moment to brush the cobwebs off her brain. “The basement,” she finally decided. “It’ll be quiet down there.” They slinked along the fringes of the clusters of guests to the main corridor of the house. Three doors lined the hallway. Riley opened the one closest to her, flicked on the light, and then they slipped unnoticed down the stairs. As soon as he hit the bottom step, Malik froze for a second then started swatting the air.

“Are there bugs down here? I hope nobody left a window open,” Riley said nervously. Too embarrassed to look at Malik after her outburst, she walked toward the windows and busied herself with checking them. “The windows are all closed,” she said. “I don’t know how they got in.” She looked worriedly around the basement.

“I think I got them all,” Malik said casually.

“Great!” Riley glanced at Malik before shyly looking away. “I’m sorry about upstairs. I don’t know what’s wrong with me. That wasn’t me.”

Malik grinned. “I know,” he said, quietly taking in her face and glad that he’d suggested they get away. They hadn’t been in the basement long, but the sad, pinched look she’d worn upstairs was gone. “Remember, we’ve been working together for the past six years. So I know the real Riley. You’re under a lot of stress and you’re grieving.”

“Thank you,” Riley said gratefully.

Malik finally took the time to look around the basement and felt as though he had entered a sports bar.

Nine luxurious leather recliners were neatly aligned in front of a sixty-two-inch plasma TV. A hot dog machine sat in one corner; a popcorn machine and even a counter filled with the standard movie theater candy hugged a wall. Next to that was a fully stocked bar. Malik slowly turned around and saw a pool table at the other end of the room.

Riley saw the look of admiration flash across his face. “Quite the playroom, huh? This was Bradley’s home away from home, his man cave. He came here to get away from it all,” she said, her voice hollow. “I guess a family is too much for some men. Have a seat.”

Malik grabbed two glasses from the bar before settling on a leather sofa next to Riley. He poured the drinks and pressed a glass into Riley’s hand. “Drink this; it’ll make you feel better,” he ordered.

Riley arched an eyebrow at him. She had never known alcohol to do any good. “I don’t know . . .”

“Come on, I’m not asking you to drink the whole bottle, just a little sip . . . to calm you down a bit,” Malik coaxed.

Riley pushed the glass away. “No. I don’t want it to become a crutch.”

“One glass is hardly considered a crutch.”

Riley eyed the glass with doubt. She had heard stories of people who turned to alcohol in their grief and then couldn’t stop.

Malik sighed. “You’ll be okay, I promise,” he said gently as he looked into her eyes. “You’re more than a colleague to me; you’re my friend and I care about what happens to you. I just want you to relax.”

“Okay, just a little sip,” she acquiesced. She tentatively brought the glass up to her lips and sipped. The wine tasted like fruit punch with a kick. “Hmmm, this is good.” She took another swallow.

“I guess you don’t drink much.”

Riley nodded her head. “Maybe once or twice a year, and even then it was always just a sip. Bradley was the drinker.” She jutted out her chin at the bar.

“They say that a little wine is okay for you. So drink up.”

Two glasses later, Riley’s mismatched shoes were on the floor and her feet were tucked under her as she shared stories of her and Bradley’s dating days. “He was so nice; every time he picked me up for a date he gave me a dozen roses and chocolate. It was so sweet, I really felt like I was being courted,” she said. “And he used to cook for me, nothing fancy, just steak and potatoes, very simple food, but I really appreciated the gesture.”

“It sounds like you two had some good times.”

Riley nodded her head. “We did. We used to take weekend getaways to Savannah, Charleston, and Hilton Head. It was all his idea; he was spontaneous like that. He used to surprise me by showing up at my apartment and telling me to pack a bag for the weekend. After the fourth time, it wasn’t that much of a surprise, but I loved it anyway. He was so spontaneous; I loved that about him,” she said.

“Who doesn’t like spontaneity? It keeps things fresh.”

“It does,” Riley agreed. “And gifts, when we were dating he used to always give me gifts. The best gift he gave me was a Coach bag. I had admired it while we were out shopping and later that week he surprised me with it. I still have it,” she admitted and smiled wistfully. “Things were good then.”

Malik smiled at her indulgently. He had never seen this side of her; he liked it, and even though it was alcohol induced, it was endearing. “And they weren’t right before he died?”

Riley flushed. “They were okay,” she confessed. “Sometimes people change,” she said, then an epiphany hit her. “Maybe people really don’t change, maybe they finally pull off their masks and show their true faces.” She shrugged. “I don’t know, that’s just my two cents.”

“Two cents? That sounded like an Oprahism, and you know her words are worth at least a million a piece. So if we add up what you just said”—Malik repeated her words and pretended to calculate—“I think you just spouted a cool five million dollars’ worth of words,” Malik joked, trying to lighten the mood.

Riley blinked at him before throwing her head back and laughing; she liked this side of Malik. It was rare for her to see his playful side, and she loved it. But just as quickly as it had changed, her sad mood abruptly returned. Her face went blank, as though someone had flicked a switch.

Sensing her mood change, Malik sobered up. “What’s wrong?”

Riley’s eyes watered. “I shouldn’t be acting like this. It’s not right.”

“All you’re doing is laughing.”

“Yeah, I’m laughing. But three hours ago, I was burying my husband and crying so hard that my stomach hurt. This is soooo wrong,” she moaned. “I’m going to hell for this.”

Malik made his hands into fists, wanting to encourage her to lay her head in his lap, something he had been dreaming about for a long time. “For laughing?” Malik asked quietly.

Riley gulped. “Who carried on this way after losing a spouse?” she asked. “A mean-spirited one, that’s who.”

“You’re one of the nicest people I know,” Malik said in her defense and watched her struggle with her feelings and his words. It appeared to be a tie. “All you’re doing is catching pieces of joy. And there’s nothing wrong with that. A lot of people can’t do it. They become stuck in their pain and can never move forward.” Riley laughed bitterly and before he could stop himself, Malik grabbed her hand. “Don’t ever be ashamed of your feelings. Revel in them.”

“That’s such a girlie thing to say,” she teased. She squeezed his hand. “Thanks,” she said softly. “I really appreciate that. I feel like I’m betraying his memory, that by feeling good, I’m not mourning him,” she admitted.

“That’s not true,” Malik insisted. “Mourning doesn’t automatically equate with respect. Some people mourn because they feel obligated, even if they don’t feel sad. What they really want to do is dance on that person’s grave. Some mourn because they are unsure about how they should really feel. And there are some people who genuinely mourn their loss, but slivers of happiness slip through and they’re thrown for a loop. And that’s normal. Stop being so hard on yourself. You’re human. If you weren’t, you wouldn’t care about this stuff.”

Riley smiled. “I’m so glad you’re in my life. You’re a good friend.”

“You’re welcome.” Malik hugged her, feeling her breasts pressing against him. He sighed softly, then the unthinkable happened. Oh shit! Think about her dead husband, think about her dead husband, he silently chanted until his body returned to normal. “Everything will be okay,” he managed to squeak out.

“I know,” Riley murmured, oblivious to Malik’s dilemma. “It’s just hard right now. Carter is devastated, and there’s so much I have to organize. I always thought Bradley was so organized, but I found out that he wasn’t. He left a lot of unfinished business.”

Malik wanted to ask what, but he held his tongue. “You’ll get it done. Let me know if I can help.”

“I will.”

“Riley, are you down there? Riley!” Ophelia’s voice cut through them, slicing them apart. Riley jumped up, her face flushed with guilt.

“Oh my God! It’s Bradley’s mom. She’ll kill me if she finds us down here by ourselves.”

“What’s wrong?” Malik’s brow crinkled. “We’re not doing anything.”

Riley jumped up and frantically paced in front of the sofa. “I know that, but she’ll see it differently. She’ll say that we sneaked off to be alone,” she hurriedly explained.

Malik shrugged. “Well, we did.” He kicked at the air.

Riley stopped pacing long enough to glare at him. “Would you stop with all that damn kicking?” she hissed. “There aren’t any bugs down here.”

Malik blinked. Her moods changed faster than Beyonce’s hairstyles. “I’m not killing—forget it, you wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” he said solemnly.

“I’m sorry. I just buried my husband, but my biggest worry right now is trying to hide my friend so my mother-in-law won’t think I’m trying to hook up with him. How sick is that?” She placed a trembling hand to her cheek. “I can’t think straight, there’s too much going on.”

Ophelia called Riley again. Malik watched Riley going into meltdown mode.

“It’ll be okay, all we’re doing is talking, anyone can see that.”

“But she won’t,” Riley muttered as she shot a panicked look toward the staircase, half-expecting to see Ophelia lumbering down.

Two days later, after the children were in bed, Riley ventured down to the basement again. She thought about the crisis that had been averted two days earlier when Ophelia walked in on her and Malik.

Malik’s quick thinking saved them. By the time Ophelia made it to the bottom of the stairs, Malik had squeezed out enough tears to instantly become the grieving friend. And after giving her a convoluted excuse about being too embarrassed to cry in front of the others, Ophelia decided that nothing was going on between the two and left them alone. But it didn’t stop her from telling everybody that the fine blue-eyed brother was a pussy.

What should I do with all this stuff? Riley thought, looking at a box she had taken from the trunk of Bradley’s car. I guess I’ll start small.

She grabbed the box, placed it on the couch, and sat down. She hesitated before tentatively lifting the top. Bradley’s scent wafted up to her and tears stung her eyes. “I will not cry. I’m too strong for that.” She pulled out a sweater, held it to her nose, and savored his scent. “I miss you so much.” She folded the sweater and placed it on the arm of the couch to keep as a reminder of her dead husband. She rooted around until she found his wedding ring. “I’ll save this for Carter,” she decided. It took her fifteen minutes to reminisce over each piece before deciding if she wanted to donate, save, or pass it to Carter or Brie.

The last item in the box was his laptop. Knowing that the kids were fast asleep, something made her pull it out and power it up. She studied the icons. The words MY BLOG immediately caught her eye; she furrowed her brow in puzzlement. “Bradley kept an internet blog?”

Against her better judgment she clicked on it and scanned the headings. MY WIFE THE BITCH, MY WIFE THE DICK LIMPER, I’M A NEW-MILLENNIUM TYPE OF PIMP. With shaking hands Riley clicked on the most recent posting. Her stomach roiled with nausea with each word she read. Every sentence about her was laced with hatred. By the time she read the third post, she was sobbing and could barely read the text.

According to Bradley, she was so boring in bed that he had to look for pleasure somewhere else. And she no longer kept herself up. Especially in Atlanta, where women got their hair and nails done every week; she was barely passable, so much so that he hated taking her out in public. He was ashamed to be seen with her. She gasped when she saw an old picture of herself and she remembered the occasion. It had been taken three days after Brie was born, and she still looked nine months pregnant. Her hair looked as if she had seen a ghost, because with a newborn baby she hadn’t had time to comb it. Rings the size of China outlined her eyes. He had told her that she was beautiful and he’d wanted to take the picture so that he could remember this moment. After much protest she had let him do it. “Oh no!” she cried.

He had given explicit details in the blog on how he would concoct stories to meet his mistresses and what they had done together. And if his readers didn’t believe it, he had videos proving it. Horrified, Riley watched one video as one of his mistresses fellated him while he reclined on a bed with his hands behind his head. He arrogantly stared into the camera while occasionally throwing out instructions. Riley wanted to vomit on his laptop. She began shaking with hurt and anger.

Riley covered her face with her hands and sobbed. Gut-wrenching sobs cut through her, shattering her soul. “I loved you so much!” she croaked. “I ignored how you treated me. I ignored your cheating, telling myself that you were just being a man and once you realized what you had at home, you’d appreciate me. But I was wrong.”

Sometime later, she pulled herself off the couch. “You deserved to die, bastard. You’re nothing but an evil piece of shit!”

She jogged up the stairs for an oversize garbage bag, hurried back to the basement, gathered up the laptop, and tossed it in the bag.



chapter THREE


“You doing okay, girl?” Tamia whispered, even though she didn’t need to. The voices surrounding them swallowed up anything she said. She hadn’t seen her sister since Bradley’s funeral, one month before.

“What?” Riley shouted.

So much for privacy. “How are you doing?” Tamia yelled in return.

“I’m fine.”

Tamia rolled her eyes. “I don’t know how you can eat in here every day; I haven’t been here ten minutes and I’ve already got indigestion.” Tamia frowned as she glanced around the teachers’ lounge. “They’re worse than the students.” At a table to their left were three teachers not so quietly tearing apart a coworker. And tucked away in a corner was a couple pawing at each other as though they were newlyweds; her sister informed her that they were, but just not each other’s.

Riley shrugged. The cliques and constant feuding between the teachers at Booker T. Washington Middle School were worse than those of the cast members of a Disney show. Fortunately, after six years she’d learned to keep herself out of the fray. “You get used to it.”

Tamia grabbed her sister’s hand. “Come on, this noise is driving me crazy. Let’s go outside.” Riley glanced over her shoulder at the clock. “Do you have time?”

“Yeah, just barely,” she answered. Her forty-five-minute lunch break went by faster than a fuck session with a seventy-year-old man.

“You sure? I don’t want you to be late.”

“We’re fine. I’m monitoring study hall after this. And half the kids don’t even show up. And the ones who do spend more time listening to their iPods or trying to get a date for Friday, so they pretty much manage themselves. Come on.” They gathered up their trays and picked their way through the teachers’ lounge and headed outside. They settled on a bench near a tree. Riley raised her face to the sun as though inviting it for a kiss. “This is wonderful. I love September in Atlanta. It’s so beautiful. You were so smart to suggest that we come outside. This is exactly what I needed. Mmmmm.”

Just then Malik strolled up to their table. “Ladies.”

Riley smiled brightly, unable to help herself. Even though they’d been friends before Bradley’s death, their friendship had deepened since then. Every morning he stopped by to see how she was doing and whether there was anything he could do for her around the house. “Mr. Davenport,” she said for appearances’ sake because there were students sitting nearby. “We’re enjoying the weather. You want to sit with us?”

“No, just stopping by to see how you’re doing and checking to see if there’s anything you need help with.” Riley stared up at him, mesmerized by his eyes. It felt like she was looking into a storm of blue water and a wave of heat washed over her body, hardening her nipples. “Riley?”

“Um, no, we’re fine, I mean, I’m fine,” she stuttered as she pulled herself out of his gaze. What the hell just happened?

“You sure? It won’t be a problem.”

“You’re sweet, but I’m fine. And I’ll be sure to let you know if I need anything.”

“Cool,” Malik said before sauntering away.

“He’s cute,” Tamia said after Malik left.

“He’s very nice,” Riley answered, still a little unsettled by her reaction to Malik.

“But his eyes creep me out,” Tamia said and shuddered.

At least that’s all they do to you. “I know. They used to freak me out when I first met him, but I’m used to them now,” she answered with a shrug. “And I think they’re unique. You don’t meet that many black men who have his eye color.”

“That’s true, and I’ve met a lot of black men,” Tamia said. Riley rolled her eyes. “You should go out with him,” Tamia blurted out.

“Tamia!” Riley hissed. “Bradley hasn’t been dead that long. I’m not ready to date and won’t be for a long time. I need to focus on myself and my children. Besides, who would want to date a lady with two little kids?”

Tamia rolled her eyes. “Oh, here we go. A lot of men would. And I bet one fine vice principal would be very interested in it.”

Riley shook her head. Her sister was worse than a professional matchmaker. “Malik and I aren’t like that. We’re colleagues and we occasionally lunch together, and even though we’ve become closer since Bradley’s death, I think Malik sees me as a friend.”

“I doubt it. I think he likes you. Men usually don’t volunteer to help unless they have an ulterior motive. Maybe he’s just giving you room to grieve and after a respectable period, he’ll make his move.”

“Would you stop being so silly? Even if that was true, which I don’t think it is, I couldn’t go for him. He doesn’t have any swag.”

Tamia cocked an eyebrow. “First of all, what do you know about swagger? And I hope you didn’t think Bradley had swag. That wasn’t swag, that was just damn foolishness.”

“No, Bradley had swag; he was confident and cocky. Unfortunately, that’s what got him into trouble. But I do like a confident and sexy man. And I just don’t see that in Malik.”

“Aha! I thought you weren’t looking.”

“I was looking, but not like that,” Riley admitted. “Just in a what-if kind of way.”

“You keep it up. You’re going to what-if your ass right out of something that could be nice.”

“Why don’t you take him?” Riley asked, curious. She hadn’t known her sister to pass on a man.

“Because he looks boring as hell,” Tamia said with a laugh. “Fineness can only get you so far. I admit, I need the swagger too. And Malik doesn’t have it,” she said firmly, then, “So, how are you doing? I mean, really doing. And just ignore our previous conversation. I don’t think sometimes; I really shouldn’t be trying to hook you up.”

Riley waved her sister’s worries away; Tamia was simply being Tamia. “Actually, I feel wonderful,” she admitted before cutting off a piece of steak and eating it.

Tamia looked at her sister as though she had gone crazy.

“It didn’t happen overnight; it was a process. But I knew I was truly happy when Mary J. Blige’s song, ‘Just Fine,’ came on the radio and I started bouncing around the house like I didn’t have any sense. I was happy again. It was like God had flicked a switch.”

Tamia blinked at her sister. “You were dancing around the house?” she asked. The vision of her sister moping around and mourning her dead husband quickly evaporated.

“Don’t judge me,” Riley sputtered defensively. “You don’t know everything.”

Tamia snorted. “Oh yeah I do. He was a jerk, an asshole, a—”

“A wife beater,” Riley finished for her, her voice soft with embarrassment.

“That fucking asshole!”

Riley’s eyes darted around; luckily no one had heard Tamia. “Sssh, keep it down,” Riley scolded her sister.

“Sorry. But he beat you?” Tamia scooted her chair next to her sister’s. “Why didn’t you tell me? I would’ve helped you. Shit, I would’ve killed him!”

“That’s why. You would’ve made my life more miserable than it was. And that would’ve pissed him off more.” Riley sighed deeply. “And I was scared, so scared. He always told me that I wouldn’t be able to survive without him. He always called me stupid; not a day went by that I wasn’t called stupid or dumb. And I believed him. I was so messed up that if he had told me my shit smelled like chocolate, I would’ve believed him.” She shook her head slowly. “I believed him, T. I was beginning to think I was dumb,” she confessed.

“You’re not, baby, you know that. You have a master’s in education and you’ve been named teacher of the year three years in a row. You’re hardly stupid. It doesn’t surprise me. Something about him just left me unsettled. He was fine and all, but I could tell he was a snake. He was slicker than one of those megachurch pastors.”

Riley smiled sadly. “I know, you warned me about marrying him. But I didn’t think you knew what you were talking about. I was blinded by love for that man.”

“I probably wouldn’t have listened to me either. He put a glow on your face that was brighter than the sun. Trust me, if I’d had a man who did that to me, I wouldn’t have listened either.”

“Hindsight is a bitch,” Riley muttered. “You know how men always complain that women change as soon as they’re married?”

Tamia nodded.

“In this case it was Bradley; as soon as Reverend Brown pronounced us husband and wife, he changed,” Riley confessed. “The Bradley who brought me gifts for no reason at all, who called me on the phone in the middle of the night just to hear my voice and who would stop in the middle of the sidewalk and kiss me just because he felt like it, was gone. He had turned into a whole other person. And I kept hoping the Bradley I fell in love with would return.”

“I guess that never happened, huh?”
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