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PROLOGUE

“What the hell?!” a stunned voice exclaimed.

Expensive champagne sprayed from Leela Franklin’s perfectly painted lips as her eyes widened in stunned disbelief. Her mouth fell open and she struggled to believe what she saw.

“Jeeee-sus!” someone shrieked.

The Waterford crystal flute slipped from Leela’s fingers and broke into pieces as it hit the marble floor. Two people jumped out of the way; droplets flew in every direction.

“OhMyGod!”

Leela’s heart pounded against her chest. She looked around anxiously. Where was her best friend, Samantha Thomas? Better yet, where was her husband, Riley?

Every eye in the room was glued to the screen; the mouths of many people hung to the floor.

“Umph, umph, umph. Ain’t that Samantha’s husband, Bill?” Linda, Leela’s mother, leaned closer and asked. “Chile, what kind of Mickey Fickey foolishness are these folks into?”

The dimmed lights that blanketed the room made it nearly impossible for Leela to make out where Samantha stood.

Had she planned this?

Why do it in front of an entire house full of friends, family, and co-workers?

Leela was embarrassed for her friend.

Minutes earlier, Samantha said she needed go get something from her bedroom and vanished. That was when the anniversary video started. Leela never thought much of Samantha’s abrupt disappearance at such a crucial time. She figured Samantha had gone to find her husband. Wouldn’t the happy couple want to be near each other while the video played?

But Bill had been across the room talking to Leela’s husband, Riley, and a few of their colleagues.

Bill and Samantha Thomas were Leela and Riley’s closest friends. Plans for their tenth anniversary party had been in the works for the past two months. Leela and Samantha had painstakingly gone over every detail. The video was supposed to set the tone for the evening and put everyone in a festive, celebratory mood. It was supposed to be a compilation of pictures that chronicled Bill and Samantha’s life together.

Instead, it looked more like a raunchy, homemade, sex tape. The couple on it seemed to hump each other vigorously, on furniture, on the floor, and several times, in various showers. Their different outfits indicated that all the screwing had occurred over a period of time.

It was obvious that the video was recorded in secret, because it looked grainy, and from an angle that implied the camera was too far away to get the clear, crisp images most could appreciate.

Unfortunately for Bill, even with it being shot from a distance, the image of him and the woman who was not his wife was clear. This was despite the fact that some shots looked like they were blocked by furniture and even curtains.

Soon, gasps and whispers rose from the crowd gathered in the room. Noises and chatter grew louder as the shocking images continued to play out on the seventy-inch flat-screen. The size of the screen made their explicit acts appear larger than life.

“I need to find Sam!” exclaimed Leela.

She looked around, and cautiously stepped over the liquid and shattered glass at her feet, and went in search of Samantha. But a sudden rush of brightness stopped Leela cold. She looked up and saw Samantha perched on the second-floor landing, looking down at the crowd.

The expression on her face was not one of horror or devastation like Leela expected to see.

How could she appear so calm and collected while all of this was going on? People in the room were seconds away from flying into a frenzy, and Samantha was upstairs, seemingly coasting above it all.

“That’s just a glimpse of the steamy love affair that’s been going on between my husband and his tramp at the office,” Samantha said. Her voice was just as calm as her demeanor.

Samantha wore her fancy sequined dress, but was barefoot, and her hair looked like she’d been on the losing end of a tussle. Leela struggled to get a handle on the situation. When had things spiraled so out of control? Earlier, Samantha seemed fine, didn’t she?

“You nasty, cheating bastard!” Samantha finally screamed. She pointed a crooked finger in Bill’s direction.

All eyes found, and zeroed in on Bill.

Bill appeared nervous under the glare of the sudden attention. The color seemed to seep from his face and perspiration settled on his forehead. He was fidgety and he wore a guilty expression.

“Samantha! Stop this shit right the hell now!”

“You don’t tell me what the hell to do! I’m not Kelly! Go tell Kelly what to do! All of the lies and deception. You are one sick, cheating, low-life bastard!”

Riley looked back and forth between the two, as did almost everyone in the room.

Bill made a move toward the staircase, but Riley stepped in and blocked his path.

“Not a good move, Dawg. You’re too mad right now,” Riley said.

Bill’s nostrils flared; rage flashed in his eyes. He looked at his friend, then up at his wife, as he balled and unballed his fists. “Samantha, this is completely uncalled for!”

“Oh, I’m just getting started!” Samantha spat. “You wait ’til I’m done with your no-good ass!”

The video still played while they fussed at each other.

Leela’s body stiffened. Her eyes were touched with alarm as she glanced around the crowded room. She wasn’t sure what she should do.

All of a sudden, a loud clapping noise sounded, and Linda’s voice rang out. That seemed to pull people’s attention away from the video and the argument.

“Okay, folks, this party is over! Please, start making your way to the front door.” Linda walked toward the TV, and snatched a plug from the outlet. Her knack for taking control came in handy because Leela had been frozen into inaction by the series of events and how everything had played out.

The screen finally went black.

Leela looked at her mother and mouthed the words, “Thank you,” as she moved toward the stairs. She needed to talk some sense into Samantha.

People seemed reluctant to leave at first. But Linda walked around, removed glasses from hands, and reiterated that it was time to go.

“C’mon, please, see yourselves out,” she said, as she motioned toward the front door. “C’mon, right this way; let’s keep it moving.”

Soon, Riley followed her lead, and urged the remaining guests to leave. Once the room was finally cleared, Bill seemed to get lost in the shuffle, because he was nowhere to be found.

•  •  •

The Monday afternoon following the anniversary party fiasco, things had gone from bad to worse quickly.

“Don’t do nothing stupid, Dawg,” Riley warned Bill over the phone. “She ain’t worth a second in jail. Believe that, Man!” He sighed. “I know you pissed, and you have every right to be, but try to calm down, Dawg.”

This was the kind of shit Riley himself would never put up with. He wore the pants in his house and not a day went by that he didn’t let it be known. His buddy Bill was cut from a completely different cloth. Riley felt that Bill allowed his wife to do as she pleased; she dressed any kind of way, and she was far too loud and too damn outspoken. It was no wonder they were in the mess they were in.

But as a good friend, Riley knew he couldn’t point those shortcomings out at that moment. His goal now was to try and keep his friend and co-worker out of jail.

“I could kill her, Man,” Bill said. His hands gripped the steering wheel so tightly, his knuckles changed colors. “I could lose it all. Everything, Man,” he said. Spittle gathered at the corners of Bill’s mouth as he pushed the words out angrily.

Riley could feel his pain, but still, he would never be caught up in anything like this. It wasn’t just that Bill was a Beta Male; of course that played a role, but Riley felt Bill was just too soft when it came to managing his household.

Riley knew women behaved like they wanted equality, but when it came down to it, all women wanted a man who could put them in their place. They’d never widely admit it because they didn’t want to be attacked by feminists, but Riley knew deep down, that was just about every woman’s true desire. Riley was the epitome of an Alpha Male.

And Leela was perfect for him because she didn’t make much of a fuss about anything. Even when she had her moments, she knew better than to act out the way Samantha had at that party. Oh no, that would never happen under Riley’s watch.

“Aey, Bill?” Riley called into the phone again.

Bill’s Hummer screeched to a stop in the circular driveway as he pulled up in front of the house.

“Look, I just made it here, Man. I’ma holler at you later,” Bill huffed. Adrenaline raced through his veins like a NASCAR competitor.

“Bill. Remember what I said, Dawg. Just chill. Don’t do nothing stupid.”

If he were in Bill’s shoes, this might be the one time he broke his own cardinal rule: never lay hands on a female. Riley didn’t want to see his boy go to jail for domestic violence, but this time, Samantha had it coming after all she had done.

“I hear you, Bruh. I hear ya’,” Bill said.

He ended the call, barely cut off the ignition, threw his Hummer into park, and hopped out. His heart raced at an uncontrollable rate as he rushed up the three steps in one leap and pulled open the massive, cast-iron and smoked glass double doors. Bill was breathing like a bull when he stormed through the front door and stopped at the foyer.

“Samantha! What the hell? You put that crap on Facebook?!” he yelled as he stepped inside.

His thunderous baritone was filled with rage as it echoed and bounced off the vaulted ceiling and brightly colored walls. With wild, desperate eyes, he searched the room for his wife, then headed to the spiral staircase when he didn’t see her.

“Samantha! I know you’re here! What the hell were you thinking?!” he yelled up toward the second level of their lavish home. Spittle fanned out in every direction as he fired off his words.

Moments later, Samantha strutted into view. Satisfaction was written all over her face. “I told you Saturday night that I was just getting started. I guess you thought sneaking outta here, like the true punk you are, was gonna somehow make this all go away. Umph! I knew you was screwing that tramp! I just knew it; I felt it in my gut! Can’t deny it now, can you?!” she yelled back from upstairs.

The smirk on her face was unapologetic. With her arms spread on both sides, she swiveled her neck as she leaned over the banister and taunted Bill even more.

“You nasty, cheating dog! Now the whole world knows what a sleaze you are!” Samantha’s voice was thick with hatred. She twisted her face and looked down at him with a menacing glare.

Rage tore through every fiber in Bill’s body as he looked up at her. He was ready to kill.

His cell phone rang and he considered ignoring the call, but figured he couldn’t. Clients had been calling nonstop since the posts went live. With his eyes still glued to his wife, he snatched the phone from his waist, then pulled it up to focus on the screen. It was his boss, Gary Watson. He had to decompress and pull himself together—quickly.

Gary Watson was a grumpy old man who ruled his family-owned finance firm with a hawk-like eye that rarely missed a thing.

“Hello?” Bill struggled to calm himself. He had to handle Gary just right.

“Bill. We’re all very concerned about these social media postings,” Gary said.

“Yes, Mister Watson. This is all just a big misunderstanding. Kelly and I are—”

“The board has decided to launch an investigation,” Gary said firmly, cutting Bill off. “We’re placing you on leave pending the outcome.”

“Yes, Sir,” Bill said.

Bill’s heart thudded so loudly, he feared his boss would hear it through the phone. It had been bad enough that a house full of people saw the video, but now, with everything prominently on display for the world to see on social media, Bill felt he had no leg to stand on. He’d have to get an attorney to help clean up this mess and hopefully save his job.

“We’re in the business of protecting our clients’ assets. How does it look to have your inappropriate personal business spread across social media for everyone to see? It’s very unprofessional, not to mention irresponsible. We’ve talked with Ms. Anderson as well. There is a morality clause in your contracts,” he said.

Ms. Anderson was Kelly Anderson, Bill’s coworker, and mistress. Bill palmed his forehead as he listened to his boss. But his mind raced with the many ways he could possibly kill his wife with his bare hands.

She had gone too far this time. Seven-figure jobs didn’t come along often.

With his eyes closed, he was instantly transported to that moment, nearly two hours earlier, when he was in his office at work. Riley had called and dropped the bombshell.

“Dude. I see you and Sam still at it. I know she’s pissed, but damn, Dawg, why she call you out like that, and on Facebook too?”

“What you talking about, Playboy?” Bill had asked coolly. He didn’t like the sound of Riley’s question. He hated social media sites and used them only for business and networking purposes.

“Oh, snap! You ain’t seen that shit yet?!” Riley yelled. “See, this is why you need to have more control over your woman and what she does.”

Bill’s features fell into a concentrated frown.

“I wish Leela would show her ass like that, Man,” Riley added.

As he talked, Bill used trembling fingers, and pulled up his Facebook page.

“Shiiit. That’s what’s wrong with women; they make emotional moves and screw it up for everybody,” Riley said.

Heat crawled up Bill’s shoulders and slithered up his neck to his hairline, as his mind conjured up all sorts of thoughts. He had avoided home since Samantha pulled her stunt Saturday night. Bill thought it was best he stay away to try and give things a chance to calm down.

“Oh, I’d tap that ass for sure,” Riley continued.

The moment Bill’s eyes connected with the images, and the lewd descriptions beneath each one, he began to hyperventilate.

“Wwh-hat the fu—”

“That’s what I said,” Riley commented. “Dawg, that video was enough. Besides, how she get all that on you? I told you about being sloppy, Man.”

Bill wanted to cry like a newborn denied food. His Facebook account was designed to share finance-related news with his clients. His bosses insisted they needed to be active and visible on all social media platforms. Bill was reluctant, but fell in line after Samantha agreed to manage the pages for him. He knew very little about social media and never cared to learn. Now, that decision had come back to bite him in the butt.

“Let me guess, you probably don’t know the first thing about pulling that mess down, huh?” Riley said.

“She handles all of that; I just pulled up the page and of course all this crap is right here for anyone to see.”

“Damn, that means she has your settings on public.”

Bill shook that disastrous thought from his head. He needed to deal with the current crisis that threatened to ruin him both professionally and financially. When his boss finished reciting clauses in the contract, he wanted to wrap up the call so he could deal with Samantha’s evil behind.

“This is very concerning,” Mr. Watson repeated.

“Okay, Mr. Watson. I understand and I appreciate the call. I assure you, I’m going to straighten this thing out right away,” Bill said. His voice lacked the usual confidence that he’d been known to possess in the past.

No sooner had he ended the call, than pieces of his clothing came falling down like thick raindrops from the second floor.

“Go back and stay with Kelly, since you two can’t seem to keep your hands off each other!” Samantha yelled as she tossed boxer briefs, neckties, and slacks over the banister.

“Are you crazy? I may have lost my damn job behind your dumb ass!” Bill yelled. “If I lose my job, Samantha—”

“You oughta be glad you didn’t lose your damn life!”

“After the stunt you pulled at the party, you posted that mess on Facebook? You need to remove that crap now! What the hell, Samantha?! I was trying to give you some time to calm down. All you had to do was call me,” he said.

“Call you! Why? So you could lie and weasel your way out of it? Oh, no. I think posting the hotel receipts, pictures of you and your cheating tramp sneaking into the room, and copies of your sleazy emails for everyone to see was definitely the right move.” Samantha tossed a few pairs of shoes over the banister.

“Oh. And I ain’t removing a damn thing!” She breathed heavily as she mustered up the strength to toss even more of his items over the banister.

“Your ass don’ gone ape-shit crazy for real!” Bill said.

“Get out! Get the hell out! I’m tired and I want you gone!” Samantha screamed. “Go back to wherever you were and don’t bother coming back here!”

From Bill’s vantage point, his wife looked like a madwoman. Her weave was strewn all over her head, wild and untamable. Her face was streaked with traces of dried makeup and she wore nothing but a slip dress.

They’d been having major problems from the moment Samantha found out he and Kelly were working together a year and a half ago. Bill had done everything he could to convince his wife that there was nothing going on between him and the sexy vixen.

And at first, there wasn’t. But his wife’s constant nagging, and a sudden burst of attention from Kelly herself, had led to his current situation.

That, and the fact that Kelly Anderson was too much for Bill to resist. Kelly didn’t walk; she sashayed in all her designer-clad glory. Her tight skirts, eye-catching blouses, and her pouty lips that formed a perfect “O,” when she was amused, only added to her mystique. Her false lashes, glossy lips, and dangerous curves left him weak; he fell for her hard. He thought he was being careful, had covered his tracks, and taken all of the necessary precautions, but it was obvious he hadn’t; they hadn’t.

“Get the fuck out!” Samantha yelled.

Before he could agree, bottles of after-shave, cologne, and shampoo came flying over the banister.

Bill used his arms to cover his head as he darted toward the corner for cover.

“You don’ lost your mind!”

“Get the fuck out!” Samantha screamed.

“You’re gonna regret this shit, Sam! Mark my words; my word is bond. I swear to you,” Bill said.




CHAPTER

1



Leela had wiped the exact same spot on the granite countertop more times than she could count. For the better part of the evening, she’d been crying uncontrollably. She knew she needed to snap out of it. But despite her best efforts, her mind was overrun with thoughts of Samantha’s life without Bill.

She felt odd knowing her best friend’s husband had been cheating. What would become of Samantha now that Bill was gone?

“You still there?” Samantha asked.

“Sorry; yes, girl. Where’s Bill?”

“I don’t know and I don’t give a damn! I’m sick of this game. I hope it was all worth it to him.”

As Samantha went on about how she looked forward to being rid of her husband, Leela thought back to happier times. She and her husband double-dated with Samantha and Bill; they had gone on family cruises with Big Mama and Pah-pah; vacationed together; and for all Leela knew, all of their marriages were on solid ground. Well, at least hers and Big Mama’s were.

Despite the failed anniversary party, Leela fought the strong urge to question all she thought she knew. Samantha seemed to be taking everything in stride and behaved as if her crumbled marriage was nothing but a mere bump in the road.

“I’m gonna do some things I’d been putting off because I felt trapped,” Samantha said.

The comment brought Leela back to their conversation.

“Trapped? What do you mean by that?”

“Leela. Men act like a marriage license entitles them to ownership. Well, not all men. I mean, they just don’t make them like your grandfather anymore. But all I’m saying is, for years, I avoided doing things that might cause conflict or problems with Bill and me. No more! I’m gonna do what the hell I want, when and where I want! It’s that simple!”

“I never realized you felt so—”

“Well, I did.” Samantha cut her off. “But that’s all in the past. I’m so over the years I wasted with Bill. It’s time for me to start my new and improved life! That trifling bastard did me a favor; I just didn’t know it at the time.”

“Sam. You sure you’re gonna be okay?”

Leela thought maybe her friend was experiencing shock. Reality would hit when Samantha least expected it and she’d be devastated by the loss of her husband.

“Am I gonna be okay? Why wouldn’t I be? Leela. Look, it’s like I said; I knew something was going on. I may not have been able to verbalize what it was, but why do you think I hired that private investigator? I’m nobody’s fool. I saw the little clues here and there, but I also knew I had to play my cards right.”

“I don’t know what to say,” Leela said.

“Honey, there’s nothing for you to say. I told you, I had a feeling something was going on. I just needed concrete evidence.”

Leela was experiencing a series of emotions that she couldn’t understand nor explain. She seemed more devastated by the breakup than Samantha. She knew that wasn’t the case, but Samantha was very nonchalant about what had happened.

Conversations about the Thomases’ marriage only happened when Leela initiated it. Although she didn’t want to make her friend feel bad, Leela couldn’t wrap her mind around the fact that the end of a marriage seemed to represent a new and exciting beginning for Sam.

Leela thought she would need to be near the phone to offer moral and emotional support, but those calls never came. Over the past few days, if she hadn’t reached out to Samantha, Leela wouldn’t have heard from her.

Although Leela had a problem with that, the current conversation made her feel like there was no point in bringing that up.

“And you know what?” Samantha asked.

Leela didn’t respond.

“I hope they both get fired!”

“You want them to lose their jobs?”

“Why not? They didn’t care about those jobs when they snuck away from the office for their little rendezvous. Why should they be able to keep them?”

For Leela, the conversation was becoming exhausting. Samantha was hurt, but it was also clear she was hell-bent on seeing Bill suffer.

“Leela, you work in HR. What would you do if you found out that two married senior executives were having an affair?”

Before Leela could answer, Samantha blurted out a response.

“Their asses would be canned! You don’t have to admit it. It’s not a good look, not in the office, not among the clients. It’s not, and you know it. Those two knew it too, but they didn’t care.”

Leela listened as Samantha carried on about all of the bad and painful things she prayed would happen to Bill.

•  •  •

Bouts of depression seemed to stick to Leela like a bad shadow that wouldn’t go away. She’d go to work, go through the motions, then go home and prepare to do it all again. She did all of this as she struggled to hide her emotional roller coaster from Riley because she knew his tolerance level was very low when it came to what he called her mood swings.

One weekend morning, Riley walked into the room and didn’t speak.

His presence made Leela feel awkward. But she told herself there was nothing wrong with being in her bed in mid-afternoon. She had nearly convinced herself that it was okay, until Riley spoke.

“You getting outta bed today, or what?”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Leela knew what he meant, but she wanted to hear his answer.

“Yeah, okay, Leela,” was all he said.

“Oh, and to answer your question, I’m meeting Big Mama and my mother for a late lunch in a little while, so please don’t hog all the hot water.”

Several hours later, Leela talked to her mother on the phone as she drove. “I’m looking for the address, but I can’t find it and I’ve been around the block three times already.” Leela was frustrated as she searched for the restaurant where she was meeting her mother and grandmother for lunch.

“I’ll walk outside,” her mother said. “Give me a few seconds. I’m gonna stay on the phone with you.”

Linda Bishop walked out of the restaurant to look for her daughter. A frown lived on her face, even when she wasn’t angry. Her dark-brown eyes matched her features and her attitude on most days.

Linda’s was very outspoken regardless of the topic or issue. She was the bully of the family, and most of her relatives simply cowered in her presence because they didn’t want to use the energy for a fight that was hard to win.

Leela kept the car in park as she looked around the West Chase strip mall. All of the buildings and storefronts looked the same, and it was hard to read addresses even when they were visible.

Suddenly, she saw a figure in the far distance waving an arm. It was her mother, Linda.

“Oh. I see you,” she said. “I’m on the other end, but here I come.”

Leela drove to the opposite end of the strip mall and pulled into a parking space. Her mother approached her car and gave her a tight hug the second she came out of the car.

“Now, listen. Your grandmother wants to tell you what happened in her own words. She begged me not to say anything because she felt like you needed to hear it from her and be told in person. But I need to warn you. This is gonna be hard to accept. And, it’s gonna be almost impossible for you to look at your Pah-pah the same ever again.”

A sinking feeling threatened to overwhelm Leela as she listened to her mother. Considering the mess between her best friend and her husband, she knew she wasn’t ready for any more earth-shattering news. She especially didn’t want to hear anything bad about her grandparents. Leela felt vulnerable; she simply couldn’t handle any more.

“I don’t like the sound of this,” Leela admitted. “I don’t want to hear any more bad news. I’m scared.”

“Yes. I know. We all are. This is foreign to us all, but I think once you hear her side of the story, you’ll agree, she didn’t have any other option,” Linda said.

“What do you mean she didn’t have any other option? OhmyGod! What’s going on? What is the world coming to? I don’t think I’m ready for this,” Leela whined.

Her mother stopped her abruptly.

“Leela. It’s time for you to pull your grown woman panties up. This situation is real and it’s going to change all of our lives. Your grandmother needs your support right now. This is not a time to be emotional; she needs us all to be strong. I know you’re probably still messed up over that situation with Samantha and Bill, but you need to pull it together!”

“I know, but—”

“There are no buts.” Linda cut her off. “It is what it is. Let’s get up there and get this over with because she’s waiting on you.”

Leela pulled herself together as best she could, pushed thoughts of Samantha and her own fears to the back of her mind. She followed her mother up the stairs to the little Mexican restaurant where her grandmother waited. Linda’s incomplete explanation was the only preparation she’d received to deal with the kind of news that nobody should ever have to swallow.




CHAPTER

2



Startled by a strange sound, Riley flinched. It felt like his heart had been zapped with one of those defibrillators. His handsome features contorted into a frown as sudden shock gripped his heart. The most important muscle in his body felt like it had taken a nosedive from his ribcage to the soles of his feet. Beneath the shower’s hot, jet-like rays, he glanced around the spacious en-suite bathroom.

“Ww-what that fu…?”

Where’s the bat? Is the nine-mil in the lockbox?

A twinge of adrenaline shot through him as he grasped the knob and cut off the water.

Riley pushed the smoked-glass door open and removed the thick, white, terrycloth bath sheet from a nearby hook. He stepped out of the shower, threw the towel around his washboard abs, and advanced across the floor. His house was more secure than the Pentagon, so he wasn’t worried about an intruder, but he was concerned about his wife. She wasn’t the most stable, but that was okay, because he couldn’t deal with one of those so-called, strong-willed, independent women. He had grown to expect her mood swings, unexpected bouts of tears or blank stares.

“Leela?” he called out to his wife. She usually spoke up if she walked in after being gone. Lunch with her mother and grandmother ran kind of long. But he’d just returned from balling with the fellas, so it was all good.

When Riley heard Leela groan again, instead of answering, he rushed toward the noise. Flashes of the family room’s sleek and contemporary décor mixed with the silk drapes, the chandelier, and area rugs, served as a backdrop for the most unusual sight.

Riley stopped abruptly at the vision before him: his wife sat on the ottoman with a look of bewilderment on her face. Riley couldn’t help but wonder whether she’d been spooked by someone or something.

At the sight of her, he wondered whether she had gotten her period and was about to get all emotional. He hated that time of the month the most. It seemed like Leela was bipolar during that time, the ups and downs, the constant complaints about cramps. He hated it.

His eyes looked around their lavish home for anything that might be responsible for Leela’s sudden torment. They had plans to go to a colleague’s party after they both got home. He wondered if her mother or grandmother had told her about a fatal illness. Something had happened, and whatever it was, it had left his wife broken. Her shoulders were hunched in despair as she stared off blankly into space. Riley could tell she barely wanted to look up at him, but he had already heard her cries, the evidence that something had gone terribly wrong.

“Jesus! Leela, what’s the matter?” he asked. “Did something happen when you were with your mom and Big Mama?”

When Leela finally looked up, her tear-stained face was lined with anguish. Her eyes were bloodshot, and it bothered Riley to see her in so much pain.

“Big Mama left my grandfather,” she muttered, her tone filled with angst.

For a moment, Riley stood open-mouthed as he tried to make sense of the words she’d just said. It might as well have been a riddle, because his brain couldn’t compute. His wife’s grandparents, affectionately known as Big Mama and Pah-pah had been married for nearly fifty-two years. That was longer than he’d been alive.

Riley remembered how, on his very own wedding day six years ago, his late mother whispered that Leela had come from good stock. She referred to Leela’s grandparents’ marriage and told Riley to look at them for guidance on happily-ever-after. Riley’s mother was a divorcee.

At a loss for words, he rubbed her back and tried to convince himself that there had to be a good reason for the separation. Maybe the old man got tired of his wife mouthing off all the time, or maybe Big Mama had forgotten her place in their household. The Bishops were headed for divorce? It simply couldn’t be.

He’d never known anyone personally who’d been married more than fifteen years. What did his wife always say? The Bishops were an institution, at church, and at work. They had been the real-life symbol of black love. Obviously, that wasn’t really the case.

Riley looked down at his wife and struggled for suitable words because he knew nothing in his vocabulary could fit the situation. He wanted to tell her to hold off until she got the whole story, but he didn’t.

“What do you mean?” he managed.

“They’re getting a divorce, selling the house, and…” She choked up before her voice trailed off. Her sniffles erupted into a full sob and Riley was frustrated.

He had lots of questions, but didn’t have the patience to endure more crying if he asked them. Did Mr. Bishop cheat on his wife? Nah, that silver fox couldn’t still have it in him, could he?
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