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Chapter 1



“Ain’t nothing open at two in the morning but legs and liquor stores!” LaShawanna Jenkins wiggled her neck as she thrust a finger up in the air. Her golden braids swung from side to side like they were doing a sultry salsa dance. “And since he didn’t come home drunk, you know where he was!”

Darius Jenkins’s lip turned up as he fought back a smile.

“See, he thinks it’s funny!” LaShawanna snapped. She threw her hands up in exasperation. “Your Honor, he got me messed up ’cuz I ain’t the one.” She cut her eyes at her husband of six years. “I told him, one mo’ time. Just one mo’ time and it was over. I guess he don’t believe fat meat is greasy.”

Judge Vanessa Colton-Kirk sighed as she gazed at the file in front of her. Every day, it was the same thing. Some couple who was once madly in love could no longer stand the sight of each other and came before her seeking a divorce.

Vanessa flipped through the stack of papers. Five kids. No assets. LaShawanna worked at a grocery store. Darius worked as an auto mechanic. Same story, different couple. Vanessa looked up from her papers. “So, Mrs. Jenkins, what is it that you are requesting?”

“I want out. And I want you to make him pay child support and alimony,” LaShawanna barked. “And I want him to pay for my statue, which he broke when I put him out. That was my grandma’s statue.”

“It was a freakin’ rooster, Your Honor,” Darius said with a smirk.

“So? It was my rooster!” LaShawanna screamed.

Vanessa slammed down her gavel. “Please! Both of you, just be quiet.” She turned toward LaShawanna. “Mrs. Jenkins, Texas is a non-alimony state, so I can’t award your request for alimony. I will, however, order that Mr. Jenkins pay fourteen hundred dollars a month in child support.”

“Fourteen hundred dollars!” Darius cried. “I ain’t got that kind of money!”

Vanessa looked down at the folder again. “It says here that you bring home roughly twenty-four hundred dollars a month.”

“I do, but how am I supposed to live?” he huffed.

Vanessa struggled to maintain her composure. She got so tired of these men who came through her courtroom and didn’t want to pay child support. “Mr. Jenkins, if you don’t pay to support your five children, who do you suppose will?” she asked, putting her hands underneath her chin.

The smirk was definitely gone from his face now. “Man, this is messed up.” He groaned, running his hand over his immaculately braided hair. “I don’t even know if Darianna and Demarcus are mine.”

“No, you didn’t!” LaShawanna shouted. “You know doggone well them your kids!”

Darius folded his arms across his chest. “I don’t know nothing.”

Vanessa took a deep breath and reminded herself that she had to endure this divorce court craziness in order to climb the ladder of her political career. “Mr. Jenkins, how old are Darianna and Demarcus?”

“Seven and nine.”

“And did you not sign the birth certificate?”

“That’s beside the point.”

“I’m afraid it’s not.” Vanessa began signing the necessary paperwork to close out this case. “You have taken care of Darianna and Demarcus, along with your other three children, since their births. You have maintained that you were their father since birth.” She set her pen down and looked up. “So as far as the courts are concerned, you are the father of each and every one of them. My order stands at fourteen hundred dollars a month.”

“Yeah!” LaShawanna sang as she did a victory dance. “That’s what you get. Tell your little bimbo that y’all gon’ have to make do on a thousand dollars a month. ’Cuz the minute you’re late, I’ma have your sorry butt thrown in jail!”

“Mrs. Jenkins!” Vanessa snapped.

LaShawanna covered her mouth, though she was still delighted. “I’m sorry, Your Honor.”

Vanessa shook her head. “Whatever,” she mumbled. “Divorce is granted.”

She pounded her gavel one more time as she stood, grabbed her folders, and headed back to her chambers.

Her secretary, Nicole, was waiting right outside her office. She had a folded-up newspaper clutched in her hand. “Judge Colton-Kirk, here’s the article I was telling you about.” She held the paper out toward Vanessa. “It’s an awesome article. Everyone around the courthouse is talking about it.”

Vanessa smiled as she took the Houston Defender. She had done the interview with the Defender reporter two weeks ago, but she had no idea it was going to be an entire five-column profile. “‘Houston Judge Is Heading Places,’” she recited, reading the headline.

“And it even has a quote in there from Judge Malveaux, talking about what a great judge you are and how you have such a promising future,” Nicole excitedly said.

Vanessa was shocked. She and Judge Malveaux didn’t see eye to eye on a lot of things, so she was surprised that he would go on record as saying something positive about her. She tucked the paper under her arm. “Thanks, Nicole. I’ll read it when I get a moment.”

Nicole smiled in admiration before making her way back to her desk.

As much as Vanessa loved her job as the judge of Houston’s infamous Divorce Court Number Three, these people could work her nerves. Before the Jenkinses, she’d fielded a couple who had tried a ménage à trois and the wife had ended up falling for the other woman her husband brought in. Yesterday, it was an Anna Nicole wannabe who’d married a man old enough to be her grandfather and divorced him a year later, taking half his money. His family had been furious, but the law was the law, and the law said she was entitled to half.

“Well, I see you’ve destroyed yet another marriage.”

Vanessa walked into her office and threw the folders on her desk, which was covered with a stack of files that all needed her immediate attention. “Hello to you, too, Aunt Ida.”

Ida was sitting in the chair in front of Vanessa’s large mahogany desk. She wore her usual conservative lace-collared dress and pearls, and her small-framed black glasses were perched on the edge of her nose. Her curly gray hair poked out from under her Sunday-best hat, which she wore proudly even though it was just Thursday. Her Bible, which she never went anywhere without, sat prominently on her lap.

“Don’t hello me. You should’ve made them children go to counseling or something. That’s what’s wrong with young folks these days, don’t want to work at nothing. Just want to throw in the towel at the first sign of trouble.” She sighed heavily.

Sweeping the hem of her black robe to one side, Vanessa sat down behind her desk and smiled at her great-aunt. Ida Mae Colton had been like a mother to Vanessa since her own parents died in a fire when she was six years old. Her grandparents had died years before, and Aunt Ida—her grandmother’s youngest sister—was the only one who could take in Vanessa and her two sisters, Rosolyn and Dionne.

“Auntie, I’ve told you before, I don’t destroy marriages.” Vanessa opened up a drawer and pulled out a small mirror. She gazed at her reflection, taking note of a gray hair that was sprouting at the top of her hairline. Her flawless caramel-colored skin made people think she was a lot younger than her thirty-five years. “I simply preside over their breakups,” she continued, plucking the offending hair out.

“Umphh. You the one with all the power. Seems like to me you can make them stay together,” Ida grumbled.

“That’s absurd.” Satisfied, Vanessa placed the mirror back in the drawer. “I can’t make anyone stay together.”

“I know you can’t make them, but you can encourage them. They need Jesus.” Aunt Ida reached over and picked up one of the folders to fan her robust frame.

Vanessa laughed as she stuck her hand out for her aunt to give her the folder. “That’s your answer to everything, Aunt Ida.”

Ida, ignoring the outstretched hand, kept fanning. “It sure is. There ain’t no other answer. That’s why these marriages today ain’t working, ’cuz folks ain’t got Jesus at the center of their marriage.”

Aunt Ida was the most religious person Vanessa had ever met. But all her years of forcing Vanessa to go to church—not to mention the shady things that went on at some of these churches—had only turned Vanessa off. Now she didn’t go unless she was making a personal appearance or it was an election year.

“So, are you ready to go?” Vanessa asked.

Ida stood, finally setting the folder back on the desk. “You can try to shush me all you want, but you know I’m telling you the truth.”

“Mmm-hmm,” Vanessa said as she stood and slipped out of her robe. She brushed a piece of lint off of her crisp navy Dana Buchman suit. “What time do you have to be at the doctor’s office?”

“At four. And I could’ve gone by myself. I don’t need an escort.”

“I want to go, because it’s the only way I can be sure you’ll go.” Ida had scared everyone after a mild heart attack last year. But she’d pulled through it, and Vanessa and her sisters had vowed to make sure she took care of herself: they took turns taking her to the doctor.

Vanessa glanced at her watch. “Let’s get going. I have a reception at six.”

“Reception? Isn’t today your anniversary?”

Vanessa nodded as she reached for her purse. “Yes, and Thomas has called a hundred times, telling me to make sure I’m home at a decent hour because he has a special night planned.”

“Don’t sound so excited,” Ida mumbled as she walked to the door. “You’d think a woman celebrating her five-year anniversary would be more enthusiastic.”

Vanessa swung her crocodile Hermès purse over her shoulder. “It’s not that. I just know he’s going to start in on me about kids again, and I’m tired of that argument.”

“I don’t understand why you haven’t given that boy any babies yet.” Ida shook her head in amazement.

This was a sore point between them, and Vanessa was tired of Ida harping on it, too. “I keep telling you, the time just isn’t right.”

“The time will never be right, let you tell it.”

Vanessa gently pushed her aunt out of the office. “Let’s go.” She didn’t want to have this discussion with Ida—bad enough she knew she was going to hear it from Thomas. He claimed his biological clock was ticking and Vanessa knew he would use their five-year anniversary to hammer home the point that they weren’t getting any younger.

Vanessa also knew it was just a matter of time before she was going to have to give in. But in her life plan, she had until forty before she needed to start worrying. And that was five whole years away.

She draped her arm through her aunt’s as they walked out to her car. “Stop all that frowning, Auntie. It creates wrinkles,” she said, trying to lighten the mood.

“I’m just worried about you, baby girl.” Ida sighed heavily.

“Don’t be,” Vanessa replied. “Thomas and I have a good life. We understand each other, even if he does get upset from time to time.”

Ida didn’t respond, but Vanessa could tell she was more worried than she was letting on. Vanessa wasn’t. She had her husband right in her back pocket.








Chapter 2



Vanessa worriedly checked her watch. Thomas was going to blow a gasket. She handed the valet a five-dollar tip as she jumped into her silver Mercedes S500. She calculated how long it would take her to make it from the Galleria to her home in Missouri City, a suburb of Houston. Even if she sped like a crazy lady all the way, she still had a good twenty minutes before she made it home. That meant she wouldn’t get there until well after ten.

Vanessa took her cell phone out of the glove compartment. She had purposefully left it in the car because she knew Thomas would be calling. She flipped open the phone. She was right. Eight missed calls. One from her baby sister, Dionne. The rest were from Thomas.

Vanessa knew Dionne didn’t want anything—she never did. And she knew Thomas wasn’t doing anything but going off in his messages. “I don’t even feel like hearing that drama,” Vanessa mumbled as she tossed the phone onto the passenger seat.

Vanessa played out all of the excuses in her mind as she navigated onto the 610 freeway. Maybe she could tell him that Congresswoman Leary wanted her to stick around and meet some very important people. Or maybe she could tell him that the governor was considering her for a Regents spot for a local university and she’d needed to hang around and talk to him about it.

She sighed. For some reason she just didn’t see any of those excuses flying with Thomas. All he would say was that she’d stood him up again—and on their anniversary.

“Dang it!” Vanessa slammed her hand on the steering wheel when she realized she hadn’t stopped to pick up the Movado watch she’d custom-ordered for Thomas. Now, not only was she late, but she was about to show up without a gift as well.

She banged her head against the back of her seat. Why did she do this? Yes, Thomas was sweet and mild-tempered, and she never wanted to take advantage of that. Yet she found herself doing exactly that time and time again.

“I’ll make it up to you, baby,” she mumbled as she pressed the gas pedal, trying to hurry home.

Fifteen minutes later, Vanessa pulled into her garage. She climbed out of her car, took a deep breath, and made her way inside their lavishly decorated six-thousand-square-foot home. Ida had blasted them for buying a house so big, but both Vanessa and Thomas had exquisite taste and loved the finer things in life.

She half expected to see Thomas seated glumly at the dining room table, surrounded by the remnants of a romantic dinner. A dwindled, no-longer-lit candle rose in the middle of the long oak table, but nothing more. Vanessa made her way into the kitchen, where she saw all of the food Thomas had no doubt spent all evening cooking. A china plate containing grilled tilapia, asparagus, and roasted new potatoes sat on the granite countertop. Vanessa reached over and touched the fish. It was cold. Another plate was in the sink, the food still on it.

Vanessa inhaled deeply. This was worse than she’d thought. She called for her husband. “Thomas?”

She made her way toward the back staircase. “Sweetie, I’m so sorry, let me explain.” Vanessa still hadn’t figured out what she would tell her husband but she knew she had to make this up to him.

She saw the light shining under their bedroom door, which was closed. He was probably sitting in there watching TV and ignoring her.

“Baby, please give me a chance to explain.” Vanessa eased the door open. “I never intended on staying long, but this was a very important reception. Remember, I told—”

She stopped in her tracks at the sight of her husband leaning over the bed, placing a stack of clothes in a large black suitcase. As always, he was immaculately dressed, wearing a crisp mustard button-down shirt and black linen pants. He had a fresh haircut, making him look like the actor Boris Kodjoe.

“Thomas, what are you doing?”

He didn’t respond as he walked over to the dresser and pulled some more clothes out of the open bottom drawer.

“Thomas? I said, what are you doing?”

He stopped briefly, glared at her, then walked over to the bed again without bothering to respond.

Vanessa walked around to the other side of the bed. “Oh, so you’re ignoring me now? I asked you what you were doing.”

“What does it look like? You’re the genius judge,” he coolly replied as he dropped the clothes in the overpriced, oversize Cole Haan suitcase. Thomas was a connoisseur of the finer things. That’s what she was trying to give him—a better life full of fine things. Granted, he made good money as an architect, but she still made more, not to mention the power and respect she had the potential to bring in. They used to be on the same page, but now he’d become obsessed with having a family and spending time together. Not only were they not on the same page anymore, they weren’t even in the same book.

“What are you doing?” she repeated.

“Why do you care?”

Vanessa sighed as she slipped her purse off her shoulder and set it down on the nightstand. “Thomas, you’re being unreasonable. I have a perfectly good explanation for missing dinner.”

He zipped the suitcase closed. “You always do.” His voice was calm as he picked up the suitcase and headed toward the door.

“Are you really leaving?” she asked, feeling a slight prickle of fear.

“Yes, I really am.”

She threw up her hands. “I cannot believe you’re acting like this over a stupid dinner.” As soon as she said it, Vanessa wished she could take the words back.

Thomas spun around and dropped the suitcase. His eyes spat daggers. “That’s just it, Vanessa.” His voice remained steady. “It wasn’t a stupid dinner to me. And the fact that it was to you means we have a fundamental problem.” He took a deep breath like he was trying his best to stay calm. “I’m tired of this one-sided marriage. I could’ve gone to the Rockets game with my friends from work tonight. Or I could’ve taken the two-week assignment in Brazil like my supervisor wanted me to. But you know what? I told my friends, I told my boss, I couldn’t do it because it would interfere with my five-year wedding anniversary.” His controlled tone was getting louder. “That meant something to me!”

He picked up his suitcase again. “I’m sick of this. I’m sick of giving, only to have you fit me into your schedule when you feel like it. I’m sick of putting my needs on the back burner for you.”

“Oh, here we go with this again.” Vanessa sighed, exasperated. “Why did I know it would come back to this, having a baby?”

Thomas laughed. “Something else that isn’t important to you.”

“We’ve been over this a thousand times, Thomas. We’ll have a child when the time is right.”

“And when will that be, Vanessa?” He paused and waited for her to answer. When she didn’t, he continued, “You know when I think it’ll be? Never. Because you will always find something more important to do.” He added ominously, “There are women who would love to give me a child.”

Vanessa folded her arms across her chest. “What does that mean, Thomas?”

The fire lighting his eyes dimmed again. “It doesn’t mean anything, Vanessa. I’m just sick of this. You knew I wanted kids when you agreed to marry me. You told me you wanted them, too.”

“I do…it’s just—”

He cut her off. “Yeah, I know, the timing isn’t right. You know, I accepted that you weren’t ready for as long as I could. And I’m tired.”

She shook her head. “Everything’s about you, isn’t it, Thomas?”

“Oh, forget it,” Thomas muttered. “Why bother?” He headed to the door. “You go on to your political parties. You continue to hobnob with the big dogs. But me, I’m done.”

Vanessa left the side of the bed and followed him downstairs. She’d never seen him so determined. Usually she could coax him out of his bad mood. “So, just like that, you’re going to walk out?”

“This isn’t ‘just like’ anything. I’m through, Vanessa. It’s taken me five years, but I get it. I finally get it. You were born to be by yourself. That’s not what I want in a wife.”

Vanessa watched as Thomas picked up his keys and headed toward the garage. This was definitely the angriest she had ever seen him. She contemplated following him, but then she stopped and reconsidered. It wasn’t so bad. This wasn’t the first time he’d gotten so upset that he left. He was probably going over to his best friend Bernard’s house to cool off.

Vanessa walked over to the garage door and watched as he pulled out.

He shot her a hostile look and Vanessa fought back a tear. “I’m sorry, baby,” she whispered. “I promise I’ll make this up to you.”

She turned and walked back into the house. She’d convince him how sorry she was tomorrow. For now, she’d give him a minute to cool down. But tomorrow, she promised herself, she was going to show her husband just how sorry she really was.








Chapter 3



Dionne Colton flashed a euphoric smile at the man lying next to her. Roland was definitely the one. He was her heart, her soul mate, the man she hoped to spend the rest of her life with. Their relationship was going wonderfully, and Dionne had no doubt that she would meet her goal of being married before thirty after all.

“Good morning, baby,” she said as his eyes fluttered open. They were in his king-size bed at his sparsely decorated two-bedroom apartment on the north side of Houston. Even at eight in the morning, he looked like he should be gracing the cover of some men’s health magazine. His dark chocolate skin was smooth, and his perfectly cut body was testament to the hours he spent in the gym. His almond-shaped eyes, closely cropped fade, and LL Cool J lips were just the icing on the cake.

Roland greeted her with that warm smile she loved so much. “How is my pretty lady this morning?” he said.

“Awwww.” She ran her fingers through her honey-colored mane. She had been told numerous times that she looked like a shorter version of Tyra Banks, so she had no problem in the self-esteem department. But it still made her giddy to hear Roland say it. “You really think I’m pretty this early in the morning?”

“You’re pretty no matter what time of day it is.” He sat up, stretched, then kissed her lips. “Funky breath and all,” he joked.

Dionne swatted his chest with one hand while covering her mouth with the other.

He grabbed her arms. “Oooh, I like my women violent.” He pulled her over on top of him as he fell back on the bed. “You’re gonna get me worked up all over again.” He leaned up and passionately kissed her.

As he covered her neck with kisses, Dionne moaned in delight and muttered, “I love you so much, baby.” He planted more kisses. “Tell me you love me, too,” she whispered.

“Mmmmm-hmmm,” he mumbled.

Dionne pulled back slightly. She was easily irritated and Roland was about to take her there. “Just say it, baby. Why won’t you say it?”

Roland stopped kissing her when he saw how serious she was. He quickly pushed her off of him. “There you go with that again,” he said as she fell back over on the bed.

Dionne sat up, not letting him get the upper hand. “There I go with what?”

“With that old bratty attitude that I can’t stand. Why you always gotta ruin the mood?” He threw back the covers and swung his feet over the edge of his bed.

“I’m ruining the mood because I want you to tell me you love me?” she asked, incredulously. “And what do you mean bratty attitude?” Dionne knew she tended to get an attitude when things weren’t going her way. It was a trait she was working on, but stuff like this with Roland didn’t make it any easier.

Roland sighed in frustration, then began looking around the floor for his boxer shorts.

“Answer me, Roland. I mean, I’m starting to wonder.” She pulled up the sheets so she was fully covered. “You claim you want to be with me. Shoot, you act like you want to be with me. Yet every time I talk about love or marriage, you get all brand-new on me. You know I want to get married.” She pouted and waited for him to respond—then fumed as he slipped on his boxer shorts and continued to ignore her.

“So, now you’re just gonna act like you don’t hear me?” She couldn’t stand to be ignored. “Why don’t you ever want to talk about love or marriage?”

“Can I at least let the ink get dry on my divorce papers?” he huffed. He was supposed to have his final divorce hearing in a month. He’d been separated from his wife Liz for two years, and Dionne was ecstatic that they were finally about to make it official.

At the thought of him finalizing his divorce, her voice grew softer. “I’m not asking you to marry me right away. I’m just saying, at least let me know you love me.” She looked at him with pleading eyes.

Dionne had been with Roland for a year now. She’d been patient and understanding while he went through a bitter divorce with his wife, even enduring the constant harassment from Liz, who tried her best to make Roland’s life miserable. They would’ve been divorced by now if she hadn’t fought him on every little issue. It wasn’t like Liz even still wanted him. She just wanted to make him pay for cheating on her, which was why they were getting a divorce in the first place.

Or so Dionne thought. She also thought she would have long been married by now, but Roland had been the closest thing to a prospect she’d had in a while. He had a good job, made good money, and treated her like a queen. She was desperate for them to move forward.

Roland stopped just as he was slipping his T-shirt on and spun toward her. “You know, Dionne. I’m so sick of this conversation. Every time things are going good, you want to mess—”

The sound of someone banging on the door caused him to stop talking in mid-sentence.

Roland was grateful for the distraction, and hurried out of the bedroom. Dionne threw on her baby-doll T-shirt and Daisy Duke shorts and followed him out. She was about to go make some coffee when she saw the horrified expression that crossed his face after he looked out the peephole.

“Oh, no!” He groaned.

“What?” Dionne asked.

“Shhhh,” he replied, holding a finger up to his lips.

“Open this door, Roland!” the voice on the other side screamed. “I saw your ol’ nasty eyeball in the peephole, so don’t act like you ain’t there!”

Roland muttered curse words as he looked around frantically.

“Who is that?” Dionne asked, surprised. She’d never seen him like this.

“Awww, naw!” the woman screamed. “Is that a female’s voice I hear?” She started kicking the door, landing solid thumps. “I know you don’t have another woman in there!”

“Oh, no. Oh, no,” Roland muttered as he paced back and forth across the living room floor.

“Roland, who is that?” Dionne asked again, this time more forcefully.

“That’s my girlfriend,” he growled, wringing his hands.

“Your what?”

“My girlfriend, Tasha. And she is crazy.” Roland regarded Dionne with a look of panic. “Look, I’m gonna need you to hide.”

Dionne couldn’t believe what he was saying. “Have you lost your mind? I’m not hiding anywhere. And what the hell do you mean, your girlfriend? Since when did you get a girlfriend?”

Roland was distracted as he said, “Since ’99. Off and on.”

“Since 1999?” she said, shocked.

He nodded helplessly.

“B-but you’ve been married five years.”

“I was with her before I got married.” He ran his hands over his closely shaven head. He looked at the door, then back at Dionne.

“But you said you got married in 2002.”

“I did.” He squeezed his eyes closed like he was in pain. “I don’t believe this. She is going to kill us both.”

“Open this door, Roland! I ain’t playin’ with you!”

Tasha kicked the door so hard it seemed like the hinges would come off, and Dionne jumped. “So you mean to tell me the woman on the other side of the door has been your girlfriend the whole time you were married?” she asked in disbelief.

“Something like that,” Roland admitted.

“I do not believe this.” It was Dionne’s turn to start pacing. What had she done wrong in her life? Why was God punishing her so when it came to men? Her last boyfriend had turned out to swing both ways, and the boyfriend before that dumped her to “focus on his rap career.” All she wanted to do was find a decent man and settle down.

Suddenly a sour memory came to her. Roland had explained to Dionne how Liz had caught him with another woman, which was why she was so bitter toward him. But he’d definitely left out the part about the other woman being a long-term girlfriend. “Is that who Liz caught you with?”

Roland nervously bit his lip. “That’s her.”

Dionne was astonished. “But we spend almost every night together.” This wasn’t making sense. How could Roland have a girlfriend?

“She lives in Dallas,” Roland said, as if he were reading her mind. “Sh-she hung in there because she thought we’d get married. She put up with my wife, but she’s gonna go ballistic if she sees you here.” Roland grabbed Dionne’s hand. “Go hide just until I can get rid of her. Please?”

Dionne snatched her hand away, then crossed her arms defiantly to let him know she wasn’t about to hide anywhere. She jumped when another crash came from the door. Roland looked like he wanted to curse her out before he turned and sprinted down the hallway into his bedroom.

“Open this door, Roland!” Tasha screamed again. “I’m not goin’ anywhere, so you might as well open the door!”

Dionne shook her head in disgust. This was ridiculous. She was not about to fight some woman over a two-timing dog. She felt a headache coming on. She wasn’t in the mood for a confrontation, but she wasn’t about to hide out in Roland’s house either.

Dionne stomped to the door and unlocked it.

The woman burst in before she could even get the door open. “Roland, get your sorry behind out here!” She spun toward Dionne like she was just noticing her presence. She didn’t look as ghetto as she sounded. Her fiery red hair sat in a bushy ponytail on top of her head. She was very pretty and had to be a good five nine, her thick frame towering over Dionne. “I knew I heard a woman in here. Who are you?” Tasha snapped, one of her hands going to her hip.

“I’m the other girlfriend—the one who didn’t know you existed,” Dionne said, shaking her head.

“Oh, really?” Tasha responded, looking around the room. “Where is Roland?”

“Cowering in the bedroom, I suppose.” Dionne pointed, hard, toward the back. It was taking everything in her power to contain her anger.

Tasha ran her eyes up and down Dionne before taking off to the bedroom. “Oh, it’s about to be on,” she spat.

Dionne quickly followed her down the hall. They both stopped in the doorway to Roland’s bedroom, which was empty. The flimsy gold curtain was flapping through the open window. Dionne and Tasha both raced over to the window just in time to see Roland reach the fence in the back of the apartment building and begin to climb.

“Oh, you wanna run like a little punk, huh?” Tasha screamed out the window after him.

Roland looked back just as he made it over the fence.

“You forget I ran track in high school!” Tasha kicked off her shoes and swung one leg over the windowsill. She stopped with her body halfway out and turned to Dionne. “And if you know what’s good for you, you’d better be gone when I get back.”

The next thing Dionne knew, Tasha had climbed out of the second-story window and taken off after Roland.

The whole thing was like a scene out of a bad movie. She didn’t know exactly what, if anything, Tasha would do to her when she returned. But she did know one thing—she wasn’t about to stick around and find out.

She and Roland were through.








Chapter 4



“So let me get this straight,” Ida said as she leaned back in Rosolyn’s recliner. “Not only was the man two-timing you, but he took off like a little pansy and left you in his apartment with his girlfriend?”

Dionne let out a disgusted sigh and took another sip of her wine. “And I haven’t heard from him since.”

Ida shook her head. “And this happened when?”

“Day before yesterday,” Dionne replied.

“I told you there was something sneaky about that boy,” Ida replied, shaking her Bible at Dionne. She’d only met Roland a couple of times, but like the rest of the family, she didn’t particularly care for him.

Vanessa watched her aunt and sister go around and around. She hadn’t really felt like visiting tonight, but it was her older sister Rosolyn’s birthday, and Vanessa knew she couldn’t bail on her birthday dinner, which they had been planning for months. They were all at Rosolyn’s house, a three-thousand-square-foot cookie-cutter home that Rosolyn had decorated to look like something out of Better Homes and Gardens.

They’d just finished dinner and were now sitting around the living room talking, eating cake, and drinking tea, except for Dionne, who was on her third glass of wine.

“I thought we were going to get married,” Dionne whined. “I can’t believe he was playing me all along.”

“I can. Shoot, the boy didn’t make nothing but booty calls.”

“Aunt Ida!” Vanessa admonished.

“What?” She flashed a stare at her grandniece. “It’s the truth and you know it’s the truth. In my day, if a man couldn’t call me before six, he didn’t need to call me at all.” She turned toward Dionne. “You let that boy come over whenever he felt like it. Hmmph. He was probably coming over your house so late because he was at her house at a decent hour.”

“She doesn’t even live here. She lives in Dallas,” Dionne said defensively.

“Well, maybe he has yet another girlfriend because he sure wasn’t giving you his time,” Ida muttered. “Except after hours.”

“I knew I shouldn’t have told you all that.”

Just last week Dionne had shared with them that she didn’t get to spend as much time with Roland as she would like because he was always working. In fact, she’d said the only real time they spent together was late at night.

“You had to talk to somebody,” Vanessa said. She was actually worried about her little sister. Both she and Rosolyn had a protective nature when it came to Dionne, the baby of the family.

“Yeah, but I didn’t expect y’all to throw it back in my face.” She pouted like a little girl.

“Don’t nobody care about you sticking your lips out,” Ida continued. “It’s bad enough that you get with him before his divorce was even final. But a man’s only gonna do what you allow him to do, and you allowed him to play you, as you young folks like to say.”

Vanessa contemplated telling her aunt to chill since it was obvious she was getting to Dionne. The last thing Vanessa needed when she was feeling blue was a big family argument.

Dionne sank in her seat. “Gee, thanks, Aunt Ida. You sure do have a way of making me feel better,” she said sarcastically.

“I’m just trying to tell you. Then you want to talk about how y’all were supposed to be getting married,” Ida said, shaking her head. “You probably were the only one talking about getting married. You know how desperate you are.”

At this mean comment Dionne grabbed the wine and poured herself another glass. She stopped when she noticed Ida eyeing the bottle.

“And I surely hope you don’t think you’re going to find the answer to your troubles in there.” She pointed toward the wine.
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