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Dear Reader:

For those of you who are among Allison Hobbs’ legions of fans, you are definitely in for another amazing tale spun by the only woman on the planet that I consider to be freakier than me. Allison’s ability to draw readers into the characters and storylines of her novels never ceases to amaze me. Yet again, she has stepped up her game with Misty.

In the new installment of the lives of Misty and Brick—two of the most memorable characters in the history of books—the drama, confusion, love, and sex are all still running full force. Brick and Misty have a connection that most people would never be able to understand, rather less appreciate. They have been through the fire a few times and have lived to tell the story. Back together again after Brick married Misty’s mother and fathered a child with her, things are sure to get heated up this time around. Will they be able to both emerge through the fire one last time?

I guarantee that you will be engaged in this book from page one, and not want to put it down. Hobbs continues to use her imagination for the greater good and she does not disappoint. As always, thanks for the love and support shown to the authors of Strebor Books, as well as myself. We appreciate and love you for hanging in with us for the duration.

Blessings,
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Publisher

Strebor Books

www.simonandschuster.com
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FOR YVETTE DAVIS

Thank you for a beautiful and true friendship that has lasted decades.
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CHAPTER 1

Brick paused in the doorway of Misty’s hospital room, frowning in confusion.

Hovering over Misty was a woman dressed in a business suit; she was writing something in a notebook. At the foot of the bed, a man held a camera, snapping pictures of her.

Noticing Brick, Misty impulsively tried to sit up straighter, momentarily forgetting about the paralysis that restricted her movement. Helpless to shift her position, she feebly gestured for Brick to have a seat next to her.

Brick crossed the room. “What’s going on, Misty?”

“This is Sharon Trent, a reporter from the Philadelphia Daily News. She’s writing a story on me.” Misty nodded toward the man with the camera. “That’s Jack, a photographer for the paper.” She smiled at the reporter and the photographer and said, “Sharon and Jack, meet Brick.”

“Hello,” Sharon greeted, looking Brick over with a curious gleam in her eyes.

Jack grunted a salutation as he continued snapping pictures of Misty.

“Pardon me for being a nosey reporter, but I’m curious about the connection between you and Misty. Are you a relative…a boyfriend? And how do you feel about Misty’s new ability?”

Brick ignored the reporter’s questions and asked Misty, “What kind of story is she writing?” He glared at the photographer, who had resumed taking pictures of Misty. “Chill, man. Put that camera away for a minute.”

Not sure if he should listen to Brick, the photographer looked at the reporter, waiting for her instructions.

Sharon held up a hand. “We probably have enough pictures, Jack. Let’s pack it up.”

“You want to tell me what’s going on, Misty?” Brick pulled up a chair next to Misty’s bed.

“Something big. We’ll talk after they leave, okay?”

Sharon stuffed her recorder and notepad inside her handbag. “The story should be featured in Friday’s edition. I’ll be in touch if I need more information.”

“Cool. I’m excited about sharing my experiences,” Misty said and then turned her attention to Jack. “Are you sure it’s a good idea to use my photo in the piece? My face is so damaged; I’m not comfortable being seen like this. Can’t you use one of the old pictures I gave you? You know, to let people see how I looked before my face got jacked up?”

“The plan is to put an old photo next to a current one, to garner sympathy, and get some donations pouring in,” Sharon said. “The way you’ve triumphed over tragedy and then survived a coma after trying to end your life is a great, human interest piece. The psychic aspect of the story will fascinate readers.”

Brick groaned in frustration. “What psychic aspect? Will somebody tell me what’s going on?”

“I’ll let Misty fill you in; I have to get back to my desk and start working on the story,” Sharon said. With a sense of purpose, she made her way to the door with the photographer lugging his equipment as he trailed behind her.

Alone with Misty, Brick asked, “How’d you turn into a media sensation, overnight?”

“You’ll never guess.” Misty grinned mischievously.

“I don’t feel like playing guessing games. Are you gonna shed some light on the subject? When I left last night, you were feeling sorry for yourself. Now you’re grinning like a Cheshire cat. What are you up to?”

“Why do I have to be up to something?”

“Because that’s how you do. After all you’ve been through, please don’t tell me you’re back to your old tricks.”

“Don’t be so quick to judge until you hear what happened.”

“I’m listening.”

“Early this morning, when the nurse woke me up to give me my meds and to take my vital signs, something weird happened.”

“Weird, like what?”

“Her palm accidentally brushed against mine, and there was a strange, stinging sensation—popping and crackling—like static when two pieces of fabric connect.”

Brick frowned in bewilderment.

“It’s hard to explain. It’s like, we both felt it, but didn’t understand what had happened. The nurse gawked at the blood pressure cuff, as if it had caused the shock. Then she started fiddling with it, and that’s when I started seeing this fast-moving video slideshow of her life.”

“Where’d you see it—on the wall?”

Misty shook her head. “Images from her life were playing inside my mind. I was able to tell her all sorts of personal information about herself.”

“That’s crazy.”

“It’s the truth, and she was in tears by the time I finished reading her.”

“Reading her?”

“Yeah, I gave her a psychic reading.”

Brick scoffed. “You’re not psychic.”

“Apparently, I am. The nurse is in her late forties, and I was able to see scenes from her childhood and teen years.”

Brick shook his head doubtfully.

“And get this…I even saw her future.”

“You shouldn’t have messed with that nurse’s head like that.”

“I’m telling the truth! In my mind, I saw the nurse getting out of a dark SUV and walking toward this cute little house with white siding and blue shutters. There were shrubs and big, yellow sunflowers in front of the house.”

“You were imagining things.”

“No, I saw that nurse’s future. She had on white pants and an orange and white striped top. There were keys dangling in her hand. I knew the house couldn’t have been in Philly because I saw a wooden walkway leading to sand and water.”

With his eyebrows drawn together tightly, Brick asked, “What else did you see?”

“That’s it. But when I told her details about the house, she got excited. She said she’d been looking at property at the shore, and the house I described sounded like a house she fell in love with, but it was out of her price range. She’d tried to get the owners to lower the cost, but she wasn’t successful.”

“So, what does that prove?”

“It proves that she’s going to move into the house of her dreams. She said she doesn’t own an outfit like the one I saw in my vision, but that’s only a minor glitch in my story.”

“I think it proves that you’re not actually seeing the future,” Brick reasoned.

Misty rolled her eyes. “Why are you being so negative? I know what I saw, Brick; I’m not making this up. Anyway, the nurse said she’s read about people coming out of comas with newfound psychic abilities. She was so excited, she called a journalist friend of hers. She asked her to interview me, and as you already know, the reporter I introduced you to is going to write a feature story about me. It’s gonna begin with the tragic night that a hater brutally attacked me and left me for dead, and it’ll end with me waking up from the coma with the ability to prophesize the future.”

Brick shook his head apprehensively. “Are you seriously going to allow people to believe you can predict the future?”

“Yes, because it’s true. The reporter said I’ll probably start getting a lot of donations when people read about my misfortune. I’m hoping to turn this into something much bigger than mere donations.”

“So, the old Misty is back with a brand-new hustle,” Brick said sarcastically.

“You’re making it sound like I’m going to be scamming people. I came out of that coma with a gift and there’s nothing wrong with profiting from it.”

“Are you planning to set up shop with a crystal ball and a deck of tarot cards?”

“Think bigger, Brick! First, I need to get my appearance up to par. Get some cosmetic surgery on my face so I can look good—you know, for my clients and also for you.”

“I’m not worried about how you look. I told you you’re beautiful to me exactly the way you are.”

“That’s sweet, but I want cosmetic surgery. When I look in the mirror, I want to smile at my reflection, not cringe.”

“When you were staying at your mom’s house, you told me you didn’t care about your appearance anymore. You said you were through with material things and uninterested in earthly pleasures.”

“That’s because I was planning on killing myself, but if I have to live in this world, then I don’t want to look like a monster.”

“You don’t look like a monster, babe.”

“Yes, I do. It’s bad enough that I’ll never be able to walk again, but having to live with a hideous face is too much for anyone to deal with and not lose their mind.”

Brick squeezed her hand reassuringly. “I accept you. Why can’t you accept yourself?”

“You didn’t turn down cosmetic surgery when my mother offered to get the scar removed from your face, so stop being a hypocrite.”

Brick laughed. “Wow, like old times, you’re still running off at the mouth. I get that you want to look like your old self, but I’m skeptical about this psychic thing.”

“Why do you think I’m lying about being psychic?” Misty asked.

“I’m not saying you’re lying, but maybe your mind was playing tricks on you.”

“Remember what I told you about being with Shane…around the time I convinced you to help me kill myself?”

A shadow fell across Brick’s face. “I don’t want to think about that. Those were dark days. At first I thought I had killed you, and after your mom revived you, she wanted me locked up for attempted murder. If you hadn’t pulled through, I’d be spending the rest of my life in jail.”

“Well, I did pull through, and I’ll tell anybody who thinks about accusing you of anything that I took those pills on my own.”

“We both know that I helped you try to end your life, Misty,” Brick said with a grave expression.

“And no one needs to know. That’s between you and me.”

“Getting back to this psychic stuff, do you really want the spotlight on you when you should be focused on recovering?”

“I need to focus on something other than lying in bed for the rest of my life.”

“You’re not going to be confined to bed. I’m going to get you one of those motorized wheelchairs.”

“Am I supposed to be happy at the prospect of getting around in a wheelchair? My life is fucked and we both know it; give me some credit for trying to be self-reliant.”

“You don’t have anything to worry about; I’m gonna take care of you.”

“I don’t want to have to rely on anyone other than myself. This is a chance for me to lead a productive life and be useful; I don’t want to miss the opportunity. So, stop being negative and support me in what I’m trying to do.”

“What exactly are you trying to do?”

“With the media coverage, I’ll be able to attract clients. Eventually, I’d like to do seminars and group readings. I want to write books…maybe get a TV show. Psychics make a lot of money.”

Brick looked at Misty with pity in his eyes. “I don’t want you to set yourself up for disappointment. Suppose last night was only a fluke?”

“It wasn’t a fluke. Like I was saying, before I came out of the coma, the last thing Shane told me was that I had to come back here so I could touch people’s lives.”

“Shane is dead; I’m never gonna believe you were actually with him.”

“Believe what you want. I know we were together, and I know what he told me.”

Brick glanced down at his hand, which was resting gently on hers. “Our hands are touching; do you see my life flashing in your mind?”

“No, but that’s probably because I already know everything about you.”


[image: images]


CHAPTER 2

“Maybe you should tell that reporter to hold off on the story. Make sure it wasn’t a one-time thing before you start broadcasting that you’re psychic.”

Misty smiled. “I already tested my abilities on another person.”

“Who?”

“The housekeeping dude was in here cleaning up, and I asked him if he minded bringing the bouquet of flowers closer to my bed. He brought the vase over to my bed, took a rose out of the bunch, and held it up to my nose, so I could smell it. I tried to hold the flower on my own and my hand brushed against his, and that popping sensation happened again. Then the images started. I saw dude as a little boy, riding a bike. The vision flashed forward and I saw him as a teenager, riding around in a stolen car—”

“How’d you know it was stolen?” Brick interrupted.

Misty shrugged. “I could feel his energy. His friends were excited, but he was scared that they were gonna get caught. Next, I saw him fully grown and traveling on the subway with an attractive woman and a little girl—his family. They seemed very happy.”

“Did you see his future?”

Misty sighed. “Yeah, but I didn’t tell him that part.”

“Why not?”

“Because his future was horrible. He was holding a gun against the temple of a man with dreadlocks.”

Brick leaned forward. “What?”

“He seemed desperate, and I don’t know if he was robbing the man or what. I didn’t know how to deliver that kind of news, so I didn’t bring it up.”

“Sounds like he got his life together after he became a family man, but I wonder what happened to make him take such a wrong turn.”

“He didn’t take the wrong turn, yet. It’s gonna happen in his future; maybe he can change it if I tell him what lies ahead.”

“You’re not kidding around?”

“No, I really saw it.”

“Do you know exactly when he’s going to commit this crime?”

She shook her head. “I don’t even know if he actually pulled the trigger; I only know what I saw. And the impression I got was that the man with the dreads was messing around with the janitor’s wife.”

“You should tell him, Misty. Maybe you can prevent him from committing murder.”

“So, you believe me?”

“I don’t think you’d make up a story for the fun of it, so yeah, I believe you’re seeing visions. Whether or not your visions are a glimpse in the future, is a different story.” Brick grew quiet briefly. “Do you think you can stop bad things from happening if you give people a heads-up?”

“Maybe.”

“You should tell the man what you saw.”

“I don’t want to tell him that his wife is fooling around. Suppose she hasn’t even started cheating yet? I don’t want to put ideas in his head. And I don’t want to be responsible for him going home and whipping his wife’s ass.”

“That’s exactly why you shouldn’t be interfering in people’s lives with this supernatural crap.”

“I didn’t ask for this gift.”

“It might be a curse. Do me a favor, and stop touching folks until you figure out if you’re really seeing into the future. Wait and see if that nurse moves into the beach house, because the way it stands, you don’t know if your visions are accurate or not.”

“After the story runs in the paper, people are going to be requesting my services, and I can’t afford to turn any money down.”

“I have a couple dollars; we’re not exactly broke, you know. In fact, I’m gonna look for a place for us when I leave after visiting hours are over. I want you to chill with the readings, Misty. You can’t be meddling in people’s lives if you’re not sure what you’re seeing is real. For all you know, this so-called gift of yours might be only temporary. I didn’t think you wanted to be in the limelight, and I was hoping this time around, we’d lead a more peaceful life.”

“I want a peaceful life, too. But I need to earn money to pay for surgery. It’s hard to look in the mirror with a face like mine,” Misty said in a somber tone.

“There’s got to be another way to pay for surgery. I’ll figure something out.”

“I got this, Brick. You concentrate on getting us a place, and as soon as I get a consultation with a plastic surgeon and find out the cost, I’ll start working on getting the money together.”

Brick looked at Misty pityingly.

“Don’t feel sorry for me. I love a challenge, and I guarantee you, I’m going to get the money for my surgery.”

Brick nodded. “You gotta do whatever makes you happy.”

“By the way, what are you going to do about my mother?” Misty stared at Brick intently.

“There’s nothing to do. Our marriage is done and over with. She already filed for divorce.”

“How long will it take?”

“About ninety days. I’m not contesting anything, and as long as I see my son on a regular basis, I’m good.”

Suddenly angry, Misty’s eyes narrowed. “My mother’s gonna end up old and alone, and that’s exactly what she deserves.”

“Don’t talk bad about your mother.”

“It’s the truth. She was dead wrong for stealing my man. What kind of mother does that?”

“It’s in the past, Misty; let it go.”

“I can’t.”

“We were both wrong. You were wrong for bringing that dude, Dane, to the crib and I was wrong for hooking up with your mom.”

“But we have an excuse; we were young and dumb back then. Young people are supposed to make mistakes and learn from them. But my mother was a middle-aged woman, and she not only fucked my man, she stuck the knife in deeper by marrying you and having your baby. That shit was grimy as hell, and I won’t ever forgive her. She hurt me to the core.” Tears brimmed in Misty’s eyes.

Consoling her, Brick kissed her on the right side of her face, the side that hadn’t been crushed by the tire iron. “It’s you and me, now. We’re back—mature enough to deal with everything life throws our way.”

Misty sniffled. “It was unbearable living in the same house with you and my mother, and that’s part of the reason I wanted to kill myself.”

“I didn’t know it was hurting you like that; I didn’t think you cared about me anymore.”

“Brick, I realize I was a selfish person, but I still had feelings. It was a living hell for me to be confined to a bed in the same house where you and my mother were sharing a life together.”

“By that point, you’d been with so many different guys—including famous rappers with money—I honestly thought we’d lost our connection.”

“Tell me this…”

“What?”

“Did you love my mother?”

Brick didn’t respond right away. “I thought I did, but now I realize the only woman I’ve ever truly loved is you.”
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CHAPTER 3

Brick arrived at Thomasina’s house with a shopping bag filled with toys for his son.

“You should have asked me what he needed before you wasted money on toys,” Thomasina said curtly.

“What does he need?”

“He’s growing out of everything…his shoes, his clothes.”

Brick cut an eye at his son and smiled as Little Baron began playing with the remote control SUV he’d bought him. Returning his attention to Thomasina, he said, “The child support I pay is supposed to cover clothes and his other expenses.”

Thomasina threw up her hands in mock surrender. “Forget I mentioned that your son needs clothes and is starting to look like an orphan. I’m sure you’d prefer spending your money on his sister than on him.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means that you and Misty are two of the most selfish people I know. Neither one of you care who you hurt.”

“I didn’t mean to hurt you, Thomasina, but you had already started the divorce proceedings when you walked in on Misty and me in her hospital room.”

“You told me you were over her before we got married.”

“I honestly thought I was.”

“At my age, I should be living for myself and doing whatever I want to do, but now I have to raise your child.”

“You don’t have to do it alone,” Brick assured her.

Thomasina snorted. “Who’s gonna help you with him—my invalid daughter?”

Brick flinched. “What’s up with you? How can you talk like that about your own flesh and blood?”

“Misty’s no daughter of mine. Not anymore. She stabbed me in the back for the last time. And by the way, let her know that her social worker called me about her moving back home and I told her that Misty is no longer welcome here. I suppose she’s going to end up in one of those facilities because I know you won’t be able to take care of her—not the way I did.”

“She’s not going into any facility.”

Thomasina smirked. “Hmph. Where else is she gonna go? Do you plan on moving her into that hotel with you?”

“I’m not sure about our living arrangements, yet, but we’ll figure it out,” Brick said.

“Good luck with that. Taking care of a disabled person is a lot of work.”

“I’ll manage.” Brick reached in his pocket and withdrew some cash and handed it to Thomasina. “Buy my little man some new clothes.”

As if disappointed that she had nothing else to complain about, Thomasina looked at the money and frowned, and then went into the kitchen.

As Brick played with his son on the floor, he could hear Thomasina opening cabinets, the fridge, and then he heard the rattling sounds of pots and pans. Soon, a delicious aroma began to drift into the living room. Brick felt his stomach rumble; he couldn’t remember the last time he’d had a homecooked meal. Forty minutes later, Thomasina returned to the living room and announced it was dinnertime.

“You’re welcome to stay and eat with your son if you’d like,” she offered.

Thomasina could throw down in the kitchen and Brick was tempted, but his gut instinct told him to decline. Sharing a meal could be mistaken as an attempt to patch up their relationship and he wasn’t trying to do that.

“No, I’m good,” he told her, though his growling stomach begged to differ.

Disappointment flickered across Thomasina’s face, and Brick was confused about her intentions. Was she merely trying to be civil or was she plotting on a way to cause problems between him and Misty?

He picked up Little Baron and kissed him on the cheek. “Daddy has to go, but I’ll see you in a couple of days.”

“Oh, no you won’t,” Thomasina interjected in a hostile tone. “You can’t drop by whenever it suits you. You have visitation once a week until you get stable housing,” she reminded Brick.

Obviously, Thomasina wasn’t going to make it easy for Brick and his son to have a healthy relationship. She was lashing out and trying to hurt him the only way she knew how. Realizing it would be a long time before Thomasina got over her bitterness, he decided not to argue with her. He lowered Little Baron to the floor, and said, “I’ll see you next week, man. Okay? Are we good?”

“We’re good,” Little Baron replied.

“High-five!” Brick slapped palms with his son. “Be good, and I’ll see you later, man.”

“Bye, Daddy.”

“Have a good evening, Thomasina,” Brick said respectfully, and then sauntered toward the door.

He drove straight to a neighborhood bar on Lancaster Avenue that served food that tasted homemade. He had a newspaper in front of him and was eager to check the classified ads to look for a place for Misty and him. His face was buried in the paper when the waitress came over to take his order. He looked up, noticing that she was a big-boned chick, coffee-colored with sultry, full lips that glistened with cherry red lip gloss. Those lips looked like they could do things that would relieve a lot of stress. She gave him a ready smile that was unmistakably flirtatious.

“What’s good?” Brick asked, without looking at the menu.

“I am,” the flirty waitress replied with a hand on her hip.

Her body language and the way her lips spread into a sexy smile informed him that she was either a dick tease or she was hot in the ass and looking for a good time. Whatever the case, he hadn’t come here to hook up; he’d come to get something to eat.

“In all seriousness, what do you recommend from the menu?” He had too much on his mind; too many pressing obligations to play games with the waitress, who was clearly hitting on him.

Disappointed that her attempt at seduction had failed, her hand fell away from her hip. Mirroring Brick’s serious demeanor, the waitress spoke in a more professional tone. “I like the grilled salmon and the crabmeat mashed potatoes. The green beans are good, too,” she said without a trace of the smile she’d previously displayed.

“That’s what I’ll have, then,” Brick said.

“What’re you drinking?”

“Heineken.”

“You look a little down, like maybe you need more than a beer. Will my phone number cheer you up?” she added, making another flagrant attempt to hook up.

Emotionally preparing himself for the hard life with Misty that Thomasina had predicted, he didn’t have it in him to start fucking around and getting phone numbers from random chicks. “No, I’m good,” Brick responded with an apologetic smile.

The waitress shrugged as if to say, “your loss,” and then grabbed the menu and trotted off toward the kitchen.

Left with his thoughts, Brick attempted to make a mental list of Misty’s home care needs. She was going to need visiting nurse services, physical therapy, a wheelchair, and a host of adaptive equipment for disabled people. It was a lot to deal with, but he was in for the long haul.

He wondered what the long haul involved. Not a sex life! He winced at the idea of giving up sex completely, and wondered if he was capable. It wasn’t likely; he was too young to live the rest of his life jacking off to porn for sexual release. Having a side chick seemed like the reasonable alternative, but he’d learned a valuable lesson after being in a relationship with his former lover and partner in crime, Anya. No matter how much a person believed they could be in a sexual relationship with no strings attached, emotions had a way of creeping into the picture.

Truth be told, Anya wasn’t the only one who had caught feelings. Brick had strong feelings for her too, but he’d never admitted how much he cared for her. Believing that he was headed for jail, he didn’t want to involve Anya in his chaotic life. One of the hardest things he’d ever done was to part ways with her when she pleaded with him to stay.

But everything happens for a reason. Back then, he had no idea that Misty would wake up. Once she came out of the coma, Brick realized his love for her was stronger than ever, despite her physical condition. What he felt for Misty couldn’t be described as romantic love; it was love in the purest sense, and it was unconditional. At least that’s what he told himself, but he secretly wondered if he was allowing himself to be tied down with Misty out of a sense of obligation. He quickly shook that negative thought from his mind. Misty was the love of his life. Point blank. Period.

He supposed he’d have to get his carnal needs met by prostitutes. Feelings weren’t involved when money was exchanged for sex. He knew that from personal experience, when he used to sell sexual favors back in the day.

Putting aside unpleasant thoughts of his past, he scanned the apartment listings of the newspaper that was spread open on the table. Most of the places that caught his eye were surprisingly expensive, and he was grateful that cash wasn’t a problem. He had plenty of money in his pocket due to Anya’s generosity. Recalling the many ways Anya had held him down, Brick felt a pang of guilt.

He had refused to accept her offer to give him a portion of her inheritance, telling her he’d be all right. Yet, she’d waited until he was distracted and slipped a thick wad of hundred-dollar bills into his travel bag, making sure he was straight until he got back on his feet.

Anya and her sexy-self had been ride or die while she and Brick were together. In another lifetime, their relationship would have worked perfectly. They had so much in common. Both had lost their mothers young, and they were both damaged by their losses, yet they maintained a huge capacity to love. Unfortunately, the timing hadn’t been right for Brick and Anya, and he’d been unable to commit to her. He prayed that Anya was healing from all her past hurt and was finally living her life to the fullest in Trinidad. Hopefully, she’d found some clues from her family members that could lead to finding her pops who’d been missing for years. Most of all, Brick wanted Anya to find the true love a fine woman like her deserved.

By the time the waitress brought the food to the table, Brick had circled five apartments that were in his price range and had an extra bedroom for Little Baron when he stayed over. Once Brick was situated, Thomasina would not be calling the shots about how often he could see his son. He realized his relationship with Misty would be confusing for his son, but over time, Little Baron would adjust and learn to accept that his father and his sister were a couple.

When Brick’s fork scraped against the ceramic plate, he looked down in surprise. The plate was empty; he’d practically inhaled the food the waitress had set before him. The meal had been so good, he was tempted to order an extra platter to take out and eat later, but decided against it. He wasn’t burning calories like he did while working construction, and until he found a new job, he would have to watch what he ate and also start hitting the gym.

Brick chugged down a second beer, and then motioned for the check. The waitress was busy flirting with four male patrons who were sharing a table.

Brick wasn’t in a hurry, and so he settled back in his seat and waited. Alone with his thoughts, he recalled Misty’s excitement about starting a profession as a psychic. As far as he was concerned, Misty wasn’t any more psychic than he was, but she believed that she’d gained the ability to predict the future. Looking on the bright side, it was good for Misty to feel useful, and he didn’t think there was any harm in her trying to build up a clientele. People who sought out psychics did it strictly for entertainment, and if they were naïve enough to take a psychic’s predictions seriously, then that was on them.
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CHAPTER 4

Word had gotten around the hospital that Misty could see the future, and various employees were finding reasons to peek in her room to get a look at her.

When Johanna McBride, the nurse whom Misty had given the reading, came to check on her, Misty complained, “My room has been like Grand Central Station all morning. People are acting like I’m a circus act or something. If one more person pokes their head in that door, I’m going to file a complaint with whoever runs this place.”

“You want to complain to the chief of staff?”

“Yeah, him.” Misty didn’t want to deal with any underlings; she wanted to take her complaint straight to the top.

“That won’t be possible; he’s an important man.”

“And I’m an important woman,” Misty countered.

“Of course you are; what I meant was, most of the employees have never even met him. I’m sorry that hospital staff is invading your privacy. I only told one person, but apparently she couldn’t keep the information to herself. I tried to be discreet, but I had to get permission from the nursing supervisor before Sharon was allowed to interview you.”

Misty sucked her teeth in disgust. “I can’t wait to get discharged; I don’t like people staring at me like I’m some kind of a freak show.”

“The curiosity is going to increase when the story comes out on Friday,” Johanna warned.

“I can’t deal with all these damn voyeurs who work in this hospital. Can you please put a Do Not Disturb sign on my door? I have a right to privacy, you know.”

Johanna laughed. “This isn’t a hotel, so I can’t keep the staff out, but I can make sure that no one comes in here that isn’t supposed to.”

“Great. Can you take care of that, please?”

“I sure can. By the way, I have some good news,” Johanna said, peering over her glasses at Misty.

“Oh, yeah? What’s the news?”

Johanna clasped her hands together in delight and broke into a huge smile. “I got approved for the beach home you saw in your vision. I called Sharon, and told her to add that fact to the piece she’s writing about you. Even though the story focuses on the horrible assault that paralyzed you and injured your face, I’m sure you’re not only going to get inundated with donations for cosmetic surgery, but you’ll also get requests from people who want personal readings. Are you prepared for that?”

“As long as they’re willing to pay for my services, I’m more than prepared for it.”

“Speaking of payment, I have something for you.” Johanna opened a drawer of her med cart, and withdrew a sleek iPad. “It’s time to connect with the world again, and swiping the screen with a finger is much easier than trying to operate the keyboard on a laptop.”

Aw, shit; it’s on, bitches, Misty thought to herself. Being paralyzed had robbed her of the will to live, but now she was ready to rebuild her life, piece by piece. She was eager to get the wheels in motion for an exciting new career, and having some use of her right hand, she’d be able to work with the iPad.

“Thanks, Johanna. I’ll cherish this,” Misty said, her mind racing with ideas. She’d pretended to Brick that she no longer craved the limelight, but that wasn’t true. She’d always been an attention whore and being disabled hadn’t changed that.

“You can find online support groups to help you learn to live with your disability,” Johanna said, offering an encouraging smile.

“Mmm-hmm. Good idea,” Misty mumbled distractedly as she tinkered with the iPad and then logged online. She checked out her old website and was relieved that no one had bothered to take it down. She could keep the name: Misty’s Place, but she needed to delete the nude photos of the guys who used to work for her and replace them with images of herself—past and present. Like the journalist had said, her facial deformity and paralysis would garner a lot of sympathy. Besides, she wasn’t going to be disfigured for long.

Next, she checked her old PayPal account and broke into a smile when she saw the balance left over from her pimping days—a little over three thousand dollars. Not a fortune, but it was something she could put toward her makeover.

Her smile faded when she recalled the small fortune she had hidden inside a safe in her former home. That money could have gone toward her surgery if rapper and entertainment mogul, Smash Hitz, hadn’t cleaned her out of all her possessions immediately after the tragedy. He’d wasted no time in getting his people to clear out and reclaim the mini mansion she’d been renting from him. That thief needed to be dealt with, but she decided to leave the past behind her. She was confident that moving on and working as a psychic was going to bring in untold fortune and fame.

Misty glanced up from the screen and asked Johanna, “Is your reporter friend telling readers to send the donations here at the hospital?”

“Yes, this is your home until the social worker finds a facility for you. After you’re discharged, the hospital will forward your mail to your new address.”

“Nah, that’s not gonna work. First of all, I’m not going to any facility for invalids. My man is gonna find a place for us, but I need to ask you a favor.”

“Sure, Misty.”

Misty glanced at the hospital-issued phone that sat on a table next to her bed. “Would you call Sharon for me and hold the receiver up to my ear?”

“Not a problem. Why don’t you use my cell? I’ll put it on speaker.” Johanna entered the reporter’s number in her phone and said, “Hi, Sharon. I’m in Misty’s room and she’d like to speak with you.” Johanna set the phone on speaker and placed it on Misty’s bed.

Not wasting anytime on pleasantries, Misty got right down to business. “I’m not going to be in the hospital much longer, and so I need you to change the address for the donations. I prefer that donations be sent directly to my PayPal account.”

“Oh, I didn’t know you had PayPal set up, being that you only recently came out of a coma,” Sharon said.

“It’s an old account, but it’s still active.” Misty gave her the email address associated with the account and then said, “One more thing, I need copies of the photos you’re using in the article. You can send them to the same email address. Okay?”

“Sure.” Sharon sounded a little uncertain. From her tone, she was somewhat taken aback by Misty’s aggressive attitude, but Misty was too busy wheeling and dealing to care what the reporter thought of her. She gave a head nod to Johanna, indicating that she was through with the conversation. Johanna picked up the phone and sheepishly told her friend that she’d talk to her later. Then, she stared at Misty.

“What?” Misty asked, playing innocent.

“I didn’t realize you were such a go-getter. The way you’re handling your situation is commendable; I’m impressed.”

“I don’t mess around when it comes to making money. And right now, I need a lot of it. How much do think it’s gonna cost to get my face fixed?”

“You’d have to talk to a plastic surgeon about facial reconstructive surgery, but I’d estimate it’s going to cost somewhere in the neighborhood of twenty or thirty thousand.”

“That’s not a problem. I’ll have that amount in no time,” Misty said with assurance.

“I like your confidence, but it might not be a good idea to get your hopes up. Getting that kind of money may take a lot longer than you expect.”

“You don’t know me very well,” Misty commented, the finger of her impaired hand swiping the iPad screen with remarkable dexterity.

“The reading you gave was so fascinating, I’m eager to tell my friends to book a session with you after you’re discharged and settled in your new place. Who knows, with the article and word-of-mouth recommendations, you may get more money than you need.”

“I’m banking on it. Anyway, thanks again for the iPad, Johanna. Having Internet access was exactly what I needed to start getting my life back on track. I’ve been down and out for so long, I forgot how much can be accomplished by simply logging online.”

•  •  •

Two sharp raps on the door drew Misty’s attention away from the iPad. It was about time people started knocking instead of barging in like she was still in a coma with no say-so over the foot traffic that trampled in and out of her room. “Come in,” she said with reluctance. She was busy researching plastic surgeons, and didn’t feel like being bothered by any of the medical staff. In no hurry to have her blood drawn or to choke down the horse pills the nurses peddled to her several times a day, she kept her head down, avoiding eye contact with the intruder as she viewed the iPad screen.

“How you doing today, Miss Delagardo?” said a familiar male voice.

Misty looked up and smiled in recognition at the cleaning dude, pushing a mop and bucket. “Call me Misty; you don’t have to be so formal.” Momentarily forgetting how unattractive she was, Misty looked him up and down appraisingly. He appeared to be in his early thirties, but had a shy, boyish quality that was appealing. “What’s your name?” she asked softly.

Instead of sounding sexy as she’d intended, her words came out in a horrible lisp, due to the many missing teeth that had been knocked out by the tire iron of her assailant.

“Uh, my name’s David,” the cleaning guy stammered. From the look he gave her, he was appalled by her flirtatiousness. His look of revulsion was an instant reminder that she was no longer pretty.

Yanked back to the reality of her grotesque appearance, she could have cried. But I still have Brick, and it’s not like I’m hard up for companionship, she reminded herself. Nevertheless, getting male attention was something she’d always taken for granted. It was her birth right, and she felt entitled to appreciative looks from all members of the opposite sex. This is fucked up! I don’t know how much longer I can handle being ugly. I gotta start stacking money quick, so I can get my looks back.

“I suppose you’ve heard what people are saying about me.”

“I heard some talk, but I didn’t press anyone for details. I do my work and mind my business.”

“Good to know. Actually, I’m glad you stopped in; I want to talk to you about something.”

He gestured for her to continue, and something in his hand flick was so smooth, confident, and sexy, she was momentarily mesmerized. David had the kind of sex appeal that you didn’t see right away; it had a way of sneaking up on you.

Holding onto the handle of the mop, he leaned to the side, waiting for Misty to speak her mind. Her eyes traveled down to his slightly bowed legs, and she was briefly mesmerized. Bowlegged men were known to be well hung; she bet he was a beast in bed. Oh, God, I want my life back. I can’t deal with being a gruesome invalid; I want to be pretty, again!

“What did you want to talk to me about?” David prompted.

“As you know, I was in a coma…”

He nodded.

“And when I came out, I was blessed with the ability to prophesize.”

“I heard a little something about that, but I figured it was only a rumor.”

“It’s true. Remember when you were standing close to me yesterday, you know, with the rose…”

“Yeah?”

“Did you feel a shock when your hand brushed against mine?”

“I vaguely remember a little spark.”

“That’s what happens when I get inside your head. Or maybe the connection is much deeper. You know, maybe I’m connecting with your soul.”

David laughed uncomfortably. “My soul?”

Misty told him what she saw, describing his childhood bike in detail, even mentioning the black tape that patched a tear in the green seat.

David stared at her in amazement. He glanced around the room nervously when she began to talk about the stolen car he was a passenger in during his teens. “How do you know about that?”

“I see things.”

He seemed ready to bolt from her room. “This is creepy.”

“I also saw you and your girl waiting for the subway. You were carrying your baby daughter, who was dressed in a pink coat with white butterflies.”

“Where are you getting this information? My daughter’s five now, but back when she was a baby, we had to get around on public transportation. My wife is going to be shocked when I tell her about this.”

“You’re married?”

“Yeah, been married for six wonderful years.” He smiled with pride. “My beautiful wife is my best friend and my lover.”

A streak of irrational jealousy flashed through Misty. She wasn’t trying to hear all this best friend and lover bullshit. She was accustomed to receiving compliments from men, not hearing them speak highly of their wives. In the past, she was so admired and idolized by the male species that other bitches didn’t exist in a man’s mind when he was in Misty’s presence. It was insulting for this janitor muthafucka to be singing his wife’s praises, as if Misty gave a damn about their relationship.

“What else did you see?” David probed impatiently.

I know this room-cleaning mofo is not trying to rush me. Obviously, he doesn’t know that I used to be arm candy for A-list celebrities. I was such a bad bitch, niggas used to rent out their dicks and hustle for me. Furious with David for not seeing past her temporary deformity, she decided to tell him his future in a tactless way.

“You sure you want to hear everything I saw?” she said in a taunting voice.

“Is it bad?” He rubbed his forehead nervously.

“It’s not good,” she said ominously.

“What’s gonna happen?”

“Do you know a light-skinned dude with dreadlocks?”

David shook his head. “No one comes to mind. But, what about him?”

“I saw you holding a gun to his head.”

“What! I don’t even own a gun,” he said in indignation.

“I suppose you’ll get access to a gun at some point in the future.”

“When is this vision supposed to happen?”

“That I couldn’t tell you.”

“I don’t know anyone who fits that description,” he said, shaking his head and frowning.

“Well, maybe your wife does,” Misty remarked snidely.

“My wife? How would she know him?”

“I get the impression this dude has something to do with your wife. You need to question her…you know, regarding her fidelity.”

David’s mouth opened in shock. “Are you saying my wife is fucking around on me with another man?”

“I’m not positive, but that’s the impression I got.”

“My wife would never—”

“Whatever,” Misty said dismissively. “I gave you the info; it’s up to you how you use it. Don’t be tempted to buy a gun, if you do, you’re gonna end up on death row. My duty was to warn you.”

“You’re fucking with me, right?” His desperate eyes pleaded with Misty to change her prediction.

“Sorry to have to rush you, but I’m extremely busy right now. You can mop in here later today, or better yet, come back tomorrow.”

“Are you serious? You can’t hit me with this shit and dismiss me.”

“Why can’t I? I can’t help it if your wife has a man on the side.”

“My wife wouldn’t do anything like that!”

“Believe what you want.” Misty glanced back down at the screen. “Do me a favor and close the door on your way out.”

David didn’t budge from where he was standing. He took deep, angry breaths and glared at Misty, as if she’d put a hex on him. Finally, he pushed the wheeled mop bucket and exited her room.

Pleased with herself, Misty sniggered. I dare another muthafucka to come up in here, praising another bitch while in my presence.
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CHAPTER 5

Trinidad had been a beautiful paradise. Every morning, Anya woke up to the sounds of birds singing, seemingly, all around her. The different melodies soothed her briefly, but upon fully awakening, she was always struck by an overwhelming sense of loss. The saying that money can’t buy happiness was definitely true. Without Brick, she felt incomplete. Her inheritance made life easier, but couldn’t un-break her heart.

Her mother’s Trinidadian relatives were friendly enough, but thinking that all Americans were rich, they had more interest in getting money from Anya than in actually getting to know her. After only a week in her mother’s birthplace, Anya packed up and returned to Indianapolis, Indiana. She needed to regroup and recharge in familiar surroundings before resuming the search for her father in Philadelphia. This time, instead of physically pounding the pavements of Philly, she’d hire a private investigator to do the legwork. It wasn’t that she minded putting in the labor, but being back in Philly would be a torturous reminder of Brick and the love she’d lost.
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