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Dedicated to all the twisted folks here and abroad. Including those in denial.
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“The most important ingredient we put into any relationship is not what we say or what we do, but what we are.”

—STEPHEN R. COVEY



Acknowledgments

This book by far is one of the hardest books I have ever had to write. Let me just go on and put that out there. I had a major production going on in my belly that required more beauty rest than normal. So you must know how relieved and excited I am to have reached this point. As I write this, I am seven weeks away from giving birth to my prince, Zamari. Many nights when I’m up working and hubby and daughter are asleep, I begin to count my blessings. I am truly blessed for the opportunity God has granted me to do what I love, and I am humbly grateful for the platform I’ve been given to share my passion and wild twisted stories with the world. I want to take the time to acknowledge those that made it possible.

First and foremost, Zane. You have not only been a great mentor, but one of the best publishers in America that I have the pleasure of working with. I can’t thank you enough for always keeping it real. Charmaine, you are THE BEST in the business. You’ve been so understanding throughout the labor of this project and while I know you have a hundred other authors to tend to, you’ve always managed to check in on me. That made me feel special. To my loving husband and beautiful baby girl, you are the wind beneath my wings. With you two by my side, I can do anything I set my mind to. I love you both with all my heart.

To my immediate literary family and friends, I love you guys! Vanessa Morman, Anna Black, Sincere, Shakir Rashaan, Leiann B. Wrytes, Sh’Moore, Candy Hall, Martin Soli Roy, Johnathan Royal, Victoria Jones, Raynesha Pittman, Layla Rashaan, Brandie Davis, Fabiola Joseph, Tiffany Tyler, Dock Bookshop, Book Referees, OOSA Book Club, Sista 2 Sista Book Club, Strebor, Our Black Is Beautiful Book Club, Sistahs of Essence, AAMBC, Urban Reviews, and all of you who continue to support me and my endeavors. There are way too many to name, but please know you are appreciated.

What’s next you ask? As I wrap up this project I am preparing to dive into the final installment in this Twisted series, so please be on the lookout. Also, if you have not heard, I executively produced and directed my first independent docu-film entitled Beneath My Skin. Please check it out and let me know what you think. Until next time, don’t be a stranger. Join me on Facebook and Twitter. I love chatting with fellow writers and readers. [image: Images]



The Setup

“I can’t believe I actually agreed to go through with this! What in the hell was I thinking?”

Sabrina Montgomery stared vacuously into thin air as she mentally played out the twisted avocation. Her smooth, golden-peach skin shimmered, and her long, lustrous, black mane contoured her bare face, sheltering the most pronounced feature on her body. If it weren’t for the slightest chill of air that invaded her space, the double chocolate morsels protruding from her perfectly round, ample flesh would have otherwise remained shrouded behind their silk curtains. Hazel-green irises that usually sat boldly behind deep- set eyes were suddenly blanketed with looming discontent.

Initially, she had been repulsed and offended by the idea her husband had proposed four months earlier. She had thought he’d lost his fucking mind. And for the first time in their six years of marriage, she questioned if he loved her anymore; if he had suddenly become unfaithful; if their circumstances had grown so unbearable that he would rather push her into another man’s arms than sit around and wait for her to up and leave him—making good on past threats. She questioned everything there was to question about Luke and their tainted nuptials, right up to this very testy moment.

Her sullen mood must have intimidated him, because for a man who spoke three languages and loved to dine in conversation, morning, noon and night, surprisingly, he didn’t have one damn word to churn out. The more she contemplated over the situation, the heavier her conscience weighed in on Luke’s sick, twisted motives. What kind of husband would permit his wife to have sex with another man, on his watch, in an attempt to get pregnant? It stood to reason that their tumultuous marriage had undoubtedly caused Luke’s heart to stray, leaving Sabrina alone, cold, and blinded by the darkness.

Yes, their deteriorating marriage had seemingly reached a dead end, and while Sabrina was trying to salvage it, she had her reservations. When they had lost their son, Avery, their entire world came crashing down shortly thereafter. It was one horrible event after another. Luke lost his $250,000 insurance sales job after a major freak accident that ultimately revealed cocaine in his system. She had begged him to stop using long before his job found out, but he said it was the only thing that helped him get through the days. Needless to say, that unexpected blow drove them right into financial suicide. They seemingly went bankrupt overnight, and her world, as she knew it, slowly crumbled before her very eyes.

Still, Sabrina knew well enough that having another baby would not change what had already happened, nor would it replace the child they had lost. She couldn’t help being bothered by Luke’s indifference. Had they become so desperate to have another baby of their own that they were willing to rob a man of his sperm to get it? She shuddered at the thought. As much as she would have liked to fulfill Luke’s wish, she could only imagine the disappointment and regret they would feel if this thing backfired. That hunch alone was enough motivation for her to back out while she still had the chance.

The irony in it all was that she had actually grown content with the way things were, accepting the verity that they may never experience parenthood again. She had been cheated out of motherhood three years ago, the day before their son, Avery, turned one years old. She had gone into his room to check on him at the same hour she had every morning, only that day, he didn’t wake from his sleep. He had died suddenly and without explanation. Doctors called it SIDS (Sudden Infant Death Syndrome), but Sabrina called it God’s way of getting even with her for aborting her twins when she was sixteen.

She and Luke had both fallen into a major depression after the loss of Avery. He was their everything, including the glue that kept their marriage strong. His death had put such a strain on their marriage that they began to drift further apart, until it felt as though they were merely roommates, hiding behind their own misery and unhappiness. Existing, yet invisible to one another. The devastation and grief that she alone experienced was beyond comprehension. No one seemed to understand what she was going through, not even her husband, who had unknowingly cornered her in that living Hell. It was impossible to be in the same room with one another without quarreling, so not speaking at all became their tacit agreement. It was easier to deal that way. But the isolation only fueled their tension, slowly disconnecting their only palpable communication line.

Sabrina tried to keep her head together and move past it the best way she knew how. That was then, this was now. She tried to convince herself that if she played along, if she seduced and milked this man for his semen the way her husband had coerced her, maybe, just maybe, things would go back to the way they were, long before tragedy, bullshit and bad luck intercepted their lives. Yet her reluctance wouldn’t allow her to get past the what-ifs.

“What are we going to do if this entire thing blows up in our faces…or if it doesn’t go according to plan, huh? Surely you have it all figured out, so please enlighten me on that,” she sneered.

Luke deserted her concerns and upheld his silence. Before she knew it, her expression warped into an agonizing scowl, and her forehead crinkled as it always did when he pissed her off and challenged her mood.

As difficult as it was, she held back her tongue. Her eyes darted around the lofty master bedroom and its old-fashioned floral décor and heavenly white and gold Victorian-style furniture. The elderly, well-off white woman who had lived there for many years before them, had left the home in impeccable condition. It was beautiful and more than the Montgomerys could have ever afforded during their financial adversity. Besides a few minor modifications, everything was still in its place, exactly as Ms. Rester had left it, and as though she had never departed this life. Other than the understanding that she had no family or friends, they didn’t know much about her or the four-thousand-square-foot property they’d illegitimately inherited over a year ago.

They had been squatters ever since the bank foreclosed on their house, hopping from one abandoned property to the next—mostly relinquished residential homes or foreclosures in affluent neighborhoods, well preserved by those allergic to misfortune but who had fallen on unexpected hard times, or in Ms. Rester’s case, went home to Glory. The property had seemed to be a blessing, given that they’d been able to stay under the police officials’ radar for as long as they had.

Sabrina inhaled sharply. The reality of their situation crashed down on her all at once. They were homeless, bankrupt, and one argument away from chunking their vows into the sewage. As if that wasn’t enough connubial mayhem to sort through, she had to lend some common sense to her husband that supported why getting pregnant by a man she barely knew, was not the solution to their dysfunctional marriage.

“My gut is telling me we need to rethink this. Everything!” she retorted, coming to her senses and realizing how this could bring more harm than good. “It’s just not right.”

“Relax, Sabrina. You’re overthinking things again.” It was the first time Luke had said more than three words to her since being in her presence. “You have nothing to worry about.” He slowly raised his head from the computer screen, his eyes seemingly refusing him in his attempt to connect with her. His vanilla-tanned skin reflected a warm hue of caramel that defined his lean and toned physique. His handsome chiseled face revealed a more pronounced jawline and his fairly thin lips curled into a comforting smile. “Like I told you before,” he said, finally giving her full eye contact. “We’re gonna rock his world to a Jane Taylor lullaby. Trust me on this. He’ll enjoy every second of it,” he added with disturbing confidence. The only reason he didn’t see the look she’d just given him was because he immediately reverted his attention to whatever it was that had obviously proved to be more important than her right now.

Seated on the edge of the bed with her backside slightly gracing the cold headboard, Sabrina crossed one long and toned shapely leg over the other, exposing the delicate, sheer black lace of her panty line. She huffed in both anger and regret. Her leg shook violently as her anxiety levels instantly peaked. She was horny and pissed off. Not a good combination. Nostrils flared, Sabrina was fuming inside and her husband was too blind to notice. She needed a cigarette, a Valium, anything to calm the mental fits of delirium.

“My purse,” she snapped, pointing to the luxurious leather handbag next to Luke. The one he had given her when they were experiencing happier times; when they weren’t robbing and swindling innocent people, including the dead.

Luke stopped pecking at the keyboard all at once. Those chestnut brown eyes she fell in love with the first day they’d met, conjured up joyful memories but failed to sidetrack her thoughts completely. He turned to his side, scooped up the purse and passed it to her. A flirty grin flashed across his face in a weak attempt to get some kind of reaction out of her. Sabrina wasn’t falling for it. This was serious business and it was about time he treated it as such, although he always said she was so damn sexy when she was mad. Perhaps it was that he simply could not resist her sexual allure.

“Thanks,” she responded dryly. She fumbled inside for her cigarette case, slipped one out of the pack and fired it up. She could feel his eyes climbing her half-naked flesh. To placate her curiosity, she tilted her head, contorted her lips and channeled the smoke in the opposite direction. The shift in movement forced her hair to slide off her sun-kissed shoulders, leaving her delectably aroused breasts perfectly angled for her husband to scope out at his convenience. The premeditated gesture seemed to work in her favor. She had his full attention.

Luke lustfully swept his tongue across his lower lip. “So fucking sexy!”

“Don’t try to change the subject,” Sabrina chided. She inhaled the cigarette again and this time tilted her head and blew the smoke upward.

“Can’t a man relish in his wife’s beauty without being reprimanded?” He cocked his head to the side. “Seems I’ve worked up quite an appetite. Any suggestions?” She turned to her right in time to witness the horny glint in his eyes. Immediately her pussy became aroused at the thought of his tongue forcing its way past the gates of her sacred garden, but she was too damn stubborn to answer the call. The sweet coconut scent that poured from her skin, clashed with her cigarette, yet it didn’t seem to interfere with Luke’s newfound concentration.

“We seriously need to discuss this baby situation,” she said, getting back to the matter at hand.

Luke exhaled sharply. “What more is there to talk about, Sabrina?” His brows furrowed with confusion.

“Money! Where are we going to get the money to take care of a baby? Or did you somehow forget that technically we’re homeless and barely scraping by?”

“How can I forget? You feel the need to remind me every fucking day! It’s not like I haven’t been trying to get us out of this mess!”

She lowered her voice, dreading where this was headed. “I know you’ve been trying—”

“Well then, stop rubbing it in my face, for God’s sake.” Luke turned several shades of red in less than a minute.

“Look, all I’m trying to do…is point out…the fact that we’re not in a position to expand our family right now. It takes money!”

“Let me worry about the money. You handle your end of the bargain.”

Sabrina sighed heavily. She took another puff of her cigarette, trying her best to calm her nerves. After losing Avery, she had not even dreamt about having another baby. The topic never even surfaced until after Luke’s freak accident. She still did not entertain the idea too much at that time because it wasn’t like they had the money or the health insurance to afford artificial insemination, nor were they stable enough to meet adoption requirements. Things took a turn four months ago, the second they latched their sights on the tall, chiseled and debonair Jeff Jackson.

It was a Friday evening and Sabrina had been ambling the chip aisle of their neighborhood grocery store. She had walked around his parked shopping cart, dipped her knees slightly to grab a bag of her favorite chocolate-covered pretzels, and pretended she didn’t feel him air kiss her round, taut ass with those scrumptious mahogany lips. They locked eyes immediately. She had presumed it was his daughter traipsing alongside him and his small son wrapped in his grip. She fancied in his appraisal of her sexiness before settling her curious gaze on his ring-less finger. The smile on her face stretched in appreciation and he meddled in her delight by saying, “I see somebody’s got a sweet tooth.” It was an awkward, innocuous moment; however, the sexual fervor mounting between them nearly brought her to climax. Her imagination took her places it had never taken her before, forcing her to neglect her usual modest behavior.

She had tried diverting her attention to avoid being caught with her hands in the cookie jar, but it was too late. Directly behind the man who had voluntarily stirred a conversation between her thighs, stood her husband, whom she hadn’t seen come down the aisle. The quiet and numb look on his face declared his witness to the flirtatious flutter in her eyes and smile, the new beat in her step, and the sway of her ass clamoring for attention, yet he said nothing. Her body had betrayed her before she could even realize how she had conveniently exposed herself to another man. Her absent two-karat diamond wedding ring only made matters more beguiling. Yes, she was unhappily married, but married nonetheless. And her only testament to that truth had been twenty-six miles away, tucked in a pawnshop’s vault. Luke had pawned the ring, along with other jewelry, the same day the bank foreclosed on their multimillion-dollar home.

After the encounter with Jeff, Luke devised his new scheme. Against her wishes, they followed him all the way home, which happened to be only two blocks over from Ms. Rester’s house. Luke spied on Jeff for four months, monitoring his comings and goings like clockwork. He had practically discovered everything there was to know about their prospective donor, and what he couldn’t dig up in public records or on the Internet, he managed to extract from Jeff’s nosey neighbors whom Luke had befriended right away. Born with a gift for gab, Luke had deluded them all by having them believe he was a private investor looking to acquire several properties in the area, in addition to Ms. Rester’s home. Before long, Jeff’s name managed to worm its way into conversations. Apparently, he had been wanting to sell his house after losing his wife in a fatal car accident. That diminutive supply of insight only fueled Luke’s illusive plan.

Breaking her train of thought, Sabrina’s sorrowful eyes landed on Luke. She closed and reopened them. “I don’t want to do it,” she admitted finally. “I can’t.”

Luke stared at her blankly.

“Come on, sweetheart! We’ve gone over this a million times. You’re making this more difficult than it has to be.” He jumped up from the chaise. “What about our family? Or is that even mildly of importance to you anymore since your six-figure security blanket has been snatched from underneath you!”

She widened her eyes in both upset and disbelief. “You know damn well I never married you for your money!”

“Psst! You know what, Sabrina…one day I may start to believe that.”

His insensitive remark was like a powerful kick to her gullet. She shook her head, squinting her eyes at the man she’d married. “Un… fucking…believable.” She roughly pulled the cigarette back into her mouth, breathing heavily. When he turned his back to her, she inconspicuously slid her eyes back in his direction.

Luke snatched off his tie, cuff links, dress shirt and pants. He tossed each article of clothing over the back end of the chaise. He’d worn the ensemble to a job fair and had landed several interviews. Coupled with his good looks, professional candor and intellect, Luke was the perfect candidate, but like his past efforts, Sabrina knew today was all in vain. His checkered employment record and the unspeakable amount of debt they were in was plastered on his credit report, jeopardizing any real potential job offer. Surviving off her part-time income as a dance teacher at a nearby private school, they were barely getting by and making ends meet. The tables had turned and it was Sabrina seeing to it that they had food in their mouths. She had done everything in her power to keep them afloat, but it wasn’t enough.

There was an eerie silence before their eyes finally met in the large quatrefoil-shape mirror. No matter how tough she tried to be, this was breaking her soul. She hated fighting with Luke, especially after all they’d been through. Why did he always have to question her morality? A duo of hot tears skid like a landslide down her face. How could he still believe that she had only married him for his money? Her head drifted forward until her two fingertips dug into her left temple. Rings of white smoke encircled the air as she allowed their thoughts to mate. She sprouted from the bed, and then headed for the bathroom to shed her emotions in private.

Luke immediately grabbed her wrist once she stepped into his path. He plucked the remnant of the cigarette from between her fingers and mashed it in the ashtray on the dresser behind them. She pulled away from his embrace and he drew her right back in. With both his thumbs, he erased the tears running from her grief-stricken eyes. The gentleness of his touch brought them to one accord.

“I’m sorry,” Luke said. He slid his finger down the right side of her cheek and glided it along her lips before slightly raising her chin and kissing her. Even with everything that had transpired, her body couldn’t deny how good it felt to be touched and desired. She closed her eyes briefly to bathe in his affections, instantly forgiving him. He interrupted their kiss and held her gaze. “I hate when we fight.” He sighed heavily. “Before we know it, this will all be behind us. We’ll get back to that place,” he said promisingly. The sincerity laced in his voice and the electricity wired in his touch, made it all worth fighting for. “Trust me. Please. That’s all I ask,” Luke pleaded softly.

Her lips curved fairly into a smile as more tears rounded her chin. “I have faith that things will get better for us.” The words barely crawled out of her mouth. “I…need you to realize that I fell in love with you. Not your money,” she declared, looking him straight in the eyes. “Rest assured that if I was that type of woman, I would have tore my ass when it all dried up,” she told him truthfully, no longer able to hide behind her emotions.

Luke mustered a smile. “I love you.”

“I love you, too.”

That simple exchange led to a kiss so erotically passionate that nothing else really mattered in that moment. A sensual moan squeezed through Sabrina’s lips when his hand slipped inside her panties. His fingers eagerly examined her pool of excitement. Meeting his approval, he ripped off her underwear and tossed them to the floor. He wheeled his hands over her curvaceous ass, kissing and nibbling on her neck, her shoulder, and her round firm breasts.

They staggered back toward the bed, plopping onto it. He continued polishing her mounds, tugging at her nipples as if they were pieces of his favorite jerk chicken. Her guttural moans echoed off her tongue, the walls, and the vaulted ceilings throughout the house. She pulled his body closely into hers. Her legs drifted apart and his large hands glided along her warm brown thighs while his lips and tongue swirled around her burgeoning nipples. She hooked both of her legs over his sturdy shoulders, wanting nothing more right now than for him to bathe his tongue deeply inside of her pussy and make her cum.

Luke lowered his mouth to her middle and lapped up her sweet nectar as if it were Thanksgiving. She writhed feverishly in response, her pussy pouring in satisfaction from his caress.

“Oooooh, baby!” she panted. He dragged his warm wet tongue over and around her blossomed carnation until she was ready to surrender. When he had enough fun devouring her sunny-side up, he deftly flipped her over, impatiently took her back into his mouth, and baptized his face in her sweet, sticky dew all over again.

Sabrina closed her eyes and suctioned him deeper into her orifice, riding his tongue backward in record-breaking speed. He cupped one of her breasts and massaged her nipple simultaneously.

“I’m cumming,” she cried in a sexual fit as his tongue went deep-sea fishing. She bucked her hips until her climax vengefully ripped through her pussy, causing a chain reaction. Her body quaked from the top of her head to the tips of her toes.

Feeling as though all of her energy had just been zapped out of her, she slowly rolled over on her back. Her chocolate morsels stood irresistibly erect and Luke rushed to their beck and call. He massaged her fleshy nipples between his teeth while caressing her beautiful body. He paused briefly and reached under the bed. He pulled out the black velvet treasure box and opened it. Sabrina watched wantonly as he strapped on the harness and the eight-inch black rubber dildo, surprised that he settled for that one instead of one of the others in his impressive collection.

He climbed back on top of her, bringing his appendage of choice to her lips. She rose to her elbows and gladly accepted his nightstick into her mouth, remembering precisely how sweet and salty his pre-cum used to taste. A delightful moan reverberated off her tongue, and as if he could actually feel her lips wrapped around his girth, he fervidly pumped her mouth, moaning satisfactorily. Once he was drizzled with her saliva, he gradually withdrew.

“Bend over,” Luke instructed. He was in full control.

Sabrina obliged. She weakly climbed back on all fours and hiked her ass in midair, spreading her juicy, plumped lips. He kissed her ample bottom before entering her.

“Ooooooh!” she moaned, tugging at the bed sheets. “You feel so good.”

Technology was simply amazing. Although silicon could never compete with real flesh, it definitely came close enough to curtail her sexual appetite. Luke made love to her relentlessly, going for as long as she needed him to, until she was satisfied.

After making love, he removed all the sex gear and joined her at the head of the bed. It was rare that he ever allowed her to see him this naked and without his attachment. It had taken him a while to even agree to the idea of using sex toys—he was too embarrassed. Luckily, he eventually came around to the idea his therapist had suggested. Sabrina hated this had to happen to him. She wished there had been a way to reverse his injury, but there wasn’t. The motorcycle accident had happened months before they moved into Ms. Rester’s home. The injury had been so bad, it severed his penis. Doctors had said that if the paramedics hadn’t arrived when they had, he would have bled to death. They immediately performed surgery to reattach the blood vessels and other tissue, to no avail, leaving Luke with a one-inch stump and a complete loss of penile functions. Their marriage had already been suffering since the death of their son and the result of the accident had only complicated matters. It was like adding gasoline to the embers of an already faltering marriage.

Luke planted another loving kiss on her lips. He stared at her for a moment. “Promise me that we’re in this together. That you want this baby just as bad as I do. I don’t want to feel like I’m pressuring you.”

Sabrina’s entire body grew numb. How could she tell the man she loved, no? She drew in a deep breath, praying that she wouldn’t regret this. It would be the first time she ever lied to him. “I’m all in,” she said in the most comforting way she could muster. “I want this baby…and I want you.” She didn’t bat an eye as she fought back tears from the ignominy and degradation she would endure.

Luke lovingly stroked her thigh before stopping all at once to reach inside the bedside nightstand. He pulled out a pocket-size calendar. When she realized it was an ovulation chart, her eyes nearly crossed in disbelief. He pointed to the date, September 7th, which he had already circled in a bold red marker. The other highlighted dates were all too familiar. Unbeknownst to her, he had been tracking her menstrual and ovulation cycle. Stunned out of her mind and unable to express her thoughts with words, she stared intently at him as he flexed a crooked grin.

“It’s show time!” he said lastly.
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Serodiscordant relationship: Also known as magnetic or mixed-status. One in which one partner is infected by HIV and the other is not.
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“How do you know, Greg?”

With sorrow—in her eyes, Nadine believed she had no other choice but to be honest with him. They had said they would leave their past in the past, but she knew that he needed to know.

“It’s a long, long, story,” she said.

“And I have all the time in the world to hear it.”

With that, Nadine began to venture right back into the depths of her betrayal. A tumultuous past with a vengeance to destroy her present and her future. It was bitter. Angry. Yes, her past was even jealous and fearful of the threat of happiness, which only powered its engine to painstakingly contaminate every potential relationship, each opportunity it got.

Leonard deserved the truth. Her truth. And while perhaps a different day and milieu would have been more convenient for her, it was this unfortunate circumstance that led to her admission of knowing his best friend, Greg Adams—an arrogant son-of-a-bitch whom she detested. She had cursed the ground that his flat-footed, self-righteous ass walked on, and had hoped like hell she would never have to see his face again. Quite frankly, had Leonard not received that phone call an hour ago, informing him that Greg had shot himself in the head, she wouldn’t be standing in this emergency room, coaxing her skeletons out of the closet.

She and Leonard were still getting to know each other on a spiritual and emotional level, and because the relationship was so fresh, there was no way he was prepared to hear what she had yet to divulge. The burden alone of having to tell him, reminded her that she was a prisoner of her own secrets and a hostage of her own lies. It was depressing enough being in the very hospital her best friend, Denise, had died in. Now here they stood, waiting with baited breath for an update on Greg’s condition. Her inaudible remorseful cry fell on deaf ears as time flitted by. She was hurting on the inside, but he couldn’t have known it. No one could have.

She rubbed her hands up and down her arms. It was always so cold in hospitals. That much she remembered. But this day, the frigid temperature was mentally paralyzing. She wished she had thought to grab a sweater on their way out the door.

A short, plump, Hispanic woman passed by. She balanced a holder with four Starbucks cups in one hand, her gigantic purse, tote bag, and a red-and-blue fleece blanket in the other. The aromas mingled in the air, temporarily disguising the combination of various chemicals, melted plastic and body odor. It might have been all in her head, but every hospital she had ever been inside had this unique smell. It made her nauseous, not to mention it triggered her OCD to the point where she wanted to go on a hospital cleaning binge. Her eyes followed the woman. I could use a cup of coffee right about now, she thought. To warm her and to fully rouse her thoughts into perspective.

Leonard squared his shoulders, slightly raising his chin. The fold in his forehead, the unfamiliarity in his chocolate brown eyes, and the switch in his usually calm and laid-back demeanor, gave him away. She wanted to assure him it wasn’t what he must have been thinking, but her tongue was cemented to the floor of her mouth, preventing her from relieving him of any man’s worst fear. She would not have dared dreamed of sleeping with that jerk. Not in a million dreams or a million years. Not even if he was the last man on earth or even if they were stranded on an island. Her stomach did a double somersault to cosign her latest thought.

As grueling as it was, she had already accepted responsibility for her role in that twisted affair; now she had to figure out how to tell Leonard that she wasn’t as perfect as her representative portrayed her to be. Certainly, she wasn’t prepared to expose her flaws and unearth her secrets. The timing was bad. Extremely bad. But was there ever a right moment to admit your wrongdoing? Most people usually swept their dirt under a rug, but there was no way she could do that. Not now. There was too much at risk. And better he hear it from her mouth than from his own best friend. But right now, was simply not the time or the place. They needed to be back there praying and consoling Greg’s wife. Not standing here conferring about her dirty little secrets and bedroom drama. While Nadine quietly prayed that Greg would come out of this alive, she couldn’t refrain from questioning if it was his own guilty conscience that coerced him to pull that trigger and blow the back of his brains out.

She wrestled with that thought. It seemed to remind her that every human being had to deal with their own demons in their own way. Who was she to judge Greg? Reflecting back on things now, they weren’t so different. They were merely two imperfect people living in an imperfect world.

She inhaled a short unsteady breath as people continued to shuffle past them, headed in various directions. The words that slithered on the edge of her tongue, refused to make their exit and allow her the satisfaction of making this real quick and painless. Her eyes roved ardently, scanning every corner of the room for a quiet area to move their discussion.

“I was really hoping we could speak in private. From the looks of it…I don’t think that’s possible here. Are you sure you want to discuss this, now?” Her eyes pleaded with him to give her a pass. She needed more time to figure out exactly how she was going to deliver everything. The boldness in his eyes held her captive.

“I think we’re good here. Besides, I’m dying to hear this story.”

The smile Nadine had grown quite fond of was absent. Her face tightened as the weight of her quandary sank deeply inside of her chest. Instantly, she came to grips with what she stood to lose. The possibility of a future with Leonard Dupree, seemed to dissolve before her very own eyes.

“I…uh…” she stammered, “really don’t know where to begin.” She bit down on her bottom lip as if that would transport every sweaty detail a lot faster. As if it would help her plead her case. She searched her mind high and low, being extremely cautious with her words, although there wasn’t anything she could say to ease the blow or justify her actions.

“Baby, just talk to me.” Leonard’s face gleamed with concern and impatience, imploring her to spit it out, yet his tone was so gentle. Trusting. He made her feel safe. The exact same way she felt whenever he held her. Whenever he comforted her. Whenever he made sweet passionate love to her without even having to be inside of her body.

She stepped outside of herself, put her big-girl panties on and went for it. Only God knew where this would go.

“Leonard, I haven’t been completely—” She stopped midsentence when her phone rang. Any other time she would have ignored Jeff’s ringtone. His calls as of late had mostly been sexual proposals. Each time, Nadine had declined. Usually her rejections led them right back to square one. The past would come up; her so-called disloyalty to him would be thrown in her face, and then they would find themselves going back and forth about the same old things that didn’t really matter anymore. However, today, she welcomed the interruption.

She whipped the phone out of her purse and pressed TALK before it could go to voicemail.

“Hello,” she answered. She lifted a finger to Leonard, mouthing that it was Jeff. She plugged her left ear to drain out all the conversations happening around her.

“Where are you?” Jeff questioned.

“You have to speak up! I can barely hear you in here.”

“I said where…are…you? We’ve been trying to…call…day…”

She had barely made out what he’d said. “Why? What’s going on?” She listened more intently. Thought she heard sirens in the background but couldn’t be for sure if it was coming from his end or hers. “Hello, Jeff!”
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