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Praise for Wrong Chance


By E.L. Myrieckes


“Wrong Chance is a gripping glimpse into what makes a loving husband tick…and, unfortunately, what causes him to explode. Compelling momentum right up to the end.”


—MRS. OASIS, COAUTHOR OF White Heat


“Mind-bending.”


—RAFEALA BARBOUR, AUTHOR OF Many Hats of a Woman


“Brilliant. Wrong Chance is a phenomenal read. E. L. Myrieckes is an outstanding writer.”


—BRENDA HAMPTON, BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF Too Naughty




Praise for E.L. Myrieckes (Writing as Oasis)


White Heat


(With Mrs. Oasis)


“Excellent storyline from beginning to end. Nonstop drama.”


—STARRED REVIEW


“A must-read, action-packed novel that grabs your attention from the beginning and doesn’t stop until the end. Oasis and Mrs. Oasis’s writing is addictive.”


—BRENDA HAMPTON, BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF Naughty by Nature


“Off the chain. Check this book out. Oasis and Mrs. Oasis weaved a perfect tale.”


—STARRED REVIEW


“I recommend White Heat.”


—APOOO BOOKCLUB


“Fast paced and well written. This one is HOT—careful while handling!”


—STARRED REVIEW




Push Comes To Shove


“Entertaining cautionary tale.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Oasis is undoubtedly a creative genius. Push Comes to Shove proves it.”


—TYRONE CLARY, PAROUSIA GALLERY ART


“Oasis is a refreshing voice for a new generation.”


—RASHAAN ALI, Essence BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF Nasty


“Alas! Oasis is like a breath of fresh air to the literary industry, debuting with an entertaining and heartfelt family drama.”


—JOYLYNN JOSSEL, AUTHOR OF The Root of All Evil AND When Souls Mate


“A multicultural-suspense novel, vibrant and rich in characters. A plot so intense it literally leaves wounds on the heart. A stunning debut.”


—DAWNNY RUBY, MAHOGANY MEDIA REVIEW


“Push Comes to Shove has to be one of the best books I’ve read in a very long time! Its real life issues, believable characters, and its twists and turns have you laughing, crying, and shaking your head. Oasis is a talented author who is destined for great things in the literary world. This book is going to put him where he needs to be—at the top.”


—KEILA MILLER, GROWN FOLKS CAFÉ


“In his newest novel, Push Comes to Shove, Oasis brings the drama right to his readers’ face. His writing style is razor sharp, and the story line will cause your heart to skip a beat. I tremendously enjoyed this novel, and I look forward to more heart-throbbing stories in the future.”


—BRENDA HAMPTON, Essence BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF NAUGHTY BY NATURE


“An engrossing story. Push is a mixed bag of life situations and hard knocks that will keep you turning the pages—never a dull moment. Push Comes to Shove is destined for bestseller status.”


—NATALIE DARDEN, AUTHOR OF All About Me


“A positively compelling story that grabs you from the first paragraph and keeps you enthralled until the very end. A novel that [provokes] so many emotions: fear, anger, empathy, laughter, and tears. Push Comes To Shove is a tear jerker, but the end is oh so sweet.”


—TINA BROOKS MCKINNEY, AUTHOR OF All That Drama


“Push Comes to Shove: Smart, well-paced, and vividly entertaining.”


—OOSA ONLINE BOOKCLUB


“A heartfelt and laugh-out-loud book that had its tender moments. What an entertaining, powerful, and wonderful read.”


—STARRED REVIEW


“This author always delivers fast-paced, cutting-edge drama. Great job!”


—STARRED REVIEW


“Push Comes to Shove was an excellent novel. The story pulled at my heart. My only regret was that I didn’t read it sooner.”


—APOOO BOOKCLUB


“A great read that is altogether addictive. It has you afraid to read the next page, but too scared not to proceed.”


—URBAN REVIEWS


“Wow! This book was so good. From the first page I was hooked.”


—STARRED REVIEW




Duplicity


“An engaging page-turner full of suspense and drama. Very entertaining.”


—STARRED REVIEW


“Oasis has woven a hell of a good story, it’s a nail biter.”


—TINA BROOKS MCKINNEY, AUTHOR OF Deep Deception


“Duplicity is a beautifully orchestrated symphony of words. Oasis is ferocious with a pen.”


—PITCH BLACK, AUTHOR OF Code of Honor


“One hell of a good read. Psychological suspense novels don’t get any better than Duplicity.”


—JAMES HENDRICKS, AUTHOR OF A Good Day to Die


“Grab a snack, this one is sure to keep you occupied.”


—S. CULBERT, AUTHOR OF Gutta Boyz


“Literature at its best. A novel masterfully, artistically, and well written. Duplicity is a must-read. I stamp my approval with a guarantee—you will not be disappointed.”


—BRENDA HAMPTON, Essence BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF Naughty by Nature


“Oasis delivers a fascinating and gripping psychological suspense with masterful clarity. Duplicity seals his place as an innovative author and a mainstay in the genre.”


—RAWSISTAZ LITERARY GROUP


“Psychodynamically witty! Oasis’s Duplicity is a welcome respite in a literary desert.”


—KAIYOS, DOCUVERSION CREATIVE WRITING INSTRUCTOR


“If you like suspense novels, Duplicity is perfect.”


—OOSA ONLINE BOOKCLUB


“A well-written book; it had everything from drama to suspense.”


—STARRED REVIEW


“Duplicity had me hooked. A quick and engrossing read.”


—APOOO BOOKCLUB


“Oasis provides a very engrossing tale with Duplicity, guaranteed to keep readers guessing as to what’s real and what’s make-believe.”


—THE URBAN BOOK SOURCE


“If you like stories that keep you guessing who the bad guy is, this is the book for you.”


—ROMANCE READERS CONNECTION


“An excellent mystery novel; it will keep your mind working and turning until the last page. Get this book right now and don’t get up until you are done.”


—STARRED REVIEW




Dear Reader:


In this installment of a new mystery series, E.L. Myrieckes introduces us to Hakeem Eubanks and Aspen Skye, homicide detectives who team up to track a serial killer who is terrorizing residents in Ohio.


The author cleverly weaves this spine-tingling tale that is full of twists and leaves readers guessing what’s to come next. A group of college students never realized that years later, their prank would lead to deadly mayhem. Mix in County Attorney Scenario Davenport, who has her own surprises, and courtroom drama supplements the spice.


Myrieckes, also known as Oasis, is an author who focuses on creating memorable characters and stimulating story lines. I’m sure once you start reading Wrong Chance, you’ll want to continue this thrilling ride with a psychopath to the very end. Check out his other titles including Duplicity, White Heat, Push Comes to Shove and the ebook Eternal Flame.


Thanks for supporting the authors of Strebor Books. As always, we strive to bring you amazing stories from prolific authors. We appreciate the love. You can find me on Facebook and Twitter @AuthorZane, on Instagram @planetzane and you can join our text service to be aware of upcoming titles and events by texting Zane to 51660.


Blessings,
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Strebor Books


www.simonandschuster.com
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For Billy Williams Jr.





ONE



Death was the only solution. Killing herself was more humane than facing the truth of how she destroyed their family. She authored the suicide letter in an admirable script, which explained each and every sickening detail, and left it neatly folded on his junky desk. She purposefully placed the suicide letter between his self-proclaimed Bible, The 48 Laws of POWER, and his Animal Lovers magazine. Without the shadow of a doubt, she knew for certain her husband would find it there.


When he was home, he spent more quality time at that damn desk—smoking marijuana, frolicking with the computer, playing email tag with his burnt-out animal enthusiasts, updating his Facebook account—than he did doing anything else, other than trying to get her pregnant.


She stood in the doorway of their nursery with a .45 automatic dangling at her side. A tear rolled down her face. Despair swallowed huge chunks of her soul without chewing first. She wondered how he’d found the time between the long hours he put in at the veterinarian hospital and traveling the country to participate in moral protest to design such an elaborate nursery for their unborn child. Then the next thought slammed into her gut like a fist: He would be the epitome of the “World’s Greatest Dad” cliché. But she robbed him of that honor, which was part of the reason she knew killing herself was easier than taking on the truth.


She raised the .45 automatic to her temple and quickly realized the weapon was much too heavy to hold there while she choked up the raw nerve it took to pull the trigger. Switching positions, she gripped the polished handle with both hands and shoved the barrel under her chin like she had seen on TV. Better. Comfortable. I can do this.


There was no way she could come clean and stick around for the aftermath. He would snap; it most certainly would be nasty.


She clicked the safety off like a pro.


Tears rimmed her eyes, obscuring her vision of the baby crib.


She eased the hammer back, building up the grit.


She curled her trembling finger around the trigger.


She swallowed the lump in her throat and swore to herself that she’d do it on the count of three. End the lies. Escape the consequences. Get it over with. Check out. Her armpits were soaked with anxiety.


One.


She squeezed her radiant golden eyes shut.


“Two.” This time she counted out loud, as if that would make the transition to three easier.


The phone rang once and frightened the shit out of her. She almost shot herself too soon. Their answering machine took the call. Her recorded voice said, “Hello, this is Cashmaire Fox.” His: “And the one and only Chance Fox.” Together, the perfect couple said, “We’re not home. Leave us a message at the sound of the beep.” Then the machine beeped.


“Cash, I’ve been sort of poking around with a few thoughts.” It was him on the line: Chance Fox. “Since I’m a career moron, thinking isn’t my most effective suit.”


Cash opened her eyes. A single tear leaked and splashed onto her hand, as she visualized Chance while he spoke: blond dreadlocks pulled into a neat ponytail that pronounced a face so handsome that everyone considered him a pretty man.


“You’re right about me not spending enough friggin’ time in the dungeon. I just get caught up in my work and missing you bums me out…”


Cash listened to the rhythm of his breathing while he searched his mind for more words.


“While our crumb snatcher bakes in your oven, I’ll be beside you the entire time. You’re all I have and I love you.” He sighed. “So I’ll be at doctor visits, Lamaze class, and the whole nine yards.” Then: “I leased a building ten minutes away from the dungeon. I’m opening my veterinarian practice there so I can always be near you and our little dude.”


Cashmaire wished he would shut up. He was making it difficult to get to number three. She had to pull the trigger. She just had to, didn’t she?


“Honest to goodness, dudette, you’re the chick I’ve dreamed about my whole life: honest, intelligent, and gorgeous. Damn, I’m getting a serious boner just telling you how I feel. I mean…your idea of a perfect world—strange, I know—coincides perfectly with mine. Forgive me for not being attentive to your needs. You are important to me. Family means everything. I love you and our son so much. There are no lengths I won’t go through to keep our family together or to eliminate anyone who tries to destroy our perfect world.” Then: “Law 15: Crush Your Enemy Totally.”


Cash dropped the .45 automatic and crumpled into a pile of tears and regret.





TWO



Cashmaire Fox was an extremely gorgeous bitch. The problem was she knew it. Her mannerisms and attitude and personality oozed top-notch bitch. Her black hair was perfect by everyone’s standards. Lustrous, controlled, not a split hair or strand out of place, and it flowed down to her tramp stamp, the ankh tattoo on the small of her back. Her body was magnificent. A case study. A prototype. Not-so-blessed women envied and tried to imitate her God-given curves and delicate shape with expensive plastic surgery. Cash was the chick that other women hated, wishing they were fortunate enough to be born with good looks, a great ass, and a set of to-die-for tits.


And powerful men did their damnedest to exploit and acquire her feminine gifts. She turned down Playboy two years in a row, stalling for a multimillion-dollar paycheck. Anything less was an indecent proposal for a bitch of her caliber. Back in 2008, she and Chance attended a party at the Playboy mansion. Hugh Hefner went on and on about how Cashmaire looked like Paula Patton to the highest superlative. “Pure estrogen,” Hugh had said about seven times in under two minutes. He promised Cashmaire that he wouldn’t give up until she became the centerfold of all time. Hugh had never lain eyes on unadulterated beauty until Cashmaire sashayed onto his property.


Now Cashmaire turned away from her reflection in a Barnes & Noble showcase window and flipped up the collar of her shearling to keep the October chill at bay. She was no fool. None of her physical attributes would save her pretty little ass now. Speaking into her cell phone with an unsteady voice, she said, “I screwed up, Jazz. Everything is falling apart. Please tell me it’s safe for you to talk.”


Her best friend sighed. “Leon isn’t around me, but—”


“Good. I hate that abusive bastard. Jazz, I’m really falling apart.”


“Girl,” Jazz said in a rushed tone, “sit your high-yellow tail down somewhere. You’re not falling apart. Let me call you back. I’m at the Convention Center in the middle of a book signing.”


Cashmaire focused on Jazz’s new novel, Two Weeks’ Notice, through the bookstore’s showcase window. Her suspense thriller’s presence in the establishment flaunted her New York Times bestseller status, pushing other new releases of the genre to mere obscurity. A life-size picture of Jazz holding the book towered over Cashmaire. Jazz was a slender beauty with an espresso complexion and a milk-colored smile. Her silky black bob cut framed her pretty face. Her mesmerizing eyes lured fans and new readers into the store. Cashmaire couldn’t believe a picture like this existed of Jazz. Made Cash wonder what Jazz’s publicist did to get her to agree to the photo shoot that inspired such a memorable picture. It was a complete makeover from Jazz’s uninspiring norm. Things had really changed since their college days. Back then it was Jazz who showcased her beauty and Cash who hid hers behind drab clothing. Their roles flipped when Leon broke Jazz and Chance empowered Cash.


Cashmaire thought about Chance and turned away from her best friend’s adorable image into a cold breeze that reddened the tip of her nose. An icy finger crept up her spine. She started pacing because her nerves were kicking a huge dent in her ass.


“You can’t call me back,” Cash said.


“And why not?”


“Because I’m at Hopkins International Airport.”


They sparred in silence; Cashmaire felt herself winning.


“Excuse me? You’re here in Cleveland and didn’t tell me you were coming?”


“News to me too,” Cashmaire said barely above a whisper.


“Are you serious?”


“I’m in trouble. Come get me before I lose it.”


“Well, this is a plus. This means I won’t be getting my butt kicked tonight. Leon won’t hit me when witnesses are around.” Jazz sighed. “Chill out. I’ll be there in twenty minutes.”


“Hurry, okay?” Cashmaire shoved the phone in her deep pockets and bundled herself against the cold. There was no turning back now. In nineteen minutes, she would reveal the secret she was certain would destroy her marriage, devastate a good man’s life, and perhaps interrupt her loving friendship with Jazz. Cashmaire headed inside the terminal in search of a coffee shop. She wanted to be good and hopped up on caffeine while she figured out the best approach to lift the burden of such a nasty secret.





THREE



Something foul strangled the pit of Jazz Smith’s stomach and sent an irritating sensation along her nerve endings. She masked her absorbing brown eyes with a pair of dollar-store sunglasses and put her foot on the accelerator. The sleek automobile followed the command without effort. When Jazz turned into the airport’s arrival-and-pickup section, the foulness in her core turned sour. Cashmaire, her best friend of eleven years, the only soul who knew what had happened to her July 22, 2001, was nothing close to a “spur of the moment” woman.


Cashmaire’s typical Type A personality didn’t allow for any spontaneity. Her meticulous planning was downright anal. So this unplanned visit absolutely scared the heebie-jeebies out of Jazz. And what had Cashmaire meant by she was in trouble? As Jazz eased the car to a stop, she prayed that everything was alright.


As usual, another unanswered prayer; it was no fucking surprise, though. Jazz knew her petition had been rejected when she looked through the throng of travelers and internalized the pitiful look etched in Cashmaire’s face. Jazz sighed and shook her head. She wished she could write a formal grievance to God for neglecting His responsibilities as far as her prayer requests were concerned. This God relationship was totally unfair. He was nothing but a damn control freak.


Cashmaire’s beautiful manila complexion was minus its ever-present luster. That gave Jazz the creeps. Cashmaire’s body language didn’t sing, didn’t demand the spotlight like normal. Something had Cashmaire spooked.


Jazz tapped the horn, then she reached across the seat to open the passenger’s door as her friend reluctantly approached. Cashmaire eased into the seat and burst into tears. Jazz couldn’t help but notice that Cashmaire was still the prettiest woman she’d ever seen, even when she was sad and mascara-stained tears ran down her face.


I can handle whatever this is, Jazz thought.





FOUR



Not many blocks away from Howard University, Chance Fox hit a joint he’d scored off some street kids as he strolled up North Capitol and rounded the corner onto Seaton Place. He held his breath as the powerful reefer smoke saturated his lungs, then tossed the roach into the wind before it burnt his fingertips again. His wife found reefer burns to be unattractive and she closed her legs every time she saw them. Still, he should have hit the joint once more. He told himself to grab another bag before he caught his flight home.


A fantastic high was a satisfying self-indulgence after a long and grueling day of protesting against human atrocities on Capitol Hill. He shook his head in disgust as a cold breeze nibbled on his ears and reddened his white cheeks. How could the nitwit policy-makers consider passing bills in support of legalizing gay marriages when God declared same-sex relations forbidden? Didn’t the jerks know that the Lord rained brimstone and fire on Sodom and Gomorrah for the same indulgences? Surely the shitheads didn’t think their congressional power was superior to God. Families didn’t come from loins of the same gender. Two patriarchs had no moral right raising an impressionable child in a homosexual family structure as if it were normal and the child wouldn’t be affected. The fucks. And that pissed Chance off, so he protested every chance he got.


Chance pulled his backpack off and stepped through the door of Liberian Orphanage. Immediately he spotted the reverend chatting it up with an acne-face receptionist bimbo with platinum blonde hair and cheap clothes. He and the reverend made eye contact and smiled. Chance crossed the room and shook the reverend’s hand. “Nice to see you again, Reverend.” Chance removed a football from his backpack, a well-worn copy of The 48 Laws of POWER stuck out the bag. “Where are the little dudes? I wanna toss the pigskin around with them before it gets dark.”


“Come sit with me a moment, son.” The reverend led Chance to a set of soft leather chairs in front of a defunct fireplace. “You reek of marijuana and your eyes are glassy.”


“You know me, dude.” Chance shrugged.


The reverend nodded. “Yes, I have come to know you. We purchased a new furnace and had the roof repaired with the last check you and your wife donated. Thank you, and don’t forget to thank the missus for me.”


“Oh shit, dude, I almost forgot.” Chance dug in his backpack and fished out an envelope stuffed with cash. “Here, take it. I know you’ll put it to good use for the boys. And that’s between me and you, if you get my meaning.”


The reverend nodded while fingering the envelope. “Why do you do it, Chance?”


“Gee whiz, dude, it’s only money. We have more than—”


“I’m not speaking about the money, son. I’m referring to the causes you involve yourself in and showing up here every month to spend time with these children.”


Chance shrugged a why does it matter? “I believe in what I believe in and that’s all there is to it. The boys here have no family. I grew up without a father, so if I can come here and put a smile on their face, do things that a man would do with them so they’ll have memories of someone giving two shits about them, then it’ll take a security guard to keep me away from here. But I’ll just kick a dent in his ass and make him quit.”


The reverend cracked a smile. “You’re gonna be a great father. How far along is Mrs. Fox?”


“She isn’t showing yet. That means a lot coming from you, dude. You believing I’ll be a decent dad.” Chance rose from the chair. “Where are they?”


“Right through those doors. They just finished supper and are now watching Avatar.”


Chance pushed through the door with the football in hand. “Who’s up for a game of catch?”


“Chance, you came back.” A little black kid from West Africa jumped in his arms as the other boys rushed to hug him.





FIVE



Cashmaire did her damndest to stop her hands from shaking. Coffee spilt over the rim of the Starbucks cup. When Jazz’s shiny Mercedes SL600 crawled to a stop, Cashmaire seriously considered becoming a coward, tucking tail, and fleeing back to Denver where she could keep her secret safe. Hell, she’d kept it under lock and key for the last eighteen years of her ambiguous life. Then she’d only have to lie her way out of the lies she’d already told Chance.


The car horn was blown.


Cashmaire’s legs were rebellious, downright uncooperative. She walked as if she were dragging two stubborn concrete pillars. The first time her secret came out as a teenager all hell broke loose, which she felt would be the same result now. She climbed onto the soft leather passenger seat—body and nerves in complete protest—and crumbled into a ball of crocodile tears.


Jazz burst into a fit of tears too. “Why in the hell are we crying like this? Cash, what’s wrong?”


“Just drive, okay?”


Twenty minutes and several miles later, they exited Interstate 90 just ahead of rush hour. Cash remembered the last time she was home in Cleveland. Jazz was in the hospital after falling down a flight of steps. At least that’s what Leon forced her to say. Cash dug a napkin from the glove compartment and dabbed at her swollen eyes. “I should have told him years ago.”


“Uh, being privy to the subject of this conversation would really help me follow it.” Jazz half-assed kept an eye on the road, the other glued on Cash.


Cash hated that. Hated that Jazz had the tendency to pay more attention to her passengers than she did the road. Cash started imagining she could control the car from the passenger’s seat with her make-believe steering wheel, accelerator, and brakes.


“And where’s your luggage?”


Cash shrugged an I don’t know. “Left in a hurry. Panicking. What are we going to tell Leon?”


“That he won’t be kicking my ass tonight.”


“You got that right. Not on my watch.” The message Chance left on their answering machine trickled through her mind. “You know how obsessed Chance is about the white-picket-fence, American dream cliché. Starting a—”


“Especially the part about having kids and buying them puppies.” Jazz nodded. “He takes that shit way too far if you ask me.”


“He—”


“Where is Mr. American Dream anyway? He doesn’t know you’re here, does he?” Jazz picked up speed for no apparent reason.


Cash hated that too. In fact, she hated riding in a car with Jazz if she wasn’t doing the driving. She eased her foot off the imaginary accelerator, hoping Jazz’s foot would do the same.


Jazz said, “Did he… If he hit you, we’re gonna fuck him up. I take enough abuse for the both of us. Chance is hip to the Emancipation Proclamation whether he’s in total agreement with it or not.”


Cash shook her head. “He won’t put his hands on me.” She wasn’t so sure that would still be true if he knew the truth. “He’s in D.C. lobbying against gay marriages and same-sex couples adopting and foster parenting children.”


“Figures.” Jazz smirked. “His ass never agreed with the concept ‘to each his own.’ What if people were still tripping about interracial relationships? Then y’all would be under scrutiny. Besides, what does he want to be, a veterinarian or an anti-gay advocate?” Jazz turned her nose up. “No disrespect, but I might write a book and put Chance in it. I’d kill him in the title: Chance is Dead.” Jazz laughed.


Cash’s insides did a somersault. She really wished she had gone through with her suicide ambitions. “He hired a contractor to build this high-end addition on our home. A nursery; it’s really beautiful.” She waited for Jazz to chew and digest that. And they were still moving too fast for Cash’s comfort or for what was deemed lawful.


Jazz frowned; her thin brows went southward and ducked behind her sunglasses. “You’re pregnant?”


Did Jazz already know her secret? Cash contemplated the question. It sounded like Jazz was really asking if pregnancy was even possible instead of questioning if she was. Maybe Cash was just being paranoid, so she brushed her thoughts off. “No, I’m not, but Chance thinks so.”


Now Jazz’s brows shot northward. “You didn’t.”


“The truth wasn’t an option; it would break his heart. He wants to start a family so bad.” Then: “And he’s been trying so hard, eating all types of supplements that are supposed to make his sperm potent. For the last three months we had sex every day, multiple times a day. He fucked me sore. I couldn’t take it anymore. So I lied.”


“Ooh-wee, you’re dead-ass wrong for that one. That’s some foul shit, Cash.”


Cash finished her coffee. “I know.”


“Then straighten it. Chance is way too fanatical in his quest for a family for me. Even though y’all are mismatched as hell, ebony and ivory, and it’s crazy how much y’all look alike being from different ethnicities, but he loves you and he deserves the truth. You know that fool is borderline retarded. Can’t you tell Chance is one of those crazy white boys? He might snap and get primitive if you let this go too far.”


“It’s gone too far.” She’d known that the morning the contractors showed up at their house ready to punch the clock. “And they do say people who’ve been together a long time start looking like each other.”


“Straighten your issues with him out.”


“Can’t.”


“What do you mean by can’t? Tell him why you lied, he’ll understand.” Jazz made an I’m thinking expression. “Then again, he might not.”


“I can’t have children.” Now the truth was starting to flow. “I’ve known since puberty.” Cash felt the car pick up more speed. “Everything Chance and I share, all that we are, is built on lies. Selfishly I married him knowing I couldn’t give him the very thing he wants most in this world.” After a deep breath, she whispered, “A family.”


Jazz was flying down Lakeshore Boulevard and looking directly at Cash. If Jazz kept up this nonsense, Cash knew for a fact they would be pulled over by Bratenahl police.


“Slow down, Danica Patrick.” Cash tapped her imaginary brakes.


“Girl, I’m not driving that fast.” Then: “Whoa, back up. How come you can’t have babies? What’s the matter with you?”


Cash swallowed. The moment of truth was upon her. Not once had Cash doubted the authenticity of their friendship. Today, however, she hoped that she wasn’t about to share her secret with the wrong person. Her vision blurred with tears. “It’s complicated.” She blinked her sight clear. “I’m—Jazz, watch out!”


A huge pit bull-looking dog stood in the middle of the street, frozen in the path of the Mercedes’ onslaught. Cash stomped on her imaginary brakes and braced herself for impact. Jazz stood on the real brakes. The Mercedes careened to the left, Jazz’s best effort to avoid hitting Scooby-Doo. The last thing Cash remembered was her head going through the windshield.





SIX



Hands down, today, October 17, 2010, was the worst fucking day of Chance Fox’s life. On second thought, it was a toss-up between the day Nirvana’s lead singer, Kurt Cobain, got juiced up on heroin and shot himself to death in a Seattle hotel.


Chance’s blond dreadlocks were pulled into a stringy ponytail. With his hair out of the way, he knew people would focus on his eyebrow piercing and the Marlboro tucked behind his ear. He didn’t smoke cigarettes. The cigarette behind-the-ear thing was edgy and he always thought it looked cool. He wore a quarter-length leather over a Guns & Roses T-shirt and cutoff camouflage pants, as if it wasn’t damn near winter. He reeked of marijuana and his fluorescent orange high-top Adidas proved the weed was good.


Chance had been languishing at Metro Hospital on Cleveland’s west side for nine solid hours while the trauma team worked diligently to save his wife’s and unborn son’s life. All he knew for sure as of this moment was that the air bag on Cash’s side of the car had malfunctioned. He had a buddy, a personal-injury lawyer, who was going to ram one hell of a lawsuit up Mercedes’ tight rectum.


Doctor Shoemaker, young and exhausted-looking, probably from a nineteen-hour shift and a going-nowhere relationship, Chance thought when the man trudged into the private room hospital administration had stuck Chance in to worry himself sick. Shoemaker wore green scrubs and crepe-soled shoes. He pushed his fingers through his blond hair, removed the surgical mask, and shook Chance’s hand. “Hi, Mr. Fox, I’m Doctor Andrew Shoemaker.”


Chance’s bowels knotted. His mouth instantly went dry as the Mojave. To be honest, Chance wasn’t sure if he should take a break or keep pacing a groove in the floor. “Dude, give it to me even. Will she live?”


“It’s up in the air, but it doesn’t look too good.” Chance watched Shoemaker work the tension out of his neck. “Do you have a relationship with a higher power, Mr. Fox?”


Shoemaker’s prying and impersonal tone didn’t sit too well with Chance. He had a good mind to blow off some steam and ring Shoemaker’s scrawny fucking neck. Instead Chance let his anger simmer and said, “For crying out loud, dude. You’ve got to be kidding me. What goddamn difference does it make?”


“Your wife suffered major head trauma. She’ll never look the same. Close, but not the same. She’s undergone extensive reconstructive surgery. On top of that, she suffered some iffy internal injuries in the abdominal region. So if you’re acquainted with something greater than yourself, now’s the time to ask for help. Mrs. Fox needs it.”


Chance almost bolted from the room to find his wife when Shoemaker referenced Cash’s stomach area. “What about our baby? Were you able to save him?” No one could tell Chance that their unborn child wasn’t a boy. From the moment Cash announced the news of her pregnancy, he intuitively knew. He had gotten carried away—according to Cash—and had the nursery constructed to resemble a boxing ring, a discipline that he was considered a pro in. Like father like son would become. Chance often imagined himself teaching his son the art of fighting. The room had life-size murals of legendary UFC fighters—his niche—splattered across the walls. He’d even gone out and bought a two-stroke minibike and a gas-powered go-cart knowing it’d be at least five years before Chance Jr. could learn to ride them. That didn’t matter to Chance Sr., he was having a boy! Nothing was too good for his boy.


Chance penetrated Shoemaker with bloodshot eyes. It dawned on him that Shoemaker was a spitting image of the late ’80s sitcom character Doogie Howser. “Dude, please tell me that my son is alright.”


“Mr. Fox, uh—” Shoemaker scratched his head. “—you don’t know, do you?”


“Know what?”


“You should sit down for this.”





SEVEN



For the last nine days, Chance—pissed, unshowered, nine years sobriety shot to hell—sat vigil beside Cash’s hospital bed praying she’d die a painful death. But the resilient bitch just wouldn’t croak. She held on to life like she had something to prove. The entire nine days Chance tried to drink himself numb, but not even Cash’s morphine drip could numb his pain.


And for that, she deserved more than a coma. Today he would see to it that she got everything she had coming to her. Chance sensed a presence enter the room; then he heard the squeak of soft shoes; then he smelled Shoemaker’s Herbal Essence shampoo. Chance didn’t budge. His focus was on Cash, on the electrocardiographic contraption, wishing the oscilloscope screen would read flatline.


“You should reconsider this,” Shoemaker said with a strained voice. “She isn’t brain dead. Life support will prolong your wife’s life without curing or reversing her underlying medical conditions.”


Shoemaker’s concern earned him a dark glance; Chance set his jaw in an uncompromising line and said, “She has no Advanced Healthcare Directive or a living will. That leaves the decision to withhold or withdraw artificial life support up to me, dude.” Chance pawed at his irritating, overgrown beard. He was dying for a shave. And the tensed energy pouring out of Shoemaker wasn’t making his irritation any better. “Just butt out, Doogie, and hand over the consent forms.”


Shoemaker moved toward Chance. “They’re here.”


“Give ’em up.” Chance held out his hand, still watching Cash’s vitals, still wishing a flatline into existence. Whoever had told him that your frame of mind becomes your reality was full of shit, a goddamn liar, because Cash was still alive.


Shoemaker said, “It is my duty to inform you of my professional opinion. You’re being vindictive and you’ll regret it.” Then: “My personal belief is that she was wrong for keeping a secret of such magnitude. But two wrongs don’t make a right, Mr. Fox. Allow her condition to naturally stabilize, if that’s possible.”


Chance put his John Hancock on the forms, then he dug deep and hog spit in Cash’s swollen face. “Law 9: Win Through Your Actions, Never Through Argument. Always remember that, Doctor Shoemaker. Pull the plug.” To Cash’s unanimated body, he said, “Now we’re even, douche bag.”





EIGHT



Jazz’s lean body still hurt like hell. But this hurt was nothing compared to the many physical pains Leon had caused her to endure over the years. Every time she moved, she found something else that ached, but that wasn’t going to deter her from putting a stop to Chance’s bullshit. She would never be able to live with herself if she didn’t at least try to stick up for her best friend.


Jazz was a slender spark plug. Not much in the way of tits, though. Her ass, however, was just right, an attractive little tush. She was an elusively good-looking black beauty, the kind of woman who was pretty without a drop of makeup. Elusive because she hid her naturally long hair stuffed in ball caps of the country’s worst sports teams. Sports fanatics scrunched their faces as if something stunk when they read the insignias on her hats. Think Detroit Lions and L.A. Clippers. She hid sensationally long lashes and deep amber eyes behind $1.99 convenience store sunglasses. Always: indoors, outdoors, day, night. Her jaw-dropping dainty body was always obscured by dark, oversized clothing. The only visible signs of her outward beauty were her shamefully flawless, chocolate complexion and her kissable lips. The way Jazz had been conditioned to hide her God-given beauty was downright heartbreaking.


Because of the bumps and bruises, it took her eleven minutes to accomplish the three-minute walk from her hospital room to Cash’s. She hobbled into the room, using her IV stand for support, wearing a flimsy hospital gown that made her an exhibitionist of sorts, at least to anyone who was blessed enough to be behind her.


Chance wiped his mouth with the back of a hand. “Now we’re even, douche bag.”


Jazz waved Shoemaker away when he rushed to assist her. “Chance, you psycho, what is your problem? You can’t be serious. What if a medical miracle happens that can cure her? What if a miracle beyond medicine is possible?”


Chance was unresponsive. He looked put out. That’s how she would describe him right now if she were writing this scene in a novel. His silence was loud and unnerving and working its magic. Out of the corner of her eye she saw Jaden lingering in the doorway, leaning against its frame. She’d distinctly told his hardheaded ass to stay put, but that was like talking to a brick wall. So there he was, behind her, clutching that damn basketball. She tried to close the back of her gown, but it was useless.


She lifted her sunglasses and gave Jaden the evil eye, warning him to behave, and then turned to Shoemaker. “Dammit, even I’m familiar with your Hippocratic Oath. In the interest of life or death, can’t you do something to stop this fool? Call Al Sharpton, Jesse Jackson, Farrakhan, Michael Baisden. Get an injunction—anything but stand here looking like a donkey.” It was this moment that Shoemaker reminded Jazz of someone, but she couldn’t put her finger on it.


With a brow raised, Chance finally spoke up, “Dudette, wait a minute, you knew. Didn’t you?”


That was a tentative question, she thought. Then she thought about how much she loathed being referred to as dudette. So white boyish. Anything she said at this point would only rub salt in his wound. “Lying about the baby was cruel, Chance.”


“Cruel? You haven’t seen cruel. I’m such a dope,” he said to himself. Then his ominous blue gaze cut through the room like sophisticated laser beams and landed on Jazz. “You’re so in for it if I find out you knew.”


Was that a threat or a declaration that he’d be disappointed with her as well? How was she supposed to know Cash was stringing him along about a baby? She slid the sunglasses from her hair and eased them back on her face to break the intensity of Chance’s blue-eyed gaze. “I can’t imagine how you feel. I’d be lying if I said otherwise. But nothing—nothing—can justify you taking her off the life support.” She faced Shoemaker and found Jaden standing beside her, which was cool because she was uncomfortable with the idea of him seeing her lace-flavored panties. “You’re a doctor. You have no right helping him play God. So are you just gonna fucking stand here? That’s my best friend lying in this bed. At least pretend like you believe in your oath and talk some sense into this nut case.” The recognition hit her. The resemblance was spooky. Shoemaker looked like that guy who used to be on TV, Doogie Whatchamacallit.


“You’re being very rude and asking for help in the same sentence. Hell of an example you are,” Jaden said, the basketball wedged under his armpit.


“Shut the hell up, Jaden. Nobody asked you. Stay out of grown folks’ business. If you would have stayed in my room like you were supposed to, you wouldn’t be dipping.” She pointed an authoritative finger. “And don’t bounce that ball in here.”


Chance looked at Jazz like she had blown a fuse and was a breath away from heavy medication, but she didn’t care. Shoemaker gave her a look that she blew off too.


“You’re warped,” Chance said, shaking his head.


“Mr. Fox,” Shoemaker said, “terminating someone’s life isn’t a decision you want to rush into.”


That’s it, Jazz thought, grow a set of balls.


Chance laughed.


The sound made Jazz’s skin crawl. Jaden eased to Cash’s bedside—opposite of Chance, facing them all—and held her limp hand.


Shoemaker said, “Please reconsider this, Mr. Fox. Three neurologists conclusively agree that your wife isn’t in a persistent vegetative state. Her condition is minimal consciousness at best.”


“This is wrong, Chance, and you know it. You remember exactly how she felt about the Terri Schiavo situation—she didn’t fucking agree with Schiavo’s husband, Michael. You even flew down to Florida with her so she could stand vigil.”


“You’re poking around in my spousal business,” Chance said. “Buzz off, would you?”


Jazz was having a hard time believing that her best friend’s life was hanging in the balance and would be over in the matter of hours because this punk couldn’t keep his anger and immature emotions in check. She and Cash had discussed most of life’s what ifs, but this scenario was never examined eleven years ago in their dorm room over butter pecan ice cream, Swiss Rolls, and episodes of Ricki Lake.


“I’ll see what I can do about starting the proceedings for an injunction,” Shoemaker said, as he all but bolted out the room.


“Come on, Jaden. Let’s get the hell away from this mistake of a human being.”


Jaden squeezed Cash’s hand. Her eyes fluttered open. Jazz could tell that Cash was seriously studying Jaden. She weakly attempted to smile at him around the breathing tubes.


Jazz frowned at Chance and went to Cash’s side. “See, you fucker. Do you see this, motherfucker? See what you would have done.” Jazz silently thanked God for showing up.


•  •  •


The instant Cash opened her eyes, October 26, 2010, turned out to be worse than the day Kurt Cobain ate a shotgun round for dinner. A shiver crept down Chance’s spine as a scream left his mouth. This time he screamed louder than he had when Shoemaker let him in on Cash’s little secret.





NINE



Eventually everyone must face the consequences of their misdeeds. Cash remembered that was the theme of Jazz’s latest work in progress. Cash had no doubt that she was finally about to tangle with the consequences of her misdeeds. She grimaced as she tried to sit up, then figured it was better to just stay put.


Chance’s cold blue eyes grew more intense. She felt him scrutinizing her as if she were a complete stranger. The bitterness poisoning his body language was disturbing. She felt his anger tingle the marrow of her bones. His normal fluid motions were stiff and hard like a stubborn tumor. His high energy was now humid and acrid.


Cash’s thoughts spun out of control like a car with bald tires doing ninety on a sheet of black ice. It didn’t take a brainiac to know that Chance had questioned the doctors about Chance Jr. and learned more than his fragile sanity was capable of handling. She forced herself to straighten her mental steering wheel and reestablish control of her private thoughts. “You’ve been drinking.” She coughed, short of breath. “Your eyes say things that I’m terrified to hear.”


“Guess this explains the hair missing from your snatch that you tried to explain away.” Chance looked at her with disgust. “And you were faking the periods.”


She nodded.


“Should have gone with my first mind when we met: left a daycare center in your mouth and moved on.” Then: “You gross me out. How come you didn’t just die?”


His words raised the short hairs on her neck. Silence soaked in the room while the bond connecting them splintered and shattered. He had never spoken a cruel word to her. Now she regretted not ending it all back in Denver. Right then her life turned into a series of should have nevers. She should have never accepted the payment to go out with him back in college. Should have never fallen in love with him knowing her situation. Should have never lied in the first place. Should have never gotten on that plane or allowed Jazz to drive.


She whispered, “I’m sorry, Chance. I’m so sorry. Please find it in your heart to forgive me.” She reached up to catch her tears and felt a series of stitches distorting her good looks. She felt him watching her as she traced the wounds.


“Serves you right. Hope you heal ugly.” His sneer matched his words. “You were never gonna tell me.”


“Don’t you understand I couldn’t?”


“Baloney.” Then: “You’re a lying, conniving, cunt bitch.”


“It didn’t start out that way. Never was my intention to deceive you.”


“Why didn’t you tell me then?”


She coughed, then she steadied her breathing. “The truth?” After all this, the truth still felt like an impossible task.


“That would be swell for a consummate liar, but you’re not capable.”


She found the contraption to manipulate the bed, made a show of adjusting the bed to her desired taste. God, I know we aren’t familiar, but please give me the words. “My self-esteem was low. I isolated myself from my peers because of it. Wasn’t sure if I was able to…you know, function in a relationship. Then you came along and gave me life, validated my existence as a woman.”


“That’s fuckin’ absurd. You’re a monster. Here’s a promise: buzz the fuck off or I’ll be detrimental to your health.”


“But…. I still love—”


“For crying out loud, go fuck yourself.” He headed for the door.


“Chance, wait, please. What can I do to make this right?”


He stopped in his tracks and lingered there for a moment. With his back to her, he said, “Drop dead, you nasty nigger bitch.”





TEN



Buank. Buank. Buank. Buank.


“For the last damn time, Jaden, stop dribbling that ball in this house,” Jazz said, scowling at him through her sunglasses. She calmed her nerves with several deep breaths, then she poured Cash and herself tall glasses of homemade tea.


“LeBron James practiced like this every day when he was my age. Look what it did for him. Daddy didn’t have a problem with me practicing, so why are you tripping?”


Buank. Buank. Buank. Buank.


“Bet LeBron didn’t practice in the house.”


“How would you know?” Jaden’s narrow face and big eyes were a clear indication that he would be a heartthrob when he grew up and matured. He was frail and definitely tall enough—six-one—at fifteen to have NBA ambitions. And Jazz knew he was hardly done growing yet. His baggy urban clothing and long cornrows gave him thug appeal, but Jaden was a suburbanite who didn’t have a clue about the mean streets.


Buank. Buank. Buank. Buank.


“Honey—” Firm eye contact. “—I’m sorry. Never in a million years would I want you to be apart from your father. If there were some way, any way, to put things back the way they were—” She snapped her fingers. “—I would, that fast.” Then: “Family means everything. Everything else comes second.”


“My daddy was going to practice with me every day after work until I went pro. Because of what you did, that’s not possible anymore, is it?”


Despair surged through her veins and found a home in her heart. “You’re making me feel terrible again.”


“You should.”


“Can we please finish whatever this is later, after Cashmaire leaves?”


“It’s not like I can up and leave if I wanted to.” He pinned her with his eyes. “I’m stuck here with you, remember?”


She bit her tongue and bolted from the kitchen before he could spew more venom. She didn’t know how to deal with Jaden’s anger. She’d lost plenty of sleep trying to figure it out, and she was sure tonight wouldn’t be any different.


Buank. Buank. Buank. Buank.


“It’s hard to believe it’s been six months since the accident,” Jazz said, setting a cup of tea in front of Cash, then settling herself on the couch with the other.


Cash drifted off for a moment as if she were revisiting something unpleasant from times past. “That day changed so many people’s lives.” Cash nodded blankly. “No matter how you slice it, it’s my entire fault. Do you have any idea of how hard that is to live—”


“We’ve been down this road too many times before. Damn, girl, if you apologize one more time, I’ll go crazy.” Jazz laughed—alone—at her weak attempt at humor. She was sure that people thought she was touched, evident from the way they behaved around her after the accident. Everyone except Cash and her literary agent. After all, “crazy” was one of the terms Leon loosely threw around during the disposition of their divorce.
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