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1



Julius Harris was exhausted as he sat in his car at eight in the morning. He hadn’t gotten a full night’s rest, and he felt awful. He reached forward, pulled the visor down to take a look at himself in the mirror, to see if he looked as bad as he felt.

What he saw was an unshaven, sixty-year-old man, who looked more like a one-hundred-year-old man. His hair was short and uncombed, dark circles hung under his tired, bloodshot eyes, and as he dropped his face in his hands, rubbing the graying stubble on it, he asked himself, Was he losing weight? Was he shedding pounds without even trying? He sank a thumb into the waist of the wrinkled trousers he’d pulled off the back of his bedroom chair that morning, and gave them a tug. He could’ve sworn he’d lost weight, but every time he asked his wife about it, she simply smiled and said that he was being ridiculous.

Julius left his pants alone, flipped the visor back into place, then looked toward the window. He smeared a circle in that foggy driver’sside window to reveal a fuzzy image of the small medical center across the street. He had a view of the parking lot, and as he focused his attention there, cars started to roll in.

He wished that he weren’t alone at that moment, wished that he could reach across the car and feel his wife, take her hand, and gain strength from her, as he was used to doing. Cathy had wanted to comewith him, begged him to let her come, but he wouldn’t do that to her again.

He remembered five years ago when they’d last come to see this doctor, she was destroyed sitting there beside him in the doctor’s office. He could practically feel the life leave her, her body falling limp in his arms after they had received the news. Julius had decided he couldn’t subject her to something like that again, and he knew that would be the kind of news the doctor would have for him.

“The cancer is back, and it is more aggressive than ever before,” the doctor would tell Julius. He wouldn’t even have to run any tests, because he’d be able to see it seeping out of Julius’s pores, his posture weakened by the damage the disease had already done to his bones.

Julius brought his face nearer to the window, his attention caught by a silver Jaguar slowly pulling into the parking lot. He watched it as it took the closest space to the building. The driver’s-side door opened, a foot was placed on the pavement, and a man stepped out, a thin, graying man with glasses.

Julius, his eyes narrowing, recognized him immediately. It was the doctor, his doctor. His doctor popped open an umbrella over his head and took casual steps toward the building, as if it weren’t raining at all.

With that, Julius reached across the passenger seat, picked up his umbrella, and made his way out into the rain himself. The clouds drenched everything under them, sending down a perpetual sheet of rain on the city. Julius dodged through the cars that skimmed across the rain-slick street, stopping once to avoid getting splashed by a wave of water thrust toward him by a passing car.

Julius saw the doctor disappear behind the tinted, double doors of the building, which made him pick up his pace. He took the stairs as fast as he could, pulled the door to the building open, and ducked inside, his umbrella still open, dripping rain onto the dark carpet. The waiting room was filled with patients, most of them older, their bodies naturally deformed by age, silver sprouting from their heads, sad expressions on their faces. A TV droned on, mounted high in a corner of the room, no doubt there to take the patients’ minds away from their illnesses and how long it would be before they could see the doctor, just so he could go about putting their illnesses back on their minds.

Julius looked left, then quickly right, and saw his doctor disappear behind the door of his office. He walked briskly after him, almostrunning, but was halted by a young, thin receptionist. She got up and leaned over her desk just a bit, as if to reach out and snag Julius by his collar and yank him back if he continued to move in the direction of the doctor’s office.

“Sir, can I help you?” she said in a tone that actually said, “You can’t go back there.”

“Yes, I’m here to see Dr. Phillips,” Julius said, not looking at the receptionist, but at the closed office door, as if he was afraid the doctor was slipping out the office window as they spoke.

“Okay, yes, fine,” the woman said, pulling a scheduling book in front of her, keeping an eye on Julius.

“And your name, sir?” she said, her finger resting at the top of the page.

“Mr. Harris,” Julius said.

It only took her a moment, to say, “I’m sorry, sir, but I don’t see your name on the list. Are you sure it wasn’t for another day?”

“I don’t have an appointment,” Julius said, now giving his attention to her, “but I still have to see Dr. Phillips.”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Harris, but all these people have to see him, too, and theydohave appointments.”

Julius looked over his shoulder at the half dozen people sitting in the chairs behind him. Their eyes were on him, as if they had been listening to his conversation with this woman since he’d started it. He sympathized with them, but his case was more important than theirs. At least it was to him, and that was all that mattered.

Julius turned, placed both palms on the woman’s desk, and leaned into her, speaking softly.

“I understand what you’re saying, but I really must see Dr. Phillips today,” and Julius even gave her a little smile after his request, thinking it might make some bit of difference.

The dark-haired woman looked up at him from behind her glasses and said, “I’m sorry, Mr. . . .”

“Your sorrow does nothing for me!” Julius said, pounding the desk angrily, sending a tremor through her Garfield and Odie trinkets, making them do a little dance, then fall to their sides, playing dead. “I have to see him now. Please!” Julius said, softening his tone, trying to appeal to this woman.

The receptionist stared at Julius sympathetically for a moment, thensaid, “Hold on. Let me see what I can do.” She picked up the phone, dialed the doctor’s office.

“Dr. Phillips, there is a Mr. Harris out here to see you. No, he doesn’t have an appointment, but I believe you might want to see him . . . Okay . . . yes . . . all right,” she said, all the while looking at Julius. Then she hung up the phone.

“He’ll be right out to see you, Mr. Harris,” the receptionist said, smiling.

“Thank you,” Julius said, softly.

A moment later, the doctor’s office door opened, and Julius turned to face that direction, watched his doctor walk down the short hall toward him, a phony little smile pasted across his face, which Julius knew was meant to appease him long enough to get him out of there.

His hand was outstretched, and his demeanor seemed more that of a car salesman than a man of medicine. “Good morning.” He grinned. “Mr. . . .” and he looked down briefly to his receptionist, who said softly, “Harris.”

“Good morning, Mr. Harris,” the doctor said again, keeping his hand out for Julius to shake. Julius stared down at the man’s hand as if he had just yanked it out of his ass. The doctor lowered his hand, his smile shrinking a bit with the movement.

“What seems to be the problem?”

Julius stood in front of the man, expecting to see something in his eyes, a glint of recognition, something. But there was nothing. Julius was a total stranger to him. But Julius didn’t care that it had been five years since he had last seen this man. He should know me, he thought.

“I need to speak to you,” Julius said, then turned to see that he still had the attention of every patient in the waiting room. “In private.”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Harris, but as Susie told you, you’ll have to make an appointment.”

“I don’t need an appointment for what I have to say,” Julius said, and now he was speaking loud enough for the oldest and deafest man in the room to hear him.

“I am a patient of yours, and you misdiagnosed me, filling me with a lot of pain, anger, and fear, telling me I was going to die a long time ago, when anyone can see that I’m still living.” Julius turned to the waiting room, as if it held a jury, and he was an attorney making a case.“And considering that, I’m wondering how many other people you’ve given false information to, causing them to . . .”

Before he could finish, Julius was led quickly by the arm into Dr. Phillips’s office. The door was shut behind them.

“Who are you, and what the hell do you think you are doing?” the doctor said angrily.

“You know my name. Susie told it to you, remember,” Julius said, sarcastically.

“And?” the doctor said, bewildered.

“You don’t know who I am?”

“No.”

“I was a patient of yours.”

“I have hundreds of patients,” the doctor said, on the verge of erupting.

“Look at me, Dr. Phillips. Take a long look,” Julius said, and the doctor did that, but Julius saw that the doctor was still clueless.

“Maybe this will help you.” Julius took a seat in one of the chairs in front of the desk, the same chair he’d sat in when he was diagnosed with cancer five years ago.

“Now look at me.”

“That still doesn’t . . .”

“Five years ago, I sat here with a woman. You came in here, pulled open a file, and from that file, you casually told me that . . .” but Julius stopped talking, because he could see the doctor’s eyes grow round with recollection.

“I told you that you had terminal cancer, and only one year to live,” the doctor said slowly, softly, as if he had made this realization all by himself. “I expected that you would be . . .”

“Dead,” Julius said, finishing for him.



After an exhausting battery of all-day testing, including a thorough physical, blood work, and CAT scan, Julius returned the following morning. He was sitting in the exact chair he’d sat in the day before, the exact chair he’d sat in the day he was diagnosed five years before. This thought all of a sudden crept into his head, and he was overcome by a need to get out of that seat. He quickly leapt out of it and sat in the one next to it. Not that he was superstitious, but something toldhim, had been telling him, that he would need all the help he could get on this one.Dr. Phillips was not in the office. He had gone out to gather all the test results, so they could find out exactly what was going on. He was a lot more caring than he had been early yesterday morning, Julius noticed. He was a lot more willing to listen, and willing to do whatever it took to get to the bottom of this huge mystery.

The change had happened the day before, just after the doctor realized that he was staring at what he thought should have been a dead man.

“Why didn’t you come in here sooner?” he asked, astonishment on his face. “And what makes you finally come in now?”

“The chemotherapy I had didn’t work. It just made me sick, just made my hair fall out, and made me think that what was supposed to be the cure would kill me before the disease did. And then the radiation therapy was embarrassing and demeaning, but I told myself I’d be willing to endure almost anything, just to have a shot at my life.”

“But if you remember,” the doctor said, taking his glasses from his face, “I told you your cancer was terminal. I told you that there was a very slim chance that you would respond to any treatment, but you insisted, so I allowed you to follow that route.”

“Well, you were right,” Julius said, swallowing some pride. “It didn’t seem to work, and I decided I wouldn’t make any more efforts to cure myself, nor would I continue to think about it killing me. I just gave up all together. But then, for some reason, when I went to bed at night, I just kept on waking up in the morning. After a while, I didn’t have any pain. As a matter of fact, I felt like I was in perfect health. Sure, every now and then I’d get a muscle ache or a runny nose, but it was gone the following day.”

“But now?” Dr. Phillips asked, sensing there was more.

“But now I have this cold, this fever, and I’ve just been feeling like hell for the past two weeks, and I can’t seem to shake it. I’m worried it’s the cancer again,” Julius said, sadly looking down at his folded hands.

“Well, we’ll find out what’s going on, one way or the other,” the doctor said, walking over to him, laying a reassuring hand on his shoulder. “We’ll get to the bottom of this.”

Now here was Dr. Phillips standing just inside the door with a manila folder in his hands. There seemed to be no emotions on his face, and if there was one, it was of a man making an effort to hide the true expressions he was actually feeling.He took soft, cautious steps across the thinly carpeted floor, holding the file in his hands very gently, as if he were carrying Julius’s life, and if it slipped out, the man before him would perish that very moment.

Dr. Phillips sat on the edge of his desk in front of Julius, setting the file down gently beside him. “We have the results now. They’re right here in this file, Julius.”

He had started calling him Julius. He had never done that before, and Julius suspected it was because he feared Julius would tell his patients about the major fuck-up the doctor had made in his diagnosis. Or could it be that he was just a nice guy after all, and he truly wanted to make Julius feel more comfortable, considering all he was going through? He didn’t know, and really, it didn’t make much difference what the motivation was, because it did make him feel better, as if he weren’t in this all by himself.

“I went over them quite a few times to make sure, that’s what took me so long. I even called over to the lab, to make sure these were the right results, and not anybody else’s.”

And now Julius was on the verge of a breakdown. He could feel himself becoming anxious, could feel a cold chill shoot through his spine and a flame ignite at his brow. The results in that file were probably so bad the doctor couldn’t believe it. The doctor couldn’t believe that a man who was so filled with cancer could actually walk into his office, not aided by a wheelchair or a stretcher, let alone raise enough hell to cause a scene in the waiting room.

“I called and verified everything. Twice. Even went to look at your CAT scan myself,” Dr. Phillips said, picking up the folder and letting it fall open, the flaps of either side draping across his open palm.

This was it, Julius thought. He was staring at the doctor as if he were death, as if he had the ability to take his life right there, and even though that was not the case, even though he was just the deliverer of the news, Julius still feared for his existence. So much so that his heart stopped right there, or at least it felt as though it did, because there seemed to be nothing happening within him. His legs, arms, were numb, not his own, and all he could do was close his eyes and listen as the doctor spoke.

“The tests show that your cancer seems to be in remission.”

Julius felt as if all of a sudden his heart started beating again, and then he slowly opened his eyes. “What did you say to me?”

A long, thin smile lengthened across the doctor’s face.

“We can’t seem to detect any trace of cancer throughout your entire body. How does that sound?”

Julius wanted to jump from his chair, leap into that man’s arms, and kiss him. How did that sound? All the bad things Julius ever thought or said about this man, he was taking back at that very moment.

Julius took the doctor’s hand, and pumped it vigorously, thanking him over and over again. They both smiled and laughed, and then Julius said, “But what about how I’m feeling? That’s not the cancer?”

“I’m afraid that’s just a case of this persistent flu that’s going around. I’ll give you some antibiotics for it, and you should be better in a few days.”

“But how could this have happened? You said then that the cancer had invaded other parts of my body, my spine, my pelvis, and now you say it’s gone?”

“It may have been that you had a delayed response to all the treatment you received. Or, even in rare cases, people with advanced cancer may experience spontaneous remission.”

“So what does that mean? I’m cured?”

“No. I don’t think we can say that yet.”

“But you said you couldn’t find any of the cancer.”

“I know, but . . .”

Julius grabbed the doctor’s hand and shook it, cutting him off from what he was about to say. “I want to thank you for everything,” Julius said, smiling. “I’ll be seeing you,” and then he was turning toward the door.

“Hold it, where are you going?”

“No more cancer. I’m going home to my wife.”

“Julius, a remission means the cancer may only be gone right now. There could be a single cell lurking that may cause the cancer to come back. You need to come back for scheduled checkups.”

Julius walked back toward the doctor, a sly smile on his face, shaking his head, waving his finger. “No, no, Doc. Last time I came back for one of your checkups, you cut the amount of time I had left in half. Don’t take this personally, but I’ve managed to live an additionalfive years staying away from you, so I think I’ll just continue what I’ve been doing.”

Dr. Phillips was smiling again, obviously happy for the man, regardless of what route he chose to take. “Please, just come in every so often just for a blood test?”

Julius smiled with his doctor. “Sure. I can do that.”





Julius didn’t go home right away to give his wife, Cathy, the news, even though the thought crossed his mind as he drove away from the medical center, a smile on his face, a feeling of rebirth in his heart. He wanted to be alone with that feeling, wanted to fully thank whoever, or whatever, it was who had given him back his life.He ended up at the ocean. It was where he went when he needed time to himself, when his thoughts got too jumbled and twisted in his head. This was the place he could let them all out onto the water’s surface, and let the waves carry them away from him.

He was sitting, his legs crossed, on one of the large rocks that bordered the water. The gray clouds had cleared, allowing the brightness of the sun to cast down upon him. He lifted his face to feel its warmth, and thought of all the days like this before him. He looked at the water, then closed his eyes, breathed deeply, exhaled, and with that breath came the words, “Thank you.”

For so many years, he had not known how much time he actually had to live, did not know if he would drop dead while having dinner, his face landing in his bowl of soup while in mid-conversation with his wife. But now, with this clean bill of health, he felt like a normal person, felt the way he had before he even had cancer, as though he could start living again, start making plans to do something next year, or two years from now. That was something he had never done over the past five years. And when Cathy asked about going on vacation, or commented on a holiday, or his birthday when it was more than a month away, he’d just turn a deaf ear to the idea, because he knew there was every likelihood that he would not be there to celebrate it.

Now things are different, he thought, the huge smile still on his face. But then another thought crept into his mind that made the smile start to disappear. Why had he gotten the cancer in the first place? He knew then, had always known, that it was a punishment for abandoning hiswife and three sons twenty-five years ago. He had known that the moment the doctor had told him, and, although devastated, he hadn’t been all that surprised, because he was expecting something terrible to happen to him, he just didn’t know what. That moment, sitting there in that chair, receiving the news that he would die soon, he realized what a grave mistake he had made, never contacting his sons after leaving them so long ago.

So at that moment, he had decided to change that. Yes, he knew that it was only fear that motivated his actions, that his sons would see that, recognize the coward that he was, searching them out only because he didn’t want to die alone. But he would make the attempt.

He’d flown to Chicago and located his sons. “Who in the hell cares that you’re dying!” he’d figured his sons would say if he’d told them about the disease. But the main reason he hadn’t told them was because he hadn’t wanted them to take him back just because they felt pity for him. So he’d kept his illness a secret.

He’d gone to them asking them to take him back, telling them that he was sorry for ever leaving them, but they’d denied him, both his middle son, Marcus, and the eldest, Austin. Marcus had grown to hate Julius by that point, and Julius could understand why. On the other hand, Julius knew Austin would’ve taken him back had it not been for Marcus, for they had always been close, but he chose not to betray his brother’s feelings, rejecting his father as Marcus did.

So there would be no life with his two oldest sons, but he had one son left, Caleb. The son he had never had time to build much of a bond with, for he was so young when Julius had left. The son who, by talking with his other sons, Julius had found out, also hated him passionately. But Julius would go to him, he decided. He would go to him groveling, asking for his forgiveness. It was his last hope, and his decision to do that changed his life.





Now, Julius looked down at his hands, and there lay an envelope, one deep crease in the middle where it had been folded so he could carry it in his shirt pocket, where it had been since he’d received it two days ago. The letter had been sent from Joliet Prison in Illinois.

Julius remembered being there more than four years prior, in that state prison, seeing his youngest son, now thirty-two years old, behind that thick penitentiary glass. It was his fault, he told himself. His fault his son was there, because Julius had abandoned him, left him without someone to keep him from making the mistakes that landed him behind bars.He wanted to make that up to his son, needed to be reunited with him before he took his last breath. Because Julius was now desperate, he decided to tell Caleb of his illness, that he would be dying within a year, and of his need to redeem himself for abandoning him.

“Is there anything I can do for you, get for you, son?” Julius asked, looking at his son through the thick prison glass, speaking to him over a phone.

“I don’t need anything from you.”

“But what about your son?”

Caleb’s girlfriend, Sonya, and their son, Jahlil, were left now without a man in their lives, the man that Julius knew Jahlil so desperately needed. He would not allow what happened to Caleb to happen to Caleb’s son. In an attempt to make some kind of connection with Caleb, Julius promised he would take care of Sonya and Jahlil while Caleb was in prison. He would move them out to California, where he lived, allow them to live with him, and care for them till Caleb was free.

“But in return for caring for them, I want us to have a relationship. I want to write you, and have you write me back. I want you to know that you have someone out there thinking about you, waiting till you get out. Someone that loves you.”

Julius knew it was a lot to ask of his son, considering he had not seen him in twenty-five years, knew the painful feelings that his son was harboring. But Caleb accepted not because he cared to have a relationship with his father, but because he was desperate, because he was thinking of the welfare of his girlfriend and child.

“I think Sonya will wait for you,” Julius said, before he left, not knowing if he truly believed the words that were coming from his mouth. But it was what his son needed to hear, and Julius vowed to himself at that moment that he would try his best to keep Caleb’s family intact for him for when he returned.

But after two years, Sonya wanted to leave. She said she couldn’t take the restrictions, the feeling that she was being held prisoner until Caleb was released, so she packed her things, and Julius’s grandson, and left.

As Julius stood in the front of his driveway, watching the cab pull away, carrying Sonya and Jahlil to a place he did not know, he realized just how much this would hurt his son Caleb. This would take whatever desire he had to make it out of prison away from him. This would make him want to roll over and die, and Julius would not allow that to happen.

Even after Sonya moved away, the letters continued coming from Joliet Prison as they had every week. One letter for Julius, one for Sonya. Julius responded to his letters as he had every week since he had visited his son. Julius knew the letters he wrote his son gave him strength, told him to endure, that his father loved him, and that if there was anything his son needed, he would do everything in his power to get it to him.

Although bumpy at first, Julius and Caleb managed to build quite a relationship through those letters, and Julius could feel his son developing a dependence upon him. In the sixth month of letter writing, Caleb started asking questions about his father’s health. How was he feeling, when was the last time he had seen the doctor?

Julius wrote him back, telling him he was done with the doctor, that there was nothing the doctor could do for him any longer. And when Julius received Caleb’s reply, he could feel Caleb’s anger and disappointment through the words on the page.

They screamed of his concern for his child: “Who will take care of Jahlil?” Of his worry for his girlfriend: “And where will Sonya live?” And finally, of his feelings for his father. “You have to keep seeing the doctor to make sure you’re okay. I don’t want to lose you if I don’t have to. Please, Dad, go see him.”

Julius had sat in his den, reading that letter, a small lamp burning a dim circle of light in the blackness, as he stared down at it. He held it in both his trembling hands, his eyes concentrating on the word “Dad.” This was the first time his son had called him that, and even though it was written and not said, it held just as much meaning. Julius had his son back, at least one of them, and the boy cared, truly cared, about what would happen to him.

Julius had opened his desk drawer, pulled a blank sheet of paper out, and started to write on it.





Dear son,
You no longer need to worry about my health. I will be here for you.No matter what, I’ll be here for you when you get out. That I promise.


It was the only thing he wrote on the page. He stuck it in an envelope and mailed it that evening.

After Sonya had left, her letters from Caleb piled up on the table in the hallway, right near the front door.

“You have to tell him that Sonya is gone,” Cathy said, standing over the letters, speaking softly, as if the words in the letters Caleb wrote could somehow allow him to hear what was being said.

“And what good would that do? There’s nothing he can do about it, and all it would manage to do is drive him crazy. I can’t tell him.”

“So you just want to keep him in the dark, let him think that everything is the same?”

Julius nodded his head, ashamed, for there was no other course he could take.

Cathy picked up the letters, stuck the nail of her thumb in the top of one, and started to rip it open.

“What are you doing?” Julius said, rushing to her, trying to take the letter.

“I’m going to write him back.”

“But you can’t do that.”

“You said you want him to think everything is the same. I’ll pretend it’s Sonya writing the letters. Unless you want to tell him the truth.”

“No,” Julius said, helpless. “But what if she writes him from wherever she’s living now?”

“She won’t do that. If she meant what she told me, she never wants to speak or hear mention of Caleb again.”





So now, still sitting on the rocks of the ocean, Julius pulled his son’s letter from the creased envelope, his eyes dropping down to the bottom, and read the final paragraph.




Thanks for the plane ticket you sent me. I’ll be released next week, so I’ll be there soon. I can’t wait to see you, Sonya, and my son.


Love,


Caleb







Next week, Julius thought, folding the letter and smoothing his fingers across the crease. The letter had come two days before, and it had probably taken three or four days to get there. He quickly added thedays and realized that, give or take a day, his son could very well be getting released that very moment. How would he go about telling his son that he had lost his family? After thinking a long moment, he realized there was no way other than to tell him the truth, and although he could risk fracturing, if not breaking, the fragile relationship they had built, he would tell him.
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“Get down!” Caleb yelled, and quickly Blue turned to see the barrel of the store owner’s shotgun staring him in the eyes. With that, Blue threw himself to the floor. Ray Ray spun around, his eyes ballooned, turning his gun as quickly as he could, trying to shoot the man before he was shot himself. But before he had the gun swung halfway in the direction of the man, the deafening explosion from the shotgun was heard.

Caleb closed his eyes now, trying not to think about what had happened to him and his two friends when they attempted to rob a convenience store five years ago. Caleb was twenty-seven then, and had lost his job, was months behind on his rent, and he and his family were on the verge of getting evicted. He would’ve done anything in his power to stop that from happening. Not only because he didn’t want to see his family homeless but because he had been trying to prove to Sonya that he was capable of taking care of her and their child, after he had failed on a number of previous occasions, by losing countless jobs and by getting into trouble. So if he failed them once again, he would be proving that he was unable to provide for them, and if that happened, Sonya assured him that she would leave and take their son with her.

“We do this one time, Caleb,” Blue said, grabbing Caleb by the shoulder,his blue-black face frowning seriously. “We go in, get your money, and be out.”

Caleb wanted no part of it. What if something went wrong? What if they got caught? He would lose Sonya for sure. And it was as if Blue was reading his mind, because he said, “If you don’t get this rent, Sonya gonna leave you anyway.” Caleb looked over at the corner of the room where Ray Ray was sitting, lazily pulling an Afro comb through his long hair. He nodded his head in agreement with what Blue said. Going to his brothers for the money was out of the question, because that would just prove once again that he wasn’t able to provide for himself. So this seemed the only way.

But it had all gone wrong, and now, five years later, Caleb closed his eyes, and tried to block the images of that day out of his mind. But he could not rid himself of the painful memory, could not pull himself away from the awful grip the past had on him. He was forced to relive that moment.

After the shots were heard, the bullets sped across the room, finding their way into the soft flesh of Ray Ray’s heavy body, into his chest, where there they exploded, tearing through him, sending him crashing into a wall of shelves. His body slowly slid down the shelves, a trail of his bloody insides dripping down over his head.

Blue ran to Ray Ray, stood over his large body a moment, shocked. He quickly, nervously, scanned the area, looking around him, as if there would be something lying about he could use to save his friend’s life. Finding nothing, he fell to his knees and took his injured friend’s head in his hands.

Ray Ray’s chest was torn, blood, lungs, and shattered fragments of his ribs seeping from the wound, as he lay there twisted in the corner of the store’s floor. Blue started frantically slapping his cheek, trying to keep him from slipping into death. And Ray Ray was trying not to go there, trying to fight death from taking him. He whipped his head about, his eyes wide, whirling about in his head, as if he was expecting to see the paramedics burst the door open, or Caleb fall to his knees and start CPR, or whatever people do to save the lives of people who have been ripped open by shotgun fire.

But no one would be coming to save Ray Ray, Caleb thought as he stood over him watching him bleed. Ray Ray kept on struggling, his eyes still darting about in his head, as he gagged, choked, and puked upthe bloody, meaty insides of his stomach. And Blue was still there, the mess rolling over his hand and arm. “You ain’t gonna fucking die. You hear me!”

But Ray Ray was dying, and Caleb knew that. Still, Ray was trying to fight his injury, as if he thought he could control the amount of blood he lost. But he couldn’t, because it was flowing out of the huge wound in his chest now, saturating his shirt, the dark jelly syrup–looking stain getting bigger and bigger, like a pancake just poured onto a hot skillet.

“We gonna get you out of here. You hear me? You hear me!” Blue shouted, seeming frightened that Ray didn’t hear him, might have died since his eyes had fallen closed. Then Blue grabbed Ray Ray’s cheeks, shaking him, inadvertently forcing a huge quantity of blood and vomit out of his mouth. Ray Ray’s eyes opened slowly, but they opened. And he smiled, a sick, helpless, sad smile, as if he was hearing what Blue was telling him, and trying to believe him, but couldn’t. Then tears welled up in his eyes and started to fall, and at that moment, Caleb knew that Ray Ray realized that he was going to die, that everything was clear to him now, and he was more frightened than he had ever been in his life. Blue must have sensed that Ray Ray had come to that realization, because Blue crawled up under him more, took him securely in his arms, and rocked him a little harder. He spoke just a little louder, but not just so Ray Ray could hear him over the chaos that had to be going on in his head. He was also speaking louder to drown out the sirens that suddenly seemed to be coming from everywhere, and because he knew Caleb would say they needed to run.

“Blue,” Caleb said softly, but forcefully.

“We ain’t fucking leaving him!” Blue yelled, rocking Ray Ray more, like a mother rocking her slain child.

“We gotta go! The pigs are gonna be here any minute. We can’t stay.”

“We can’t leave him!” Blue said, and tears were running down his shiny black face now. “That ain’t right!”

Caleb spun in a nervous, frustrated circle, expecting the cops to burst in through the windows and doors any minute, waving guns, shouting for everyone to get on the floor. There was nothing they could do but get the hell out of there.

“Blue, he’s going to die, if he ain’t dead already. Now get the fuck up!” Caleb grabbed Blue under the armpits and pulled him from under Ray Ray. Blue was weak, damn near dead weight, as Caleb dragged himtoward the door. The sirens were loud and all over the place now, so much that Caleb didn’t know from which direction they were coming. They needed to get out of there, Caleb kept telling himself, but something made him stop. Blue was hanging from Caleb, his arm slung over his neck like a beaten prisoner of war, but suddenly Caleb felt the need to stop and take a final look at Ray Ray. When he did, he wished he’d hadn’t, because Ray Ray was staring back at him, his face smeared with blood, blood running from his slightly opened mouth, one arm outstretched, his palm open, as if he was reaching to be carried out of there. And his eyes—opened wide and unmoving—were staring at Caleb, and Caleb was frozen. They held him there while they burned the entire image in Caleb’s brain, for him never to forget. Caleb didn’t know if Ray Ray was alive or dead at that moment, for he didn’t move at all. But just when Caleb was about to turn, he saw the corners of Ray Ray’s mouth slowly turn up, as if he was smiling, his hand reaching out a little more, the fingers flinching, as if trying to extend all the way over to Caleb and Blue, grab on so he would not be left to die alone. At least, that was what Caleb thought he saw. The screaming sirens wailing louder and louder forced him out, Blue’s weakened body still hung over his shoulder, before he had a chance to know if his eyes were telling him the truth or not.





Caleb roused himself from his thoughts, shaking away the awful event that had landed him in the dreadful place he was now finally outside of. He stood there, his hair long, wild, and mussed about his head, patches of facial hair growing dense in some spots and thin in others. His body was lean and muscular, from the little bit of fat he’d lost while eating prison food, and the muscle he’d gained by pumping iron in the yard. He stood as if just coming out of a trance, outside the gate of Joliet, Illinois, State Prison, a massive, menacing, gray structure that sat on a huge compound, a twenty-foot-tall barbed-wired gate sprouting from the ground and stretching around the entire area.Two huge guards, their chests and biceps bursting out of blue-andgray security uniforms, stood on the opposite side of the gate. They had just released Caleb, and they were staring at him now, probably wondering why he hadn’t moved, wondering why, after spending five years within that gate, he wasn’t turning tail and running as fast as hecould from the place. But Caleb didn’t care what they thought. They couldn’t do anything to him now. He was a free man, and his actions were his own, his time was his own, and he could make his own decisions, and what better time than that moment, he thought, for him to start.

Beside him stood another man. A slight, boyish-looking man, of about twenty or twenty-one, with narrow shoulders, who constantly had a look of fear on his face. Even now, it was there, as if he worried that someone would reach out from between the narrow slit in the gate and grab the collar of his T-shirt, and haul him back in.

“So what are you going to do now?” the boy-man said, as if he himself had nowhere to go and nothing to do, which was probably the case. He had no more in his hand than what Caleb had, which was a wrinkled paper bag that held a stack of letters, not much more than he had been thrown in the place with.

“Got a plane ticket. Going home to see my father, my girl, and my son in California.”

A look of envy was on the young man’s face, but he smiled anyway, obviously trying to deny the emotion.

“That’s good, that’s good,” he said, looking down at the pavement, nudging a crumpled can with the tip of his shoe. “You gonna do that right now?”

“No,” Caleb said, staring at the guards standing behind the gate, watching him through their mirrored sunglasses.

“Well, what you gonna do right now?”

Caleb turned to glance at the man, then looked away again. “I’m just going to stand here for a while, so you might as well go on home.” Where home was for this man, Caleb didn’t know, and he didn’t much care, because he had too many problems of his own to concern himself with. He had too many demons to rid himself of before he took another step out into the world.

Caleb drifted back into his thoughts, the same thoughts that had plagued him since the day Ray Ray had gotten killed. He had left Ray Ray there to die by himself. They should have taken him with them. Even though they were caught in the end, they shouldn’t have abandoned Ray Ray, thrown him aside like some worthless piece of shit. It horrified Caleb to think of the police finding Ray Ray, walking around his body, glaring down at it, like a dead animal smashed and bloody inthe center of the highway, thinking to themselves, or even saying it, “Well, just another nigger dead, eh?”

And then one of his buddies agreeing with him. “That’s right. Makes our job all the more easier.”

Then another image popped into Caleb’s head.

Although he knew it was impossible, he could not shake the image of Ray Ray’s parents walking into that store, maybe stopping to get a can of peas on the way home for that night’s dinner, and seeing their son slain, coated with dried blood, his eyes eerily open in his head. Caleb could see Ray Ray’s mother, blinking furiously, then shaking her head, trying to get that foolish make-believe image out of her mind, but when it would not go, she ran to Ray Ray. She ran to her son and dropped to her knees, burying her face in his chest, grabbing fistfuls of his torn, bloodied shirt, shaking him, beating his dead body, tears spilling onto her son. She was scolding him for putting himself in the position to get shot, because she had told him a thousand times not to go hanging around with “those boys,” because they would get him killed one day. And there he was, dead, on that floor. Dead before his mother could even say good-bye to him, before she could tell him how much she loved him, and all she wanted to do was die right there with him. And it was apparent by the way she raised her anguished, now blood-covered face and hands up to the heavens, and yelled out to God, “Please spare my boy! Pleeeaaasssse!” But nothing had happened, and she collapsed onto his dead, stiffening body. And then there was her husband’s hand, Ray Ray’s father’s hand, big on her shoulder, and he was looking down on his son’s dead body, no expression on his face, but somehow seeming more torn apart than his wife.

Caleb shook the image out of his head, looked around to find himself alone now. The man beside him was gone, the guards who had walked him out, gone, obviously tired of staring at him, and the sun that was above him had now lowered itself into hiding, taking the daylight with it.

How long had Caleb been out there? It could have been hours, for he had no watch on his wrist to tell him. He pulled an envelope from his pocket and slipped its contents out. It was a plane ticket in his name. A ticket to California to see Sonya and his child. It had been five years that he’d been away from them, five years since he’d held them in his arms, and, on a few occasions, he feared he never would again. He thoughtmany times about the day he would receive the letter telling him that the distance was just too much for her. That he couldn’t go on expecting her to wait for him like that, and that it was cruel to put her in that position. But that letter never came, and now he was out. In just a couple of days, they would all be reunited.

He took a step in the direction of the bus station that would carry him on to the rest of his life. Then he halted, thinking once again about Ray Ray, and turned back around, slowly walking down the street in the opposite direction.
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Caleb sat on the bus, staring out the window like a child on his first field trip. He sat, pushed up very close to the window, his nose almost touching it, watching as the crumbling storefronts and poorly maintained lower-middle-class homes of Chicago’s South Side passed him by. Caleb reached up and pulled the cord to signal his stop. The bus lurched to a halt, and Caleb climbed down and out onto the street. The bus pulled away, slowly leaning this way and that over the uneven, pothole-riddled streets, as it trailed off, leaving Caleb standing on the corner alone. He looked over his shoulder, feeling as though he was being watched, a residual feeling left over from his time behind bars.

No one was coming after him. His getting out was not a mistake. He was free, and he told himself he would have to just get used to it. It was already getting dark, and the lamps hanging over the streets started to flicker above him, so he moved on.

He stopped in front of a small blue-and-brown house, the paint chipping from the gutters and window frames, one of the windows taped over with cardboard to keep the chill Chicago spring winds out. He took slow steps closer to the house, wishing that the lamp that was burning behind the sheer curtains in the front window had not been burning at all. He would have turned away, would have left, telling himself that he had tried, but no one was home. But the light was there, sohe was obligated and he continued on, placing a foot upon the first creaking wooden step of the house.

Five steps up, and Caleb’s finger was inches from the doorbell. It was shaking, his heart beating so fast that it caused his entire body to tremble. He swallowed hard and pushed the button. He turned his back on the door, looked out on the street, searching his mind for something to say. He should have thought of this while on the bus, he scolded himself. The door opened behind him before he could pull any two words together to speak.

He turned to see a short, slightly overweight, dark-skinned woman standing behind a screen door. Her hair was short and mostly black, but the silver of her roots grew up about an inch out of her head to expose themselves. She was smiling, which Caleb thought meant she recognized him, but she obviously didn’t because she asked, “Can I help you?”

Caleb struggled again with what he was going to say, then finally was able to come out with, “I have something very important to talk to you about. I was wondering if I could come in?”

Ray’s mother looked at Caleb oddly, as if debating as to whether or not he was telling the truth, or just trying to get inside so he could rob them.

“I grew up in this neighborhood. I lived right down the other street,” Caleb said, looking over his shoulder, pointing in that direction. Ray’s mother looked as though she was still deciding.

“Well, ma’am?” Caleb asked her again. And before she could answer, a large man with a brown face, shiny and creased like a well-broken-in catcher’s mitt, came up behind the shorter woman and said, “You used to live down the street, right? Well, c’mon in, son. It’s gettin’ a little chilly out there.”

The tall man held the door for Caleb as he walked into the small, modestly decorated living room. Caleb was nervous, and he shouldn’t have been there, he told himself, as he stared at the man and woman staring back at him.

How do I begin, Caleb thought. What the hell can I possibly say to these people? Then he decided to just come out with it, but the word that was only a moment from dropping from his lips was halted when he caught sight of a picture sitting in a frame on one of the end tables. It was of Ray Ray as a child. Five or six, his head covered by a big,nappy Afro, his narrow body swallowed up by a striped Ernie and Bert turtleneck. Caleb wanted to smile, wanted to laugh, wished that his friend were still alive, because if he were, Caleb would have given him hell for that picture. But he wasn’t. He was dead, and that was why Caleb was at his house.

“Do you know who I am, Mr. and Mrs. Collins?” Caleb asked.

Ray’s father didn’t answer, but his mother said, “You’re Esther’s boy, from down the street? Right?”

“No, Mrs. Collins,” and Caleb lowered his head, not wanting to see the initial response on their faces when they heard the words he was about to speak.

“I’m Caleb Harris. I was a friend of your son, Ray. I was with him when he was killed five years ago.” Caleb kept his head down, expecting to feel the big hands of Ray Ray’s father grab him around his neck and brutally strangle him, shaking him till his brain rattled in his skull, but there was no such assault, and Caleb almost wished there had been, because the thought of looking back up to see their faces seemed more painful.

When he did look up, the father’s face was blank, as if the words he’d heard didn’t even register. But Ray’s mother seemed to be working at keeping her face together, for the corners of her mouth were trembling, her eyelids fluttered quickly, and her chin seemed on the verge of collapsing. Then a single tear rushed down her plump cheek, and with a thin whimper, she turned and ran for the bedroom, the door slamming shut behind her.

Caleb was left staring the big man in the face, wanting to turn away, but feeling it would be disrespectful.

Mr. Collins gestured toward the sofa. “Sit down,” he said, taking a seat himself across from Caleb. “She still hasn’t gotten over the loss of our boy.”

Caleb wanted to say so much more, something comforting, something that would take away some of this family’s hurt, but all that came out was, “I’m sorry.”

“No, no, no,” the big man said. “It wasn’t your fault. I mean, you were there, but he had a mind of his own. And if you had got shot and killed, that wouldn’t have been his fault, because you got a mind of your own.”

Caleb nodded his head, and continued staring at Ray’s father. Hewatched as he looked up at the ceiling, then down at the floor. He looked as though he was about to cry, and even though Caleb knew at that moment he should have turned away, should have given him his time to grieve, if that was what he was doing, Caleb could not take his eyes from the man.

Mr. Collins quickly got up, turning his back on Caleb, bringing a hand up to cover his face. “I got these damn allergies,” he said, his voice shaky. Then he turned around again, after pulling himself together.

“You do all you can for these children . . . you work hard to give them all you got, feed them, clothe them, send them to school, and . . .” He shook his head to finish the statement. “Sad thing was,” he spoke softly now, “I always knew it would happen like that. We tried so hard to straighten him out, but he would never listen. Never!” he said bitterly. “He just wouldn’t listen. He was always into trouble, juvenile homes, getting picked up by the police. But that doesn’t mean we didn’t still love him. You know that, don’t you?” and he was looking at Caleb now, this look on his face as if he was trying to convince Caleb that what he said was true.

“I know that, sir,” Caleb said, then he stood and added, “I just wanted to come here and let you know that I was there with your son, and that . . .” Caleb paused, wondering whether or not to tell the lie. “ . . . Ray Ray didn’t suffer at all. He went quickly.”

Ray’s father turned to Caleb, obviously grateful for his words. He placed a large hand on Caleb’s shoulder. “Thank you.”

He walked Caleb to the door and was undoing the bolts, when the door Ray’s mother disappeared behind, opened. She walked out, her face wet with tears, surprise in her eyes.

“Where are you going?!” she asked, anger in her voice, her words directed at Caleb.

“Margaret, now stop it,” her husband said, moving back toward her, his palms out, as if anticipating her charging at Caleb.

“I said, where is he going?”

“He is going home. He didn’t have to come over here and do this,” Ray’s father explained. He now held his wife in his arms, trying to keep her from moving any closer to Caleb.

“That man killed my child,” Ray’s mother yelled, sounding on the verge of hysteria. “If Ray wasn’t with him, he would still be alive!”

“He wouldn’t still be alive,” her husband said, trying to yell loudenough to get through to her. “Because he would’ve done something else to get himself killed, and you know it. You know that!”

“That’s a lie,” Margaret said, struggling to get out from within her husband’s embrace. “You killed my son,” and she was stabbing a finger at Caleb now, reaching out with clawed hands, trying to get ahold of him, trying to escape her husband’s grasp, spit flying from her lips. “You killed him and you should have to pay.”

And then Caleb spoke, knowing he shouldn’t have. But he couldn’t help himself.

“I did pay. I paid with five years of my life in prison.”

Ray’s mother’s eyes ballooned so big in her head that they appeared as though they would pop.

“Five years!” she spat. “Five years, but you’re standing right here. Where is my son? You did five years for robbing that store, but he did life! He’s dead. You may have paid your debt to society, but you still owe me. You still owe me!”

“What do you mean? For five years I thought about your son lying there, dying in front of me, and every day I wished I could’ve done something. But I couldn’t,” and there were tears welling up in Caleb’s eyes now. “There are times when I wished it was me who had gotten shot instead of him, me who had died, so you wouldn’t have to go through this. But I can’t change places now, he’s gone, and there’s nothing I can do about it,” Caleb cried. “Nothing!” He lowered his head into his open hands, digging his fingers deeply into his scalp, wishing that he could roll over and die. But then he felt a hand fall gently upon his arm, then another, slowly pulling him in. He let himself be brought forward, and he realized he was in the arms of Ray’s mother.

Her cheek was pressed against the top of his head, and she was crying as well. He could feel her warm tears fall to his cheeks. She rocked him there in her arms, as if he were her own.

“You miss him, don’t you?” she said, rubbing Caleb’s head.

Caleb nodded.

“And you’re sorry that he’s dead, that you had to see him die?”

Caleb nodded again, wiping tears from his eyes.

“Well, we won’t let him die like that. Do you hear me?”

Caleb didn’t answer, forcing the woman to take his face in her hand, make him look her in the eye. “Do you hear me?”

“Yes,” he said.

“Stay right here. I want to give you something.” She moved away from him, leaving her husband standing next to Caleb. His head was down, his hands shoved into his pockets.

She went to a cabinet in the dining room, opened it up, stood on her toes, and pulled something from the top shelf. It was a pamphlet of some sort, and when she handed it to him, he could see that it was a funeral program, Ray Ray’s picture in black and white on the cover.

“A mother should never have to lose a child this way. Never. And far too many of us are.” The pamphlet remained in her outstretched hand, Caleb seeming afraid to touch it.

“Take it,” she said.

Caleb pulled the program from Ray’s mother’s fingers.

“I don’t know how you’re going to do it,” she said with authority. “But you’re going to find a way not to let his memory die. You find a way to actively repent, because you had no choice about spending those years behind bars. You were made to do that. But now you need to do something for Ray because you want to. Do you understand?

“Yes,” Caleb said, the tears now dry on his face, the program hanging from his hand, his body still trembling some from his emotional outpouring. “I understand.”
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Austin Harris pulled his large Mercedes up to the curb in front of his old house, in the upper-middle-class neighborhood of Beverly. He left the engine running for a moment, and thought about reaching behind him, and pulling the jacket of his Armani suit off the hanger that hung from the back window, and throwing it on, but decided not to. There wouldn’t be a need yet. And maybe he thought that because he didn’t see his ex-wife’s gold Maxima parked out front as he should have, and he wanted to try to calm himself down before he jumped to any conclusions.

Austin looked at his watch, even though the dash clock was staring him right in the face—6P.M.,the tiny hands on his watch said. He wrapped his hand around the ignition key, turned off the engine, and let his chin sink into his chest, exhaling sorrowfully.

He was thirty-seven now, and tired of this, damn tired of the games Trace chose to play. He thought about getting out of the car, checking the garage, but if her car wasn’t there, if she wasn’t home with the kids all dressed, their overnight bags at their feet, happy little smiles on their faces, anticipating all the fun they’d have with their father, Austin feared he would lose it and do something crazy. Something that would land him on the 10P.M.news highlight reel.

So Austin just decided to sit there, remembering the first time he’d lefthis wife. They had been married for six years, and from his point of view, things were becoming boring, mundane. His life was becoming typical. Come home from work, have a meaningless conversation with the wife, maybe have sex that was just as meaningless just to say that sex was still being had, then crawl into bed, roll over so that your backs are facing each other’s, then fall asleep. He was not being fulfilled, and Trace must’ve sensed that, for she really seemed to start pouring it on, going to extremes that she hadn’t in years, making extravagant dinners, paying him compliments, and sexing him like they were teenagers. But nothing helped.

The night he left was during one of those meals. Trace had gone all out, four courses, linen tablecloth, candles, wine, soft music—she even pulled out his chair for him, and gently placed his cloth napkin in his lap.

If there was conversation that night, Austin couldn’t remember it, because all the while Trace was eating and Austin was picking at his food with the tips of his fork, he was thinking of what would be the right way to break the news to Trace that he would be leaving her. But he realized there was no right way, so he just came out and told her. It was somewhere between dinner and dessert and Trace was leaning over to pour him another glass of wine, when Austin said, “I think we need a break.”

Trace went crazy for a moment, and later slung a plate across the room that just missed Austin’s head; she threatened to club him with the heavy bottle of wine, but in the end she understood he was leaving. “And what about the kids?” Trace asked. Austin’s reply was, “I’m leaving you, not them. They still have a father.”

So he’d left, because it just wasn’t there for him and Trace any longer. He went out and got an apartment, still saw the kids a couple of times a week, but after a few months of that, realized that maybe he had made a mistake. He realized that he had done something similar to what his father had done to him and his brothers, and that was abandon them.

Austin still remembered how much he missed his father when he was a child, how much he’d wanted him there, and although Austin still spent time with Troy and Bethany, he knew that it wasn’t the same as if he had still lived with them. But that wasn’t what really brought him back. His father had popped into the picture all of a sudden, shown up from nowhere, begging to be forgiven. He seemed to have nothing,seemed to be filled with nothing but regret for all the foolish mistakes he had made. Austin didn’t want to be the man his father had become, and he thought about what had made him leave, and what it was he had left behind. He couldn’t figure out what made him leave behind a wonderful woman who truly loved him, and was securely in his corner, no matter what. Yes, she had her flaws and faults, but didn’t everyone?

Eventually, through a lot of begging and proving, Austin managed his way back into the marriage, and back home. But just two years later, they started to have more problems. This time, though, Austin wouldn’t run.

“I have a friend,” he said one evening while he and Trace were out at dinner. The kids were with their uncle Marcus, leaving them time to themselves. “She’s a counselor,” Austin said.

“What kind of counselor?” Trace asked, looking at Austin from above her coffee cup.

“Marriage counselor. I think we should see her,” Austin said, then averted his eyes down to his dessert.

“For what, Austin?” Trace whispered loudly, looking across the room, making sure no one heard her.

“Because we need to. We always argue, but we never talk. It’s like we’re strangers, and we have nothing in common anymore but the kids.”

“If that’s how you feel, why don’t you just take off like you did last time?” Trace said, with attitude.

“I’m not running this time. I made an appointment. We need to do this,” Austin said, firmly.

“Fine,” Trace said, and that was the end of the conversation. She said no more about it, because she knew, as Austin knew, that she would have gotten loud enough to draw the attention of the entire room, so she let it drop. And that was the reason Austin chose to tell her right then, right there, because he didn’t want to deal with her antics, didn’t want to experience what he had when he’d walked out on her five years ago. Didn’t want to have to deal with her yelling and screaming, didn’t want to have to duck and dodge the dinner plates she would whip at his head.





Austin and Trace sat in the counselor’s office listening to Austin’s friend, a middle-aged black woman, her hair pulled back in a bun, a pair ofglasses resting on her nose, and noticeably, no wedding band on her finger. They went through a number of exercises that were designed to find out what their problems were. Trace seemed to have no interest in the practice, making little effort to participate. Austin worked as hard as he could, wanting to give everything possible, realizing just how much he loved his wife, how much he’d missed her when he had left the first time. But seeing that Trace seemed to have no interest in saving their relationship made him lose his desire as well, feeling that the marriage may have been far past the point of saving.Three months passed, which consisted of a lot of talking at counseling and little to no talking at home. Trace seemed to resent the fact that Austin had even suggested this course of action, and it made her shut down entirely. Nights in the bedroom were perpetually quiet. Not a sound could be heard, not a movement was made. Austin could hear his wife breathing beside him, feel that she was awake, but she always stayed as far away from him as the king-size bed would allow.

For those three months, Austin let Trace have her way at night, telling himself that he would not break down, give in, and beg her to give him what he was sure she was certainly missing herself. The first two months were relatively easy to get past, for he just put his mind on other things, concentrated on work at his law firm, put in such long hours that at night he just fell right to sleep. But after two and a half months, work could no longer keep his mind off his wife, and neither could a private trip to the bathroom, standing over the toilet, a porno magazine lying open on the sink. So he had tried, although only a couple of times, to convince his wife, kissing her about the neck and face, but she simply thwarted each attempt, moving away, telling him, “No!” the way an owner would reprimand a bad dog for trying to eat its own shit. Then she would just roll over, ignoring him entirely.

But this night, he’d had enough. He was throbbing, almost painfully so, and when he turned to face Trace, he felt his tip brush up against the soft flesh of her ass, sending an electric rush up his spine. He slid over closer to his wife, pressing himself against her, but almost immediately, without saying a word, she rolled away from him. Austin would not be put off. He reached up, placing a hand on her soft shoulder, smoothing it, kneading it in his hand, and he could feel himself becoming all the more excited. Then he let his hand roam down in front of her, above the space below her neck, just above her sloping breast, and he could feel how warm she was, feel the rhythmic beating of her heart. Hethought he felt it jump, alerting him to the fact that she wanted him as badly as he wanted her, that she was just playing hard to get, and nothing else. So he went for it, full steam, cupping one of her breasts, throwing his face just over her shoulder, kissing her wildly about the neck, and shoving himself blindly in between her legs, hoping to hit the bull’s eye.

“No!” Trace cried out, rolling over, clicking on the bed lamp. Then she turned and looked at him as if she knew him no better than a stranger riding on the bus who had miraculously appeared in her bed.

“What is wrong with you? Have you lost your mind?”

Austin was momentarily embarrassed, ashamed about what just happened, till he looked at the situation for what it really was. Then he said, “Have I lost my mind? For what? Trying to make love to my wife? What is wrong withyou,Trace?”

“What is wrong with me? You’re the one that’s having us going to see some damn counselor, acting as if there’s something wrong with us.”

“So that’s why you’ve been holding out on me, playing sex games with me, acting like a damn child, hoping to get me to respond the way you want me to? That is so ridiculous, Trace. I thought you were above this,” Austin said, turning to roll over, feeling his erection going down.

“Fine. If that’s what’s so important to you, Austin, go ahead. If you want to fuck so badly, c’mon. Come get it,” she said, throwing the sheets and blanket off her, exposing her fully naked body. She threw herself on her back, her breasts spilling to the sides of her body, then she bent her knees and spread her legs open wide.

“C’mon, Austin. This what you want?”

Austin found himself propped up on one elbow, looking at her now, telling himself that he would not lower himself to that, to jumping on top of his wife, admitting to her that at this very moment sex was what he really wanted. But his manhood said otherwise, for it had grown long and hard, and between the two heads, there was no competition as to which would have the last word.

So Austin sprang up on top of his wife, sank down in between her legs, and slid into her. The feeling was immeasurable, indescribable, and he felt himself becoming weak with pleasure, his arms trembling, his head swimming. But he would hold himself up, because this was the best he ever remembered his wife feeling, and he gently slid in and out of her, wincing against the extreme pleasure, speaking to himself at first,saying, “Ooh, this feels so good.” Then he included her, as he sped up his movements. “It feels good, don’t it, baby? Tell me it feels good, Trace.”

But there was no response from her, and after speaking to her in such a way three or four more times, he opened his eyes to look down at her to see why she hadn’t responded. It was because she wasn’t even paying attention to him. Her head was turned, her eyes focused on something sitting on the nightstand. Her jaw was tight, as if she was not enjoying this at all, but suffering through it. Austin saw that both her hands were clinched into fists, felt that her muscles were stiff with resistance and not with pleasure, and he knew that things would never be the same between them. This was the last straw, all that was left to turn him completely off to her.

Almost immediately Austin felt himself shrinking. He slid out of her, pulled himself off his wife without saying a word. She acted as though he was not there, as she had done during the entire episode. She did not turn her head to acknowledge him, did not lower her legs, just kept them there, as if she were a corpse, a lifeless dummy her husband used, positioned in such a way to receive his maximum pleasure. And he knew that was the way she wanted him to feel. Austin picked up the spread and sheets from off the floor. He pulled his wife’s legs down, and covered her up. He went to his bureau, pulled out some sweatpants and a T-shirt, threw them on, turned out her light, and left the room to sleep on the couch.





Eventually, after another month, counseling stopped, and Trace seemed to be happy about it. She was giving him sex again, and Austin did nothing but take it. Not joyfully, exactly, but the way a millionaire would accept a gift of five dollars. He could live without it.He would pleasure Trace, make her reach orgasm, not caring if he came or not. They no longer spoke about counseling, and Austin never spoke about them needing it anymore.

“Why are you traveling so much more on your job now?” Trace asked one morning, sitting down to breakfast with him.

Austin hadn’t thought anything of it till that moment when he looked down and saw the plane ticket on the table beside his breakfast plate, the weekend bag packed at his feet. He had to get up at that momentand start off to the airport or be late and miss his flight, which was the last thing he wanted to do.

“You know how it always gets busy this time of year. Conferences,” is what Austin told Trace, standing, grabbing his things, bending over and kissing her good-bye.

On the plane, slumping in the wide leather seats of first class, he sucked at the last little bit of cognac in the bottom of his glass. He felt more comfortable, able to relax, much more so than when he was at home, and he knew that was the real reason he was traveling more. He did it to get away from his wife, to distance himself from a situation that he knew was failing, but he hesitated walking out on again, not sure if he would be making the right decision, unable to know if it was really over.

But that weekend, something happened that made him no longer question whether he should leave Trace or not. Austin bumped into a beautiful, young attorney from Washington who was also attending the conference. He had known her vaguely from two other conferences they’d both attended in the past; both times, Austin felt there was a mutual attraction. Her name was Cynthia Edwards, and after only a day, they found themselves in bed together.

That night they made love longer and more passionately than he and Trace had in over five years. The next morning, Austin awoke to Cynthia sleeping behind him, her body contouring to his shape, a limp arm thrown over his waist. He turned over, gently trying not to wake her. He looked in her face, realizing he knew this woman he just made love to slightly more than he knew the housekeeper who had made the bed they were lying in. But there was a powerful feeling he got, as he caressed her face in his hand. At the moment, it was indescribable, but if he let himself, he could convince himself that it might have been love. It wasn’t. But whatever it was, it felt good. It was something that he hadn’t felt with Trace in so many years that he thought he’d lost the capacity to feel it at all. And at that moment, Austin knew what it was he had to do.





Riding to the airport, he was fueled with the thought of how he was going to change his life, how he was going to tell Trace, on seeing her, that it was over, that he needed more, wanted to truly love his life, beexcited about it. But as he thought about it while up in the air, it was as if he had sprung a leak somewhere, and all those intentions, all that drive, started to spill out of him.Austin was thinking about his children, about how this would affect them. He thought about how leaving Trace again meant leaving his children. And Austin couldn’t help but think about his father’s disappearance. He should’ve been obligated by his father’s thoughtless act to stay put where he was for the rest of his life. But there was a difference between the two of them. Austin knew that he would always remain a part of his children’s lives no matter what, even though the relationship wouldn’t be just the same as if he stayed.

But by the time the plane landed and he made it to the gate, Austin was happy to see his wife and beautiful kids waiting for him. Trace ran up to him, hugging him, kissing him, and he could feel his six-year-old son, Troy, grabbing his right leg, his daughter, Bethany, a year older than her brother, trying to pull his bag from his hand to help him carry it.

As Austin walked out of the airport, his family crowding and smiling around him, telling him how they had missed him, he was all of a sudden overcome with guilt. Had he made a grave mistake by sleeping with that woman? Austin kept telling himself that he was the one trying to save his marriage, but what did he go and do? Sleep with the first woman willing to sleep with him.

He stopped right there, just before they reached the car, Bethany holding one of his hands, Troy holding his bag, and Trace very near to him. He looked her very seriously in the eyes.

“What?” she said, smiling nervously, as if fearing that he was about to drop a bomb of some sort. And that was just what he was about to do. He thought about admitting it right there, or at least putting the kids inside the car, pulling her farther away into the parking garage, and getting it off his chest. Telling her that he’d made a mistake, and the only way that he could continue truly working toward saving the marriage was for him to remain honest with her.
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