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Dear Reader:

What if you were given the chance to start your life over? A chance to get rid of all of the emotional baggage, the fear of going home every night to an abusive husband, and an opportunity to do a complete reset on your total existence? Such is the case with Damita, a woman who made the mistake of marrying a man with a propensity for violence, a need to control, and one who is hell-bent on breaking her down to nothing and destroying her.

September 11, 2001 is a date in history that none of us will ever forget. Many families were never given the closure of being able to bury, or even confirm, the deaths of their loved ones. Have you ever wondered if some of those people may have simply seized the occasion and walked away? In On the Other Side, Michelle Janine Robinson gives a poignant and riveting account of a woman at her breaking point. The novel is both a catalyst for discussion and, hopefully, a wakeup call to women dealing with domestic abuse on a daily basis.

Robinson truly makes the pain, disappointment, and ultimately, redemption leap from the pages. She is a prolific novelist who has established a body of work that will transcend time. Readers in the 1910s could have walked away with a message just like readers of today, and readers of the future.

As always, I appreciate the love and support shown to Strebor Books, myself, and our efforts to bring you cutting-edge stories.

Blessings,
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PROLOGUE

There it was again; that familiar pounding of her heart that only activated when she was in danger. It was like a gathering of pulse that started in her chest, then quickly consumed her being, until her ears, her gut, even the flat of her tongue felt it; pounding like a sledgehammer from the inside out. The first time she felt it was the night she got married. The only difference between that night and now was that, then, she sat cowering in a closet, more afraid to run than she was to stay. Yet, today, she was stronger than she had ever been. And, as she took the stairs three at a time, she wondered how the two compared and why she hadn’t been as strong all these years as she was now. Wasn’t this situation equally as threatening? Or, was it that she suddenly had a renewed will to live?



CHAPTER ONE

Sitting in the minimalist furnished, church bridal room, Damita couldn’t help but outwardly chuckle at the numerous makeup items Carmella had left sprawled out not only on the long beige bench in front of her but also on the brown leather couch behind her. She looked in the large makeup mirror in front of her and the phrase less is more sprang to mind. Carmella had been her best friend since they were kids, but when it came to makeup and attire they were as different as night and day. Damita always assumed it was because Carmella was a hairstylist and she was an investment banker. She decided she would minimize some of the makeup Carmella had applied to her face.

As she thought of her life, Damita realized she was happier today than she had ever been. She was marrying her soul mate; the man she would spend the rest of her life with. She had always been blessed with the love of family and friends, but until now, she had never found that special man that would make her life complete. Through the years she had dated liars, cheaters and mama’s boys, that just wouldn’t grow up. On the rare occasions when she did meet someone that wasn’t textbook case dysfunctional, she found that they were in different places in their lives and often would most likely never be on the same level. There were times when she felt maybe she was too judgmental or too picky, but she remembered the advice her father had given her before he died; never settle. Neal was a successful architect, he was thoughtful and kind and he did something that most men she had known seldom did; he listened to her. They had been dating for little more than a year when he popped the question. They were having dinner one night at the Sea Grill at Rockefeller Center when he suddenly got down on one knee, in a restaurant full of people, and proposed. It was romantic and chivalrous; everything that Neal was. As far as Damita was concerned, it didn’t get much better than that.

The only thing that would have made this a happier occasion was if her mother, Karen, and Carmella were as elated as she was. Somehow, as charming as Neal was, he had gotten off on the wrong foot with both of them. They considered him to be pompous and a bit of a narcissist. They didn’t understand him the way that she did. He was gentle and kind and he cared for her, unlike anyone else ever had. He was all she had ever desired and he was hers.

On her wedding day, Karen stood in the doorway watching her. “You’re absolutely beautiful.”

Damita glanced at Karen’s reflection in the full-length mirror. Wearing the same wedding dress her mother had worn to marry her father thirty-six years ago, Damita couldn’t help but compare herself to her mom. At fifty-nine, Karen could have easily passed for forty. Her body was still in spectacular shape and her flawless mahogany complexion complemented her salt and pepper shoulder-length bob. She hoped to look as great as Karen when she was in her fifties. With the exception of Karen’s gray hair and Damita’s dark chestnut brown, the mother and daughter looked so similar to one another they were often mistaken for sisters.

“Oh, Mom, you startled me.”

“You know what your grandmother would say if she was here?”

“What would Grandma say?”

Karen walked over to help Damita adjust her veil. Instead of her usual long wavy hairstyle, Damita had opted for a classic updo to complement her veil, which included a dramatic headpiece on the top that skimmed just past her hairline. It was dramatic and the long elegant train enhanced her simple lace and satin stark white wedding dress.

“Well, first of all, she’d ask you whether or not the reason you were jumping was because you weren’t living right, and then she would probably ask you whether it was somebody else that wasn’t living right.”

“Mom, no, she wouldn’t.”

“How do you know she wouldn’t?”

Damita giggled. “Grandma wasn’t a busybody like you.”

“Hey, watch your mouth, girl. I’m still your mother.”

“You’re right. But, aren’t you the one that promised you would behave yourself today?”

“Yeah, yeah, I know. But, I wouldn’t be your mother if I didn’t ask you one more time whether you’re sure this is what you want to do.”

“I’m a hundred ten percent sure.”

Karen motioned toward the door with her eyes. “Mr. Brooks Brothers is outside barking orders to everybody. I don’t believe I’ve ever seen a man take that much interest in a wedding in my entire life. He’s surveyed everything, including the doggone flowers. It ain’t natural, baby.”

“You should be happy he’s taking an interest. He’s only doing it because he loves me and he wants me to have the best wedding day ever. June second, two thousand one will be a day I will remember for the rest of my life.”

“Are you sure it’s not because he’s controlling as hell and he’s paying for the wedding? He wants to make sure he gets exactly what he paid for?”

“So, what’s wrong with that? Neal didn’t get where he is by squandering his money. That’s one of the things I love about him. He’s responsible and intelligent. He’s also a man, not some sniveling boy or a man who wants to behave like a woman. I feel safe with him; like I can count on a secure future.”

“Security comes from within, baby, not from a man or from money. Don’t let bad relationships of the past guide you out of the frying pan and into the fire.”

Damita was so wrapped up in her impending nuptials she couldn’t be bothered to truly pay attention to the importance of what her mother was saying.

“Yes, Mom, I realize that. You don’t have to keep telling me these things. You and Daddy raised me to be a strong, independent young woman. Falling in love doesn’t mean I’ve forgotten everything you both taught me.”

“It’s your choice of words, Damita. Words like security and falling in love. Words like that have always been red flags for me when it comes to relationships. Somehow the world has embraced the theory that love is something you fall into. That’s not love. That’s a temporary distraction and once the distraction is gone, what’s left?”

“I’m not you, Mom. You and Daddy were married for forty-two years before he died. Things have changed quite a bit since the days when you got married.”

“I’m a dinosaur, but I’m not so much of a relic that I don’t see you possibly giving up the better part of what makes you unique.”

“I promise you that’ll never happen.”

“I hope not.”

“Come on, Mom. This is supposed to be a happy occasion. I want you to walk with me down the aisle and I want you to be happy for me. Okay?

“Neal is everything I’ve always wanted in a man. I’ve got a great job and so does he and we both want the same things. You know my history with men; the narcissists, the unemployed, the cheaters. For a while there I was beginning to think there was a sign on my back that read ‘single black female seeks dysfunctional male.’

“I’m healthy and, dare I say, not unattractive, and I’ve got this perfect man so in love with me. Mom, I’m sitting on top of the world.”

“Just don’t forget that you’re still all of those things, with or without a man.”

“I won’t.”

Her mother didn’t want to point out her use of one of those red flag words: perfect. Instead, she decided to drop the subject.

The minister’s secretary opened the door. “Are you ready?”

“Yes, I am,” Damita responded emphatically.

Her mother wanted to be excited for her. She could see how blissful her daughter was. But, Karen knew within every fiber of her being that Neal was not the right man for Damita. But, oftentimes, the most any parent could do was tread softly in explaining their viewpoint. There were certain things that their children had to learn on their own. She hoped the lesson wouldn’t come with too great a cost. But, no matter what, she would be there to cushion her daughter if she fell.

The moment Damita heard the soulful sound of “You for Me” playing she knew she had chosen the perfect song to walk down the aisle. She thought of the words to the song: “It seems like forever that I have waited for you.” She had waited for a man like Neal her entire life. Now, it was finally happening. She glanced at Karen and smiled. As much as she missed her father, she was happy that her mother could be there. When she was making wedding plans she considered accepting her lifelong friend, Brandon’s, offer to walk her down the aisle, but the only person that could take her father’s place was her mother.

The familiar scent of African Violets greeted Damita as soon as she entered the church. As she walked toward Neal, the vibrant beauty of the purple flowers filled the room and reminded her of their first date. She could remember being impressed with his unique choice. Ever since she told him how much she preferred the sensuously purple flower to roses, he bought her nothing else. Everyone she cared about was in attendance. Carmella and her coworker and friend, Wendy, were her bridesmaids. They were wearing simple, royal blue, satin sheath dresses. She wanted both of her friends to be able to wear the dresses again, so she had chosen something subtle. Despite the fact that Carmella and Wendy’s complexions couldn’t have been more different, they both were equally vivacious in their dresses. Carmella’s reddish-brown color against the blue hibiscus flowers in her hair brought out the rich bronze tones of her skin. Damita looked at her and smile. Carmella was such a small girl, at only five-foot-two, but she had a body that wouldn’t quit. Even in the understated dress, her thirty-eighty D-cups and more than ample hips could not be concealed. Wendy, on the other hand, was at least seven inches taller than Carmella and was as flat as a pancake, both in the front and the back. Although Wendy identified herself as Black, she was biracial. Her olive skin and dark eyes were due to the combination of her African-American father and Italian mother and what their union had produced.

While she walked, Damita surveyed the guests and the church with a smile. Once they were at the altar, Karen turned to her daughter and kissed her lightly on the cheek.

“I love you,” she whispered.

“I love you, too.”

Damita couldn’t help but realize that it was moments like these when you missed your loved ones the most. Despite the fact that the church was packed with family, friends and coworkers, the absence of her father was ever-present in her mind. However, the moment she looked at Neal, she forgot about what she was missing. He was unbelievably handsome in his black tuxedo. The great care he took of his body could be easily seen, even through the tux. Once she joined him, his lips spread into a smile, revealing his deep-set dimples and the quiet intensity of his darkly mysterious eyes. At six-foot-five, Damita still had to look up to him, even in her four-inch heels. She stood there gazing into his eyes, hoping the moment would never end.

“One look at these two and you can feel the love between them,” the minister began.

“When I spoke to the groom, he was so eager to be married to his bride, his only request was to keep the ceremony short. So, that is exactly what I am going to do.”

“Dearly Beloved, we are gathered together here in the sign of God and in the face of this company to join together this man and this woman in holy matrimony, which is commended to be honorable among all men; and therefore is not by any to be entered into unadvisedly or lightly but reverently, discreetly, advisedly and solemnly. Into this holy estate these two persons present now come to be joined. If any person can show just cause why they may not be joined together, let them speak now or forever hold their peace. Who gives this woman in marriage to this man?”

“Her family and friends do,” Karen said.

“Do you, Neal, take Damita to be your wife, to live together after God’s ordinance, in the holy estate of matrimony? Will you love her, comfort her, honor and keep her, in sickness and in health, for richer, for poorer, for better, for worse, in sadness and in joy, to cherish and continually bestow upon her your heart’s deepest devotion, forsaking all others, keep yourself only unto her as long as you both shall live?”

“I do.”

“Do you, Damita, take Neal to be your husband, to live together after God’s ordinance, in the holy estate of matrimony? Will you love him, comfort him, honor and keep him, in sickness and in health, for richer, for poorer, for better, for worse, in sadness and in joy, to cherish and continually bestow upon him your heart’s deepest devotion, forsaking all others, keep yourself only unto him as long as you both shall live?”

“I do.”

“What token of your love do you offer? Would you place the rings in my hand?

“May these rings be blessed as the symbol of this affectionate unity; these two lives are now joined in one unbroken circle. Wherever they go, may they always return to one another, may these two find in each other the love for which all men and women yearn, may they grow in understanding and in compassion, may the home which they establish together be such a place that many will find there a friend, may these rings on their fingers symbolize the touch of the spirit of love in their hearts.”

The minister handed the first ring to Neal.

“Neal, in placing this ring on Damita’s finger, repeat after me. Damita, you are now consecrated to me as my wife from this day forward.”

“Damita, you are now consecrated to me as my wife from this day forward,” Neal repeated.

“And I give you this ring as the pledge of my love and as the symbol of our unity and with this ring, I thee wed,” said the Minister.

“And I give you this ring as the pledge of my love and as the symbol of our unity and with this ring, I thee wed,” Neal said.

The minister then handed the second ring to Damita.

“Damita, in placing this ring on Neal’s finger, repeat after me. Neal, you are now consecrated to me as my husband from this day forward.”

“Neal, you are now consecrated to me as my husband from this day forward,” Damita repeated.

“And I give you this ring as the pledge of my love and as the symbol of our unity and with this ring, I thee wed,” said the Minister.

“And I give you this ring as the pledge of my love and as the symbol of our unity and with this ring, I thee wed,” Damita said.

“May you always share with each other the gifts of love, be one in heart and in mind, may you always create a home together that puts in your hearts love, generosity and kindness. In as much as Neal and Damita have consented together in marriage before this company of friends and family and have pledged their faith and declared their unity by giving and receiving a ring, are now joined. You have pronounced yourselves husband and wife but remember to always be each other’s best friend. What, therefore, God has joined together, let no man put asunder. And so, by the power vested in me by the State of New York and Almighty God, I now pronounce you man and wife, and may your days be good and long upon the earth. You may now kiss the bride.” Neal’s kiss took Damita’s breath away.

Once the ceremony was over, limousines were waiting outside the church to take the wedding party to The Waldorf. The Grand Ballroom was opulence at its finest. The recreation of the Court Theatre in Versailles, reminded Damita of her and Neal’s quick visit to Paris six months earlier. She had been so busy with work while planning the wedding that Neal had taken over many of the details, including choosing the venue. Every detail was a reminder of their incredible courtship.

“Is all this really for me?” Damita asked.

“I promised you I’d give you the world, didn’t I? Besides, this place is an architectural dream.”

Neal and Damita kissed once again.

“Thank you, baby,” she said.

Not surprisingly, the reception was everything Damita dreamed it would be. Everyone seemed to be enjoying themselves, but none more than she was. When it was time for the couple to have their first dance as husband and wife, Neal was as gallant as she expected, as he danced her around the room to the tune of “Unforgettable.”

Karen watched as her daughter and son-in-law danced and instinctively knew what her daughter would soon think of: her father.

“May I cut in?” Karen said.

Damita put up her hands as if to dance with her mother.

“I’m here to dance with my son-in-law, not you,” she said teasingly.

Neal was fully aware of the fact that Karen only tolerated him, so he was understandably surprised. Karen was not only thinking of her daughter but also her son-in-law. His parents were deceased and she couldn’t bear thinking of either of them having anything but good thoughts on their special day.

The moment the two started to dance, Damita’s friend, Brandon, appeared to act as a substitute for the father-daughter dance. Damita looked at Brandon and smiled.

“Are you here to save me again?” she asked.

“From the looks of it you don’t need saving. I’m here to fill in for old man Whitmore.”

“My dad would have loved that. Remember how he used to call you a pretty boy and tell you how many girls you were going to have. My dad was never wrong, was he?”

“I plead the fifth,” Brandon said.

“Yeah right.”

Brandon was movie star handsome. He had naturally curly hair, cappuccino-toned skin and a slim athletic build that women loved. Damita couldn’t resist on commenting on his attire for the evening.

“You must have been cursing me out when you got dressed today. I know how much you hate wearing a suit and tie.”

“Yeah, I’m more of a jeans man. And, don’t worry, the tie is coming off as soon as it looks like everyone is too drunk to notice.”

Damita laughed and continued dancing with Brandon as the music changed from “Unforgettable” to “Insane in the Brain.” As the floor filled with guests eager to dance to the upbeat tune, Damita and Brandon enjoyed their walk down memory lane, as they sang along.

While Brandon and Damita laughed at the guests and he joked about how hot her mother still was, Neal watched the pair intently.

“I think old boy is jealous,” Brandon said.

“No, he’s not.”

“He hasn’t stopped staring at us since we started dancing.”

“He’s not staring at you. He’s staring at me. I’m just that beautiful,” Damita assured him jokingly.

“Okay; whatever you say. I still think we should end this little dance now, before I go home with a busted lip.”

“My baby doesn’t have a violent bone in his body.”

“That’s nice to hear.”

After everyone had eaten and all the toasts had been made, they were all dancing and enjoying the party. Damita spotted Neal heading toward her with what appeared to be a scowl on his face.

“What’s he doing here?” Neal asked, pointing across the room.

“Who, baby?”

“You know exactly who. What is your ex doing here?”

“My ex? Who are you talking about?” Damita asked, laughing.

“Don’t laugh at me.”

“Okay, baby. I’m not laughing at you. I’m just not sure who you’re talking about. There are no ex-boyfriends of mine here.”

“What about him?” Neal asked, pointing in Brandon’s direction.

“Brandon? Is that who you’re talking about? Brandon is my play brother,” Damita responded, in an amused tone. “I can’t believe it. We’ve been married all of two hours and you’re jealous already,” Damita teased.

“Damita, I’m not joking. Who invited him?”

“My mom . . . and me,” she added, not wanting Neal to resent her mother.

“I figured it was your mother. All I want to know is why she despises me so much. I have been nothing but cordial and respectful to the woman. Yet, she likes that nobody better than she does her own son-in-law.”

“Brandon is like family. My whole family . . . and I have known Brandon since we were both in kindergarten together.”

“How would you feel if I invited one of my old girlfriends to our wedding? You wouldn’t like it very much, would you?”

“Neal, you’re not hearing me. Brandon is just a friend. Okay, I understand. I’m sorry. I probably should’ve explained to you that Brandon was a part of the family. I didn’t think it would be that big a deal. We’ve both been so busy working you haven’t had an opportunity to connect with everyone.”

“It’s a big fucking deal!”

It was the first time Damita had heard Neal curse or even raise his voice. It was something she hoped she wouldn’t hear often. It also seemed so unwarranted.

Standing in the middle of the ballroom, Damita silently reminded herself of where she was and what her life was going to be like. She looked around the ballroom, gazed up at the ornate chandeliers that hung high above her and she smiled. It was going to be a good life. Marriage, like anything else, wasn’t always perfect, but her marriage was going to be as close to perfect as anyone’s could. She was sure of it. Her wedding day in all its splendor was sure to be a sign of things to come.

The wedding reception continued without event. Damita tried her best to steer Brandon clear of Neal. With the two hundred or so guests in attendance, her task wasn’t too difficult. She considered enlisting the aid of her best friend, Carmella, but that would mean giving an explanation. And, the last thing she wanted to do was lend credence to everyone’s doubts about her new husband, especially Carmella.

“Girl, you okay?” Carmella asked.

Damita sighed. “I’m good. I’m a little tired.”

“I knew it! That’s why your ass got married. You’re pregnant, aren’t you?”

Damita put her finger to her lips, cautioning Carmella to be quiet.

“Shhh; now why do you want to go starting rumors? No, I’m not pregnant. But, I do plan on trying as soon as possible. Neal is anxious to start a family. After all, I’m thirty-five years old. I’m not getting any younger and that clock of mine is ticking away.”

“That’s not why you got married, is it; because of your biological clock?”

“No, Carmella. I married Neal because I absolutely, positively adore him.”

“I’m sorry, girl. I just don’t see it,” Carmella said, frowning.

Carmella glanced over at Neal, adjusting his tie so that it was perfectly straight. She didn’t mention it to Damita at that moment, but it occurred to her that he had all the earmarks of a serial killer, with all that fidgeting and adjusting—the perfection. Then, as if on cue, he did what he always did, stared directly at Damita.

Damita and Neal had been dating for over a year, but from the very first time she met him, Carmella always noticed how he never, ever allowed Damita to get too far away from his bird’s-eye view. Damita considered it endearing. Carmella thought it was plain ole creepy. She had known her share of obsessive, controlling men. And, in her experience, relationships with men such as Neal always ended badly.

As Carmella observed Neal watching Damita, she sensed something different in him. There was a certain air of cockiness that was somehow more intense than it had been before. He seemed to be standing even taller and speaking with even greater precision. That’s when it occurred to Carmella what it was. He had won the prize. He no longer had to play the role for Damita’s family or friends. She was now his wife and there was nothing any of them could do about it.

As Carmella and Neal both eyeballed one another, neither of them willing to admit defeat, Brandon joined Carmella and Damita on the other side of the room.

He grabbed both Carmella and Damita around the neck simultaneously, hugging them to him. “So that leaves you, Carmella. This one here has broken my heart and married someone else, so I’ll have to marry you.”

Carmella giggled. “Uh, uh, I’m no one’s booby prize.”

“Naw, naw, it’s not like that. All these years I’ve been biding my time, getting cozy with Damita in order to get to her hot, Latina friend.”

“I know that’s right,” Carmella agreed.

Although Carmella didn’t think Damita, nor anyone else noticed, Neal’s response to Brandon’s presence was unmistakable. She watched as Neal’s jaws clenched tightly.



CHAPTER TWO

Neal’s anger forgotten, Damita enjoyed the rest of the wedding reception. Once she had thrown the bouquet it was time for them to leave.

“Are you guys staying here, at the hotel?” Carmella asked.

“No, we have such an early flight in the morning. We didn’t think it would be worth the expense, especially considering what this place cost,” Damita responded.

“That’s right; Jamaica.”

“We wanted to spend some time in the new place.”

“Did you guys even have time to decorate the condo?”

“We were both working so much before the wedding, we didn’t have much time to add that personal touch, but Neal hired decorators to give the place that homey feeling. I wanted to enjoy at least one night in the place before we leave for our honeymoon.”

“Have a great time,” Carmella said, hugging her friend around the neck.

Damita was saying goodbye to everyone when she realized she hadn’t seen Neal for at least a half-hour.

“Has anyone seen Neal?”

“He’s here somewhere. I think I saw him talking to one of your coworkers,” Brandon said.

Neal showed up just in time to hear Brandon.

“Did I hear someone was looking for me?”

“There you are,” Damita said.

“Are we ready to go?” Neal asked.

“I thought we should say goodbye to a few of our guests.”

“I’m sure our guests understand how exhausted the bride and groom are. Maybe we should sneak away now while the getting is good.”

The ride home in the limo was unbelievably quiet. As much as Damita tried to drag some conversation out of Neal, he remained silent. She assumed he was tired and decided to stop trying to get him to talk.

Once at their front door, Damita spoke again.

“Aren’t you going to carry me across the threshold?” she asked giddily.

He didn’t bother to respond.

She stared at Neal, completely confused.

Once inside the apartment, Damita looked around at the impressive job the decorators had done. The living room was more traditional than she would have liked; with the cherry wood furnishings and burgundy leather couch. However, the beauty of everything more than made up for the fact that it wasn’t all metal and glass, as she preferred. The moment she turned to speak to Neal about the apartment things became crystal clear.

The first crack across her cheek came without warning. She was stunned and, by the time she recovered, and got up from the floor, he hit her again. This time it felt more like a punch. She saw shooting colors in front of her eyes and, for some reason, thought of boxers. She wondered how they could let someone punch them for a living.

Neal screamed at her. “You’ll never embarrass me like that again!”

Tears fell from her eyes and mixed with the blood on her lips. Damita’s shock made it impossible for her to recover long enough to even begin to feel anger. She had no idea what was going on. When he’d first hit her, she was sure someone else must have entered the room. She stared at him wide-eyed and confused.

Through her sniffles, and the blood filling her mouth, she mustered the energy to speak. “Neal, what are you saying? I don’t understand. Why? What are you talking about?”

“You made a fool of me in front of my colleagues, family and friends. What kind of woman does a thing like that? You invited your lover to our wedding! I thought I was done with lying whores when I met you, but it seems I was wrong. He was pawing all over you and that Carmella person all night. I watched the three of you. What kind of sick, twisted games have you all been playing?

“I get ill just thinking of what kind of life you must have led before we met. It disgusts me. I’ll forgive you, though, as long as you know it stops here. That was your old life. You’re a married woman now and you’ll behave accordingly. I have a reputation to uphold and I won’t have my wife acting like some sort of a slut.”

“Neal, what the hell are you talking about?”

His look told her everything she needed to know. It was a look of caution, a look that didn’t require words in order to instill fear.

“I don’t understand. I thought everything was fine. We had a beautiful wedding day. Why would you hurt me like this?”

“That’s ironic. That’s the question I should be asking you. Why would you want to hurt me this way?”

Damita dabbed at the blood in the corners of her mouth and gazed in disbelief at the evidence of what had occurred, smeared and crimson, on her hands.

He reached for her and she jumped, startled by his sudden movement.

“What has happened to us? Now you’re afraid of me? I only want to help you. You have so much promise, Damita. We have so much promise. I want to help you see your full potential. You’re better than this; better than those people you spend so much time with.”

Gazing into his eyes, sensing the shift in his demeanor and remembering the kind man she had fallen in love with and married, she was even more confused. Damita ran, crying, into the walk-in closet in the master bedroom, and she locked the door.

She sat there trying to figure out what was going on. It was all so much like a puzzle. The pieces, somehow, didn’t seem to fit. She looked around at the large closet that was almost as big as the bedroom in her first apartment. Only weeks ago, she felt like she was sitting on top of the world; now she wasn’t so sure. She remembered her excitement when she gave the decorator her specifications for the extravagant closet; the white bench with the gold embroidered seat, the expensive vanity table and row upon row of glass shelving, along with the plush carpeted floor. She never knew she would spend her wedding night curled up on the floor in that very same closet.

While she sat there trying to organize her jumbled thoughts, she could feel his presence on the opposite side. She almost thought she could hear him breathing and wondered if he would simply get sick and tired of pleading with her to open the door and eventually knock it down altogether. Every now and then he would turn the knob. She assumed he was hoping to find it unlocked. Just when she thought things were returning to some semblance of normalcy, he began pounding on the door and kicking it.

Damita winced when he started pounding at the door once again.

“Damita, I’m trying my very best to be patient! Open this fucking door!”

She was afraid to answer him and instead clasped her ears with her hands, hoping to block out all sound.

He finally calmed down and once again spoke to her in measured deliberate tones. “Damita, I’m so sorry. I don’t know what got into me. I’ve been down this road before. I so wanted things to be different with us. You’re mine. I can’t stand the thought of sharing you with someone else. I won’t.

“I watched him all night; your friend, Brandon. It was like he was taunting me. He was laughing and smiling all night. At one point he even approached me and told me what a great girl I was getting. He acted as though it was some sort of inside joke we both shared. Did you sleep with him? I have to know because it’s eating me up inside.”

It went on like that for hours.

In her entire life a man had never hit Damita. She had always had the common sense to leave if she had even an inkling that it might get to that point. However, she had been in enough dysfunctional relationships to know the signs and all logic indicated this was heading down a bad road. Her tears still falling, she listened as he volleyed back and forth between being apologetic and on the cusp of violent rage. She knew she should open the door and run at breakneck speed until she was gone, but something kept her rooted to the spot. She was powerless to do anything but listen to Neal rant and rave. Eventually, she was so exhausted that she managed to completely tune him out. Huddled in a corner on the floor, she cried herself to sleep.

While Damita slept fitfully locked inside of a closet, Neal stewed on the other side, waiting for the moment when the door would open. He had no interest in sleep. He was keyed up and anxious to resume where he left off.

•  •  •

It was nearly seven in the morning when Damita awakened. She looked around, frowning, then winced when she felt the split in the corner of her mouth. Without a window or clock she wasn’t even sure what time of the day it was. She could hear Neal pleading outside the closet door to let him in. This time, instead of yelling and screaming, he spoke barely above a whisper.

“Please, baby, I need you to open the door. The police are here.”

Disoriented and still wearing her wedding dress, she suddenly remembered what happened the night before. Glancing at the full-length mirror, she could see that there were bloodstains on her mother’s beautiful wedding dress. It occurred to her that it was the same dress she had told Carmella she might like to one day pass on to her own daughter, if she ever decided to have children. It was the same dress her mother was wearing when she’d married Damita’s father. Her father had always been her ideal of what a man should be. All she ever wanted was to be lucky enough to have the same sort of marriage her parents had enjoyed for over four decades. That dress was now tainted with so much more than a few blood stains. She realized she would never be able to look at that dress the same again and wondered how she would explain any of this, including the dress, to her mother.

“Damita, I’m afraid if you don’t open the door soon, the police are going to bust in here with their guns drawn.”

Damita could sense Neal’s attempt at levity in his voice. The forced chuckle he added was unconvincing.

She exited the closet and glanced meekly at Neal. The bloody dress forgotten, she walked into the living room and toward the front door of the apartment.

“Wait!” Neal cautioned.

Damita visibly recoiled at the sound of his voice. Recognizing her response to him, he softened his tone.

“Take the dress off,” he whispered.

Neal didn’t bother waiting for Damita to respond and unzipped the back. She stepped out of it, leaving the beautiful lace embroidered dress lying in the middle of the floor. She grabbed her robe from a chair and proceeded to the front door in order to let the police officers in, while Neal nervously looked around the apartment. In the corner the large Queen Anne, oxblood-colored armchair she had selected for the apartment was turned over. The chair was so heavy, she was amazed at the level of anger it must have taken for Neal to turn the chair on its side. She looked at him and he looked at her pleadingly, and with what Damita thought was remorse.

“Who is it?” Damita asked, before opening the door.

“Police, Ma’am.”

“Can I help you? It’s kind of early. I’m not dressed.”

“That’s okay. We can wait.”

By the time Damita opened the door, Neal was standing at her side, having tidied up the apartment a bit. For the first time in the year since they’d met, Neal’s hand around her waist felt foreign to her and she discreetly attempted to pull away, to which Neal held on to her even tighter.

“How can we help you, officers?” Neal asked, in his most charming voice.

There were two young officers; one black and one white. The white officer spoke. “Do you mind if we come in?”

“Of course not,” Damita said nervously as she moved aside to allow them entry.

She could feel Neal’s grip tighten around her waist.

Once inside the apartment, the white officer continued to speak. “We received a call. One of your neighbors thought she heard fighting. She also mentioned that she heard screaming as well.”

“I’m sorry for the inconvenience, officers. You see, my wife and I got married last night and we got home pretty late from the reception. We had a lot of champagne and I’m afraid that in the excitement of our wedding night, we may have gotten a little bit raucous. You know what I mean, my man?”

Neal smiled broadly and Damita couldn’t help but be disgusted by his insincerity.

Although the white police officer had been the only one who had spoken since they arrived, Neal switched his focus and directed his last comment to the black officer.

“No, I don’t know what you mean,” the officer responded stoically.

“What did you say your name was, Sir?” the black officer asked.

Neal offered a handshake, to which the officer did not respond. “I’m Neal Westman. This is my wife, Damita. And, you are?”

“I’m Officer Brunson. This is my partner, Officer Blackwell.”

Neal suddenly chuckled.

“Is there something funny, Mr. Westman?” Officer Brunson asked.

“I’m sure you must get this all the time, but it’s just ironic, that’s all. A black officer named Brunson and his white partner Blackwell.”

Neither officer seemed amused.

“I just meant—”

Damita looked distractedly toward the living room window while the officers spoke.

Before Neal could continue his thought, Officer Brunson interrupted him. “Are you okay, Mrs. Westman?”

“Uh, yes, officer, I’m fine; just fine. I’m just a little tired, that’s all.”

“What happened to your eye?”

“Huh?”

“Your eye; you seem to have broken a blood vessel. A broken blood vessel in the eye is a pretty nasty thing.”

“She gets those a lot,” Neal added.

“Yeah, I bet she does,” Officer Brunson responded, sarcastically.
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