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CHAPTER ONE
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Dani

Awkward couldn’t begin to express how I felt. I was nervous to the umpteenth degree, probably worse than a street walker who accidently stumbled into communion. The loud claps and cheers finally quieted down, but I was still a hot mess.

Sweat poured from my lace-front wig in buckets, which meant my makeup was a disaster. My head hurt. I was anxious and frustrated. I could barely catch my breath. The lights, the cameras, all of it, the people who stared at me. It was just too damn much! I didn’t know what I thought it was gonna be like, but I never expected all of that. My eyes darted around at the people who sat in the audience and all of a sudden I started to feel strange.

It was like all of ’em, they were hungry for some drama and that was why I had been invited, to feed their starvation. Only, I didn’t wanna go through with it anymore. I was about to make an ass of myself and my baby daddy, Keeling, too.

What in the world made me think that ish was a good idea in the first place? How come nobody told me it was not the business? Lulu and Niecy, my road-dawgs, probably just wanted the free trip.

Truth be told, I couldn’t blame them. The show did set it out for us. Round trip tickets to Burbank, limo ride to and from the airport, and two nights in a bomb-ass hotel. On top of that, the show’s producers laced me with five hundred dollars in cash, and if that wasn’t enough, they hired a car to take us around to all the hottest tourist spots.

Yeah, at the time, when they gave us the royal treatment, it seemed like this would be easy-breezy; come in, talk about my baby-daddy drama, the child support mess, and let them beat up on him a little. Besides, he kinda deserved it anyway. If not him directly, he definitely deserved it because of that vicious ratchet mama of his. Keeling’s mama, Kelsa, hated me something fierce. And she had put me through hell.

At first, I told myself it was no biggie. People would forget all about us and our story before the credits rolled.

But once I made it out to the stage, those damned lights were the real game changer. There was something about being under those hot lights that made me rethink a thing or two. What really did it, was when I had to sit and listen as the host Reece Renaldo, read from those colorful little index cards.

She had him arrested for nonpayment of child support.

Ummm…that wasn’t me. That was the attorney general’s office.

When the judge asked what he had done since the child was born, she was quick to say, “not a damn thing.”

Well…I was just keeping it real.

The audience roared with wild cheers and laughter. Some people looked like they’d fall from their chairs because they laughed so hard. I started to get excited, but not in a good way.

She blamed him for the welfare she had to accept.

I never said that. It was the producer who said that.

And when she found out that he had fathered another child, she did the right thing; she reached out to DNA Revealed.

My eyebrows went up.

Keeling ain’t got no other kids. I never said nothing about another child. I rolled my eyes. Besides, I didn’t call them, they called me. And I ain’t never told nobody that I went on welfare. But I didn’t say anything. I sat back and listened as she read from those index cards.

It seemed as if the more she rattled off information about my life, the more riled up and hyped the audience became.

People yelled stuff out. Some whistled, jumped up from their seats and pumped their fists in the air. It was all so wild.

And all of it made me feel nauseous.

“Stay with us, because right after the break, we let you in on Dani Patnett’s big secret. You don’t want to miss this,” Reece Renaldo promised.

She had me hyped, at first. But it didn’t take long for things to add up in my head. The talk show DNA Revealed was like a combination of Jerry Springer and Maury. I was the Dani Patnett who had a secret, and the host promised it would be revealed after the break.

Lawwwd, help us all!

I jumped when Reece Renaldo, probably not her real name, touched my leg. “Oh, honey, it’s okay. We’re in commercial. You okay? Looks like you could use some water or something.” That made me feel even more nervous and out of place.

“Oh, naw. I’m good,” I lied. My eyes darted around at the audience again. Some people leaned in and whispered to one another. I noticed other people as they talked and threw major shade my way. Their evil eyes spoke volumes.

My cheeks started to hurt. I wasn’t sure why it took so long, but all of a sudden, something told me, the show was probably not gonna end well for me.

When the commercial was over and the show was back on again, I looked around the studio and all the eyes were fixed squarely on me. That made me seriously think about what would happen if I got up and walked out, but I couldn’t. Could I?

“So, are you ready to bring Keeling out here?” Reece asked the audience.

The crowd went bonkers.

It felt like a massive tumbleweed had somehow made its way down my throat. Because I had talked Keeling into coming on the show, we’d get an extra five hundred dollars each when the episode finally came on TV.

Again, at the time, all I thought about was the cash and the free trip. I knew Keeling would probably be down because he had just gotten out of jail, and he needed the money.

But, as I sat there and listened to Reece remind the audience that although Keeling was here, he had been kept in a soundproof booth wearing a blindfold, and had no idea why he had been invited to the show, I really wanted to run for cover.

When Reece asked the audience whether they were ready for Keeling, they clapped, screamed, and some people even whistled.

Thoughts of the lie I had told him to get him on the show ran through my mind, but I pushed them away. It was way too late for regrets.

Moments later, two big guys walked Keeling out and on to the stage.

I watched nervously as the guys led him to an empty seat on the other side of Reece. I felt a bit relieved that there was at least a little distance between us. But my stomach rumbled like lunch might leave at any moment.

I exhaled and rubbed my palms on top of my thighs.

“Keeling is here, everyone, and when we drop this bomb, we know for sure you’ll never again look at DNA Revealed the same. We talk to Keeling himself right after this break. Stay with us.”

Reece smiled, then suddenly stopped. That’s how I knew we were in another commercial break. She turned that personality of hers on and off like a faucet, and poured it on for the cameras.

“Uh. So what’s up?” Keeling asked. His voice sounded a bit shaky too.

A few people from the audience laughed.

“You need anything?” Reece asked in Keeling’s direction.

“Uh. Naw. I’m good. Wish I knew what was what,” he said. “Why I gotta sit here in this blindfold?”

“Don’t worry. It’s coming off real soon,” Reece said. “We’re coming back from a commercial break in a few, so you won’t have to wait much longer.” When I looked over at Keeling, something hit me. I knew I had done a lot to him, but in that moment, I felt like this was probably gonna go on record as the lowest of the low.

As I sat on the stage in front of all those strangers, there was no way for me to know how much my life would be turned upside down simply because I agreed to go on the talk show, DNA Revealed.


CHAPTER TWO
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Arlene

“Nooooooo, Mommy, no. I wanna stay!” Markeesa cried, as she clutched my shirt tightly.

My heart melted into pieces. I had to try to stay calm because I knew all eyes were on my every move. I tried to pull her small hands away, but despite their size, her grip was strong and tight.

“It’s okay, baby. It’s gonna be okay,” I whispered. “I need you to calm down.”

“No. I don’t wanna go. I wanna stay home with you and Grams. Please, Mommy, pleeeaaassse,” she begged.

I pulled her small arms together and moved her in front of me so I could look directly into her tear-filled eyes.

“Listen to Mommy. Markeesa, stop crying and listen to me, okay?” I said. “The judge says you have to go with him. Now, I need you to get it together,” I said.

Her lips trembled uncontrollably. She sniffled a couple of times and tried to compose herself as much as a six-year-old could. “You have to go and spend some time with your daddy,” I said.

“But, Mommy, you said…”

“Enough of that!” I cut her off. I didn’t need her to repeat any of our private conversations about her daddy in front of mixed company. “I need you to listen to what I’m saying now.”

Confusion settled into my child’s features as she frowned and looked at me.

“Now, I want you to be a big girl like we talked about. You go over there and you listen to what your daddy says.”

My daughter sniffled a few more times. “But, Mom, what if…”

“Markeesa. Now you listen to me and remember what Grams and I told you. You have to try, honey,” I said. She looked so lost, as I stared into her eyes.

The loud knock startled me, and pulled me away from the horrible memory of what we had gone through a few months ago.

The noise rattled my front door. The thought of what was to come sent a shiver through me, but I still got up from the chair and walked out of the kitchen. My daughter was sleeping in her room and I had no intentions of waking her.

The booming noise sounded again, like someone was anxious to warn us about an out-of-control fire. At the door, I snatched it open and barked at the man who stood there.

“Why you banging on my door like you’ve lost your ever-loving mind?” I asked. My body stiffened, and the heat that crawled up my back threatened to sear my hairline. Hatred boiled through my veins like hot oil in a pressure cooker that was eager to explode. I pulled the door close to my body, squared my shoulders, and planted my feet where I stood. My frown was plastered securely in place.

“We’re here for Markeesa,” Mark, my ex, said. “I hope she’s ready, ’cause we’re in a hurry.”

Mark Clyburn’s six-foot, five-inch, muscled frame towered over mine, as it darkened my doorway. His chiseled jawline was perfect and made him photogenic even when there was no camera around. His massive, wide shoulders could carry the world on one side and the moon on the other.

Mark’s dreamy, deep-set eyes were nothing less than hypnotic. He was everything—his smile, his mannerisms, not to mention his money—absolutely everything about him was what most women wanted in a man.

He was supposed to be my ticket to a better life. Mark was an NFL superstar who was completely down-to-earth. He behaved like any ordinary man. I had it all planned. Markeesa would have both her mommy and daddy, and several nannies under one roof. I’d make sure our home life was as close to fairytale-like, as possible. Our closets would be filled with the latest designer clothes, shoes, and accessories. And our family would be the one by which others would be measured. We were supposed to be sharing his lavish, sprawling home. And our life together would’ve been close to perfection.

But a life with Mark wasn’t just about the material things. Being with Mark meant so much more than all of the tangible things his money could buy.

If things had gone the way I’d planned, I would’ve been the first in my family’s history to have enough money to do whatever I felt like doing. But Mark had screwed it all up. And ever since he had, nothing in my life seemed to go the way I wanted.

“We?” I snarled.

Before he answered my question, a voice that haunted my dreams night and day, screamed out. I looked up to see Ms. Thang as she slid out of her metallic-gold Bentley, and pranced up in what had to be the cutest Gucci shorts romper I had ever seen. She stood at my door in all her designer glory as if she were a contestant on America’s Next Top Model. The sight of her made me want to throw up in my own mouth.

“Good help has always been hard to find. Mark, what’s taking so long? Is the kid ready?” she asked. “We need to leave now if we’re…” The moment her eyes connected with mine Zaneda stopped, and her tone changed instantly.

Her neck began to swivel. She said, “Arlene, we ain’t got time for your foolishness today. You were supposed to have the child ready at three thirty. It’s four. Please go get her, now.”

“What the hell is she doing here?” I ignored her and spoke directly to Mark. Her no-nonsense tone didn’t do a damn thing except piss me off even more.

“Look,” Mark said.

“Look, my ass! I told you she ain’t invited near my place. This is the kind of mess I was talking about in court. This is between me, you, and Markeesa. Why she gotta be here?”

“Where’s Markeesa?” Mark asked.

“She’s not feeling too good, so I don’t think she’s gonna be able to make it today,” I said.

Mark’s eyes turned into slits.

“See, what’d I tell you?” Zaneda said. “I knew she was up to something. I am so sick of her and this mess.”

I wanted to tell her what she could do with her sick behind, but I held my tongue.

“Well, Zaneda, why don’t you leave? Nobody told you to keep coming around anyway,” I said.

“Arlene, you gotta stop this. We have a court order. You can’t just change your mind when you feel like it. Please, go get Markeesa so we can take her like we’re supposed to,” Mark said.

The stand-off between the three of us was nothing new. I had already told Mark that bringing his wife to my house to pick up our daughter was completely disrespectful and I wasn’t putting up with it.

“So, this is how we’re doing this?” Mark asked.

I pursed my lips, crossed my arms at my chest, and leaned against the doorframe.

“You know what, babe? Don’t trip. Just call the police. Let them deal with this trick,” Zaneda chimed in.

“I don’t know who you think you calling a ‘trick,’ ” I snarled in her direction.

Zaneda’s eyebrows and upper lip twisted upward. “Last time I checked, a trick is someone who screws the man who’s paying her to clean his house and watch after his children,” she said.

“That makes no sense! You are so stupid! Get off my porch before I call the police on you for trespassing!” I screamed.

“Trick, I dare you,” she said, and motioned in my direction.

Mark stepped between us.

“That’s why I fired your hoish ass,” Zaneda muttered.


CHAPTER THREE
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Keeling

Sitting on a stage blindfolded in front of a live studio audience could mess with anybody’s head. And that’s exactly what it did to mine. I thought about all kinds of stuff. But most importantly, I wondered what I had been thinking on this one. I had no idea why I let Dani talk me into going on the show, but it was what it was. Well, I know why; it was because I needed the money. It was that simple.

The little bit of change wasn’t gonna make a brotha rich, but it would help. It was real hard trying to get back on my feet, since I got out, and if I didn’t have my moms, I would’ve been on my buddy Roger’s couch or out on the streets somewhere.

When the corny music came back on, I thought about being on national TV and telling a bunch of strangers all my business. The pace picked up and I started to get hyped. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad after all.

Before Dani told me about it, I had never even heard of the show.

A few seconds later, the host started talking again.

“Welcome back to DNA Revealed, everyone. Thanks for staying with us,” she said. “If you’re just joining us, let me bring you up to speed. Our guest this hour, Dani Patnett, is here. She told us all about her baby-daddy drama. She has a three-year-old with Keeling Lake. And Dani’s not shy about saying how their relationship has been nothing but drama, drama, and more drama.”

People in the audience laughed.

As the host talked, I realized Dani didn’t give a damn about putting it all out there.

The host kept talking, “She told us how after Keeling fell behind with his child support, she reported him, and had him arrested.”

The audience booed.

“She also told us how Dani and Keeling’s mother hate each other, so much so that the two of them have nearly come to blows several times,” the host said.

As if on cue, the audience sighed collectively.

My palms became moist and clammy, and I began to sweat.

“Well, once we heard Dani’s story and all that she had gone through, we invited her, and her baby’s daddy, Keeling, on the show.”

Suddenly, I felt the tie loosen around my head. The blindfold had come off.

“Keeling Lake, welcome to DNA Revealed,” the host said.

The audience clapped and cheered like I was a superstar athlete or somebody big like that. I gotta admit, the attention made me feel like I was the man.

Dani looked like she was nervous, but she looked good. With me staying by my moms, we didn’t really see each other too much, even since I’ve been out. My mother hated Dani, so it wasn’t an option to have her over or anything like that. And that bad blood between them was there long before I went to jail.

“So, Keeling. Tell us about your experience in jail,” the lady said to me.

My eyebrows went up.

“Ah, what you wanna know?” I asked.

“Well, tell us what happened. You went to jail. What’d you do?”

“Man, I didn’t do nothing. I did my time,” I said, and shifted in my chair.

“Oh. Okay, yes, we get that. But, Keeling, what did you think when the judge ordered you arrested? And for not paying child support?” she asked. The lady acted all dramatic and over the top. She made her eyes wide, then when she asked the question, she leaned in close to me.

I shrugged. “Man, it wasn’t really like that. I mean it didn’t happen in court. I went out with one of my boys. It was kinda late, so I crashed at his place. At like five or something in the morning, there was a knock at his door. The cops busted in talking about some kinda’ roundup. Next thing I knew, they were checking everybody’s driver’s licenses and one of ’em said something about an outstanding warrant for me.”

“Whoa!” the host said. She glanced at the audience, then back at me.

The audience gasped again. Then all of a sudden, they started to talk to each other, until the host turned to them and said, “Sssssh.”

“So, you come in after a night out with the fellas, and wind up behind bars?” Her voice went up and then down at just the right time.

“Yeah, pretty much.” I looked at her, and shrugged. I didn’t feel like she needed to know I was picked up at work. So, I ran with the story about being with the fellas.

“Keeling, we also heard you lost more than just your freedom for nine months,” the host said.

This time, when she talked, she lowered her voice at the end and looked at me with sad eyes.

“Yeah, that’s right. My grandma died away while I was locked up,” I said. It still made me a little choked up because I was close to my grandmother, but they wouldn’t let me out to go to her funeral. I didn’t think the audience needed to know that.

“So, all of this, the embarrassment of jail, the loss of your freedom, the heartbreak of not saying a final goodbye to your grandmother…” she said.

I wondered where all of this was going. And just when I thought I was about to find out, she asked another question.

“Okay, so, since you’ve done your time, does that mean your slate is clean? I mean, you’re all caught up on your child support payments, right?”

“Well, here’s the thing. When I went to jail, I lost my job and kinda fell behind again,” I said.

That sent her over the edge. When she talked, she waved her hands all over the place. Her eyes got all big and her mouth fell open. She was a bonafide drama queen.

I wasn’t sure if she was acting like that because she was really shocked, or if she was playing it up for the cameras.

“Hold up a minute here!” she yelled. “Did you say you lost your job when you went to jail?”

The audience gasped again.

“Ah. Yes, ma’am. I did,” I said.

“Well, Keeling, we’ve got some additional news for you. You’ve already been through so much, but we thought you should know exactly what the DNA test has revealed.”

When she said the last part, music blared through some speakers.

I sat upright and noticed people in the audience looked like they were on the edge of their seats.

“Uh, okay,” I said.

“Keeling. Our latest DNA test has revealed that you are not that child’s father,” the host said.


CHAPTER FOUR
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Mark

In the heat of the day, a pick-up game at Peggy Park in Houston’s Third Ward was usually exactly what I needed to get my mind straight. Today was no different. There was something about going back to my old stomping grounds. It was like I had gone back to the village, kind of like a native son returns home. Players on the court included street hustlers and business professionals alike, all with one thing in common: a love for the game.

My body was drenched in sweat and my muscles screamed from the fierce workout. But I was still hungry for more.

“That’s game, dude,” a scrawny, boyish man yelled as he palmed the basketball like a pro. He could’ve been right. I didn’t know because I had been in my zone for the past thirty minutes.

My breathing was hard and labored. I was outta shape for the kind of game they played.

“Damn, Mark, I see playing ball in the NFL don’ made you soft,” Nebo, one of the regulars and my friend, chided me. He put his fist out for some dap.

“Naw, it ain’t nothing like that,” I said, as I pounded his fist.

“What’s up? Y’all done? We just getting started!” another dude yelled. He dribbled his ball between his legs and did a few fancy moves. “I know y’all not tired,” he said, as he looked up in our direction.

Nebo and I looked at each other. I was tired as hell, but my breathing had returned to normal and the sweat that covered my body was gone from my head and shoulders. I tossed my towel over to my duffle bag and got ready to get back in the game.

“What’s up, big man?” Nebo asked.

I shrugged.

“Another ass whopping ain’t never hurt nobody. Let’s make it do what it do,” I said.

“Bet that!” Nebo said excitedly. He rushed around the court and gathered up the members of our team who still lingered around.

We were down by eight points when I heard my cell phone ring. Usually I would’ve ignored the call, but my throat felt drier than the Mohave Desert, so it was a good time for a water break.

“Hold up a sec,” I said, and jogged toward the bag. I dug in the side pocket for my phone.

“What the hell?” I heard one of the players groan.

When my eyes connected with the number on the screen, my heart raced with fear. I missed the call, but unlocked my phone and dialed home. My wife, Zaneda, knew not to call while I balled with the fellas.

“C’mon, bruh. You holdin’ up the game!” another player yelled.

“Give me five,” I said. The phone rang in my ear and I wondered what took Zaneda so long to answer. I ended the call and dialed home again.

She answered on the second ring this time.

“Hello?” My wife’s voice was shaky like she was nervous, distracted, or both.

One of us had to stay calm. “Aye, what’s up? I saw a missed call from you and you didn’t answer when I called back,” I said.

The guys still tried to ride me about the way I held up the game, but trouble at home had my attention and was a priority.

“Mark, um, I think you need to hurry up and get home. It’s the po-police. They’re here,” Zaneda stammered.

My face twisted in confusion. I heard what she said, but couldn’t wrap my mind around what she meant. Why would the police be at our house?

“What are the police doing there?” I asked. Before I heard her answer, I turned my head to the guys and said over my shoulder, “That’s game for me, guys. Gotta run.”

“Aww. C’mon, dude!” someone said.

“He didn’t want that ass whuppin’,” another player chimed in as he tried to egg me on.

Nebo jogged over and looked at me with concern all over his face. “Hey, dawg, what’s up? Is everything okay?”

“Naw. I need to run to the house. I’ll catch up with you later,” I said as I grabbed the towel and my bag.

“Okay. You good to drive, man?” Nebo glanced around as if a driver might magically appear.

“Yeah, thanks. I’ll call and let you know what’s up,” I said.

I threw the strap of my bag over my head and across my body, then rushed to my truck. I got my wife on the phone again. “Zaneda, what’s going on?”

“Just hurry,” she begged.

“I am. But you need to tell me what’s going on over there.”

“I didn’t know what to do. I tried to call you. They knocked on the door, but I didn’t open it. I was scared. The first person I saw was the police officer, then she stood next to him with a clipboard in her hands,” Zaneda said. “I didn’t know what to do so I told them I needed to call my husband.”

Zaneda and I had been married for nine years. We had two boys together, but I had a six-year-old daughter who didn’t live with us.

Her words came out so fast, I tried to take it all in. What she said didn’t make sense. Why wouldn’t she open the door for the police? I knew better than to question her decision; it would’ve only made matters worse.

“Okay; calm down. Where are they now, and what’s going on?” I asked.

“Mark, I don’t know. I just knew that I didn’t have to let them in, so I ran to get my cell phone and that’s when I called you.”

“What did the police say?”

My voice was calm as I talked to my wife. I wanted her to follow my lead, but I could hear the fear in her voice. “Well. It was the lady who did all the talking. She said she was with Child Protective Services and she needed to come inside so she could see Mark Junior,” Zaneda said.

Her voice cracked as she talked. I hated that I hadn’t been there.

“Mark Junior?” I repeated, confused.

“Where are you, and how far away are you?” I could tell she was struggling to hold it together.

“I’m on I-10 now. I’m on my way, babe. I’ll be there as quickly as I can,” I said.

“Oh God, Mark! You’re all the way in the Third Ward?” She sighed hard.

“Calm down. I’m already at the Beltway. I’ll be there soon.”

“Mark, this has Arlene written all over it. Who in the hell else would’ve called CPS on us?” Zaneda asked. “Do you think they’re gonna try and take the kids because I didn’t let them in?”

“Babe, I wanna stay on the phone with you, but I really need to call our attorney. If you didn’t let them in, I know for a fact they’ll be back and we need to be ready when they return,” I said.


CHAPTER FIVE
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Dani

“Hey!”

This chick I didn’t know yelled in my direction.

She scared the mess outta me. I let go of a breath I didn’t know I held in my chest, and glared in her direction. The store was mad-busy and I didn’t want to get stuck in that after-work crowd that rushed the grocery store, so she needed to make it quick.

“You talking to me?” I asked.

“Yeah. Wasn’t you on that show, DNA Revealed?” she asked.

I looked around the crowded store and saw two other females who stood off to the side and snickered as they watched her talk to me. I was so tired of feeling like a Z-list celebrity. It felt like everywhere I went, someone had seen that damn episode. Who knew so many people watched the stupid show?!

“Yeah, that was me,” I said, and rolled my eyes. I didn’t give her a chance to say anything else. I quickly grabbed my bags and headed toward the automatic doors. She turned and walked back to where her friends stood, and giggled with them.

“Umph, I knew it was that THOT. Told y’all it was that ratchet ho,” I heard her say.

“Did you say it was that ho over there, like all loud, where she could hear you?”

“She knows what THOT means,” the girl answered.

“I can’t believe you asked her,” the other female said.

They all laughed.

I kept it moving. It had been two weeks since my episode first aired, and my life had been like a living hell ever since. The money was long gone, but it felt like my problems had just started.

Not a single day had passed without someone, or something that reminded me of the complete ass I had made of myself when I appeared on the national talk show.

Once I made it to the car, I noticed the chick and her friends as they stared at me. The tricks laughed and pointed in my direction. I wanted to wave to them with my middle finger, but told myself they weren’t worth the energy.

Every day was an exercise in patience because I had to struggle to put my appearance on DNA Revealed behind me. It had so not been worth it, and I wish someone would’ve talked me out of it.

I pulled up to the mailbox, and forced myself to ignore thoughts of the girls from the store. I opened the mailbox and found a strange-looking envelope mixed in with junk mail and the other envelopes. It had my name on it, but my name was spelled wrong, and it looked like a retard had written it.

Curiosity caused me to rip the strange letter open first, but when I did, what I saw made me sick.

Dear Danny,

Consider this letter a death threat! Bitches like you deserve to die a slow and pain-filled death. You make all women look bad. I wish the president would sign an executive order and have all hood rats like you sterilized. You should not be allowed to procreate ever again. I don’t know how you look at yourself in the mirror, you stank tramp!

Signed,

A woman who hates Danny Patnett!

I read the letter, looked around, and rolled my eyes. “People need to get a life!” I ripped the letter to pieces, stuffed it back into the envelope, and flipped through the stack of bills.

All of that made me think about the moment I hated most about our appearance on the show. It seemed like any little thing took me back to that moment and it was like I was right back there, on stage, in front of that nasty audience.

I sat there and held my breath until Keeling blinked a few times in my direction.

“Keeling? You okay?” Reece asked.

She looked at the camera. The audience was eerily quiet, and she repeated her question.

“Keeling? Are you okay? Did you hear me? I said DNA revealed that you are not Keela’s father,” Reece repeated.

I wished I had super powers and was able to disappear in that instant. I grabbed the handles of the chair and braced myself for his reaction.

It happened so fast, I don’t think anyone was prepared. One minute Keeling stared off into space like he didn’t understand English, then the next minute, two bouncer guys pulled him off of me. For the life of me, I couldn’t remember what all had happened in between.

His dark eyes spooked me. His strong hands felt rough as he clawed toward my neck. And the weight of his body made me start to hyperventilate.

The chair buckled under our weight, and I was beyond petrified. “Oh God! Oh God! Get him off me,” I cried.

As I begged for my life, the stupid audience cheered. I heard people as they screamed and yelled all kinds of stuff.

“Get THOT!”

“Get her ass!”

“Snatch that weave outta her head!”

“Stomp that trick!”

“Die, bitch, die!”

Everything they yelled was directed at me. Some people even told the bouncers to let Keeling do his thing.

I felt like a warm pile of abandoned shit.

Finally, a couple of people came to try and help me. They helped me up off the stage, but I still felt like crap. One of my eyes felt like my fake lashes had been ripped from my eyelids. And my throat hurt. I recognized one of the producers who brought one of my shoes to me.

“Are you hurt?” she asked.

Unable to find my voice, I shook my head. I didn’t want to find my voice. I was so embarrassed, I wanted to cry.

“You want something? You need something to drink?” another woman asked.

“Give that bitch some rat poison or anti-freeze!” someone from the audience yelled.

Laughter broke out and I felt even worse. It felt like they had all ganged up on me.

“Don’t give her a damn thing. Let Keeling at her. Give the man ten minutes; that’s all he needs!” another person yelled.

It was horrible. People actually wanted to see me get hurt and there was nothing I could do about it.

I snapped out of it when I heard a car horn honk. The light turned green and I sat there haunted by the past. When the horn sounded again, I smashed the pedal. When I turned onto my street, my mind started to race. Several people stood outside my house. I didn’t need any more drama. Hell, I couldn’t handle it.

“Oh, Jesus!” I muttered as I pulled up in front of the house. When I jumped out of the car, my mouth dropped to the ground.

“This foolishness needs to stop. Dani, look at this mess!” my mother, Charlene, whipped around and yelled at me. Normally, she was the calm, laid-back type. She was co-owner of a daycare business, and it worked out perfectly for me. But the minute something rubbed her wrong, she’d let loose like you wouldn’t believe. Some of our neighbors stood and gawked, like they’d never seen anything out of order before.

“Who did this mess?” I asked the question aloud, but never really expected an answer.

“Ever since you went on that dumb show, I never know what to expect when I come home!” Charlene yelled. “I told you about doing dumb shit without thinking,” she said.

“Chile, you know this generation always doin’ stuff tryin’ to get their own reality TV show,” Ms. Howard, our elderly next door neighbor, said.

“Reality show, my behind! It’s ridiculous! And I’m sick of it,” Charlene spat.

I sucked my teeth at their comments. I already felt like shit. Going off on me, especially in front of nosey neighbors, didn’t help. I was frustrated too. It felt like everywhere I went, people pointed at me like I was a circus freak. Who knew being on that show would’ve led to all of that?

Since my mother wanted to give everyone a show at my expense, I walked back to the car, grabbed my bags, and rushed into the house.

The words “lying bitch” was spray-painted in a bright, blood-red color across my mother’s garage doors. I was hot, but the tongue lashing she gave me didn’t help either.

Inside, I called my girl Niecy and gave her a play by play of my dreadful day.

“What did you say to the chicks at the store?” she asked.

“Girl, nothing. What could I say?” I asked.

“Yeah, I guess you were outnumbered, but still. What about the garage door?”

“They still out there, so what can I do about that? Staring at the words won’t make them vanish,” I said.

I looked out the window and noticed a few of the rubberneckers had left. It was about time.

“I don’t wanna be nowhere near your house until this stuff dies down, Charlene. Not gonna go off on me, honey,” Niecy joked. “Oh, and I know your mama must be tired. It’s hard for her to go off, especially in front of people. Whew, chile, you got an epic problem on your hands!”

“Um. Yeah. Remind me not to put you on the encouragement committee.”

“Well, I’m just keepin’ it one hundred. Think about it, your mama, going off in front of the neighbors? Whoo-wee! Yeah, I’ma stay on this side of town ’til you work this one out,” Niecy joked.

“Wait, that’s my other line,” I said to Niecy. “Hold on.”

“Hello?” I clicked over and answered.

“Ms. Dani Patnett, please?” a voice that sounded proper said.

“This is she; may I ask who’s calling and what business do you have with me?”

“Ms. Patnett, this is detective Chris Watt with the Houston Police Department. I’m calling to see when you can come down to the station for an interview,” he said.

I nearly stopped breathing.


CHAPTER SIX
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Arlene

“I don’t know what I’m gonna do,” I said as I looked at my mother from the kitchen table.

We had been in the midst of one of those conversations where I felt like I needed to remind her whose side she was supposed to be on.

I fidgeted at the table and tried to keep my thoughts straight. The kitchen was nothing fancy, just large enough for a few people to move around and not get in each other’s way. But it was nothing like the grand kitchen I would’ve had in the house with Mark.

My mother stood at the sink with the water running, but turned her head, and looked over her shoulder to talk to me. After she gave me her two-cents that I’d never requested, she walked over to the stove.

“Cho…yo betta let that pickney go be wit eh pah,” she added matter-of-factly as she stirred her beans.

I shrugged. “Ummph. That’s what the law says I have to do, but…”

My mother spun on her heels and frowned at me.

“Look, ya gyal, anybody woulda giva wah arm an wah leg fo have de baby pah be wah part of de baby life. Yo betta get ovah dat an make da man be wit eh pickney!” she scolded.

I ignored her comment and focused on the clock. I knew my time was running out, and there was little I could do. But I wasn’t about to sit and listen to my mom tell me that I had to do something she knew I didn’t want to do. She sounded more like the stupid judge than my number one cheerleader.

“Yo got eh things ready?” she asked.

“I’ma get it together,” I said.

She moved closer to the table and frowned down at me. “Yo need fo do de right thing. I know I me di raise yo betta dan dat.”

My mama was old school, born and raised in Belize. So she didn’t really understand, but I had no intentions of making anything easy for Mark. If he thought he could keep disrespecting me and I wouldn’t do anything about it, he had another thing coming.
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