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CHAPTER ONE / Uno


Saturday, July 14, 2001, 8:30 a.m.

Noooo. Please tell me I’m dreaming about an alarm clock going off and the sound I hear isn’t real. No such luck. I reach over and turn it off. I want to hibernate in bed for at least another three hours. But I can’t because I have to begin preparing for the baby shower my cousin Rosie and I are throwing for our friend Rhonda. I, by the way, am Mildred Jisela Nicole Moreno. Yes, Mildred. My mother’s excuse for bestowing such a name on her child is it was the first name of her former teacher, mentor, and friend who passed away two weeks prior to my birth. She wanted to pay homage to her in some way. That’s very touching, but I really wish she’d planted a tree or sent a donation to the lady’s favorite charity or something; if she wanted to memorialize her. Out of curiosity I asked Mami what was Mildred’s middle name; thinking perhaps I could have gotten off easier. She said it was Eunice. So either way I was screwed. Needless to say, I treat that name like the proverbial pink elephant. Everyone calls me either Nik or Nikki; except for my Papi who calls me Zuzu, which is from azucar—Spanish for sugar.

I’m the 26-year-old product of an African-American mother and a Puerto Rican father. Some of my friends tease me and call me “blackerican.” It’s cool, though, because I truly feel like I’ve been blessed with two wonderfully rich heritages. I grew up in a world that was a wonderful mixture of soul food and Latino cuisine; Al Green and Hector Lavoe, and celebrating the legacies of Martin Luther King and Pedro Albizu Campos. I’m 5′9″, 130 lbs.—that may change after all the eating I’m planning on doing today—and I have dark brown curly hair that falls right below my shoulders. I live on the West Side of Detroit. I was born in New York, but this has been my hometown since my family moved here when I was seven. I work at a private investigation firm as an Administrative Assistant. Basically, that means I change the toner when it’s low and keep track of the paper supply. It’s merely a day job for me and not my career. But since I’ve grown attached to having a car to get around, clothes on my back and food in my stomach, I have to keep it.

The true love of my soul is acting. I’m hoping the fates decide to shine my way and one day I’ll be able to survive financially from acting alone. Whenever I hear an actor say that when they first stepped on the stage they knew they’d found their calling, I know exactly what they mean. I was in my first play during my first semester of school here. I remember my teacher telling my parents after the recital how I was such a natural and they should consider sending me to a performance arts school where I could get my education, yet hone my gift at the same time. My parents ignored her suggestion.

Although they were proud of my performance, they didn’t feel acting was a profession that would get me anywhere so they didn’t want to encourage me. They felt, and still feel, that my acting is merely some hobby. I no longer mention any play or local commercial that I’ve done because, inevitably, their response is, “That’s nice, but you need to put your focus on your real job at the firm.”

I’ve never been able to make them understand that my “real job” is only a means of support and there’s no way that I can envision giving up acting. People who aren’t a part of the artistic world can’t understand that corporate life is too confining for someone like me to be happy. I love the testing of boundaries and freeness that I find in acting. My personal hell would be being stuck in a nine-to-five for the rest of my life. I’m an artiste—darn it.

Last year my parents decided to move back to New York so it’s been easier to put up with their nagging about my career choice by phone than in person. In addition to bugging me about that, they’ve still been pressing me for the specifics of why I broke up with my boyfriend. They really liked Jaime, but I don’t want to talk about what happened with us with my parents. Jaime and I broke up about three months ago. Okay, two months, three weeks and one day to be precise.

We met in Meijer’s of all places. Meijer’s is one of those one-stop superstores where you can buy panties, motor oil and chicken all in the same place. I hadn’t dated anyone seriously for a while and I was concentrating on my rehearsals for a play. I wasn’t looking for love and I sure as hell didn’t expect to find it in a store.

I was in the seafood department debating whether or not I wanted to try and cook a live lobster. Actually, it wasn’t a question of whether I could cook the lobster but whether I trusted myself with getting the damn thing in the pot without dropping it or losing a finger. I was getting visions of the lobster chasing me around the kitchen, gunning for me with its cinchers. As I was standing at the lobster tank lost in thought, I heard a male voice from behind me.

“I don’t know if I’d want to mess with one of those either. I’d probably go to Red Lobster.”

I turned around and saw a smiling handsome face. He was about 6 feet tall, with a slim build, caramel-colored skin, a neatly trimmed moustache and a goatee. He had nice large eyes that were rimmed with thick lashes that normally take me two coats of mascara to get and he had a wonderfully engaging smile. His hair was cut close to his head—slightly faded on the sides. I’m a cologne fanatic and he had on one of my favorites—Issey Miyake.

“My indecisiveness is showing that bad, huh?” I said, smiling back at him.

“Yeah, maybe you need me to help you with your shopping because you looked kind of unsure what type of salad dressing to get a few minutes ago.”

I turned and raised my hand, pretending to signal someone. “Security, I believe we have a stalker situation here.”

“Okay, you got me.” He shrugged innocently. “What can I say? A beautiful woman caught my eye and I had to follow her.”

“Well, since you put it like that, I’ll put off the restraining order for now. I’ve got a lot on my mind today because I definitely would’ve noticed a handsome man like you following me.”

“My turn to say thank you. So, are you thinking of cooking lobster for a romantic dinner with your man?”

“No, for a romantic dinner with my girlfriend,” I said, putting on my most serious face.

His smile slowly faded and he looked at me, as if he was not sure whether or not I was being for real. After a few seconds the quizzical look on his face made me break into a grin.

“I’m teasing you. Payback for following me around the store.”

He chuckled. “You had me going for a minute there.”

“For the record, I don’t have a boyfriend and definitely not a girlfriend.”

“That’s good on both counts.”

“Since you’re being so nosy, wanting to know who I’m cooking lobster for, maybe you should at least tell me your name,” I said teasingly as I batted my eyes, hoping to God that I didn’t have any deposits in the corners of them.

“You’re right,” he said, extending his hand to shake mine. “I’m Jaime Darrell Dorsey. And you are?”

I shook his hand, then grinned at his playfully formal tone. “I’m Jisela Nicole Moreno. You can call me Nikki.”

“Moreno? Is that Mexican?”

I shook my head. “Uh, uh, uh. You’d better be lucky you’re fine or else I’d be heading to the checkout lane right about now.”

“Aw, man. What I do?”

I chuckled. “For the record, my last name is Latino. Here’s a quick cultural lesson. If you meet someone who is or has a name of Hispanic origin, don’t automatically put them into a group such as Mexican or Puerto Rican. Just say Hispanic or Latino until you know for sure because there are Colombians, Cubans, Dominicans, Chileans, etc. That’s like seeing a Native American and right off the bat calling them Cherokee when they could be Blackfoot or whatever.”

“My bad. I hope I didn’t offend you.”

“No, you didn’t. It’s a bit irritating usually when people do that, but you didn’t irritate me.”

“’Cause I’m special?”

“Yeah, because you’re special. Of course I don’t know yet if it’s special as in unique or special as in short yellow bus…”

“That’s cold!” He leaned against the counter. “All right, beautiful lady, what’s your heritage? I’m curious.”

“My mom’s Black and my dad’s Puerto Rican.”

“The mixture sure has given you an exotic beauty. You kind of remind me of that woman Vanity from Prince’s old group.”

“Yeah, I’ve gotten that before.”

“And thanks for the lesson. I’ll be sure to be more careful about lumping folks into a category. You’d think I’d know better as a Black man.”

“Um-hmm…” I playfully pursed my lips and cut my eyes. “You’re not as bad as some people. I’ve been asked if I ‘speak Puerto Rican.’”

“Now that’s bad. Do you live around here?”

“No, I live in Sherwood Forest. And you?”

“Rosedale Park, but I work not too far from here.”

“Where?”

“At Office Integrators. I install office equipment, like the cubicles and built-in desks.”

“My job isn’t too far from here either. I work at Quinn Investigations. We do background checks and investigate insurance fraud and stuff like that.” Normally I wouldn’t give a guy that I’d just met any personal information, such as where I work or even the vicinity where I live. But I felt so instantly comfortable and at ease with him. No red flags were going up saying, “Possible axe murdering cannibal.”

“Uh-oh. I guess you’re gonna do a background check on me, huh?”

“Do I have reason to?”

“I guess I might as well fess up about my wife and six kids.”

“Oh, man.” I pouted. “I knew you were too good to be true.”

“You know, I’m just joking with you.” He grinned and we held eye contact for a minute. Oh, my stars. I didn’t know if it was me or if someone had jacked up the temperature in the store.

“Wait a minute. Office Integrators … is that right off of Lilley and Ford Road?”

“Yeah, it is.”

“I thought that sounded familiar. It’s next to Vico Engineering, isn’t it?”

“Yep, it sure is.”

“I used to work at Vico about three years ago.”

“For real? I’ve been working at OI for three and a half years. It’s a small world. So there was an overlap of time when we were working right near each other. I never paid much attention over there because I’d only seen guys coming and going. You would’ve definitely caught my attention—like you did today. Man, that’s something. So, what did you do over there?”

“I was the office assistant and the only woman in the office. I liked the guys, but let me tell you, engineers are in a class all their own. They can put the brain power on high and put together the most high-tech designs, but then will turn around and ask you how to use the pencil sharpener. ‘You stick the pencil in which way?’”

He nodded. “You’re right. My uncle’s an engineer and even though he’s smart as you know what, sometimes we wonder how he finds his way out of bed without some kind of manual.”

We both expressed amusement.

“You certainly aren’t doing much shopping,” I said. I noticed that he only had about three items in his handheld basket. “Unless you’re barely getting started.” “Nah. I was in the area and came in to get a couple of things. I can’t get much in the compartment on my bike.”

“You ride a motorcycle?”

“Yeah, I have a Yamaha.”

“Cool! I ride a Ducati.”

His jaw dropped open. “What? Are you serious? You’re not playing with me again, are you?”

“No, I’m a hundred percent serious. I wouldn’t lie about something that’s nearly caused my parents to have simultaneous heart attacks.”

“Damn! You ride?!”

“Yes. My cousin Rosie and I learned to ride about five years ago. We got our own bikes a couple of years later. We and our friend Chico go riding together whenever we get the chance.”

“Man, you’ve earned some major points and you were already off the meter.”

“Thank ya, thank ya very much.”

“I won’t take away points for that bad Elvis imitation.”

We both chuckled.

“So, who taught you to ride?”

“My cousin’s ex-boyfriend.”

“You say your parents almost bought the farm together, huh?”

“Yes. My cousin and I’ve put some grays hairs on their heads over the years, but when they found out that we’d bought bikes, that put them over the top.”

“I can imagine. My parents weren’t too happy with me getting a bike, so I can see how yours would feel by you being female. They don’t understand, ain’t nothing like riding.”

“I know. The feeling of the wind hitting you You and I know it’s a biker cliche, but feeling like you’re one with the road, the freedom.”

“Exactly. You might think that this sounds strange, but the only other thing that really does it for me like riding my bike is working with the earth. I love landscaping. When I was coming up, other kids used to try to get out of doing yard work but not me. The house I’m living in now, when I first moved into it, you should’ve seen it. The inside was nice but the yard had been really neglected. Now it looks completely different on the outside.” He looked down and grinned sheepishly. “I didn’t mean to go on about that. I want to make a good impression and I’m going on about my lawn.”

“That’s perfectly fine. I love it when people are passionate about something; no matter what it is. And you’re making a very good impression, by the way.”

“That’s good to know. Back to the bikes. I’d like for you and I to go riding one day soon.”

I blushed. “That sounds good.”

“There’s something about you that looks awfully familiar. It’s like I’ve seen you somewhere. And it wasn’t at Vico ’cause, like I said, I would’ve noticed you there.”

“I act and I’ve done some commercials for Scarelli Leather, Solomon Chevrolet, Timeaco’s Unique Boutique, Danner Soul Food, WJZZ radio station…”

“That’s where! Oh, all right. So you’re an actress, too?”

“Yes. My goal is to do it full time.”

“What else have you done?”

“I’ve done some plays. Like Soul of a Gypsy, Sasha’s Song, and the one I’m really proud of, the local production of For Colored Girls Who’ve Considered Suicide When the Rainbow Is Enuf.”

“I’m very impressed.”

“And so you should be,” I teased.

“You are hella interesting, Ms. Moreno. I’d like to find out more about you. How about we start by trying to tackle a couple of those together?” He nodded toward the lobster tank.

“When?”

“Tonight.”

The way he said that one word and the look in his eyes … I felt a jolt hit me in the chest and travel to the southern regions of my body. We stood looking into each other’s eyes for a few moments. I couldn’t believe that I was actually considering packing up those lobsters and having him follow me home right then.

A grin spread across his face. “We’ve been formally introduced for about five minutes. I think that’s long enough to make a dinner date, don’t you?”

“I tell you what. Let’s exchange numbers and talk before we go making dinner plans.”

“That’s fair.”

I reached down in my purse for a pen and piece of scrap paper. I found something and began to write my number down.

“You’re not giving me a bogus number, are you?” he asked with a grin that I was already in love with.

“Of course not. You’d better not really be married or anything because I’ll know something is up if you try to only give me a cell or pager number.”

I tore off my number and gave it to him with the rest of the paper and the pen. After he’d finished, he handed me back the paper and pen.

“There, I put my home phone, cell phone, and pager.”

“I guess you can go to the lightning round now.”

“Is it okay if I call you tonight?”

“It sure is. I look forward to it.”

We finished doing our shopping together and talked a bit more in the parking lot before leaving. He scored points with me by not playing it cool and waiting a few days to call. He called that night, as he said he would, and we ended up talking for three and a half hours. I invited him over a couple of nights later and he brought the lobsters. I cooked them without incident. I didn’t lose a finger or anything. From that night on, we spent as much time together as possible.

We were together for close to a year until it all came to an end one night about three months ago. Rosie and I had just gotten back from PR and visiting our abuela. After I had unpacked and settled in, I called Jaime before going to bed. We talked for a little bit, and then I told him that I was beat and going to turn in. He said that he was going to do the same. We said, “I love you,” and hung up.

He called me back a few minutes later, saying that he’d forgotten to tell me that he’d received some Alexander Zonjic concert tickets from his boss. After a few minutes, we hung up again. I had dozed off into a nice slumber when I heard the phone ring yet again. I rolled over and looked at the caller ID and saw that it was Jaime. I glanced at the clock and saw that it was 12:43 a.m.; over an hour had passed since we’d talked. I picked up the phone and before I could say anything, I heard Jaime’s friend Antoine talking to someone. He sounded wasted, as usual.

“Aight,” said Antoine. “Don’t y’all be drinkin’ up my Grey Goose. That shit ain’t cheap.”

I wondered what Antoine was doing over there when Jaime had told me that he was going right to bed. I could hear Najee playing in the background. Then I heard two female voices, giggling and talking. I sat up in my bed, wide-awake.

“Ain’t nobody tryin’ to hear that,” said Jaime. “You be drinking up everybody else’s liquor all the time and then you wanna ration yours. Stingy ass nigga.”

“Look, man, get ready to take your piece on upstairs so me and mine can have some privacy.”

“Who you calling a ‘piece’? I know you not callin’ me a piece!” That was one of the female voices.

“Ah, baby. You know I don’t mean nothing by that. So chill.”

“Better not mean nothing by it.”

“Is the store still open, dawg?” asked Jaime.

“Oh shit! Hello? Hello?”

I didn’t say anything.

“Ain’t nobody on the line, man.”

“You just now realizing that? Forget it; we got enough to drink anyway.”

“We’ll have enough if this lush right here don’t…” He hung up. I couldn’t move for a few minutes. My heart felt like it was made of lead and was beating a thousand beats a second. When I finally could will my body to move, I got up and walked across the hall to Rosie’s room. I peeped through the partially open door and saw that she didn’t have company and that she’d fallen asleep reading a book. I went over to her and woke her up.

“Rosie.”

She was startled. “Girl, what’s wrong? And there had better be something wrong, too—waking me up out of a good sleep.”

“I—I…”

“What, mi ’ja?”

“I talked to Jaime about an hour or so ago. I told him that I was tired from the trip and going straight to bed and he said he was doing the same. Well, a few minutes ago a call came from his house. I guess his boy Antoine was trying to make a call. Jaime’s got this Fisher Price phone that has a tricky redial button. A lot of times you think you’re getting connected with the number that you dialed but you’ve actually accidentally hit the redial button. Remember when I was over Jaime’s and I thought I was calling Odell and, by mistake, I ended up calling you back? Jaime kept saying he was going to get another phone…”

“Hon, you’re rambling. What’s going on?”

“Sorry.” I took a deep breath before going on. “Okay, when Antoine called, there was smooth, cozy ass music playing in the background, I heard female voices, and Antoine told Jaime to take his ‘piece’ upstairs so he could be alone with his.”

We were silent for a few moments. Then I saw that flint in Rosie’s eyes. She tossed the book from her lap to the chair opposite the bed.

“All right, Nik. Let’s put some clothes on. We’re going over there. And unless there’s a helluva explanation, we’re gonna do some damage in the joint. You best believe that. Who does that nigga think he is?! He think he’s gonna step out on you and not have to pay for it?!”

Hearing the harshness in Rosie’s voice snapped me out of my stunned state and I felt the anger come over me. We both got dressed and got into Rosie’s car with her at the wheel.

“Rosie, we should’ve brought something with us; in case those chicks wanna try and get down.”

“Mi ’ja, I always carry at least two bats in the trunk. I’m always prepared in case some shit hits. You know that. I’ve got something harder than that back home; if the situation calls for it.”

After a few moments of silence I hit the dashboard with my fist. “That hijo de puta! Damn it, I can’t believe that motherfucker! How could he do this shit?”

“He’s a man and shit is what they do.”

“Rosie, I didn’t think he was like a lot of guys out here. I thought he was…”

“You thought he was what? Different?”

“Yeah,” I said softly.

“Mira, you’ll save yourself a lot of heartache once you get past the notion that any of these cabrons are any different from the next. You know how many females sing that ‘I thought he was different’ song?”

“I wish that song wasn’t on my lips right now.”

“Since he put it there, we’re gonna go break that nigga’s head and anybody else’s who gets in the way.”

“As mad as I am, I don’t want to hurt anybody, Rosie. Not unless somebody comes at us. I feel like smashing his windows or something.”

“We’re gonna send him a message, after we see for ourselves what’s going on. He can’t get away with doing this. All right?”

I nodded my head.

Rosie and I are more like sisters than cousins. We’re only four months apart and grew up together. She’s my father’s niece and when Papi’s new job moved us from New York to Detroit, she came with us. She’s one of the few people I trust and vice versa. We’ve always been protective of one another. Whenever something is done to one of us, it’s done to both of us. So finding out that my man was messing around on me was just like she was getting cheated on.

My cousin is straight-up gangsta, though you wouldn’t know it by looking at her. All modesty aside, I’m very attractive but Rosie’s downright beautiful. She looks like a Hispanic version of Cindy Crawford—mole and all. She’s about two inches shorter than I am, with an olive complexion, long raven hair and a figure that would make J.Lo hate on her.

Jaime lives about fifteen minutes away but with Rosie at the wheel, we got over there in about half that time. When we arrived, we saw Antoine’s beat-up red LeBaron in the driveway and a white Taurus in front of the house.

I figured the Taurus must’ve belonged to one of those tricks. Rosie parked next door. She popped the trunk. We got out and headed to the back of the car and each picked up an aluminum bat. We walked up to the front porch. The window to the living room was open slightly, but the horizontal blinds were closed. There were moaning sounds coming from the living room. Rosie and I looked at each other.

“Mmmm, ’Toine baby.”

“I’m about to come in a minute.”

Rosie pursed her lips. “Oh well, sorry, but ’Toine is gonna have to put that nut on layaway.” She pushed the doorbell and knocked on the door.

I took a few steps back and looked up at Jaime’s room. It was dark, except for some flickering of light. Candles. That motherfucker. I looked back down in time to see one of the horizontal blinds move.

“Oh shit!” Antoine exclaimed.

I walked to the window. “Oh shit is right! Open this goddamn door!” I shouted through the screen.

Rosie rang the doorbell again, turned around and kicked the door a few times with the heel of her shoe.

“Who the hell is that?” the female asked.

“That’s Jaime’s girl.”

“His girl? Y’all said he didn’t have a girlfriend. That’s why I set him up with Tasha. I didn’t come over here to get caught up in some fuckin’ drama. I don’t need this!”

“Shhh, keep it down, all right?”

“Don’t tell me to keep it down!”

That pendejo Jaime had been going around telling women that he didn’t have a girlfriend—having females fix him up with their friends. At that moment he was probably up in his room screwing this Tasha chick—or at least he was about to.

As Rosie continued knocking and ringing the doorbell, I stepped off the porch and loosened one of the bricks that lined the shrubbery. I stood in front of the window opposite that of the living room—the dining room. Jaime hadn’t put a screen in that window yet—it was all glass. I threw the brick through the window. That bitch let out a scream; not the woman—Antoine. A few moments later we heard Jaime’s voice. He was standing at the living room window pulling a blind to the side.

“Nik, what the fuck is you doin’?!”

“Open the door, Jaime!”

“You tossing bricks through my shit and you want me to let you in? What the hell’s wrong wit’ you?”

“I’ll tell you what’s wrong with me, since yo’ ass is playing dumb. I know you gotta woman up in there!”

“What? What are you talking about?”

“You know what she’s talking about, bitch! Now open the fuckin’ door!” Rosie shouted.

Jaime pulled the blind aside farther. “Rosie. Oh, I shoulda known. You probably put her up to this, with your shit-starting ass. This is between me and Nikki and it ain’t got nothing to do with you.”

“Naw, nigga. If it’s got to do with my cousin, then it most definitely has something to do with me! And you ain’t seen no shit get started yet!”

“Look, I ain’t gonna open the door so y’all can act a fool up in my house. Y’all got bats, too. Aw, hell naw!”

“So you not gonna let us in? What if we toss the bats?” I asked.

“No, I’m still not and if you don’t leave, I’m calling the cops. I can’t believe you busted my fuckin’ window!”

No, he didn’t. No, he did not. I knew that he did not say that he was going to call the popos on me. I looked over at Rosie and saw from the expression on her face that I hadn’t misunderstood. I took one of my deep breaths.

“The reason you’re not opening the door is because you have someone in there, Jaime,” I said calmly.

“Nik, it’s just Antoine and his girl up in here. You know his momma be trippin’ if he has females over, so he brought her over here. I’m not opening the door ’cause you need to calm yo’ ass down. You all outta control; throwing bricks through my window!”

“Quit being a little bitch over that fuckin’ window! Now let me ask you one more time—do you have a female over visiting you?”

“No!”

“Not even Tasha?”

He didn’t say anything. I heard the three of them whispering but couldn’t make out what was being said.

“Uh, hello? Why you being quiet all of sudden? I said, not even Tasha?”

“Nik, I told you who’s all over here.”

“Negro, did I just escape from Northville? You’re not even going to try and play it off and ask who Tasha is? You have somebody up in your room because you’ve got goddamn candles lit! And I’ve known you long enough to know that the only time you have candles lit is when you’re fucking, or about to! Now quit trying to play me for a fool!”

“See, that’s what I’m saying. You’re acting all crazy. I told you I don’t have anybody over and if you don’t want to believe that, then that’s on you. Now, for real, you and your cousin are gonna have to go. If you don’t leave within the next two minutes, I’m calling the cops.”

“So it comes down to this?” I felt myself choking up but I’d be damned if I was gonna cry; especially in front of him. “I’m supposed to be your woman, the one who a little over an hour ago you were saying I love you to. And now, not only won’t you let me in, but you’re threatening to call the cops on me? All right, I see how it is. Come on, Rosie, let’s go.”

“Go? Girl, we ain’t going no goddamn where! Fuck him calling the cops! Shit, I’ve got some peeps on the force. I ain’t worried. Let that muthafucka bring it!”

“Still, he ain’t worth it. Come on.”

Rosie outspread her arms and looked at me with a “what the fuck?” expression on her face.

“Come on, Rosie,” I said firmly. I leaned toward her and whispered, “We’ll be back.”

As we walked off the porch I looked up at Jaime’s room again. I saw the shadow of someone walking near the window. I felt my heart drop. I hate to admit it, but there was a tiny part in me that wanted to believe what Jaime had said—that it was just Antoine and his friend over. Stupid; considering what I’d heard Antoine’s friend say and the two female voices I’d heard over the phone.

Rosie turned and looked in my direction. “What are you looking at?”

“Who, actually. I saw someone walk past the window.”

“Girl, you sure you want to leave? We can kick down the fucking door if we have to. Or we can bust in the screen at the living room window.”

“No, I’ve got another idea.”

Once in the car, Rosie asked, “So what’s up, Nik? You want to drive around a little bit and go back and surprise ’em again?”

“Not quite. We’re going back home and getting some tools out the garage.”

“Damn, Mami, what you got up? That sounds like some Mafioso shit.”

“Mira, as angry as I am at Jaime, I’m not going to hurt him. Physically anyway.”

“How then?”

“You know what Jaime loves to do?”

“You mean besides the obvious?”

“Yeah. Jaime is a fanatic about his yard. He prides himself on being this master landscaper—always talking about how he’s got the best yard not only on the street, but in the whole neighborhood.”

“And?”

“And we’re going to fuck it up.”

“Fuck up what? His yard?”

“Yes.”

Rosie looked at me like I’d suggested we take a vacation in Rwanda or some-thing. “Nikki, what kind of lightweight Teletubby shit is that?! That nigga’s cheating on you. He’s got some sucia up in his piece right now and for revenge you want to pull up his flowers?! Are you fucking kiddin’ me?”

“He spends hours on that yard and practically goes ballistic if anyone even steps on the grass. Trust me, as hype as he got over me tossing that brick through his window, he’ll be even more so at what we’re gonna do. You’re right; it is a bit lightweight. But he ain’t worth the trouble we’d get into if we go with what we really want to do. At least we’ll get back at him in some way, Rosie.”

“I wish I knew how you can contain yourself like you do, for real. ’Cause if that was mine up in there with some bitch” Rosie let out a sigh. “All right, we’ll do it your way. So, you want to do some creative landscaping of our own?”

“You got it. Let’s head back home and get what we need.”

Once we got back to our house, we went to the garage. I groped and found the string and turned on the light. Rosie headed straight for a pair of electric hedge clippers and picked them up.

“Oh yeah! I can do some major damage with these, mi ’ja!”

I put my hands on my hips and looked at her.

“What? Why you staring at me like that?”

“Okay, Rosie. It’s late and all, but why are you picking up some electric hedge clippers? First of all, we want to make as little noise as possible. And second, what are we gonna do—ring Jaime’s bell and say, “Hey, we’re back. Can you plug in the extension cord for these clippers so we can fuck up your bushes?’”

“Girl, I ain’t even thinking. There must be some indo still lingering in my system.”

“We’re going to knock the dust off these old-fashioned clippers. Grab those two shovels over there. We’ll take this rake, too. Oh, and some gloves.”

“You sure that’s all we’ll need?”

“Yep. Let’s go.”

“Hey, I didn’t eat on the plane and I’m starving. How about we stop and get something to eat?”

“That’s cool. I haven’t eaten either, and I’m going to need some fuel for our little job. Where do you want to go?”

“The only place that I can think of that’s open now is White Castle. We can go get some fartburgers. Plus, we can kill a little time. I’m sure those fools have an eye out for us.”

“Yeah. Hopefully, Antoine and that girl aren’t still in the living room. They might hear us.”

“That chick sounded pissed. I heard her say something about wanting to get out of there, so she’s probably gone.”

“Well, if the pussy is gone, then Antoine is gone, too.”

“Antoine is the pussy. Did you hear the scream that little bitch let out when you tossed the brick through the window?”

“Uh-huh,” I said with a slight chuckle. “As steamed as I was, that shit almost made me bust out laughing. Anyway, let’s be out.”

We put the tools in the car and ran into the house to wash our hands. Then we drove to White Castle and ordered some burgers, a sack of fries to share, and a couple of drinks. We sat in the parking lot and ate in silence. I was merely going through the motions of eating; I couldn’t even taste the food. All I kept thinking in my head was, don’t cry. Don’t cry. Don’t let the universe or anyone in it see you shed a tear over that cabron. Don’t do it.

“You okay, girl?” Rosie asked.

“Yeah. About as well as a woman can be after finding out that her man is fucking around on her.”

“See, I don’t know how you’re staying so calm. You should be ready to kick some ass or kill somebody.”

“That’s what I want to do, but I’m only going to let my anger kick in but so much.”

“You certainly have gotten your temper in check over the years. You’re a good one.”

“No, I’m a hurt one. Part of me wants to pack it up and go home…”

“Oh, hell no! Don’t even think about that shit. That mofo is gonna pay, in one way or another.”

“I said a part of me wants to do that. But the bigger part wants to get back at him in some way. Oh, I’m not backing out. Believe that.”

“All right. Good. Girl, you scared me for a minute.” She looked at me for a second. “But just in case that other part starts taking over, let’s get on over there so we can get some type of revenge on him; even if we only pull up some damn tulips.”

Rosie gathered up our containers from the food, got out the car, and took it all to a nearby garbage bin. She climbed back in and started the car. “You ready, cuz?”

“I’m ready.”

We drove back to Jaime’s house. By then, Antoine’s car, as well as the white Taurus, were gone. Rosie parked about two houses down. We got out with everything and went to work. The street and porch light helped us to see a little. We loosened the bricks surrounding the bushes near the porch and placed them quietly on the porch. I raked all the red-colored chips that surrounded the shrub onto the grass. We hacked away at the shrubbery; then the flowers, pulling out the roots. We dug holes in the lawn with the shovels—hurling some of the dirt and grass onto the porch. Luckily, it had rained earlier, which softened the ground, making that portion of the job much easier. By the time we were done, we were two sweaty pieces of funk. We tiptoed to the sidewalk, maneuvering around the holes. We stared at our work, then looked at each other and grinned.

Rosie leaned over toward me and then sniffed. “Whew! You are ripe.”

“You ain’t exactly a fresh flower in spring yourself, heifer. Let me do one more thing and we can leave.”

I walked around to the side of the house and got the water hose. I brought it around to the front and placed it in one of the holes near the middle of the lawn-or what was left of it. I went back and turned on the water full blast.

“Let’s go,” I said as I came back to the front.

We gathered the tools, put them in the trunk and left. As soon as we got home we went to our bathrooms and took showers. It was weird but, as I was taking my shower, I felt like I wasn’t only cleansing my body of dirt and sweat, but of Jaime as well. I felt a bit numb, with little spurts of hurt peeking through, threatening my tear ducts. It was going to take a minute, but I was determined to get over it. To me, infidelity was the ultimate betrayal and I knew that I’d never feel the same way about Jaime.

Still, I did—do love him. Sooner or later those tears I was holding in were going to come full force. I kind of wished that I’d taken the high road, but fuck that. He deserved what we did that night. Shit, fucking up his pride and joy was nothing compared to what he’d done to me.

That morning, the sound of the phone ringing jolted me out of my sleep. I saw from the caller ID that it was Jaime. My first inclination was to ignore the call, but then I decided I might as well get the shit over with. I reached over and picked up the receiver.

“What?”

“Don’t what me, goddamnit! What the fuck’s wrong wit’ you? You and your crazy ass cousin fucked up my shit!”

I had to pull the phone away from my ear because he was screaming so loud.
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