
		
		[image: image]
		

	
 

The
 Last Woman
 Standing




 

Tia McCollors

    

The
 Last Woman
 Standing

 

 

MOODY PUBLISHERS

CHICAGO



 


© 2009 by
 TIA MCCOLLORS

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form without
permission in writing from the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations
embodied in critical articles or reviews.

All Scripture quotations are taken from the New King James Version. Copyright ©
1982 by Thomas Nelson, Inc. Used by permission. All rights reserved.

Published in association with the literary agency of MacGregor Literary, 2373
NW 185th Avenue, Suite 165, Hillsboro, OR 97124.

Editor: Suzette Dinwiddie
 Interior Design: Ragont Design
Cover Design: 1721 Media, LLC, http://1721media.com
	Cover Image: Jupiter Images (jupiterimages.com)
Author Photo: Mic Nash

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

McCollors, Tia.
   The last woman standing / Tia McCollors.
       p. cm.
   ISBN 978-0-8024-9863-2 
   1. Triangles (Interpersonal relations)—Fiction. I. Title.
 PS3613.C365L37 2009 
813'.6—dc22

2009014091



                                                            1 3 5 7 9 10 8 6 4 2

Printed in the United States of America




 

 

To Reagan Victoria—

May you always stand up and walk in the truth
that you are fearfully and wonderfully made.



~ and ~



In loving memory of

Papa James McCollors



Your smile and love will always be engraved on my heart.
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Chapter 1

Anything worth having is worth fighting for. And you need to decide if you’re going to fight for your man.”

Sheila Rushmore’s best friend, Cassandra, barked the words almost like it was an ultimatum. Sheila agreed with her. Sort of. The problem was that Sheila wasn’t sure who or what she was fighting with. Ace had been her man for the last two years. They’d never had a problem. Nothing more than the disagreements and miscommunication that an average couple would have anyway. Until now.

He said nothing was wrong. But womanly instincts told Sheila that Ace was pulling away. There was something building a dividing wall between them. Slowly, brick by brick. When they were together lately, his thoughts seemed afar off instead of on her like they used to be. Something—or someone—was keeping him from the ultimate commitment that Sheila wanted—marriage.

Sheila was more than ready to jump the broom over into marital bliss. After two years of enjoying Ace all to herself, she’d start trying to have a child. Right now, Ace said that he was perfectly content with the two teenage daughters he already had. Of course, Sheila believed, that would change once they were joined in holy matrimony. As long as she was pregnant by the time she reached the defined high-risk pregnancy age of thirty-five, things would be great.

Something in Sheila’s gut had always told her she’d have a son. She’d raise him to be a responsible, God-fearing man like Ace, not the good-for-nothing man like her older brother had become. The more Sheila thought about it, maybe she would hold off having a child just in case it brought more pain than joy. Her brother’s lifestyle had etched wrinkles across her mother’s face long before it was time. Having a child could be postponed, but a husband was another thing.

Sheila turned up the temperature on her ceramic curling iron. “That would make sense if I knew what I was fighting,” she told Cassandra, who had turned her attention to Sheila’s armoire. Sheila parted her hair into small sections. Ace would be arriving before she knew it, and she wanted to look like a flawless diamond amidst a rack of costume jewelry.

Cassandra slid a gold bangle on her arm and twirled it around her wrist. Both of the women’s cheap jewelry had been tossed out when they decided to step up their game. No more living by the mantra “fake it ’til you make it.” It had become “do whatever you need to do to get it.”

Except when it came to one thing. The diamond engagement ring. As far as Sheila was concerned, she should’ve had a rock on her ring finger by now. She was smart, educated, and didn’t have three kids hanging on her dress hem to drive Ace away. She wasn’t a missionary, but she wasn’t a downright heathen either. Her motto was the same as what the old folks used to say: “God ain’t through with me yet.” At least she was trying.

Sheila wrapped her jet-black tresses around the barrel of the curling iron. Ace loved her hair when it was full and bouncy, like on the hair-care-product ads in Essence magazine. If there was one thing Sheila knew, Ace could never complain that she didn’t keep herself up. Even before their relationship, she prided herself in being meticulous about her looks—arched eyebrows, manicured nails, regular facials, her amber skin conditioned daily with cocoa butter and regular exfoliation.

Sheila’s maxed-out credit cards and her checking account that teetered on empty between paychecks probably told a little too much about how much she liked to take care of herself. But Sheila worked hard, and she believed in pampering herself. Ace appreciated it too, and every now and then, he treated her to a day at the spa. That was another good thing about Ace. He wasn’t stingy with his wallet.

She’d spotted him sitting alone at the bar in one of the restaurants in Atlanta’s Hartsfield-Jackson Airport. She slid up on the stool beside him and waited patiently until he looked up from the newspaper he was reading. When their eyes locked, Sheila knew she’d already reeled him in. By the end of his forty-five-minute layover, he’d left enough money for the Sprite he was nursing as well as for her meal. Sheila gave him her home and cell numbers on the back of her business card before he put on his pilot’s hat and walked down past the gates in terminal A.

It had taken Ace two weeks, but he’d finally called. The rest was history. And now, Sheila was concerned about their future.

Sheila swept a comb through her hair and picked up her hand mirror. “Me and Ace are going to be okay. I’ve been praying about it, and . . .”

“Praying about it?” Cassandra nearly choked on the bottled water she had turned up to her mouth. “Sister, open your eyes. A woman’s gut feeling is rarely wrong. You need to find out who the contender is so you can be prepared to take her out. Two years is too long to walk away without the championship belt.”

“But I don’t have proof of anything,” Sheila said. “He just seems distracted. That’s all.”

Cassandra blew out a sigh of frustration. “If you’ve learned anything about men in your thirty-two years on this earth, you should’ve learned this. Men are only distracted by two things. Women. And more women.” Cassandra tossed this week’s weave over her shoulder. “But you’re a grown woman. Do what you want to do. But if I were you, I’d use my faith and some common sense.”

Cassandra had a good point, Sheila thought, as she watched her friend abandon the jewelry armoire and rummage through her walk-in closet. If Cassandra didn’t know anything else, she almost had the psyche of men figured out. If Cassandra even smelled a hint of deception with one of the men she was dating, she unleashed her private-investigator skills. She was a pro at catching her men in compromising situations. The kind where they could do nothing but confess their wrongdoings and beg for Cassandra’s forgiveness. But she never took them back. Ever. Cassandra went on to the next man waiting in line.

That person right now was Hinton, a man she’d met at an after-work mixer one Thursday night. And though Cassandra didn’t believe in dating more than one man at a time, there was always a well-to-do man on the back burner.

But for Sheila, there wasn’t anyone else, nor did she want there to be.

“Here.” Cassandra came out of the closet and tossed a red, low-cut dress on Sheila’s bed. The tags were still on it. “Wear this.”

Sheila picked up the dress and hung it back in the closet. Until she looked at the tags, she didn’t remember that she’d forked over almost three hundred dollars for a dress that only had about fifty dollars worth of fabric.

“I’m wearing what I have on,” Sheila said, pushing back the closet door so she could look in the mirror hanging on the inside of it. “Black is always sexy and I don’t want to overdo it.”

Cassandra took the red dress back out of the closet. She draped it across her curvy silhouette and stepped in front of Sheila. “There’s no such thing as overdoing it.”

Sheila retreated to the bed and slid on her pointed toe pumps. “I’m officially ignoring you now. I need to get ready,” she said, fastening a gold pendant cross around her neck. She didn’t plan on using a dress to lure Ace. She just needed to use her feminine power in another way. Find out what was really bothering him and tend to his needs. She always wanted to be the one Ace ran to when he needed a place to lay his head.

Cassandra interrupted her thoughts.“Since I’m being ignored, I’m leaving,” she said, picking up her Coach purse—the one she’d convinced Sheila to give her after she’d borrowed it for a date with Hinton. “And if you’re not going to use this dress for its intended purpose, it’s going with me. Hinton invited me to a birthday party of one of his coworkers next week. I’m sure it’ll be a bunch of investment bankers and their stiff wives.This dress will bring a little excitement to the night.”

Sheila walked Cassandra to the door of her high-rise apartment, lighting a few of her candles along the way. She wanted romance to welcome Ace at the door. After being with his teenage daughters all weekend, he’d appreciate some time to relax before they left for dinner.

“Candles won’t help you keep a man,” Cassandra said. “You’ve got to do better than that.”

“Bye, Cassandra.”

Cassandra opened the coat closet and pulled out her leather jacket and a folded shopping bag. “I’m just saying. Are y’all still on that celibate kick? That’s probably what’s wrong with him. It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to know that a man has needs. God made them that way.”

“Bye, Cassandra. And don’t worry about what goes on behind our closed doors. Ace isn’t going anywhere.” Sheila said it more to convince herself.

“As long as you have a plan.” Cassandra saluted her friend then turned and marched down the hall like there was a crowd of admirers watching her exit. She didn’t bother to stop when she looked back over her shoulder and said, “Call me when you’re ready to go to war.”
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Chapter 2



Lynette Bowers had no intention of falling in love with her ex-husband. Not four years ago after the final divorce papers were signed, not two years ago when he started dating again. And definitely not now. So why was her heart feeling like it did seventeen years ago when she first realized he was “the one”?

Back then, Lynette was a free-spirited Spelman College junior and Scott “Ace” Bowers was the level-headed Morehouse senior whose effortless charm had swept her off of her feet. First came love, then came marriage, then came two little girls in the baby carriage. But Lynette didn’t expect the part of the story where the Mama and Daddy got too busy for each other because of their careers, and they kept butting heads about almost everything, especially how to raise their children. She didn’t remember the verse where the parents decided they’d be happier apart than they were together, and their daughters would be added to the statistics of children being raised in a single-parent household. First came love, then came divorce.

From the chaise lounge in her living room, Lynette watched Ace’s black BMW slink against the curb like a prowling black panther. No, this was not love Lynette was experiencing now, she decided. This was temporary insanity.

“I’ve got to do something about this,” Lynette said to herself. Either it was PMS or some other hormonal imbalance. Either way, she was thankful there was medication for both.

Ace had recently traded in his practical Volvo sedan for a sportier car that screamed midlife crisis, even though Lynette thought he was at least ten years away from that episode in a man’slife.

As always, Ace never parked in the driveway when he picked up or dropped off their daughters, Carmen and Jada. Maybe it was an attempt to respect her personal space in some way. Lynette had never asked. Whatever the reason, it was probably also why he rarely stepped past the front foyer or the formal living room of her home. The same place that was once their home.

Since the day they’d decided Ace should move out, Lynette could count on one hand the number of times he’d sat at the kitchen table. And she only needed two fingers to count the other men—besides family—who’d sat there. She was particular about any man she brought into her home, especially because of her girls.

Lynette marked the page of her romance novel with a faded Nordstrom’s receipt, then lifted the pinewood tray from her lap and onto the end table. She carefully balanced the meal that had become one of her favorites since kindergarten—a grilled cheese sandwich and a hot bowl of tomato soup. She had barely opened the front door when Carmen rushed in with a cell phone plastered to her ear. Lynette could tell from the excited chatter that the self-proclaimed fashionista had racked up on the latest clothing trends, all at the expense of her father’s wallet. Although the private Christian academy the girls attended required uniforms, Friday’s attire was left to tasteful outfits at the students’—and parents’—discretion. On that one day each week, Carmen made it her personal goal to be the most fashionable.

Lynette’s sixteen-year-old paused long enough to turn around and yell back down to the end of the driveway. Despite the early March chill hanging in the air, Ace and their younger, Jada, were taking their time getting overnight bags out of the trunk.

“Bye, Daddy . . . love you . . . thank you for my birthday presents . . . I’ll call you later.” Carmen ran her words together like punctuation didn’t exist.

Lynette held up a hand to stop Carmen’s rush to get upstairs and disappear into her bedroom. “Have I become invisible over the last few days?”

“Hey, Ma. I’ll be back down in a little while to show you my stuff,” Carmen said.

“Hey, baby,” Lynette said, kissing her elder daughter’s cheek. “I’ll be waiting.”

By the names on the plastic and paper shopping bags looped around her arms, Lynette could see that Carmen had persuaded her father to go to the Lenox Square and Phipps Plaza malls. Better Ace’s pocket than hers. He’d always had a hard time saying no to them as it was.

Carmen and Jada had their father strung out between both of their pinkie fingers. Carmen could squeeze out his last dime if necessary, and Jada’s athletic ability made up for the fact that Ace didn’t get the son he’d once hoped for. She guessed it was still a possibility for him though.

While Lynette had no one, Ace had Sheila. From what Lynette had seen, Sheila was attractive. And from what she could remember, she was a corporate recruiter and about eight years younger than Ace. Sheila had just come into the thirties, and Lynette was close to heading out of them. The odds were in Sheila’s favor.

But that didn’t matter anyway, Lynette told herself. That was the last thing she needed to be thinking about. Her marriage was history.

“You guys hurry up,” Lynette yelled outside. “You’re letting all of the heat out of my house.” She chuckled at what she said. It was evidence that she was getting older. Her grandmother would’ve said the same thing. Before she died, Grandma Rosa Mae claimed Ace as her grandson. If he even so much as thought about one of her chicken pies with the homemade golden crust, she’d have one waiting for him when he returned home from flying. If Grandma Rosa Mae had been alive when they were going through their divorce, she would’ve been devastated. In her eyes Ace could do no wrong, but at the time Lynette could’ve given her an endless list of why he was failing as a husband. In retrospect, most of the things that seemed so big, now didn’t matter individually. It was when all of the infractions were heaped together that their molehill of problems became a mountain.

None of that had mattered to Grandma Rosa Mae. With God’s help, she thought, anything and everything could be fixed. Including Ace.

Ace. That fine piece of man coming up my driveway, Lynette thought. Forget wanting to read. She’d been alone at home all weekend. Maybe Ace would want to sit and talk a while. Talk was about the only thing she was allowed to do anyway. That is, if she wanted to “do it right.” She’d had four years of “doing it right.” You could’ve never told her that she’d be walking down a road of celibacy again. It was getting hard. Real hard.

Stop it, Lynette. Just stop thinking about it.

Ace and Lynette weren’t the typical ex-spouses. They’d remained friends even after the divorce, yet had detached themselves emotionally from their romantic love. They still cared for each other—but were only friends. It wasn’t until about three months ago that Lynette started looking at Ace through a different set of eyes.

She’d been having one of those nights. The kind of night when she thought about the possibility of being single forever and surviving the empty nest once the girls were off to college. She prayed—nearly begged—to God for a husband that she could be friends with like she’d been with Ace when their love was fresh and untainted. Before selfishness and disagreements shook them apart. The next morning after that prayer she’d seen Ace, and that’s when the feelings for Ace begin to push their way into her heart again. Didn’t God know that Ace wasn’t supposed to be the answer to her prayer? He couldn’t be.

Because there was Sheila.
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Chapter 3



Ace walked inside and took off the cap covering his low tapered cut. His face, however, was scruffy, and at least four days’ worth of stubble sprouted across his chin and jawline. He’d let his facial hair grow in over the last few days, but Lynette knew he’d have to shave by morning.

“Lynn?” Ace said it like he’d had to repeat himself several times to snap her out of her daydreaming. He was the only one who she allowed to shorten her name. Lynn. Once in a blue moon, Lynnie.

“Hmm? Hey, Ace,” Lynette finally said. “Sorry. Had something on my mind.”

“Anything you want to talk about?”

“No,” she rushed to say, studying his face. Lynette liked when he wore a beard better than when he had to sport the baby-smooth face required when he was on the schedule as a pilot for one of Atlanta’s major airlines. Facial hair or not, he still looked incredibly handsome today. Incredibly. It just didn’t make sense . . .

No, Lynette. There was a reason why they’d gotten divorced in the first place. Life was about moving forward, learning lessons, and not repeating the same mistakes.

“Came back with an empty wallet again?” Lynette asked, starting a conversation to distract her roaming thoughts—and eyes.

“Don’t I always?” Ace asked. “But I’d do it every day if I had the time. And the money.”

Money had never been a problem. Time. That had always been an issue, Lynette thought.

“Well, you’ve got two months until my birthday, Daddy. So I hope your wallet is stacked again before then,” Jada reminded him, popping the gum in her mouth like she was with a group of girlfriends jumping double Dutch by a fire hydrant on a street corner. “I don’t really want any clothes, but I’ve got some other things in mind.”

“Please, Jada. That gum,” Lynette said. “All that smacking is annoying.”

“Sorry, Ma.” Jada popped the bubble sitting at the end of her pursed lips, then sucked the gum back into her mouth.

Ace laughed and Lynette knew it was because he was well aware of one of her biggest pet peeves. He knew all the little things about her. If she started over with a new love interest at this point in her life, it would take him a while to learn all of her idiosyncrasies. That alone might send a man running—in the opposite direction.

“You know I’ve got you, baby girl,” Ace was saying to Jada. “You’ll have your day, too.”

Jada laid her head on her father’s chest. Unlike Carmen, Jada hadn’t grown out of regularly basking in her parents’ affection.

“I won’t be able to make it to your basketball game this week,” Ace told Jada. He gave her a squeeze and planted his customary kisses between Jada’s eyebrows. “I’m taking on a couple of international flight schedules this month so I’ll be out of town all this week, at least.”

“Yes, I remember,” Jada said, wiping her forehead. “And be careful with my skin, Dad. Please.”

Puberty had recently dotted several small pimples on Jada’s forehead for the first time, and she had started a new skin-care regimen to retain her previously flawless mocha skin.

“What? My lips are clean.” Ace pulled Jada closer so he could examine the small breakout. “They actually might help these three little friends you’ve got staring back at me,” he teased.

I could use a little bit of that help, Lynette thought. She felt a warm rush on the inside, and it wasn’t from her tomato soup that was growing cold on the end table.

That’s what I get for reading that book. Lynette had never been one to get caught up in the television soap operas, but her guilty pleasure had been the occasional romance novel like the one she’d been reading this weekend. As soon as Ace left, she was headed straight to her bedroom to read the entire Bible. Twice.

Jada snapped her fingers. “I’ll be right back, Daddy. Let me wash my face and then I’m gonna get you one of my basketball pictures.” She dashed up the steps, but not before throwing her arms around Lynette’s neck and kissing her cheek.

“Is she serious? Is she really going to wash her face first?” Ace asked.

“She’s very serious.” Lynette held up two fingers. “Soaps up twice, rinses twice.”

Ace sat on the settee in the foyer. “Other than three bodies of walking estrogen in the same house, how are you doing?” he asked, rubbing his knuckles across his stubble.

If Lynette didn’t know better, she’d have thought Ace was checking her out. The sweatpants she was wearing were comfortable, but it wasn’t like she was hidden under a shapeless mound of fabric. It hugged her body just as nicely as it had the curvy model on the website.

Lynette tapped Ace’s leg and he scooted over so she could sit beside him. “I can’t complain,” she said. “I take that back. I could, but I won’t. I just have to remind myself that like the terrible twos, this too, shall pass. This teenage drama.”

“You’re probably overreacting, Lynn,” Ace said. “Give the girls a break sometimes.”

There he goes, Lynette thought. Why waste her breath? She’d done that for ten years and Ace was always the one who pointed the issue back to something she must’ve been doing wrong. She was the hand of discipline and his hands would swoop down to his daughters’ rescue.

Carmen and Jada were only separated by two years in age, and about six pounds in weight. There were days when they acted like the angels Lynette tried to raise them to be, and others when she felt like someone had switched her children under her nose and given her disrespectful clones. But Ace didn’t see that part. Not before they’d gotten the divorce, and definitely not now. Now it was worse. Sometimes she felt that he tried to make it up to the girls because their parents’ marriage had fallen into the world’s statistics and outside of the values they tried to instill in them.

“All you have to do is call me if they get too out of hand,” Ace said. “You know that.”

Lynette nodded, though she already knew what he’d do. Nothing. “So far I’ve been able to handle everything,” Lynette said. But what she couldn’t handle was thinking about Ace and his relationship right now.

Lynette wondered if Ace would marry Sheila. She really didn’t want to know, but she felt compelled to ask. It had been at least two years ago when Ace first approached her with the subject of his growing relationship with Sheila. He’d talked to her about how it would affect the girls. Asked her if she thought it was too early for the girls to see him with someone else. They’d had the “talk” with the girls together, and he and Sheila’s relationship took off once Ace knew the girls were comfortable with the idea.

But Ace had never asked Lynette how it would affect her. Frankly, he wasn’t obligated to. So she took it like a big girl and got over it. Yet many times she’d questioned God as to why it seemed the man was always able to move on and find love so quickly, while the woman lived her life for and through her children.

“Well how about you?” Lynette finally asked. She couldn’t be scared to face reality. “How’s Sheila?” There. She’d done it.

“She’s good,” Ace said, looking at his watch like he suddenly remembered he had somewhere to go. “We’re going out tonight.”

Sting to the heart. “Special occasion?” Lynette asked. Like dumping her? Because if I’m alone, the least you could do is be alone, too, Lynette wanted to say.

“Anniversary. According to her calendar. You know how y’all are.”

Anniversary? Stab to the heart. “Oh, so she’s hanging in there.” Lynette raised her eyebrows. “How long has it been? Two years?”

“Good memory.”

“You call it memory. I call it keeping tabs on the woman who’s around my girls.”

Ace shook his head. “You know I rarely mix my time with the girls with anybody else, unless it’s family. Sheila has never been an exception.” He added, “Even though she’s a good woman.”

Ace didn’t know that his words were turning the dagger. God, me and You are going to have to have a long talk tonight, Lynette thought. Because there are some feelings that You’re going to have to take away. Because I’ve never looked at this man before and felt like I wanted to cry.
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Chapter 4



Ace never had a problem talking to Lynette about his relationship with Sheila, though he didn’t make it part of their regular conversation. His comments about her were quick. Nothing deep.

But Ace picked up on the change in Lynette’s countenance when he’d said Sheila was a good woman. He couldn’t read exactly what she was thinking, but then again, she’d said she had something on her mind. If she wanted him to know, Lynette usually wasn’t one to hold anything back.

Ace unzipped the top of his coat. As usual whenever the temperature dropped to anywhere below the sixties, Lynette had the house roasting inside. And he could tell she was having a kindergarten flashback again. He could smell the lingering scent of toasted bread and melted cheese. She’d probably warmed some tomato soup, too.

Lynette smiled at him. It was forced and unmistakably fake.

“I appreciate you keeping the times with your daughters special,” Lynette said. “And I know they appreciate having you to themselves, too.”

“No problem,” he said.

At least somebody appreciated it, Ace thought, because Sheila still had problems with it. Sheila wanted them to be one big happy family—minus Lynette of course. She had never been married and didn’t have any children—though he knew she wanted to be a wife. His wife. And eventually a mother. To his children. A few months after they’d started dating, Ace was quick to tell her that he was done with bringing children into this world. He couldn’t see starting over with a baby when Jada was already twelve at the time. He’d have to find another way to make his contribution to replenish the earth. Plant some trees or something, he’d joked to Sheila that day.

Sheila had treaded lightly around the subject since then. She probably thought she could change his mind. But little did she know, there was no way that was going to happen.

Lynette patted Ace’s knee. “Sheila’s a smart woman. She’d better hold on to you tight if she doesn’t want somebody else to snatch you up.”

“Somebody like who?”

“That’s a good question,” Lynette said, scratching her temple. “Because you’re getting up there in age and a whole lot of these women don’t want old men after a while. Unless it’s just to be their sugar daddy, of course.”

“So now you wanna be a comedienne?” He chuckled. “Keep your day job.”

Lynette’s genuine smile returned. It was the one that had made him stop and turn around to meet her when he was on Spelman’s campus with some of his Morehouse brothers. She was so beautiful. Even their dissolved marriage couldn’t change that. But almond-shaped eyes and soft lips can’t keep a marriage together.

And what was up with Lynette touching his knee. Or maybe it was more of a pat. Any other time he wouldn’t have noticed, because that was the kind of person Lynette was. Her hands talked more than she did when she was in a conversation.

But today’s touch was different. And it scared him. Not her touch necessarily, but his internal response to it. Or maybe it’s the way she’s wearing those sweatpants, Ace thought, relishing the quick moment he could get an undisturbed look at her. She was relaxed, her eyes closed and her head resting back against the wall. Then she opened them. He didn’t have time to act like his gaze had been focused somewhere else.

“Why are you looking at me like that?” Lynette asked.

Her eyes hadn’t been closed all the way, after all. He was straight busted.

“I’m not really looking at you,” he lied. “I was just looking in your direction.”

“Lost in thought, huh?”

“You can call it that.”

“What are you thinking about? Sheila?” She sat forward. “You’re not popping the big question tonight are you?”

“What? What made you ask that?”

“It has been two years. At our age that’s more than enough time to know if you’re going to marry somebody.”

Ace sat up too. Lynette and Sheila were starting to sound like the same recorded message. “I wouldn’t take a step like that unless I’d talked to Carmen and Jada about it. Marriage is a serious decision.”

“Tell me something I don’t know,” she said. “And we both know it’s not easy, either.”

“No it’s not,” Ace agreed. “But it is what you make of it.”

Lynette was leaning back against the wall again. This time he looked a little harder to make sure her eyes were closed. Above her head hung the first piece of art she’d splurged on when they were married. The original piece—painted by a local female artist—was an impressionistic depiction of a woman protecting her seed. A closet artist herself, Lynette always tried to support beginning artists. But even the best artist couldn’t transcribe to canvas the beauty—inside and out—of the woman sitting under it. The glow on her face was more alluring the longer he looked at her.

He turned his head. He’d gotten too many looks in already. He tried to focus on something else.

Sheila is waiting for me. What’s taking Jada so long to get her picture?

Music suddenly blasted from somewhere upstairs, breaking the comfortable silence he and Lynette had been sitting in. On the radio, some teenage crooner—Ace couldn’t keep up with them all—was whining about his naive version of love and relationships.

That boy doesn’t know a thing, Ace thought. He hasn’t experienced the half of it.

The day Ace had opened the final divorce decree, he’d wondered if he should’ve fought harder—for them. The thought had never crossed his mind again. Until now. What if . . . ?

No. He still loved Lynette, just not in that way. He loved her as the mother of his children, as the best friends they once were, and as the amicable friends they were now. Just friends. They had moved on with their lives and both of them were happy.

Moments later a slammed door muffled the music.

“Here you go Daddy,” Jada said, coming downstairs and handing him a five-by-seven photo of her dressed in the red and black uniform with a basketball balanced on her knee. “You can add that to my wall of fame at your house.”

“You got it, baby girl,” Ace said. Relieved to escape his thoughts, he stood up and tried to flick off the white paste Jada had dotted on top of her miniscule pimples.

“Stop, Daddy,” she whined, holding his hand away. “This is serious business.”

“You’re too young to have business.” Ace put on his hat, and flipped up the collar of his coat. “You guys be good. I’ll call you when I get back.”

“All right, Daddy.” Jada pulled on Lynette’s arms to help her mother to her feet. She wrapped her arms around Lynette’s waist.The older Jada got, the more Ace noticed an even more striking resemblance between them.

“Okay, Lynn. Call me if you need anything and I’ll get back to you as soon as I can,” Ace said, opening the front door.

He looked back. The glow that was on her face—almost alight—seemed to shine more intensely. The foyer’s chandelier was off. This light he was seeing wasn’t man-made.

“I need to get out of here,” Ace said aloud to himself, for one reason to his daughter and ex-wife for another.

Now.
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Chapter 5



Ace’s twenty-minute ride to Sheila’s place near downtown Atlanta was absorbed with thoughts of Lynette. Finally, he took it as a sign from God that he needed to pray for her. Why else would Lynette be entrenched in his mind at a time when he was going to celebrate with his woman?

So Ace followed God’s urging and prayed. Then he turned on the radio to try and drown out his thoughts until he pulled into the gated apartment complex on Piedmont Road. He punched in Sheila’s gate access code, and turned into the first set of luxury apartment homes.

Some reprieve from his thoughts came when Sheila opened the door.

“Hey, honey,” Sheila said, falling into his arms as soon as he stepped inside.

Ace wrapped his arms around her and squeezed thoughts of Sheila back into his heart and mind. The scent of her freshly shampooed hair mingled with her signature Dolce & Gabbana Light Blue fragrance welcomed him. She held him equally as tight.

“Oh, it takes an anniversary for me to get a welcome like this,” Ace said, his face still buried in her full, chin-length locks.

“Don’t even try it,” she said, softly pushing him away. “Let me blow out all these candles and we can go. I wanted us to sit down and relax for a while but you’re late. Shame on you.” Sheila gave him a flirty smile.

Watching Sheila made Ace remember why he’d been so attracted to her. Her looks would draw the eyes of most men, and her elegance and intelligence got the approval of women who admired seeing other sisters who carried a royalty about them.

Ace had long let go of his expectations of having a perfect woman. Marriage had shown him that he wasn’t perfect, and he couldn’t expect anybody else to be. He appreciated Sheila for trying to meet his expectations, but at times he wished she’d try to please God more than him. A few months after meeting, he’d invited her to church. She always attended willingly and noticeably enjoyed the service. But Sheila wouldn’t go to church without him, which meant she rarely went. Most Sunday mornings Ace wasn’t back in town. And when he was, he usually took the girls to worship with him. Ace knew her relationship with God wasn’t about having perfect attendance at church, but he also knew that hearing the preached Word from a pastor like Pastor Bailey would change her life.

One of Ace’s first gifts to Sheila was a red leather-bound Bible. He hoped it would encourage her to dig a little deeper to nurture her spiritual life. They’d shared that same Bible the last time they went to church together about a month ago. Most of the pages were still as crisp as the day he’d given it to her.

Sheila had her favorite lineup of televangelists that she liked to watch on Sunday mornings. And there was nothing wrong with that. Even Pastor Bailey had a broadcast that aired on the local cable network. Ace just wanted Sheila to give as much attention to her inner woman as she did to her outer woman. But she was growing. A little slowly, but that had to account for something.

“Let me grab something from my bedroom,” Sheila said. “I’ll be back in a minute.”

“Hurry up. You’re going to make us late. Shame on you,” he teased.

Sheila added an extra twist to her walk as she walked down the short hallway leading to her bedroom. Sconces lined the wall now where there once used to be an arrangement of diamond-shaped mirrors. Sheila was always adding something new to her décor. Ace thought she watched too many home decorating show sand subscribed to too many fashion magazines. How she spent her money had been a heated topic lately, but Ace had no problem bowing out. It was her money and she was entitled to spend it however she wanted to. The problem would come if her money ever became their money. Or his money, their money.

Ace knew he didn’t deal with his money with a closed fist, but he wasn’t going to let anyone squander away his savings for the sake of fashion. He already had Carmen to deal with.

Ace knew Sheila was getting impatient—or maybe it was eager—about getting married. He wasn’t ready to give her his last name. It’s not that she didn’t deserve it. He’d even looked at engagement rings the last time he’d taken in his watch to get serviced. Sheila didn’t know that. That was about three months ago. His stomach churned that day he was in the jewelry store. He’d known it wasn’t time.

Ace had the typical excuse in his head. It’s not you, it’s me.

Sheila had never tried to replace Lynette, nor had she uttered a bad word about her. For one thing, she’d been given no reason to. There were a few times, however, when Sheila admitted she’d had to fight a tinge of jealousy because Ace had never hidden the fact that he remained friends with his ex-wife.

Sheila accepted it, but that didn’t mean she was 100 percent comfortable with it. However, it had been that way between he and Lynette long before Sheila was in the picture.

“Are you ready?” Sheila asked, her laser-brightened teeth encased in pink-glossed lips. She clicked on the soft light under the lamp on the living room end table. A picture of the two of them at her job’s Christmas party last year seemed to glow under the lamp’s spotlight.

All that night, Ace had heard about what a nice couple they made. Nobody directly asked the question hanging in the air. “So, when are you two going to get married?” But he could tell they wanted to know by the way they hinted at him always being at their future events. He endured the night of office politics disguised as a holiday celebration, and fed Sheila’s questionable colleague, Clive, with a long-handled spoon. That man always looked like he was up to something.

Sheila picked up her keys. “Okay, I’m ready for real, now.”

Ace slid Sheila’s red overcoat over her arms, then pulled her into his chest again. Her breathing was slow and relaxed, like she was exactly where she wanted to be. It seemed she knew for sure.

“I never thought having the man of my dreams would feel this good,” she whispered. “It’s been a great two years, Ace. I can’t see myself with anyone else.”

“Me either, Lynn.”

Ace suddenly realized what he’d said, but not as quickly as Sheila had. With the look of shock and hurt in her eyes, Ace saw her expectations for a romantic night flicker out. It was going to be a long—and silent—night.
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Chapter 6



The silent treatment.

It was supposed to make Ace feel guilty, but it was making Sheila mad instead. Ace went about his normal, good-natured self—singing in the car, chatting with the young hostess at the restaurant. Probably not even thinking about the fact that he’d call her by his ex-wife’s name.

He’d apologized, but for Sheila, that wasn’t enough. She’d carried her attitude the entire car ride to McCormick and Schmick’s. It was one of their favorite places to dine when they’d first started dating, but this evening was already dampened—not only by the light drizzle that had started, but by Ace’s stupid slip of the tongue.

“How long do you plan on acting like a child?” Ace pushed away the plate that used to be heaped with a salmon penne dish,minus the hazelnuts. He finished his tea and motioned for their waitress to bring him the dessert tray.

“First of all, you know I’m all woman, so don’t try to bash me with your snide comments.” Sheila took her napkin off of her lap and put it beside her plate. “Second of all, I think I’m entitled to be angry. You called me by another woman’s name.” She was irritated enough to toss her uneaten lobster in his face, but she wasn’t that kind of woman anymore. She’d leave that kind of drama for Cassandra.

“It wasn’t just any old woman. It was my ex-wife. My friend. And it was an honest mistake. She was the last person I’d talked to before I got to your house.”

“And evidently you were still thinking about her.”

Sheila pushed away her plate. Ace didn’t say a single word in response. That was worse than anything he could’ve said.

And it could only mean one thing. Lynette had been on his mind. Probably still was. Sheila’s plan to pout had backfired. He was probably thinking about how Lynette was more of a woman and wouldn’t act so immature.

“I’m sorry.” Sheila reached out for his hand. Ace hesitated a moment, then put his hand on top of hers.

Truce, she thought. For now. But it was a mistake she wouldn’t soon forget.

“So can we enjoy the rest of the night?” Ace asked.

“Done.”

“And you’ll come cuddle up beside me instead of leaving my jacket to keep me warm?”

Sheila got up from her lonely side of the table. She drew the curtain closed in their private nook, then slid in the booth beside him, into the crook of his arm. Then it hit her.

Sheila was so mad that he’d called her Lynette, that she’d forgotten that this may be the night. He’d brought her to one of their favorite places. He hadn’t taken off his sports jacket all night. It could only be because her round brilliant diamond with pear-shaped side stones was waiting for her in its coveted Tiffany box.

“Bring those pretty brown legs closer, girl. I’ve got a long week. I need some thighs beside me.”

Sheila was more than happy to. Lynette may have had his mind for a minute, but now, Ace was with her.

“Don’t start something you can’t finish, Mr. Bowers. And you know the rules.”

“Yeah I know the rules. I made sure we had them, remember. But rules are made to be broken.”

Sheila reared back to get a good look at Ace’s face. He didn’t flinch. Looked at her straight in the face like he truly meant what he said. He was always the strong one . . . she was the one who felt like she was in heat.

“Stop playing, Ace.”

This time the silence between them was a teaser.

“Are you serious?” Sheila asked.

“Sit back and relax. It’s our special night.”

The waitress came to clean the table and at the same time, Sheila cleared away her grudges. Cassandra didn’t know what she was talking about. She couldn’t let Cassandra keep planting those seeds of doubt about her relationship, just because she didn’t have a steady man as committed as Ace.

Sheila turned her cheek upwards toward Ace so that he could kiss her. She didn’t even complain about that prickly beard that she wanted him to shave off. Ace seemed to breathe her in. Maybe, there wasn’t anything to fight about after all.
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Chapter 7



Just tonight, honey,” Sheila purred. “It’s our special night. Remember what you said about the rules? Well I’m ready to break them.” Sheila dropped her coat on the back of the love seat. She wanted, however, to peel off the rest of her clothes and leave a trail from her front door to her king-sized bed. Like they did in the movies.

But this was no movie. Her reality was a relationship with no relations, and despite all the stuff Ace had talked at the dinner table, it didn’t look like he was going to back it up.

“If we open a door, it’s going to be hard to close it. You know that. We’ve been down this road before.” Ace sat down on the couch. He still had his coat zipped high to his chin as if he didn’t plan on getting comfortable.

Sheila had never known a man who had such willpower—not with her anyway. Everyone said the way to a man’s heart was through his stomach. Before trying to walk this celibate journey that Ace had led her to, she would’ve challenged that statement. Her way to a man’s heart had always been through the bed. Until she realized she’d never had those men’s hearts at all. She’d fed their lusts, not their love. And when the relationship was over, the man packed his issues into her oversized emotional baggage.

That’s why she was so in love with Ace. He was even-tempered, made her feel secure, and wasn’t only interested in her body. Although on nights like tonight, she wished he was. One of them had to be strong in this walk of celibacy they’d decided on. In actuality, the “they” was really “he,” because God knows she was weak in this area.

Sheila pressed the button on her coffeemaker. It looked like caffeine would have to do tonight. Ace was already starting to nod on her couch. He’d come out of his coat and propped his head upon one of her zebra-print throw pillows.

She walked over and sat on his lap, letting her legs stretch the length of the couch. Ace awakened slightly and let his arms relax around her waist. She reclined quietly at first, enjoying the steady beat of his heart and their synchronized breathing.

After a while, Sheila couldn’t resist the urge to kiss the side of his neck, then nibble on his ear lobe. When his arms tightened around her, she knew she’d found the button. The button that let his guard down.

Passion lit between them. The classic movie scene she’d thought of when they first walked inside was about to play out.

“No. Stop.” Ace gently held her hands down, preventing them from massaging his biceps.

“It’s okay,” she whispered. “God will forgive us, Ace.”

“No, it’s not okay. Even if He will.”

It was wrong for Sheila to pull out a Scripture on Ace at a time like this, but it was her last ace card, so to speak. “The Bible says ‘it is better to marry than to burn,’” she rushed to say, praying to herself that she was saying it right.

“Sheila—”

“It’s obvious we’re burning.” Sheila looked at their tousled clothes and wiped the lipstick smeared across Ace’s face. “We should just get married, Ace. We don’t need a big ceremony. Just the two of us. I’ll even go to the courthouse. As long as I have you, I don’t need all the other stuff.”

“Sheila.” Ace’s voice deepened like it did when he meant business.

Sheila interrupted him. “It’s been two years.” She dropped her voice to almost a whisper. “Don’t you think I’m worth it?”

“It’s not about your worth, Sheila.”

“Well what is it about?” She pressed. Her bottom lip began to tremble as she held back the tears. She couldn’t let her emotions get the best of her.

“You’re trying to start an argument,” Ace said.

“No, I’m not,” Sheila said, trying to keep her voice pleasant. “I’m starting a discussion. That’s what adults do when they’re in a relationship. Especially one they’ve been in for two years.”

Ace lifted Sheila off of his lap. He reached for his coat that had been tossed on the floor in the heat of the moment.

“Don’t leave, Ace. Not when I want to talk about us.”

“We’re fine. Stop working yourself up. Enjoy where we are in the relationship.”

That was the problem—no thoughts for the future. Sheila went into the kitchen. Her thermal mug kept her coffee warm but she dumped the liquid down the drain anyway.

The entire night was a wash. By this time, she knew that there was no Tiffany box or any kind of jewelry ring box. She’d kept her gift to him in her purse so they could exchange them at the same time, but the only thing he’d given her tonight was a hard time.

“You know what? I’m exhausted. I think I’ll head for bed.” Sheila turned off the light in the kitchen. “Unless you plan on coming with me, you should probably go home and get some rest yourself. Your passengers will appreciate an alert captain.”

“So you’re putting me out?”

“You can stay—if you want to—on the couch. Just wake me up before you leave in the morning.”

If Ace stayed, there was no way he’d make it through the night on the couch. By daybreak, she’d feel her duvet lifting and he’d crawl underneath into the warmth with her.

“No,” Ace decided. “It’s all good. My bed is calling me, too.” He picked up his keys. “Are you going to church in the morning?”

Sheila hated when he asked her that. It was like he was keeping tabs on her attendance. “I’m really tired. I’ll probably sleep in,” Sheila said.

She heard the muffled ringing of his cell phone in his pocket. He pulled it out as he walked toward the door. From behind him, Sheila could see the name that read across the display. Lynn.

“I have to be checked in tomorrow morning by ten,” Ace said.

If Sheila didn’t know better, she would’ve thought his pace quickened on the way to the door. He seemed more than anxious to leave now.

“I’ll call you tomorrow before I leave,” he said. Ace pecked her on the lips.

It was a single, dry kiss.

Cassandra’s call to action pushed ahead in Sheila’s thoughts. The fight for her man was definitely on.
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Chapter 8



Ace waited until he was in front of Sheila’s apartment building before he called Lynn back.

“What’s up, Lynn?”

“Hey. I need to meet you at your house.”

What? “Oh . . . okay. What’s going on?”

“Don’t get your hopes up lover boy.” Lynette’s voice was playful. “Carmen left her thumb drive in your computer and it has the homework she needs to turn in on Monday. I need to come and get it before you fly out tomorrow, and in the morning we’ll be too busy trying to get out of here on time for church.”

“It’s pretty late,” Ace said. He looked up to the seventh-floor row of windows of the apartment building and noticed the silhouette of Sheila standing at her window. Seconds later, the light turned off, leaving Ace to wonder if she was still watching him or had retreated to bed like she’d said.

“Do you need me to bring it to you? Or I can meet you halfway,” Ace offered to Lynette.

“No. It’ll only take me twenty minutes to get there. I need to get out of the house anyway. I was cooped up inside all weekend.”

“All right then. I’ll see you in a bit.”

And with that quick conversation, Ace’s mind went to work again. He’d been so frustrated with Sheila’s constant hawking that he hadn’t even been thinking about Lynette until now. Now he had to go back to taming his mind again.

Only God knew if Lynette was subconsciously the reason why he couldn’t commit to Sheila. Or maybe Kenny would be able to bring some clarity.

Kenny Pope was Ace’s friend of twelve years. As their brotherhood grew, Ace leaned on Kenny as a man of spiritual accountability, hence his nickname from Ace, “Pope.” They’d met at a chapter meeting of their fraternity, and had done some community service work together at a juvenile detention center. Although they’d attended two different colleges—Ace at Morehouse and Kenny at the University of Georgia at Athens—they’d crossed the gold and black burning sands of their fraternity during the same year. They’d even crossed over into holy matrimony within a month of each other and knew what came with getting married at a young age.

Kenny was a woman’s ideal family man. He was a volunteer football coach for the Little League that his eleven- and thirteen year-old boys played in, and he was the willing car pool driver for single moms balancing children and their other countless duties. Kenny was heavily involved in his family’s life and Ace admired him for having the balance that he could never achieve with Lynette and the girls.

Kenny had helped Ace ground his decisions countless times by using prayer and walking him through Scriptures. It hurt his friend’s heart when Ace and Lynette decided to divorce. The night of Ace’s final divorce decree, Kenny let him crash on his couch, even though he’d had his own bedroom apartment at the time. No questions asked. He knew Kenny could sense that he didn’t want to go home alone.

Ace could count on one hand how many people he considered to be a true friend. Kenny Pope was one of them. And he was always an open ear, even at almost midnight on a Saturday.

Kenny’s wife, April, answered the phone.

“Hey, April. It’s Ace.”

“Hi Ace,” she said in her usual cheerful voice. If she was asleep, her voice didn’t tell on her. “You doing all right?”

“Everything’s good. I’m sorry for calling so late, but is Pope home? He’s not answering his cell.”

“No telling what he’s doing. He’s down in the basement. You know the king of the castle never answers the home phone. He got that mess from his daddy. Hold on a minute.”

Ace laughed. He knew it was true. Kenny was the younger image of his father, Kenny Sr., in looks, character, and personality. The senior and junior Kennys had everything in their relationship that Ace wished he’d had with his. Ace’s father had passed down his work drive—the importance of being a provider. He’d failed to show him how to be a husband and a father.

“Whaddup man?” Kenny was a night owl. Most nights he didn’t go to bed until at least three o’clock in the morning, and that was only because he wanted to be alert enough to drop off his boys at school if they missed the bus, which they usually did.

“Bro. Sorry I called you so late, but my mind is playing tricks on me.”

“What? Give me a little more, man,” Kenny said. “You’re scaring me.”

“I’ve been thinking a lot, Pope.” Ace paused. This was his first confession. His leather car seat might as well have been a couch in a psychiatrist’s office.

“About?” Kenny prodded.

“About Lynn.”

“Is she okay?”

“She’s fine.” He blew a stream of air. “Real fine. Looking finer every time I see her as a matter of fact.” He thought about those sweatpants she’d been wearing this evening.

“Oh. It’s like that?”

Ace could imagine Kenny shaking his head. Then he’d pick at the hairs on his chin like he did when he was about to go into deep thought.

“Yeah,” Ace said, feeling like he was breathing better already. It was a relief of sorts to get the secret off of his chest. “Crazy, ain’t it?”

“No. Not really. She did used to be your wife,” Kenny said.

“But now she’s the ex. There’s a reason for that.”

“But there were more reasons she was your wife.”

Ace pulled into his garage. “Now you’re the one trippin’. You’re supposed to tell me that I’m thinking crazy. You’re biased toward Lynn but Sheila is a good woman, too.”

“Never said she wasn’t. But is she a good woman for you? That’s the real question.”

“Come on, Pope. Why do you always have to be so deep?”

“I’m just saying. You called me. I can’t help God wired my mind like this. My line name was Professor Pope. I’ve told you the stories.”

“’Bout a thousand times.” Ace opened his door and punched in the code to turn off the alarm. “Come on back to this century. It’s too late at night to talk about old frat stories.”

Ace sat down on his couch and tossed his car keys on the table beside Sheila’s present. Shoot. Sheila’s present. He couldn’t believe it hadn’t even crossed his mind. He’d made another grave for himself that he was going to have to dig himself out of. Perhaps the heart and-key-lock charm would help him get out a little faster. It was always “Tiffany this” and “Tiffany that. ” Sheila had dropped so many hints about opening a blue box—with something that she hadn’t bought for herself—that he would’ve been a fool not to take that drive out to Phipps Plaza.

“So whaddaya going to do?” Kenny asked. “About Lynette?”

“Nothing. I’m with Sheila.”

“Man. I’ve never heard you talk one time like you’re trying to make what you have with Sheila permanent.”

“That has nothing to do with Sheila. Everything to do with me.”

Kenny laughed. “So you’re using that old line? You’re going to have to find something else to say soon. Sheila’s not going to go for that forever.”

“Shoot. She’s not going for it now,” Ace admitted. “The pressure is on my neck man. I can feel the leash clamping down on me.” He coughed and sputtered like he was being strangled.

Kenny laughed, but it didn’t take him long to snap back into giving his tried-and-true advice. “Only a dog needs a leash, man. As long as you’re being an upright, righteous man that’s dealing with a virtuous woman you don’t have to worry about all that.”

Ace questioned whether he could still be considered an upright, righteous man if he was dating one woman, but thinking about another. He cut to the chase. “Lynn’s on her way over.”

“She’s what? Y’all aren’t doing that late-night call thing are you?”

“Slow down, Pope. She’s picking up Carmen’s thumb drive. She needs it for her homework. And little does Lynn know, but she’s already got me in trouble one time tonight. I called Sheila by her name.”

“No you didn’t.”

“I did.”

“And you’re still walking? I’m surprised she didn’t cut your legs off at the knee. Women don’t play that.”

“Tell me about it,” Ace said.

“Sheila must be in it for the long run, then.”

“Oh, that’s not all. I just realized when I walked back in the house that I forgot to give her the anniversary gift.”

“And she didn’t say anything about it?” Kenny asked.

“Not a word.”

“Oh, don’t worry. She’s sitting on that one. Letting it simmer for a while. You’ll hear about it sooner or later.”

Ace heard a clicking in the background like Kenny was setting up the balls on his pool table.

“Seriously, man,” Kenny continued. “All I can tell you is the same thing I tell you about everything. Pray about it. Ask God for wisdom, and ultimately for His will to be done.”

“You know what? You do say the same thing every time.”

“I figure if God’s Word never changes, neither should my advice.”

“That’s good enough for me,” Ace said. He kicked off his shoes.“If God can’t clear up this confusion I’m having all of a sudden, nobody can.”

“Why don’t you come with me and the family to church tomorrow?” Kenny asked. “My wife’s been throwing down in the kitchen all day so we’re gonna eat good when we get out.”

“Man, I wish. I’m reporting in the morning. I’ll take you up on that offer when I get back in town.” Ace heard the noise again. Kenny was definitely knocking his cue ball around the pool table.

“That’s straight,” Kenny said. “Then we need to get back in the gym so you can work off some of this stress. Neither one of those women are gonna want you if your stomach is scrubbing the ground.”

Ace rubbed his four-pack—where his six-pack used to be. It was going to take a lot for him to have a stomach that spilled over his belt. “I’ll do that man. The gym has been calling me for sometime anyway.”

“And don’t let Lynette stay at your house too long. You know the flesh gets weak late at night, and if she was looking fine to you earlier today, you can imagine how she’s going to be looking to you tonight.”

“If that’s the case I might need to throw the thumb drive out the window when I see her drive up.”

“One day and she’s got you feeling like this? I might have to bring my wife in on this prayer assignment,” Kenny said. “You can’t play with my wife. She’ll pray until you and Lynette are standing at the altar again.”

With Kenny’s statement, it was like Ace felt a warmth move across his body. It brought with it a sudden rush of peace. He hadn’t felt something like it in a long time.“Later, Pope,” he said, hanging up.

The night-lights in Ace’s hallway and a lamp in the guest bedroom were automatically set to come on at dusk. Being away from home so much, it was a precautionary measure to have them and his other security lights outside. The girls called the lights lining the hallway his personal runway.

Ace disrobed and got ready to put on his pajamas, until he remembered it probably wasn’t the appropriate thing to do with Lynette coming over. Instead he pulled on some sweatpants and a grey Morehouse sweatshirt.

By the time Ace shaved his beard and brushed his teeth, he noticed the headlights from Lynette’s car seeping through his bedroom blinds. As if on cue that she had arrived, Ace’s home phone rang. He picked it up off of the base in his bedroom and looked at the caller ID. It was Sheila. Ace considered not answering, but he knew he had nothing to hide. He and Lynette were taking care of some business related to their children.

“What’s up, Sheila?”

“I’m calling to apologize for how our night started . . . and ended. You know I love you.”

“I love you, too,” he said, his remark punctuated by the doorbell. Not once, but twice, like an anxious door-to-door salesman. He never recalled it being so loud.

“Is that your doorbell?” Sheila asked.

Nothing to hide, he told himself. I’m a grown man. “It’s Lynn.” 

Silence.

“She’s coming to pick up Carmen’s homework.”

Silence. Ace listened for her breathing. Did she hang up?

“And I’m sorry I forgot to bring your anniversary gift with me.Charge it to my head, not my heart. I left it on the table trying to rush to get the girls home.”

Doorbell.

“Why don’t I wait on the line until you take care of what Lynette needs,” Sheila suggested. “It shouldn’t take long.”

Sheila didn’t sound happy. Not in the least bit.

“A while ago you couldn’t wait to get into bed,” Ace said, going to the door and trying his best to end the conversation without making matters worse and seeming suspicious. “Sleep tight, okay.It’s nothing to worry about.”

“We’ve always been honest with each other, Ace,” Sheila said.“Don’t let that change now.”

This time Ace didn’t have to wonder if she hung up.






End of sample
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