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Soundtrack

Yebba – “My Mind”

Elle Verner – “Fk It All”

Beyoncé – “Ring the Alarm”


I’m back.
I was supposed to be finishing Caine, but this story wouldn’t leave me alone. It’s been living in my head for days—because of Yebba’s “My Mind” and saw that one TikTok comment that said, “I would’ve killed him.”
And with Halloween around the corner? The timing was too perfect.
 So here you go.
Enjoy.

I’ll be back with Caine in a few weeks.


“The mind is its own place, and in itself can make a heaven of hell, a hell of heaven.”
— John Milton


Part 1




The dark had a texture to it tonight—thick, velvet almost. And I swear I could feel it pressing against the windows, trying to get in and bury me in it.
The kind of dark that means something’s about to break—or had already broken.

Maybe it was because I hadn’t heard from my husband of twenty-two years in thirty-six hours.

No text. No call. Not even a sorry-ass lie to hold onto.

I took another slow drag from the blunt I’d rolled, letting the smoke sit in my lungs longer than necessary. Maybe if I held it in long enough, it’d burn out the ache. Or the anger. Or both.

Beyoncé moaned in the background, low and lethal, “Who the fuck do you think I am?”

Good question.

“Who the fuck did he think I was? Did he think, because I let him have his way, he could walk all over me?”

Who the fuck was he?

Funny how I used to think I knew him.

We met when I was nineteen. He was trouble then but beautiful and charming, the son of an ex–gang banger who still limped from a bullet wound that never fully healed. His mama was one of those strong women who had turned to church after getting her heart broken too many times. She was always praying loud and hard, praying over him like she could shout the devil out of his bones. She got him into college somehow, kept him as much on the straight and narrow as long as she could, then sent him up to North Florida for a fresh start.

I took over from there. I met him the second day of sophomore year.

I fed him, tutored him, ironed his shirts for internships, read his essays out loud like they were sermons, and knew his schedule better than my own.

But now I can see he was never mine, not really. I just built him. Polished the parts of him no one else bothered to see until they shined.

And that’s the thing about raising a boy that ain’t your son—eventually, he grows up and leaves.

Now he owns his own IT firm. Now he wears tailored suits. Drinks his water and has clear skin. I even got his teeth fixed, so now he has thirty-two pearly whites and smiles with his whole mouth open. Slick motherfucker.

And me? Now I’m here. Rolling blunts in a silk robe, lying on cold sheets, trying not to let Beyoncé see me cry.

My parents warned me. They told me I was too smart, too good to be wasting time on a project. I was the Black daughter of a doctor and a lawyer. I had a fucking trust fund when I met him. I didn’t need him. I wanted him.

I fell in love with his potential.

Now?

Now I’m just pissed. With a PhD in education, but I’m playing motherfucking housewife.

Alone.

“Don’t Hurt Yourself” spilled out of my ceiling speakers just as I heard his key scrape the door lock. And I almost laughed.

Perfect timing, bitch. It was 2:45 a.m.—a quarter to three in the morning—five minutes before I said I would allow myself to lose my entire fucking mind and go searching for him.

I snubbed out my blunt and tucked myself in under the covers.

I counted—ninety-three seconds later, our bedroom door creaked open.

He stepped in quietly, like that would make a difference.

I pretended to be asleep. I knew me. I had to hold my anger until the morning, when some had dissipated so I didn’t do anything stupid.

He moved through the dark like a thief, with careful footsteps, trying not to wake me. The bed dipped, and he brought the scent of night air with him. And something else… a faint, lavender scent, his favorite, but it was cheap. Not even ten minutes passed before he was snoring.

The pussy must have been good to him.

I lay there, holding my breath. The whole time I was thinking.

Don’t even try to touch me.

Don’t say a damn word.

I swear to God, if he so much as breathes my name—

Then he said her name. Sloane.

Not my name. Abbey. Hers.

It wasn’t loud. It was a whisper. But in the silence of our bedroom, it was a gunshot.

And just like that, the lie was over. All the “working late,” the “traffic,” the dead battery on his phone… it all crystallized in that one breath. That one name.

The secret wasn't a secret anymore. He’d gone too far to keep it. Now it was right there in the bed with us, a third person he’d invited right between us. He was too far gone in his dream to even know he’d set our whole world on fire.

The name hung in the air, a poison I was forced to breathe.

“I, I, I…” I tried to speak but couldn’t form anything other than that one word.

I was someone who trusted him too many times, who believed the hollow that had formed between us was just temporary.

That “I” was a fool.

I'm 'bout to lose my mind…

The thought was a drumbeat, syncing with the frantic rhythm of my heart. His breathing had evened out. He was peaceful in deep sleep—while my world was splintering. He was dreaming of her, wrapped in the ghost of her scent, while lying next to me.

The audacity of it felt physical. Heat flushed my skin and tightened my chest.

My mind was unraveling like a spool of wire snapping and coiling, because I could see the evidence I had been ignoring for months now. They were not isolated incidents.

Every molecule in my body shifted. I felt it even in my teeth.

Now I was thinking about the text messages he’d quickly closed, the new cologne, the way he’d started buying new clothes and dressing differently.

It was all so clear. How had I not seen it?

Even in his sleep, in our bed, he was thinking about her. I felt violated.

I couldn’t take it for one more second.

In one sharp movement, I sat up and slapped on the bedside lamp. Harsh yellow light flooded the room, exposing everything.

“Who is she?” My voice was low, but it cracked through the quiet like a whip.

He jerked awake, blinking, disoriented. “Wha…? Baby, what’s wrong? Turn the light off. I’m tired.”

“No.” I shoved the word at him, my entire body trembling. “Who is she? Who were you just dreaming about?” I said the words before I thought about them and felt ashamed. Had I become the type of woman who interrogated her husband in the dead of night about who he was dreaming about? The kind of woman I’d once pitied? Or was I fighting the truth, trying to gaslight myself into believing I was crazy?

I was having my doubts until I looked at him. Sleep had vanished from his eyes, replaced by a slow-dawning, gut-wrenching panic. He saw my face—the tears I wasn’t even aware were falling, the fury, the shattered heart—and he knew.

The truth sat between us, ugly and undeniable; it looked brutal under the yellow light.

He fixed his face quickly. “Who?” he stammered, pushing himself up on his elbows. “What are you talking about? I was dreaming about work, about—”

“You know what you heard.”

“You know what you heard,” the voice in my head was sudden and soft, like someone had leaned in close to my ear and whispered it through a grin.

I looked around. Nothing. No one. My imagination.

I put my focus back on my piece-of-shit husband.

“Don't.” The word was a shard of glass. “You said her name. Clear as day. You smiled.”

His eyes, wide and guilty, darted from my face to the wall, to the crumpled sheets—anywhere but at me. The cowardice of it fanned the flames inside me. I saw red.

“You can't even look me in the eyes,” I whispered. “You can't do it, can you?”

“Look, I don't know what you think you heard—”

“Her pussy was so good it got you hypnotized, huh? Can’t remember where home is?” I snapped, voice trembling but sharp enough to cut.

“I haven’t heard from you in thirty-six fucking hours…” My voice cracked, but I didn’t care. “You stopped kissing me goodbye. Stopped calling on your lunch breaks. You don’t touch me unless I touch you first. You started sleeping with your phone face down, showering before bed when you never used to. You come home smelling like cologne you don’t even wear. You don’t laugh anymore. You don’t talk. You just… disappear.”

I took a shaky breath, eyes locked on him.

“I know what the fuck I heard, and I know I’m not imagining that I now sleep next to a stranger.”

He flinched. Good. Let it land.

“You said her name.” My voice was flat. “In your sleep. You said ‘Sloane.’”

He actually had the fucking gall to let out a short, weary laugh. It was a dry, brittle sound.

“Sloane? Baby, Sloane is the new project manager from the Tampa office. She’s been a pain in my ass all week. Of course I’m dreaming about work. You’re really going to wake me up and interrogate me over a dream?” He ran a hand over his face, the picture of a misunderstood man. “This is what we’re doing now? This is the trust we have?”

A cold fury, colder than the space between us on the mattress, began to solidify in my veins.

“Don’t you dare. Don’t you dare turn this on me. You smell like her. You smell like cheap jasmine and regret.”

“Drag him,” the voice purred. “Make him b—”

His mask of patience finally cracked.

“Oh, for God’s sake! I was at a client dinner! At that new Thai place on Bayshore. They pump that scent through the vents. Is that what you want? A receipt? The names of everyone at the table? This is insane.”

He threw the covers back, the gesture full of performative frustration.

I swallowed hard, the words tasting like blood.

“Don’t do that. You think I don’t notice, but I do. Every damn thing.”

“And still, he plays dumb,” the voice hissed. “He thinks you’re stupid. He thinks you’ll stay. You always stay. He knows you’re weak.”

"Come on, bae. Let’s not do this. I love you," he said instead of owning what he’s done, his voice desperate and rehearsed. He finally looked at me, but his gaze was a performance. "You're my wife. I love you."

A harsh, broken sound—half laugh, half sob—tore from my throat.

"You say you love me, but that word don’t mean a thing coming from you anymore."

I shook my head, the tears hot now, slipping down without shame.

"I bent over backwards trying to be enough. Trying to hold it all together while you drifted further every damn day... and I thought if I just gave a little more, maybe you'd come back."

My voice dropped, bitter.

"But you weren’t mine to keep, were you? Not really," I hissed.

I let the sound hang there, a note of mourning for every meal cooked, every back rub given, every silent worry swallowed to keep the peace. For all the effort I poured into a vessel that was already cracked and leaking.

"I did everything I was supposed to do for you. And you..." My voice broke. "And you have the audacity to be dreaming of her in our bed."

“You did give him everything. Your money. Your time. Your youth. And he spit on it,” the voice said. “You gave him your soul, and he gave you nothing. Not even respect. This is why you don’t build men, Abbey,” the voice said. “They collapse on you when they fall apart.”

That left me speechless and thoughtless.

The silence that followed was heavier than any shout. The truth was finally in the room, no longer a ghost, but a solid, suffocating presence. And he had nothing to say.

Until he did.

He shook his head, scrubbing a hand down his face like he could wipe the guilt off.

“Baby… come on,” he said, voice low, steady, reaching for something that used to work. “You know I’ve been under pressure at work. The clients, the travel—I’m stretched thin. I’m not out here doing what you’re thinking.”

I didn’t move. Didn’t blink.

“I’d never disrespect you like that,” he went on. “You know me. Twenty-two years, Abbey. All the birthdays, the trips, the nights we stayed up talking until the sun came up—does that mean nothing to you now?”

He looked wounded, like I was the one betraying him. The fucking nerve of him. I was the one hurting.

“I’m not perfect,” he said, voice tightening. “But I love you. I’ve always loved you.”

He was grasping at history, trying to weaponize the good times like they could cancel out the rot spreading beneath them.

“We supposed to grow old together, Abbey. I wouldn’t jeopardize that.”

The declaration took the fight out of me as suddenly as it had come. A cold, strange clarity washed over me. Arguing was what they would want. It would make me the nagging, hysterical wife, pushing him further into her waiting arms.

I wouldn’t let them win. But the damage had already been done. But also, I wasn’t sure me not wanting anyone else to have him was enough to rebuild what he’d burned.

“What fucking kind of logic is this?” the little voice in the back of my mind asked, half amused, half disgusted.

I’m trying to hold myself together, I answered silently.

“For what?” it shot back. “He’s playing in your face, and you’re letting him. You think grace is gonna save your marriage. No—it’ll make him bolder. Next she’ll be taking your place.”

I clenched my jaw. I just need to think, I shot back.

“You’re pathetic.”

“Stop,” I whispered.

“You stop. Stop pretending,” she said. “Stop making excuses to keep him. It’s time now for action.”

I can’t let him go right now.

“Why the fuck not?” the voice asked.

I had to think about it for a second, but the answer came quick.

It was because I was scared.

Because starting over at forty-something meant navigating a world that didn’t make space for women like me. Because I had built a life with this man. Twenty-two years of shared bills, quiet prayers, and inside jokes no one else would understand.

Because he was still the man who filled my gas tank without asking, who massaged my back during my period cramps. Because some days, he still kissed my forehead like it meant something.

This was a man who I built a perfect life with. Was I expecting too much to think it would stay that way forever?

“Sentimental bullshit. But this is what you deserve. Your daddy told you, don’t love a man more than he love you—and look at you now.”

I ignored the voice. Looked at him.

He was staring at me, confused and wary—like I’d glitched in front of him. He blinked twice, slow. Opened his mouth.

“Just… just forget it,” I mumbled, cutting off whatever he was going to say. “I’m tired. I—”

I let my shoulders slump. I felt the fury draining from my face. I turned away from him, clicking off the lamp and plunging us back into a darkness that was now hiding a lie we were both telling.

I could feel his stunned silence. He expected me to keep going. We fought often now, but then I felt the cautious shift as he settled back down. His relief at my surrender was tangible—a coward’s comfort. He thought he’d gotten away with it. He was asleep again within minutes, his breathing deep and untroubled.

But I was wide awake.

Out of the corner of my eye, something moved—a shape near the closet door. My breath caught, but when I turned my head, there was nothing.

His phone started buzzing, lit up like a flare in the dark, shifting my attention.

I didn’t move.

He jolted. I felt how his body tensed, felt him reach for it with the kind of urgency that confirmed everything I already knew.

The mattress shifted.

“Abbey?”

I let my breathing deepen, slow and even.

Let my arm stay limp under his fingers.

I felt the brush of his hand hover over my arm. Then a light touch on my shoulder. Gentle. Hesitant.

“Bae, you sleep?”

He lingered for a second longer—maybe two—then turned his back to me, sliding out of bed.

I heard the swipe of his thumb. The low buzz of the vibration.

And then his voice.

“Hey… yeah, hold on.”

I stayed still. Perfectly still.

Because sometimes, pretending to be asleep will get you more answers than asking questions ever could.

I listened to the glass door of the balcony slide open and shut. Silently, I followed, pressing my ear to the cool glass.

“...I know, baby, I know… I miss you, but I had to come home or… it’s nothing…” His voice was low, soothing—the one he used to use on me. “You’re the only one I want. I promise.”

The words were final. They were the last nail in the coffin of us.

How could you do this to me, I whispered.

The voice came back with a vengeance. “Yeah, how could he do this to us. Kill him and she can’t have him.”

My hand, moving of its own volition, closed around the heavy crystal figurine on the shelf by the door—a wedding gift. A symbol of a union he had just spat on.

The voice started singing,

No way, no way, she can't take you away from us.

He was hers in his heart. In his mind. But not in this. Not in my home.

I sure won't stay, but I'll be damned if I ever leave.

I wouldn't stay in this marriage. But I would be damned if I would ever truly leave him to her. If I couldn't have him, she sure as hell wouldn't.

There’s only one way, sis…

The balcony door slid open. He turned, phone still to his ear, his eyes widening in surprise.

"I thought you were asleep," he breathed, his face falling as he took in the figurine in my hand, the look on my face.

“He thought you were a fool,” the voice cooed. “He always did.”

"I was," I said, my voice hollow. "Now I'm just awake."

"Abbey, let me explain—"

"Explain what?" I took a step forward, the crystal cool and heavy in my palm. "Explain how she’s the only one you want? I heard you. I heard every fucking word."

"Baby, it's not what you think—"

"Don't you 'baby' me!" The words tore out of me.

He finally lowered the phone, his thumb frantically stabbing at the screen. "I hung up, see? Just... just let me talk to you."

“Lies,” the voice whispered. “All of it. He's filthy with them.”

"I fucked up, okay?" he pleaded, his hands out, placating. "It was a mistake. A few times. A few months out of twenty years... It didn't mean anything."

I stared, unblinking, the figurine in my hand feeling less like an object and more like an extension of my rage.

He swallowed hard, his eyes desperate. "She's... Abbey, baby, she's pregnant. But I'm handling it. I'm trying to get her to get rid of it. I have to pretend until she does. It's you I want. It's always been you."

My blood, already cold, turned to ice.

The confession landed not as a plea for forgiveness, but as the final, grotesque unveiling. A child. He had created a whole other life with her. He had been inside her, raw.

“Filthy,” the voice snarled, its tone shifting from cruel to disgusted. “He's soiled. He's ruined everything.”

He saw the storm in my eyes and I think he misread it for a crack he could still mend. He moved suddenly, closing the distance between us, his arms reaching out to pull me into a hug. "I'm so sorry, baby. We can fix this."

The scent of that foreign perfume, now mixed with his sweat and panic, hit me full force.

"Get off me!" I screamed, shoving him back. "Don't you touch me! You're filthy!"

“Kill him,” the voice chanted, clear and decisive now, drowning out everything else. “It's the only way. She can't have him if he's gone. KILL HIM.”

He stumbled back, shock and fear etched on his face. The figurine felt light in my hand now, destined. It was the only way she couldn't win. The only way I wouldn't lose.

“What the fuck is wrong with you, Abbey?” he finally noticed, his eyes wide, fixed on the crystal in my grip. “You look crazed, and why are you holding that?”

“He doesn't get to question you,” the voice snapped. “Not after what he's done.”

“I don’t want you no more,” I said, my voice eerily calm. “But she can’t have you either. I built you.”

“Now,” the voice said, simple and final.

His mouth opened to form words that never came. The figurine connected with his temple with a sickening crack. A look of pure, uncomprehending shock froze on his face as he stumbled back.

He sagged, boneless, but still breathing. The voice leaned close. Don’t stop.

The second blow was easier. Things always are, the second time.

Instead of hitting him again, I reached out and I shoved, with all the strength of my broken heart. I watched him fall, tumbling against the night.

I looked down. His body was a broken heap on the dark lawn, but it was still twitching. A low, guttural sound escaped him. Our house only had three floors. The fall wouldn’t kill him.

I turned and walked out of the bedroom and downstairs, my silk robe whispering behind me, and found him in the grass. His blood was dark in the moonlight, soaking the soil. One eye was open. He was dazed.

The night air was cool on my skin. No one would see; our large privacy fence and lush garden shielded us from the world. He had always loved that about this house.

I knelt beside him in the damp grass. The scent of jasmine was thick in the air, mixing with the coppery tang of blood pooling beneath his head. His eyes were open, frantic, pleading. One hand twitched, trying to reach for me.

"Ab... help..." He reached for me, fingers clawing at the air like a child lost in a dream.

I watched him, tilting my head. "You promised me," I said, my voice quiet.

“Before God,” the voice finished for me, its whisper colder than the ground beneath us. I continued as if he could hear her. “You said if you ever wanted someone else, you'd tell me. You looked me in my eyes and you promised."

A tear escaped the corner of his eye, tracking through the dirt on his face.

"You didn't tell me," I continued, leaning closer.

His breathing was becoming more ragged, a sucking sound.

“And it might have been different if she was like the others,” I whispered, my lips nearly brushing his ear. “I might have let you live.”

His eyes, which had begun to glaze over, widened. A flicker of pure, unadulterated terror.

"But it wasn't. Was it?" I leaned back, looking down at him, this man who had shared my bed and my life. "I pretended to not see it for you before. But this time it wasn’t just one night. It’s been months. You didn’t just fuck her, you chose her over me.

"That love. You can’t love someone else while I’m alive and not ready to die, so you have to..."

He shook his head and opened his mouth, but only a scrambled gurgle came out. He was reaching. A denial that couldn’t form.

“Finish it,” the voice murmured, soft as a lover. “He doesn’t get to live.”

I placed my hand over his nose and mouth. His eyes widened in a final, pure terror. His good arm flailed weakly, scratching at my wrist.

I leaned my weight into it, my face close to his. "I built you," I whispered, watching the life fade from his eyes. "You don't get to tear me down over and over and lie to my fucking face."

I held my hand there until the twitching stopped. Until the last, shallow breath was trapped in his lungs. Until the only sound was the night and the frantic beating of my own heart.

His grip on my wrist went slack.

I stood up, looking down at what was left of my husband, there in the garden we had planted together. The night sounds and the pulse in my ears faded into a new, profound silence, deeper than any sleep. The two of us—the builder and the broken project—were finally and terribly at peace with each other.


Part 2




I don’t know how long I stood there looking at him — not him, not anymore.

Just the shape that used to be my husband.

His face didn’t look like his face anymore — the jaw was slack, the eyes open but empty, catching the starlight like glass marbles.

I tilted my head, tried to find the man I married in that mess. Couldn’t.

A sickeningly metallic smell, coppery and thick, suddenly filled the air, mingling with the damp scent of the grass. I gagged, a sharp, dry sound in my throat, tasting only bile and shame. My hands were trembling so violently the silk robe shivered around my wrists. I stared down at them, trying to remember what they had just done. Were they mine?

A sound slipped out of me—a laugh that sounded cracked halfway through, wrong and hollow.

Somewhere behind it, the voice whispered, coiled close: “Don’t be weak. He made you do this.”

A long, slow breath left my lungs.

I clenched my jaw, the trembling in my hands finally slowing. The raw, hysterical fear draining out, replaced by a cold, settling clarity.

“You’re right,” I whispered, tilting my head back to the indifferent stars. “He did.”

He didn't just make me do this. He led me here. He backed me into a corner where this was the only door left. What other result could there have been?

Suddenly, the phone buzzed beside his body, face down in the blood-soaked grass. The sound startled me — sharp and alive in all that silence.

I stared at it, tilting my head again.

“Answer it,” the voice whispered, smooth and eager. “Tell her he’s dead. Tell her you set him free.”

I didn’t. Not yet.

I crouched beside him again, the silk of my robe soaking up the damp from the ground. I wiped my fingers clean on the hem, leaving rusty smears, and slid the phone from the dirt.

It buzzed weakly in my hand, the screen lighting up.

Sloane.

Her name glowed in the dark.

My husband’s eyes were half open, glassy, still catching the starlight.

The phone was locked.

I needed his face.

I turned his head toward the screen, nudging his cooling jaw until the camera caught what it needed. The little padlock clicked open.

I exhaled a breath I didn’t know I’d been holding.

I went straight to his message thread with her. Scrolled to the top and read.

“You need to get rid of it.” “I can’t keep doing this.” “She’s asking questions.” “I love my wife. Please stop.”

He had been telling the truth. At least halfway. He’d been trying to end it. He regretted the baby.

“His bitch ass probably cried about it in some parking lot. Are you going to forgive him now? Do you feel bad he’s dead?” the voice laughed.

I felt nothing.

Not pity. Not relief. Not even rage.

I blinked slowly. My thumb hovered over the screen. Then I shoved the phone in my pocket.

I walked back into the house, my bare feet silent on the polished floor. I climbed the stairs, leaving muddy, grass-stained footprints on the cream-colored runner.

I shed the bloody, damp robe and let it pool on the floor like a discarded skin.

It wasn’t until I was under the scalding spray of the shower, watching the water spiral down the drain in rust-colored rivulets, that I realized the voice had gone quiet.

The silence in my head was louder than it had ever been.

“Are you still there?” I asked the steam-filled air.

Nothing.

“Was it you? Did you... make me do it?”

Only the sound of the water hitting tile.

A cold knot tightened in my stomach. Had it left because its work was done? Or had it never been there at all? The questions echoed in the hollow space it had vacated, finding no purchase, no answer.

I turned off the water. I stepped out, wiping the condensation from the mirror. My own face stared back. I held up my hands and looked at them. There was no stain.

A sudden, violent tremor seized me. What if it had been a dream? A psychotic break? A stress-induced hallucination fueled by weed and betrayal? What if he was still with her, and I had just… lost my mind?

I ran. Naked, I slipped on the wet tiles, righted myself, and bolted from the bathroom, through the bedroom, and out onto the balcony that overlooked the garden. I gripped the cold railing, my wet hair slapping against my back, my breath catching in my throat.

And I looked down.

There he was.

A dark, crumpled shape in the dewy grass, half-shielded by the jasmine bush. The garden lights were still on, casting long, distorted shadows.

It was real.

A sob, or maybe a laugh, choked out of me. Why was I so relieved? I hadn’t imagined it. The voice had been real. The crack of the crystal horse against his skull had been real.

I was sane.

From the bedroom, I heard his phone begin to ring.

I walked back inside, my wet footprints a trail on the hardwood. I knelt and dug through the stiffening fabric of the robe.

The screen glowed. Sloane.

I let it ring. When it stopped, I clicked their text thread, my finger swiping over the alphabet.

I pasted our address.

“She’s gone for the day. Come here. I want to talk to you.”

A typing bubble appeared almost instantly, three pulsing dots.

“Omg. I’m on the way.”

Of course you are, I thought.

I needed answers my husband obviously couldn’t give me now. I needed to see her face. I needed to know what he saw in her. Then I would decide what to do.

I went to the closet after.

I put on my baddest outfit — a crimson power suit. I did my makeup with a surgeon’s precision — a perfect wing of eyeliner, a slash of red lipstick. I curled my hair, section by section, the scent of hot iron and hairspray filling the room.

By the time I was done, the sun was rising, washing the room in a pale, innocent light. It gleamed off the polished leather of my heels.

I looked in the mirror. Every trace of the heartbroken wife was gone.

I was ready.


Part 3




Waiting. I stood in my foyer, my back to the stairs, my eyes fixed on my phone. Watching the security feed. The voice was still absent, but maybe it was because I was focused entirely on the geometry of the coming confrontation.

A quiet ping signaled the front gate opening. A moment later, a car—a small, black BMW—pulled into the circular drive.

I watched Sloane step out.

She was too focused on the house for me. Like she was already imagining herself living there.

She reached the door and hesitated, her hand hovering over the bell. I felt a cold, predatory thrill.

I moved and pulled the heavy door open.

Sloane stood on my porch, her eyes scanned me. Then a flicker of surprise lit her eyes before her face settled. I took my time looking at her. She was young. Maybe thirty. Dressed in expensive, tight-fitting athleisure wear, a large designer bag slung over her shoulder. Her hair was in a blond pixie cut, her face round and cute, her dark skin was flawless. I had expected her to be full-bodied. My husband liked cushion, but I had also expected her to be something more.

Someone I couldn’t compete with.

Someone extraordinary enough to make all of this make sense.

But she wasn’t.

She was ordinary. Pretty, yes—but ordinary in the way youth always is before it starts to wither under the consequences of life. She was just a girl playing dress-up in another woman’s life.

“You,” she said, her tone flat. “Where is he? His car’s here. Why are you here?”

“Look at her. She came to your house, dressed like that, and has the nerve to demand answers,” the voice purred, sliding back into my mind as if it had never left. It felt like coming home.

I took one deliberate step forward, the sharp click of my heel on the tile demanding her attention. I kept my gaze locked on her face.

“Those are excellent questions, Sloane,” I said, my voice steady and perfectly modulated. “He’s waiting upstairs, you saw his car. What? You think I killed him or something and called you over?” I laughed and continued before she could process what I said, “And to answer your second question, I am supposed to be here.”

I let a small, contemptuous smile touch my lips. “And third, it is my house, Sloane. Where else would I be?”

She smirked and mumbled “not for long” under her breath, purposely loud enough to want to be heard, like she knew she’d already won. I chuckled. She is audacious.

“It is mine. I hold the deed.” I stepped back, gesturing her across the threshold with a flourish of my hand. “Now, come in. He said we should talk, and I’m ready to do just that.”

I directed her to the sofa. She sat, crossing her legs, her eyes scanning the room. I could tell he had never brought her here. At least he had that much sense.

I gave her a thin, placid smile.

“Can I get you something to drink?” I asked, the perfect hostess.

“No. I want to know why he texted me to come here.”

“I wanted to meet you.”

Her eyes widened, then narrowed. “What is this? Some kind of pathetic intervention?”

“Pathetic. She thinks you’re pathetic,” the voice hissed, a spark of delight in its tone.

"Before we get into the heavy stuff," I said, my tone shifting, suddenly almost conversational. I crossed my arms, resting one hand lightly on my opposing bicep. "I'm curious."

Her eyes darted to mine. "About what?"

"Your first impression of me," I continued, the small, cold smile touching my lips. "When he described me, what did you picture?"

Sloane hesitated, then shrugged like she didn’t really care, "I don’t know,” she said. “He said you were, like... intense. Mean. Controlling. Kinda cold. Always nagging him about what he could be."

I nodded slowly. Let it wash over me. No flinch.

“I see.”

Her eyes narrowed as if my indifference pissed her off.

"He also said you were... old. Worn down. Bitter. That you weren’t fun anymore."

The voice in my head and I laughed in unison. That was probably exactly what he told her.

“The stories men tell to make their guilt taste like righteousness.” I looked towards the door that led to the garden, then back at her, “He’s a few years older than me,” I said, tilting my head. “And certainly looks older than me. I suppose the lies keep him young, though, and he couldn’t see the truth."

"Anyway," I said, clapping my hands together softly, the sharp sound echoing in the foyer. "That’s quite enough about me. Let’s talk about you and him.”

“I just have a few more questions and then we three can talk about the future,” I said, my hands folded neatly in my lap. “How long has it been going on?”

She rolled her eyes, all dramatic, “Does it even matter?”

“Yes, because you’re pregnant.”

That caught her off guard. A flash of something—fear, defiance—crossed her face. “He told you that?”

“Yes. Do you love him?” The question left my lips before I could stop it, raw and stupid.

“Yes, and he loves me.” She said, so sure. So smug.

The voice chuckled darkly in my head.

“He might’ve loved you once… but now? Now he’s feeding the flowers, sis.”

A small, cold smile touched my lips.

“He always did love his flowers, though, he’ll be good for them,” I murmured.

Sloane blinked. “What?”

“Nothing,” I said sweetly. “Just thinking about how things… grow and die.”

“Anything else?” she asked and I could hear the attitude in her voice. Bitch had the nerve to be annoyed.

“Did he really ask you to get rid of the baby?”

“What did he promise you?” I pressed, my voice hardening just a fraction.

“Another question that doesn’t matter.”

I gritted my teeth.

“Did you know he was married?”

Yes, she nodded. “But the one unloved is the third wheel.”

I laughed. “That’s some interesting logic, Sloane.”

I didn’t wait for her to respond, “Did he really ask you to get rid of the baby?”

Sloane’s face closed off. She looked past me, toward the staircase, her impatience started to feel physical. “Look, I’m done with this. I didn’t come here to be interrogated by you.” She crossed her arms, “Just go get him. Tell him to come down here. Now.”

The air left the room.

“Now?” The voice echoes.

She was in my house, trying to give me orders in it. She thought she had the right to summon my husband in my home. She wasn't waiting to inherit my life; she was already writing the eviction notice.

My gaze drifted to the sliding doors.

“You want to see him so badly?” I said, my voice dangerously quiet. “He’s outside. In the garden.”

She looked confused, then annoyed. “What? You said he was upstairs.”

“I misspoke. He’s waiting for you outside.” I stood and took a step toward her, my red suit a slash of violence. “I’ll take you to join him.”

The expression on her face shifted to one of unease, like she was finally realizing…

She stood, took a step towards the door, “Is he really out there?”

“Let’s go see outside.”

“Why.”

“What’s wrong with you? I’m taking you to join him.”

“Then they’ll be together forever, in death. They win,” I’ll bury her somewhere else, I answered mentally. “Problem solved.”

The confusion on Sloane’s face was almost funny.

“Join him?” she repeated, her voice losing its snooty edge, becoming smaller.

“She’s starting to understand,” the voice cooed.

I took a step forward. She took a step back, her eyes darting toward the front door, but I was quicker, blocking her.

“I don’t want to go outside,” she said, a tremor in her voice. “I’m leaving.”

“You came here for him,” I replied, not breaking my stride. “Don’t you want to see him? Don’t you want to know what he had to say?”

I bullied her through the living room, toward the patio doors that led to the back garden.

“Open the door,” the voice urged, gentle as a lover. “Let her see him.”

“Open it,” I said.

She shook her head, her eyes wide with genuine fear now. “No. I’m not going out there.”

The last thread of my control snapped.

“OPEN IT,” I roared, the sound echoing off the walls, “OR I’LL PUSH YOU THROUGH IT!”

Her eyes widened, but then obediently she turned. With a trembling hand, she fumbled for the handle and shoved the sliding door open. The humid air rushed in.

She took one hesitant step onto the patio, her body already turning back toward me, a plea forming on her lips. “I’m sorry, just let me go home. I won’t contact him ever again.” Her whole body was shaking now.

It was too late. I hadn’t planned on doing anything but questioning her, but she had done too much.

“You can’t give every bitch grace,” the voice said, sucking her teeth.

I shoved her, hard. She stumbled down the single step into the garden, a sharp cry ripped from her as she landed on her hands and knees in the damp grass.

Her head snapped up, her mouth opened, she was about to scream—

But I was already on her. I moved with a speed I didn’t know I possessed. My hand clamped over her mouth. I pressed the pink nine millimeter my daddy gave me for protection against her head.

“Scream again,” I whispered into her ear, my voice lethally calm, “and your last sound will be a gurgle. Do you understand?”

She nodded.

“Look ahead. You want my husband, look,” I said softly.

I forced her head to turn, my grip tight in her hair, directing her gaze to the jasmine bush.

It took a moment for her eyes to adjust, to piece together the shape in the dim light.

But when she did, a violent, shuddering convulsion wracked her body. A high, thin whine, trapped by my palm, escaped her throat. Her eyes, wide with a terror so pure it was almost beautiful, fixed on his lifeless form. The man she loved. The future she’d dreamed of.

It was all right here.

“I didn’t plan this,” I told her. “I didn’t plan to kill you.” My thumb tightened, just a fraction, and I tasted iron in the back of my mouth—real or imagination, I didn’t know. “If you had showed me one sliver of remorse. If you had dropped your head and said you were sorry, maybe I’d have let you go.” I sighed, “You’re so young, but not young enough to not know right from wrong. I won’t infantilize you.”

Her lips trembled. “I—” she began, voice small and wet.

“But you didn’t,” I finished for her. “You were smug. You smiled when you thought he’d choose you. You called him while he slept beside me.”

I stood and walked towards the patio door, leaving her trembling on the bitter cold earth. Tears carving dark tracks down her cheeks, messing up her makeup. I tucked my gun in the small of my back and picked up the figurine I’d brought down just in case, its faceted surface cold against my fingertips.

She never looked away from his body, like she really loved him.

“That’s sweet,” the voice cooed.

I raised the figurine high, where the morning caught it and made it sparkle… a tiny prism of light before I turned her world dark. The heavy figurine connected twice and...


Epilogue




The verdict was the only word that mattered: Not Guilty.

The courthouse erupted. Some people were on my side; some weren't. Everybody had an opinion—I was either victim, villain, or madwoman. To some, I was all three. But it didn't matter. My world was finally back in focus. The year of interviews, the staged grief, the performance of the wronged wife—all done.

As my security detail navigated me through the throng of reporters, my eyes met hers. Sloane’s older sister. She was the one who had reported her missing, who told the police her sister was headed to my house. She had tirelessly organized the "Justice for Sloane" campaign. There had been protests. If Sloane had been a white woman, I might really have been in trouble.

Now, she stood rigid, tears streaming down a face contorted with grief and rage as she stared at me.

My mother was the first to reach me. She kissed my cheek—a dry, perfunctory touch. Her eyes held pure, professional triumph. "I knew he'd win, darling," she said, batting her pretty eyes at my attorney. She had been the first love of my almost-undefeated criminal defense attorney. She knew he would do anything for her, even help her daughter get away with murder. They had been the keys to me staying out of prison. They knew exactly what I needed to do when I called and told them what happened—not just burying the evidence, but managing the disposal of the bodies. The victims had been cremated. No bones, no lingering organic threat. Clean. They didn’t even scold me because they knew how much I had put up with when it came to him.

My father squeezed my hand. "I told you, baby girl. I’m happy none of this mess touched you.” They didn’t linger. They gave me a final, strategic hug and walked off, their job complete.

The sister broke from the crowd, an older, harder replica of Sloane. “You’re not going to get away with this. You killed my sister.”

I leaned in close, letting my voice drop to a low, sweet whisper intended just for her. "I did kill the bitch. And ain't shit you can do about it."

Her hand flew, the slap cracked the air. I stepped back, my lip bleeding where her knuckles had caught my lips. The guards closed instantly, hands on her shoulders. One man pinned her arm; another formed a shield between us. I was ushered back into the courthouse. I hadn’t wanted to do another interview.

The feeling of stepping across my own threshold felt like the second victory of the day.

First, the decontamination. I shed my acquittal outfit—the expensive, demure dress and jacket—and let them pool on the floor. I stepped into the shower, turning the water to scalding. I needed to wash away the past year, that night, the mess.

The voice was gone. I hadn't heard from her a few nights after it all went down. I tilted my face into the spray, letting the hot water sluice over my eyes.

Had the voice been real? Were they my thoughts?

I pondered the thought for the first time without panic. Maybe I had lost my mind? But then madness was messy. What I did was meticulous. Maybe the voice had been there when I needed it, a counterpoint to my weakness, a reflection of the anger I was too polite to show.

Perhaps it hadn't been a figment of psychosis, but a temporary, lethal self-defense mechanism my brilliant mind had deployed to rationalize the irreversible—the tearing down of the man I built, me defending myself, getting him before he got me. It was the part of me with the PhD in self-preservation, the part that knew the only way to win was to discard the rules.

Once I felt clean, purified, I wrapped myself in a fresh silk robe. I felt weightless, unbound. I dressed my bed with crisp, new white sheets. I hit the remote, broadcasting Jill Scott throughout the house.

I walked downstairs, my bare feet silent on the polished floor, and went straight to the wine fridge in search of a heavy, complex Napa Valley Cabernet. I poured a glass.

The hunger was sudden. I pulled out my phone and ordered a burger, steak frites, and truffle fries.

When it came, I took my wine glass and opened the patio doors.

I stepped onto the damp grass, the cool moisture seeping into the soles of my slipped. I walked straight to the jasmine bush, where I’d set up a table and chairs.

"Well," I murmured, my voice low and conversational, as if addressing a partner across a dinner table. "That's done."

I took a long drink of the Cabernet.

"They acquitted me, you know. The jurors believe I’m a grieving wife whose husband ran off with his younger, prettier mistress. They said there was no evidence to prove I’d done anything to either of you. Which is correct, of course. My mother is nothing if not thorough."

I paused, looking at the spot where his head had rested, where the crystal figurine had done its work.

"You really made a mess of things, you know that? Your lies cost you your life, her life, your child's life, me a year of my life, a lot of money, and a great deal of sleep." I sighed, feeling like a genuine, weary sound.

I raised the glass slightly to the dark bush. "I’m sorry the two of you and your baby couldn’t be together. I did right by her, though. She’ll live in the sea forever, with him or her. May they rest in peace." I tipped the last of the Cabernet into the soil. The earth drank it greedily.

I set the empty glass on the table, adjusted the two plates that waited untouched beside it. I didn't miss the absurdity of it all.  Dinner for two.
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