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    Wah! This was my hardest project yet. I started and nearly finished writing Grace and Atticus story back in 2014 or 2015. Before Demarco and Nova existed. I don’t remember what I was going on, but it showed in the writing. This is kind of dark. I had to talk myself into not changing the tone (making it lighter) and it took me forever to second draft. 
 
    Then I sent it to an editor who got covid and couldn’t edit it, so it went on the back burner. 
 
    People kept asking me about Grace, so I decided to try again to have it edited. Had a lot of trouble with this editor. But let’s not get into that.  Here’s the story. LOL 
 
    Oh yeah! You don’t have to read DeMarco to read this. They’re stand alone that intersect, but I snuck in parts of Demarco to help you remember if you did. If you didn’t read it… Just think of DeMarco as a side character.   
 
      
 
    Thanks to Author Minerva Vesta for beta reading for me. Check out her series “A Warriors Promise”  
 
    

  

 
   
    “We are made of all those who have built and broken us.”- Atticus the Poet 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   DeMarco speaks. 
Grace was a hypocrite. She had secrets, one big one in particular that had turned into an even bigger lie that she was still telling. And Atticus had secrets upon secrets he would never tell her. I didn’t need their relationship advice. I had already learned the one crucial thing I needed to know about relationships from them already. Never give her the chance to run. Grace had run from Atticus. She didn’t stop running until he gave her no choice but to stay. I would never give Nova a choice. She was mine and I held on to what was mine. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Years before DeMarco and Nova met. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Roman/Atticus 
 
    “Excuse me, are you Roman?” At the sound of her voice, I stopped breathing. The papers I had been holding slipped from between my fingers and floated to the ground, landing at my feet. My dormant heart roared to life and pounded against my chest like a freight train.  Frozen by the past— I could do nothing more than stare. Standing in front of me was the woman that had irrevocably changed my world when I was thirteen. It had been twelve long years since I’d been in her presence, had basked in her glow.  
 
    Grace Devereux. My Grace, the ethereal concoction of my savior, my friend, my lover. My all. Everything I had learned about being a man, about friendship and love. I learned from her. The only reason I was still alive was because of her. I fought against the urge to blink, scared that she’d disappear again. 
 
    Sadly, my own actions had been the reason we had been ripped apart. But I had to believe that fate was giving me a second chance at making things right. To make her mine finally and forever. 
 
    Losing her had broken me. I spiraled becoming everything, she wouldn’t have wanted me to be.  
 
    But now she was back. We were face to face and suddenly, I knew how to breathe again, how to feel again. I couldn’t tear my eyes away from her. She was beautiful. She’d grown and her body had changed physically, but she’d kept her hair natural. The kinky twisted locs that had been shoulder length the last time I saw her now hung nearly to her waist and I could still see the old fire burning brightly in her hazel eyes. 
 
     I wondered to myself what she’d bring to my life this go around, redemption?  
 
    Was I even worthy of it? At the moment I didn’t think so. I’d committed so many sins in the pursuit of running away from my daddy’s legacy and creating one of my own — that I’d become an even bigger monster than he ever was. I had blood on my hands and the weight of the lives I’d taken and ruined weighing heavily on my shoulders.  
 
    Time passed as we stared at each other. Our gazes locked and it was all I could do not to pull her into my arms and beg for forgiveness.  
 
    But I couldn’t. Not yet. Watching her, I waited for her to recognize me. The moment never came. 
 
    I was beyond hurt. I raised my hand to my heart to massage away the ache that was caused by the only person I ever loved not knowing who I even was, but then I couldn’t blame her. There were times when I looked at myself in the mirror and even I didn’t recognize the person staring back at me, the image had become warped and dirty. 
 
    She spoke, breaking the silence. “I’m leaving. I shouldn’t have come” Her voice was barely above an anxious whisper but I heard every syllable.  
 
     She turned and quickly exited the way she’d come before I could speak. It took a few seconds before I even thought to call after her.  
 
     “Wait!” I shouted loud enough for her to hear me, but she didn’t break her stride. I pushed myself up from behind my desk and followed her. She was shoving through the outer door of my restaurant by the time I made it from my office and down the hall. I rushed through the dining area, ignoring the curious stares of my staff. They knew not to question me, nobody ever did anymore. Money, power, and violence had long ago made me beyond reproach.  
 
    I caught up with her in the parking lot. “Wait a fucking minute!” This time my voice was harsher and more demanding. The tone I used had made some extremely dangerous men stop what they were doing and listen, but not her, she continued walking like she hadn’t heard a thing. 
 
    I stopped following her and watched her walk away, she wasn’t leaving, even if I had to drag her from the car, so I figured I had time to admire the view. The way her hips swayed was fucking perfection. The black sundress she wore molded to her luscious curves. Her hair bounced with every step she took. I started imagining her locs wrapped in my fist as I fucked her from behind. I could still remember the day she’d allowed me in between her sweet thighs, it had been nearly fifteen years, but the image of her beneath me was still so vivid I could feel it. I nearly had to bite back a moan. 
 
    When I tell you this woman—my Grace had literally ruined me for all other women, It’s the absolute fucking truth.  
 
    I loved her in the past, present, and I would in the future. Even if I took up residence in Hell, I’d love her enough to make the devil weep. I needed her in my life and I was determined to keep her around this time, no matter what.  
 
    Too bad my grandfather wouldn’t agree. He thought love was a silly notion, but fuck him, if it came down to her and him. I’d always choose her. I’d always choose her over anybody. But I’d deal with that when the time came. 
 
     I let the thoughts of my grandfather go on a harsh exhale. I didn’t want to think about him and his demands of me.  
 
    “Grace.” The sound of her name, her real name, not the alias she was going by these days stopped her dead in her tracks.  
 
    For years I’d been searching for her to only find out I’d been chasing a ghost. She was Veronica now. Married to a man who owed me a lot of money. 
 
      I never loaned money to people I didn’t know everything about. If they didn’t pay — I liked to know who their loved ones were so I could take from them as they had taken from me. 
 
    That’s how I’d discovered Grace, and her husband’s sidepiece and his child’s mother. He had two other lives while Grace sat at home, completely unaware of the type of man she’d married.  
 
    Finding out she was who he was doing dirty had me seeing red. Grace was supposed to only be shown love. 
 
    But who was I to judge him? I wasn’t any better. My life had become a lot more complicated than it was that last time she’d seen me, the day when I was being led away in handcuffs.  
 
    She swung around to face me, a look of fear was etched on her pretty brown face. Her expression made me think I should have done things differently. 
 
    “How do you know that name?” Her voice shook and wobbled. 
 
    “I know a lot about you, Grace Devereux of Moss Point, Mississippi.” 
 
    “Who are— how do you know me?” She took a step back; panic darkened her eyes. She shifted her weight preparing herself to run. 
 
     I wasn’t in the mood for chasing her. It was noon, on a Monday. Someone would call the police and drawing the attention of the police was always unwanted in my line of business. 
 
    “Grace Devereux, when we get grown, I’m gon’ marry you.” I drawled in the southern accent I had long ago tucked away. Those were the words I’d said to her twelve years earlier when I was just a thirteen-year-old, malnourished boy from the local trailer park. 
 
    She cocked her head to the right and scanned my face in search of recognition.  
 
    It didn't take her long to find it. I watched the story of us flash in her pretty hazel eyes. Her memories transforming her facial features.  
 
    “Atticus?”  Her southern accent wrapped around my name. I felt it tug at my heart. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    She gasped. Her hand flew up to cover her heart-shaped lips, then suddenly she launched herself into me, wrapping me in her arms. She squeezed me as if she would never let go and I was hoping she wouldn’t. I encircled my arms around her Inhaling her, breathing in the scent that was so indescribably Grace deep into my lungs. 
 
    I was not surprised to find that she still smelled like strawberries. I remember spending many a Saturday’s with her, walking three miles in the hot Mississippi sun to the local flea market so she could buy cheap bottles of strawberry lotions, body sprays and soaps. She loved the smell. Said it calmed her down. Being in her presence calmed me, she was like a salve on my wounded soul. 
 
    Pulling away, she went to back up. 
 
    I tightened my hold on her, pulling her against me.  
 
    She draped her arms around my neck. She smelled so good. 
 
     “Well, ok then, I guess I don’t need my personal space.” Her voice was still as sweet as her grandma’s iced tea. 
 
    She cocked an eyebrow and smiled up at me. I could feel the warmth of it on my face. “God, you look so different.”  
 
     “So do you.” She had become a spectacle to stare at, with the type of face men waged wars over. And she felt so soft. So, fucking soft against me. I couldn’t help myself. My eyes fell to her exposed cleavage. Yes, she had certainly changed a lot. The large breasts she had pressed against the hard plains of my chest hadn’t been there before, she was barely a B cup back then. 
 
    “Stop looking at my tits.” She swatted my arm with her purse. Again, she attempted to remove herself from my embrace, but I held on. It had been so long since I’d touched her, I wasn’t ready to let go yet.  
 
    A few seconds passed with us just standing in silence, examining each other’s faces. 
 
    She was still the prettiest woman I’d ever seen. Her round face gave her the appearance of being much younger, I’d developed an obsession with the singer Jill Scott a few years ago because she and Grace favored so much. 
 
    She surprised me when she reached out and ghosted the soft pad of her thumb across the long scar that started at my eyebrow and ended at the collar of my dress shirt. Her eyes filled with tears. She was remembering what I’d tried to forget, but never seemed to be able to.  
 
    The memories of the abuse I suffered at the hands of my father still haunted me —even years after I’d killed him. Sometimes I’d wake up in the middle of the night, drenched in sweat, and fighting invisible demons. 
 
    Feeling her pity for me rolling off her in waves, I dropped my hand from her waist, letting her go. I took a step back, no longer wanting her in my personal space. I didn’t need nor want her pity. The person she remembered, the one who’d cried in her arms the night his daddy had hit him in the head with a shovel as a punishment for running away — no longer existed. He couldn’t exist. He was weak. 
 
    Growing up with my father had been hell. He was a mean, bigoted drunk who would beat me and my momma for nothing more than breathing too loud. After she ran her off the abuse only got worse. 
 
     I grew to hate him so much that even after his death I refused to even speak his name. 
 
    When I finally got fed up with him I tried to run away like my mother had done. I nearly starved to death out in the woods. Grace had found me then, when I was at my lowest and salvaged what little bit of my humanity I had left. The only part of that life I wanted to hold on to was Grace. But I wanted her without pity or guilt.  
 
    “Atticus.” She shifted, reaching for me. 
 
    I sidestepped, avoiding her touch. Even with us being outside in the wide open, her gaze on me made me feel claustrophobic, like the past was closing in on me and trying to suck the life out of me. I took another step back, running away from the comfort she offered.  
 
    She frowned and took a step forward. 
 
    I raised my hand in an attempt at warding off her empathy “Don’t, I— that’s the past. Let’s be about the present.” My voice shook. I cleared my throat and slid my sweaty palms into the pockets of my pants. That’s all it took for me to get back into character, Atticus had been replaced by Roman. 
 
    Roman was strong, Roman didn’t need her, as much. She didn’t know all of Roman’s secrets and shame.  
 
    Roman was nothing like the boy who cried on her shoulder, who had begged her for food and affection. Her Atticus was dead and buried back in the swamps of Mississippi. I was now Roman. 
 
     A new man, not a fucking weak boy. I’d been reinvented. I was no longer needy and pathetic and I owed it all to one man. My life had changed for the better the day my grandfather—Roman Esposito found me.  
 
    He gave me his name, a birthright. A new life after his son had ruined my old one. It was my duty to not disgrace him by regressing back to the sniveling little boy she’d know way back when. 
 
    “So, you’re Veronica now?”  I changed the subject. It was for the best.  
 
    Life’s funny, I thought. I’d been searching for Grace for years, and it turned out to be a lot of money wasted because she wasn’t Grace anymore. I’d been wondering since I found her—why she’d changed her identity and became Veronica. My investigator had found out a lot about her, but not that, which was fine. I’d rather hear that story from her than to read it in a file. 
 
    She frowned then shook her head. She didn’t like that I was pulling away, but she knew me well enough to know that nothing would make me talk about what I didn’t want to talk about. Atticus and Roman were both stubborn in that way. Some things you can never change about yourself. 
 
    “How I became Veronica is a long, exhausting story and not what I came here to talk about, Atticus, or should I call you Roman?”  She responded condescendingly. 
 
    “Touché, I guess we should get right down to the business at hand. Your husband’s debt brings you here today, I’m guessing?” 
 
    She nodded and opened her mouth to respond verbally. 
 
    I cut her off before she could. “Answer me this? Did your husband send you?” Her answer would determine how I dealt with him when I found him. 
 
    Marcus Davis was the type that would send her to fix his problems and Grace was just brave enough to walk into a lion’s den to save someone she loved. If he had put her in danger by sending her to me, he would regret it. 
 
    “My husband doesn’t know I’m here.” She wrung her hands together like she’d always done whenever she became nervous. 
 
    I hated how the words, “my husband” sounded coming out of her mouth. Irrational anger welled in my chest, stemming from the fact that she had a husband at all.  
 
    “So why exactly are you here? To beg me. Ask for a favor? What are you willing to do to save your husband’s life?” 
 
    I wanted to ask her if she loved him more than me but knew my heart couldn’t take it if she said yes.  
 
      She glared at me.  
 
     “Why be an asshole, Atticus?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Just tell me what you came here for.” 
 
    “I came to see if there was anything I could do to get this debt paid without losing what I’ve built. My business is all that I have, and I worked too long and hard for it to just give it away.”  she yelled angrily. 
 
    I frowned “What does your boutique have to do with me or your husband’s debt with me?”  I was thoroughly confused. 
 
    “Don’t put on an act with me, Atticus. I know what you’re trying to do. You’re trying to take every fucking thing I’ve built.” 
 
    I mentally shook my head, it’s obvious her snake husband had lied to her. 
 
    “I honestly have no idea what you’re talking about.” 
 
    Her eyes darted across my face as she searched for the truth. 
 
    I schooled my features. She’d have to take my word for it.  
 
     She stopped trying to read me and reached into her bag. 
 
    “He gave me these papers.”  
 
    I took them from her outstretched hand and skimmed through them. I would never claim to be a legal genius, but it didn’t take a law degree to understand them. It was a transfer of ownership contract. Her husband wanted her to sign over her boutique to him.  
 
    I couldn’t hold back my mirthless chuckle. 
 
    What a piece of shit. He wanted her to pay for all the whores he fucked and the fun he had without her. 
 
     She snapped. “What the fuck is so funny about you trying to take my business for a debt my husband owes you?” 
 
    I dismissed the accusations with a wave and shoved her paper back at her. “I already told you I have no idea what you're talking about.”  
 
    She snatched them from my hand. “You’re a liar,” she accused.  
 
    I took my pointer finger and used it to tap her forehead. “Think Grace, don’t be so fucking oblivious, so naïve. You’ve been played. You don’t know who the fuck you married. But you do know me. I’m a lot of fucking things, but a liar isn’t one of them.” I was seething. The old Grace would have known I would never lie to her, not about that. I would never take from her what she didn’t willingly offer.  
 
    Her face softened a bit, but her eyes remained conflicted. “But he said—” She stopped herself mid-sentence and chewed at her bottom lip nervously before saying, “it doesn’t matter what he said.” 
 
    She crossed her arms over her chest and sighed. “Why does he owe you so much money? He won’t tell me, maybe you will.”  
 
    I hesitated. I had two options. I could outright explain to her what my business with her husband was. If I did that, I’d have to tell her I’d sold him drugs, whores and had lent him a considerable amount of money to blow on both and gambling. By doing that I’d be confessing my own sins to her and her wrath would probably be directed at me. People were infamous for killing the messenger.  
 
    Or I could keep my mouth shut, like a coward. And without much thought I knew I’d take the coward’s way out.  
 
    I was terrified of her response to my new life. Would Grace be able to love the new me if she knew the truth? Everything in me screamed no! Especially after she found out I’d played a major part in the demise of her marriage.  
 
    Was I ashamed of what I had become? No, I did what I had to do to survive. Grace obviously understood survival. I could see it in her eyes that something about her was different now, something bad had happened to her. Something traumatizing, and it had changed her. She was harder, more guarded. 
 
     Later, I promised myself that I’d find out what it was, and bring hell to whoever had hurt her, but right then we had her husband to deal with. 
 
    “Ask him.” 
 
    “Ugh,” she yelled out in frustration. 
 
    “Why do I have to ask him? Why can’t you just tell me?” 
 
    I dropped my head. 
 
    “How the fuck did you become this person Atticus?”  
 
    “It’s just as long as your story.” I replied simply, raising both my shoulders in a shrug. 
 
    “I’ve got time,” she crossed her arms and cocked her head to the side, clearly waiting for me to explain.  
 
    I wouldn’t. Not now, maybe never.  
 
    “It’s none of your business and there are more pressing matters to discuss.” I responded. 
 
     Like your lying snake of a husband.  
 
    “And if I’d rather discuss with you?” She responded with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    It wasn’t going to happen. Long seconds passed before she threw her hands up in frustration. 
 
    “Fuck it.” She turned and stomped off towards her car. 
 
    I called after her. “We need to figure out how to fix the mess your husband has made, Grace. Before it gets out of hand.”  I’d hate for her to be caught in the middle of what could become a very deadly situation without knowing why. He’d kept her in the dark about who he really was for far too long. I couldn’t do the same. But he’d be the one to confess his own sins to her. 
 
    “Not now, I’ll come back tomorrow. I just can't be with you, right now. I need to unbox all of this,” she threw over her shoulder.  
 
    Anybody else I wouldn’t have allowed to tell me what they were and weren’t going to do, but I let her go. I could tell by the tone of her voice nothing constructive would come from making her stay. She was in her feelings. I’d wait. I knew where she lived, worked, and who her so-called friends were. If she didn’t come back on her own, I’d personally go get her.  
 
     First thing, I needed to speak to her husband.  
 
    I stayed there watching as she drove off towards her home. I was already anticipating the next time we’d meet.  
 
    When I stepped back into the restaurant, everybody was pretending to be hard at work. But Uffe, better known as ‘Tank, ’was standing in the middle of the restaurant waiting for me with a shit eating grin on his face. His white polo and True Religion jeans made him look out of place in the upscale Italian restaurant, but he refused to wear a suit. 
 
    “Shut up,” I warned as I approached him, cutting off the jokes and comments I knew were coming before he could get started and piss me off. I was already annoyed with the fact that he knew everything about my past with Grace.  
 
    He’d been there when I found out the woman I was about to make a widower was my Grace.  
 
     My emotions had gotten the better of me that day, I’d ended up showing him a glimpse of who I used to be. 
 
    I’d turned back into that weak little boy from Mississippi—only for just a split second, but he’d seen it.  
 
     I had no choice but to tell him about her, but regrettably I told him too much. 
 
     “Go get Mr. Davis, If he doesn’t want to come willingly, make him.” 
 
     Tank narrowed his eyes. He knew whatever I was about to do could cause more trouble than I needed at the moment. “You sure, boss?” He asked firmly. 
 
    Am I sure? 
 
    He questioned me again when I didn’t respond right away. “Are you sure?”  
 
    I needed a minute to think. Maybe seeing Grace was clouding my judgment. I waved Tank forward as I made my way back to my office. He fell into step behind me. 
 
    Did I really want to possibly start a war? I knew without a doubt Mr. Davis would lose his fucking mind and do something stupid once I involved his very clueless wife. I also knew his family would back his stupidity. Marcus Davis’ father and uncles were all well known in the South Florida area. They sold drugs, weapons, and pussy. Basically, anything illegal—they were involved in it. They were also known for handing out swift and lethal punishment to those who crossed them.  
 
     Even though Marcus had managed to screw over more than a few people in his family, judging by what I heard. They still offered him protection. Killing him would cause a lot of animosity between our families.  
 
    But if I was honest, I didn’t really give a fuck, nor was I scared of retaliation. I could get to them just as easily as they could get to me, maybe easier. Nobody was untouchable, and he deserved to die. Now or later was the question. I knew eventually I’d kill him, whether he paid me or not, simply because he had the misfortune of marrying Grace.  
 
    I hated that he had any kind of ownership over her. I hated that he knew what she felt like. How she tasted. No man who had the pleasure would walk the earth at the same time as me. 
 
    But I also had to consider how my grandfather would react. Fuck! 
 
    After a few minutes of thought— I figured I’d just have a conversation with him. Talking to him wouldn’t hurt, would it?  
 
    Tank stood next to my desk like a sentinel, awaiting my answer. 
 
    “Make the call and make sure whoever you send gets to him before she does.” 
 
    “Ok,” he answered, sounding unsure about the whole idea, but I knew he would do what I told him. He was loyal. He’d been my friend since the day we’d met in prison and he’d become my right-hand man soon as he was out.  
 
    He pivoted on his limited-edition Jordan covered feet, headed to do my bidding. Memories of our past expanded, replacing his presence.  
 
    Uffes was Nigerian by birth. When he was ten his mother had immigrated to America, running away from Africa and his abusive father. Later she’d met a man and moved to Brazil leaving sixteen-year-old Uffe to fend for himself. Even after being abandoned, he never held a grudge. Soon after turning eighteen, he’d went to pay her a visit. Her new husband convinced him to carry drugs back into the US for him. He had been caught as soon as he stepped off the plane. Despite it being his first offense, he’d been sentenced to fifteen years in federal prison. When I got there he had already served half of his sentence. 
 
    He was quiet and kept to himself.  
 
    I tried to do the same but only a month into my sentence a group of Skinheads had tried to force me to join their group. Obviously, they knew nothing of my mixed heritage or they wouldn’t have been so inviting. To everyone, aesthetically I looked like a white man, but I knew my momma had been Black, or mixed race passing as white. I remembered little about her. I wasn’t even a toddler when she left, but I had seen the pictures of her that my daddy had tucked away in his old trunk. Though her skin was pale as ivory, her features told a vastly different story.  
 
      
 
    Sometimes my daddy would get so drunk that he’d talk about her before he blacked out. On those nights she was the “half nigger bitch” that had the nerve to leave him. I often wondered how someone with Black blood flowing through their veins could ever get involved with such a fucking insufferable bigot—let alone have a child by him, then leave said child alone with him. I never thought too hard on it. I didn’t want to think about why she’d left me behind knowing how evil he was. I didn’t need that kind of resentment for a woman I had very little memory of — added to the weight of the chip on my shoulder.  
 
    The faux Nazis were very insistent. I was just as insistent when I declined.  
 
     My own father had tried to indoctrinate me into that backwater way of thinking ever since I could remember, but even as a child, before I even knew who my mother was or before I’d met Grace and her granny— I knew we weren’t better than anybody just because of our skin color. How could we be? We were poorer than most of the Black people in town and my daddy was the laziest man I knew. Every month he would only work long enough to buy a few canned goods from the dents makes cents store, get himself something to drink and pay the power bill so he could sit on his fat-ass and watch TV.  
 
    I refused to be anything like him. I told them so. They could feel all the White pride they wanted, just as long as they left me out it. As you can imagine, that didn’t go over so well. 
 
    I was on the verge of getting my ass beat by a group of them —when Tank stepped up to help me out.  He beat six of the ten that tried to jump me by himself. At six feet, five inches and two hundred sixty pounds, it had been an easy feat. After that I considered him family.  
 
     The sound of knocking brought me back to the present. 
 
    “Come in” 
 
    Tank opened the door. Standing at the threshold, he nodded. “It's done, boss. They already know where he’s at and she’s heading in the opposite direction. He should be here within the hour.” He reported.  
 
    His face was serious while he spoke about Marcus, but as soon as the last word left his mouth his grin from earlier returned.  
 
    “Don’t start!” I tried to give him my best don’t fuck with me expression, but he ignored my warning. He lumbered into the room and sat his big ass down in the too small office chair that sat in front of my desk. Me threatening Tank never worked simply because he wasn’t afraid of me like everybody else who worked for me was. 
 
    He jerked his head towards the door. “So that was her?” 
 
    “That was her.” I replied blandly, not exactly sure why I was feeding into his foolishness.  
 
    He nodded appreciatively before continuing. “She’s gorgeous, the pictures didn’t do her justice.”  
 
    I kept my eyes on the papers in front of me. I didn’t want to talk to him about her; I didn’t want to talk to anybody about her. 
 
    He reached over and snatched the papers away. 
 
    I snapped, “Why the fuck did you do that.” 
 
     “I said she’s gorgeous. What do you say in return?” His grin grew, as did my annoyance. 
 
    I exhaled a frustrated breath. “If you were anybody else I’d cut off your fucking hand for snatching something from me.” I threatened. 
 
    He furrowed his brow. “I’d kill before you had a chance to even pull your blade.” He laughed. 
 
    He was one of the few men who would behave so audaciously towards me. I allowed him to because he was the closet I would get to having a brother.  
 
    Still, the thought of shooting him just to get him to shut up crossed my mind. Non-fatal of course— in the shoulder or hand, so he’d have to go to the hospital to get stitched up and leave me the fuck alone. 
 
    He waited for me to acknowledge his compliment. A few seconds of silence stretched between us before I relented.  
 
    “I know she is. Now can you leave me the fuck be!” 
 
    “No, I will not. Because you need a reality check. I don’t see a woman like that sticking around after she finds out your current situation. And what about your grandfather?” 
 
    I waved him off. “What my grandfather thinks doesn’t matter. He'll be fine as long as he gets what he wants from me. I’ll run his empire. As for Grace, she doesn’t have a choice in the matter.” I responded. 
 
    He tapped at the desk, drawing my eyes to meet his. “I’m not so sure this situation with your grandfather will go over as easily as you hope. It will blow up in your face, but when it does... just know I have your back. You’ll be all right either way. But let me get the other part of what you said straight. You plan to pull your cave dweller — grunting and growling, you’re mine bullshit on a Black woman?” 
 
     He shook his head. “Oh man, you’re fucked.  
 
     I watched his head loll backwards as he laughed at me. 
 
    “Get out of my office,” I gritted out, annoyed that he was probably right, but bringing up shit I didn’t want to think about. 
 
    He held up a thick finger. “One last question. He paused and cocked his head. “Should I wear black or white to your funeral?” He teased me. 
 
    He ducked. The coffee cup I threw at him shattered against the wall “Shut up and get the fuck out of my office.”   
 
    Throwing up his hands in surrender, he choked out “Ok, ok I’m going.” Standing, he turned to leave, his laughter trailing him out of the room. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Veronica/Grace 
 
      
 
    My drive home was done purely on instinct, my mind was in a daze.  
 
    It had been twelve years since I’d seen Atticus and I never thought I’d see him again, not after watching him calmly walk out of my life. 
 
    But what I really couldn’t wrap my head around was the fact that my Atticus was Roman. I had heard some pretty disturbing and violent stories about Roman and his family. Things that I didn’t even want to think about at that moment. Things I could never imagine Atticus doing. Not the old Atticus at least, but I could see that he was different now. Harder. More broken inside than before but better at concealing his pain. 
 
    Back when I met him he’d been a scarred, crooked tooth boy,weighed down by poverty and abuse. 
 
    I could still vividly remember the day we’d met, to the day he saved me. 
 
    The sky had been clear on the lake that day. The temperature was murky and humid. It was too hot to be sitting around outside, so I was pretty much alone. I preferred it like that. I’d stayed until the sun was kissing the mid sky—lost in the book I was reading —one of the Baby- Sitters Club books maybe.  
 
    One of the racist white boys from the town over had caught me just before it had turned dark and tried to get me to kiss him, among other things. He said his daddy told him nigger girls were for his pleasure and should do as he said. 
 
     I’d told him to kiss my black ass just like I heard my grandma say.  
 
    He’d gotten mad, knocked me down and was straddling me when a dirty boy came running out of the woods behind the lake screaming like a wild boar, waving a stick in the air. He brought it down on the boy’s head, sending him running off and leaving me behind. 
 
     I was scared shitless when I realized who had saved me. I didn’t even know his name, but I’d seen him around school. 
 
    What I did know for sure was that he’d run away two weeks earlier because there had been an announcement over the intercom at school about him. I also knew that his daddy was a well-known KKK member, and if the rumors were true— he’d taught his son to be exactly like him. But my granny had told me not to listen to rumors, “most of the time it was just sinful gossip,” she preached. So, I didn’t know what to believe at that moment. 
 
    A racist wouldn’t have saved me, would he? 
 
    Plus, he didn’t seem the type. He was always alone and always quiet, never causing any trouble—even when people picked at him for being poor and dirty.  
 
    Some of my fears were alleviated after that thought, but I still pleaded. “Don’t hurt me.” Just In case. Still on the ground. I sat up and scooted away from him.  
 
    “I won’t.” he responded, raising his hands defensively. The tone of his voice and the truth in his silver eyes made me believe him. When he reached down to help me off the ground, I let him. Once I made it to my feet, I brushed off my shorts and shirt.  
 
     He started walking back towards the woods. 
 
    I couldn’t let him go. 
 
    “Wait!” I reached out to stop him. 
 
    He frowned looking down at my hand that was wrapped around his forearm. I removed it, letting it fall to my side. “Thanks for that. “I whispered. 
 
    “No problem,” he nodded. “Now, you better get home. Girls shouldn’t be out here alone at night.” he drawled and tried to walk away again.  
 
    I swallowed the smart reply I had to his comment about girls. My granny had told me anything a man could do— a woman could do and probably do better. But he had just helped me, so I kept that to myself.  
 
    Instead, I asked if he was hungry. He looked hungry, and I felt the need to thank him by doing more than just saying it.  
 
    Lucky for him I had a cooler with sandwiches, some fruit and water. I’d always bring snacks with me when I went out to read by the lake. It was quiet there, different from home. My granny always had somebody over to eat or drink or play cards. I was an introvert. I hated the extra company 
 
    He had looked hesitant, like he wanted to lie and say no, but I guess hunger was stronger than his pride.  
 
    “Yeah, I’m hungry. “He answered.  
 
    “Come on.” I grabbed his hand, he looked surprised by the action. Yes, it was dirty and he smelled terrible, but I didn’t care. He’d saved me. 
 
    I pulled him over to where I had set up my picnic blankets and left my cooler and book bag.  
 
    I pulled everything I had left out of my cooler and put it on display for him. “Eat whatever you want, I'm not hungry. I got some of my granny’s sweet tea that’s still cold and plenty of water.” I pulled the thermos from my backpack and unscrewed the top; it was still more than half full.  
 
    “You sure?” he asked, licking his lips, and staring at the food as he spoke. He immediately reached for a sandwich when I told him I was. 
 
    “Wait!” I shouted. 
 
     He snatched his hand back, going still like a frightened animal. A sad look crossed his face. 
 
    I felt terrible when I realized he probably thought I wasn’t going to let him eat.  
 
     “I’m sorry for yelling, but your hands are filthy. You can’t touch food you’re going to eat without cleaning them.” 
 
      
 
    I pulled out a package of baby wipes from my bag. I used them to clean his hands and face myself. He sat stiff as a board the whole time, barely breathing. 
 
     When he finally did eat, he ate everything I’d offered and probably would have eaten more if I had it. I just watched him, no more than ten minutes passed before he was done. I wondered when the last time he had eaten.  
 
    “What’s your name?”  
 
    “Atticus,” he answered, without looking at me or asking mine, so I volunteered. 
 
    “I’m Grace. Don’t we go to the same school?” He raised his eyes, searched my face for recognition and when he saw it fear blanketed his eyes widened.  
 
    “Please don’t tell my daddy you saw me.” He suddenly jumped up from the blanket, watching me as he ran backwards heading towards the woods, moving so fast. 
 
    “Stop!” I yelled, getting up and running after him. “I wouldn’t do that; I have no reason to.”  
 
    Then and only then did he stop. 
 
    He stared at me with suspicious eyes. I wanted to ask him why he was so scared of his daddy. My daddy had died when I was five. I’d do anything to have him there. To have somebody else to love besides my granny, who had solely been raising me for most of my life. Not soon after my daddy died, my mom had run off and left me with her mother.  
 
    But his relationship with his daddy wasn’t none of my business, so I kept the question to myself and offered him some clean clothes. I’d always been a tomboy and I refused to wear a bathing suit. Last time I did, all the boys had made lewd comments. I wasn’t stacked or anything, but I had curves like girls three or four years older than me, so I had an old pair of my uncle’s basketball shorts and a t-shirt to swim in. Though I was a bit bigger than him, I knew he could probably fit into them. When he agreed to take the clothes, I gave him some strawberry scented soap I’d just bought, so he could use it to wash. 
 
     I gave him the blanket I’d been sitting on to wrap around him. He’d gone into the woods and changed out of his old, dirty clothes. Luckily, he didn’t have to wash in the lake. There were two public shower stalls not too far from the beach, but you had to put two quarters in a machine to get it started. 
 
    I only had enough money for him to wash once, he really needed to shower at least twice to get his greasy hair clean, but he smelled a whole lot better by the time he was done. 
 
    “You need to get home,”  he repeated as soon as he was dressed. As I suspected, the clothes fit him loosely. 
 
    I didn’t argue with him. I wanted to stay longer and make sure he was okay, but I wasn’t willing to risk my Grandmomma’s wrath. 
 
    The sky had been growing darker. I checked my watch, and it was almost eight. I didn’t have much time though. I had to be home during the summers by nine and the walk was forty-five minutes. 
 
    “I’m going, but I’ll be back. Where do you stay?” I bent and started packing. 
 
    He hesitated and I thought he wasn’t going to tell me.  
 
    “I’m staying up at old man Bynum’s place.” 
 
    I scrunched up my face. I knew exactly where it was and that was gross. They’d found old man Bynum a year earlier, dead. He’d been in there for weeks before being discovered and he hadn’t been the cleanest man in life. 
 
    Imagining the condition and smell caused my stomach to roil. 
 
    “How in the world do you stay there?” I scoffed. 
 
    He shrugged. “I have no choice.”  
 
    I left it at that. Without knowing his story, I couldn’t dispute his words. 
 
    “Ok,” I nodded. “I got to go. Take this water and the blankets.” I shoved them in his direction after coming to my feet. “I’ll be back tomorrow with more supplies.” 
 
    He shook his head “No, that’s ok.” He pushed the stuff I was holding out towards him, back at me. Most people would have just left after that, I assume, but not me. I was a pushy kid and he’d saved me from being raped and possibly killed, so I was going to help him all I could, whether he liked it or not. 
 
    “Take it. I insisted. I’ll be back with more tomorrow.” I shoved the things into his arms and backed away before he could hand them back. 
 
     I gathered up my bag, grabbed my cooler, and started off towards the road. Just before I turned the corner, I looked back. He was standing in the same spot I’d left him, silently watching me. His eyes were so sad. I wanted to take him with me. Imagine that, me bringing a dirty runaway white boy, whose daddy was in the KKK home. My Granny would lose her mind. 
 
    But my heavy heart wouldn’t just let me leave him there without thanking him again. 
 
     I turned, walked back over to him, and enveloped him into a hug. He didn't return it, but that was ok with me. 
 
     “Thank you.” I whispered in his ear before turning and running off. “I’ll be here tomorrow around three!” I yelled over my shoulder. 
 
    The next day I didn’t get to leave the house until after five. My granny had me doing all types of chores to help set up for the rent party she was throwing for a neighbor. The neighbor had —had a baby on the same day her husband had run off and was in desperate need of help. So of course, Granny Rose was going to help her.  
 
    She always said charity was the closest a human could get to godliness. In the end, it worked out in my favor. I was able to get some extra supplies for Atticus. She wouldn’t miss them. 
 
    When I was finally able to slip out, I grabbed my old wagon from the shed. I put in it, two flashlights, five jugs filled with water and about twelve cans of potted meat, mostly tuna and franks and beans. A can opener, a bucket and some laundry soap and bleach and rags. I also grabbed my uncle’s old fishing stuff from his room, some sheets, a blanket, and some of the old clothes he had left behind to go work on a big fishing boat in California. He’d been gone for nearly five years. His missing clothes wouldn’t be noticed. 
 
    People around town were looking at me like I was crazy. I understood why. A five-foot, seven inch, hundred and sixty pound, twelve-year-old girl pulling a red wagon behind her would turn some heads.  
 
    I didn’t care about what any of them thought. Nobody seemed to like me anyway. I knew most of it stemmed from them not liking my Momma. “She’d fucked a whole bunch of them bitches’ men,” was what I’d heard my Granny tell her friend. But as long as they left me alone, I was good.  
 
    When I got to the lake, Atticus wasn’t there. I knew where he’d be though. I took the trail up to old man Bynum’s house. Atticus was outside hitting a rock with a stick when I walked up. He looked really mad. Which was funny to me. Yesterday he hadn’t even wanted to take the stuff I was giving him, now he seemed mad because he thought I wouldn’t show up and bring him more. Instead of saying that, I quickly explained to him why I was late. It didn’t seem to matter though. He only smiled when I showed him the goodies I’d brought. I wasn’t offended at all. I’d never gone a day in my life hungry, but I could imagine it was tough.  
 
     He couldn’t believe I’d stolen a whole pound cake. “My granny won’t miss it, it’s all yours, I don’t even want any.” I’d eaten all the treats I wanted while helping her cook. I was stuffed.  
 
    I had also brought him milk and a sub sandwich. It was big around as my head, but what he seemed to like most was a tray of boiled crawfish, crab legs, shrimp, sausage, and potatoes. I suggested he save the sandwich to eat for later since it wouldn’t go bad as fast as the seafood would. After he ate we used some of the water, the bucket and laundry soap and bleach to clean on the inside of the cabin, there wasn’t a lot to do. There were only three rooms. The living room, bedroom, a kitchen, and a bathroom that he couldn’t use since there was no running water. He had boarded that up to keep the smell from escaping and he’d already thrown away most of the dirty furniture. 
 
      
 
    All that remained was a dirty mattress that lay on the floor. I gave him clean sheets that we doubled up for him to sleep on. The horrible smell of death and decay was replaced with the smell of bleach and Tide. After everything was clean we walked down to the lake and he took another shower. I had a whole ten dollar roll of quarters. I told him to use them sparingly because I didn’t know if I’d ever be that lucky to get that many again. I promised to bring him jugs of water so he could wash when they ran out, so he wouldn’t have to go to the lake and possibly be caught. 
 
    Later, walking side by side back to old man Bynum’s place. He had looked at me with those strange eyes and asked me. “Why are you doing this?”  
 
    I smiled. “You saved me, so I owe you.” 
 
    He stopped me, pulling me by my arm to face him fully. 
 
    “You really don’t owe me nothing. That wasn’t right what he was going to do to you. Anybody would have helped.”  
 
    I shook my head no because I didn’t believe that. At only twelve I was already cynical. I’d heard enough stories from my granny and her friends to know that not all people were good or cared about others. I was almost positive most people would have walked right on by. 
 
    “No, everybody wouldn’t have stopped and helped and even if that’s so, it was you that did, so we’re friends forever as far as I’m concerned and no friend of mine goes hungry as long as I can eat. What’s mine is yours. If I got a dollar you got fifty cents.” I repeated the words my grandma had instilled in me.  
 
    She’d left Georgia running from an abusive husband. Her best friend Ms. Hattie had helped her— even though she didn’t have much of her own. My granny was big on being a loyal friend. 
 
    He smiled but blinked like he was going to cry. I knew if I made a big deal out of his show of emotion, he’d be embarrassed. I was a girl and I didn’t like anyone to see me cry, so I couldn’t imagine what a boy felt like crying in front of someone. I pretended not to notice. I walked ahead of him, back towards the house. I needed to get my belongings and start the walk back home anyway; it was getting late. 
 
    I’d be back though.  
 
    A few days later we were laying on his mattress head to foot, just staring at the ceiling. We did a lot of that; sitting quietly or fishing quietly. Hell, most things we did, we did quietly. Neither Atticus liked to talk much. I could tell he was the brooding type. At least he seemed like the type that heroines in the books snuck and read described as brooding. 
 
    He mumbled something, but I didn’t hear him the first time, too caught up in my own thoughts. 
 
    “What you say?” 
 
    “My Daddy beats me.” 
 
    I shook my head, “I figured,” I replied simply. 
 
    Then added as an afterthought. “I’m sorry,” because I didn’t know what else to say. 
 
    He didn't speak again until after a minute of contemplative silence. 
 
     “This time it was really bad. I woke up after the beating and it was night outside, he’d started beating me around midday. Did this to me.” He sat up and I sat up too. I watched as he removed his shirt. I gasped. His whole right side was scabbed over. The word fag was carved into his skin. 
 
    “Why would he do that?” I cried out, it looked horrible. Tears came to my eyes so quickly, my vision blurred. 
 
    “Shh.” he shushed me and pulled me into his arms. 
 
    For the first time in my whole life, I wanted to physically hurt somebody. I couldn’t believe someone would do such a thing to his own child. 
 
    “Why,” I wanted to know, though it didn’t matter really. 
 
    His voice cracked as he told me. “The neighbor’s son picked a fight and I lost. My daddy said only faggots lost fights and I’d embarrassed him. This was his way of making me remember that.”  
 
    “I hate your daddy.” I declared honestly. No child deserved to live through such things. I cried into his white t-shirt until I couldn't cry anymore. Then I noticed a familiar scent. 
 
    “You smell like me.”  
 
    “I know, I like it.” he whispered. I sat back and we just stared at each other. I didn’t know why suddenly looking at him was making me feel tingly but I wanted the moment to last, he broke the spell I was under when he spoke. 
 
    “Will you read to me?  
 
    “Yes,” I didn’t hesitate. I needed a moment.  
 
     I got up and walked across the room to where my backpack sat by the front door, wondering why I was suddenly feeling nervous about being there with him.  
 
    When I couldn’t figure it out I shook the feeling off. I pulled out the poetry he liked. I’d brought other books for him to entertain himself with, but he’d seen me reading some of Maya Angelou’s poems and asked me to read one to him. I did. After that, every time I showed up he’d ask me to read to him.  
 
    I sat down next to him Indian style and this time was different than before. He laid his head on my lap while I read instead of sitting across from me. I was so nervous I stumbled and felt like I was sounding stupid, but he didn’t seem to notice. He just lay still as the dead with his eyes closed tightly.  
 
    One moment I was reading and the next we were being awakened up by the police. They’d scared the living daylights out of me. I couldn’t believe I had fallen asleep. 
 
     My Granny had gotten worried when I hadn’t come home or called.. I watched as Atticus struggled against being put into the back of their car. He calmed only when I got in beside him and held his hand. 
 
    “It’s ok. We can tell them about what your Dad did to you.” 
 
    “No!” He shook his head furiously. “If you do that they'll take me away and I’d never see you again. You’re the only friend I got.” His hand tightened on mine.” I’d rather die.” 
 
    I thought that he was being stupid. I was nowhere near as important as him being safe and I told him so.  
 
    “To me you are,” he pleaded, looking at me with his big, sad grey eyes.  
 
    Going against common sense, I agreed to keep quiet, but I didn’t like it. 
 
    He held my hand so tight on the drive to his house I thought he’d break it, but I didn’t dare complain. It was my fault he had to go back. 
 
    I knew he lived in a trailer park on the outskirts of town, but I hadn’t expected all the homes to be rusty and old, or the yards to be covered in trash. The smell of dog feces and urine was so heavy in the air that my eyes and nose burned. I couldn’t understand how anybody who lived like that held the belief that they were superior to me and my granny who lived in a four-bedroom, two bath house she owned in the nice part of town, just because of the color of the skin. But my Granny had told me those who were racist weren’t the smartest bunch, so I didn’t think about it for long. 
 
      
 
    When the officer knocked on Atticus’ Dad’s door, the wide man put on a whole show of hugging him and pretending he was happy to see him, but I saw him slap him upside the head when we were driving away. I must have been staring too hard because the Dad caught me and glared. I glared right back. I wasn’t scared of him. If he did anything to me, I knew my Granny would skin him alive. 
 
     I was scared for Atticus. He only had me to look out for him. I had to bite the inside of my cheek and dig my nails into my hands to keep from telling the police what I knew. Even that didn’t even work. The words hovered on the tip of my tongue until I made a promise to myself that from that day forth I’d be there for him, to protect him. 
 
    My Granny was furious when the police dropped me off. I didn’t try to lie or get out of my punishment. That wouldn’t have helped Atticus. I told her the truth. I explained to her what had happened and what Atticus’ Daddy was doing to him and how he had saved me that day at the lake. She understood like I knew she would. Understanding didn’t mean I wasn’t grounded for a week. I thought I’d gotten off easy in the grand scheme of things. 
 
    Atticus showed up the next day looking for me. My granny invited him in like she promised she would. He ate lunch with us and she told him he was always welcome at our house. “You’re safe here, anytime. I got a sawed off for pricks like your daddy, so he better not show his pale ass up over here acting a fool.” She warned, making us both laugh, but I knew she was serious.  
 
    After that, he said he had to go. She sent him on his way with a plate of fried fish and potato salad. She told him to come over if he got hungry or scared or just wanted to visit, but also told him he would have to help her cook and clean or read a book or play by his lonesome in one of the other rooms until my punishment was over. 
 
     He came by every day and stayed for hours. I'd hear him in the kitchen helping Granny, laughing, and cutting up. I wasn’t even mad about not being able to participate. I had a lifetime of Granny making me feel worthy. I was willing to share some of that feel good with Atticus. 
 
    That Saturday, the day my punishment ended. I saw him coming up the street just before breakfast. He had a smile the size of Mississippi on his face, we both did. Mine dropped when my eyes landed on the bandage that covered the right side of his face. He spoke before I could question him about it.  
 
    “Don’t hurt a bit.” He grinned. 
 
     I shook my head and started to ask him why he’d gotten beaten this time, but he pushed past me and walked into the house. He never liked to talk about the beatings his Daddy gave him. He was so used to them it was easy for him to pretend or forget that they hadn’t happened, but it wasn’t. I’d think about them for days. 
 
    “What Big Momma make for breakfast”  She told him to call her that. Why? I don’t know. My granny was a slip of a woman, barely five feet and one hundred pounds, light skinned like a Creole woman, but you’d better not call her one to her face.  
 
    She’d told me she once had a sister dark as night named Love, who she loved as much as she loved me. She said that her family issues with colorism and self-hate had caused Love to run away. She’d gotten herself killed by a white man she was laid up with. Granny said her family’s ignorance was responsible for her sister’s death, so she didn’t take any pride in being anything but Black, though she obviously was. She had green eyes and long silky wavy hair that rested below her butt. It had been bright red before it turned completely grey.  
 
    What Granny didn’t have in size, she made up for in mouth though. She’d curse you so bad you’d wish she would have just hit you instead, and our house was full of guns that she always threatened to use on people if they even tried to act up. 
 
    I stayed on the porch after Atticus had gone in, trying to get my anger under control. Wishing that I could go over and kick his Daddy’s ass myself. I hated that man so much it made my heart hurt. 
 
    The sound of a car horn brought me back to the present. Lord knows how long I’d been sitting at the stop sign. I drove off and it only took me another minute or so until I pulled up in front of my house.  
 
    Marcus’ car wasn’t home, but it rarely was anymore. I pulled out my cell and called him for what seemed like the hundredth time that day, but my call went straight to voicemail. 
 
    I was relieved he wasn’t there even though I wanted to talk to him. I needed time to unpack the day without him bitching and moaning about his problems. I shook my head. Why was I even concerning myself with him and his problems anymore? 
 
    I should have just packed my shit and left. 
 
     I should have left long ago. When the thrill was gone and I no longer felt secure in my marriage. I could barely recognize the man I sometimes slept next to. In the beginning he had been sweet and caring, giving.  
 
    Now he was disrespectful more than not, verbally abusive, and I had a feeling he was cheating on me, but I didn’t even have the energy to care—to be honest. I only stayed because of my boutique and the somewhat normal life I had with him, that’s all I’d been wishing for so long. 
 
    Contemplating my next move, I sat in the car just staring at the too big house that I never thought we needed, but Marcus had insisted on getting. 
 
    Owning a mini mansion made no sense for just two people. He didn’t want kids, but thought we needed twelve rooms. For what? Simply to feed his fucking ego I suppose.  
 
    Marcus was always trying to impress people with material things, insisting that we had to have the best of everything.  
 
    So superficial. 
 
    He always wanted me more than presentable. Which to him meant wearing expensive jeans, dresses, shoes, and long weaves down my back. I hated all of it. We had one of the biggest arguments over me wearing my natural hair instead of some Brazilian woman’s. And Lord forbid if I left the house in sweatpants and a t-shirt or a ponytail. He would lose his fucking mind. 
 
    Getting out of the car I walked towards the house. A sense of dread thick as smoke pulsed through my body, making me feel heavy. Somehow I knew my life was about to change and I would have no part in which direction it went. I felt powerless. I was powerless 
 
     When I pushed open the front door and put in the security code, I called out to Marcus. His car not being there meant nothing. Sometimes his friends would drop his drunk ass at the house and he’d have to go back and pick up his car once he sobered up. 
 
     I exhaled with a sigh of relief when he didn’t answer. 
 
    Walking into the living room I sat down in my favorite chair. Something was egging me on to just leave but I knew I couldn’t —not when Marcus needed me, not while he was in trouble. What kind of person would that make me? Not the type I was raised to be. I would stick by him and honor our vows until everything with Atticus was worked out, then I was gone. 
 
    First, I needed to find out exactly what I was up against. Since neither Atticus or Marcus would tell me outright, I knew I needed to find out for myself and I knew exactly where to start.  
 
    The door to his office was locked.. Marcus had forbidden me from going into his office that occupied the entire basement of our home. I had respected his wishes before, I wouldn’t any longer. By coincidence I’d found the keys to the door tucked away in the back of his closet in a shoe box a few months ago. 
 
    I took off my heels, hiked up my long dress and headed towards the stairs. I took them up, two at a time hoping Marcus hadn’t changed his hiding spot. I almost yelled out in happiness when I found them right where I’d left them. I didn’t know when he’d be back so I didn’t waste any time, I turned and ran back downstairs.  
 
    I hurriedly walked through the living room and to the door that would lead me downstairs. There were three keys, but I got lucky and I unlocked the door on the first try.  
 
     As I opened the door, my heart felt like it was going to beat out of my chest. I knew I’d have hell to pay if he came in and caught me rifling through his things, which caused me to hesitate for a moment. I didn’t need him flipping out on me. He’d never been violent, but he was under a lot of stress. Anything was possible. I didn’t want to end up in prison for the rest of my life, but I would if he laid a hand on me. I’d kill him dead. 
 
     I only hesitated for a moment because my need to know what he’d gotten me into was greater than the fear of him finding me in his precious fucking office. I opened the door, found the light switch. I flipped it on. I was surprised by how bare the space was. There was a simple couch, a desk and a chair sitting behind it and about thirty to forty file cabinets. It struck me as strange because Marcus had decorated every other room in the house in gaudy expensive furniture, but not this one. 
 
    Walking over to the desk chair I sat down in front of his computer and turned it on. I exhaled a frustrated breath when a request for a password popped up. Nothing could ever be that easy for me. Luckily Marcus was self-absorbed and a Momma’s boy, the password  most likely would be his or his mommas birthday, I tried his Momma’s first.  
 
    I hated that bourgeois bitch. She’d been the bane of our marriage from the very beginning. She wasn’t above telling me how she thought her son was too good for me, and at first I believed her.  
 
    I thought Marcus was one of the best-looking men I’d ever seen —when he’d approached me in a local bar during happy hour one night. 6’3, 220 pounds of muscle and the color of caramel or ‘high yella’ as my Granny would have called him. With piercing green eyes I’d got lost in. He was college educated, and from a well to do family and wealthy. I was the chubby country girl who had barely gotten an associate degree in business from a community college. I’d felt honored that he’d chosen me. Boy was I wrong. Between the constant degradation and humiliation, I’d suffered at his hands and his Mom’s, it wasn’t a year before I’d realized that I wasn’t lucky at all. 
 
    Damn! That didn’t work, so I tried his.  
 
    “Yes!” His computer came to life.  
 
    It didn’t take me long to find the evidence for which I was searching. 
 
    My granny used to talk about love making you blind. Leave it to me to find out firsthand that it left you deaf, dumb, and stupid as well. I scrolled through picture after picture of my husband with what seemed like hundreds of different women, all colors, body shapes and sizes. At the very least he didn't discriminate, I thought bitterly.  
 
     Now I’m not a prude, but some of the stuff I saw in those pictures was downright lewd and lascivious. He had been involved in threescore, orgies. There were toys being used by him, and on him. Bodily fluids of all kinds were exchanged. 
 
     I looked through the pictures until I couldn’t take it anymore. Closing the folder, I clicked on his saved bank records. I don’t know what he was doing with his money, but it seemed to disappear as fast as it was deposited. 
 
    Marcus was a realtor who sold expensive, lavish houses all across the country. From my understanding, he made hundreds of thousands of dollars in commission. I’d seen the checks when we first got married, then he stopped showing me. Our lifestyle was expensive, but not enough to be damn near broke. He had less than sixty thousand in his checking and nothing in savings. When I couldn’t figure out where all the money had gone I clicked out of that window and went to his email account. There were a lot of emails from his Mother. I clicked on the most recent. My head swam as I read it.. 
 
    Your daughter is six now and asks about you all the time, it’s time for you to leave that bitch you married and be with Jenny. You have a family and you should act like it. I raised you better than this. 
 
    My eyes had to be big as saucers. I couldn’t believe what I was reading. 
 
    Jenny was the flighty white bitch who had been Marcus’ high school sweetheart. His mother had always acted as if she walked on water.  
 
    When Marcus and I first got together she would always show up at his family gatherings. I had told Marcus how uncomfortable she made me feel. He dismissed my feelings and claimed I was jealous. Which was bullshit. Though she was cute, with a Taylor Swift girl next door vibe about her. I wasn’t envious at all. She just really made me feel uncomfortable. She was always looking at me like she wanted to slit my throat. Now I knew why, Marcus and I had been together for seven years, and their daughter was six. That meant Jenny was either pregnant when we first got together or he got her pregnant soon after. 
 
    I felt numb, I felt dirty, and I didn’t want to know any more of my husband’s secrets. Quite honestly, I didn’t think I could handle any more of them.  
 
    My hand shook as I shut down his computer. I got up and jogged back up the stairs. I grabbed my keys, shoes and purse and headed straight for the front door. I needed to talk to someone I could trust. To someone who knew what my husband had been up to. I got in my car and headed back towards Atticus’ restaurant to get answers. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Roman 
 
      
 
    I sat at my desk facing Marcus who could barely stay upright in his chair. He was high off of who knows what. I didn’t bother with trying to hide the contempt on my face. I despised him and people like him. 
 
     He was nothing more than a pathetic addict with entirely too many vices. Vices made you weak. He was weak. 
 
    I didn’t understand how he was able to hide that side of his lifestyle from his wife. Knowing Grace was married to this waste of life caused the muscles in my neck to tighten. The urge to jump across the desk and beat him until they loosened was there, but I stayed seated. 
 
    It wasn’t even really about Grace. I’d never liked the other man in the first place. He was overly overconfident, obnoxious, and flashy. I hated that type. The ones always bragging about what they had or could do. My simple dislike had turned into hate as soon as I’d found out he was married to my Grace. 
 
    I called his name. “Mr. Davis,”  
 
     His head remained slumped to the side. He was gone, off in la-la land, riding the high of whatever substances he’d ingested. 
 
    Fuck this 
 
    Seething with frustration, I stood, removing my jacket. I walked over to where he sat. 
 
    “Davis!” I roared his name. Raising my leg, I kicked the leg of the chair, causing it to break. The sound of wood splintering rent the air. He hit the floor before the chair did. 
 
    Tank rushed into my office, his gun in hand. He looked around frantically until his gaze fell to Marcus. He was fully awake now, staring up at me with frightened eyes.  
 
    I chuckled to myself. It’s always the ones that talked the loudest who’d become scared the fastest. 
 
    Tank shook his head in disgust while sneering at Mr. Davis, “You good, boss?” 
 
    I waved him out of the room before he could further question me. He left but glanced back at me before shutting the door. His thoughts were easy to read. Don’t do something we’ll regret. 
 
    “Get the fuck up.” I ordered Marcus without waiting. I turned and walked back to my chair. I expected him to be standing by the time I got myself situated or I would shoot him, maybe. 
 
    Fuck. I wanted to, the only thing keeping me from doing so is Grace. She’d hate me if she knew I killed her husband. It wouldn’t matter even if I told her he was a piece of shit and I was doing her a favor. 
 
     I knew Grace well enough to know she’d stick by him until he proved to her he wasn’t worthy, like she’d done with me. 
 
    I took my seat, leaned back in my chair, rested my elbows along the arms, crossing my legs.  
 
    A frown tugged at my lips. Mr. Davis was up. I suspected he knew instinctively there would be consequences if wasn’t. 
 
    “What the fuck?” He slurred, his eyes were glassy and wide.  
 
    “Where is my money Mr. Davis? “I asked irritably. 
 
    He looked at me with genuine confusion on his face, then he grimaced. “You had me dragged here because of that little bit of money I owe you? Do you know who I am, who my family is?” 
 
    I massaged my temples, reaching deep for patience before responding. “You call two million dollars a little bit of money?” I gritted between my teeth “and who your family is means zero to me, if you wan-” Before I could finish, Tank barged in.  
 
    I glowered at him. “Why the fuck are you interrupting me?” 
 
    He rolled his eyes at my harsh greeting. “Thought you’d like to know you have company.” He glanced pointedly between Marcus and I, letting me know exactly who the company was. I couldn’t keep a devious smirk off my face. 
 
    Perfect. 
 
    I planned to let Grace know exactly who she’d married. Now I could show her, and he could tell her himself. 
 
    No time like the present. 
 
    “Let her in.” 
 
    Surprised, Tank looked at me as if I’d grown an extra head.  
 
    “Let her in.” I repeated. 
 
    He nodded towards Marcus. He was oblivious to the fact that his entire world was about to implode. 
 
    I ignored the inquisitive scowl on Tank’s face, so he came right out and asked the question, “You sure you want her to find out like this?” 
 
    “Let her in” I spoke in a tone that dared him to protest. 
 
    “A'ight boss,” he saluted me facetiously.  
 
    Not even ten seconds passed before he was opening my door again. 
 
     Grace squeezed past him. I saw the appreciative raise of her eyebrow, the grin on his face let me know he saw it too. She likes what she sees.  
 
    I could feel my eye start to twitch. I’d have killed Tank with my bare hands if he acknowledged it. He wisely didn’t. When he left, closing the door without glancing back, I breathed a sigh of relief. Would I have really hurt someone who was like a brother to me over Grace? She turned and smiled my way and I knew the answer was yes, in a fucking heartbeat. 
 
    For a few seconds she was staring at her husband’s back and didn’t know it; “If you are busy I could come back.”  
 
    Marcus immediately recognized her voice, his eyes ballooned. His knees dipped and he nearly fell over, turning around to face her.  
 
    Grace gasped when she realized it was him, her mouth hung open. Her gaze traveled from the top of his unkempt head and stopped at his feet; he only wore one shoe. “What in the heavens?” She mumbled as she stepped forward like she was going to help him, but stopped herself abruptly, pulling her hand back like she touched a hot burner. 
 
     A look of disgust crossed her face. She shook her head as she looked past him to me. 
 
    “What is going on here Atticus?” She sounded tired and defeated, “Did you do this to him?” 
 
    The tick above my eye signaled my irritation. “No, he did it to himself and if you sit down, your husband has something to tell you.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Grace. 
 
      
 
    Marcus’ Adam’s apple bobbed in his throat as he swallowed. He looked as if he was more scared of me than Atticus. Why? What was he so worried I would do, leave him? Atticus on the other hand could kill him. He was in fact looking as if he was ready to. 
 
    What the fuck have you gotten yourself into this time, Grace? 
 
    “Tell her.” Atticus demanded of Marcus; his voice was deceptively calm. I had heard it before. The day he killed his daddy. 
 
    I was sixteen and Atticus was seventeen at the time. In the three years since we’d met— that day by the lake, that day was the first time he hadn’t shown up for school. I’d made him promise me that we’d graduate together with grades good enough to go to a nice, out of state school. He hadn’t broken that promise yet. He, like me had an A average and had been offered full scholarships to colleges all over the US. Wherever Atticus decided to go, I was going too. Since that day at the lake, I made it my personal mission to save him like he’d saved me, even if I had to save him from himself. 
 
    I’d sat in classes all day wondering why he hadn’t showed up to school, hoping his daddy hadn’t beaten him to death. His death at his father’s hands had become a constant fear of mine. The thoughts I had caused my stomach to churn. I wanted to leave school and go and check on him and by fourth period I almost did. The only thing that kept me there was the thought of my granny, I knew she would pitch a fit and I’d be grounded. If Atticus was really hurt, he’d need me to take care of him like before and I couldn’t do that if I was stuck in the house. I thought about calling Granny and telling her to go check on him but decided against it. I didn’t want her worried if he had just slept in. 
 
    I made it through the entire day without losing it. When the bell rang I did the unthinkable and asked Ernest Roberts for a ride. He didn’t like Atticus and Atticus didn’t like him. 
 
    He’d been trying to date me since our freshman year began and I’d turned him down every time. There was no way I could deal with him no matter how cute he was if he didn't get along with my best friend. I usually didn’t even talk to him unless he spoke to me first, but I was truly desperate, walking would take nearly an hour, but driving only fifteen minutes. 
 
    I asked and he eagerly said yes. He talked my ear off the entire ride. Some I heard, most I didn’t. 
 
    He refused to drive his new Mercedes into the trailer park Atticus lived in. That was fine. 
 
    As soon as Ernest dropped me off at the corner I ran as fast as I could to Atticus’ house. I breathed a sigh of relief when I saw his daddy’s car wasn’t there. I knocked at the trailer door until my hand hurt but got no answer. Going against my better judgment I pushed open the door. The smell of dirty dishes, urine, trash, and something unfamiliar hit me in the face causing my eyes to water. When my eyes adjusted to the darkness I saw where the smell was coming from, the trailer was filthy, there was old food and garbage everywhere. No wonder Atticus would never invite me to his home, even when his daddy wasn’t there. 
 
    I crept through the house, my keys held in one hand so I could use them as a weapon if Atticus’ daddy popped up and my shirt in the other hand, pulled up over my nose. 
 
     The first room I came across, I saw Atticus, he was lying in bed, his arm slung over his eyes, snoring lightly. I breathed another sigh of relief, leaned in the door looking into the room. It looked entirely different from the rest of the place. It was clean and though the furniture was old, it looked well taken care of, it even smelled different. 
 
    I’d barely walked into the room before Atticus sat up and looked at me, he wasn’t startled or scared. It was like he knew it was me. 
 
    “Why are you here?” He snapped. 
 
    I didn’t like the tone of his voice or the fact that he was just lying-in bed while I’d been worried out of my mind— thinking the worst had happened. 
 
    “I came to check on you, asshole.” I responded with an attitude, placing my hand on my hip. 
 
    He just stared blankly at me, pissing me off. 
 
    “What?” I snapped. 
 
    “You really shouldn’t be here.” he said when he finally spoke. 
 
    “Fuck you, I’m leaving.”  I turned to storm out. 
 
    “Grace,” he called, “come back, please!” I stopped, but hesitated. I couldn’t stay mad at him no matter what he did. It was a bad habit I’d been trying to break, but I guess I hadn’t yet. I turned and went back into his room. 
 
    He lifted his comforter inviting me into his bed. 
 
     I took a step towards the bed, but then thought better of it. I wanted to lay with him, but I knew he’d be in trouble if his daddy came home, “What about your daddy?” I asked.  
 
    “He won’t bother us.”  
 
    I eyed him suspiciously. The way in which he proclaimed that his father wouldn’t bother us caused the hairs on my arm to stand on end, but I ignored the feeling of apprehension. I went over and kicked off my shoes at the foot of the bed, I lay next to him. The thoughts of his daddy catching us left as quickly as they’d come when he wrapped me in his arms. I knew he’d protect me as best as he could if his daddy did come home. 
 
    “Why weren’t you in school today?”  I asked with my back turned to him, we lay spooning, the heat from his body was making me hot, in more ways than one. I squirmed, eliciting a groan from him. 
 
    “Stop wiggling, Grace.” 
 
     “I’m not," I responded, trying to sound as innocent as possible. I waited for a few seconds to pass, then I pushed my ass into his lap.  
 
    “Fuck baby, you can’t keep doing that,” he hissed.  
 
    Ever since I’d caught him staring at me with lust filled eyes I’d begun teasing him purposely, hoping that he’d do something about the sexual tension that had been growing between us for the past year.  
 
    Grabbing my hips, he stilled me but pressed himself further against my ass. “You see what you’ve done?”  
 
    I bit back a moan. I liked the feel of his hardness against me.  
 
    Before I could respond, I was suddenly flipped onto my back, then he was on top of me. I stared up into the troubled grey eyes of the boy who saved me. He’d become my best friend, my family, and the only person besides my granny that I loved with all my heart. I leaned forward and kissed him like I’d been dreaming of doing since that day in Mr. Bynum’s old cabin. My heart soared when he kissed me back. He pulled back and searched my eyes. 
 
    “I love you Grace,” he said after long seconds had passed. I could feel the tears come to my eyes. We’d said we loved each other before, but this time I could feel it was different.  
 
    “I love you too Atticus, “After our confession he’d kissed me all over while removing my clothes and right there in his dirty trailer, on his old worn-out mattress I gave my virginity to Atticus the boy who would forever have my heart. He was gentle and I loved every moment of it, right after it stopped hurting that is.  
 
    When it was time for me to be heading home, he walked me to the door and kissed me so sweetly I almost cried again. “I love you Atticus,” I said before closing his raggedy screen door. 
 
     “I love you too, Grace and I’m sorry.” He closed the main door in my face before I could ask him what he was sorry about. I made a mental note to ask him the next day, but I never got the chance. At five in the morning, my granny woke me up with tears in her eyes. It was all over the news. Atticus had beat his daddy to death the day before and then turned himself in after I’d left.  
 
    My mind had flashed back to the pungent smell in the trailer and I realized it wasn’t just the dirty dishes. It had been his daddy’s body decaying. The thought sent me running to the bathroom. I threw up so long and hard my throat became sore. It didn’t take me long to figure out why Atticus had apologized to me that day.  
 
    I found out a few days later that he’d been locked up in the county jail with real criminals and not in the juvenile detention center where they put kids. That’s where I thought he’d be and that’s where I’d gone to visit. When I found out he wasn’t, I went to the regular jail and the Sheriff told me I wasn’t on his list. He must have forgotten, I thought. I went back every day for a week and every time I was denied visitation. I tried not to jump to conclusions as to why he didn’t want to see me, but I knew I would keep going back until he did. 
 
    The following Tuesday, after he’d been arrested, I went to the old courthouse because I heard he was due in court. I walked in just in time to hear him plead guilty and be sentenced to ten years in prison for killing his Daddy. His sentence was so short because everybody knew about how abusive his Father had been. But Atticus never gave an explanation about what pushed him over the edge and that pissed the prosecutor off. 
 
     My knees had buckled, the pain in my chest was debilitating. I must have cried out because suddenly the eyes of everyone in the courtroom were on me, including Atticus.’ 
 
     “Why did you plead guilty, he deserved to die!” I screamed. I ignored the surprised gasp from the people in the courtroom, not caring what they thought and meaning every word I said. His daddy had been an abusive piece of shit, and everybody in town knew it but said nothing. I wished I would have been the one to kill him.  I’d have done it without an ounce of guilt and I would have damn well gotten off for it.  
 
    I ignored everybody in the courtroom who tried to come over and calm me down. I swatted away the bailiff trying to help me from the floor. I didn’t need help. I just needed Atticus.  
 
    He watched me act like a plum fool and all he did was apologize again before being led away. I felt a piece of me break away when he disappeared behind those doors, and when he sent my hundredth letter back unopened, I knew I would never be the same. 
 
     I thought nothing would ever hurt me as bad as his rejection had, but then my granny died six months later, two days after I turned seventeen and I found out I could hurt more.  
 
    At my granny’s funeral, the Momma I hadn’t seen in twelve years showed up. She was tall and lean; light skinned and had the face of an angel. I looked nothing like her, and for some unexplainable reason— that made me feel good about myself. She was dressed in expensive clothing and even though she looked like she was doing well money wise, she still showed up with her hand out. She wanted to sell Granny’s house but couldn’t because Granny had left it to me. She wanted her share of Granny’s life insurance policy, but that was in my name too, all would be released to me on the day I turned eighteen.  
 
    After she found that out, she told me I would be going to Atlanta with her and the creepy looking white man hanging on her arm. He was huge, standing 6’5, and weighing about 270 pounds, with blond hair and sharp, menacing ice blue eyes and even though he was old, he looked to be in good shape. I hated the way he was always eyeing me, so I avoided him.  
 
    When I think back to what happened after I moved in with them. I wished I would have just given it all to her. She would have probably taken it all and left me to fend for myself. The time I had to spend living with my Momma and her “husband” turned out to be worse than losing Atticus and my granny combined. 
 
    “Grace!” Atticus calling my name brought me back to the present. I quickly blinked back tears and focused on him. 
 
    The way he was looking at me let me know he knew I was reminiscing about the past. 
 
    I tried to smile, but in reality, all I wanted was to cry. I wouldn’t. I’d promised myself years ago that I’d leave the past in the past. Veronica didn’t cry about Grace’s heartache. I closed my eyes tight and thought about more pleasant things, like my granny laughing, and me and Atticus swimming in the lake during the summer.  
 
    When I opened my eyes Atticus was coming towards me. I shook my head stopping him. 
 
    I cleared my throat. “I’m alright.” I lied, and turned away from him, I switched my thoughts to what had brought about our impromptu reunion, my husband. The right now was easier to deal with than the past. 
 
    “What is going on, Marcus?” He looked terrible. Again, I wondered if Atticus had done something to him, he looked nothing like himself. 
 
    “I, um. I was-- un,” he stuttered, unable to form a complete sentence. 
 
    “Tell her.” Atticus’ tone was deadly.  
 
    Marcus started talking. I pretended I didn’t know anything and just listened. By the time he finished I was left wondering. Who the fuck is this man? I thought I had found out about all his lies on his computer but turns out he had a lot more to confess.  
 
    Besides a child and baby momma, he had a mistress, and a gambling and hooker habit. That’s why he was nearly broke. 
 
    When he got to the part about borrowing money from some of the most dangerous men in Florida and Georgia, I couldn’t handle listening to him anymore. I lost it. For years he’d been putting my life in danger and I had no idea.  
 
    I’d run away from one crazy-fucked up situation to end up in another. How could I have been so clueless? 
 
    Before I could stop myself, I reached out and slapped him, it felt so good —I did it again, I didn’t stop until my hand hurt. He stood there and took it without retaliating, because he knew he deserved it, or maybe he was too scared to do anything with Atticus in the room. 
 
    My heart started hammering against my chest I stopped. The familiar pangs of a panic attack set in. I needed air. The room was too stifling, too small. I tugged at the collar of my dress. I couldn't breathe. I pushed over the chair I was sitting in when I stood.  
 
     I rushed towards the door, it seemed so far away and the room was spinning like I was on a tilt-a-whirl. Suddenly my knees were buckling, but before I could hit the ground I was being lifted. I looked back to find Atticus holding me, his brows were creased with worry, but in his eyes—there was something evil swirling in them, it was scary. 
 
     Surprisingly, being in his arms caused my heart rate to slow, but the feeling of dread in my chest didn’t subside. I looked from him to my husband and had the urge to tell Marcus whatever was about to go down, wouldn’t be good. 
 
    I knew I had to intervene.  
 
    “I’m good Atticus, put me down.”  He put me down without hesitation and focused his wrath on Marcus. He took a menacing step in his direction. 
 
    I grabbed his arm to keep him from doing something violent 
 
    He turned his head, and speared me with a glare so angry I could physically feel it. There was so much anger in his eyes, but I didn’t need him fighting my fights anymore. 
 
    “Don’t make this worse, please.” 
 
    His lips curled unevenly into a scowl. He nodded.  
 
    Jabbing his thumb in Marcus’ direction, he ordered me. “Handle it, before I do.” He walked back behind his desk turning his chair, his back to us.  
 
    I needed to hurry up and get rid of Marcus before I was witness to a murder. 
 
    I righted the chair I’d knocked over and sat back down. I took a deep breath to steady my nerves. 
 
    Marcus stood in the same place as before, staring at me like the clueless fucking idiot he was.  
 
    “Marcus, I’m sorry for hitting you,” I started, but decided to forgo the apology. I wasn’t sorry at all, so why lie. Fuck him. 
 
    I just needed to wash my hands of the whole fucking mess. 
 
    “I’ll have my lawyer send you divorce papers.” I said because I didn’t know what else to say and that’s what a real wife would do, right? But there would be no divorce papers. 
 
    We weren’t even legally married because the woman he married didn’t exist. Veronica Jones didn’t exist. I thought she could. That’s why I had married him. I wanted normalcy. 
 
    But nothing in my life ever worked out like I wanted it to. I would adjust accordingly. 
 
    I started plotting in my head how I'd get away from the mess I’d gotten myself in again. Selling the shop would be easy. Deciding where I wanted to start over would be next—I could do that. I had money saved. Who I would be—that would be the hard part. I had to be careful. 
 
    “No.” Marcus exclaimed, drawing my attention back to him. Green eyes flipped to mine and his lip curled. He wobbled on his feet as he stalked toward me. He was barely standing on his own two feet but looked as if he was ready to use the last bit of energy he had to attack me. 
 
    Rage flared in his bloodshot eyes “Divorce? I didn’t marry your fat ass to get divorced.” he spat venomously. 
 
    I was going to tell him to kiss my fat ass, but before I could respond, Atticus reacted.  
 
    It took only a millisecond for him to come out from behind the desk. In his hand was a gun, one that seemed to materialize out of thin air. He pressed it to Marcus’ head. I don’t know if it was me or Marcus that screamed, but someone did. I jumped up from the chair but didn’t approach them. 
 
    I would try to save Marcus’ life. I hadn’t exactly been honest with him during our marriage, but I wouldn’t go as far as stepping in front of a gun for him. 
 
    “What are you doing, Atticus?” 
 
    When he turned his steel grey eyes my way I knew Atticus had checked out. 
 
    “I told him to watch what the fuck he said to you,” he gritted out from between his pearly white teeth, before turning his attention back to Marcus who looked like he was going to cry or pass out, or both. 
 
    “Didn’t I?” He nudged Marcus’s head with the gun and waited for an answer. 
 
    Marcus nodded.  
 
    His silence seemed to piss Atticus off more. I watched Atticus raise his arm and swing toward Marcus with his free hand. I could literally see spittle fly from his mouth. Marcus dropped to the floor on to his ass and threw his hands up to protect his face. He looked so pathetic, cowering. 
 
     Atticus’ mouth curled into a cruel smirk. He bent down and placed the gun to Marcus’ temple. 
 
    “Hardheaded motherfuckers like you never listen.”  
 
    My heart stuttered to a stop for a split second. Was he about to kill my husband right in front of me? Marcus was a lying, cheating bastard, but I didn’t want him dead, not because of me. Plus, he had a child he needed to help take care of. My feet moved without thought, I stepped up next to them and put my hand over Atticus.’  
 
    “Please, just let it go, he’s not worth it.” I pleaded. 
 
    Atticus pulled back the safety on the gun he held. 
 
    My heart fell to my stomach. 
 
    “Please, don’t.” I breathed. 
 
    A long second passed before Atticus turned to me. 
 
    “You’re protecting him Grace?” The veins in his neck bulged, his tone is deadpan. 
 
    “After all he’s done to you, you’re going to fucking protect him.” he roared, slamming his gun against his chest. 
 
    I quickly shook my head no. “Just because I’m done with this marriage doesn’t mean I want to see him dead.” 
 
    Atticus stared into my eyes for a long minute. I let my guard down and let him see the old me, the one who wouldn’t dare lie to him. 
 
    “Ok,” he unfurled his body from the floor standing to his full height, he took a step away from Marcus. He shut his eyes for a moment and shook his head. 
 
    “You say you’re done with him?  Okay fine, but I’m letting you know a bullet to his head will be a lot less messier than the hell he’s going to cause you. You should let me kill him and save you some trouble.” 
 
    I sighed. “That’s fine, I still don’t want him dead because of me.” I’d survived worse in my life than an angry husband and still came out on the other side a survivor.  
 
    Atticus still looked as if he was thinking about shooting him. Seconds that felt like hours passed before he took another step away from Marcus, who whimpered and laid his head against the floor. He looked exhausted, ready to fall asleep. 
 
    Atticus lowered the gun and took another step back, he turned and laid it on his desk before taking a seat. He stared at Marcus in disgust before turning a sinful gaze on me. 
 
    Marcus groaned and opened his eyes, he started pushing himself up from the floor. 
 
    “Stay your ass right the fuck where you are.” Atticus gritted between his teeth without looking at him.  
 
    Immediately Marcus stopped moving.  
 
    “Show him you’re done with him Grace.” 
 
    I cringed at the use of my real name, yet again. My gaze fell to Marcus, his chin lolled against his chest. Had he heard?  
 
    I doubt it, he was too fucked up on whatever drugs he’d taken and fear. 
 
    I asked Atticus, “How do you expect me to show him I’m done with him?” Whatever he said I just knew it would cause more trouble than I needed. 
 
    “Come here, I’ll show you.” he said in a tone that left no option for me to say no.  
 
    I couldn’t bring my body to move. I needed answers.“Tell me how first.” 
 
    “Grace!”  My name sounded off like a warning.  
 
    I shifted nervously on my feet and clenched my hands together to keep them from shaking. 
 
    He pushed up from his seat, the muscles in his hands and arms straining. He looked as if he was going to get up and make me do whatever he had in mind and for the first time in my life I feared Atticus. I really didn’t know him, not the new him. Did I want to find out what he was capable of at that moment, while he was angry?  
 
    No.  
 
    “Okay,” I threw my hands up. 
 
    He sat back down.  
 
    Succumbing to my fear of what he might do if I didn’t listen, I made my way over to his desk. He scooted his chair back, leaving space between it and the desk, “Right here,” he spread his legs and indicated for me to step between them.  
 
    My hands shook. I was so afraid of what he was about to do or make me do but I followed directions. I came to stand in front of him. The smell of him combined with his musky cologne invaded me, making my senses go haywire. My breathing accelerated. 
 
    Somehow his hand found its way up my dress, coming to rest on the inside of my thigh, he caressed the flesh there until my body was electrified.. 
 
    “Wh- what are you doing?” I squeaked. 
 
    He gave me a winning smile, flashing me all thirty of his perfect teeth. A look that was filled with conniving and sin. My anxiety multiplied sending my heart into overdrive. What in the hell was he about to do?  
 
    “We’re about to make it clear to your husband that you’re no longer his, never were.”  Before I could ask him how, his hand slid further up my skirt, his nails scraping against my skin, coming to rest right next to my pussy.  
 
     I stumbled backwards, which resulted in my ass hitting his desk. Atticus wrapped his arm around my waist holding me in place. 
 
    Dropping his head and pressing his face into my midsection, he inhaled me. 
 
    I moaned, not meaning to. 
 
     “Damn, I missed the fuck out of you.” He whispered the words so only we could hear.  
 
    “Did you miss me Grace? Did you think about me each day we were apart like I thought about you?” 
 
    I closed my eyes and leaned into his touch. 
 
    Of course, I had. I wanted to tell him as much, but I couldn't formulate the words. His confession had my heart feeling as if it was in my throat. 
 
    Without warning, Atticus shoved my upper body to the side. 
 
    I heard movement behind me. 
 
    Suddenly I remembered Marcus  
 
    “Shit.” I was tripping. The moment Atticus’ fingers had touched my skin I’d forgotten my husband was in the room with us. 
 
    I tried to move. 
 
      Atticus’ grip tightened. 
 
     “Don’t you move an inch.” He commanded, before directing orders at Marcus. 
 
    “Sit down, Mr. Davis.” The ice in his tone was frigid. 
 
     Everything in me wanted to turn around to see what Marcus’ response would be. A petty part of me wanted to witness him be bullied. Especially after all I had learned.  
 
    But I didn’t, as much as I wanted to see the fear in his eyes. I didn’t want him to see the lust in mine. 
 
    “Now, Mr. Davis.”  he rasped while trailing his fingers along my panty line. 
 
     I berated myself mentally. What the heck is wrong with you, why are you allowing this? I screamed inwardly, but I didn’t attempt to stop him. My legs spread further, giving him better access to my pussy. 
 
    “We’ve already established that you’re a hardheaded motherfucker, not even worth the price of the bullet I want to put into your skull, and you’re damn sure worth less than the two million you owe me, but I’m about to let you walk out of here scot-free. My only caveat is… I want you gone. Out of Florida, out of our lives. I don’t want to see you in any of my places of business. Don’t let my name find its way out of your mouth and Gra-” He started to say my name but quickly corrected himself. “Veronica is no longer your wife. That means all communications between you two are dead, or you’re dead. It’s all up to you, the ball is in your court.” 
 
    Atticus stood, swallowing up the modicum of space between us. I was forced to sit on the desk or be knocked over.  
 
    “To prove that she is no longer yours, I want you to watch what happens next very carefully.” 
 
     Atticus leaned into me. His lips caressed my ear when he spoke, causing my insides to clinch and heat to flood my veins. 
 
    His voice was filled with carnal sin when he rasped. “Next time, I’ll make it better for you.  
 
    Before I could ask him to clarify what his words meant, he lifted me to my feet, then spun me. A gasp of shock escaped from my mouth. 
 
    He pushed me so that my chest and torso lay flat against the desk. My panties were ripped from my body.  
 
    My dress flipped up. The frigid air on my ass caused goosebumps to erupt all over my skin. 
 
    The unmistakable sound of a zipper being pulled, metal against metal was loud as thunder. 
 
    His grip on my waist tightened as he pushed into me in one swift stroke. 
 
    It was the last thing I expected him to do. To fuck me right there in front of my husband. It staggered me. It was thought and common-sense erasing. I knew there would be consequences. The baser part of me didn’t care. My pussy wanted me to shut my eyes and enjoy how he felt inside of me until my mind caught up to what was happening. 
 
     My brain screamed for me to protest, to fight him, to do anything but let him fuck me. 
 
    I did something all right, like before, I spread my legs further apart, letting him slide even deeper.  
 
     He moved slow at first, taking his time to slide the full length of his cock in and out of me as he insulted my husband, saying things like “You didn’t deserve this pussy. You couldn’t handle this pussy. I ought to kill you for even touching this pussy.” 
 
    Then he sped up, dipping his knees, his taunts got more vulgar and mean. 
 
    “Your wife’s about to cum all over my dick.” 
 
    He spread my ass so he could go even deeper.  
 
    “You’re about to cum for me aren’t you, baby? Your pussy was starving for this dick wasn’t it?”  They weren’t rhetorical questions. When I didn't answer Atticus wrapped his hands around my locs, using them like ropes he tugged them, snatching my head back and forcing an answer from me. 
 
    “Yes, and yes" 
 
    I would have said anything he wanted me to say at that moment. 
 
    I kept my eyes closed though, not wanting to see my husband’s reaction. 
 
    I felt ashamed because I wasn’t ashamed of what I was allowing to be done to me. 
 
     How could I be? It felt so fucking good. 
 
    What sounded like from a distance far away I could hear Marcus protest and threaten us. “I’m going to kill you and that whore. You dirty bitch, I should have never married you.” He hurled insult after insult, but he never attempted to stop what was happening.  
 
    I’m sure that had everything to do with the gun that sat next to my head on the desk, with Atticus’ finger hovering on the trigger. 
 
     A deep stroke caused my eyes to roll into the back of my head. I was close. Grinding myself against Atticus, I chased bliss. 
 
    Marcus and Atticus were carrying on a full-blown screaming match, but I could barely make out the words. My body had taken over, all I could do was feel. My nerve endings were firing on all cylinders  
 
    Atticus sped up. Going deeper, each time he pushed into me the thick vein that ran the length of his dick massaged my g-spot. 
 
    His thrusts became harder.  
 
    My legs started to shake. My head fell forward onto the desk. 
 
    Suddenly I was cumming and hard, drenching both me and Atticus. I could feel it on a cellular level. Singing in my blood like a long-forgotten song. I could hardly catch my breath. I gripped the desk so hard one of my nails broke, pulling away from skin. 
 
    Atticus massaged my hips. Petting me through my bliss. 
 
    “Good girl,” he rasped. “Give me my nut.” Then he directed a comment to Marcus. “You see your wife cumming on my dick. Tell her how pretty she looks cumming for me.” During his taunts, Atticus’ voice wavered as his cock jerked inside me. He held me there, filling me until I could feel his cum dripping down my thighs.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Atticus. 
 
      
 
    Grace pushed me off her and hurried into the bathroom soon as she stopped quivering under me. With my dick still covered in our cum and cocky grin on my face I tapped the intercom, connecting myself to Tank's office “Could you please come and escort Mr. Davis from the building. The entire time I could see that the fight had left the other man, now he just stood glaring at me, looking as if he wanted to rip my head off. He wouldn’t. I had the gun, therefore the upper hand. 
 
    Tank opened the door and walked in. “Wha—" He stopped mid-sentence. His head snapped to the side. His hand rose to cover his eyes. “Why would you call me in here while your dick is out, and my next question? Why is your dick out while he is here?” 
 
    Ignoring his question, I ordered “Have somebody drive Mr. Davis to Miami, take his wallet and phone and leave him there.” 
 
    “I’m not going to fucking Miami” Marcus protested, the words less slurred. The drugs were wearing off. “Take me back to — " 
 
    Tank cut him off, grabbing him roughly by the collar. He shoved him towards the door.  
 
    “Just shut the fuck up and come the fuck on.” 
 
    Tank glanced over his shoulder making sure his eyes didn’t go below my neck. “I have a few questions for you when I get back.” 
 
    He slammed the door behind himself. 
 
     I put my gun down on my desk, shoved my dick back in my boxers, zipped my pants and turned my attention to the bathroom door. Grace had been in there for about five minutes. I walked over and knocked; she didn’t respond. I decided to give her a minute more. Everything that had happened so far had to be overwhelming to her. I sat down in the chair and thought about what had just happened on my desk. Being inside Grace had been like heaven, but it would cause a whole lot of trouble, not just with her husband. I had a new life and Grace didn’t fit in it. And that was where the problem lies. I wasn’t giving her up now that I’d found her again and she wouldn’t want to stay when she found out about my predicament.  
 
    My phone rang interrupting my thoughts, I checked the caller id and sighed before answering.  
 
    “Grandfather.” 
 
    “Roman, son. Are you still arriving at eight?” I swallowed my annoyance before answering him. 
 
    “Yes, this is the third time you’ve asked me today.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Honestly. I am afraid you’ll run away. See you then,” he said before hanging up the phone.  
 
    If only he knew how close to the truth he was. 
 
    I looked down at my watch. I had three hours. I needed to get Grace situated, get myself dressed and drive an hour away to my grandfather’s house, and I couldn’t be late. Grandfather hated tardiness. 
 
    Getting up I walked back over to the bathroom door and knocked again. Still no answer. I went to my desk and retrieved the key.  
 
    I opened the door and was met with a hand across the cheek. It caught me off guard. I couldn't help but react. My hand wrapped around her throat. I regretted it immediately. Before I could let her go she hit me again, this time with a closed fist. I stumbled back. 
 
     Fuck! That hurt like hell and I hoped it wouldn’t leave my face swollen or bruised, I didn't want to explain why to my grandfather. 
 
    “You’re a fucking asshole,” she declared before pushing past me. 
 
     I stepped into the bathroom to check my face in the mirror. No visible signs of assault. 
 
     She was picking up her purse and the things that had fallen out of it from the floor when I walked out. 
 
    “We need to talk, Grace,” 
 
    “Where is my husband?”   was her response. Then she shook her head, “Never mind, I don’t even want to know and I don’t want to fucking talk. Just let me go so I can get the fuck away from you.”   
 
    She started towards the door 
 
     I rushed to grab her.  
 
    She snatched away. “I said, let me go!” 
 
    “No.”  
 
    She swung her hand towards my face again, I was expecting it this time. I grabbed her. She struggled against me, but I was too strong for her to do much. I got her so her back was pressed against my chest and wrapped her in a bear hug.. 
 
    “You don’t have to talk, just fucking listen if you want me to let you leave.” 
 
     She went still in my arms. 
 
    “Talk." She snapped.  
 
    “I can't let you leave on your own, Grace. You don’t know anything about who your husband really is and how dangerous he can be if he wants to be.” 
 
    She scoffed. “Fuck him and fuck you. I’m leaving. Neither one of you sick fucks will see me again.” 
 
    I turned and put myself between her and the door before letting her go. 
 
    She immediately swung around and grabbed for the doorknob. 
 
    I swatted her hand away. 
 
    “Move,” she swung her purse, hitting me. She immediately went to swing again. 
 
    “Stop!”  I roared, fed up with fending off her puny attacks. 
 
    I pointed a finger in the direction of the chair she’d been sitting in earlier. 
 
    “Sit your violent ass down and let me talk to you.” I dared her to but raised voices and menacing looks didn’t seem to motivate her to cooperate. So, I threatened her, “If I have to, I’ll have Tank help me tie you to the fucking chair.” 
 
    For a minute she still looked as if she was going to put up a fight. When she finally sat down, I felt relieved. I was glad she didn’t call my bluff. I knew Tank wouldn’t participate in tying her up and I wouldn’t be able to by myself without hurting her. 
 
    I remained, blocking the door, just in case. When I felt she was going to behave, then and only then did I walk away from the door. Soon as I took a few steps away, she got up and bolted towards it like a track star before I could have reacted she opened it and ran smack dab into Tank’s chest. She collided with him so hard he damn near fell backwards. He grabbed her arm just in time to stop her from falling. 
 
    “I don’t have time for this.” I knew what I was about to do would piss her off even more than she already was, but I had no choice. 
 
    “Tank, take her to my house and make sure she stays there, lock her in the panic room if you have to.” 
 
    Her head snapped in my direction. “No, I’m going home. In my car, by myself. I’m not going anywhere with him and I’m not going to your house. Just leave me alone Atticus, I can handle myself.” 
 
    “I can’t do that Grace.” 
 
    “Why not!” She exploded, she came over and got right in my face. “You left me, and I handled everything that happened by my got damn self. I don’t fucking need you.” Tears welled in her eyes. 
 
    I wanted to comfort her but didn’t have time. 
 
    “Just go with Tank. We’ll talk about it later.” 
 
    Backing up, she shook her head.  
 
    “Please Atticus, just let me go.” 
 
    “No.” I said with finality. Then I spoke directly to Tank “Take her to the house. Carry her if you must, just go now.” 
 
    “Atticus, she doesn’t want to go, man. I’ll take her to a hotel and watch out for her until — ." 
 
    “Do what I said,” I ordered without raising my voice.  
 
    Grace tried to run, but Tank blocked the door. He restrained her, barely.  
 
     She looked back at me, giving me an agonized expression, panicked, her voice filled with pleading. “Don’t do this Atticus. You can’t keep me against my will.” 
 
    “Do it,” I ignored her dramatics. She’d get over it when she realized what I was doing was for her own good.  
 
    Tank shook his head at me in disapproval but picked her up like she was a rag doll. He threw her over his shoulder, she thrashed against his hold. Clawing at his arms. He didn’t even flinch. 
 
    “Atticus, tell him to put me down.” she demanded hotly. 
 
    Ignoring her I started packing my things. I had to go or I was going to be late. 
 
    “Put me down,” she cried as he walked away. 
 
      
 
    ------- 
 
      
 
    Three hours later, I stood in front of my grandfather in the office in his house. Downstairs there was a party going on, a party thrown in my honor. 
 
    “Are you ready for this?” Grandfather peered up at me through narrowed eyes. Eyes exactly like mine. 
 
    I wasn’t. Every mention of getting married felt like a noose tightening around my neck. But he wouldn’t care.  
 
    I nodded “Yes” 
 
    Grandfather laughed. “That’s my boy. Before we go down to celebrate, we need to talk about last night's profits from the gun sales.” My grandfather talked while thoughts of Grace distracted me. 
 
    How was I going to keep her in my life when my life was about to drastically change? She would never let me regulate her life enough to make her my mistress. It was selfish of me to even consider hiding her away while living my life in the open with the nice Italian girl my grandfather had chosen for me. But I had to find a way. There was no way I could go back to living without her. But there was also no way I could let my Grandfather down.  
 
    “Atticus…did you hear me?” 
 
    My Grandfather was watching me with narrowed eyes when I pulled myself from my thoughts. 
 
    “Did you hear me?” 
 
    No. 
 
     “Yes.” I lied. 
 
    “Good…they’ll be calling the day you’re back from your honeymoon to set up a meeting.” 
 
    I had no idea about whom he was talking. I’d figure it out later. 
 
    “Ok,” he clapped his hands together and stood, he smoothed his hands over his tuxedo jacket, then raised them to fluff his thinning hair. “Now that business is finished. Let us go celebrate with your bride to be.” He walked from behind the desk and opened his office door. I swallowed the lump in my throat, straightened my shoulders, and followed him out of the door. This is what he needed me to do, and I’d do it.  
 
    Sophia Giorgia, my vapid, spoiled, entitled bride to be’s annoying voice was the first thing I heard when we arrived at the steps that would lead us down to the party. She was louder than the music. I could hear her telling one of her not so fascinating stories to her adoring sycophants.  
 
    You’d think with the life she had been afforded—by being the daughter of one of the most powerful arms dealers in North America—she’d have more to talk about than shopping trips she’d taken, who she hated and who hated her, but even well into her twenty’s she remained about as deep as a fucking puddle  
 
    I reluctantly followed my grandfather down the stairs. Just as my foot hit the last step, Sophia turned immediately as if she’d sensed I’d walked into the room. Her blue eyes connected with mine as she grinned happily. She was such a beautiful woman. Long and lithe, with skin so white it looked porcelain, her long waist length black hair stood out against her pale complexion and she had a gorgeous heart shaped face with high cheekbones and thin pink lips. Too bad she did nothing for me. There was no chemistry, on my part— that is. I’d known her for a while before I was told she would be my wife. Whenever we were in a room together, she seemed to be always trying to throw her pussy at me. You’d think after so many no’s, she’d take the hint.  But apparently not. So here we were, about to get married. 
 
    I closed my eyes, breaking our connection. Not even a few seconds passed before I could smell her approaching me, I hated her sweet, flowery scent.  
 
    The muscles in my neck tightened. 
 
    "Don’t embarrass me," my grandfather whispered before walking off just as she arrived.  
 
    “Atticus,” she wheezed, her voice was annoyingly nasal. Her Northern Yankee accent grated on my nerves. Slowly, I opened my eyes and plastered a fake smile on my face. I could see my grandfather and her father watching us out of my peripheral vision. I had to put on a good show, I leaned down and kissed her cheek, she giggled like a feeble-minded idiot. Inwardly I cringed. This is who I was supposed to spend the rest of my life with? The thought made me queasy.  
 
    “You look nice tonight Sophia” I complimented. 
 
    “I know,” she replied with a giggle. She grabbed my hand and steered me into the crowd. “Come, I want to introduce you to my friends.” 
 
    She pulled me towards the group of women she’d been holding court in front of. They all eyed me, lust swimming in each one of their eyes.  
 
    “Isn’t he handsome? Sophia bragged. 
 
    They all giggled. 
 
     I exhaled a frustrated breath. This was my life now. Sometimes I wondered if being a puppet was worth what I was gaining. The money. The power. With it I could be the man I’d been born to be. With it—I could provide for and protect Grace. But I also knew Grace would be with me without money or power. I could have walked away right then. I should have walked away then.  
 
    One of Sophia’s groupies boldly reached up, running her fingers through my hair. 
 
    My nostrils flared, but I grinned and bared it. I had already come too far to turn back and now that I had Grace by my side there was nothing I couldn’t survive. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Atticus 
 
      
 
    Grace was asleep when I made it back to my house around midnight. I pushed the party and my upcoming nuptials to the back of my mind.  
 
    Tank had locked her in my bedroom and she damn near tore my room apart. There were clothes and broken furniture strewn everywhere. I couldn’t blame her though and knowing her as well as I do, I even expected it. I walked into my bedroom and watched her sleep for a while. She looked so peaceful, and beautiful. A sense of peace engulfed me. I had started to believe I would never see her again.  
 
    Finding myself staring too long I went and took a shower. 
 
    After washing myself quickly I turned off the shower and I got out. I wrapped a towel around my waist and made my way into the bedroom. When I entered, she was awake, sitting on the side of the bed with a sheet wrapped around her. Her nipples strained against the material. Every breath she took, her breasts bounced. 
 
    The fact that I knew she was naked had my dick harder than steel. 
 
     Her eyes darkened as they pursued my body. I stood there on display and let her see me. I needed her to see me, without the surprise from earlier clouding her eyes. I knew I looked nothing like the boy she remembered. I’d been scarred and inked since then. My body was better. My face is leaner, cheekbones sharper. I could tell she liked what she saw. 
 
    Then her gaze got so heavy I don’t think she was actually looking at my physical changes anymore. I felt as if she could see beyond the flesh, behind the blood and bones. Down into my soul, seeing how stained it was. How jaded and dirty I had become. I wondered if she could love me like she used to, in my ruined state? 
 
     Grace loved hard and if you didn’t cross her, you’d always have that love, but I was about to cross her, wasn’t I? 
 
    I was. 
 
    I had no intention of telling her about my future wife. Not until I was ingrained so deep inside her psyche that there was no way she could leave me. My wife would be in name only. My Grace owned my heart.  
 
    Something flashed in her eyes. Was it awareness? Could she sense I was about to deceive her? 
 
    Was it distaste? Could she see that I was no longer the innocent boy she knew, could she see the blood on my hands, could she smell it in the air that surrounded me? I don’t know, and I wouldn’t dwell on it, because I saw lust there too. I took a step towards her, she shook her head no. 
 
    “What you did today was wrong, Atticus…” 
 
    I paused. I dropped my head feigning remorse. I regretted nothing. I’d do it all over. 
 
    “I know, I got carried away. I was angry that you even have a husband, let alone a piece of shit one. I wanted to kill him, but he’s alive though. Had my men drive him to Miami. Give him time to cool off. I should get some kind of credit for that.”  
 
    She shook her head again. Ignoring my words, my joke. 
 
    “I’m not staying here Atticus.” She half whispered. 
 
    “It’s for your own good.” I responded. 
 
    “No, I have to go. There’s things you don’t know about me.” She sounded unsure in her words. I was convinced she just needed me to change her mind. 
 
    “I can protect you. Your husband is dangerous.” I told her the truth. “Mr. Davis will feel the need for revenge," he wasn’t a man who took rejection well and he had the resources to exact that revenge. 
 
    “Marcus is only one of my problems, and the least of my problems at that.” 
 
    “Tell me everything. Let me protect you, like you protected me. We protect each other, Grace… remember?” 
 
    She shook her head. Her locs fell, covering her face. She pushed them back before speaking. “We aren’t children anymore Atticus, I needed someone then. I’m grown now, I don’t need you fighting my battles for me.” 
 
    I closed the space between us, dropped to my knees in front of her. She spreads her legs, giving me permission to get close. 
 
     The smell of strawberries on her skin made my mouth water. 
 
    My hands ended up atop of her soft and fleshy thighs. The urge to spread them further and taste her center hit me like a ton of bricks. I wanted to spend a lifetime between her legs. 
 
    In time, be patient. 
 
    “I need you though, like I need the air I breathe.” I confessed. “You told me long ago if I needed you, you’d always be there for me because I saved you.” 
 
    She brought her hands up to her face and covered it, she exhaled. “Low blow, Atticus.”  
 
    I applied pressure to her thighs and firmly massaged them, feeling her sigh against my touch I grew bolder. My hand inched higher. 
 
    “I know, but I need you to understand how important it is that you stay here so I can protect you until everything blows over. I can’t live with the thought of him hurting you.” I laid it on thick, not a bit ashamed to use guilt against her to get what I wanted. 
 
    “Can you stay and let me protect you?” 
 
    Her hands dropped and she gazed down at me. Her hazel eyes had darkened to almost chocolate brown in color, I could smell her arousal. 
 
    “I can’t do this.” she replied in a breathy voice. 
 
     “You can, and you will” I said before grabbing the back of her neck and pulling her head down to me. I took her bottom lip between my teeth and tugged lightly, eliciting a moan from her. 
 
    “Stop it,” she protested weakly, lightly shoving at my shoulders. 
 
    “But you don’t want me to.” 
 
    If guilt didn’t work, maybe sex would. 
 
    “No, I don’t,” she admitted with a strangled moan. “Touch me.” 
 
    “Only if you promise to stay.” I coaxed her. 
 
    “Yes,” she answered. “I promise.” 
 
    Those words were all I needed. Grace would never break her promise to me, I had won. 
 
    She let me peel the sheet from her body, her breasts bounced free, heaving with every breath she took. 
 
     I glided the pad of my thumb over her already puckered nipple and felt it tighten even more for me. Leaning forward I took her dark nipple in between my teeth, then ran my tongue over its peak. The sigh that slipped from between her lips made me feel like a champion.  
 
     I repeated the same action on her other breast until she squirmed, panting and gasping. 
 
     I splayed my hand across her stomach, pushed her back and trailed my tongue between her tits, to her rounded stomach, down to her spread thighs. 
 
     I sucked at the flesh on her right thigh causing her back to arch, I kissed up to her pussy and spread her dripping wet lips apart. “Look at this shit,” cream oozed from her making her cunt glisten. 
 
     I moaned, sharp and broken before taking her clit into my mouth and suckling. I sucked until she grabbed my head, forcing my face further into her wetness. She rode my face, winding her hips until her body tightened then convulsed so hard I heard her toes crack. I licked her through her orgasm. Savoring the taste of her. 
 
    When I stood, she tried to fold into herself to rest. 
 
    I didn’t give her a chance to. I maneuvered her body so she was positioned on her back, with her legs spread to the heavens.  
 
    “I can’t right now.” she whined. 
 
    “You can and you will.” 
 
    I tapped the head of my dick against her clit. 
 
     Her soft whimpers made pre cum trickle from me dick. I lined him up with her now sopping wet pussy, pushing into her. Even after earlier, she was so damn tight. I tortured myself sliding in slowly, so as not to hurt her. When I was fully seated inside, the strokes that followed were just as slow, but deep. I wanted her to feel me, every inch was for her. Her pussy clenched, squeezing me,  
 
    “Atticus,” she whispered, reaching for me. 
 
    “Yes, my love.” 
 
    “More.”  she nearly purred, encouraging me to speed up as she dragged her nails down my torso, rubbing my six pack, sending tingles racing up my spine. 
 
     I worked my hips giving her a long deep thrust before gripping her ankle. I brought her pretty foot to my mouth, ran my tongue through her toes. 
 
    Her leg shook. 
 
    “Oh God, you’re gonna make me cum again.” She breathed harshly as her hand snaked its way between her legs. I watched as she massaged her clit, chasing her orgasm. I let her foot go to knock her hand away. 
 
    “Don’t be in such a rush baby, let me get you there. We have all night.”  
 
    She groaned and gripped the sheet. 
 
    I sped up my strokes. 
 
    She cooed, while reaching out and pulling me down to her. I blanketed her sweat slicked body with mine. She felt so soft. 
 
    She wrapped her legs around my waist as I leaned my forehead against hers. I watched her eyes roll to the back of her head.  
 
    She shivered in a way that told me she was hovering on the edge of the precipice, waiting for her chance to fly.  
 
     I changed rhythm, grinding into her as I pressed my lips against hers and slipped my tongue into her mouth. She started moving, rocking her hips, fucking me back. 
 
    Digging her nails into my ass.  
 
    I could feel her pussy milking me. I pressed deeper. 
 
    My stomach muscles tightened.  
 
    She tore her mouth away from mine. 
 
    “God, Atticus. Keep fucking me, just like that,” she begged prettily. 
 
    Every muscle in her body tensed as she moaned, “Ohh,” she whispered. I felt her orgasm. Wet and warm. 
 
    Her pussy clamped down on my cock. 
 
    That was it. My cum shot out filling her pussy. The feeling was dizzying. I immediately wanted to feel it again. 
 
    I guess she did too. 
 
    We stayed connected. We kept moving together.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Grace 
 
    I laid still as the dead, waiting for Atticus’ steady breathing to assure me that he was sleeping soundly. When he started to snore, I slid to the edge of the bed. Holding my breath, I threw my legs over the side of the mattress, then eased myself to my feet.  
 
     Atticus thought he was slick. Thought that I was the same naïve seventeen-year-old girl he’d left behind, he was mistaken. 
 
     I stared down at him sleeping peacefully. Sadness skated over my skin. I wanted to be with him, but the moment he’d disregarded my free will and tried to force me to stay, I knew I couldn’t. 
 
    Just the suggestion had triggered memories of the years I'd spent in my mother’s house.  
 
    I had already lived too much of my life locked away, under the thumb of a man. I refused to go through that again. Not even for Atticus. 
 
    Him trying to use guilt and sex to coerce me cemented that fact that I couldn’t stay. It made me sad to think that Atticus had turned out to be like all the other men I knew, manipulative and self-serving. 
 
    Closing my eyes I took a deep breath, chasing away sorrow. It was time to go.  
 
    I turned and tiptoed over to his dresser, opened it, and pulled out a t-shirt and a pair of his basketball shorts. Next I went over to where I’d hid my bag. Tank had allowed me to keep it. He should have searched for it and me. He thought he was doing something when he took my cell phone.  
 
    I didn’t need that anyway, just needed my ID’s, my keys, and my cash. Next, I slid my feet into a pair of Nike slides I found in the closet. My feet were swimming in them but they were better than what I had. I’d lost one of my own shoes somewhere between Atticus’ office to Tanks SUV earlier. I still couldn’t believe a restaurant full of staff had watched me being kidnapped without a word. That was crazy. I definitely couldn't live that type of life. Not after surviving it once. Not even a bird lived long in cages, even if they were gilded. 
 
     I hurried to the bathroom. It took a minute to remove the large gold standing mirror from in front of the window I’d opened earlier. I wanted to make sure it had no alarm and didn’t want to close it just in case one was activated later, so I slid the mirror in front of the window and hoped Atticus hadn’t noticed. Thank God he didn’t. 
 
     I knew I wouldn’t get far if I tried to run while everybody in the house was awake. I was only on the second floor. I had climbed enough trees to know I wasn’t high enough up to be hurt so I jumped, landing on my knees, a sharp pain ran down my legs. I had to shake it off. I took off running at a steady pace.  
 
    Dawn had just broken so there was enough light for me to see. I had paid attention on the ride there so I knew where I was. I was only a few blocks away from a Motel 6. I could go there and hide until I figured out what to do. 
 
    When I finally walked into the hotel lobby, I was beyond pissed. My feet hurt like hell. The hotel ended up being three miles further away than I’d anticipated and I was in no shape to be walking. I arrived around just before eight in the morning. Beads of sweat clung to my forehead as I leaned over the receptionist desk trying to catch my breath. The hotel clerk had an attitude. 
 
    “May I help you?” She didn’t bother to hide the annoyance in her voice, but fuck her, I was tired. I didn’t acknowledge her until my breathing returned to normal. 
 
    I pulled out the ID and credit card with a name I hadn’t used since I’d left my momma and her husband's house and handed it to her. Molly Cruise, it was a name so far removed from my own. Which suited me well for about a year. 
 
     I managed to check in without hassle and the first thing I did was take a shower to wash Atticus’ scent from my skin. Smelling like him was driving me mad. Made me think of him and when I thought of him I felt guilty about leaving, but he hadn’t exactly given me a choice, had he?  
 
    He was trying to take away my freedom, I couldn’t live like that again, I’d had enough of that living in my mom’s twisted house of horrors.  
 
    After the shower I put back on the clothes I had. I hand washed my bra and panties in the bathroom sink and hung them in the shower to dry.  
 
    I was hungry but also exhausted, so I chose to rest. I couldn’t sleep at first. I tossed and turned until I finally dozed off just to be awoken what felt like minutes later by someone clearing their throat. Loudly.  
 
    I sat up in bed and looked at the clock. Twelve hours had passed, it was night out again, the room was nearly pitch black. I looked around the dark room and saw no one so I laid back down. 
 
    “Grace,” I sat up in the bed when my name came from a shadow in the corner. I reached for my purse, I’d put the small twenty-two I’d brought myself—in there, but it was gone. I jumped up completely from the bed to search for it. I clicked on the lamp next to the bed. The room was bathed in light.  
 
     I froze. My first thought was how much I had fucked up by using Molly. I should have considered that it would be the easiest of my aliases to track. The fact that my tormentor stood grinning menacingly at me was the confirmation of how badly I’d fucked up.  
 
    The adrenaline from my fight or flight senses surged so fast it made me queasy. My head swam. I crossed my arms over my body trying to shield myself.  
 
    I had thought about what I would do when I saw Ralph again. How I would respond. Each of my fantasies had included violence, but the reality of being in the same room with him again was after what was done to me and the fear he’d instilled was debilitating. Before I knew it my knees buckled and I fell to the floor, the tears clouded my vision. 
 
    This can’t be my life. 
 
    By running away from Atticus, I’d jumped my stupid ass from the frying pan into the fire. My body began to tremble as memories of my old life rushed back to me with all the force of a tidal wave. 
 
      
 
    When I moved in with my momma, Ralph had tried everything in his power to get me to let my guard down around him. He would buy me new clothes, give me money, and let me drive his cars. I didn’t want to accept anything from him, but my momma would always throw a fit when I didn’t, and I’d eventually give in.  
 
    It wasn’t because I didn’t like the things he gave me, it was because I didn’t trust either of them as far as I could throw them, but I was especially wary of him.  
 
    On the surface Ralph was an upstanding citizen. He owned a multimillion-dollar construction company and was a philanthropist. I wasn’t fooled by any of it though. He was fucking creepy. He always gave me these slimy grins that caused my skin to crawl and his beady blue eyes were always on me when we were in a room together. My grandma said some white people had snake eyes, because that was God’s way of letting you know which one to trust. I didn’t pay much attention to it. Grandma sounded like a bigot at times when she got to talking about white people, but I thought about her words later, because I knew I couldn’t trust Ralph just by looking into his eyes. 
 
    I kept an eye on his old ass but not good enough I guess. One late night he’d snuck into my bed and held a knife to my throat while he brutally raped me. I was yelling so loud I knew my momma had to hear me, but she never came to my rescue. “You were an amazing baby,” he panted while putting back on his clothes. I can still vividly remember the adoring look in his eyes.  
 
    When I told my mother she claimed I was lying and the abuse continued, no matter how much I fought. 
 
    I can remember the day that Ralph confirmed that he wasn’t just a pedophile but was certifiably insane. It was about the third time he raped me. I woke up to find him sitting in the dark corner of my room staring at me with vacant eyes, it looked as if his soul had left his body. I was so scared I almost pissed on myself. 
 
     I sat up in the bed and he spoke immediately as if he’d been waiting for me to wake up so he could say what he had to say. 
 
    “Why didn’t you wait?” He asked me. I didn’t understand the question and neither did I want to ask him what he meant, so I remained quiet until it got too uncomfortable to sit there with him glaring at me waiting for me to answer his odd question.  
 
    I stood to go to the bathroom, hoping he’d leave me alone. 
 
    He jumped up blocking my way. He grabbed my arm. His sharp nails dug into my flesh as he yanked me to him.  
 
    “I asked you a fucking question, why didn’t you wait?”  he snarled in my face. 
 
    The tone of his voice was icy. I felt the blood in my veins chill as his grip tightened. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” I’d apologized.  I would have done anything to get him to go away.  
 
    ” I don’t understand why you’re so angry?”  I shouted. I was seconds away from breaking down in another hysterical fit of tears 
 
    He didn’t speak right away after I yelled. When he did he smiled a smile that made the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. I asked him again after an uncomfortable moment of silence passed between us before I drummed up the courage to ask him. “Waited for what?”  my shaky voice barely above a whisper. 
 
    Just when I thought he wouldn’t answer, he spoke the most nonsensical bullshit I’d ever heard in my life. 
 
    “Waited for me, you gave some boy your cherry, you should have waited!” He shouted. I remember thinking, is he serious? That was just before he backhanded me.  
 
    I barely let the pain register before I jumped up off the floor where I’d fallen, I ran out of my room and locked myself in the bathroom. I was so confused and horrified by the entire situation I didn’t even cry, the tears wouldn’t come.  
 
    I sat in the tub with my knees to my chest rocking back and forth wondering why my life had turned out so fucked up.  
 
    He’d banged on the door for ten minutes, threatening to break it down and yelling, “You should have waited for me!” like a madman.  
 
    I somehow knew I would die if he got in my room. At first the thought of death scared me, then I realized it was my easiest way out. I got up and went to the door. My hand was on the knob about to open the door for him when I heard my mother’s voice. Her presence confirmed that she knew exactly what he was doing to me and didn’t care. Officially at that moment I hated my mother with everything in me. She somehow got him to leave me alone.  
 
    I slept in the locked bathroom in the tub. I dreamt of Atticus that night, he’d come and saved me, but when I woke up, I was still in my momma’s house. I forced myself to stop thinking about Atticus at all after that. 
 
      
 
    The next time he raped me I got pregnant. My momma escorted me to the abortion clinic.  
 
    I could remember it clearly as day, sitting across from her in the car. “Ralph gon’ take care of you and me if you do right by him,” she said after parking.  
 
    I could have beat her to death when she spoke those words to me. She was using me to secure a future for herself. I swallowed back the rage, got out of the car. I followed her into the abortion clinic. Not only did I need the abortion they were paying for I wanted it. The thought of the devil’s spawn growing inside me made me want to die.  
 
    A couple of days after the abortion I ran away. I was going to Chicago because that’s as far away I could go with the money I had stolen from Ralph’s wallet. I made it all the way to a small town in Virginia. My momma and Ralph were waiting for me at the bus stop. They dragged me out of the Greyhound station kicking and screaming. I put up such a fuss the police were called. Even after I accused Ralph of raping me I ended up going back with them. I was only seventeen. Two months away from my eighteenth birthday and my momma told them I was lying and who would believe that a mother would lie to protect a rapist? 
 
    When I turned eighteen my momma made me sign over my grandma’s house, life insurance policy and on top of that I had to fuck her husband without complaint. When I fought back he’d beat me or lock me in my room for days without food. By the time I’d turned nineteen I’d thought about killing myself hundreds of times just to get away from them.  
 
    I was already living a nightmare. I didn’t realize it could get worse. It got worse, so much worse.  
 
    Ralph the rapist had one day gotten it in his head that we were in love. He ordered my mother to start planning a wedding, a big one, for all his colleagues and family. He wasn’t a bit ashamed of his actions. For a year after he declared us engaged I was virtually a prisoner in their home.  
 
    My own momma—calculating and cold. She methodically helped him keep me hostage and planned our wedding. She booked a space. She found the caterers and photographers. She was willing to do anything to continue living her extravagant lifestyle, even if that meant marrying her only daughter off to a man that was supposed to be hers. I knew it for sure when she took me to pick out my wedding dress.  
 
    I’d taken a chance when I was at the dress shop. The little Black lady Ms. Joyce reminded me so much of my granny it almost brought me to tears. While we were in the dressing room I blurted out what I’d been going through. She wanted to call the police and beat my momma’s ass for me, but when I explained to her that the police had never helped me before. She promised that she would.  
 
    She told my momma to bring me back the next day. When I got there, she took me to the back and let me slip out the back door where her grandson was waiting for me in a car. We drove from Georgia to a small town outside of Dallas Texas. Mrs. Joyce’s daughter lived there and had survived an abusive relationship. She told me she understood my pain and was willing to do whatever it took to help me survive. But I knew my momma and Ralph would come looking for me and I didn’t want anybody hurt because of me.  
 
    A week after I arrived I had them drive me to Bank of America. I used a check I’d stolen from my momma and written it out to cash. They didn’t even question me at the bank. Fifteen minutes later I walked out of the bank with the fifty thousand dollars from my granny’s insurance policy, and a day later I had a new identity. Molly Cruise. From that day forth I promised myself to let the past go and I had. Then Atticus showed up, bringing back with him everything ugly and all the hurt that I’d pushed deep down. If I didn’t love him so much, I might have found myself hating him.  
 
     “Grace!” 
 
     I shook myself from my memory, I glanced up to find Ralph coming towards me.  
 
     Rage overtook me. 
 
    He reached for me and I snatched away 
 
    “Get the fuck away from me.” 
 
    He shook his head, “You’re behaving like a child. Get up off this filthy floor.” 
 
    He was right. I need to get up. Using the bed to pull myself up. I kept my eyes on him and wiped away my tears.  
 
    “Get the fuck out of my room Ralph.” My tone was deathly calm because I had made peace with myself and the fact that I might have to kill him in that room. If he didn’t do what I said and quickly, one of us would be leaving in a body bag. 
 
    He chuckled instead of leaving. “Still feisty as ever. Oh, how I missed you.” 
 
    “Get out, Ralph.” I yelled. 
 
    Ignoring me, he rasped “Your mama’s dead, girl. Drank herself to death, right after you left her.”  
 
    The accusations in his tone made it sound as if he wanted me to feel responsible for her death.  
 
    I wish. 
 
    I would have traded that bitch’s worthless life for mine in a heartbeat, she didn’t deserve to live. She was a waste of space. My granny had said many times before that momma had something evil in her, driving her to do terrible things. I only half believed her back then. I had learned the hard way that she was right—that my momma just wasn’t right in the head. She had no morals, was selfish and loved material shit more than she was capable of loving any human being, even her own daughter, so fuck her, may she rot in Hell. 
 
      
 
     Hearing that she was dead made me feel nothing, not even guilt for not caring.  
 
    He continued. “I have cancer, I need you to come back and nurse me to health” He sounded pitiful and weak, which caused me to look at him, like really look at him. Gone was the man who had overpowered and raped me— instead an old tired, weathered man had replaced him.  
 
      
 
    He took a step towards me and that’s when I noticed my gun laying on the table behind him, but I wasn’t too worried about it. Before he could react, I charged him and swung while he was distracted trying to block my fist. I reached for the gun but knocked it to the floor, it slid under the bed. 
 
     It was a lost cause. I’d never get to it before he tried to attack me. I redirected my energy to really fighting him. He was doing his best to restrain me without physically hurting me or maybe he was too weak to beat me down like he had before. I scratched his face, punched him in the stomach, and bit his ear. I’d temporarily lost my mind.  
 
    He was yelling, I was yelling, then there were frantic knocks at the door. I pulled away and rushed over and opened it before he could react. “He’s trying to rape me. Kill me even.” I yelled. Security rushed in and I rushed out, leaving everything behind. 
 
    “Ma’am!” the clerk yelled as I ran out of the hotel. I ran until my lungs hurt, but I didn’t stop, I just slowed enough to catch my breath.  
 
    Barefooted I walked seven miles in the middle of the night to the storage unit I rented, luckily it was staffed twenty-four hours and I’d made myself familiar with the four attendants that worked there. I had no problem getting the older white gentleman who was usually there at night to unlock my unit. I waited until he walked away to go in. 
 
      
 
    I lifted the door and sighed in relief. Inside was my old car, the first car Marcus brought me, a 2005 BMW. I’d stored it there after making sure it was in perfect working condition and I’d been back religiously every few months for 6 years to make sure she was still running. I didn’t need her breaking down on me if I had to leave quickly.  
 
    In the trunk was everything I needed to make a clean start. I never actually thought my marriage to Marcus would last as long as it had, so I’d planned ahead. I walked over to the front driver’s side tire and grabbed the extra set of keys that were hidden there before going back to the trunk. I opened it and my heart sank. There was nothing there but a pair of sneakers and a change of clothes. The gym bag that had held ten thousand dollars was gone, so were the extra cellphones I had brought.  
 
    I immediately knew Marcus was responsible. I almost panicked, thinking he could have showed up there looking for me, but then last time I’d seen him he was in no condition to be chasing after me and Atticus had said he sent him away. My heart slowed.  
 
      
 
    I’d thought back to the day I’d thought I’d seen him following me once. At the time I had dismissed it because he had no reason to follow me. I guess I was wrong. I was so fucking wrong about so much as far as Marcus was concerned. This motherfucker is determined to make me regret the day I met him. 
 
    “Fuck!’ I yelled out in frustration, slammed the trunk, and beat on it until my hands ached. I wanted to cry so bad, but I wouldn’t. I was not a fucking child, I was not a weak woman, “This will not break me.” I yelled out.  
 
      
 
    I just needed time to think, I walked around and unlocked the back door of my car and climbed in. I was exhausted mentally and physically. I needed to sleep. I laid down on the backseat, I closed my eyes and forced all thoughts except ones of my granny from my head until my eyes got too heavy to remain open. 
 
      
 
    The next morning, I woke up knowing the only choice I had was to go to my boutique and get the money I kept in the safe. I knew I had at least fifteen thousand there. Another twenty in the bank, but I couldn’t go to the bank since I’d left my purse with my ID in the room running from Ralph. 
 
     Fifteen thousand would not be enough to start a new life, but it would get me by until I figured out what I needed to do next. I stuffed everything that was left in the storage unit which wasn’t much in the trunk of my car and drove out. 
 
     When I got within a block of my shop I called the police and reported suspicious behavior. If either Marcus or Atticus were watching for me, neither would stick around while the police were there. I thought. 
 
    The police showed up, quickly. I watched an officer walk the premises, shine his flashlight into the shop and rattle the door handles.  
 
    I waited until he left before sneaking into the back door. I hurried to my office and when I opened the door, I immediately knew something was wrong. I always left my office desk light on when I left at night in case I had to go back. I hated the dark. The light was off. I backpedaled.  
 
    I made it maybe two steps before light flooded the office. 
 
    “Don’t you fucking dare move another inch.

”I froze and prayed to my ancestors. I didn’t need to see him to know Marcus was there.  
 
    I turned around slowly. Marcus was sitting in my office chair. The anger and malice in his eyes made my soul ache. For the second time in less than two days I was being confronted by three angry men who felt I owed them something. If I made it out of that situation alive. I promised myself it would be years before I even looked at another man. 
 
     I gasped when I finally looked at Marcus’ face. He was almost unrecognizable, one of his eyes was swollen shut, his nose crooked, dried blood clotted to his lip. Atticus had done some damage. I sort of felt bad. 
 
    Marcus chuckled. “You’re stupid to have come back here. “His swollen lips caused him to slur the words. 
 
    I threw my hands up. “I’m sorry Marcus, I didn’t know he was going to do that to you.”  
 
    “You didn’t fucking try to help either, you worthless bitch.” He yelled and spittle flew from his mouth. 
 
    What was I supposed to say to that? I hadn’t tried to help. 
 
    We just stared at each other until he leaned over in the chair he was sitting in. 
 
    I flinched when he chucked a familiar looking bag in my direction. One of my many IDs fell out. 
 
    He tilted his head at me “Who are you? Who is Grace”?  
 
    So, he had heard Atticus. 
 
    I decided to try and gain some sympathy. “A girl running from a very bad man who did very bad things to me.” 
 
    He chuckled. “That tells me nothing other than I married a lying bitch.” He lashed out; his harsh words whipped around the room. 
 
     The stone-cold expression on his face caused me to take a few steps back. I knew I couldn’t outrun him, but if I could get to the register. I could get the bat I kept there to defend myself. 
 
    Before I could make my feet move, he jumped up from the seat from behind my desk and grabbed my arm in a vice grip. He reared back; his fist connected with my soft belly. I doubled over in pain. I could barely catch my breath and my insides felt like they’d been set on fire.  
 
    That was the hardest I’d ever been hit in my life; I was sure something would be damaged. I watched from my bent over position as he started pacing above me. I tried to think of how I could get myself out of this mess, but the pain made it too hard to think straight. 
 
     “You’re going to fucking tell me the truth. The entite fucking truth, then I’m going to kill you, then kill that motherfucker who put his dick in you. 
 
    He actually had the fucking nerve to put his dick in my wife.” He roared causing me to jump, “and you let him,” he turned and glared at me. “You dirty fucking bitch, you let him.” 
 
     He charged at me and I couldn’t move quick enough. He grabbed a handful of my dreads and jerked my head back. His other hand went to my exposed neck, he squeezed and because I already could barely catch my breath from the punch— it immediately became hard for me to pull air into my lungs. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I had to.” I wheezed out, hoping he would let me go. 
 
     He paused. “You didn’t have to do shit, you are lying bitch, you enjoyed fucking that white boy. How long y’all been fucking?” He let my neck go so I could answer. 
 
    “That’s the first time I swear.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Fucking lying, bitch.” He balled his fist and punched me directly in the face. My vision blurred, I was dazed but I knew I had to at least try to fight back, so I did. I threw a punch to his face that caused him to let my hair go. He stepped back and stared at me in surprise, before he charged me again, I was ready though. I bent low and ran into his midsection. Ironically, I’d learned to tackle pretty well because of my friendship with Atticus.  
 
    Marcus’ back hit the floor hard, he groaned and his hands went to his head. I kneed him in his dick and then I jumped up and kicked him in his face. To make sure he stayed down a while longer, I brought my sneaker-covered foot down on his ankle as hard as I could. I turned and ran as fast as I could in pain towards the door. I was almost free; the door was mere inches away. He caught the back of my shirt, ripping it halfway from my body. 
 
    No!” I yelled becoming frantic. 
 
    I was able to snatch free and open the door. I ran down the street and towards my car yelling like a monster was after me, which wasn’t exactly untrue. It was only six in the afternoon so my hysterics drew all types of attention, but that didn’t stop Marcus from following me. His footfalls fell in sync with mine. I hopped in my car and locked the door. 
 
    Marcus banged on my window as soon as he reached my car. 
 
    I could not drive off. The keys were back in the office. I slammed my hand against the steering wheel.  
 
    Marcus drove his fist into my driver’s side window. It shook but didn’t break. 
 
    “I’m going to kill you stupid bitch.” 
 
    “Hey, I’m calling the police.” A woman yelled from across the street. That seemed to bring him back to reality. He straightened. His eye darted around before coming back to me. He shot me an icy expression that chilled the blood in my veins before running away. When he turned the corner I opened the door and headed back to the shop. I needed my money and my keys. 
 
      
 
    I ignored everybody who tried to help me and those who stood back and watched me limp towards the shop.  
 
    I hurried in and unlocked the safe, it hurt like hell to bend to put the code in. I gritted my teeth and got it done. After pulling out stacks of cash. I grabbed the bag Marcus had thrown at me from the floor and stuffed the money and other paperwork I might need. I picked up my fake ID's and put those back in the purse too. I found my keys hanging from the backdoor lock. Less than five minutes passed before I was leaving. I could hear sirens wailing in the distance. I sped walked to my car, started it, and peeled out. 
 
    I drove a block before I realized no matter how hard I tried; I couldn’t catch my breath. My breaths grew shallow. I coughed, hard, blood and spittle decorated my white steering wheel cover. My head swam. 
 
    I knew I wouldn’t be able to drive much longer.  
 
    Pulling over into the parking lot of a nearby Wal-Mart. I started crying, I cried until the urge to throw up came over me, I opened the car door and leaned out just in time. Blood-tinged vomit spilled out of me. I felt myself becoming lightheaded, then everything started to fade. Just before the world went black I heard a car pull up behind me. I panicked thinking it was Marcus and he’d followed me. “Ma’am, are you ok?” The voice didn’t belong to Marcus. The past couple of days had been too much. I was tired and so relieved I let my eyes slide closed, I allowed myself to rest… 
 
    

  

 
   
    Atticus 
 
    Five months later 
 
    Pure will kept me rooted in my place at the altar as Sophie walked down the aisle towards me. Or maybe it was my obligations to my grandfather that weighted me to the floor and kept me from walking away when everything in me wanted to run. 
 
      
 
     I wanted to find Grace and live the rest of my life loving her, but then the voice in my head roared “fuck Grace,” even though my heart and soul wanted her, my brain couldn’t reconcile with the fact that she’d left me, not even hours after we’d found each other again.  
 
    Most importantly she’d broken her promise to. 
 
    Obviously, she didn’t give a fuck about me and her actions had shown me that, but like a lovesick fool I’d still been searching for her.  
 
      
 
    For five months every time the investigator called me with nothing new, I’d become angrier. I knew it was irrational to be angry with her, I couldn’t control her life, but she’d promised she’d stay and breaking that promise had left me fractured. 
 
      
 
    My grandfather snapped his fingers from the front pew of the church, bringing my attention to him. “Smile,” he mouthed at me. He himself wore the only biggest smile I'd ever seen on his face, a smile so big it made his face look as if it would crack and it was genuine and unnerving coming from a man that many called Il Macellaio, The Butcher. 
 
    I dropped my eyes. 
 
    There was a cum stain on the zipper of his pants. My scowl deepened.  
 
    He was having a good time while my life felt like it was ending.  
 
    I had no reason to smile. 
 
     Him and him alone was the winner in all of this. I was getting a wife I didn’t want. He’d recently got his dick sucked and wouldn’t be gaining an empire without any of the sacrifices I was making. 
 
    My stomach turned. I wanted to vomit, no… I wanted to knock his teeth from his head.  
 
    I turned away giving him my back, at the moment I couldn’t bare looking at his face and I wouldn’t pretend to be happy about a marriage I was basically being forced into.  
 
    There were some things even he couldn’t control  
 
      
 
    Newfound resentment crept up my spine and burrowed deep in my chest causing a physical ache, but what could I do? 
 
      
 
    My eyes stayed glued to the carpeted floor until Sophia took her place beside me. She slid her right hand into mine and it had taken everything in me not to pull away, but I’d be lying if I didn’t admit that she was beautiful—standing there in all white with her dark hair hanging down her back, resembling her namesake Sophia Loren.  
 
    The fact that she was so beautiful pissed me off even more. The entire arrangement was like a sick joke. I was about to marry a beautiful woman that I had no urge to fuck. Like always when I was in her presence—my dick lay lazily against my thigh. Unfucking interested was an understatement.  
 
      
 
    How were we going to have the kids I promised my grandfather, my dick hated her. 
 
      
 
    A growl of annoyance slipped from somewhere deep in me. Sophia’s grip on my hand tightened and the priest cleared his throat. I cut my eyes at him. He shook his head in disapproval, like I gave a fuck about his approval, he wasn't even a man of God.  
 
      
 
    Just some opportunist who preyed on those with faith. Just like me and everybody in the church he was on my grandfather's payroll, he would sell his soul for the right price. Fuck him and fuck his church.  
 
    Everything about my wedding was a fucking farce. I wasn’t even Catholic. I’d been raised Southern Baptist. 
 
      
 
     Immediately my mind drifted back to the mornings when I’d get up early and sneak out of my daddy’s trailer, so I could ride with Grace and her granny to church. On those days, sitting beside two people who loved me unconditionally listening to the choir singing, I felt whole. 
 
      
 
    There in that church, holding Grace’s soft hand—nothing else mattered. My mother who had abandoned me didn’t matter. My abusive father didn’t either. I just felt loved. In my mind that's what church was supposed to feel like. That day standing there at the altar in that church. I felt nothing, almost nothing— thinking about Grace and her grandmother had brought a smile to my face, but it was wiped away by Sophia squeezing my hand again. 
 
      
 
     “I’m so happy too” she leaned in and whispered excitedly against my ear. A sick feeling settled in the center of my chest. She wanted this marriage, which meant it wouldn’t be easy for me to get out of it. She’d expect me to play the dutiful, doting husband and I didn’t think I had it in me to do that for too long. Pretending to be Roman all the time was hard enough. 
 
     But then again, what the fuck could I do? 
 
    I exhaled a frustrated breath, letting my Roman mask slide in place. Roman didn’t feel. He would do what needed to be done. Becoming Roman allowed me to stand there pledging my allegiance to a stranger without succumbing to the rage and hopelessness I felt. 
 
      
 
    Tuning out the priest —I only listened, just enough to say my I do’s.  
 
    At the end of the ceremony, I was thankful that our nuptials didn’t call for us to exchange a kiss. I would have lost it. The thought of kissing her right then made my stomach ache. 
 
      
 
    But like a good fucking puppet I did as I was expected and held her hand as we walked back down the aisle as husband and wife. Out of my peripheral vision I could see my grandfather still smiling, the resentment grew. 
 
      
 
    During the reception all I could think about was Grace. What would she look like in her wedding dress? I could swear I smelled her strawberry scent a million times. It had me imagining how she would feel wrapped in my arms as we swayed to the music. “My Funny Valentine” would be playing. As a teen that had been one of her favorite songs and she swore she’d play it at her wedding. Momentarily I was able to escape my surroundings, but only for a moment then I remembered that she left. I became angry. She left me, without a fucking word. Unfortunately, it was in the middle of the bride and groom dance. 
 
       
 
    Infuriated at the betrayal I took my anger out on Sophia. I dropped her hand, shoving past her, I stomped out of the reception hall. I ignored her and my grandfather calling after me. I realized then that the past would always come back to haunt me as long as I held on to it. I needed to exorcise Grace from my life or I was going to lose what little sanity I had left.  
 
      
 
    The doors to the ballroom slammed behind me. I pulled out my cell and called my investigator, Rosen. “Stop looking for her.” I ordered as soon as he answered, then I hung up without a response from him knowing he would follow directions.  
 
      
 
     I leaned against the wall and exhaled, promising myself I’d forget about Grace. Tank came out and stood beside me.   “You ok boss?” he asked, his tone was full of concern.  
 
    I nodded.  
 
    “Is this little break down about her?” 
 
     I nodded yes again. 
 
     “I figured.” He brought his heavy hand down on my shoulder, in an attempt to comfort the storm that raged inside me. 
 
    We stood in silence for a few seconds, him patting me on the back, hard.  
 
    “Don't mention her name from this day forth.”  I felt something inside me fizzle then fade as the words left my mouth.  
 
    “You sure? You can't really blame her for leaving. She found out a hell of a lot in a short amount of time. Hell, I probably would have run too.” He tried to reason with me, but I wasn’t trying to hear it, even though a part of me felt he was right, but right didn’t stop the ache in my chest that her leaving me had caused. She could have stayed and we could have gotten through it together. 
 
      
 
    “I’m really fucking sure,” I gritted. I was fucking done. I slashed the air “I’m done. I have to be. If I were to survive, I couldn’t keep thinking about what I’d lost or the what ifs.  
 
      
 
    He threw his hands up in surrender. “Fine. Never again will I say her name but let me say this. We’re friends right?” 
 
    “Brothers.” I corrected, wondering where the conversation was heading. 
 
    “Brothers,” he repeated. “Don’t take this disrespectfully when I tell you this whole marriage thing is bullshit. Your grandfather is using her to keep tabs on you, to gain full control of your life. If he wanted her father’s spot, he could have gotten it without you selling your soul to that mondao,” he paused to see how I would react to him disparaging my grandfather and now wife. I didn't give a fuck. I did have a question. 
 
    “What the fuck is a mondoa?” 
 
    He sucked his teeth, giving me an annoyed slash impatient look, one that an adult gives a child.  
 
    “That’s the only question you have after hearing everything I had to say?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I’m not dense, I’m aware of everything you’re telling me, but I feel I owe my grandfather, if this is what he wants, this is what I’ll do.” I shrugged. I couldn’t live the simple life I wanted after prison. So, I was resigned to living the life I was given.  
 
      
 
    He shook his head and exhaled. His jaw clenched. He was holding himself back from saying more. He knew me well enough to know that the conversation about my grandfather was finished and that frustrated him. Uffe wasn’t a man of many words, better to stumble with toe and not tongue, he’d told me all those years ago when we met in prison, but when he spoke, he expected you to listen.  
 
      
 
    “Now what’s a mondoa?” 
 
    He paused and thought for a second, then snapped his fingers in the way only he could do it.  
 
    Sirena, you Americans call it a mermaid, But not a pinkin tale, there’s no falling in love with a pretty girl from under the sea. No, she’s a pale skin, dark haired, piercing eyed creature, luring males to their death. 
 
    I laughed aloud, throwing my head back. He had described Sophia perfectly. 
 
    He didn’t look amused. 
 
    ” You know we can leave and disappear, say that word and it’s done.” 
 
    I actually thought about it, but who wanted to live their life constantly running? I shook my head. 
 
    “Nah, I’m good.” I wouldn’t run, it wasn’t worth living the rest of my life looking over my shoulder.  
 
     “I tried.” He shrugged “I speak on it again. Just know when you’re ready to end this all. We can go.” 
 
    I nodded 
 
    He clapped his hands together. “Ok then, I hate to break up this brotherly moment, but you better get back in there. Your Grandfather was cursing in Italian and you know that means he's pissed.” 
 
    He didn’t wait for me to respond. He just turned around, opened the door, and held it for me.  
 
    Before I stepped over the threshold, I mentally declared — once I walked through that door, from that day forth Grace Devereux would no longer take up space in my head or heart. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Grace 
 
    Three hours before Atticus’ wedding… 
 
    A big black SUV was parked idling at the curb outside of my doctor’s office when I came out. At first, I paid it no attention, but as I walked towards my own car, I started to feel the heat of eyes on my back. Someone was watching me. I was almost positive. 
 
    Then I thought maybe I was being paranoid, but that didn’t stop me from quickening my pace.  
 
    In the same instance I reached into my bag and got a grip on the gun I’d recently purchased for protection. The feel of cold steel in my hand caused my heart to beat faster. The thought of actually shooting someone terrified me, but I’d do what I have to do if it came down to it.  
 
    My car suddenly seemed so far, and I had to keep telling myself, don’t run, just walk, don’t look back. But the pull of the eyes watching me was too strong. Whomever was in the car wanted my attention and like an idiot I gave it to them. I looked back just in time to see the window roll down.  
 
      
 
    A man's face appeared. I had never seen him before in my life. But his eyes. I knew those eyes though and I knew without knowing that I was looking at the infamous head of the Esposito family. He had the same molten silver eyes that both Atticus and his daddy possessed, but there was an evil glint behind his.  
 
    Sure, Atticus’ daddy had been an abusive asshole, but I’d never seen death in his eyes.  
 
    My step faltered, then stilled. I couldn’t pull my eyes away from him no matter how hard I tried 
 
    Raising his hand, he motioned for me to walk towards his car.  
 
    I thought about making a run for it but knew it would be useless. There was a big scary man standing outside of the driver’s door, with his terrifying gaze directed at me. I was positive that he could run me down if the situation called for it, and that would probably make them both angry and I didn’t need that, so with my heart crashing in my chest I about faced and covered the distance. One leg in front of the other. My sandals making too much noise. 
 
    Atticus' grandfather watched my every movement, his eyes tracking me. Daring me to run. 
 
    Beads of sweat trailed down my back. I was scared shitless and wholly surprised that my legs didn’t give out from under me. 
 
     I didn’t know if the things they said about Atticus’ grandfather were true, but I knew there was a possibility that they were and people like him — they always had more money and power than morals and compassion. Killing a pregnant woman probably wouldn’t disrupt his sleep. Was he there to kill me? 
 
      
 
     “Get in the car Ms. Devereux.” He directed as soon as I was in speaking distance.  
 
      
 
    My heart jumped to my throat. I darted my eyes around, wondering again if I should at least try to make a commotion, maybe someone would help me. Before I could decide, the man the size a of a fucking tree stepped in front of me. Blocking out the sun. Blocking any hope of an escape, the look he gave me was so threatening he didn’t need to use words. 
 
    I nodded. He opened the door and I slid in. I damn near pissed myself when the door slammed behind me, I was trapped. I prayed to my ancestors, asking them to make sure that this day wouldn’t be my last one on earth and I wondered what I’d done in a previous life to have such fucked up shit continuously happen to me in this one. 
 
    The man who hadn’t yet formally introduced himself reached out and snatched my purse from my hands placing it on the other side of him.  
 
    He faced me. 
 
    There was a petty glint in his dark eyes. “So you won’t get any ideas about pulling that pea shooter out on me.” 
 
    I ran my fingers through my hair. I wondered how he knew about my gun, but not for too long. When his gaze locked with mine —my mouth went dry. Invisible ants began crawling under my skin. For a long moment he just stared at me, as if he were trying to see through me, then suddenly his eyes trailed from my face, down to my slightly rounded stomach, only to pause at my bare thighs. 
 
    I shifted uncomfortably.  
 
    He grinned wickedly, like a shark that smelled fresh blood in the water. 
 
    “You’re a beautiful woman.”  He leered. “I can see why my grandson spent so much money and time trying to find you.” His pink tongue flicked out to wet his thin lips. “I wouldn't have gone through the effort. You remind me of the whores in Sicily, dark and full bodied. Cheap though. He could have brought another you.” 
 
    Is he for real? 
 
    I bit my inner cheek to hold back the vulgarity that wanted to fly from my mouth instead I asked. 
 
    “How do you know who I am?” I asked instead 
 
    “You can’t be that dense Grace, I know everybody who my grandson interacts with, for my safety and his.” 
 
      
 
    “Ok, fine Why are you here?” I pursed my lips. 
 
      
 
    “Ahh, straight to the point, I can respect that.” He responded before glancing down at my stomach again. 
 
     Instinctually my hands went there to cover my baby. 
 
     I’d found out I was pregnant when I went to the hospital to have my stitches removed. That beating Marcus had given me had resulted in six broken ribs, one that had pierced my right lung. I spent a month in the hospital. When the police asked me who’d beaten me, I’d told them I didn’t know, but cameras from several businesses surrounding mine had caught Marcus chasing me down the street. I told the police, prosecutor, and Marcus’ lawyer I wouldn’t testify. I didn’t need the trouble or the scrutiny into my identity, but the state somehow got Marcus to plead guilty to aggravated assault and he was sentenced to three years in prison, I heard over the news. I left Tampa as soon as the hospital released me. I drove two hours north to Orlando, hoping I could hide out among the tourists until I could disappear again, and I had been there ever since.  
 
      
 
    I watched his brow rise then fall before he spoke. “You know very well why I’m here and you know what I’m capable of. I could have just killed you and been done with it, but I’m not a monster, after all you are carrying my great grandchild.” 
 
    How magnanimous of you, is what I wanted to reply with, but not having a death wish, I kept my snarky comments to myself. 
 
    “So.” He clapped his hands together in front of him. “I have an offer.” He followed his words up by pulling a slip of paper from his suit pocket. He then handed it to me.  
 
    I took it. My eyes bucked. it was a cashier’s check made out to Veronica Davis for one million one hundred dollars. I stared at the amount, thinking it odd, but it was the name that worried me enough to ask questions. He knew my real name, he had to know I was no longer going by the Veronica alias. Why would he use it? What was his angle?  
 
    He answered before I could ask. 
 
    “If you cash it, you’ll have to disappear. My grandson is searching for you under your real name and the name on that check. If he finds you, I will kill you. Mr. Davis’ family also knows you by both names and If they find you, they will kill you for being the reason your husband’s in prison and telling anyone who will listen to him— his family’s business. You cashing that check under that name gives you more incentive to leave as soon as possible and never come back.” 
 
      
 
    “Deal.” I said as soon as he finished his sentence. The only reason I was still in Florida was because of limited funds. The fifteen thousand I had risked my life for was pretty much gone before I recovered from Marcus’ assault. Atticus’ grandfather had just provided my way out, for good. 
 
      
 
    Immediately I turned to get out of the car, I didn’t want to be in his presence any longer than I had to, he gave me the creeps, before my hand was even on the door handle, he reached out and stopped me, his hand gripping my forearm he wrapped his finger around the meatiest part. My heart fell to my stomach.  
 
      
 
    “Look at me.”  
 
    I turned and faced him without hesitation. Too scared to not follow the directive. 
 
    His hot breath hit my face. “When I say 'disappear, Grace, ' I mean it.”  
 
    I understood that he used my real name to let me know exactly how serious he was, deadly. 
 
    “I have plans for my grandson, plans that don’t include you or a half breed bastard. Plans that I won’t allow anyone to interfere in. I don’t want to but if I have to I will kill you.” He didn’t blink as he threatened my life. It wasn’t the coldness in his eyes, but the underlying steel in his voice that made me believe every word that came from his mouth. 
 
    “Fine, I get it, you want me gone, I’m gone.” I replied trying to keep the attitude out of my tone, at the same time I tried to snatch my arm away. His grip tightened.  
 
    “We’re not finished yet,” removing his hand from my arm, he placed it on my jaw. The pressure sent a throbbing ache to my skull, he held me there facing him. 
 
    He leaned in, his face mere inches away from mine. His intense gaze nearly reduced me to pleading for him to let me go. It took everything in me to not to make what I knew would be the deadly mistake of snatching away.  
 
    My heart continued hammering against my ribcage, It hadn’t slowed since I’d gotten in the car and I was worried that it never would. To my horror my eyes filled with tears because I knew whatever came next would haunt me forever. 
 
    “You have more than one job to do to earn that money.”  
 
    I couldn't bring myself to ask what the job entailed.  
 
    “I know you must have been curious about what that extra hundred was for,” his grip on my face loosened as he glided the pad of thumb across my lips. 
 
    “That’s how much the whores charge back home and you have such a pretty mouth, these lips, so plump and inviting. I can’t let the opportunity pass me by. From the first day I saw you I imagined what they’d feel like wrapped around my cock," he paused and smirked darkly, before letting my face go.  
 
    I sucked in a shuddering breath. 
 
    My indignation rose along with the bile in my stomach, as what was about to happen became clear. I want to jump right out of my skin and into the ether.  
 
    I watched in a haze as he eagerly unzipped his pants and release himself from his boxer. He was barely five inches, it flopped out only semi hard and for a few seconds I sat there— just staring at it because I couldn’t do anything else but. He’d unknowingly brought back memories of what happened to me in my momma’s house, those memories caused panic and rage to creep up my spine. At that moment I hated him for making me remember even more than I hated him for what he was about to make me do. I swore I would make him pay one day. But right then— I had already made up my mind to do what he said and I was going to do it without question or a fight, sucking his dick was better than death. 
 
    He pulled out his phone and pointed it at me, a light flashed, at that moment I realized he wanted to humiliate me, make it so I couldn’t ever face Atticus.  
 
      
 
    I’m a survivor. I’d survived Marcus, I’d survived my momma and her husband’s abuse and Atticus’ abandonment. I’d survive this, so when his hand at the back of my neck pressed me forward, I allowed him to.  
 
    “Make it good, but quick, I have a wedding to attend.” he breathed heavily.  
 
    Letting his dick slide past my lips made me want to gag, but I did it. I was in survival mode. I ignored the animalistic sounds that came after his initial sharp intake of breath as he used his hips to glide himself in and out of my mouth, his dick hitting the back of my throat made it hard for me to breathe. I endured it, the sooner it was over, the quicker I could get the fuck away from him.  
 
    As soon as he released and let my head go, I spit the taste of him from my mouth right there on the floor of his expensive vehicle.  
 
    I grabbed my purse and burst out the door, I ran towards my car. The entire time I could swear I heard him laughing maniacally behind me, but this time I didn’t look back, too afraid that I would break down right there. I got in my car and drove away without looking in his direction. I didn’t even go to my hotel to get any of my belongings. Everything that mattered to me was already gone, I drove, and I cried. The feelings of humiliation and fear threatened to swallow me whole, but I didn’t stop driving. 
 
      
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Part 2 
 
    Grace 
 
    Seven years later 
 
      
 
    There’s nowhere you can be that isn't where you're meant to be... 
 
    I read that once or maybe I heard it in a song. Either it was true or my ancestors hated me. 
 
    Of all the fucking places. The first time I see Atticus in more than seven years is in a children’s museum and in fucking Michigan. I had been living in Bloomfield Charter Township for almost seven years and the one time I decided to venture out of the small town into Detroit I ran into him? I had definitely pissed off somebody mystical or magical. 
 
    As if feeling me looking at him, without so much as searching the large crowd, his head swiveled in my direction and his eyes landed directly on me. 
 
    My heart lurched. 
 
    My mind was reeling. 
 
    For a moment I forgot how to breathe, forgot how to walk. All I could do was stand there. We simply stared at each other from across the room. 
 
    I took him in. He was still devastatingly handsome. Even dressed down in a black sweater, tailored pants and brown boots the same color as his leather jacket.  
 
    Everything about him was the same as when I’d last seen him. Didn’t look like he aged a day, except for his eyes. They seemed darker. Darker than when we were children, darker than before I left, almost as dark as his grandfather’s. Scarier, if that was even possible.  
 
    I wondered what had happened to change him, yet again. But then, the way he was looking at me had me feeling as if I might have played a role in it. That made me sad. I’d never want to be the reason that Atticus hurt. The old habit of feeling the need to protect and heal him urged me forward. I took a step in his direction. Then reality hit me, smack dab in the chest. He was going to kill me. I was in the same place as Atticus, with our son. The one that he didn’t know about. 
 
    And if that wasn’t enough motivation Atticus’ grandfather’s warning rang in my head , loud, as if he was right there in my ear telling me, “If he finds you, I’ll kill you.”  
 
     had too much to live for.  
 
    The ball of anxiety that usually twisted my heart when I simply thought about how’d he’d react to finding out he was a father was a hundred times worse. 
 
      
 
     My heartbeat picked up, sending my blood rushing to my ears drowning out all sound. If not for adrenaline I would have probably crumbled to the floor from the sheer weight of it all, but somehow I managed to straighten my face so the panic I was feeling didn’t show. I forced myself not to run. 
 
    Being that we stood so far apart, with nearly a hundred people between us, I figured I had time. I could get away before he reached me, or maybe he would just let me walk away. I hoped, though a part of me knew he wasn’t going to, but then again, maybe he would I reasoned. I knew from the one time I allowed myself to google him in seven years that he was married, with a four-year-old daughter which meant he was probably there, with his wife and child. He wouldn’t confront me in front of them. 
 
    That gave me a tiny bit of hope. 
 
    Turning away from his gaze, I headed in the direction of my child knowing we would be leaving the state before nightfall. 
 
    Even the thought of having to pick up and run again made my chest tight. Tears stung my eyed. Where we lived was the only home my son knew. And it had been a good home. We had friends. I had opened another boutique that was doing well, we were normal there, for seven years. Now it’ was all over. 
 
    Unshed tears started to fall. I knew I was only a breath away from full on sobbing. I pushed my way through the crowd. 
 
    They always tell the girls in the horror movies to never look back. When I was past the tangle of people, I looked back. 
 
    He was easily making his way through the crowd.  
 
    Fuck it. I started jogging the empty corridor. The click clacks of my shoes were too loud. I felt they were leading him to me. I paused. Slipping out of my sandals. I left them behind. 
 
    Barefoot I made it halfway down the hallways that led to the theater my son was watching an ocean docu-series in before he caught me. 
 
    He wrapped his meaty hand around my bicep, stopping my forward movement, then he snatched me in his direction. My back hit his front, then I was spun around. 
 
    My heart was literally in my throat when I came eye to eye with him. 
 
    His fake smile didn’t fool me. Like always his eyes told on him, they were filled with malice. 
 
    He leaned into me, “Long time no see, Grace.” his warm breath tickled my ear. The forced calm in his tone was scary.  
 
     I tried to take a step back, remove myself his personal space but he held firm. 
 
    I drew in deep steadying breaths in an attempt to seem calm. 
 
    “Hey, it has been a long time,” I was freaking the fuck out. It took everything in me not look towards the theatre my son was in.  
 
    Sensing my distress, the fake smile he wore grew wider, colder, taunting even. As if he could feel my fear and it was feeding something in him that he kept barely restrained. 
 
    “Yes, the last time I saw you was the night you ran away from me.” His tone was bitter. 
 
    I scoffed. I should have said nothing and focused on making him let me go. I knew how to make him if I needed to. A palm strike to the nose would have worked, but I didn’t do that. I responded with words instead of violence because I was my grandmother’s child and I could never let anybody have the last word.  
 
    “Ran away? You make me sound like I’m some teen who runs away from home because their parents took their phone. I’m a grown ass woman. I told you I wasn’t staying; you should have believed me.” I snapped before I could stop myself. I swallowed hard, realizing my mistake.  
 
    I could see it in his eyes, he was gearing up for a fight. Right there in the middle of a children’s museum with everybody watching and that was the last thing I needed. 
 
     “Roman. Where are you Roman.” 
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief when a woman I assumed was his wife started calling his name incessantly. 
 
    “What.” He snapped, without taking his eyes from me. 
 
    A woman with an olive complexion and pitch-black hair to her waist came to stand at his side. His wife. Wow…I had made myself not look her up. I didn’t know she’d be so beautiful. I did know that they had married just before her father passed and had been living happily ever after since. It didn’t escape my notice that he had been engaged to her at the same time he was trying to force me to stay with him.  
 
    Ain’t that something? 
 
    The wife pointed out how close we were. “What is this?” It was a hissed demand for answers. 
 
     She scowled in my direction. 
 
     I wanted to tell her to direct her anger to who deserved it, her husband. Atticus growled the word, “don’t,” at me before I could say anything. 
 
     He knew me too well. He turned so he faced her — while simultaneously blocking me from her view.  
 
    It would have been the perfect moment to make my exit but I had to wait. We were standing too close. Atticus would notice me walking away. I’d be patient. I had a feeling it wouldn’t be too long before his wife became so much of distraction he didn’t notice me leave..  
 
    “Who is she?” She yelled. 
 
    “Mind your business Sophia, go back and play with Tori. She begged you for this attention, give it to her.” 
 
    She wagged her finger. “You don’t dismiss me like I’m the help Roman. I’m your wife,” She wanted me to know, putting so much emphasis on the word wife it became a physical entity that floated around the room. 
 
    I rolled my eyes behind his back. 
 
     Atticus responded in Italian and an argument ensued. They went back and forth, spitting foreign words out in rapid fire. I didn’t know the language but I knew they were exchanging pleasantries. He wife’s nostrils flared as her face became increasing red. The muscles in Atticus back were tensed, the veins in his neck bulging. 
 
     While they were occupied, I walked away, quickly but quietly. I arrived at my destination just time to watch my son coming out of the theatre he’d been in. 
 
     Before he could start running his mouth. I scooped him up. He was so tall, his legs nearly long as mine. I had an awkward time carrying him, but I managed to, and as fast as I could away from literal death. “If he finds you, I’ll kill you.” Atticus’ grandfather words repeated on a constant loop in my head as I made my way to the car. 
 
     I opened the door and shoved AJ. 
 
    “But Momma. We gotta go talk to the--” 
 
    I cut him off. Once AJ started talking it was hard to get him to stop. 
 
    I rushed, taking my seat behind the steering wheel. 
 
    I looked over the seat at AJ. He had his little arms folded across his too wide for a child his age chest and his lips curled up into a pout. 
 
    I felt bad. He had been looking forward to this visit to the museum for months. I’d make it up to him later, but now I needed him to listen and cooperate. 
 
    “You remember what I told you about one day having to get away from some bad people?” 
 
    His entire demeanor changed  
 
    He nodded and grinned fiendishly. 
 
    He’d been looking forward to running from the bad guys for a while. 
 
    “Today is the day,” without further question he got on the floor and hid under the blanket that I kept there for him. 
 
     I didn’t see, but heard the doors to the museum explode open, but Atticus was too late. I had already started the car, shifted into gear, and wrapped my fingers around the steering wheel. Foot on the gas, I drove away without looking back this time. 
 
    I had an hour and a half trip to get back home. I called Ms. Joyce to make her aware of what was going on. She was the lady from the wedding boutique who saved me. I’d kept in touch with her over the years. Six years earlier her family was talking about putting her in a hospice when they found out she had cancer, they thought she wouldn’t make it because they couldn’t afford the treatments she needed. With the money I received from Atticus’ grandfather and my mother’s dead husband I kept that from happening. After her health rebounded, she came to live with me. And she had been helping me raise AJ ever since. 
 
    She answered sounding groggy. Like she had been sleeping, though it wasn’t even six in the evening. 
 
    “What you want girl? You always manage to call me at the most inopportune times. I ate the rest of that good pound cake you made and was napping good befo—" 
 
    I had to cut her off. 
 
    “I’m coming to pick you up. We’re leaving tonight.” 
 
    I heard the sound of rustling before she asked. “Why, what happened?” 
 
    “He found me.” 
 
    She chuckled. “So…this is the perfect time to tell him about that old dirty granddaddy of his and about his son.” 
 
    “Then what? What if he doesn’t believe me or doesn’t care. There’s too many variables.” 
 
    She sighed. “I don’t like the decisions you’re making but It’s your life. I’m getting up to pack now. I’ll see you when you make it home.” She hung up.  
 
    I knew she would have an attitude when I got there but wouldn’t let it impede on my plans. 
 
    “Momma, was that Granny? What she say?  Did I do good? AJ asked. 
 
    I looked in the rearview mirror. I could see him half sitting half crouched. 
 
    You did really good, baby. Just stay down until Momma tells you it’s safe.” 
 
    He crawled back onto the floor and under the blankets before questioning me. 
 
    “You told Granny we’re leaving tonight, Are we moving or just going for a while? You said if we had to run from the bad men we’d be moving and I wouldn’t get to say bye to my friends. But I ain’t seen no bad guys yet. So do I get to say bye to my friends or no?” He rambled. 
 
    “Yes, we’re moving.”  
 
    I exited the highway. I had mapped out how make my way through the countryside back home. Less chance at being caught. 
 
    “Okay. You didn’t answer the question about my friends, so that’s a no, but what if I just went over to Shane’s house really quick to get my Smash Brothers game I let him borrow. Please” He whined. 
 
    I opened my mouth to reprimand him. I’d told multiple times about lending his things to people, but then I remembered our circumstances. It was not the right time for a lecture. 
 
    “I’ll buy you another one.” I said instead. 
 
    After hearing that he changed subjects. “Can we move to Atlanta? I want to go to the aquarium and the Coca Cola factory. Granny Joyce said that’s where all the Black people are at too. She said I’m light skinned, but I’m still Black and it’s safer around other Black folks. If you don’t fuck with them, they won’t fuck with you and most won’t let nobody fuck with you either.” 
 
    Shaking my head, I resisted the urge to laugh. AJ was so smart and mature for a seven-year-old. He’d already skipped the third grade. He was like a sponge picking up on everything, even Ms. Joyce’s cursing. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t curse.” I scolded. 
 
    “But why? Granny Joyce does and she lets me.” 
 
     “What did I just say to you, Atticus? I asked sternly. 
 
    “Don’t curse,” he responded then said, “I’m hungry are we going to eat before we move?” 
 
    “Yes?” I answered him absentmindedly. My attention was on the rearview mirror. There was a single SUV driving a car length behind me and even though there was no chance Atticus had followed me. I still sped as I reached under my seat. My hand immediately made contact with the two Glocks I stored there. I pulled them out and laid them on the seat next to me.  
 
    I was prepared. 
 
    I waited for the SUV do something. We drove another mile. Nothing happened.  
 
     I felt we were safe.  
 
    ‘Sit up AJ and put on your seat belt.” I pulled a cardigan I had left in the car over the weapons so he wouldn’t see them. 
 
    “Ok.” He followed my direction. “But you still didn’t answer my question.” He edged forward. 
 
     So many things were about to change for him. I felt like a bad momma. 
 
    “We can visit Atlanta." 
 
    I want to live there though.” 
 
    “We’ll see.” 
 
    I flicked my eyes to his in the rearview again. The SUV was still driving normally. I sped up again, just to be safe. Flashing light illuminated the dark road. I realized then the SUV belonged to the Highway Patrol. 
 
    Distracted by the lights I wasn’t watching the road in front of me. 
 
    The sound of squealing tires drew my attention. I looked away from the mirror just in time to see a black truck barreling towards us. I heard the sound of metal connect. My abdomen hit the steering wheel hard, then the airbags deployed sending me flying back into my seat. If that didn’t hurt enough, there was another explosion of pain. It started in my right leg then moved upwards. Then I was upside down. 
 
    “AJ" I used my last bit of energy to call out to my son. 
 
     “I’m okay Momma,” he answered, his voice loud and clear. 
 
    He wasn’t hurt. 
 
     Tears pricked at my eyes.  
 
    “Ma’am, are you ok?” I was questioned, then I heard someone calling in the incident. He asked for an ambulance and more officers. 
 
    I was okay with whatever happened to me as long as AJ was safe. Ms. Joyce would come for him and she knew what to do after. 
 
    My head spun, then my world started to fade away, the darker it got the more the pain intensified until I had no choice but to give into it. Just before everything went black I heard the sound of gun shots. 
 
      
 
      
 
  

 
   
    Atticus. 
 
    “If you didn’t take my money, who did?”  
 
    The unlucky soul strapped to an office chair said nothing, only trembled in his seat.  
 
    I repeated the question. He would only get two chances to determine what happened next. 
 
    Drowning out my subordinate’s answer the metal door directly behind me squeaked open sending a shrill sound echoing throughout the nearly empty warehouse. 
 
     Calmly I switched the 357 magnum I held in my left hand to my right. Still on edge from finding Grace and losing her yet again, my trigger finger itched to put in work. I’d shoot whoever had the fucking audacity to disturb me if they didn’t have a good reason. I straightened my spine, my lips pressed tightly together. Looking over my shoulder seeing it was Tank barely cooled my temper.  
 
    Holding his gaze as he made his way over to me I made my displeasure known. Seeing the look on my face Tank threw his hands up defensively but he kept coming towards me. 
 
    “Boss, we got a situation,” 
 
    A low growl rumbled from my Grandfather’s chest. 
 
    Even standing a good five feet away I could hear it. 
 
    Tank heard it too. His dark gaze slid to my Grandfather for half a second, then back to me, dismissing him all together. Tank didn’t fear my Grandfather like the other men who worked for me did. He had told me as much using one of the many proverbs he seemed to pull from thin air. “The eyes that have beheld the chief don’t fear the court official.”  
 
    He said one day I would realize I was the chief and everybody else were nothing more than lowly court officials. I didn’t understand then, but years later it was starting to make sense. The empire my Grandfather built would have ceased being the powerhouse it was years ago without me. Everybody knew that. He was too old school to play mafia games in a world full of people and technology he didn’t understand. 
 
    Grandfather cleared his throat.” Nipote,” he called trying to redirect my attention. 
 
    I ignored him. He was too fucking impatient these days. But I didn’t give a fuck. If he wanted the poor fuck he had dragged me out of town to kill over a couple hundred thousand dollars dead. He could kill him himself or wait. I didn’t even agree with the punishment. It would only cause trouble. The guy’s family wasn’t as well connected or as powerful as us, but I still didn’t want to go to war with them over such a measly amount of money. 
 
     “What is it?” I nodded for Tank to tell me what was urgent enough to interrupt me for.  
 
    It was odd that instead of speaking freely he made his way over to me, came to a stop at my side. 
 
    He lowered his voice so only I could hear, “You told me not to mention her, but…” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Atticus 
 
      
 
    Nine hours had passed since the car accident I found out Grace had been in. Seven before I found out, then it took us another two hours to make it to the hospital she had been taken to in a small city in the middle of bumfuck, Michigan. It was the longest two hours of my life. 
 
    After being directed to the waiting room by the nurse at the front desk. I sat thinking about what I’d do in a world without Grace. She was still in surgery, alive, but she still could die.  
 
    Though we had now been apart more time we'd been together, I still held hope that one day we’d have our happily ever after. Now the chances of that were slim if she was as badly hurt as the police reports I had Tank pay for said.  
 
    I wanted to rage. Break something. Shoot somebody. I calmed myself by reminding myself where I was. Other people were there, doing the same as me, mourning and praying. I wouldn’t make their pain worse by acting out. 
 
    Tank stood in the corner, making the few people in the area with us stare up at him with worried expression masking their face. He was used to drawing curious onlookers. 
 
    “Friends and family of Grace Devereux,” a middle-aged blond man in a white coat called out. I stood and made my way over to him, a pretty Black nurse stood at his side. 
 
    She eyed me suspiciously, looked around the room, then back to me, then Tank who stood behind me. She gave me an odd look before asking me “Where's Mrs. Joyce and AJ?” I shrugged wondering who they were. The nurse occupying the nurses station answered her question. “Let me page her. They went down to the cafeteria. AJ was getting anxious. I told her I would call them when surgery was over.” 
 
    “Paging Joyce,” she sent out over the loudspeaker. I waited for answers. 
 
    The nurse sensed my impatience and spoke up. 
 
    “We have to wait for Mrs. Joyce. We’re only legally allowed to disclose her information to family. And since I’ve never seen or heard of you before, we can’t inform you of anything.” she spat snidely. 
 
    I didn’t understand her attitude but it pissed me off. 
 
    I fisted and unfisted my hand to hold onto my temper. 
 
    The nurse stared me down, daring me to challenge her.  
 
    I remained silent, glaring back at her. 
 
    The standoff made everybody tense. 
 
    The doctor looked everywhere but at me. 
 
    Occupants in the waiting room stared at us. 
 
     The nurse refused to back down. 
 
    The elevator dinged, drawing everyone’s attention. A petite older woman got off holding a child. A boy in khaki cargo paints and white airforce ones on his feet. He looked entirely too big for her to be carrying. I blinked hard when my eyes landed on her face. She looked so much like Grace’s grandmother I wondered if she was related to them somehow. When she looked up and saw me I could swear I saw her mouth “Oh shit.” She adjusted the child on her hip.  
 
    Was he Grace’s? I couldn’t see his face. He had it buried in the ladies neck. She fixed the hoodie he had on his head further obscuring my view as she made her way over to us, her eyes never left mine. 
 
    “She’s pulled through surgery Mrs. Joyce. They stopped the bleeding in her stomach.” the nurse with the attitude blurted out unprofessionally. 
 
    “Thank God.” A relieved breath whooshed from her lungs. 
 
    The ache in my chest eased, but curiosity had me in a chokehold.  
 
    The doctor started talking.  
 
    I zoned out. I knew Tank would be listening for the both of us. My eyes stayed focused on the bundle the women Ms. Joyce was holding. Did he look like Grace or his father? Who was his father? The thought of my Grace giving another man a child caused the muscles in my neck to tighten. Was he still in their lives? If so, I knew he wouldn’t be for long. I started plotting his demise in my mind. 
 
    “Atticus,” I heard my name being called. 
 
    The lady, Ms. Joyce snapped her fingers twice in my face to get my attention.  
 
    I looked up from my thoughts. 
 
    The doctor and nurse were gone. 
 
    Tank had moved, he now stood behind her looking worried. 
 
    “You hear me, Atticus?” 
 
    “How do you know my name. My real name?” 
 
    She sighed. “Come sit down, this boy heavy as fuck.” 
 
    I almost laughed. She was more like Grace’s granny than just looks. 
 
    I followed her to a row of seats in the corner. 
 
    She sat for a few seconds looking at everything but me. “What a fucking mess,” she mumbled under her breath, causing me to wonder what exactly she was about to tell me. 
 
    “I know your name son because Grace told me if anything ever happened to her to contact you and only you. I called the number she gave me and he answered.” She shoved her thumb in Tank’s direction. I looked to him for answers. 
 
    He shrugged. “That day you made me carry her from your office, I knew she wasn’t staying. I gave her my card just in case she ever needed anything. I told her I’d helped her even if it meant not telling you.” 
 
    I wanted to be mad at him, but I was grateful. 
 
    Ms. Joyce started speaking when he stopped. “I thought about not even calling you and handling everything on my own, but something about that didn’t sit right in my spirit. I’m too old to be much good and even if Grace makes it, she needs somebody there when I’m gone. She thinks she can do everything by herself. Carry all the burden the world heaped on her alone, but I know she can’t and one day it’ll break her. She’ll need you. I know you’re mad at her. She told me about how she ran off and you might not want to help.” 
 
    I interrupted her, “None of that matters now, it’s all in the past. Anything you need me to do, I’ll do.” I said, meaning every word of it. Even if it meant raising another man’s child. That’s how much Grace meant to me. 
 
    She patted my hand. “That’s a positive attitude to have, son. Just hold on to that positivity after I tell you the most important part of what I need to tell you.”  
 
    “Where is the boy’s fath—.” I started to ask, but she cut me off. 
 
     “Hold on child.” she said before she turned her attention to Tank who was standing beside us, scanning the room. 
 
    “Is this necessary? You’re standing over me and this boy like a sentry. Ain’t nobody gon’ do shit to us in the hospital. Sit down somewhere.” She fussed. 
 
    I chuckled. She had to be kin to Grace’s granny. 
 
    Tank gawked down at me with a gaping mouth. I shrugged. What did he expect me to say? 
 
    “She said sit down. Sit down.” 
 
    He took the seat next to her. 
 
    “Granny, who you chastising now?” A small voice came from under the hoodie. 
 
    “Your daddy’s friend.” 
 
    “Oh, is he here? I thought you weren’t going to call him until morning. I guess I won’t be getting them cookies you promised.” 
 
    “You’re worrying about the wrong things again, but maybe he’ll let you spend the night with me or maybe he’ll buy you some cookies.” 
 
    “I like options,” he responded 
 
    “His daddy's friend?” Maybe she was confused I thought until the little boy she was holding turned to face me. He rubbed a little fist across his closed eyes. When they popped open my heart nearly stopped. 
 
    “You gonna buy me some cookies or can I go home with Granny tonight and make ‘em myself? I prefer going with Granny. I like them hot and fresh.” The boy stared at me awaiting an answer. Raw emotion froze me. I couldn’t focus on anything but my eyes staring back at me.  
 
    “Oluwa mi o” Tanks booming voice brought me out of the haze I was in. He never took the lords name in vain name. The fact that he had confirmed that he was seeing what I was seeing. 
 
    He’d moved from the chair and stood behind me gawking. 
 
    The boy, my son snapped twice in my face like the lady had done earlier. 
 
    “Are you buying me cookies or not?” 
 
    Tank spoke up. 
 
    “If he doesn’t I will. “ 
 
    Ms. Joyce shook her head. “I knew this was going to be awkward, but I didn’t think you go dumb on me.” 
 
    “Did you call me Daddy?” 
 
    “You are my daddy ain’t you?” The boy responded. He climbed out of the lady’s lap and came to stand in front of me. He cocked his head to the side, examined my face while I examined his. He looked just like me as a child, like my daughter Tori, but with a caramel skin tone. 
 
    I have a son with Grace. And she kept him from me. I could feel my anger rising, but it was doused out when my son spoke again. 
 
    "You got the same eyes, but I didn’t expect you to look this white, you didn’t look this white in the pictures.” 
 
    “Atticus, no. Your momma gon’ get you.” was. Joyce swatted at his arm before explaining to me. “You gotta excuse him, he says everything that comes to his mind. And he curses like a sailor, Grace blames it on me, but—" 
 
    Abruptly I stood up from the chair and rushed for the exit. I couldn’t breathe. I went numb 
 
    Soon as I made it outside the hospital I turned and punched the hospital wall over and over until I could feel something, until my fist was bloody.  
 
    The pain was welcomed. The anger that gripped me was not. I’d never in my life been so fucking angry. If Grace didn’t die, I would fucking kill her. 
 
     I turned and pressed my back against the wall and let myself slide down it. I didn’t want to cry or to rage. I wanted to celebrate my child, but Grace taken that chance away from me. 
 
    I heard someone push open the door. I assumed it to be Tank. 
 
    “Not right fucking now.” I barked. 
 
    I didn’t need one of his pep talks or African Proverbs. I just wanted him to leave me the fuck alone and let me process. 
 
    “I just came to walk the boy out safely, he insisted on speaking to you. You might want to chill out before you scare him though.” 
 
    My son spoke up. “I’m not scared of him.”  
 
    I turned towards his voice. 
 
    He stepped out from behind Tank.  
 
    “You can go.” He dismissed Tank. Waving his little hand in the direction of the doors. 
 
    “Like father like son.” Tank chuckled before he stepped back into the hospital. 
 
    The boy, my son sighed heavy and long, like an adult and I wanted to laugh. 
 
    He cocked his head. “You mad?” He asked but didn’t wait for me to answer. 
 
     “My momma said you’d be mad and that I shouldn’t take it personal.” 
 
    “I’m not mad.” I lied. 
 
    He cocked his brow and gave me the same condescending smirk his momma used to give me. His gaze fell to my bloody hand. I slid it into my pocket feeling for the first time in a long time ashamed of my behavior. 
 
    “Ok, if you say so. I have to do something though, so let me get this over with and Imma leave you alone to unbox. You ready?” he stood looking down at me with my eyes, waiting for an answer. 
 
     I nodded, but not knowing what to expect. I had known him less than fifteen minutes, but already expected just about anything to come out of his mouth. 
 
    He blew out a big breath and crossed his hands in front of him. “My momma said, there would be a time I’d meet you. She said you’d probably be in your feelings, throwing a fit, punching the wall or kicking it. She said you are where I got my issues with my temperament. I don’t think I got issues, and I’ve never been punch a wall mad. I just like to have my way. But Granny Joyce said everybody like to have their own way, but just because you want something, don’t mean you gonna get it. His eyes met mine. “Seriously, you might want to learn that too, because your hand looked like it hurt a lot” 
 
     He paused. “She also said “AJ, don’t get sidetracked and I’m getting sidetracked. I’m supposed to tell you—” he paused. “Shit, I can’t remember the rest. Hold on, I’ll be right back.” He turned and headed back into the hospital before I could respond. 
 
    Did he just say shit? 
 
    I sat there anxiously awaiting his return. I wanted to hear what he had to say, even if it didn’t make sense. I just wanted to hear him speak. He came back out of the hospital without thank this time and retook his vacated spot in front of me. 
 
    “Ok I got it. My momma said, your name is Atticus, you’ve been her best friend since the day you saved her. You are my daddy. You didn’t know about me because she couldn’t tell you, but she said she would eventually.” He stopped scratched his head. “I don’t think I was supposed to say all that, there was something else.” 
 
    He walked back over to the door, opened it and yelled in.  
 
    “Granny, Granny I forgot again.” 
 
    “Just tell him your name and give him a hug.” 
 
    “You gonna tell my momma I forgot?” He asked her. 
 
    “No, now close the door and stop yelling through this hospital.” Ms. Joyce scolded. 
 
    “Sorry.” He yelled back anyways, causing me to chuckle. He came back and stood in front of me. 
 
    “We aren’t at the hugging stage yet, but my momma told me to always shake a person’s hand when I introduce myself.” He held out his left hand. I took his hand in mine and the emotion from touching him for the first time caused tears to come to my eyes. I wouldn’t let them drop though.  
 
    “I’m Atticus Roman Jr,” he shook my hand. “But my last name’s Devereux. My momma say she didn’t feel guilty enough to give me your last name when she was the one that spent twelve hours birthing me.” 
 
    I lost it, the tears started flowing and I couldn’t stop them. 
 
    My son, without shame looked down at me and rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Dude, you do everything my momma say you gonna do. You even crying. This feels awkward. I’m going to give you a minute to get yourself together, then I’ll come back and we can discuss my cookies.” 
 
    He snatched his hand from mine and ran back into the hospital. 
 
    That caused me to laugh again. I couldn’t believe I was sitting outside the hospital both laughing and crying at the same time. It took at least fifteen minutes for me to compose myself. After, I got up and made my way back into the hospital. 
 
    Tank was sitting talking with Junior. They stopped talking when I walked in, Tank looked worried for me. 
 
    “He was outside crying like a baby.” My son leaned over and whispered too loudly to be an actual whisper. 
 
    “Stop that.” Ms. Joyce swatted at him, but she laughed behind her free hand 
 
    “Shit, I’m sorry, but he was.” 
 
    She shook her head. My son turned back to talk to Tank.  
 
    Ms. Joyce got up and walked over to where I was standing. I couldn’t pull my eyes away from my son, even when she spoke they remained glued to him. 
 
    “Can I talk to you?” 
 
    I nodded. “Come on let’s go get some coffee.” She tugged me in the direction of the elevators. 
 
    We didn’t say a word until we were settled at a table in the hospital’s café. 
 
    She sat across from me looking as if she was trying to figure out the words to explain to me what was going on. When she finally did speak she said. “Just let me speak before you say anything.” she urged. 
 
    I nodded for her to continue. With every intention of doing what she asked, but I had so many questions. 
 
    ” I can only tell you much as I know, without telling you business that ain’t mine to tell. I know this is a lot to process—” 
 
    “Why did she leave?” I interrupted asking her the one question that kept running through my head. 
 
    She sighed and ran her hand through her greying hair. 
 
    “She had some bad people chasing after her. She knew you would try and protect her and when it was all done— you’d probably end up hurt or resenting her. She didn’t want either.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I would have protected her from her Marcus.” I threw out my assumption.  
 
    “It’s not him. There’s so much you don’t know,” she sighed.” 
 
    I nearly shouted, “Like what?” I needed her to stop being cryptic and just spit it out. 
 
    “You gonna have to wait until Grace wakes up to tell you that, those are not my secrets to tell.” 
 
    “Then what is the point of this conversation?” I snapped. I didn’t mean to sound disrespectful but if she wasn’t going to tell me anything of significance, I could be doing more with my time. 
 
     She raised a wrinkled finger at me. "I’m going to let you have that last one, because I know you're frustrated. But watch your mouth, don’t make me pull my razor out my bra." 
 
    She continued before I could respond to her threat, though I didn’t even know how to begin to respond to it.  
 
    “Anyway, I pulled you away to talk about the accident and not Grace and your business.” 
 
    Pissed off at the change of subject, I bit my tongue trying to hold my anger at bay. I knew everything about the accident I needed to know. I decided to hurry her along. I’d rather be spending my time with the son I hadn’t known about all these years “They say she was hit by a suspected drunk driver?” 
 
    She nodded. “That’s what the police say, but what they ain’t reporting or talking about is the gunshot AJ said he heard. And nobody knows where the drunk driver is. The truck he was in was just left sitting there and he went where? Wandering around in the middle of nowhere in the middle of the night? Where’s the officer that called the incident in? I think someone was pretending to be the police. They wanted Grace dead and were checking to make sure she was. 
 
    And furthermore, when I went to the house to get your number, I saw two men that were at the hospital earlier snooping around outside our house. Then again at the hospital. Mary tells me they up and disappeared when you and the giant showed up. She thought you two where with them.” She nodded, taking a sip from her coffee. “Real suspicious, ain’t it?” 
 
    “Where was AJ?” 
 
    “He was at the hospital with Mary, the nurse you met, she was watching him while I went home to change clothes. I came right up here in a robe and slippers after hearing about what happened. I had to get to my grandbaby and make sure he was safe.” 
 
    That explained the nurses attitude. The wheels in my head started turning, but the one person I could think of having anything to do with Grace's car accident was dead. Her ex-husband was fish food. His body had been ran through a meat grinder and dumped into Tampa Bay the day after he stepped foot out of prison. There was no way I’d let him live after what the news said he’d don’t to Grace. That was a secret nobody but me knew and I’d take it to my grave. 
 
    My grandfather didn’t know about Grace and neither did any of my enemies.  
 
    “I’ll be back,” I stood up and fixed my clothes as best as I could. I had a few calls to make. As I turned to leave she grabbed my arm, stopping me. She looked up at me with sad eyes. “I know you’re angry and you have every right to be, but I hope whatever you do, don’t end up taking that boy away from his momma. She loves him more than she loves her own life.” 
 
    I simply nodded. I’d have to remember her words when I felt calmer because the way I was feeling at that moment had me thinking about doing exactly what she was afraid of. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Atticus 
 
    I rolled my head back and forth in my shoulders.. My muscles were so tight they hurt. My thoughts were jumbled and so many emotions ran through me, it was taking everything in me to sit still. I was still reeling over the fact I had a son, with Grace.  
 
    I wanted to hate her ever since I'd found out. I'd missed so fucking much of my child's life because she’d ran instead of trusting me to protect her, but then I'd think about her lying unconscious in the hospital bed and my anger would dissipate.  
 
     Maybe I was being punished. I had done so much bad in my life that maybe this was God’s way of evening it all out. Taking something good from me. 
 
    I had so many questions I needed Grace to answer, but she hadn’t woken up from surgery yet, and every day she lay in the hospital was driving me closer to the brink. Not knowing who was responsible for her being there made me bloodthirsty. If I didn’t have answers soon, I was liable to snap 
 
    I sighed and slid my eyes back to my children. 
 
    It was impossible for me to keep my gaze off the boy for too long when we were in a room together and when we weren’t, I’d seek him out. 
 
    “Are you ignoring me Roman?” Sophia hissed bringing my attention back to her. I’d forgotten she was even in the room, let alone talking to me. 
 
    I’m always trying to ignore you. I wanted to say but bit my tongue. I had been disregarding her for years thinking maybe she would get fed up with my indifference and leave. But nope, I couldn’t get that lucky. She had been persistently hanging on to me like a leech, helping to suck away as much of my life force as she could.  
 
    “What did you say?” I asked, not bothering to hide the annoyance in my voice.  
 
    “What are you going to do about him. He’s been here ten days already and what if she dies?”  She looked towards AJ who was crawling around on the floor with his sister, with her face scrunched up in distaste.  
 
    Luckily for her we were sitting in an alcove adjacent to Tori’s playroom. AJ was too far away to hear her and too occupied to pay attention to us. 
 
    My head whipped in her direction as my initial irritation morphed into anger. 
 
    “What the fuck do you mean Sophia? He’s my fucking child I'm going to be keeping him with me.” 
 
    Her face went rigid. “He's your fucking bastard, you have only had one rightful child.” She sneered. 
 
    The rage that filled me had me wanting to physically hurt her. 
 
    I chuckled, feeling crazy. It took everything in me to remain seated and my hands to myself.  
 
    Over the years I’d grown to tolerate Sophia. After she had Tori, I’d resigned myself to being her husband and a father, but in the time since AJ had come to live with us in Florida she’d been really trying my patience about my child. 
 
     When he even tried to speak to her she’d turn or walk away. He didn’t seem too phased by it. Sometimes it actually seemed as if he made a game out of it. He’d chuckle at her response then run off to play. Then do it all over again later. I appreciated that Grace had raised him to have a thick armor. He’d need. 
 
    I jabbed a finger in her direction. “You watch your fucking mouth or I'll personally snap your fucking neck if he hears you.” 
 
    She brushed off my comment with a dismissive wave of her hand. “I’m not one of your lackeys, Roman. You don’t scare me. My brothers would make you regret it if touched a hair on my head.” She said, wagging her finger in my face 
 
    I smacked her hand away. “Fuck you and your brothers.” I gritted out between my teeth trying to avoid raising my voice and alerting the children to the fact that we were arguing.  
 
    I don't know what type of power she thought her punk ass brothers wielded, because they had none. I was the motherfucking boogeyman people were afraid to cross. It was me who was keeping them from being slaughtered like sheep amongst wolves. The only reason they were able to hold on to the modicum of authority and respect they still had was because of my family's name and their association to us. Their father had given away all their power just to indulge his bratty daughter. Fucking pathetic.  
 
    “Call my child anything but his given name again and I will make you regret it.” 
 
    Sophia crossed her arms and cocked her squared hip. “I call him a bastard because he is a bastard.”  She challenged me, raising her chin defiantly. 
 
    My entire body flashed hot. 
 
    Before I could restrain myself. The sound of her head hitting the wall reverberated throughout the small room. I brought my hand up to cover her mouth, making her swallow her scream. I used my weight to pin her small frame against the wall then I glanced in the direction of the kids to make sure they weren’t watching, before leaning into her.  
 
    With trembling hands, she tried to pry my hands away from her mouth. 
 
    I leaned into her, restricting the air her lungs needed until she stopped struggling. I ducked my head and whispered directly into her ear. “I don't know why you would test me, Sophia when know I only tolerate you. Do you have a death wish?” I had never killed a woman and had never planned on it, but I would make an exception in her case. 
 
    Her body trembled in fear as she shook her head. 
 
    “Our daughter won’t save your life if you choose to continue disrespecting her brother. You understand?” She nodded and only then did I let her go.  
 
    “Now get the fuck out of my face.” I gave her my back. I heard her heels clicking frantically as she immediately left the room, a lot quieter than she had come. 
 
    Squeezing my eyes shut I pressed my head back against the cool wall in an attempt calm myself enough so I didn’t call Sophia back and choke her. 
 
    Couldn’t she see I was holding on by a fucking thread. I was so close to saying fuck it all and killing everybody who knew me as Roman. Had been for years. Something was going to have to give or everybody I now hated was going to have to die. 
 
    I dropped my head and forced myself to take deep breath. The door to the room banged open. I kept my head down, assuming Sophia had come back. “I will hur- “’ 
 
    Tank spoke, making me swallow my threat. “Grace is awake and she’s asking for AJ.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Grace 
 
    Something wasn’t right. When I was released from the hospital, Atticus had forced me to leave Michigan and come to Florida. After I got here, I hadn’t heard from him.  
 
    For weeks, he had me holed up in a luxury apartment and was limiting my contact with everyone. Even my son. Atticus hadn’t let me see him since the day I’d woke up from the accident. 
 
    After arriving in Florida, I thought I'd be taken to see him. But no. 
 
    No visitation, no phone calls, nothing.  
 
    The initial guilt I felt over keeping his son away from him had kept me quiet.  
 
    AJ needed to spend time with his father and to get to know his sister and the other side of his family. No matter how fucked up they were, because as soon as I got better we were leaving again. 
 
    When Tank came by to do his daily check I requested a visit with Atticus. He looked uneasy about being asked and claimed that Atticus was a busy man. It was bullshit. He was putting me off for some reason. I planned to give him another day or so before I started showing my ass. 
 
      In the end I didn’t have to do anything. A car came for me the next morning. Tank called just before the driver knocked and told me to get dressed. It was cool outside but being anxious to see my son I didn’t take time to find appropriate clothing. I opted for a black ankle length body con two- piece skirt set that clung to my thick frame. I threw a red zippered hoodie over it and slid my feet into a pair of black Converse. 
 
    We drove about an hour out of Clearwater Florida across the Skyway bridge in silence. The driver grunted at most when I questioned him so I stopped questioning him. I watched the blur of light as we whizzed through the city, then watched the trees lining the highway as drove further into the countryside.  
 
    The house we pulled into was gorgeous. I rolled down the window to gawk at the 1920’s red brick Mediterranean style mansion. It occupied at least two hundred acres of land. I could smell swamp water and fish. And knew they had chosen the location for a reason. It made me uneasy. Nobody could hear you scream and it wouldn’t be easy to run. 
 
    I reconsidered meeting Atticus there. But my need to see my son outweighed my fear. 
 
     The driver opened my door. Atticus opened the house door before my feet were even out of the car, as if he’d been waiting for me.  
 
     I sighed. The scowl he had on his face the first and last time I’d seen him in the hospital was still firmly in place.  
 
    When I made my way all the way up what felt like a hundred steps he spoke, his tone even. “I see you've recovered well.” 
 
    I nodded. Too nervous to formulate words. 
 
    He held the door for me. “Follow me to my office, we can talk in there.” 
 
    I followed behind him, in awe of how huge his house was. Atticus had come a long way since his days in the trailer. I was low key proud of him. Even if he'd gotten all his success through illegal channels. It wasn’t a life I’d wish for him, but it seemed to be the life he managed to thrive in. 
 
    He led me up two flights of stairs and halfway across the house in silence. When we arrived at his office, he moved to the side and allowed me to enter first. Just as he was about to close his office door, his wife’s head popped in, “Hey baby, you want a late lunch or—"she stopped mid-sentence when she noticed me standing there. A look of disgust morphed her pretty face. I didn’t like the way she was looking at me. I smiled big as I spoke to her in a sugary fake tone, “Hi Mrs. Roman, nice seeing you again. Thank you for welcoming me into your humble abode.”  
 
    We both heard Atticus snigger. 
 
    Ignoring me completely, she focused her attention on Atticus. “What is she doing in my house, Roman?” 
 
    Atticus scoffed. “This is my house and that is none of your business,” he said before slamming the door in her face.  
 
    I waited for it to slam back open. There was no way in this world or the next — that my husband would talk to me treat that, let alone slam a door in my face. 
 
    “Disrespectful ass.” I mumbled under my breath.  
 
    “What was that?” He turned his dark stare on me, daring me to repeat myself.  
 
    “Nothing.” I rolled my eyes. I was not about to start a fight with him, not over her and especially not when he seemed to be itching for one.  
 
    “Exactly.” He taunted, before walking around his desk and taking a seat behind it. He effortlessly popped the button of his suit jacket as he leaned back in his chair. 
 
    “Have a seat, Grace.”  He motioned towards the chair. 
 
    I shook my head, “No I’m perfectly fine standing.” 
 
    “Have a seat, Grace.” He lowered his eyes and his tone.  
 
    I had to breathe through my annoyance as I took my seat, childishly flopping into the chair. I looked at everything but him. There were no pictures or anything on the beige wall. No pictures on his desk. No personal touches. Just a huge black leather sofa and a cherry wood desk that took up most the space in the large room. It didn’t feel like Atticus in there. 
 
    A long moment passed before he spoke again 
 
    “So. How are you, all well?” He gave me a fake smile that I returned. 
 
    He knew I was well. I had healed weeks ago. My doctor had told Tank and I know Tank had told him. “No more pain.” I answered amicably. I didn’t want to exchange pleasantries. I just wanted to see my son. 
 
    “He’s not here Grace.” he volunteered as if reading my mind.  
 
    I frowned. 
 
    “You kept looking back towards the door.” He answered my unspoken question. 
 
    “I thought that's what you brought me here for, to see him.” I spat. 
 
    “We can discuss you seeing him later, I promise. But first, we need to discuss what you’re going to do to right the wrong you committed against me.” 
 
    He’d kept my child away for weeks making promises to bring him by. I was over his promises.  
 
    Then the rest of what he said registered to me. My eyes bugged out, they had to be as wide as the floor to ceiling length windows that sat behind him. 
 
    “The fuck you mean? He's mine I should be able to see him when I want.” 
 
    The tick above his eye started jumping. I knew I was making him angrier than he already had been when I walked in. I switched tactics, changed my tone. 
 
    “I understand why you’re angry and that you're in your feelings about me leaving, and want to know the circumstances as to why I left. But I really couldn’t stay, Atticus. You just have to take my word for that.” 
 
    He leaned back in the chair, pinning me with an angry stare. 
 
    “Why should your word mean anything at all to me now, Grace? Unless you’re going to tell me exactly why you left. And who you think tried to kill you?” 
 
    He waited a beat to see if I would respond. 
 
    I remained silent. 
 
    “Nothing to say. No? Okay, fine. Besides, I don’t think there’s anything you can tell me that would explain why you kept my fucking child away from me for seven years.” He sneered. 
 
    I stared straight ahead, allowing him to browbeat me without a word. My feelings didn’t matter anyway. Not then, not when I was away from my child. I’d take whatever he put out just to get back to him. He went on a five-minute rant I barely listened to just to circle back to what he’d brought me there for. Revenge. 
 
    “Since you can’t tell me why, you can tell me what you’re willing to do to make it right.” 
 
    I thought about the choices he’d given me. 
 
    Could I tell him his grandfather was the reason I stayed away so long? 
 
    Would he even believe it? 
 
    I didn’t think so. He seemed so far removed from the boy in the past, who would have believed me if I told him chocolate was raining from the heavens. 
 
    No, I wouldn’t be able to convince him. I shook my head. “I’m sorry. I can’t tell you, I'll do anything.” I needed to see my son, so if he wanted me to grovel I would. My son came before my pride. 
 
    The chair he was sitting in creaked under his weight as he stood. “You say you’ll do anything. Go upstairs take off your clothes and spread your legs and wait for me.” 
 
    I leaned forward in my chair, sure that I misheard what he said. 
 
    “Repeat that?” 
 
    “I’ll call the maid, you follow her to your room, take off your clothes, lay on the bed and spread your legs and wait for me,” he recited his instructions again, in such a tone that I couldn’t mistake his directions for anything but salaciously malicious.  
 
    I rubbed the bridge of my nose and cocked my head. 
 
    “Sex, that’s what you want. You’re really going to do this. To me?” 
 
    He gave me an odd look. 
 
    “Yes to you. You’re the only person I’d put this much effort into. You’re the only person who can bring the best and worse out of me. The only person I'd allow to go against even one of my wishes. I’d have already killed anybody else that had taken what you took from me.”  
 
    I gave him a long silent stare. He was mad, insane really. I couldn’t believe this was what he thought make our situation better. The more I thought about it, the angrier I became. 
 
    “You know what? Fuck you Atticus.” I pushed myself up from the chair I’d been occupying. “You won’t keep me from seeing my child. A Black woman brought your pale ass into this shitty ass world and another will take you out of it if I have to, I put that on my granny.” 
 
    He waved me off. “Make your choice. Go upstairs or leave, but you won’t be seeing nor taking my son. Somebody nearly killed you both and you’re ready to go back out and let then try again? No.” he fired back.  
 
    I sucked in a breath, fighting back frustrated tears. 
 
    “You’ve been back in my life for less than a month and already I’m so fucking fed up with you.” I yelled at him through clenched teeth. 
 
     My face was so hot and tight I felt as if my head would explode. 
 
    He said nothing as I raged. He was a statue, face devoid of any emotion.  
 
    “Who the fuck do you think you are, trying to keep my son away from me?” 
 
    His silence was pissing me off even more than his fucked-up proposition. 
 
    Dropping my bag, I clenched then unclenched my hand at my side and widened my stance. 
 
    My anger had me ready to swing on one of the most dangerous men in Florida. 
 
    Atticus’ eyes dropped to my balled-up hands.  
 
    He frowned. 
 
    “You want to fight me?” 
 
    He didn't give me a chance to answer.  
 
    He threw his head back and laughed. 
 
    He continued laughing as he warned me. “We’re not children anymore. I’m not going to pretend to let you beat me up to make you feel better Grace. You wronged me, so it’s my way or no way. " He jabbed himself in the chest. His tone full of contempt. 
 
    I had wronged him?  The fucking audacity. He was reason Marcus had found out who I really was. He was the reason I got my ass beat by Marcus. He was the reason Ralph had found me. He was the reason his grandfather had targeted me.  But you know what? I wasn’t going to bring any of that up. Atticus was living the life of perpetual victim.  In his head everybody was out to get him. When in reality, he was the catalyst for most of his problems. It wouldn't matter what I said though. I pursed my lips and let him continue to rant uninterrupted.  
 
    “And since you found the need to bring up your Grandmother. I‘ll tell you like she would tell you. “Jump if you feel froggy. I got a trick for you.” He chuckled. His thick southern accent had come back out of nowhere, reminding of who he had been. This was the boy who’d saved me. My best friend. First love. Father of my child.  
 
     Him sounding like his old self smoothed over the edges of my most of my anger but not enough to make me not want to hit him.  
 
    “You got a trick? You are threatening me?” I stared him down, sizing him up, as if I could actually go toe to toe with him.  
 
    He shook his head slightly "I’m not threatening you. I’m promising." The way his lips curved into a devious smirk should have made me leave well enough alone, but my anger got the best of me. 
 
    I jabbed my finger in his direction. 
 
    "I’m not scared of you Atticus, or your fucking alter ego. Fuck you and him. Your Momma, your racist ass Daddy, and your half dead Grandpappy." 
 
    Before the words were barely out of my mouth he rushed me.  
 
    He’d closed the distance between us in one long legged stride. 
 
    He grabbed both my arms, restraining me.. 
 
    I tried to pull away 
 
    “Let…let go, Atticus…” 
 
     He tightened his hold to keep me there. 
 
    “Say it again.” He dared me. He was angry now.  
 
    I chuckled before I repeated myself. His narrowed eyes staring down at me. 
 
    “Fuck you and your entire bloodline.” I stressed every word, hoping he felt them physically. 
 
    I maneuvered my right arm, twisting it from his grip, I brought it up. I shoved against his chest.  
 
    He growled but he didn't budge. I leaned in and sank my teeth into his jaw, hard enough to draw and taste blood, growling myself. We could both act like wild animals. 
 
    Becoming fed up with my antics he took control. 
 
    He slammed into me. The thud from my back crashing against the wall reverberated through the office. “ 
 
    Shit.”  The air left my lungs with a woosh. 
 
    I was trying to catch my breath so I wasn’t prepared for his hand wrapping around my throat.  
 
    My heart skipped in my chest.  
 
    He trapped my right wrist above my head. The left was trapped between us. His grip didn’t hurt, but I understood he was letting me know he could hurt me. 
 
    I could feel that every muscle in his body was tensed. 
 
    Stronger and towering over me he held the upper hand. I couldn’t move an inch. 
 
    Momentarily I was scared, but I recovered quickly. He wanted me cowering and submissive, I refused.  
 
    I raised my foot and brought it down on his. He didn’t flinch or give any indication that he felt it. 
 
    He leaned in. We were so close our noses touched. 
 
    His nostrils flared as he began speaking to me in this deathly calm tone that chilled the blood in my veins and pebbled my nipples. The rage radiating off of him was stifling, but the aggression was like an aphrodisiac. Arousal and fear warped and erased my thoughts as my body started to betray me. I wanted to arch into him.  
 
      
 
    “I gave you a choice Grace, a chance to redeem yourself and what do you do? You curse me. You threaten me, you hit me, you bite me like a rabid dog. Knowing damn well I wouldn’t hit you back. But I will make your life miserable if you don’t do what I want. You owe me seven years and a chance to watch my child grow inside you. I want everything you robbed me of by running away and keeping my son from me.” 
 
    He was crazy. 
 
    “Have you completely lost your mind?” I screeched. 
 
    “Yes. Because of you,” he chuckled. 
 
    I twisted my body, but it was a futile effort. "Let me go or I’m going to scream." 
 
    The cold smile he gave me was unnerving. 
 
    "Do it." He let my throat go. I opened my mouth to do just that but only a gasp came out because with his now free hand, he lifted my skirt and snatched my panties clean off in one tug. 
 
    Using his thick thigh, he forced my legs apart. He let go of my wrist, bent and gripped my right leg and hooked it over his arm.  Spreading me open. I was forced to stop fighting against him and grab a hold of his shoulder to keep myself from falling. 
 
    “What are—” 
 
    "Shut up and scream, Grace. Come on, I'll do it with you.” He yelled in my face. “My wife is probably right outside the door. You seem to give a fuck about her feelings, but I don’t."  
 
    His voice was so loud I knew if she was outside she’d hear everything he was saying. 
 
     “I'd get off on her coming in and finding my dick buried inside you. You don’t know how fucking much I hate that woman.” He confessed.  
 
    He tilted my head back as he swirled his coarse tongue up the pulse of my neck. 
 
    Stopping right next to my ear, he rasped. “You remember how I spread you across the desk and fucked you in front of your husband. How about we recreate that moment for her?” 
 
    Yes, I remembered. 
 
    My body immediately reacted to the flash of memories from the past as heat flushed over my skin. My pussy oozed. I hated myself for easily I was melting for him. 
 
    I think I’d always react to Atticus. Even if mentally, I wanted to hate him my body and heart were his. 
 
    He brushed the rough pad of his thumb over my clit, then he pinched it sending my body into overload. 
 
    My eyes fluttered closed from the pleasure but I still managed to say. “Stop Atticus,” I struggled against his hold as much as I could. 
 
    “Stop? Why, Why would I do that? And shouldn’t you be screaming?” 
 
    He slid two thick fingers inside of me. 
 
    I whimpered. “Please Atticus?” 
 
    He began to pump his fingers in and out of me at the agonizingly slow pace until I felt constricted in my own skin.  
 
    “Please what, Grace?” 
 
    “Please don’t do this.” I whined.  
 
    In response he shifted our bodies so that I was completely supported against the wall. I couldn’t move if I wanted to. Not that I wanted to at that particular moment. Lust and anger were a heady combination. I was ready to be fucked and fucked hard. 
 
    I heard his belt being undone 
 
    I squirmed against him, trying to wriggle free. “Stop, Atticus, this--" my words became lodged in the back of my throat when I felt the head of his dick pushing against my slick opening. Lust chased away anger. The anticipation of feeling him inside me took the fight out of me. 
 
    Without care, he thrust inside my slick walls roughly, forcing my pussy to stretch, to accommodate him. We both let out gasp. 
 
    Oh god! I forgot how much I liked the feeling of being filled and stroked and caressed. I hadn’t had sex in a long time. When I said I was done with men for a while I meant it. Atticus had been the last man inside me.  
 
    “Damn, I been dreaming about this pussy for years. Ain’t no way I’m letting it go again.” he said, raising my leg higher. He started moving, slamming his hips into mine. 
 
    I draped my arms around his neck. 
 
    His heavy breathing was as loud as the incoherent sounds escaped my throat.. 
 
    Digging my teeth into my bottom lip I tried my hardest to silence myself as he drove in and out of me at a steady pace.  
 
    My eyes rolled into the back of my head 
 
    His lips covered mine, his tongue invading my mouth, fucking it at the same rhythm he fucked my pussy. 
 
    He angled his hips and pushed deeper. Pulling his mouth away from mine. He slid his hand between us. Found my clit, started massaging the bundle of nerves. Forcing soft moans from my mouth. 
 
    Speeding up he stroked me fast and harder until I came, gasping for air.  
 
    He choked out a moan and his hips jerked. 
 
    He groaned his orgasm into my neck, shooting cum deep in me. We stayed there until his breathing returned to normal. When he pushed away from the wall, my legs were too weak to hold me so I slide down it. I came eye level with his dick. Watching my thick essence mixed with his, dripping from his still swollen cock made me want to cry. I blinked back tears. The realization that by giving into him—I’d trapped myself rang loud as glass shattering in my head.  
 
     My eyes slide up to his and I could see the truth in gaze. He wasn’t letting me go. Not now, maybe never. 
 
    I dropped my head. 
 
    “I’ll have someone come show you to your room. Your things from the apartment are already in there.” His voice came off as cold and detached. I heard him zip his pants. 
 
    “I don’t want this Atticus. All it’s gonna do is make me run again, soon as I get the chance.” 
 
    “Then you’ll force my hand.” 
 
    My head snapped back. “Force you to do what Atticus. You took my son. What else can you do?” I hated the quiver in my voice, it was barely noticeable, but it was still present. 
 
    The cold and calculated look that came to his eyes made me want to fold into myself. 
 
    “There’s so much more that I can do to you, but only if you force me. Despite what you might believe, you don’t know the man I am today, Grace. The little boy you met by that lake had died long ago. I’m not even the man you left seven years ago and you played a hand in that.” 
 
    He leveled me with one final stare before pivoting on his expensive shoes and heading for the door. I watched him go. My heart aching, and my anger shaking me.  
 
    Just at the threshold he threw over his shoulder. “Go clean your cunt, Grace. You’re so worried about my wife, wouldn’t want her to catch you walking around her house with my cum dripping out of you.”  
 
    My mouth dropped open. He was being malicious.   
 
    “You son of a—” 
 
    He cut me off. “I understand your grievances, but save the dramatics, Grace.” He smirked. 
 
    I glared back. “I’ll hate you forever for treating me like this, for all of this. For forcing me back here.” 
 
    He shrugged, tilting his head, he looked me in the eyes. “I already hate you in a way. Hate is a warped version of love, made that way by betrayal. Tell me when your indifference for me sets in. I’ll be worried then. The maid will show you to your room.” He turned to leave.  
 
    I tried again.  
 
    “This will destroy us, erase all that we meant to each other.” 
 
    “I’m fine with that, we’ll be a beautiful fucking disaster.” 
 
    Then he was gone, leaving ash in his wake. 
 
    My shoulders slumped. All the vigor I had when I was ready to fight him drained out of me as I came to the realization that the only options I had at the moment was do what he said he said. I collapsed against the wall and tried to compose myself. Tucking my head between knees I forced myself to just breath, not think.  
 
    A short beat passed. There was a knock at the door. My visitor didn’t wait for me to answer. A middle-aged white man with silver hair dressed in a white polo and khakis opened the door and stepped into the room without looking at me. “Welcome Miss Devereux. I’ll show you to your room,” he said. I responded to his greeting with a nod. Wobbly on my feet, I stood. He gave me his back. My skirt fell into place. I followed him out of the office. With the thought of what happens now. My plans had been to run again, but Atticus changed that. Now all I could do was wait… 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Grace. 
 
      
 
    The first thing I registered when I woke up was the fact that I was not in my own bed.  
 
    Then the memory of where I was slammed into my like a sledgehammer. I didn’t want to open my eyes and face reality. When I did, I fought the urge to scream. Who the fuck did Atticus think he was? My warden at the moment apparently. And there was nothing I could do about it. 
 
    For a while I just lay in my pity. Sunk into the fluffy white comforter and laid there, trying to not think. It worked for a while. Then my reality became too hard to ignore. 
 
     Forcing myself from the bed I headed to the bathroom. It’s a huge gaudy room, all white with gold accents. I knew Atticus had nothing to do with the décor. Probably all his wife, but I didn't even want to begin thinking about her. I shook all thoughts about everything from my head and turned on the shower as hot as it would go. 
 
     I soaped my body from head to toe, ignoring the soreness between my thighs as if it would erase what had happened in Atticus office or the fact that he wanted me to have a baby for him. It was too much. I closed my eyes and let the sound of the water hitting tile drown out my thoughts as I finished washing myself.  
 
    When I left the bathroom, my bed had been made. I frowned. I’d have to get used to someone invading my privacy in the brief time I planned to be there. Despite what Atticus said. I would be leaving; I’d find a way to get my son and myself out unharmed.  
 
    Atticus had said he wasn’t the old him. Well, I wasn’t the old me. I wouldn't be cowed. There was no way he was going to force me into his twisted ass arrangement, for long. He knew me well enough to know that. Which worried me. What obstacle was he about to throw at me?  
 
    I felt drained. I’d been fucked over and disappointed by almost every fucking body in my life. I never thought Atticus would join that list.  
 
      
 
    Pushing my thoughts of the whole mess aside I got dressed. If I kept  obsessively thinking about everything I was liable to just lock myself in the room and just cry. I wouldn’t do that. I had to face the world if I wanted to see my son. 
 
    Opening the door of my room, startled I jolted back.  
 
    “Fuck!” I cursed, “you scared me.” 
 
    The pretty middle aged Black woman’s only reaction was to smile a polite smile before speaking. “I’m Stephanie, the maid.” 
 
    The maid? She wasn’t like any other maid I ever seen. I could see the muscle in her arm straining against her white blouse. 
 
    “I was told to wait for you to show you to the kitchen. Mr. Roman said you never sleep past seven.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes but thanked her. Atticus really did think he knew me, though he was right. My granny had trained me to be an early riser.  
 
    Stephanie watched me for a second studying my face before pivoting in her combat boots. 
 
    A maid in combat boots? 
 
    “You’re a very pretty girl,” she complimented, 
 
     “Thank you,” I replied. I followed as she began talking about AJ. “He has told me so much about you. He’s precious you know, so helpful and smart as a whip. He and Ms. Joyce are so entertaining. Those two have made the environment around here much more pleasant. And Tori already loves them both.” She said leading me down a set of stairs. Listening to her chatter on about my son and his new family didn’t give me much time to check out the house but what I did see was just as gaudy as my room had been. White everywhere, with lots of gold. So 1990’s drug dealer-ish. Whoever decorated wanted everyone to know they had money. 
 
    I could hear AJ’s laughter before we reached the kitchen. I side stepped the maid and walked ahead of her, followed his voice. The closer to the kitchen I got the more emotional I got. I hadn’t been away from my son more than a night since he had been born. The separation was affecting me more than Atticus could ever know. When I reached the kitchen my heart sped up and tears pricked the back of my eyes. 
 
    AJ turned as soon as I pushed open the huge double door. He bounded from the chair he’d been sitting in and ran over to me nearly knocking me down.  
 
    “Mamma, you’re back.”  I lifted him from the floor though I shouldn't have been picking him up at all. My ribs had been bruised in the car accident and weren’t quite mended. They ached, but I held him as long as he would allow me. Which wasn’t long at all. I let him go when he started shoving against my arm. 
 
    “Momma, you were about to smother me.” He said when I returned him back to his feet.  
 
    “I’m sorry. I just missed you so much.” 
 
    He grinned. “I missed you too. Come meet my little sister.” He grabbed my hand. 
 
    My heart squeezed at his words. Knowing Atticus had a child with another woman didn’t quite sit right with me. 
 
    I shut my eyes to fight back the emotion. When I opened them, all eyes were on me. 
 
    Atticus was sitting at one side of an exceptionally long table, decorated with white tablecloths and fresh flowers, his wife sat on the exact opposite end. Everybody was staring back at me with varying emotion displayed on their face, none were pleasant. 
 
     Atticus’ wife was the worse. Just from her expression I knew hated me, like really hated me. 
 
    Dressed to the nines. A light blue shift dress that made her olive skin look darker was draped over her lithe frame. Her long dark hair was perfectly straightened, not a hair out of place. She was beautiful, even with the severe scowl on her face. I understood why she was mad. She saw me as the competition, but I was not.  
 
    I didn’t want to be there anymore than she wanted me to be there. I tried to convey that with me eyes. I don’t need her to pledge her allegiance to me or anything. I just needed her not make my time there worse. She had to know how Atticus was. When her expression grew darker I forced myself to look away. I let my gaze drift around the table 
 
    Ms. Joyce, in her eyes I could see  she pitied me. 
 
    Tank was amused. Which somehow made me feel more secure in the fact that I would make it out of the situation I had been forced into unscathed. 
 
    Finally, I looked at Atticus. His low hooded eyes were trained on me, but his face was devoid of emotions. 
 
    “Good morning” he offered congenially, as if my being there wasn’t wrong in so many ways. 
 
    My eyes fell to the bandage on his cheek, more proof that everything was terribly wrong. I couldn’t believe I had bit him. 
 
    AJ tugged me forward, stopped me right next to his sister. She had the same eyes as her brother and father, but larger and cuter. With a face like a China doll and a head full of curly brown hair that hung naturally around her shoulders. I melted. 
 
    She rose from her chair to look up at me. “Hello Ms. Grace, I’m Tori. That’s how Daddy said I should greet you,” she said in the cutest toddler voice.  
 
    She was adorable. I spoke back. “Morning, pretty girl" I damn near cooed. 
 
    She giggled up at me.  
 
    AJ’s only child syndrome kicked in. Just that quick, he had already had enough of sharing my attention. He tugged at my hand, “Come sit next to me.” 
 
    “Yes, come sit next to us.” Atticus chimed in. He stood from his own seat gracefully. The matching black jacket to his tailored suit was draped over the back of his chair. His crisp white dress shirt made his tan skin almost look light brown and glow in the kitchen lights. He slid a chair out for me.  
 
    The seat he was offering just so happened to be the one right next to him, the one that would put me in the middle of him and AJ. We’d be sitting side by side, like a big happy family, directly across from his wife, so I had to stare directly into her angry eyes.  
 
    Cutting my eyes to Atticus, I slightly shook my head. I watched as a smirk tilted his lips.  
 
    He was purposely making the situation more awkward. He wanted to embarrass me. 
 
    I wanted to show him he couldn’t. If I kept giving him the upper hand he’d find more ways to torture me. 
 
    Lifting my chin, I made my way to his side. Jr’s hand wrapped in mine. Per usual he was talking, but my heart was beating too loudly. It drowned out his words and made me feel dizzy. I could feel Atticus’s wife’s eyes heavy on me. My heart sped up. If I wasn’t careful I was going to stroke out. I tried to breathe low and deep without anyone noticing. 
 
      
 
    Soon as my butt hit the seat, AJ’s sister got out of her seat again and came over to me. “Hey again". she said, her voice low and cute. She held out her hand. “Can I see your nails?” They were painted to look like bumblebees, AJ’s favorite. I raised mine to show her, but before I could she was snatched away. Atticus' wife snarled a few indecipherable words at me, then stormed off with the little girl under her arm. 
 
    With my mouth opened, I watched her until she disappeared from the kitchen 
 
     I was shaken by her reaction in front of the children and stunned by how roughly she was handling her daughter. I understood that she was angry for the situation she was being put in, but lady, have some fucking decorum in front of the kids. 
 
    Atticus’ chair scraped then crashed to the floor. I squeaked in surprise, shrinking away from his anger. There was a severe scowl on his face as he rushed out the room behind his wife and daughter. 
 
    “That boy’s gonna end up dead playing these games.” Ms. Joyce mumbled as she took a bite of eggs. 
 
    Tank grunted.  
 
    AJ tapped me on my side. “Can you let me go?  
 
    I looked down to find him glued to my side. I hadn’t even realized I’d snatched him from his chair. 
 
    I let him go. He backed and smoothed his hands down the all blue school uniform he was wearing, before returning to his seat and resuming eating like nothing had happened. Sometimes, my son’s lack of emotion worried me. But then, it was probably a good thing under these circumstances.  
 
    I was able to spend the next fifteen minutes with AJ before Ms. Joyce had to rush him off. Atticus had enrolled him into some fancy private school he seemed to love. He left without objection, which was new for AJ. He didn’t like school before. 
 
     I was left sitting at the table with a plate full of food I couldn’t bear to eat—wondering how my day was supposed to go. Atticus hadn’t told me any of the rules for his warped punishment. Pushing away from the table I made my way towards the kitchen door. I had a feeling if I disappeared for a while Atticus would come looking for me, then I could question him. Just before I walked out Tank spoke up, I jumped slightly startled. He was so quiet; I’d forgotten he was there. 
 
    “Don’t let Sophia bait you into fighting with her.. She’s a woman scorned. Furious that a man she wants more than her next breath doesn’t want her. Don’t give her any excuses to do anything out of line to you. Atticus will kill her for you in a heartbeat. That’ll put you in even more danger with this family. 
 
    I turned to meet his eyes. 
 
    Exhaling I reached up and shoved my fingers s through my locs before asking. “Why do you think it’s this family that means me harm?” 
 
    He chuckled. “You’re fighting too hard to leave the safety Atticus can provide you, which leads me to believe that you’re running away from someone in our circle and you’re afraid he can’t or won’t protect you.” 
 
    “That is an interesting theory.” I managed to hold my composure, though I was floored by how close to truth he was. 
 
    He shrugged. “Okay. I’ll leave it alone. Just know what I told you before still stands. Say you need me and I’m there. Atticus is my brother — which makes you my sister at root and in spirit. Don’t hold onto your secrets too long though, they’ll become uncontrollable. You understand?”   He didn’t wait for me to answer. He dropped his eyes back to his plate.  
 
    I left him be and left the kitchen with his words stuck in my head. I could just tell him what I was dealing with and he’d probably help me, but then that would leave him to deal with Atticus. I didn’t want that on my conscious.  
 
    The rest of the day went smoothly. I took a nap until school was out, then I spent time with the kids. Atticus must have come to an understanding with his wife because she didn’t freak out when she saw her daughter sitting in my lap as I read to her and AJ before bed. I thought having AJ’s sister around would be awkward but she was the sweetest little girl and wherever AJ went, she went.  
 
    I got to know a little about Tank, he was so genuine. And aside from Ms. Joyce, he was the only adult in the house I trusted. I could see he was loyal to Atticus, but not afraid to call him out on his bullshit.  
 
    I was leaving the AJ’s bedroom after tucking him in when I got a surprise. Sophia passed me in the hall. She grabbed my hand and wouldn’t allow me to snatch away. “Quiet.” She hissed as she pressed something the size of a wallet into my hand, then hurried off back in the direction she come.  
 
    Knowing whatever it was wasn’t meant to be seen, I shoved it in the pocket of my joggers and hightailed it to my bedroom. I locked the door before pressing my back to it and pulling out what she’d given me. Birth control. She was obviously privy to her husband’s plans for me. My first thought was maybe I had an ally in her, but then my common sense kicked in. She just didn’t want me pregnant by her husband. Either way. I was glad for her help. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Grace 
 
    When I went to bed I hadn’t expected to be woken up to find Atticus standing over my bed completely naked, the light from the hallway shone at his back, making every inch of his perfectly sculpted body visible to me. I could smell the fresh scent of soap, and his skin glistened. His thick, flaccid cock lay against his thigh and grew bigger by the second. 
 
    I couldn’t believe how wet I instantly became just from looking at him. 
 
     Squeezing my eyes tight I tried to chase the desire away. This man was trying to ruin my life, but I couldn’t seem to get my body to feel that scorn I felt in my heart and brain.  
 
    I almost jumped when he spoke, my eyes popping open. 
 
     “Get on your knees, Grace.” His demeanor and tone were measured when he made this demand. 
 
    “I’m not doing this with you.” Despite the fact that I wanted to do exactly what he said. I turned, giving him my back. I pulled the covers up to my shoulders. I knew it wouldn’t detour him for long, but at least he knew how felt. 
 
    I heard the sound of the door click closed. The room went pitch black. 
 
    I knew he hadn’t left. He wouldn’t let me off so easily. 
 
    The bed shifted when he sat on the edge of the mattress. 
 
    Warmth was stolen from me when the covers were snatched away.  
 
    “Stop it,” I reached behind myself. My hand connected with warm flesh. I shoved him back.  
 
    He overtook me with one hand, dragged me onto my back, before straddling my legs and pressing my arms above my head. 
 
    “Stop fighting or we will wake up the entire house. Everybody will come running.” 
 
    His threat stilled me. 
 
    “Spread your legs, Grace.” I couldn’t see him but imagined he was glaring down at me, his silver eyes dark, mouth twisted into a scowl. 
 
    I lay there stiff as a board. 
 
    “Fine, have it your way.” He growled. 
 
    He gripped both my legs. Digging his fingers into muscle, he wretched them apart. He maneuvered himself so he lay between them. He let go of my hand so his hand could find its way between my thighs. I wasn’t wearing any panties. It was easy for him to slide my soaked silk night shorts to the side. He slipped two fingers between my folds.  
 
    I barely held in my moan. 
 
    “Why are you denying me when you’re so wet for me.” The agitation in his voice was clear. 
 
    I clenched my eyes closed. 
 
    “How long are you going to fight me, Grace?” He leaned in and danced his tongue across my ear. Sank his teeth into my lobe and pulled. A tingling sensation shot up my spine. 
 
    My chest rose and fell along with my labored breathing, but I managed to remain quiet. 
 
    “I don’t care if you don’t speak, Grace. I don’t need you to participate with me or talk to me to be able to fill your snatch with cum, until you are heavy with my baby.” 
 
    He was so vulgar.  
 
    I couldn’t help my body’s reaction to his words, my pussy clenched dripping fresh cream. 
 
    To prove he really didn’t care or need my participation. He rubbed the broad head of his dick against my slickness, coating himself in my juices. He lined himself up with my opening then took his time pushing into me, stretching me, mashing our bodies together. 
 
    He put power behind the first long languid stroke he gave me, causing my body to arch from the bed. I clawed at his back as punishment and because he felt so good. The entire time all that be heard was our heavy breathing. Not a word slipped from between either of our lips as he rode me hard.  
 
    His hand slid under my shirt. The tips of his rough fingers circled my areola. I tried my best to stay unattached and unaffected by what he was doing to me. But then he trailed his tongue up my neck, heightening the sensation of his stroke. My body began to tighten with building tension. I was so close. He pinched and plucked at my painfully hard nipples until I was ready to beg him to suck them. I knew could cum if he just sucked them. I thought his next move would be to. He didn’t. I felt him throbbing, then the heat of his cum filling me. Without even catching his breath, he pulled out, he climbed off me and walked out of the room, purposely leaving me filled with his seed and needy. 
 
     I wanted to be mad but couldn’t. Ridding myself of the dull ache between my thighs was more important. I slid my hand under the waistband of my shorts. I used two fingers to rub my engorged clit. I licked two fingers on my other hand and slid under my shirt, I teased my pebbled nipples until I lost it. My body went stiff then spasmed. I came hard, saturating my fingers and my already wet shorts even more. I don’t spare Atticus second thought after that. My eyes grew heavy. I let sleep pull me under. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Grace 
 
    On the fourth day of living in Atticus house of horrors —my phone began ringing, vibrating, and buzzing on the nightstand next to my bed. Sounding louder than any phone I could remember or maybe I was just that tired. I’d been spending a lot of time with AJ and his sister. They were both so smart and full of energy, they liked going places like the park and museums. I couldn’t help but be enamored with Tori. She was so sweet and caring; it was hard to believe that her parents were who they were.  
 
    To further add to my exhaustion Atticus was really expecting me to have his do over baby. He was making nightly visits to my room after long days.  
 
    And on top of being fucked to sleep every night. Atticus’s wife was making it known that she knew he was creeping into my room every night. 
 
     I was physically and mentally exhausted. I just wanted to sleep. 
 
     I tried to ignore the ringing, but it would stop then immediately start ringing again. I lifted my head from the pillow and squinted, opening my tired eyes only enough to look at the caller ID. Unknown flashed across the screen. That was odd. The phone was new. Atticus had brought it for me, only programming four numbers into it — His, Ms. Joyce, Tank’s, and AJ’s. As if I was a child.  
 
    Nobody but them should have the number and if it was one of them calling me their name should have shown up on the ID, or maybe they were calling from a different number.  
 
    Curious as to why I was getting incessant back-to-back calls had me sitting up. With my back to the headboard, I reached out, picked it up from the nightstand and answered it. 
 
    “Hello.” I mumbled into the speaker. Still groggy. 
 
    Silence. 
 
    I tried again. Slightly raising my voice.  
 
    “Hello?” I waited for a few seconds. Just as I was about to hang up, he spoke. 
 
    “I see you made yourself at home.” 
 
    My hands began shaking at the sound of the voice on the other end. 
 
    I parted my lips to speak but no words came out. I knew I would see or hear from him sooner or later and I thought I had worked out how I would respond in my head. But now I could not find the words. Not for the man that had sexually assaulted and threatened to kill me. I suddenly felt like I was back in my mother’s house. Hatred and fear churned inside of me. I wanted to scream, I hated feeling weak again. 
 
    “It’s ok, you don’t need to talk, just listen. Don’t try to leave with my grandson, keep your Strega mouth closed and answer when I call and we won’t have any problems. I'll allow you to live only under those terms, capisci.” 
 
    Questions burned the tip of my tongue, but I couldn’t make myself ask them. 
 
    I nodded as if he could see me. 
 
     He responded as if he could. “Goodbye.” 
 
      
 
     In my head I heard the dial tone, loud and menacing, even though I was on my cell. And there was no dial tone at all. The urge to scream clawed at my throat. Now the old racist, rapist wanted me there. I tried to work it all out in my head but all I did was give myself a headache. 
 
     Finally realizing I was still holding my phone I set it next to me on the nightstand. I swung my feet over the side of the bed, dropped my head into my hands and rubbed my temples that had begun to throb. 
 
    “Who was that?” 
 
    “Fuck.” I screeched. My heart sank deep into my chest. My eyes fluttered up to meet Atticus.’ 
 
    He stood leaning against my bedroom door fully dressed, watching me. 
 
    I wonder how long he’d been standing there. 
 
    I met his eyes, but they were unreadable. Atticus was hiding again. 
 
    I tried to hide my trepidation as I lied. “The doctor,” But my voice shook and wobbled.  
 
    He furrowed his brow, his eyes danced over my face. I wanted to look away, but it was as if he was telepathically holding me hostage. 
 
    I swallowed, hoping I wasn’t visibly sweating. 
 
    After a few seconds of scrutinizing me he frowned. “Your doctor called you at,” he paused to check the Rolex on his wrist, “five o’clock in the morning? On a phone I’ve just given you. Did you call and give the number to him?” 
 
    I knew the next lie I told would burn my tongue coming out my mouth so I nodded instead of speaking. 
 
    “Anything I should know?” His Adam’s apple bobbed in his throat when he swallowed. 
 
    I dropped my eyes and quickly shook my head no.  
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    My body shook. 
 
    I nodded. “I’m sure.” 
 
    He shifted from his leaning position to his full height, drawing my attention back to him. Slipping his hand into his pocket he waited. His silence stretched long enough to make me aware that he was giving me a chance to tell the truth. I wouldn’t. I couldn’t. It made me sad he had faith in me and I had none in him. He knew I didn’t too. Probably why he was so angry with me.  
 
     More silence, until he finally nodded.  
 
    His face remained expressionless. “Okay,” he said simply before he turned around and walked out. 
 
    His indifference to an obvious lie was an act. My chest ached. 
 
     I knew that simple okay was about to cause a lot of problems for me. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Grace 
 
      
 
    Atticus was being cruel. When he called my into his home office earlier I thought it would be about the phone call again. It was in a way, but we weren’t discussing it like I thought we would. 
 
    “Solonik is asking for a meeting. He wants to discuss his ever-decreasing territory.” One of his men said. 
 
    Atticus scoffed. “I don’t talk with Bratva scum. You handle it or tell my grandfather and let him.” He ordered, his voice never wavering, despite what he had me doing to him. 
 
    I closed my eyes tuning him and his men out as I tried my hardest to make him cum. I didn’t know which what was sorer—my knees, my jaw, or my throat as I worked my mouth up and down his thick, veiny cock.  
 
    His hand was wrapped in my hair, pushing my face down so the head of his dick stayed in the back of my throat. Struggling to get an adequate amount of air I was forced to breathe through my nose.  
 
    This was his punishment. 
 
    He wanted to humiliate me into telling him about the phone call. He kept asking to whom I’d been talking. He knew it wasn’t the doctor. Doctors didn’t call from untraceable numbers. “Doctors don’t illicit the type of fear I saw in your eyes, Grace.” He’d yelled at me the day after the call. Despite what he said, or how he tried to break me—I held onto the lie I’d told. 
 
    After that, he had gone from asking me to berating me for not telling him. 
 
    Now he was determined to break me by any means necessary— even if it meant having me stark naked under his desk while he conducted business.  
 
    More than an hour had passed.  
 
    He refused to cum. 
 
    There were at least five men in the room and they didn’t seem to be going anywhere soon. 
 
    But I knew my part would finally coming to an end. He was close. 
 
    Relief washed over me when his dick started to throb in my mouth. I sucked harder, stroking my tongue over the long vein that ran the entire length of his shaft. I relaxed my aching jaw, letting more of him slip into the back of my throat. Cupping his balls, I massaged the tight flesh. 
 
    A hiss slipped out of the back of his throat. 
 
    His thighs were quaking  
 
    His hand gripped my hair tighter. 
 
    “Get out,” it was a quiet command that barely reached my ears but his men somehow heard it. 
 
    The carpeted floor muffled their steps but the door slamming closed was loud and clear. 
 
    “Ouch!” I winced. 
 
    My scalp burned as he dragged me by my hair up from between his legs. I purposely scraped my teeth over his rigid shaft as I went but he didn’t seem to notice. 
 
    “Ride me.” He instructed before I was barely on my feet. I jumped to obey. I didn’t want to poke the devil and find out what other ways he had thought up to punish me. 
 
    But even then I didn’t move fast enough for him. Not giving me time to situate myself, he scooted to the edge of his chair, pulling me down on top of him impaling me. 
 
    I clenched my teeth through the pain. If I weren’t already wet he’d probably tore something. 
 
     Roughly gripping my chin, he brought my face down to his. Our lips almost touched. But he didn’t kiss me. Grunting, he breathed his anger into my mouth. 
 
    With his free hand at my waist, he guided me down onto his dick as he gave me punishing upward strokes. He let his grip on my waist go when I started fucking him back without guidance.  
 
    He sped up. “Take it.” He demanded as he slipped two thick fingers into my ass while retaining the hold in my jaw. 
 
    Joke was on him. I was taking it and enjoying it. I reveled in the slight pain, the double penetration. Enjoyed his harshly whispered words. Heat bloomed in my stomach and was spreading like wildfire throughout my body. My pussy was clenching so hard I could feel every vein in his dick. 
 
    I was about to cum. 
 
    He was about to cum too. I knew it when he finally let our mouths touch. He ran his tongue along the seam. He pressed pliant lips to mine. Then squeezed my jaw applying the right amount of pressure to part my lips. He forcefully buried his tongue into my mouth. 
  
 
    A low moan slipped from the back of my throat. 
 
    I kissed him back, swirling my tongue with his. Even more fervently than he kissed me. `I loved kissing Atticus, even when I didn’t like him.  
 
    Just as I felt myself about to burst. He stood.. I fell from his lap, my ass hitting the carpeted floor hard. His cum running out of me. 
 
    I snapped at him from my place at his feet. “Why would you do that?” 
 
    Ignoring my question, without even sparing me a glance, He said.” When I come for you tonight, be in your bed. Unless you want me to fuck you exactly where I find you next time.” He shoved his dick back into his unzipped dress pants, tucked his shirt in.  
 
    Some nights when I didn’t want to be bothered I had been sleeping in the library right next to our son’s room, thinking it might detour him from coming to me those nights. It had, but I guess that was no longer an option. The thought of my son catching us made my chest hurt.  
 
    The door slammed as Atticus left his office. 
 
    He was such an insufferable asshole. 
 
    Tired mentally and physically, instead of getting up I let myself fall back onto the carpeted floor and closed my eyes.  
 
    I couldn’t keep living like this. I had to find a way to get away from Atticus and his clan.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Atticus 
 
    I knew Sophia would pull something eventually. Which is why I had installed a motion detecting camera in her bedroom. 
 
    I was in my office when the camera sent an alert to my phone, she was up and moving. It had been hours since she’s claimed fatigue and retired to her room right after dinner. I had been in my office since then, trying to figure out who Grace had been talking to on the phone. The whole incident left me with a bad taste in my mouth. She said she had run because she had to. Add that to the fact that Ms. Joyce claimed that her accident hadn’t been an accident at all. Something wasn’t adding up. Who was she scared of or protecting? 
 
    My phone chimed again, reminding me to check the camera, bringing my attention back to my current situation. 
 
    I almost ignored it. 
 
     She could have been getting up to use the restroom but I when I listened, I could hear that alarm clock going off on the other side of the door. That was strange, why would she set an alarm so early? I pulled the camera feed up on my phone in time to catch her changing from her white silk nightie into a t-shirt and yoga pants. Maybe she was going to the home gym to work out.? 
 
    She was careful to open the door quietly which was suspicious in itself.. My eyes narrowed at her action. Sophia wasn’t the type to consider others. I switched to the hallway cameras once she exited the room. She made her way downstairs, creeping lightly. I almost went back to what I was doing when she entered the kitchen. But something told me to keep watching. It was three in the morning, Sophia didn’t snack. Even a thought of being bigger than a size one would cause her to start dieting. When she was pregnant with Tori I often had to make her eat. I pushed up from my office chair the moment she pulled a knife from the butcher block. The muscles in my neck and shoulders flexed. I knew exactly where she was going. 
 
    I wanted to catch her in the act. I let the darkness of the hallway hide me as she made her way into the room. I knew the situation wouldn’t get out of hand because Grace slept light as a fucking feather. You could breathe too hard and she’d wake up. Plus, Sophia wasn’t a killer. She depended on other people to do her dirty work. 
 
    She left the door cracked. I watched her stand over Grace’s sleeping form with a look of disgust on her face. 
 
    She tapped the knife nervously against her thigh, I could tell she was debating on what to do next. 
 
    A gasp rushed out of her pursed lips when Grace sat up. She sighed. “I knew this was coming,” Grace said before clicking on the light. 
 
    Sophia sneered at her. Grace smiled, blatantly ignoring her nastiness. She was really trying to take Sophia’s feelings into consideration whereas I didn’t give a fuck. If Sophia were smart, she would accept her kindness. 
 
      
 
    Sophia opened her mouth as if she wanted to say something. Grace held her hand up, stopping her.  
 
    “I don’t want to argue or debate with you over Atticus. I don’t want to be here, Sophia. We both know that. Atticus does what he wants regardless of my feelings or yours. Take that into consideration next time you decide to confront me or call my son names.  
 
    You think Atticus is evil? Keep playing with me, and I'll show you he isn't actually the one you have to fear. He would never hurt a woman and he has a soft spot for you because you gave him a child. But me?” She pointed to herself. "I don’t give a fuck about you. I’ll shoot you in your pretty lil’ face. I won't deny I did it and it’ll be all your fault when Atticus slaughters your entire family to protect me.” 
 
    I watched all the blood drain from Sophia’s face with a smirk on mine. Grace was right. I would make them all bleed for her. 
 
    I suspected Grace was more pissed off by the late-night visit than her calm tone conveyed because what she said next was just downright petty and vindictive “You know he will, then I'll raise your daughter as my own.” she taunted. 
 
    I took sick pleasure in watching Sophia’s eyes become watery with tears. Her face turned bright red. 
 
    Grace slid the Glock 26 she didn't think I knew she had from under her pillow, finger on the trigger, safety off. She used it to direct Sophia from the room. 
 
    I backed away from the door. 
 
    Sophia eyes went wide with panic when she stepped into the hallway and saw me leaning against the wall waiting for her. 
 
    “We need to talk.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Grace 
 
    If you passed us in the streets and saw us— walking hand in hand. Our children slightly ahead of us with the bodyguard watching over them, you’d think ‘what a beautiful, privileged family.  
 
    You would not believe that I was a hostage, being forced to live with my childhood sweetheart and his wife. Given the ultimatum that I give him a child or lose the one I already had.  
 
    But there I was, in some kind of fucked up fairytale horror, nearly at my wits end. 
 
    I would have given anything to be back in Michigan. Michigan was a whole lot less complicated and messy. 
 
    “I’ve made plans for AJ to go to sleep away camp for the next month for spring break.” Atticus spoke, breaking through my thoughts. 
 
    “OK” I answered absent-mindedly thinking he was just telling me we were stopping at yet another shop, to buy AJ something he didn’t need. That’s what had been happening all morning. But then my brain caught up to what he actually said. My head snapped in his direction. He was looking straight ahead.  
 
    Stopping I dropped his hand, grabbed his elbow, and pulled him to a stop next to me. I watched the kids weave between crowds of people making sure they were out of earshot. Tank followed close behind them. They were safe. 
 
     Atticus looked down at my hand, his brow creased. He knew I was about to say something he wouldn’t like because when he brought his eyes back up to mine, Roman was staring back, the big bad mobster.  
 
    He’d been in a mood for a few days, ever since I’d shown him yet another negative pregnancy test. 
 
     He thought that at the rate he was fucking me for nearly a month, I should have been pregnant and I probably would have if not for his wife slipping me birth control pills. I’d been taking them religiously. I knew if I did become pregnant, there would no way I'd ever get away from Atticus again.  
 
    “Why would you make plans to send my son anywhere without talking to me first?” I asked, keeping my voice low. He was getting out of hand. Making decision for me and my son. 
 
    The look of hurt on his face almost made me feel bad, but then it morphed into a sneer, twisting his handsome features. “Your son? Without your permission? You selfish bitch. You should feel blessed by the fact that I’m even telling you.” 
 
    My head snapped back. 
 
    Had he really just called me out of my name?  
 
    I saw red. 
 
    Reaching out and gripping his arm, I pulled him into the alleyway between two buildings. The voices from the crowd disappeared. The shadows hid us. 
 
    I got right up in his face. 
 
    My hand connected with his cheek before I could think better of it. 
 
    The echo from the sound of his hand connecting with mine was more startling than the sting. 
 
    I raised my hand to my cheek. 
 
    He’d hit me back.  
 
    I blinked stunned. But then was I really? Atticus had been growing more volatile since the phone call I wouldn’t tell him about. 
 
    I made a fist, raised it, ready to put all my weight and strength into hitting him back. He reacted before I could. 
 
    He was quick and light on his feet. In one swift motion he bodily collided with me. I yelped on impact, my back hitting the brick wall behind me. Atticus hand found my throat, locking his fingers around it, stealing my breath and my fight away.  
 
    He was so much taller than me, his hold forced me up onto my tiptoes. Black dots clouded my vision as involuntary tears raced down my cheeks. I didn’t fight because I knew it was futile. I also knew Atticus wasn’t going to actually hurt me. He was trying to scare me. I hoped. 
 
    His breathing was heavy but his voice calm as he asked me. “Why do you continue to test my patience?”  It was an obviously rhetorical question because he continued without giving me a chance to answer. “You’d think after running away from me and stealing seven years of my child’s life from me —you’d be less combative. But no. At every turn you undermine me. Then there’s the secrecy. The strange phone calls. Telling me you had to leave but not telling me why.”  
 
    He paused. 
 
    “Do you still not want to tell me why, Grace?”  
 
    Despite feeling lightheaded I shook my head no. 
 
     I could only trust myself with protecting my son. I was told keeping my mouth shut was the way to do that, so I was keeping my mouth shut. 
 
    I pursed my lips together, remaining silent. 
 
    He chuckled harshly, letting my throat go. I choked on the air that rushed into my lungs. I tried to get my breathing under control as I waited for him to remove his weight from against me. He didn’t. He obviously had things he wanted to get off his chest and he wanted to make sure I heard them. 
 
    He stayed right in my face as he spoke. 
 
    “You know what I just figured out, Grace? You are not taking my threats or demands seriously because you still see the old Atticus in me. It’s my fault. I keep slipping back into acting and pretending to be him because you always wanted him, was always honest with him.” He frantically ranted “You loved him unconditionally. The new me wants that too. The new me loves you just as much as the old me and doesn’t want you to see me as the monster you’re try to make me out to be.”  
 
    I closed my eyes. His yelling was causing a tension headache to build in my neck. 
 
    “Look at me, Grace.” 
 
    He grabbed my chin, he squeezed forcing my eyes back open. 
 
     Adrenaline had his pupils dilated. 
 
    “Take a good look. I’m not that boy you knew in the past Grace, and you’re not that girl. I recognize that, Roman recognizes that. I need you to recognize the new me. I love you, Grace, I always will, but I’m not Atticus. Roman, the new me, can do what Atticus never would have. I can bend you to my will. Love you and still break you.” 
 
    A devious smile curved his lips. “I’ll break you and I won’t feel bad about it. Just to keep you I'll take everything but me from you. And I do mean everything. Our son, Ms. Joyce. Even your freedom if it comes down to it. To keep you with me I’ll lock you in a room, surround it with guards and I’ll be the only one who has access to you. By the time I’m don… 
 
    “Mother?" The sound of AJ’s voice cut off the next words that were about to spew out of Atticus' deranged mouth. Both of our heads snapped in his direction. He was standing no more than twenty feet away from, holding his sister’s hand. Both held ice cream cones in their free hands. 
 
    AJ tilted his head, his brow furrowing. He looked so much like his father it was eerie. 
 
    “Is everything ok, Mother?” From the tone of his voice, I knew he knew everything was in fact not okay. 
 
    I forced a smile on my face and prayed that my voice didn’t shake when I spoke. “We were just having a talk, son.” Atticus responded before I did.  
 
    He leaned in and pressed a kiss to my forehead, “I meant everything I said.” he whispered before backing away from me. 
 
    AJ eyed his father suspiciously. His silver eyes going dark, a scowl molded his little face, he sneered at Atticus before facing me again. “I asked my mother. She can answer for herself.”  
 
    If the situation wasn’t so fucked up I would have laughed at the amount of bass in my seven-year-old son’s voice. 
 
    “I’m fine. AJ. We really are just talking.” 
 
    I didn’t give him a chance to respond. I spoke to Tank who stood a few feet behind them.  
 
    “Could you please take them to the car?” 
 
    He nodded and proceeded to do as I asked, but not before giving Atticus a disapproving look that would make most men cower. 
 
     Atticus was not most men, he smirked. 
 
    “We'll be right behind you all.” He spoke. 
 
    AJ hesitated to walk off, but when he did Atticus turned back to face me. 
 
    “Do we need to continue our conversation, Grace?” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “No. I got the gist of what you already said.” I muttered when what I really wanted to do was try my best to pummel Atticus, but I didn’t want to risk AJ coming back and finding us fighting in an alley. 
 
    He nodded with a condescending look on his face. Then he held out his hand for me.  
 
    “Let’s go.” 
 
    His eyes dared me not to take it. I gnashed my teeth as I slid my hand into his. 
 
    Placing his free hand on my back, he ushered me toward the mouth of the alley. 
 
    “Fix your face, Grace. Wouldn’t want AJ to think anything is wrong, would you?” He taunted. 
 
    I took a deep inhale to calm myself before pasting a fake smile on my face. 
 
    “Good girl.” Atticus continued being an asshole. 
 
    “Fuck you, trailer trash.” I mumbled under my breath. I couldn’t help myself. I wanted my words to sting.  
 
    He gave me a sidelong glance. His lips twitched into a slight smile. The first genuine one I had seen in a while. It was forbidding 
 
    “By the way, the birth control Sophia gave you, they are all placebos after that first pill.” 
 
    He dropped my hand and walked out of the alley alone. 
 
    Nerves fluttered in my belly. What in the hell was I going to do if I got pregnant? Before I could really dwell on the answer my phone rang. Without thought I pulled it from the pocket of the deconstructed Bermuda shorts I was wearing and answered. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “We need to talk. Tomorrow.” The sound of Roman senior’s voice came through loud and clear. 
 
    My grip on the phone tightened until my hand ached.  
 
    “Why?” I asked, not bothering to hide my annoyance.  
 
    Nothing, no response. I pulled the phone away from my face to look at it. He'd hung up.  
 
    Without thought I cocked my arm back and let the phone fly. I heard the screen cracked as it crashed to ground. For a moment I just stared at it. Realizing my mistake, I’d have to explain to Atticus what happened, but then I looked up and he was standing, watching me. His face blank.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Grace 
 
    Dealing with all that was unfolding around me had me stressed. I closed my eyes and inhaled deeply.  
 
    Trembling fingers curled around the stem of the wineglass in my grip. I brought it to my lips wishing for something stronger. 
 
    When I opened my eyes again. I found Atticus’ grandfather watching me. He kept giving me knowing looks from across the long table in the formal dining room. He knew I was on the edge after our conversation. He had cornered me outside my room, just before I’d come downstairs. It was as if he came out of nowhere. I gasped when I was snatched up and then shoved against the wall opposite of my temporary room. I assumed it was Atticus. The anger that overtook me when I came face to face with the older man boiled my blood. I hadn’t been subjected to physically seeing him since the day he forced his dick in my mouth and then suddenly I could remember the smell and taste of him, my stomach roiled. I balled my fist at my side. My long nails biting into the skin.  
 
    Someone clearing their throat was the only reason I didn’t hit the old man. I’d swung my head in the direction of the sound. I was met with an icy and intimidating gaze. The guy who had been there all those years ago was about twenty feet away, leaning with his back against the wall. He shook his head.  
 
     I fought off a shiver and unclenched my fist. 
 
    He chuckled and nodded in my direction. 
 
    I gave my attention back to the patriarch of Atticus’ family.  
 
     I studied his face, age had finally caught up with him. His hair was no longer smoky grey, his eyes no longer vibrant, now milky and blood flecked, the sides covered in crow’s feet, his skin sagged. He even smelled old. That gave me small amount of joy, knowing the grim reaper was at his heels. I’d have to remember to visit his grave and piss on it like I’d done my mother’s husband once he was dead.  
 
    His words, “You have to leave" kept playing on a loop in my head. He said I was causing too much trouble. 
 
    Atticus wasn’t dutiful anymore. 
 
    Sophia wasn’t happy anymore and was complaining to her brothers. They were threatening to act against Atticus for the disrespect of bringing me into her house. Everybody would find out eventually. They didn’t want to look weak. 
 
    He wanted me to go and I wanted to go. I was listening until he said he wanted me to leave AJ.  
 
    “I can’t have my grandson leaving his real family to scour the world looking for his bastard and we can’t afford dissent amongst those in it or close to us because of you. You can leave the maid behind to take care of him,” he said referring to Ms. Joyce. 
 
    Not another word was spoken after that because nothing else was needed to be said. There was no way I was leaving my son with them. I was now sure that he was responsible for how Atticus’ father was. He’d turned his own son into a monster. He’d broken Atticus. He would not ruin my child.  
 
    What a shitty bloodline my son had been born into. I prayed that one day he wouldn’t make a change for the worse and become like them. 
 
     The Stephanie coming down the hall interrupting us put an end to the conversation all together. She squeezed in between the old man and I, giving me a knowing look. 
 
    “Mr. Roman is awaiting you downstairs.” There was an authority in her voice that made me take notice to the fact there was no fear in her pretty brown eyes. She and Tank were the only staff that never looked worried or scared. I started to wonder again if she was a maid at all. When she took my forearm and maneuvered us past the old man and his guard without looking back, I knew she wasn’t. She escorted me to the dining room door but disappeared before I could ask her anything. 
 
    “Whatever she picks is fine. I don’t care.” Atticus barked, bringing me out of my musings. 
 
    I cut my eyes up to Sophia, you could visibly see the hurt and embarrassment on her face. 
 
    I mentally shook my head. 
 
    I couldn’t believe the bold and blatant disregard Atticus showed for his marriage. But then, the longer I was around the more I understood why. His wife was more worried about how the public saw them than actually being a wife or a mother. 
 
     She was a mafia princess to the people on the outside looking in and that was all that mattered to her. Sometimes she would parade her friends in and out of the house like it was a museum, even after Atticus told her how dangerous that was. You could hear her walking the house proclaiming loudly “Roman brought me this, Roman brought me that.” 
 
     I knew Atticus well enough to know he hadn’t married her out of love. He hated superficial. She was like the kids at school who had contributed grief to his already hard life. Despite all that, I thought he should have had a bit more decorum about how he treated her in front of others and where I was concerned. 
 
    I told him I didn’t think me being there to plan his anniversary party was appropriate. He told me he didn’t care what I thought. That was a given.  
 
    He went into my closet and pulled out the red wrap dress I was now wearing and dared me not to put it on. 
 
    After the alley incident I didn’t really want to fight with Atticus anymore so I did what he said. 
 
    It was torture, being forced to be there while Sophia and her redhead, green-eyed friend glared at me. The party planner, a gay white guy who was too entertained by all the drama wasn’t making it any easier. Petty bitch. He kept trying to include me. Asking what I thought. Then there was Atticus who sat next to me carrying on a conversation about a football game with Tank as if everything were normal. This situation was not normal by any stretch of the imagination. It was a shit show of a circus. Cue the fucking clowns. 
 
    I took a deep, calming breath that was useless. 
 
    The grandfather and his bodyguard kept exchanging glances as if they were waiting for me to blurt the truth... 
 
    I ground my teeth. 
 
    I wanted to scream. With a huff, I pushed myself up from the table. I was completely fed up.  
 
    All eyes fell on me. 
 
     “I need some air.” 
 
    I excused myself without looking to Atticus for the approval I knew he expected me to ask for.  
 
    Fuck him.  
 
    I felt the heat of his eyes on my neck as I walked away. 
 
    I heard a chair scrape against the tiled floor and then heavy footsteps. I knew it was Tank. 
 
    I was okay with that. 
 
    We ended up sitting on the expansive deck off the back of the house. I chose a reclining lounger. I straddled it, pulling my dress up to just above my thigh. It was a test. Out of my peripheral I observed Tank who had already taken a seat in the rocker next to me. He wasn’t even looking my way. Loyal to Atticus. I knew that already but had to try.  
 
    I would need help if I was going to get AJ and myself away from the nut house. Sophia was my only hope. She wanted me gone enough to help. I had until AJ came back from camp in two weeks to figure out how I would use her. 
 
    Taking a seat, I laid back and focused on the sky. The stars looked like flowers blooming in black velvet. It was calming just sitting there.  
 
    I looked over to Tank and he was doing the same thing. 
 
    “How long do you think he will keep me here.” I interrupted the silence that had stretched between us. 
 
    “As long as it takes.” He didn’t elaborate and I knew he wouldn’t so I asked another question. 
 
    “How do you see this ending?” 
 
    Tank turned to face me; the chair groaned under his weight. He cocked his head. 
 
    “I see it ending very bloody,” he rasped. 
 
    “I see the same” I nodded. “Why don’t you tell him to let me go before it comes to that. You’re the only one he’ll listen to.” I urged him. 
 
    Tank grunted. “He does listen to me, but not about you and either way, there will be blood. It’s been a long time coming, arabinrin.” Tank had taken to calling me sister in Yoruba. 
 
    “The circumstances that brought us to this moment were in the making long before he brought you here. You can only treat a lion like a house cat for so long before it roars. Atticus wasn’t built for this life. For this family. He’ll tear it down brick by brick until he’s free.” 
 
      
 
    “So, they’re doing to him what he’s doing to me.  
 
      
 
    “No.” Tank sounded angry. His accent crept forward. His face showing strain. “You are here for your protection.” He leaned into his chastisement. “Here you are safer than you could ever be outside of these walls. Atticus would lay his life down for you and because of him I would do the same. Despite the hostilities from the outsiders, you are loved. Atticus, on the other hand, navigated this life watching his back surrounded by people who should only want good for him, but they’re hyenas, waiting to prey on him. You downplay his trauma because you’re angry, but you see and know everything is not right here. Never was, has never been.” he spat.  
 
    I raised my hands in defense, seeing I had gone too far. “You're right.” I offered faintly.  
 
    The scowl on his face dissipated quickly as it had come.. His usual calm didn’t return though. A sullen silence descended over us. I closed my eyes and rested my head against my seat.  
 
    “So, I’ve answered your questions.” Tank said, pulling me from my state of mindlessness. “Now you answer mine. Explain to me how you have four point five million dollars in the bank under the name Grace Johnson. “He asked directly. 
 
    “When I tell Roman what I found. I would like to not speculate as to why you have it.” 
 
    Without opening my eyes, I replied “I’m the widow to a very wealthy man. I bet your little investigation didn’t turn that up. Used another fake name. Ralph could barely see. Didn’t know He was marrying Yvonne Bennet.” I laughed. 
 
    “And who is Ralph?” 
 
    “My mother’s ex-boyfriend.” 
 
    I kept my eyes closed, but I could imagine the surprise on his face. 
 
    Another beat of silence passed before he asked me to explain. I told him the story, all of it, the rapes, the attempted first marriage, the night in the hotel after I ran from Atticus’ house, all except what happened with Atticus' grandfather.  
 
    Maybe him telling Atticus would get me a reprieve from his punishments. Maybe he’d think the story of Ralph and my momma was all I was hiding. 
 
    “How did you end up back there?” Tank was shook by my confession. I could hear it in his voice, under the steel of his usual tone. 
 
    Nobody alive but myself and Ms. Joyce knew about Ralph. With him was the perfect hiding place from Atticus, from his grandfather, from Marcus. Thinking Marcus made me angry at myself. He was probably responsible for my accident. I’d swore I’d seen him there in Michigan a week before the accident, in passing. When I looked again I saw nothing. I chalked it up to paranoia until my car was flipped upside down in the road. Then the suspect had disappeared. I assumed he had help to cover up trying to kill me. I would probably have to eventually tell Atticus about that too. But not anytime soon.  
 
    Tank repeated his question, snapping me from my thoughts.  
 
      
 
    “When I found out I was pregnant I knew I needed money. He had plenty of money. He was dying. He had asked me to return to care of him.. I knew he would marry me. I went back, he welcomed me. We married at city hall. His was so full of meds I didn’t have to do anything but sleep beside him in bed.  
 
    The doctor said cancer had started in his stomach and spread. He would maybe have two years with chemo. I didn’t plan to devote two years of my life to him. I stayed long enough for him to add my name to his bank accounts. He succumbed to congestive heart failure after I injected air bubble into one of the few veins that hadn’t collapsed from chemotherapy. He had no family to fight with for his money with.”  
 
    I had a question that came out of the blue. “Is Marcus dead?”  Atticus hadn’t asked me about him, at all.  
 
    “So, you’re comfortable with telling Tank your secrets and not me?” Atticus’ voice snuck up behind me, a hint of jealousy colored his tone.  
 
    I jumped, completely startled. The question I asked was quickly forgotten.  
 
    Tank didn’t even flinch. I cut my eyes at him. He knew Atticus was there the entire time. 
 
    I turned my head to look behind me. Atticus stood leaned against the back doorjamb, his hands fisted, knuckles turned pale white. I hadn’t heard the door open. I was glad it was him and nobody else.  
 
    I turned back and rolled my eyes at Tank. “You could have said something.” 
 
     He shrugged. “He was going to find out everything anyways. Better to hear it from your mouth.” 
 
    I pushed myself up from my seat. I was exhausted. 
 
    I faced Atticus. His eyes dropped to my exposed thighs. Then to Tank. He frowned. 
 
    “I’m going to bed.” I rolled my eyes again. 
 
    “Goodnight Tank.” I threw over my shoulder. 
 
    Atticus moved to the side, no longer blocking the door. But he grabbed my hand roughly stopping me when I tried to walk past him.  
 
    “What, Atticus?” I snapped. 
 
    Ignoring my annoyance, he asked. “How many more secrets are you keeping from me.”  
 
    I shrugged out of his hold. 
 
    “Enough to finally break you if they all came out at once. Do us both a favor and stop digging.” I spoke firmly hoping some of my words broke through as I pushed past him and walked into the house. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Atticus. 
 
    It took everything in me not to follow Grace inside and make her tell me everything. I didn’t, only because I knew I was pushing her away already. That was the last thing I wanted to do. I just didn’t know how not to react negatively and or violently to the fact that she was keeping things from me, didn’t want to be there with me. 
 
    Tank gestured for me to come sit. 
 
    I picked up a chair from the patio table and moved it, so we were facing each other. Sophia could see my grandfather and her own friends out. I was done playing dutiful husband. 
 
    The look on Tank’s face told me I was not going to like what he was about to say. 
 
    I sighed looking up at the sky above.  
 
    A beat passed before Tank spoke. 
 
    “Let her breathe. You're pushing too hard.” It wasn’t a suggestion; it was an order.  
 
    I had to will myself not to be angry with him for interfering in my relationship with Grace, though he was saying exactly what I had been thinking minutes earlier. 
 
    “She’s plotting something.” I changed the subject. 
 
    He chuckled. “I know. Watch your wife. She’ll help with whatever scheme she comes up with just to get rid of her.” 
 
    I brought my eyes down from the sky to sneer at him.  
 
    He threw his head back and laughed. “Don’t shoot the messenger for telling the truth. Sophia is your wife and—you know that’s who Grace will go to for help— now that she knows I won’t help. Nice thighs by the way.” He joked. 
 
    I had saw and heard everything. But I didn’t find a damn thing funny about her exposing herself to him in a pitiful attempt to gain an ally. We would talk about that one day. 
 
    Tank threw his hands up. “Fix your face. You’re giving me the mob boss eyes. I’m a man, I got eyes. She’s gorgeous. I looked. I would never go further than that though.” He said, then his expression darkened. 
 
    “The way she told me about what happened to her was troubling. Most women would be in shambles talking about that level of trauma, but she spoke as if it happened to someone else. It was unnerving.” 
 
    I nodded. “It was.”  
 
    “And she killed him. I would have never thought she had it in her.”  
 
    I grunted, without responding. I didn’t care that she had killed him. That asshole deserved to die. If he weren’t dead, I would have killed him myself. 
 
    “I guess everybody can be capable when pushed.”  He put emphasis on pushed. It was a warning. 
 
    “Grace wouldn’t hurt me.” It sounded more like I was trying to convince myself than him. 
 
    Tank’s brow rose. “If it comes down to keeping AJ safe and you…” He let the rest trail off. 
 
    I peered at him through narrowed eyes. 
 
    “I guess I’ll just have to make sure it doesn’t come down to making a choice. What else have you found out about her accident, the phone calls?” I changed the subject. 
 
    “Nothing, but I got Rosen on it.”  He referred to the private detective DeMarco recommended.  
 
    I nodded. “Let me know as soon as he has something.”  
 
    He returned my gaze with a curt nod. I thought our conversation was over, but he had more to say. 
 
    “Grace is hurting.” 
 
    “I didn't need you to tell me that.” I snapped.  
 
    “Maybe you didn’t, but you do need me to tell you that you should go apologize. For the display in the alley in particular. Shift the odds of her not killing you in your favor.”  
 
    He had already made it known he didn’t approve of my behavior that day and here he was bringing up again and telling me what the fuck to do? 
 
    Again, I had to rein in my anger. I knew he was only trying to help. But how I dealt with Grace was between the two of us. 
 
    I pushed up from the chair. Balling my fist at my side. 
 
    “Don’t venture to tell me what the fuck I should— “I started but cut myself off. I took a step away from him, putting space between the two of us.  
 
    This was Tank. He had never done anything but spoke what was on his mind. No pretenses, no filter. That’s what I expected from him. What I valued in him. I couldn’t be mad at him for being him “Goodnight, Tank.” I grated out instead. 
 
    His eyes swept over me. 
 
    “Goodnight, Roman.” 
 
    Tank never called by that name. It was a dig.  
 
    I made my way through the kitchen taking the stairs down to the gym, then I used the stairs there to go up to my office to avoid my unwanted guest. I thought about checking the cameras in the hallway to Grace’s room, but what Tank was saying was weighing heavily on me. I took a seat behind my desk, leaving the lights off. Maybe I should apologize to Grace, but then she hadn’t apologized to me for keeping my son away from me. When I told her I hated her? I meant it. All she had to do was trust me and stay. Both of our lives could have been so different. 
 
    It made my skin burn thinking about everything I missed. But it was also impossible to stop loving her. 
 
    Where did that leave us?  
 
    I didn’t fucking know. 
 
    I ran my hand down my neck trying to alleviate some of the tightness there.  
 
    I needed to stop thinking about it. There was nothing I could do at the moment. 
 
    I opened my laptop. I had work to do.  
 
     A camera alert sat in the middle of my screen, bring my focus back to Grace. I clicked it. I leaned back in my chair, narrowing my eyes I watched my grandfather confront her.  
 
    Something interfered with the sound keeping me from hearing what they were saying. But there was no reason for my grandfather to be talking to her alone, let alone with his goon keeping watch. 
 
    I pushed up from my seat. Took the stairs to the kitchen two at a time. 
 
    I could hear the tinkling of glasses and hearty laughter. My grandfather was always the last to leave a party. I found him still in the spot I left him. His second in command Chino was sitting across from him with a plate of menu sample items in front of him. A bottle of Jack in his hand. 
 
    Grandfather raised his glass when he saw me enter. 
 
    “You came back to drink nonno?” He slurred a few other words in Italian that caused Chino to guffaw. 
 
    I frowned, cocking my head, straight to the point I asked, "What were you and Grace speaking about earlier?” 
 
    Grandfather dropped his arm, settling his glass on the table. Chino and he exchanged a look so quickly if I blinked I wouldn’t have seen it.  
 
    Chino’s free hand shifted under his jacket. Where his holster was. That was strange… unease caused a cold sensation to dance down my spine. 
 
    Instead of answering Grandfather asked me a question of his own.  
 
    “What exactly did she tell you we talked about?” 
 
    I took a step further into the room sliding my hand into my pocket, my grandfather’s eyes followed the movement.  
 
     He gave Chino a slight head shake, as if standing him down. What in the fuck was going on? 
 
    Chino’s rolled his eyes in my direction.  
 
    I stared him down until he looked away.  
 
    A heavy ominous feeling settled in my chest. 
 
    The wheels in my head started turning. Why in the fuck had he sent me to Michigan off all places to collect a debt that amounted to peanuts? Had he known about Grace?  
 
    The tips of my fingers slid across the cold steel of my Glock.  
 
    “She didn’t tell me anything. The guard I put on her told me she walked up on you two having words. “ 
 
    Grandfather chuckled. 
 
    “Oh. Si figuri!” It’s nothing he said in Italian. Waving his hand casually. 
 
    “That was just me welcoming her to the family. I wasn’t on board at first, but AJ has grown on me. I know now they are a package deal. Prego figurati, a welcome is the least I could do.” 
 
    The thought that he hadn’t seemed surprised when I told him about Grace and AJ pushed to the forefront of my mind. He hadn’t really reacted at all. Not even to tell me what to do like usual.  
 
    “Grazie.” I thanked him. Though it was obvious he was lying. I excused myself before I lost my temper and accused him of something I couldn’t prove. 
 
    “I’ll be leaving soon, Goodnight, Son.” He said son as if reminding me of who he was, or maybe I was just being paranoid. 
 
    I knew Grace wouldn’t tell me the truth either, but I found myself making my way to her room.  
 
    The door was unlocked. I entered. 
 
    She was sitting with her back against the headboard reading. She gave me an emotionless sidelong glance before turning her attention back to her book. It was on the tip of my tongue to ask her about Grandfather. But I felt exhausted. 
 
      
 
     Removing my clothes instead, I took my Glock from my pocket, then the Sig Sauer from the holster at the small of my back. I laid them next to Grace on the nightstand. 
 
    When I told Tank I trusted Grace with my life I meant it. I just didn't trust her to stick around. Now my intuition was telling me the reason for that had been under my nose all this time. 
 
     I made my way to the ensuite bathroom and showered quickly. I was too anxious to spend too much time in there. I made myself not think about anything but lying next to Grace in bed. I slid into a pair of the boxers that were stored in the bathroom closet and brushed my teeth. When I returned Grace was in the same position. I climbed into bed next to her.  
 
    Giving her my back so she wouldn’t think I was trying to have sex. That had been the only reason I had to enter her room before. Now I  felt the need to just be near her. 
 
     I laid down and closed my eyes, pulling the comforter to my chest. Her turning several pages in her book broke the silence. Then she started reading “We can not change the past but we can change our attitude towards it. Uproot guilt and plant forgiveness. Her voice never wavered as she read the Maya Angelou poem we both knew by heart to me like when we were children. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Grace 
 
      
 
    Sophia had just closed the refrigerator when I entered the kitchen. Of course, she turned her arrogant nose up and her lips down at me when she realized I’d walked in. I covered the fifty square feet that separated us in blur 
 
    I came to stop in front of her. 
 
    “Why would you hang up on my son?” 
 
    She sat down her yogurt, folded her arms across her chest. Her look was smug. It pissed me off. 
 
    I didn’t even give a chance to answer, there was no excuse or reason to explain away doing it. 
 
    I reared back and swung. 
 
    Whap… my fist connected hard with the side of her head. Knocked the smugness right out of her. 
 
    “I told you to play games with Atticus, and not me.” I reminded her, before I swung second time catching her in the mouth. 
 
    She wobbled on her heeled feet, but I give her credit, she didn’t fall. Regaining her balance, she swung back. Open hand,  her nails grazing my cheeks.  
 
    That shit pissed me off even more. Don’t try and scar my face and don’t pull my hair. 
 
      
 
    “You’re fucking crazy.” she screamed as she bolted. She tried to use the kitchen island to separate herself from me. 
 
    “You’re damn right I’m crazy. I told you I was, I also told you to stop treating my son badly.” 
 
    I reached over the countertop 
 
    Whap. I jabbed her in the mouth. My fist came back with blood on it. 
 
    She windmilled her arms with her head down. Never once hitting me.  
 
    “You hanging up on him is treating him badly.” I grabbed her hair.  
 
    I saw red when AJ told me he had tried to contact me multiple times on their landlines just to have Sophia hang up on him. I immediately went searching for her. 
 
    “I don’t even want to be here. You know that. I told you, take your anger out on your husband. But no, that would too much like right for you,” I yelled. 
 
    I grabbed her hair, yanking, I tried my best to pull her over the stainless steel countertop.  
 
    She was fighting too hard to stay put. Fine. I balled my fist and brought it down on the back of her head. Once… then twice. Before I got in a third blow. I was lifted from behind. I knew it was Tank. He was the only person in the house that would dare touch me without Atticus ordering him to. He was also the only person who could lift my big ass four or five feet in the air. I kicked out and twisted in his arms. 
 
    “Calm down!” He yelled. 
 
    “Fuck that. Imma beat this bitch ass until that calms me down.” 
 
    “Let her go.” 
 
    My head jerked in the direction of Atticus’ voice. He was standing just at the threshold of the stairs that led to the professional quality gym downstairs. Only wearing a pair of gym shorts, his chest and abdominal muscles glistened with sweat. His entire body was tensed. He looked like he was at the end of his rope and about to snap. 
 
    Doing as he was told Tank lowered me, unwrapping his arms from around my waist and setting me to my feet. 
 
    I shrugged away from him.  
 
    My head hurt. My heart was beating a thousand miles a minute. I wanted to hit that bitch again. 
 
    “What in the fuck is going on?” Atticus whipped his head back and forth between Sophia and I. 
 
    Of course Sophia was the one to speak up first. To play a helpless victim. 
 
    Her face was bright red in some spots, her mascara stained her cheeks. Blood dotted her lip and nose.  
 
    “That ghetto bitch hit me for no reason.” she screamed. 
 
    I lunged for her. This time Atticus stopped me. He lifted me around the waist and started carrying me towards the step. I squirmed in his arms yelling. “I got your ghetto, bitch.” 
 
    I could hear her following us as we descended the steps. Atticus opened the gym door and shoved me in. I turned in time to see him shove Sophia on the other side. He locked the door by pushing a button on the keypad. It drowned out her yelling. The entire front of the room was made of clear paneling. I could see her banging at the door. 
 
    “What the fuck was that?” 
 
    I jumped at the sound of Atticus’ booming voice. 
 
    I didn’t look at him though. My eyes were focused on Sophia. She had pulled a cellphone from her bright green, two-piece work out set. She was yelling. I couldn’t hear her, but I just knew she was making me out to be the bad guy in the situation to the person on the other end of the line.  
 
    Why couldn’t she just leave me alone. Her quarrel was with Atticus. I had stayed out of her way. Been nice to her daughter. I hadn't beat her ass when she creeped in my room with a knife, and what did she do in return? Constantly disrespected and disparaged my son. I wasn’t the bad guy, but I could be.  
 
    Vindictive didn’t even describe how I was feeling. I wanted to hurt past beating her ass. I wanted to shatter that bitch’s soul. 
 
    Atticus was talking to me but I didn’t hear him as I closed the space that separated us. I raised to my tiptoes, gripped his chin, and brought his mouth down to mine. 
 
    I watched shock spread across Sophia’s face. 
 
    Atticus went to pull back, but my grip tightened, I was in charge for once. I kissed him harder, sucked his tongue into my mouth.. made him participate. He raised his hand to my hair. I knocked it away. Separated our mouths. 
 
    “Don’t touch me,” I said in the same instance as I dropped to my knees. Aggressively tugging his shorts down with me. 
 
    I steadied myself with my hands on his thighs. I could feel his heavy gaze on me. I raised my eyes to meet his. His teeth were pressed into bottom lip hard enough to break skin, to draw blood.  
 
    The fact that his wife was standing outside the room watching us didn’t seem to register in his mind at all 
 
    Gripping his dick, I used it like a pencil and traced my lips with it. His musky scent was heady. Precum oozed from his tip. I flicked my tongue over the head. A sigh slipped from between his tightly pressed lips. I opened my mouth and dropped my hand. An invitation for him to take over. I wanted his wife to see the pleasure only I could give him. I wanted her to see how anxious he was for me. 
 
    The proof was in the way his hand shook as he gripped himself. He guided himself into my mouth. I used my tongue to stroke the underside of his shaft. “God, Grace,” he whispered. 
 
     His free hand went to cup my chin. 
 
    He took his time easing himself in. When the head touched my throat he started rocking his hips as he guided my mouth up and down on him. I relaxed my throat and allowed him to push deeper.  
 
    Out of my peripheral I watched his wife lose her mind. She banged at the glass. I wanted to laugh. 
 
    His fingers flexed the grip on my chin tightened. 
 
    “Look at me, not her” he growled. 
 
    He glared down at me. Daring me to look away 
 
    Holding my eyes hostage. 
 
    “You want to put on a show, then put on a show. Swallow this dick.” he commanded. I splayed my fingers across his ass and urged him deeper. The strokes intensified. He sped up, fucking my throat. 
 
    I felt his cock jerk. His hold switched from my chin to my hair. He wound his fingers into my hair. Forced me to keep sucking. “Take it.” I gagged, as saliva escaped my lips. 
 
    “I’m going to cum.” he managed to grit out through gnashed teeth. “Be ready to swallow it all.” 
 
    A deep growl vibrated his abs, he pushed his hips up, wrapping his fingers tight around my hair, holding me there as he reached climax. All I could do was swallow all that he gave me. 
 
    When he finally unwound his fingers from my hair, his breathing had returned to normal. I was trying to catch mine. I sagged back on to my ass.  Dropping, Atticus came down to his knees, his fingers curled around the back of my neck as he pulled me forward for a kiss. Kissed me like it was our last moment alive.  
 
    When he pulled back, his lips hovered close to mine. We breathed in and exhaled the same torrid air. 
 
    “There’s so many things wrong with us. We’ve become fucking horrible people, Grace.” I heard the sorrow in between his words, the hitch in his voice. All that was going on was taking as much a toll on him as it was me. 
 
    “We are.” 
 
    He ran his thumb over the back of my neck. 
 
    “I’m going to fix us though. Fix this. One day, you and me, we’ll be normal as we were when we were kids.” He declared staring me in the eyes and I believed he'd try his hardest to make it happen, but what I didn't believe was that he’ d succeed. It seemed people like us were born losing. 
 
    Emotion choked me.  
 
    “I hope so.” My voice broke. 
 
    He moved his hands to caress my cheeks. His touch measured and softer than it had been in a while.  
 
    His callused finger slid across my cheek, adding, “ It’ll be hard work.  But I promise you the fairytale ending you use to talk about even if I have to burn our reality down and create another from the ashes” 
 
    I  raised my hands to caress his stubbled chin instead of speaking as I brutally pushed down hope that what he was saying would come to fruition. Only disappointment would come from believing his words. 
 
    “You believe me don’t you, Grace?” he asked as if he could see the doubt in my eyes.  
 
    I nodded. The moment was too deep to not lie in.. I couldn’t bring myself to bust his bubble. 
 
    He cradled the back of my head in his palm, then leaned in and pressed a soft kiss to my forehead. 
 
    "I don’t believe you Grace. I don’t believe you have an ounce of faith in me.” He paused and cupped my face, ran his thumb down my cheek so softly I wanted cry. 
 
    “I will fix us, Grace.” He declared before he pushed himself up to his feet and took a step back.  
 
    He gave me one final look, pleading with his eyes for me to believe in him, in us, before walking away and out of the gym, leaving me feeling tender all over. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Grace 
 
      
 
    I thought Atticus and I had turned a corner. It had been almost two weeks since the night of his wedding anniversary planning dinner. He’d become nicer, a more gentler him, maybe not nicer, just no more outright hostility.  
 
    He’d stopped asking about the phone calls and had stopped the revenge fucks. No more dick sucking under the desk. We were still having sex all the time though. He still had it in his head that I owed him a baby, but thank God my body didn’t seem to agree. 
 
    His wife and grandfather had been around less which was always a plus in my book.  
 
    But then, bam. The world shifted again.  
 
      
 
     He insisted I attend his wedding anniversary dinner, not caring how awkward it would be for me, his family, or his wife. I imagined on the ride there how he would introduce me. He would say something like “Hey in laws, this is my childhood friend and baby momma, the one I fuck to sleep every night, the one I practically kidnapped. I hope I’m not imposing by bringing her.” Then he'd give them one of his I dare you to say something glares.  And when they didn't, all would be right in the world. 
 
    I chuckled under my breath. The entire situation was as funny as it was sad. My bodyguard glanced back at me. I gave him a fake smile then rolled my eyes at his back when he turned around.  
 
    Any other time I would have stopped and admired the magnificent hotel Roman’s little shindig was being held at, but I couldn’t, all I could focus on was the dread sitting in the pit of my stomach. The closer we got to the ballroom, the more I dragged my feet. Not even the red strapless floor length dress that hugged my curves, but also somehow managed to hide all my imperfections raised my spirits. Who would have thunk it, I was a girl from Moss Point Mississippi with thousand-dollar Manolo Blahnik’s on my feet surrounded by rich, beautiful, and power people and I’d rather be home?. 
 
    The party was already in full swing. Hundreds of people milled around, some danced. Some drank. And some were seated eating expensive fish or steak. 
 
      
 
    Without trying my eyes found Atticus. He and Sophia  sat side by side looking like the ideal couple, in all white, Sophia’s dress, an off the shoulder mermaid with crystals was stunning, she looked beautiful. Her Black hair against all the white a starling contrast.  
 
    Atticus’ Brioni suit fit him as if Nazareno himself had custom made it for him. They were both smiling with all their teeth. if I didn’t know better, I’d think they were happy. The jealous, covetous person in me low key reveled in the fact that they aren’t. 
 
    Sighing I forced my eyes away from the smiling couple. 
 
    Their immediate family was sitting on either side of them. The chair besides Atticus, where I knew his grandfather should be sat empty.  
 
    I found myself searching the room for him. Being in the immediate proximity of that slimy man always made my skin crawl and I hoped I was seated as far away from him as possible.  
 
    "Right this way ma’am.” The big talking tree who was there to make sure I didn’t run away instructed me. Held out his hand to let me walk past him. 
 
    My eyes landed on a chair at the end of the table that was empty. 
 
    He wouldn’t. 
 
    The bodyguard was trying to direct me to towards the front. I refused. My eyes were glued to Atticus. He was so disrespectful, but I wouldn't be. I tried to make it clear to him that there was no way in hell I was joining his family at that fucking table. The only familial connection that Atticus, or should I say this man Roman shared with me was AJ and he wasn’t here. We communicated through head nods and hand gestures — nobody at the moment seemed to notice. The open bar had everybody relaxed. 
 
     I narrowed my eyes and shook my head. Feeling myself become angrier. Atticus made the move to stand from his seat. 
 
    This motherfucker. 
 
     I knew then I had no choice. I wasn’t about to let him embarrass me in a room full of white people. I was already sure Sophia had given them all the sordid details of our very public affair but out of fear of Roman— I knew no one would say anything to me. 
 
    I stomped past the guard and made my way to the front of the room—to the empty chair Atticus insisted I sit in. Flopping down I focused on everything but the people at the table.  
 
    God! How was I going to survive the entire night? 
 
    Immediately after sitting down a glass of champagne was set in front of me, I downed it. It tickled the back of my throat and burned my nose. I hated the taste of it. I reached up and grabbed the waiter’s arm as he was walking away. I took two more glasses from his tray.  
 
    I could feel Roman’s eyes burning a hole in the side of my head. I ignored him and proceeded to try and get wasted. Maybe it would ease my emotional stress. I felt like I would throw up from all the anxiety that was tightening my chest.  
 
    For the next hour I sat at that stupid table, drinking and fuming. For unknown reasons I found myself glancing down the table. Sophia was already looking my way. She gave me a dirty look. I smiled at her then mouthed Fuck you.  
 
    If that bitch would put more effort into fucking her husband instead of the gardener, the limo driver, or her bodyguard— she’d have less time to hate me. She fucked anybody she thought would get a rise out of Atticus, but his heartless ass truly didn’t care.  
 
    At first, I wondered why she didn’t divorce him and move on, but then it became obvious that she liked the lifestyle he provided her and the power he wielded and was willing to do anything for it. She reminded me of my momma. She would probably end up drinking herself to death too. That’s all she seemed to do, drink and shop and try to get Atticus’ attention. She barely had a relationship with her daughter, leaving her to the nanny to raise. I shook my head. How fucking pathetic. 
 
    “Care to dance?” a deep baritone in my ear drew me out of my thoughts. I turned to find an Italian God in the flesh. 
 
    Well damn. 
 
    About 6’2, 190 pounds with shaggy black hair and piercing green eyes, the stranger flashed me all thirty of his pearly white teeth. 
 
    I had never seen a man so pretty. 
 
    Everything in me was screaming to say no, Atticus would be furious to see me dancing with another man, but that thought motivated me. 
 
    “Yes,” I stood and let him take my hand and lead me to the dance floor that was directly in front of the main table. 
 
    Immediately he pulled me close and started swaying. 
 
    "You looked uncomfortable.” He whispered against my ear. 
 
    I chuckled, “Was it that obvious?” 
 
     He pulled back and gave me a slick, dark grin that warmed my skin 
 
    “Very. I’m Gionni by the way, I assume you’re a friend of Roman's,” 
 
    “I’m Grace, and something like that.” I supplied. 
 
    “Ahh, it’s complicated?” He tilted his head awaiting my answer.  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He pushed back slightly and let those pretty green eyes trail down my body. 
 
    “I wouldn’t mind being the guy to help you uncomplicate things. “He drawled the words. 
 
    Feeling heat rising to my face, I smiled but otherwise remained silent. I couldn’t manage the bullshit going on with Atticus, even if I could, I wouldn’t add to it. I’d had my fill of men, every one that had every been attracted to me turned out to be trash.  
 
    He took my silence as a hint. 
 
    We just danced. By the third son his hand was dangerously close to my ass and his dick was pressing into my stomach. The combination of his boldness and the drink I’d had—had me tingling in places I shouldn’t have been. 
 
     I pulled back out of his embrace. “My feet are starting to hurt, I’m not exactly the heels type of girl.”  
 
    “I’m sorry, didn’t mean to cause you any pain.” 
 
    “It’s not a big deal, I’ll go sit down and it will all be good. Thanks for the dance.” I swung around to go back to my seat but his hand in mine stopped me, “How about you come sit at my table, nearly everybody there left.” 
 
    I took a peek at Atticus and could see the steam coming out of his ears. Again, instead of his anger dissuading me, it motivated me, I followed Gionni to his table. 
 
    He pulled a seat out for me, The table was completely empty. 
 
    "So you’re the infamous baby mother,” he used his fingers to make air quotation marks. 
 
    I grinned, “I thought you didn’t know who I was?” 
 
    “At first I thought, no way would Roman bring his mistress to his anniversary party until Roman gave me the death glare the moment I approached you.” 
 
    “I’m not his mistress.” I responded with slight attitude in my voice. He didn’t know the full story. 
 
    “Sorry," he threw his hands up in defense, “whatever you are, I know you shouldn’t be here.” 
 
    “You sound sympathetic. Are you? And no I shouldn't be.” 
 
    “Yes, so the question becomes why are you?” 
 
    “It’s complicated.” I winked 
 
    He leaned in, smiling with just the bottom of his teeth peeking from between his pink lips. “I told you I could help you with that.” 
 
    “You’re asking for trouble and I have a feeling you have an ulterior motive.” 
 
    That caused him to outright laugh. “Am I that easy to read?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Pretty much, everybody including you, ignored me when I first walked in. Then as the night went by I saw you watching me, I wondered why, then I just summed it up to you thinking I’m cute, but then you approached me. But you were looking at her.” I leaned in and whispered. “You fucking his wife?” 
 
    “Wow,” he laughed again, his entire body shaking. “You’re observant and very direct. And no, I'm not fucking his wife, but I was engaged to her, before he came along.” 
 
    I leaned my head to the side, “So you lost your girl to the mob boss and you want to try and use me to get revenge.” I chuckled softly, “It doesn’t seem like you value your life.” 
 
    “Oh I do, but I know Roman killing me would make things complicated.” he winked, “he’s not the only one with connections and power.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes.  
 
    “If you say so,” we fell into a comfortable silence for a few seconds until the waiter came and sat two glasses of champagne in front of us. I picked up the flute and drained it, Gionni raised his. I didn’t have to look back to know who he was taunting  
 
    I shook my head and smiled. “You’re poking at a deranged bear.” 
 
    “I know,” he smirked, “just play along while you tell me about your son.” 
 
    That was a safe subject, we spoke about AJ until the urge to use the bathroom came. 
 
    “Excuse me,” I stood and swayed, I guess the champagne had more effect on me than I realized. 
 
    Gionni stood, coming to my side he wrapped thick fingers around my arm. 
 
    Chivalry isn’t dead after all. 
 
    “Let me help you,” he led me to the bathroom, guiding me towards the hallway with his arm around my waist. He stopped us in front of the door. 
 
    “I think I’ve worn out my welcome, so I’ll bid you adieu for now.” He reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a card. “If you ever need anything, anything at all, give me a call.” He smiled devilishly.  
 
    Whoever this man was really wanted trouble. It wouldn’t hurt to have a friend like him though. One that wasn’t kin to, or on Atticus’ payroll. 
 
    Taking his card from his hand I slid it into my bra. 
 
    “Goodnight Gionni.” I nodded before turning. I reached for the handle to open the bathroom door. I was lurched forward from behind, missing it, I righted myself and turned in time to see Gionni’s head bounce off a wall in slow motion. 
 
    It was surreal and sobered my half-drunk ass right up. 
 
    “What the fuck are you doing Atticus?” I yelled grabbing his arm as he went to slam Gionni’s head again. 
 
    He snatched away. 
 
    “Don’t fucking touch me.” He let Gionni fall to the carpeted floor. He didn’t look like he could or would get back up and Atticus seemed to want to make sure he didn’t. He drew his foot back and viciously kicked him. I grabbed his arm. He snatched away and swung towards me. 
 
    “You really take me as a joke.” 
 
    Before I could respond Tank appeared out of nowhere. I hadn’t seen him all night and suddenly here he was to clean up his boss’ mess. Roman grabbed my arm and damn near dragged me into the large one stall bathroom, shoving me inside. After, he went back to the door and opened it. 
 
     I leaned over the bathroom sink with my head down, avoiding the mirror. I’d probably cry if I got a glimpse of myself right now. Tipsy at the love of my life’s wedding anniversary.  
 
    “Make sure he’s not fucking here when I come out or I might kill him. Fuck who his uncle is.” He barked at Tank. 
 
    Soon as those words left his mouth he was on me. He tangled his fingers into my hair and snatched my head back roughly. My long locs fell out of the bun I’d taken too much time to pin them in, giving him better leverage. My scalp burned. My roots were on fire. 
 
    I gripped the sink to keep from falling backwards into him. 
 
    “Were you coming in here to fuck him?” 
 
    “No” I shook my head frantically.  
 
    “So you just like trying my patience. That was a cute performance out there. “ 
 
    “Let my hair go. “I reached back and tried to pry his fingers away, when that didn’t work tried to swing to hit him, but he had me in such an awkward position I couldn’t do anything. My anger and frustration made me want to fight. 
 
    “I told you I didn’t want to be here, let me go.”  He did and as soon as I spun around I slapped him. 
 
    “I’ve told you time and time again not to fucking hit me.” 
 
    “You should keep your hands to yourself then.” Gathering as much saliva in my mouth as I could, I spit in his face. 
 
    His eyes went wide. He looked as surprised by my action as I felt. 
 
    He went deathly still for a few seconds before he wiped his face with the back of his jacket 
 
    His eyes dimmed as he shook his head “You really hate me that much?” 
 
    I immediately wanted to apologize. 
 
    “I do,” I lied. I didn’t hate him. I was just so angry. Even with all he’d done, I couldn’t hate him and that pissed me off because I should. 
 
    A look of despair crossed his face. 
 
    He backed away. Rubbed the bridge of his nose. 
 
    “What do you want from me, Grace? I’ve tried. I’ve been trying to get back to where we were in the past-” His voice cut away for a moment. 
 
    “ No.” He shoved his hands in his pockets. “I’m not groveling to you. Hate me, that’s fine, but know you're stuck with me, until death do us part, you’re mine, body mind and soul. There’s no expiration date on us.” He said glaring at me. 
 
    I pursed my lips together remaining silent. 
 
    He turned to leave the bathroom just as someone knocked on the door.  
 
    “What!” He barked 
 
    “Your Grandfather wants to thank everybody for coming. He needs you out here.” 
 
    He opened the door and walked out without looking back. 
 
    I went over to the sink, washed my face, and stared into the mirror. My life was too complicated to think about without getting a headache. So, I didn’t think.  I fixed my hair and dress as best as I could and left the bathroom. Just as I turned the corner back into the ballroom. Gunshots rang out. I dropped to the floor. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Atticus 
 
    Bullets were flying everywhere. People were screaming, glass shattering. Keeping low to the ground I grabbed my grandfather and pulled him to down into a crouch. I couldn’t tell where the suppressed gunshots were coming from and the bodyguards returning fire didn’t make it easier for me to figure out. Not to mention the mayhem from the people who’d remained, everybody was drunk or almost, causing even more chaos as they tried to find places to hide. 
 
    Using the panic to my advantage, I led my grandfather and Sophia who had somehow found her way to my side to the exit. I pushed them out of the door where I knew a car would be waiting for them, we’d prepared for this kind of thing.  
 
    I ignored them calling after me and turned to go back in, no way was I leaving without Grace. I returned to the ballroom just in time to see her leaving out the side entrance. I ran after her and was almost to the door when pain exploded in my shoulder, the bullet pierced my left shoulder causing me to stagger. I almost fell, my right knee buckling. Righting myself I barely acknowledged the pain. It wouldn’t be the first time I’d been shot or last time. I didn’t even bother trying to shoot back. My objective was to get to Grace. My phone rang and I ignored it. I pushed open the side door just in time to catch Grace tryingnto get into a Range Rover, that sat behind my own car. The one I planned to use. She was pressing buttons on different key fobs trying to find the keys that the car belonged to. When one finally deactivated the Rovers alarm, she threw the rest to the ground, opened the door and slid into the driver’s seat. 
 
    “Grace!” I called her name bounding towards her.  
 
    “Thank God,” She shouted, looking back. Relief was written all over her face as she started to get out of the car and come my way. If the circumstances were different I would have pointed out how happy she was to see me. 
 
    I waved her off. “No, drive.” I yelled,  
 
    She hesitated “You're bleeding,” 
 
     “Drive, Grace!” I barked a second time as I pulled open the door and slid in the back seat. 
 
    My phone rang again. 
 
    Only one person had that particular number. 
 
    Tank spoke as soon as I answered, “You make it out boss?”  
 
    “Yeah, I’m with Grace.” 
 
    “I got someone on the way to Ms. Joyce and the kids.” 
 
    “Good, you know what to do and where to meet me after they’re squared away.” 
 
    “Where are you taking my babies?” Grace yelled interrupting my conversation. 
 
    “Shut up and slow the fuck down,” She was going to get us pulled over by the police flying down a residential street. 
 
    “I got you brother, I’m out and be careful.” 
 
    “Be safe.” I hung up. Dropping the phone to the floor. It was useless. 
 
    “What is going on Atticus?” Grace kept repeating. 
 
    “Could you fucking stop asking questions. Just drive.” 
 
    She glared at me through the rearview mirror before concentrating back on the road. While she did that I pulled the tie from around my neck, I felt as if it was choking me. I checked my wound, the bullet had gone straight through, the bleeding was minimal. I’d live. 
 
    “Stop the car Grace, I’ll drive.”  
 
    For once she did as I said without question or argument. She pulled over to the shoulder of the road leaving the engine running. As she went to trade me places. What came next was a bit difficult with my arm in its current condition. I embraced her from behind. Gripping her around the waist with my bleeding arm I used my free hand inject a sedative into her forearm.  
 
    “What the –?” She swung her arm backwards, missing me. I gently pushed her forward into the seat. I knew the sedative had kicked in when her entire body just slumped. 
 
    “When you wake up, Grace. Everything will be fixed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Atticus 
 
     DeMarco, an acquaintance I had recently met through his uncle stood guarding the front door that led to my grandfather’s safe house. After what he’d done for me that night I’d now call him a friend. 
 
    His ensemble, a black trench coat, black t-shirt, black jeans and black Gucci sneakers and black gloves put me in the mind of the grim reaper, all he needed was a scythe. He gave me the courtesy of meeting me halfway down the walkway after I exited the car. He smelt like gun powder and blood, like death personified.  
 
    He was… I thought of a way to describe him and tsundere, a word from my days of watching anime came to mind. Cold and hostile. He got straight to the point. No unnecessary niceties. 
 
    I liked that about him. I had enough people in my life kissing my ass just to make it. 
 
    “Your grandfather is upstairs. Your woman’s in the basement.” 
 
    I nodded. “How much do I owe you?” 
 
    He brushed past me while answering, forcing me to turn and watch him walk away. 
 
    “Nothing, I don’t need your money. I’ll expect you to return this favor when I ask.” He threw over his shoulder. 
 
    “Fine, a favor for a favor.” 
 
    His car pulled up. A blond the size of a tree jumped out. Hand on the gun at his waist as two other cars pulled up behind him. 
 
    Just before his car door closed I remembered the bullet in my arm. 
 
    “You shot me by the way.” 
 
     “You said make it look real. When I shoot someone for real, I don’t miss. I just didn’t aim for your heart.” He didn’t even bother sparing me a glance. 
 
    How in the fuck was I supposed to respond to that? Besides, he didn’t give me a chance. He closed his car door, ending the conversation. 
 
    I watched him drive away hoping I never made an enemy out of him before my thoughts shifted back to this matter at hand. My freedom.  
 
    ---- 
 
    I stepped over one dead body after another. DeMarco and his people had left a bloody, grizzly scene behind. The part of me that was tired of all of it— the death and the destruction mourned the loss of life.  
 
    Some of these men had come to be considered my friends, some were like family. But then there was a dark part of me— a part of me that would forever remain no matter how hard I fought against —that wished I’d been there to watch life snatched from each and every one of them just because they were associated with my grandfather. 
 
    I made my way slowly and with heavy steps up the stairs. Knowing that it would all be over soon caused a feeling I couldn’t describe to weigh heavily on my chest. I didn’t try to figure it out. Later when I was alone I would take the time to unpack it all and analyze it. 
 
    When I got to the door of the safe house’s office the first person I saw was Tank. 
 
    He occupied the chair in front of the desk my grandfather was sitting at, in his hand he had a suppressed M9 trained at my grandfather's head. 
 
    Next my eyes landed on my grandfather. He didn’t notice me right away, he was busy glaring daggers at one of his most trusted men, Chino.  
 
    I had always known my grandfather was manipulating me and I allowed him because I felt like I owed him. He wanted an heir so his notoriety lived on after he was gone. I became that. I let him choose who I married, where I lived. Who I killed and did business with. What he hadn’t predicted was that I would become more notorious than he ever was.  
 
    He hated that when people who once feared him deferred to me. He hated that he was no longer the most feared amongst us. He never thought he would build me to be a bigger, badder monster than he ever was. 
 
    To save face he ran his mouth far too often. He complained about me to his inner circle. Bragged about how he manipulated and controlled me.  
 
    Stuff like that always got back. 
 
    I’d known for years that he’d grown to despise me. I knew I would have to kill him —even before Grace came back into the picture. But I needed a way to kill him without anyone knowing I was involved. 
 
    I needed Chino. 
 
    Tank had advised me on how to get him to turn on my grandfather after twenty years of loyal service.  
 
    “It's simple,” he had said. “Corrupt a man's heart with a gift. Your Grandfather treats his men like trash, it won’t be hard.” The night after Sophia's anniversary planning dinner, I offered Chino ten million and a part of our family’ empire. He readily accepted my offer.  
 
    Too bad he wouldn’t live to see any of it.  
 
    With his allegiance came knowledge. He told me of unknown offenses my grandfather had committed against me and mine. He told me my grandfather had knew about Grace since the very first day we reunited. He told me my grandfather also told Sophia about Grace and where she was and helped Sophia and her brothers orchestrate Grace’s accident.  
 
    Only AJ was supposed to live. They knew I was on my way out. They thought they could use him to keep me in.  
 
    Chino told me everything leaving out the one incident that he knew would get him killed. At least he didn’t tell me the story. He told others about how my Grandfather had sexually assaulted Grace. They told Rosen, my PI and he relayed it to me. 
 
      He was a dead man walking for what he had helped my grandfather do to Grace all those years ago. 
 
    So, there I was standing at the threshold of the beginning of my new life. I watched my grandfather, searching for any signs that he was the devil, but all I noticed were the deep lines of age creasing his face, and how old and haggard he looked. He was a relic of the past. It was time to lay him to rest.  
 
    When he’d first entered my life he’d seemed larger than life to me. Untouchable. I’d been too gullible back then to see that was just an evil old man, who had inherited too much power. I had admired and respected him. Put my life in his hands and he betrayed me. I would rectify my mistake. 
 
    As if he could feel my eyes on him, suddenly his gaze shifted away from Chino and fell on me. A slight smile rose on his lips, then fell. I didn’t know if it was the gun I had pointed at him or the look of disgust on my face but it took him only seconds to figure out I wasn't there to save him. Tank being there should have been his first clue. 
 
      His eyes dimmed. 
 
    He pointed an accusatory finger in my direction. “You, you’re responsible for this?” He spat. Spittle flew past his lips. 
 
    He waved his hand around the office; three more dead bodies littered the floor. 
 
    "Why Roman?” he asked looking taken aback as I stepped into his office. I stepped next to Tank and gave him a nod to relax. He lowered his gun. 
 
    “Atticus.” I growled, “My name is Atticus and you did this to yourself. I gave you more than ten years, ten miserable fucking years of my life and you’ve been lying to my face on each and every one of those days. I know everything.” 
 
    He scoffed, his eyes narrowing. “I don’t give a damn what you think you know… and I gave you my name, money, power. You owed me more than ten years; you owe me your entire fucking life. Your fucking soul.”  His chest rose and fell quickly as he damn near growled his words. 
 
    I shrugged, not at all affected by his outburst. “That’s something you’ll never get me to agree with you on. You came looking for me. You brought me in. I asked you for nothing, so I owed you nothing. But let’s not dwell in the past. The present is what’s important and I want to know why  am I here? It’s become obvious you don’t even like me." 
 
    He smirked. “You said you know everything, you tell me why,” he spat nastily. 
 
    Sighing I turned my attention to Chino. Who was looking all too pleased with what was going on. 
 
    “Aye Chino.” I called out drawing his attention to me. “What did you say my cousins address was?” 
 
    I was floored when I found out my sixty-eight-year-old grandfather had a twelve-year-old he was hiding away.  
 
    I turned away from Chino in time to watch my grandfather’s confident demeanor slip, his eyes grew big as saucers as he bolted up from his chair. 
 
    The sound of him bringing his hand down on the desk reverberated throughout the room. “You will not touch him.” 
 
    I chuckled, “I’m not a monster. I would never hurt a child. But I would extend to him the same courtesy you extended to me. Bring him into the fold, teach him the family business.” I taunted. “You want your precious, innocent son in the family business, pappa? Isn’t that what he calls you when you visit him on Mondays and Saturdays?” 
 
    He glared at me for a moment before cursing in Italian. “Cazzo!” He narrowed his eyes, then sat back down.  
 
    He shook his head. “You want to know why you’re here?  Because you look like me and someone noticed. It’s not complicated.”   
 
    His eyes fell to his desk. “I should have cut your fucking eyes out of your head the day I found out you existed and left you to die in the piece of shit metal box you lived in.” he spat and then literally turned his head and spat on the floor in disgust 
 
    “You wouldn’t be here in my fucking house disrespecting me, ruining every fucking thing I built if it wasn’t for those fucking eyes.” He raged. 
 
    Interesting. Here I was thinking he hadn’t known I was alive until I ended up in prison. 
 
    “How long?” 
 
    He scoffed. 
 
     I knew about you, my son's bastardo-- since you were four years old. I knew about you and I knew where he was and I left you and him there to rot, because that’s what he deserved for his disloyalty.” He shook his head. 
 
    “A fool! That’s what my son was. He chose to live the life of a fucking pauper all because of that half breed baldracca. Gave up all he was and could have been for a whore. He chose a cunt over us La famiglia” He seethed. 
 
    “It was my own fault though. I brought her for him. He’d seen her at a strip club in New York. Had to have her.”  He chuckled. “I paid for her to fuck him, but somehow he thought it was love. 
 
    The day he left with her he told me he would make it without me. Told me to go to hell when I told him to let her go and marry a good girl, he could have had anybody, but he chose her and in return she tainted him. But even after he forsake me I was prepared to forgive him and bring him back into the fold, but I wouldn’t help, not while he was with her. I had him watched for a while, the first two years. Getting reports that he was turning into a drunken hillbilly broke my heart. 
 
    He was better than that. Born from good stock, descendants of warriors and kings and he was living in a trailer park in the middle of nowhere all because of her, so I let him be. I didn’t hear about him or from him for years, then she left him and that was when he called me.” 
 
    He sighed. 
 
    “I thought he’d learned his lesson, but no, he wanted me to find that bitch and bring her back to him. At first I refused, then my curiosity got the best of me— why did she leave I wondered. They were supposedly so in love. When I found out she was living happily without him, I wanted him to know. I wanted him to hurt, to beg for my forgiveness, and to do what he should have from the beginning.  
 
    I dragged her back crying and screaming. She told him right to his face, right in front of me and all my men that she didn’t love him anymore— and even as she begged for him to let her go— he had stood over her with tears in his eyes —pleading for her to stay. It was embarrassing.  
 
    He was pathetic. He needed a reason to be a man. I had the nigger she’d been laid up with dragged in behind her. I saw a glimpse of my son then, the rage in his eyes when he realized she’d left him for another man was beautiful.” 
 
    He actually smiled as if he could see the moment playing out in his head. 
 
    “You should have seen the look on his face. Your father had always been vain. Before her he’d always had women throwing themselves at him because of how he looked and who he was. He was none of that anymore. He’d become a fat, drunk hillbilly all because of her and that ungrateful bitch left him, for a nigger. The envy in his eyes had been clear. I thought I had my son back when he made her watch while he slit the nigger’s throat.  
 
    After that she’d cursed him. Even then your father had begged her to love him. He openly sobbed, right there in front of me. I was disgusted and ready to kill them both myself, then you came from the back room, rubbing sleep from your eyes. I knew who you were immediately, and I couldn’t believe he hadn’t even had the fucking decency to call and tell me I had a grandchild.” He jabbed two wrinkled fingers into his chest.  
 
    “Your daddy had yelled for you to go back into your room before you caught sight of her —but not before I saw those eyes, not just your eyes, everything, you looked like all the men before you, but you were still a bastardo, born from a common whore my son had taken from a strip club.  
 
    She saw you too, but didn’t care, instead—she begged him to kill her, claimed she couldn’t live without her man. Enraged, he shot her in the head, it took him a few seconds to realize he’d actually pulled the trigger and then I watched him fall apart. 
 
     I told him to save a bullet for you, that I would help him once he’d put you both behind him, but he yelled for me to leave. 
 
     That night I watched the little bit of light he’d had left leave him as he sat there cradling her body and crying. At that moment I realized my son was gone. Your father was weak and I couldn’t help him. I washed my hands of him.”  
 
    He shook his head and studied my face while I tried to process what he’d just told me, but before I could respond even attempt to unbox it all, he continued. 
 
     “I thought when you killed him, you were more like me than him. I had people watching you in prison, testing you. Then this one came along,” he nodded towards Tank. 
 
     "I saw you were more like him than I wanted. I didn’t need a repeat of that all over again, so I washed my hands of you too, until Vince’s son—" 
 
    “So, you were there the night my mother died. The reason she died.” I interrupted. Grandfather had told the story of how an associates son, Vince had recognized me as his kin just by seeing my eyes a million times. I didn’t have the patience for a repeat. 
 
    “I was.” he nodded. 
 
    I frowned. “That is part of the story your son didn’t tell me.” I sat in the chair across from him, right next to Tank. I tapped my gun against my leg. 
 
    “You knew?” He looked more amused by my revelation than surprised. 
 
    “Why do you think I killed him?” That was the first time I’d ever spoken aloud about that night. 
 
    "He’d got drunk and told me he would do the same to Grace as he had done to my mother, in gory details, but he’d left you out. I guess he felt some type of loyalty to you or just didn’t want to explain why you were there. Neither one of us will find out until we get to hell. You sooner than me, maybe you can send me back the answer through smoke signal or something.” 
 
    “So, what now?” Grandfather rasped. 
 
    His eyes fell to the gun in my hand. 
 
    “You’re going to kill me? Reign over my stolen family?” He scoffed condescendingly but a bead of sweat rolled down his forehead and his eyes darted around room. There would be no one to save him. 
 
    “No, I’m not going to kill you. That would create too much mayhem, power struggles.” I slid my hand inside my jacket, pulling out a pair of gloves and slid them on my hands, with leather clad finger, I pulled out the one thing that would put an end to all my grandfather’s destruction. I waved the needle at him. “Potassium chloride. You’re going to die of a heart attack. All the stress from an assassination attempt. One small sting and we all get to breathe easier.” 
 
    I drove my point home with an order. “Tank and Chino, hold him.” I was about to spend hours going back and forth with him. Grace would wake up in the safe house pissed off and I still had to deal with Sophia before I made my way back to explain everything to her. 
 
    “You can’t do this to me.” He slashed his hand through the air as if just the command was enough to stop what was about to happen.  
 
    “I got it.” Tank said. He moved from the chair to behind the desk faster than any man his size should be able. Grandfather didn’t even get a chance to react. Tank moved behind him, with both hands on his shoulder and kept him pinned to the chair. 
 
    The gravity of what was about to happen shown in his face. Despair filed his eyes. Fright turned his skin pale white. He said nothing more. His eyes were stuck on the needle.  
 
     Pushing myself up from the chair. I separated space between us.  
 
    He finally found his voice when I stood over him, ready to lull him into a forever sleep. 
 
    “Please, let me at least say goodbye to my son.” I could hear the desperation in his shaky, wobbly words. 
 
    I bent to his ear. So only he could hear me. Tank didn't know about what he’d done to Grace and would not know unless she decided to tell him. 
 
    “I’ll tell him you said goodbye when I visit his mother. I’m going to put her in one of your whorehouses. Pretty young thing like that. Get me a hundred a pop. Isn’t that what you told Grace the going price was back in your precious Italy?” I was bluffing. But I wanted to make his last minutes on earth hurt. 
 
    “You-.” He started. I didn’t want to hear another word from him. I raised my hand to cover his mouth. He finally struggled, barely. Digging his nails into my wrist, he tried to pry my hand away. 
 
    I pressed down harder, making sure to avoid his nose. Wouldn’t want to smother him to death and ruin my plans. 
 
    I had the perfect words for the occasion. A prayer he’d taught me 
 
    I started “Signore, fa di me uno strumento della tua Pace.” It was fitting, so many people would find peace in his death. 
 
    He gasped as I plunged the needle into neck. Unshed tears wet his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “O! Maestro, 
 
    fa ch'io non cerchi tanto: 
 
    Ad essere consolato, quanto a consolare. 
 
    Ad essere compreso, quanto a comprendere. 
 
    Ad essere amato, quanto ad amare.” 
 
    Raised his hand to clutch his heart. 
 
    I waited. Watched the life drain from him. 
 
    “Poiché: è Dando, che si riceve: 
 
    Perdonando che si è perdonati;” 
 
      
 
    He gurgled his last breath.  
 
    “Morendo, che si risuscita a Vita Eterna.” 
 
     When his body went stiff I removed my hand. I bowed my head and closed my eyes “Amen!” The amount of weight on my shoulder lessened and everything in me felt light, but I’d celebrate shedding my greatest burden later.  
 
    I gave Tank a faint nod. He knew what to do. There was no need to speak to him. 
 
    Turning, I fixed my shirt, smoothed my hands over my wrinkled pants. I Watched Chino’s eyes sweep over me, then my grandfather. 
 
    I smirked at him, amused with the disbelief on his face. He didn’t think I would do it. What I did next would surely shock him. 
 
    I raised my hand, encouraging him to step towards me for a handshake. The last step he took was his last. I made my move. Seconds later, his eyes went wide, blood streamed from his mouth. I put power behind the blade I shoved into his guts. I Pulled it out, plunged it in his neck, then removed it, leaving room for blood to flow. Crimson immediately began to color his crisp white dress shirt.  
 
    The look of betrayal in his eyes baffled me. He couldn’t have thought I’d let him live. Not even if he hadn’t been involved in hurting Grace, he was disloyal. He staggered, reaching for the gun in the holster on his side. I shoved his hand away. His body collapsed making a thumping sound. Ironically, he too, like my grandfather gurgled his last breath. 
 
    With a final sigh. I dropped the knife for my grandfather’s people to find.  
 
    He would be the scapegoat when I told the story of why I had to kill him. He would be responsible for all that went down today. I’d be a hero for killing him. Removing my blood-soaked gloves, I’d shoved them back in my pocket. 
 
     Now, I had only had Sophia to deal with. I’d left her brothers alive so they could take care of her. She was about to find that out. 
 
    I rush of adrenaline hit my body. I was so close to the end of this oppressing life I'd been living. 
 
    I headed towards the door. I was just over the threshold when a phone rang. I looked back over my shoulder in time to watch Tank pull it from the pocket of his jeans and answer it. The way he dropped his head I know something was wrong. 
 
    “Find them, now!” He barked into the phone. 
 
    My heart dropped. Blood rushed my ears. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Atticus. Grace intercepted the men. They were too afraid not to let her take them.” 
 
     Tori. Ms. Joyce and AJ. They’re gone.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    72 days later.  
 
    Grace. 
 
    My eyes flew open. Goosebumps pimpled my skin. I didn’t have to see Atticus to know he was in the room with me. I’d known he was coming. 
 
    I sighed and rolled over as my eyes adjusted to the darkness of the room. I raised to my elbows, searched the dark for him, found his silhouette. He’d moved the only chair in the room from the vanity and was sitting right in front of the door, blocking my way to freedom, needlessly. I couldn’t see his face but I imagined his lips turned down in a frown. His body coiled, ready for anything. 
 
    I cleared my throat “I was coming back.” I volunteered, hoping to disengage him. Telling the truth though. I planned to return. I knew Atticus wouldn’t let me live in peace without him and I didn’t want to. I hadn’t even left town. The kids, Ms. Joyce and I were in an Airbnb, less than fifteen miles away from where Atticus had me living. Hiding in plain sight. Tank also knew where I was. I knew eventually he would make Atticus aware of my whereabouts. I just needed time. 
 
    “I know you were.” Came from the darkness. Surprisingly, he didn’t sound mad at all. 
 
    “Eventually, but I was tired of waiting for you to decide when.” I’d spoken too soon, he sounded truly angry. 
 
    I swallowed my pride. I didn’t want to fight with him. “I’m sorry I ran, this time” I apologized.  
 
    “I don’t think you are sorry, but are you done?” The hardness in his tone raised goosebumps on my flesh. 
 
    I nodded as if he could see me.  
 
    Light illuminated the room. 
 
    I blinked hard; my sleep deprived eyes burned as they tried to adjust. His face came into view after a few seconds, as I suspected he wore a scowl. His shoulders were tense. He looked as if he hadn’t slept in days. He looked about ready to choke me. I needed to defuse the situation. I scooted up, bringing the thin white sheet with me to cover my nudity. Propping myself against the headboard.  
 
    “I’m done Atticus, and I didn’t plan on staying away too long.” 
 
    “Who helped you get away? My men said you arrived at the camp site in a tinted SUV, that was followed by two other tinted SUV’s. Who was it?” 
 
    My hand shook under the cover but I managed to keep a straight face. 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about that right now, Atticus.”  
 
    He frowned. As he opened his mouth to speak. I flipped the sheet from over me, exposing my nudity, and most importantly my slightly rounded belly.  
 
    His mouth formed into an O. His dark eyes softened.  
 
    “Can we talk about all this later?” or never if I had my way. 
 
    “Your son or daughter has me tired and the stress is bad for them. And the kids will be up soon” They were sharing a room with Mrs. Joyce. I assumed he had already discovered that.  
 
    I scooted over in the bed. I gestured him forward “Come lay with me, Atticus.”  
 
    I had shocked him silent. But he stood and moved towards me. 
 
    He kicked off his shoes, then pulled the white t-shirt he was wearing over his head, leaving only a pair of Black sweatpants, which hung low on his hips, exposing the chiseled V that led down. 
 
    The light clicked off. He blended in with the dark, but I heard his footsteps as he covered the distance between us in five long strides. The bed shifted when he sat. I rolled over onto my side as he took his place behind me. He situated us so he spooned me. 
 
    His breath was hot against my ear and neck as he rasped. “We will discuss everything, Grace. Why you didn’t tell me what my grandfather had done to you. Why you ran this time. Why didn’t you trust me to take care of you? No more lies. No more secrets. And you will give me your word you won’t leave again. My grandfather’s dead. Marcus is dead. There’s no one that can hurt you alive, besides me.” 
 
    I ignored his threat, swallowed the urge to tell him not to give me a reason to leave again. I knew his grandfather was dead. Tank had told me, trying to sell me on why I should come back. It was also all over the news. 
 
    I nodded.  
 
    I felt him kiss the back of my hair. Heard him inhale my scent. 
 
    He splayed his hand protectively over my stomach.  
 
    The feel of his warm body against mine made me feel safe.  
 
    I closed my eyes. I hadn’t lied about being tired. 
 
    The last thing I heard before sleep took me was “I love you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Atticus. 
 
    “The condo is yours. Sell it or keep it. I don’t care.” I reached in my jacket pocket and pulled out a Bank of America card. The account it was attached to had ten million dollars in it. A generous divorce settlement for a woman I had never been married to. When you had enough money anything was possible. Ten thousand and the priest forgot to file our paperwork and seems like after the wedding, nobody cared enough to verify if he did or didn’t get married. It just didn’t sit right with me knowing that I was married to anybody else but Grace. I leaned forward sliding the card across the desk to her. 
 
    Her mouth hung slightly open in disbelief.  
 
    “But we fucked.” She shouted. 
 
    Bringing my finger to my mouth. “Shut the fuck up!” I hissed.  
 
    I snatched my eyes towards the open office door. Grace was down the hall, helping to pack the kids’ clothes and toys. I waited on drawn breath praying that she just hadn’t happened to hear what Sophia said. 
 
    I scowled 
 
    “Let those words come out of your fucking mouth again and I’ll personally snap your fucking neck.” I should have sent Sophia away the same night I got rid of my Grandfather, but she played me, said she wanted to stay until I found Tori.  
 
    Later that same week she’d snuck into the guest room I’d been sleeping in. I woke up with my dick in her mouth. I didn’t even want to think about why I hadn’t kicked her out. I would add it to the pile upon pile of mistakes I had made in life. 
 
    She scoffed, her face turning bright red. 
 
    “All the violence, threats, carnage and blood, for her?” 
 
    I nodded, leaned back into my chair. I ready for the entire saga that involved Sophia to be over. The only thing I would be keeping from the cluster fuck of a life was my daughter and the money I’d earned. I was already in the process of removing myself from the world that my grandfather had brought me into. 
 
    “Yes, and only for her.” 
 
    Sophia fingers dug into her thin thigh, wrinkling the red silk dress she’d worn. “Why her? Why not me? I’m more beautiful, I have a better body. Money. Breeding. She’s nobody.”  
 
    I frowned. All the insults and questions were bound to end with her feelings getting hurt. But if she needed answers to move on I’d give them to her. Because in the very least she deserved them. 
 
    I noticed a few tears began to slide down her face as she waited for me to answer. 
 
    I felt like shit. I really did.  
 
    I hated that we were in place we were, but it was her own fault. So, I was going to give it to her straight. 
 
    “Because she’s her and you’re you..” I raised both shoulders, shrugging, that was it. For me there was Grace and everything orbited around her. She had been my sun since I was thirteen, my salvation. Sophia gave me an exasperated look urging me to explain further. I could see her working herself into a frenzy and wished I never agreed to talk to her. 
 
    I sighed. 
 
    “Even if there was no Grace, there would be no fairytale ending for us. You wanted me, but instead of approaching me you went to your father and begged for me. Like I’m fucking property. You bartered for me. You set the wheels in motion for me to live a life I never wanted. You got me and with me comes her, because she’s the other half of my soul and my whole heart. She may not be anything to you, but she’s everything to me.” That was the truth. Grace and now my children were my world. The only reason I gave a fuck about myself was because of them. 
 
    The tears really kicked up then. Her mascara ran down her painted face, smearing her foundation. 
 
    I stood, fixing my jacket, ready to walk her to the door. I was so ready for this mafia bullshit my grandfather pulled me into to end. I was trailer trash from Mississippi, this shit wasn't for me. 
 
    Out of nowhere Sophia screamed, she stood and continued yelling at the top of her lungs while stomping her feet. I was taken back by a grown ass fucking woman throwing a temper tantrum.  
 
    I didn’t mean to laugh, but in the back of my head I heard Grace’s Granny’s voice say, "This bitch don' caught the holy ghost." and I lost it. I threw my head back and cackled. I hadn’t genuinely laughed in so fucking long it sounded and felt foreign. 
 
    The door to my office bust open. 
 
    Grace and Tank rushed in. Tank caught Sophia midair as she lunged for me. Wrapping his arms around her waist he swung her like a ragdoll in the opposite direction. I hadn’t even noticed her move. Bending at the waist I laughed harder. 
 
    I saw Tank’s lips move but didn’t hear what he said as he pulled her towards the door. My heart was beating in my ears drowning out the sound, even that coming from my own mouth 
 
    Grace came forward, bringing the scent of strawberries and coconut oil with her. Her hand came up to touch my cheek. 
 
    "Why are you crying Atticus?" she glided the pad of her thumb over my skin. 
 
    I frowned. 
 
    I was laughing. 
 
    She cut her eyes to the door. 
 
    "What did she say to you?" 
 
    I was confused. I wasn’t crying, I was laughing. Wasn’t I? 
 
    I raised my hand, to touch my own cheek. My fingers were met with wetness.  
 
    I was crying. Laughter had turned to tears. 
 
    "What’s wrong, Atticus.” Grace asked again. Her tone frantic. 
 
    I had to really think about her question, then it came to me. The numbness was gone. It had been there since the night I'd killed my father and it was suddenly gone.  
 
    “It’s nothing,” I said instead of bringing up the past. 
 
    She gave me an odd look but changed the subject.  
 
    “You don’t have to send Sophia away because of me. Tori and you may not think so now, but she needs her mother.” 
 
    I frowned. Sophia had barely spoken to Tori since she’d been back, never really spoke about her when she was gone.  
 
    Grace had to stop being such a bleeding heart. 
 
    “Would you feel the same way if you knew she was responsible for your car accident? Her two brothers and she planned the entire thing. She was hoping you died.” 
 
    The way her face contorted I knew I had put an end to the sympathy Grace had for Sophia. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
    seven years in the future.  
 
    Grace. 
 
    Gionni smirked. “I’ve fucked both your wives so many times I’ve tattooed my name on their pussy right beside yours,” he taunted foolishly. “Now, how does it feel knowing all that and you can’t kill me?”   
 
    I watched as all human emotion drained from Atticus’ face. His mouth moved. He must have whispered the words because I couldn’t hear them. 
 
    Whatever his response was, it caused fear to widen Gionni’s eyes.  
 
    Atticus raised his gun. 
 
    Gionni raised his trembling hands in surrender, taking a step back.  
 
    “My uncle will kill yo —” Whatever else he was going to say never left his mouth as an explosion that sounded like lightning pierced the air.  
 
    My breath hitched. 
 
    Atticus’s first bullet crashed into Gionni’s breastbone, throwing him backwards. He fell to his knees, his mouth wide. Using both hands he struggled to push himself up from the ground, but one last bullet stopped him.  
 
     The second shot was louder —if that was even possible. It entered, then exited his head, leaving his face a mangled mess. The pool behind him turned crimson. His body made a thumping sound as he hit the ground. 
 
    I took a step in their direction. I needed to clear up what Gionni said to Atticus before he got the wrong impression. But in that moment, gravity crashed into me with all the force of a hurricane hitting the shore, my knees trembled, before finally giving out. I was falling and there was no way of stopping myself.  
 
    Just before I hit the ground, Atticus was scooping me up into his arms. “I’m sorry,” I apologized over and over again to him as he lifted me. “I never meant to hurt you again, Atticus. She’s yours, of course she’s yours.”   
 
     Despite the fact that he smelled of blood, death, and gunpowder I tucked my head into his chest and sobbed. 
 
    I felt split open, like all my secrets were bleeding out onto the ground. Years ago, I had told Atticus there would be no more secrets or lies between us, but there was a massive one left that I was almost afraid was too toxic for even our union to survive.  
 
    Atticus kicked the back door open. He stepped over the two dead bodies in the kitchen. I concentrated on the squeak of his shoes as he carried me down the basement stairs to the safe room. Stopping at the threshold he released one hand to secure the locks on the door. “Armed” the robotic voice notified us. I was trapped.  
 
    “What did he mean, Grace?” His voice shook, but he never raised it as he laid me down on the sofa, being extra careful. His tone was scary though. Too soft to be real coming from him.  
 
    When I didn’t answer right away he exploded. 
 
    “What the fuck does he mean, he fucked both my wives?” 
 
    This was it, the moment I broke us, I thought. I might as well just tell him and get it over with. 
 
    I maneuvered myself to a sitting position. I could see the want to help me flash in his eyes, but he stayed put. Looming over me. Waiting for me to ruin us. 
 
    I used the back of my sweater to wipe aware tears. Then I closed my eyes to stop them from escaping. 
 
    I kept my head down, cleared my throat, and began. 
 
    “I’m not pointing fingers or making excuses. I know me keeping secrets from you, frustrated you, but you know me, you should have known I had no other choice. And after everything I’d been through. To have you take away my free will. To threaten to take away my son. To force me to live in that house with you and her. Why would I stay? 
 
    All that was on my mind when I woke up and found that you had dropped me in the middle of nowhere, after drugging me was leaving. I was angry. You hadn’t noticed I picked up your phone. You didn’t know Gionni had given me a card. When I called him he was happy to help me just to spite you.  
 
    I opened my eyes. I didn’t want to picture that night. Atticus had moved closer. His face unreadable He was waiting for the rest of the story to unfold. 
 
    I sighed before continuing. 
 
    “I should have learned my lesson not to trust men. I used the phone to send him my location, then I passed out again. I woke up to find my dress hiked up and him on top of me. He called compensation for his help. I was—” 
 
    “So, Gionni raped you?” Atticus cut me off. He stared down at me. The doubt in his eyes hurt more than the memory. 
 
    I clenched my fists. He caught the movement, cocked his head. Dared me to react while continuing to deride me. “He raped you and still went along with your harebrained scheme to go pick up my children and let him not know where you were staying.” 
 
    I had two choices. I could throw Tank under the bus. It wasn’t Gionni’s men who had come for me. I told Gionni to leave after what he’d done to me. He’d zipped his fly and left with a smirk on his lips. I only had one person I could call, Tank. He called in a favor. I would later learn the scary man who came to help me name was DeMarco. 
 
    My second choice was to ignore his question. I decided upon the latter. 
 
    “Does it matter, Atticus? We returned safely. He’s dead. It’s been damn near ten years.” 
 
    I was grasping for straws because there was so much I didn’t want to say.  
 
    His eyes heated with barely restrained rage.  
 
    I felt a slither of fear creep up my spine.  
 
    He raised his hand and slashed it through the air. “You opened your fucking lying mouth and told me to my face that there were no more secrets, no more lies, Grace.” 
 
    I fought against the urge to repel away from his anger.  
 
    “Did you tell me that you had fucked your wife when you were supposed to be waiting for me to return?” 
 
    If I wasn’t feeling so torn up inside, the wide-eyed look he gave me would have been hilarious. 
 
    His mouth opened like he was about to say something then closed. 
 
    I wanted to gloat.  
 
    Instead, we sat quietly in solitude. 
 
    Atticus broke the silence. 
 
    “Is she mine?” 
 
    I forced myself not to be angry at his question. It was one I had myself until Samaya opened her eyes. They were identical to her father’s and siblings. 
 
    I nodded. “She is, Gionni didn’t think so.” 
 
    He had been secretly harassing me for years, over email, over the phone, any time I had the misfortune of seeing him at different events around town. Though Atticus had given up the life after his grandfather’s death, we still ran in the same circle. Keep those who can hurt you most close was Atticus’ theory. I think Gionni knew the truth but got off on holding it over my head. 
 
    “Who else knows?” 
 
    I ran my hand over my hair and stood. “His uncle and a few of his family members.” I answered while I nervously straightened the pillows on the sofa, avoiding looking at Atticus. 
 
    The sound of flesh hitting something solid resonated through the room. It didn’t take rocket science to know Atticus had punched the wall. Before I could turn to face him the keypad beeped, and the metal door squeaked open.  
 
    Panic seized me by the throat. My instinct told me he was about to do something terrible. 
 
     I ran after him, as fast as my swollen belly would allow. 
 
    I grabbed his arm before his foot landed on the step. 
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    He snatched away and turned to glare at me. There was an expression on his face that I don't know quite how to read. 
 
    “You think I’m letting motherfuckers live thinking they’re kin to my blood. I don’t ever want her doubting who her father is. So, I’ll kill all of them before their lies can get back to her.” He spat.  
 
    Gionni’s dead, is that not enough for you? The war he was about to started was unnecessary. 
 
    “No!” He damn near growled. Then he grabbed my chin, forcing me to look him in the eyes. “And when this is all over —remember, your lies caused whatever happens next,” His southern accent had crept out again.  
 
    Though he was no longer going by Roman, there were parts of his alter ego still haunting him. The anger. The vindictiveness. The hyper vengefulness. That was all Roman. After laying the burden of the sins he was about to commit on my shoulders, he did an about face and stormed up the stairs, taking them two at a time before I could respond. 
 
    Frustration and sadness grappled inside me. I would have never told him the truth if knew it would turn into three months of silence between us and six months of him and DeMarco flying around the globe trying to end two families entire bloodlines. The carnage they created played out on local and international news for months.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilogue.  
 
    Grace 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Stop.” I giggled as Atticus slid his entire hand under my dress then up between the crease of my ass. 
 
    “I will when you bend over.” 
 
     The house would soon be full of friends and family. Instead of preparing for them, all Atticus wanted to do was have sex. He had me trapped between the kitchen island and him, his hard dick pressed into my back as his hand traveled up the curve of my waist. He reached my breast, lifted the globe he tested the weight. 
 
    “You sure you aren’t pregnant again?” 
 
    “Eww no.” We already had five. There was no way I was adding to that.  
 
    I smacked his hand away.  
 
    “I won’t even entertain the thought of that stupidity. Go play with one of the children you already have.”  I could hear them laughing and splashing right outside the door. Our three youngest were in the backyard with their sister Tori.  
 
    Ignoring me. He slid his hand towards my pussy. A tingle crept up my spine. Regardless of how turned on I was feeling, I sidestepped out of his embrace, bringing the Mac and Cheese I’d been mixing along with me.  
 
    A groaned rumble from his chest. 
 
    “As a matter of fact, go find AJ and wish him a happy eighteenth birthday. He arrived while you were still asleep.” AJ had made the drive from Macon Ga to Clearwater to spend his birthday weekend with us. He was at Fort Valley State majoring in Behavioral Science and Criminal Justice. He wanted to be a police detective. Nobody missed the irony in that. His father was a retired mob boss. His godfather Tank had been his father’s right-hand man, and the closest thing he had to uncles, Jackson and DeMarco were retired gunrunners. In fact, nobody in his immediate family’s hands were clean. Well, maybe Lolita’s were. She had recently received her law degree and was still trying to figure out what she wanted to do with it. I credited her for AJ’s professional aspirations. He’d been obsessed with her since he was twelve years old when DeMarco first introduced us to her and her husband Jackson. AJ was fine with calling Nova aunt but refused when it came to Lolita. Atticus joked that Jackson should watch his back. 
 
    Atticus reached around me in attempt to steal something from one of the many dishes that littered the countertop. 
 
    I raised then brought my hand down on his. 
 
    “Ouch.” he faked. 
 
    I glared at him over my shoulder. “You just hand your entire hand in my ass. Don’t touch anything until you wash them.” My eyes zeroed in on the patch of grey in his hair that seemed to have come from out of nowhere. It was the only indication that he was aging. Damn near 50 and he still looked twenty. I hated him for that. After five kids, my hips had spread and my breasts dropped. I looked years older than him, but he didn’t seem to notice. 
 
    “I did, didn’t I?” He grinned. “But…If your ass is clean enough to eat, my hand should be clean enough to eat with after being in there.” 
 
    I shook my head. He was so nasty. “Please go away.” 
 
    He laughed. “I talked to AJ before I came down. You know Tempest is here already, right? She’s up there staring at him while he studies.” he said, referring to DeMarco’s daughter. 
 
    She was twelve. A beautiful little girl, with her mother’s full lips and her father’s high cheekbones, skin darker than most mixed-race kids, with a headful of spiral curls that she liked picked into an afro. Gifted with a powerful sense of self. She already had it in her head that she and AJ would get married as soon as she turned eighteen and like her father she was persistent and didn’t take social cues well. She followed AJ everywhere. AJ indulged her in her madness because he understood her, both were neurodivergent, on the autism spectrum. When she was younger and wouldn’t even talk to her own parents, she’d talk to AJ. If she were the same age as AJ, I would be worried for him. 
 
    “Who do you think woke me up?” I replied. 
 
    The doorbell rang before he could respond. I heard him turn on the kitchen faucet, I glanced back and he was indeed washing his hands. When he finished he placed a kiss into my hair and murmured, “be right back,” I watched him walk away thinking about telling him to change into something nicer. but I left it alone. The basketball shorts and white t-shirt he wore was as good as I was going to get. He was the epitome of casual soccer dad now/ He spent his days in sweats, gym shorts and t-shirts, chauffeuring our children and their friends around. He was determined to be a better father than he had and he was succeeding tenfold. 
 
    “You were supposed to laugh, DeMarco.” 
 
    I heard Nova’s mouth before I saw her. She turned the corner and smiled in my direction. 
 
    “Your husband is corny.” He knew DeMarco doesn’t get any of his jokes, but day after day he continues to tell them. 
 
    “He knows, he continues because he knows it annoys DeMarco. “Where’s DJ?”  
 
    The scent of warm vanilla invaded my nose as she came forward to give me a hug. I really loved Nova. We’d been through a lot together in the ten years I’d known her. She was like a sister to me at this point in our lives. 
 
    She pulled from our embrace and went to the sink to wash her hands. “Let me help you.” She volunteered. “And DJ damn near broke his neck climbing over your fence to get to the back yard, he heard the kids and headed straight in the direction as soon as the car door opened." 
 
    She came to stand at my side. DeMarco and Atticus rounded the same corner she had. DeMarco was wearing a button up white shirt, and dress pants with a pair of Gucci loafers on his feet. He always dressed as if he had something to do, though the most he ever did was hang out with Atticus and Jackson, and that’s only when they could pry him away from Nova. Not even Atticus needed to spend as much time with me as DeMarco did Nova, but I understood, she had been through a lot and he was very protective of her. His eyes immediately settle on her. 
 
    “Grace.” He grunted. That was as much of a greeting as I expected. This ogre had the nerve to be jealous of Nova and I’s friendship and he didn’t hide it. Plus, he didn’t like the fact that we shared secrets. Secrets I’d made him swear not to even tell Nova. After the whole blow up the night Atticus killed Gionni, he told me to tell the whole truth. Not understanding that Atticus finding out about him and Tank being involved in my disappearing act would have felt like the ultimate betrayal. It was bad enough the negative tension between Atticus and I lasted for nearly a year, he probably would have never spoken to them again and missed out on the family he always wanted. 
 
    “DeMarco.” I deadpanned in the same tone he used. Rolling my eyes.  
 
    He came to stand right on the other side of Nova, who had begun seasoning meat for the grill. 
 
    The doorbell rang again and I knew it would either be Lolita and Jackson, or Tank and Stephanie. The latter had been together for eight years. Stephanie was my bodyguard from back when Atticus had me living in the house with him and Sophia. 
 
    I cringed at the thought of that name. The other secret that DeMarco and I shared. Everybody thought she and her brothers were hidden away in Italy somewhere. I knew that they were buried somewhere in Sarasota. Sophia kept pressing her luck. I’d warned her not to keep crossing me. About six years earlier, she came to our house one night threatening to go to the police about Gionni and Atticus’ grandfather. She’d said if she couldn’t live happily ever after, I couldn’t either. She was threatening the people I loved. Ms. Joyce had just passed away. I was not in my right mind. I blacked out. When I came to her head was dented and I was holding a bloody Igbo statue. 
 
     I couldn’t tell Atticus. He was out of the life, he’d have to call in a few favors to make her disappear, which meant he’d owe favors. DeMarco was my only hope. He got rid of her body and made her brothers disappear all in the same night. He took care of everything without question. But it ruined the modicum of a relationship we had. He didn’t understand keeping secrets from the ones you love because he was still googling how to act human and there was no literature that told him it was okay. 
 
    Atticus did an about face to the door. Less than a minute later our four remaining guests filled the kitchen. 
 
    I paused what I was doing to look around. 
 
    This was the normal Atticus had promised. This was my family. Eight people brought together by circumstances out of our control. We’d survived them and thrived and now nothing bad could touch us because we’d all fight and bleed to keep each other safe. 
 
    The End. 
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