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            Chapter 1

          

          
            Flag on the Play

          

          Millicent

        

      

    

    
      “I know those eyes,” Millicent muttered before she screamed, alarming the neighbor’s dogs. The masked face stood at her bedroom window, eerily piercing into her soul and grinning at her fright before he took off into the night.

      Millicent stood frozen atop the shattered glass sporadically spread on the floor, paralyzed as her life flashed before her—The mistakes, the secrets, the betrayals, and most of all the failure of finding love. She was a catch after all: beautiful, educated, and well-off, but single and alone inside a townhouse of picture-less walls.

      “Ms. St. James! Ms. St. James!” Her neighbor pounded at her door. “Are you alright in there? Please say something! I’ve called the police!”

      Hopping around the broken glass, she made her way to the door and peeped through the keyhole. Back and forth her neighbor paced with the telephone pressed to her ear. Millicent flung the door open.

      “Did you see anyone?! Did anyone run past you? Did you see a car at least?” she asked.

      “She’s opened the door. I’ll wait here with her until the police arrive,” her neighbor answered with the phone now pressed to her chest. “Thank God you’re okay. I told the lady who answered my 911 call everything I know. I heard you scream, and my dogs went crazy. I didn’t see anyone.”

      “Argh!” Millicent tugged at her hair.

      “Why did you scream like that? If you don’t mind my asking?”

      “A man wearing a mask was staring at me in my window, and he threw something at me.” Millicent’s voice cracked.

      “My Lawd. Which way did he go?”

      “He took off that way,” Millicent pointed towards the entrance.

      Faint blue lights flashed in the distance, growing brighter once the police cars turned the corner on Millicent’s street. Her neighbor placed her hand around Millicent’s.

      “You are more than welcome to spend the night at my house. My husband can fix your window in the morning. A woman staying alone, I am sure he will be happy to help.”

      “I don’t feel comfortable staying anywhere close to here tonight.” Tears formed in the corners of her eyes.

      “But where will you go this time of night? It’s times like this when being neighborly is required of the Lord.”

      As Millicent’s neighbor repeatedly called on the Lord and squeezed her hand, Millicent wished she’d stop talking. She suffered listening to her prayers with passive commentary of her being a single woman living alone until two officers approached them. “Not such a great night it appears. Which one of you live here?”

      Millicent raised her hand. “I do. Millicent St. James.”

      “I’m Detective Scott. This is my partner, Officer Reed. Sorry you had to call us out here tonight.”

      “I called,” the neighbor interrupted.

      “You want to tell us what made you call 911?”

      While the neighbor gave her account of events, Officer Reed escorted Millicent inside. He picked up the object centered between the broken glass.

      “Does this look familiar to you, Miss…?”

      “St. James, and no, officer.”

      “Notice anyone lurking around?”

      “I can’t say that I have.”

      “Any enemies out to harm you? Kids you may have stopped playing in the street?“

      “No enemies. Pretty good with kids.”

      “And you saw the perp. Yes?”

      “I didn’t see much. A man dressed in black with a ski mask over his face staring at me. When I saw him, he threw whatever that is through the window.” She pointed to the mess on the floor. “I screamed, and he ran away in that direction.”

      “Can you estimate the height and weight of the perp?”

      Millicent sighed. She had a clear idea who was terrorizing her. She stalled, contemplating if she didn’t make a huge deal of the broken window, she could avoid facing her dreaded ex in court, and move on with her life. “I’d say pretty tall. Maybe five-foot-eleven, six feet tall, slender build.”

      Detective Scott entered Millicent’s bedroom. He briefed Officer Reed on his conversation with the neighbor then suggested to Millicent, “Your neighbor mentioned she offered for you to stay with her tonight. I would advise you to take her up on her offer until you get this window fixed. Hopefully, whoever did this will slip up, and we’ll have him in custody soon. Make the streets a little safer. And this is a nice neighborhood. We don’t get many calls in this area.”

      Millicent shook her head. “I have friends in Detroit. I’m sure they wouldn’t mind me staying a few nights. Can one of you stay in here with me while I pack a bag, please?”

      “Certainly,” said Detective Scott. “I’ll be outside checking the perimeter. By chance do you have a trash bag and some tape for this window?”

      “Top shelf in the pantry.”

      While packing, Millicent became overwhelmed and dropped a few tears. The hatred in the intruder’s eyes spooked her. Her gut  told her it was Miles, and her mind raced back to their breakup months ago. She thought she had seen the last of him, and buried the image of him and the embarrassment she felt from being duped by a psycho. But now his eyes found a way to haunt her forever.

      Officer Reed carried her bags to the front of her house while she turned off the lights. A man-shaped silhouette appeared behind the blinds in the living room. “Ahhh!” Millicent screamed.

      “My apologies! Ms. St. James, it’s me, Detective Scott. I was checking your windows,” he shouted through the glass before making his way inside. “Forgive me for scaring you. I was making sure your windows were locked so you’d be safe whenever you return.”

      Millicent placed her hands on her chest. “This is too much.”

      “Again, I apologize, but I also have some bad news. A witness that lives in your division said they saw someone running from your house and into the woods. I’ve called for backup to comb the area and see if we can find anything. And your neighbors have pointed out that your vehicle has four flat tires.”

      Her arms dropped to her side. Her shoulders slouched and she fell to the floor. “How the fuck am I supposed to get to Detroit now!”

      The officers looked at each other.

      “I apologize. I didn’t mean to curse, but fuck! What the hell is happening?!”

      “I already have an officer checking your car for fingerprints. Here’s hoping we find something to help catch this menace.”

      “Sir, excuse me for saying, but is it safe to say this wasn’t random?”

      Detective Scott sighed. “I agree with Reed here. It appears you were personally targeted. Any enemies that may want to…”

      “We’ve already been there, done that.” Officer Reed shook his head.

      “Can one of you stay while I make some calls? It’s late, but hopefully one of my friends will drive out tonight and pick me up because I can’t stay here. I just can’t.”

      Examining Millicent with a close eye, Officer Reed offered to take her to Detroit if his supervisor granted him the clearance.

      “How long will that take?” Millicent asked.

      “Someone’s gunning for a promotion with community service.” Detective Scott nudged his head to the door. “The captain’s outside.”

      Officer Reed stepped out to speak to the captain with Millicent’s bags in tow.

      “Nice place you have here.” Detective Scott aimed for small talk.

      “Thank you. It was.”

      “Was?”

      “It’s tainted now. If it were daylight, I’d put a for sale sign out front right now.”

      “It must be hard dealing with this all on your own.”

      “I’ll manage.”

      “Well, you know you could…”

      “Detective Scott, right?”

      “Hmm.”

      “Thanks for all your help tonight. I’m going to go make some calls. If you’ll excuse me.” Millicent stepped away into the kitchen.

      Officer Reed popped back inside. “Ms. St. James, if you’re ready,” he said, carrying her bags to his squad car.
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            Chariot

          

          Walt

        

      

    

    
      The officer made small talk with Millicent to get her mind off of her troubles. She barely cracked a smile at his jokes, or listened to a word he’d said until she felt the car exit off of the highway.

      “Where are we going?” she asked.

      “So you were ignoring me. To the station to switch cars. It was the only way the captain agreed I could offer my services. And besides, you don’t want to ride to Detroit in a police car. Am I right?”

      Millicent shrugged her shoulders. “Thank you for not making me sit in the back.”

      “That space is for criminals. You don’t look like much of a criminal to me.” He raised his brow.

      “Normally I’d laugh at that, but due to the circumstances…”

      “ I understand.”

      “If I haven’t said it before, thank you for doing this. I can pay you, or at least give you gas money for your trouble.”

      “That won’t be necessary. I’m happy to do it. Besides, you seemed pretty shaken up back there, and I don’t like seeing women in distress, or sad, or hurt, or abused. Are you positive the place I’m taking you is safe?”

      “Yeah. It’s my best friend’s house. She’s like a sister to me, and her husband is pretty cool. They always make me feel welcome. I practically have a room at their house.”

      “That must be nice.”

      The car turned into the station lot and Officer Reed opened her car door. “This will be quick. Follow me.” He took her by the hand and helped her to her feet. The word about his charity spread throughout the office before they arrived. “Sit right here, Ms. St. James. I’ll be right back, and we’ll be on our way.”

      Millicent pretended not to notice the many eyes shifting in her direction, or the whispers coming from the desks surrounding her. The staff at the precinct sized her up like a piece of meat at the deli counter. Second guessing the arrangement, she repositioned herself in her seat, waiting for her officer to return from the corner where she spotted him signing paperwork.

      “Reed here offered to be this pretty lady’s chariot!” A loud voice shouted from behind a cubicle wall.

      “She’s out of your league, Reed!” said another voice from the opposite corner.

      “Oh, what a knight in shining armor!” Another teased in a high pitched voice.

      Reed apologized to Millicent from afar and signaled he needed one more minute. He fanned off his unit and shouted, “Pipe down! Pipe down!”

      A husky officer approached Millicent. “What brings you in?” He snorted.

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “What’s a babe like you doing in here?”

      “A ‘babe?’” Millicent rolled her eyes.

      Officer Reed returned and picked up her bag. “Leave her alone, Jamison. She’s waiting for a lift.”

      “Oh yeah, where to? I can take her wherever she needs to go.”

      “I already offered.” Officer Reed placed his hand on his belt.

      “I bet you did.” Jamison smiled and walked off.

      “Ignore them. They don’t get out much.”

      “Obviously.”

      “Let’s get you to your friend’s house.”

      They left the station nothing short of catcalls, whistles, and cheers. She lowered her head and smiled so the officer couldn’t see she was amused, and erased it when he opened her door and helped her inside his classic, renovated Chevrolet Impala. “If you will, can you plug in your friend's address?” Millicent called out Landon’s address into the system. “And off we go.”

      The hour drive felt like an interrogation. Walt hadn’t realized the dry answers Millicent gave him, extended from his lack of conversational skills outside of his job.

      “I feel like I’m annoying you,” he said.

      “You’re not.” Millicent’s tone was less than convincing.

      “That was a lie.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “No offense. I could tell by your tone, you lied just now. I’m training to be a detective.”

      “Okay. Good for you, but how dare you insinuate I was lying?”

      “But were you? I won’t be offended by the truth.”

      “Okay, yes, you were annoying me with the third degree. I felt like I was still back at the precinct.”

      He exhaled deeply. “I’m working on that. It’s my job, so I kind of can’t help it at times.”

      “No worries.”

      “Now that I have you talking, and you’ve told me I basically suck at having a normal conversation, may I ask you something personal?”

      “That depends.”

      “ I can’t place your ethnicity. What are you, if you don’t mind my asking?”

      “I get this question a lot.”

      “I’m sure. What I’m about to say isn’t going to come out right, so forgive me if I do offend you, but sometimes when I am on the phone with a person I can tell if they are black or white or Spanish and so forth. Have you ever found yourself mentally visualizing what the person on the other end of a call looks like?”

      Millicent chuckled. “Um, I think everyone does that.”

      “Well, for me and I can only speak for myself, I can even tell when I am talking to a black person that is talking white.”

      “What is talking white?”

      He paused. “Let me try to dig myself out of this hole.”

      “Yeah, let’s see you do that.” Millicent grinned.

      “I noticed you laughed a second ago.”

      “I did. Now dig, Officer Reed.”

      “Please call me Walt. Short for Walter.”

      “You can’t dig yourself out, can you?”

      “Tough crowd.” He smiled. “I think the term I’m looking for is code switching. I can tell when my people are code switching—you know, talking in a tone and manner that is not their normal voice or projection.”

      “Nice save.” Millicent smiled. “I knew what you meant. I just wanted to see you squirm.”

      “That’s cold, Ms. St. James. You have a sense a humor. I like that.”

      “Are you flirting with me, Officer Reed– I mean Walt?”

      “I am, Ms. St. James, who still hasn’t answered my question.”

      Millicent stared at the officer other than an officer for the first time that night. She noticed the smoothness in his dark skin, and the fullness of his lips and felt him worthy of an answer she normally evaded.

      “My family tree consists of many different backgrounds. My grandmother was raised in the Bahamas. My grandfather was from England. He and his real family took a trip to the islands where he met my grandmother and conceived my dad in a vacant hotel room she was cleaning. My grammy never heard from my grandfather again, and the only thing she knew of him was his last name, St. James. She gave that last name to my dad, and he earned a free ride to a university here in the states. There he met and married my mother, who is mixed with everything associated with slavery and fraternizing with the Indians. And no, I don’t know which tribe.”

      “And all of that created a world class beauty.”

      Millicent’s cheeks flushed pink and red.

      “I didn’t mean to say that aloud.”

      Silence sat between them as the navigation system announced they were about to arrive at their destination. “I wish that drive was just a little longer,” he said, parking in front of The Jeffries’ house. He carried Millicent’s bags to the door. “This house looks dark. Are you sure the people that live here are home?”

      “It is pretty dark, but I’m sure someone’s home. Landon would have told me if she were leaving town.” She rang the bell.

      “Who’s that?” Walt pointed to a car pulling behind his in the driveway.

      Millicent turned around and sucked her teeth. “Nobody.”

      “Whatchu doing here, Mills? And with the police no less.”

      Millicent turned back to Walt. “You know how you told me to ignore those people at the precinct? Do the same for him.”

      “Officer.” Jay snickered. “You with the police? Of course you would be. What kind of trouble you got yourself into, Boughetto? I thought you were all white collar and shit. How you doing tonight overseer, I mean officer?”

      “Your friend has jokes, I see.” Walt muttered.

      “Is this your new man, Mills?”

      Walt extended his hand to Jay. “Officer Reed. And you are?”

      “Talking to the lady.” Jay shook his hand. “All jokes aside, Mills, you in some kind of trouble?”

      “Not anymore. Where are Todd and Landon?”

      “The hospital.”

      “Why? What happened?”

      “Todd damn near burned his eyebrows off trying to outdo me on the grill. He burned his elbow pretty good, but he’ll be alright. They’re going to be there for a while, and you know how you and L bougie asses are. She’s cold and wants a blanket, but God forbid she lays on one from the hospital.”

      “Well, let me in since you have the key.”

      Jay walked between Walt and Millicent, gave Walt a onceover, then grinned at Millicent. “Is this yours?” he asked, pointing to Millicent’s bag. She nodded. “I’ll take that, officer.”

      Walt handed the duffle to Jay as he stared at him with a curve on the side of his right lip. “You have some pretty interesting friends, Ms. St. James.”

      “You ain’t bringing another Kevin ‘round here are ya, Mills?”

      “Who is Kevin?”

      “No one.” Millicent sighed and buried her head below her hand.

      “Some clown she had taggin’ along wit’ her a while back.”

      “Kevin and I work together. Nothing more. Stop playing around, Jay.”

      “It was none of my business. I shouldn’t have asked.” Walt chuckled.

      Jay grinned at Millicent. “You still haven’t said why the police is dropping you off this time of night.”

      Millicent looked away.

      “She had an intruder in her home. I offered to bring her somewhere safe.”

      “Get the fuck outta here. Did y’all find the person?”

      “Not yet.”

      “I hope you do before…Thanks for looking out for my people. Millicent ,you could have called one of us to come out there.”

      “I didn’t mind. At all.” Walt stared at Jay with his chest out. “Again, pretty interesting friends, Ms. St. James.”

      “I’ll leave you two kids out here to say good night. I would invite you in, but I’m pretty sure my friends wouldn’t like Mills entertaining some strange man in their house. Nice meeting you Officer…Reed?”

      “Call me Walt.”

      “Ahite then, Walt.”

      Free from Jay’s quips and intrusion, they stood on the steps clueless of what to do next. Like a teenager sneaking around behind her parents’ backs, Millicent kept watch on the door, waiting for Jay to interrupt them. Walt conjured up the nerve to speak first.

      “What happened to you tonight was horrible, but something good came out of it. Meeting you.”

      “I can’t thank you enough for bringing me all the way out here. As I said before, I can pay you.”

      “I would never take money from a woman.” He scowled. “Ms. St. James, are you seeing anyone?”

      “Not at the moment. I take it you’re single?”

      “As a one dollar bill. Ugh, that has to be the corniest thing I have said all night.”

      “Yes, it is.” She laughed.

      “Well I’m going to get my corny ass back on the road. It was good to see that frown turn upside down.”

      Millicent lost the resistance to blush.

      “Can I try to make you smile again— at a later date— when you feel up to it?”

      “I’d like that.”

      Millicent watched him walk away with one foot inside of the house. She yelled, “Don’t you need my number?!”

      “What do you think took me so long at the precinct! I was hoping this night ended like this!”

      Jay crossed Millicent’s path. “Let this be the last time you bring the police to folk’s house.”

      “Scared?”

      “Never dat. You gon’ be good staying here by yourself?”

      “No.”

      “Come on and ride with me to the hospital so I can talk shit about ole copper ass.”

      “I’d rather you shut the hell up and just drive.”

      Jay opened the passenger door for Millicent. “For you, milady.”

      Millicent rolled her eyes and hopped in. Jay plopped in the driver’s seat and revved the engine.

      “What you know about cars, Mills?”

      She sighed. “How to buy them and trade them in.”

      “Where is yours by the way?”

      “Four flats in front of my house.”

      “Who did you piss off, girl?”

      “Jay, just drive.”

      “How about I take L her blanket, and you come home with me? She doesn’t have to know you’re here. I can keep you safe tonight.”

      “No thank you.” She scoffed.

      “You’ll change your mind. And when you do, holla at me.”

      “That won’t happen.”

      Jay grinned. “That pig was square. Don’t get too close to him.”

      “Why not?”

      “Cuz he’s gonna hate my guts when he finds out I’m the motherfucker that stole his woman from under him.”
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      In a new bed, in a new house off the southern coast of Florida, Jen woke up to clear blue skies, and waves crashing on white sands outside her bedroom window.

      “What do you call that?” Jen asked Jules, kissing her shoulder.

      “That’s what you call a good morning fuck that will have you thinking about me all day.” He squeezed her ass until she squealed. “Good morning.”

      “Good morning.” Jen sighed between a smile and her hair covering half her face. “What was that move you did in the end?”

      “You like that, huh?”

      “I did.” She giggled. “You haven’t done that before.”

      “That was just a little something something. You want me to do it again?”

      “Duh.” Jen laughed playfully as she and Jules wrestled on the soiled, mangled sheets beneath them. “But it will have to wait until I get home tonight.”

      “Listen to you. You’ve only been here a few months and already making me second in your life.”

      “Don’t be like that. You know I hate being late.”

      “I know. It’s good you like working at that spa.”

      “I’m doing more than working there. I’m planning to open my own spot as soon as I finish tying up loose ends with Max.”

      “I thought Jay was going to have full custody of him?”

      “He wants to, but I can’t agree to that. I’m his mother.”

      “And a boy needs a father.”

      “Are you saying you don’t want Max here with us?”

      “Don’t put words in my mouth. What I’m saying is that as a man myself, I can honestly say I would rather my real dad be in my life instead of a substitute.”

      Jen sat on the edge of the bed. “I’ll take that into consideration. Jay and I will do what’s best for our son in the end. You had me scared for a second.”

      “Why?”

      Looking back at Jules over her shoulder, she said, “I thought you were going to say my son wasn’t wanted here. I was afraid I was going to have to leave your ass and crawl back to Detroit with egg on my face.”

      Jules inched closer to her and wrapped his arms around her waist. “I would never. He is a part of you. And I love every part of you. Besides, don’t you think it’s time you let him meet me?”

      “Soon. Jay is not on board with that idea yet.” She tapped the back of his hand.

      “It’s not like you to let him call the shots. Like you said, you are the mother after all.”

      Jen turned around and smirked. “Have I made a mistake?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Letting you believe because you fuck me every which way even sideways you can talk shit to me.”

      “Whoa. Let’s start this morning over.” He pulled her closer. “Good morning, my long lost love.”

      “I need
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