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      My moans woke him. He watched me squirm and trace my inner thighs while I dreamed of his manliness, stroking near the verge of exertion. Deep inside of me. The wind from his nose tickled my neck as I grasped the back of his head, ravenously filled with intensity and gratification, when suddenly Lucas rose from behind me.

      His mouth serenaded the small of my back up to the lobes of my ear; his fingers circled my shoulder. And I welcomed him. We welcomed him. Staring deep into Maximus’s eyes, I smirked. I was having my cake and eating it, too. No secrets. No sneaking around. Pleasured by the two men who desired me.

      Lucas’s fingers travelled to my mouth, and I parted my lips to welcome them. The room shook as if it was being hit by an earthquake and faded to black. Then fervent kisses pressed against my cheeks woke me, and the insatiable nightmare came to an end.

      My eyes widened, no longer bound by the fantasy of my inner desires, but enthralled in the reality of it about to happen. The man I married felt compelled to act without being asked. Grunting in my ear, “Your nipples pierced my back and woke me,” he said.

      He slid my hands from between my thighs. “Allow me,” he said, smiling as he spread my slit and felt my heat. “Look how wet you are for me. Waiting patiently for your wakeup call.”

      I lured him in closer, rolled on top of him and said, “Then give it to me.”

      I didn’t require a taste, but I was in the mood to taste him. His morning wood upended in the air through the opening on his briefs. My lips kissed it. “Good morning,” I said before placing his cock in my mouth.

      The sound he makes whenever my lips grip his shaft emboldens me, so I worked them upward until he shook and nearly lost his mind. I had become accustomed to pleasing him. Over the past few months I did a lot of pleasing and giving. Partially because of the guilt filled stint in New York, punishing me mentally. But also, because of the power I felt when I made him feel like a King. The way every man wants to feel.

      Now that I was free from the burden of fear, and trusting him wholeheartedly, I breathed for the first time in years. I stopped holding back in our marriage, tried a few new things, and gave ALL of myself to him. ‘It took me some time to get here, but finally I had arrived.’

      I caught a whiff of chlorine as the taste of salt pierced my tongue, so I retreated, careful not to cheat myself if I didn’t hold back. Maximus suffered from my withdrawal and quickly mounted me, aware how badly I needed him to start my day off proper.

      With full aggression and the right precision, the pressure of his circumference punctured his way to ecstasy. Uncontrollable pleasure took over my body and my mind, and a yearning for more throbbed between my thighs.

      Mr. Sharper gave me what I wanted, and the aftershocks of his morning pillage were equally as hot as the steam from the shower. I smiled to myself in the mist, still feeling the work he put in, until the reverie of Mr. Fleming flashed before me, and wiped the smile from my lips.

      As the water soaked my skin, the image of Mash, myself, and Lucas sharing a bed puzzled me. It was nice, but puzzling. I veered off into a daze, searching for reasons why he invaded my dream when I hadn’t thought about him in months. ‘Why rise from the crypt of my mind now?’

      Forgetting to lather the back of my body, the mistakes I made in New York rushed back to me: the motorcycle, the private lunch, the farewell letter, the first kiss, and the last. What I thought I buried across the ocean was wrapped in guilt, hurling about inside, now haunting me in exotic twisted dreams.

      I fully regrouped and dressed before the morning rush was upon me. I saw Mash off and turned on my laptop for a virtual call with Yohan. Once our session ended, I dug into my latest edits for our second project, then met Olive on her side of town for a yoga class.

      Conversation between us was light this morning. The most we chatted was during downward dog when the instructor couldn’t see our mouths move. Then after class we scheduled a time to grab lunch, as both of us were in a hurry to tend to our mates.

      I grabbed a salad from the market, and ingredients for a romantic dinner to reset the mood for an instant replay of the morning pillage. While massaging steaks, slicing potatoes, and slaving over the stove, I pictured Mash’s perfect hard on pounding me into oblivion on the staircase.

      It was our first night back from the states, and we were still riding high from Shannon’s wedding weekend. The exhaustion from travel somehow disappeared once we landed, and we fucked like rabbits between, and on top of boxes stacked throughout the apartment. But the way we finished on the stairwell was epic.

      I had him pinned against the rails howling, “Nadia, I fucking missed you!” He was helpless as I sucked on his cock like a banshee under his guidance with my hair in his fists. He liked that. Truth be told, I liked it, too. I was making up for the months I abandoned him, and the nights we spent apart before my departure. Just thinking about that night had me ready for him to come home. ‘Yeah, I’m going to jump him as soon as he walks in the house.’

      Lost in my memories, the timer on the stove ticked, and the door from the garage slammed. I somehow missed hearing it lift on the other side of the house. Mash called out to me in a rage, “Nadia, where are you!?”

      “Follow the aroma!” I shouted, whipping the potatoes into cream.

      Mash entered the kitchen brooding and upset, but I did what came naturally, and flashed my teeth whenever I saw him. He didn’t reciprocate. Instead, his face tensed, his eyes twitched, and he lifted a yellow package in one hand, and a flip phone in the other and asked, “Who the fuck is Lucas Fleming?”
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      I damn near dropped my prongs in the oven when Mash said his name. I glanced at the phone then back to him, afraid to breathe, blink, or speak. A rush of blood ran to his head and the package vibrated from his trembling hands.

      My silence made the situation worse. My voice rattled, spewing unknown sounds as my lips formed to pronounce words but failed. My mind lost function, until it became clear last night’s erotic nightmare was a warning.

      I closed the oven, and answered his question with a question. “Lucas Fleming from New York?” Mash stood in silence with a blank expression on his face. I cleverly added, “He is a guy I met who gave me a list of the best places to visit before I left the city. Why do you ask?”

      “He sounds like he gave you more than a list.” His tone berated me.

      I raised my brows. “What are you saying?”

      “I’m saying there’s something you’re not telling me. There are over a hundred messages on this phone addressed to you for fucks sake!” He kicked the floor board.

      “Okay, you need to calm down. You’re getting way ahead of yourself. All this guy did was offer insight into the city. I wouldn’t give him my number, so he insisted I take the phone you’re holding to tell me about the latest happenings and special events. As you can see I sent it back to his office. As you can hear from his messages, I didn’t communicate with him. End of story. Think! I honestly don’t know how or why it was sent here.” My chest ached with fear and guilt.

      “It has a return to sender stamp on it. The building in New York forwarded it here. What aren’t you telling me?”

      I sighed and rested my hands on the counter. I couldn’t look at his face covered in hurt and anger. “What are you accusing me of?” I asked, searching for a way to make this conversation end.

      He scoffed and roamed the floor. “Nadia, did you cheat on me while you were in New York?”

      “No. Why would you think that?”

      “Because I’m holding a fucking phone with a man’s voice begging my wife to call him!”

      The phone flew across the kitchen as I screamed. “Stop yelling at me! I didn’t have an affair! Jesus, Mash. You had a key to the apartment, and we talked all the fucking time.”

      His eyes cut me down and his voice cracked. “I’m going to ask you one final time, and I want the truth. Did you fuck this man?”

      ‘Only in my dreams.’

      “I said no! Go somewhere and cool off. We can discuss this later.” I reached for the spatula and dropped it in the pot of potatoes.

      “I don’t believe you.” He paused. “You need to leave.”

      “Excuse me?” I frowned at him.

      “I want you out,” he said with venomous eyes.

      “Mash, be mindful of your words. There is no going back from certain things, and those words in particular I take personally,” I said.

      “You want me to be mindful of my words when you were…Humph, that’s rich. I want you to take whatever you want and get the fuck out of my house! Tonight!” he shouted, and flung the canisters from the countertop to the floor.

      I shook and held my chest, staring at him with the devil in his eyes. Red with heat and poisonous darts aimed for me. I had witnessed his temper, but never like this—And never with me.

      I recalled when we met, he told me, “I say what I mean, and I mean what I say.” And he meant those words. ‘Get the fuck out of MY house!’

      I stood at the stove, frightened. Afraid to make a move. I waited for him to retract his statement. Say he was sorry for shouting at me. Apologize for losing his head.

      The final timer for dinner buzzed, killing the silence between us. “Mash,” I called out to him.

      He turned around, fanned me off, and left me standing in my stupidity.

      I died on the inside from the way he looked at me, and my heart broke when he fanned me off. It felt as though he was treating me like a fly and told me to shoo, or as he would say, “Bugger off.”

      What I had done in the dark came to the light, screwing me over tenfold. I hadn’t thought about Lucas since I safely made it out of New York, yet he found a way to disrupt my happiness. But I couldn’t put all of the blame on him. Fucking guilt.

      I refused to allow a meaningless kiss to uproot my life. A kiss I stopped because I knew the hurt it would bring. A kiss I used to say goodbye and end an affair before it ever started.

      I would not be dismissed from the man who constantly professed his love to me, and in an instant wrote me off. Feeling sick throughout my skin, I followed him, and begged him to listen. “I did not cheat on you. Do you hear me?” I pushed on his heels.

      Mash shut the door to the studio and locked it behind him. I banged on the door, shouting through the oak, “Are you being serious right now! You know damned well I wouldn’t do that to you!”

      I pressed my face against the door. A loud thump, followed by glass shattering created a forceful vibration. I cautiously jumped back as music blasted from the other side. I held my chest and fell to the floor, whimpering silently for at least ten minutes. I thought, ‘Surely, he would check on me and take back those vicious words.’

      He did not. The music never settled, and the studio door never opened. Distance grew between us a mile a minute. Angrily I pushed back to the kitchen, tossed the meal I labored over in the garbage, then heaved on top of it. When my stomach settled, I made my way to our bedroom and stood in front of the fireplace.

      I cased the décor from wall to wall, unsure if I should pack my bags. The new house felt like my home, and I grew furious at the thought of leaving it after finally settling in. Six weeks of shopping, and ordering, and measuring and designing—all for nothing. Lost over a fucking kiss.

      I sat on the edge of the bed and waited for Mash to calm down and talk to me. My nose dripped and my head ached, but I waited. And waited. One full hour went by and nothing.

      Feeling silly and desperate, I lazily packed one bag. I didn’t organize or select what went inside my luggage. Whatever my hands touched I threw inside, and the more I fumbled through the hangers, the more I became filled with rage. I stopped using suitcases and threw arm loads of clothes, purses, and shoes in the back of my SUV— filling every inch of the car to the point I couldn’t see out of the windows.

      I sat in the garage, still waiting for Mash to face me and say anything. “Sorry, don’t leave,” “I didn’t mean what I said,” “I love you.” Anything to stop the pain burning in my chest. The longer I held out for reconciliation, it became clear he wasn’t coming to check on me or make amends.

      I pulled out of the garage and drove to the end of our street, put the car in park, and heaved again on the side of the road. My neighbors having a late evening run tended to me, offering to escort me back home. I lied to them moments after I composed myself. “My husband isn’t home. I’ll be fine driving myself to the ER.”

      I exited the gate, hoping to see Mash’s silhouette appear in my rearview window, running to catch me like a scene from a movie. Wishful thinking on my part that didn’t happen.

      I sighed and slowly drove away from the neighborhood into the dark streets with nowhere to go. I roamed until I grew tired, finally stopping at a hotel I would normally never stay in. But the night was far from normal.

      I checked into the lodging, unable to wrap my head around what was happening. I bounced from the chaise to the bed, holding myself while my mind ran itself crazy. Thinking of him, of us, and what was supposed to be— Crying in between the good and bad memories flashing before me.

      Sometime in the night I made my way under the covers, and when the sun rose I was already awake, shaking in the poorly made lumpy structure. My eyes were swollen, and my hands shuddered in my mouth as I bit off my fingernails. My chest hurt as if I had been hit by a car, and my insides felt like a roller coaster. Waves of pain and quivering aches traveled through my body, and they were all too familiar. I had been here before. Dylan emerged from the hate pile of my thoughts — though this time I felt ten times worse -- and from there I blacked out.

      With no master plan, backup plan, or indication what my next move was going to be, I foolishly assumed we were solid. And though I had money in my possession, I was clueless and lost without Maximus Sharper being a factor in my decision making.

      Depression found its home in my mind once again. It seeped into its familiar corner, bringing with it the pain that flowed through my veins, weakening my body. I could barely move to wipe my tears soiling the bedding, and found myself held up in the low budget motel, sleeping incessantly from despair.

      Every morning I beat the sun rising, until days later I accepted my time abroad had come to an end. I boxed my clothes from the car, and moved them into a storage unit near Olive and Yohan’s house. I gave Olive the key to check on my belongings until I returned, and begged her to keep quiet about my dilemma.

      She gave me her word and arranged for Mervin, their driver, to deliver me to the airport in style. I hesitated getting out of the car. My legs shivered, and my breathing skipped. Olive patiently consoled me in the drop off zone, and offered her cottage in France as a temporary getaway until I was ready to face reality.

      Exhaling deeply, I declined and pretended I didn’t experience a panic attack in front of her, though my flushed face told a different story. My words pacified my true feelings, and I convinced her the best place for me was home. “Call me if you need anything. Anything.” She emphasized with a stern look in my direction.

      “I will. I promise I won’t be a stranger.” I smiled.

      “Now go let off some steam and find that pretty girl I was jealous of that one time.”

      We cackled hard at the first joke I ever heard her tell. She hugged and released me, then I bravely stepped on the console and faced my reality. I was done in London.

      With nothing but time and space to comfort me in the air, I reflected on the past two and a half years. The night at the club where I met Mash, my work with Yohan, my friendship with Olive, the hate I felt being caught between her and Shannon, and then Lucas. The night I met him replayed over and over in my head until I became annoyed with myself.

      I did my best to spin the truth, and pinned the blame solely on Lucas and not myself. I faulted Chili for inviting me out the night I met him. I faulted Shannon for answering the phone the night we went to his place. And in the end, I blamed the real villain. Me. I shouldn’t have gone to the bar, and I should have tossed his business card out of the window, or left it in the backseat of the cab.

      My sulk-fest lasted throughout my flight. By the time I landed in New York for a three-hour layover into Charlotte, I conjured the nerve to confront Lucas and thank him for ruining my life. I headed toward the exit with the burning question mouthing on my lips. ‘Why did you do a return to sender with that godforsaken phone? Did you think I would want you after ruining my life?’

      As bad as I wanted answers to my questions, I cowered and listened to the voice speaking to me in my head. ‘Don’t go. Don’t let his plan work.’

      I turned around and headed back to my gate, spinning out of control. Thriving off of impulse, I turned off my phone and changed my plans, purchasing a one-way ticket from a random counter, and ended up in Cincinnati.

      Boarding the flight was better than sitting in JFK for three hours with the itch to seek out Lucas. The spontaneity of being wild as the wind increased my pulse, and spared me the embarrassment of returning home with my tail between my legs for a while. I was sure wagers were made of how long Mash and I would last. But I bet they never thought I would be the one to screw it up.

      I landed in Ohio as a lost soul with nowhere to go, or direction of what to do. Following the other travelers to the turnpike, I hailed a taxi. “Take me to the nicest hotel in the city,” I said.

      As my luck would have it, the hotel the cabbie drove me to had availability. I made myself comfortable in a deluxe room where I ordered movies, and loaded up on room service, pinching from every plate delivered until boredom struck me. When eating became sickening, I entertained my sorrows at the lobby bar. Whatever the server suggested, I taste-tested and ordered until my vision became blurry.

      The staff saw to it I returned to my room unscathed. It was way past noon when I woke with a hangover from hell, leading to my second day in town being spent in bed.

      The next day I took recommendations from the hotel concierge and agreed to go on a tour of the city. ‘Please let this sightseeing excursion help clear my head.’

      It didn’t. As the guide read the history of sites such as the National Underground Railroad Freedom Center, Spring Grove Cemetery & Arboretum, and Taft Museum of Art, I managed to be at ease. But when she began talking about the novels based in Cincinnati, a sadness overwhelmed me. A brief mention of Toni Morrison’s Beloved caused me to tear up, and melancholy knocked me on my ass when we arrived at Eden Park. “The famous novel The Ghosts of Eden Park is all about this place,” she said.

      It dawned on me as we toured the grounds, I was a single amongst couples. How I missed that fact on the bus, verified I wasn’t in the proper head space to be amongst people.

      The guide continued to read from her script, but her narration was no match for my emotions erupting in public. I turned into a mental patient, sitting at the back of the trolley, while the others continued to stroll in the park.

      Unable to hide my tears behind my sunglasses, I softly wept in my corner of the carriage. The passengers took turns looking back at me. Few offered their help. “I’m fine,” I lied. “I just learned of some bad news.”

      I suffered amongst them until the next stop, hailing a taxi back to the hotel. Humiliated and ashamed, I spent the rest of the day locked inside my room, repeating my drunken sorrow fest.

      How unwise, drinking on an empty stomach. I paid for that mistake dearly over in the night. Migraines and stomach cramping painfully sobered me up, as the bed hugged me throughout the next morning and afternoon.

      When the moon flew high in the sky, I took my bucket of tears to the airport and left Ole Cincy.

      While standing in line to buy a one-way ticket home to Charlotte, I had a change of heart. Las Vegas called out to me.

      I always dreamed of seeing the Grand Canyon as a little girl, but as a not so poor, not so middle-class family of four, such a trip was considered a luxury. Twenty years later, I was finally able to see the magic—alone on a helicopter tour, snagging a cancellation in two days.

      The forty-eight hour wait presented me with time to unwind and be still. And this time, I regrouped without alcohol and a personal goal to not embarrass myself further in public.

      While searching for my sanity, I took advantage of the hotel’s amenities, splurging on a full day at the spa:

      a facial, mani and pedi, body exfoliation, and a massage to relieve the knots of tension in my neck. The healing stones allegedly removed the negative energy, and cleared the rancid thoughts in my head. ‘Temporarily.’

      I woke up the next morning rejuvenated, browsed in the boutiques in the hotel, and dined in one of the many eateries. Money and food were wasted yet again, as my appetite still hadn’t returned, and another memorable meal was packed in a box to sour in my room.

      To finish off the day, I rented a car and drove out to Area 51, curious to see what the hype was all about after watching a program of conspiracy theories on a local channel. The drive and the views of the mountains along the way briefly cleared my head. But the closer I drove to the sight, and read the danger and warning signs with the monotonous scenery of the red desert in the backdrop, disturbing images entered in my head.

      I daydreamed I ignored the do not cross sign and jumped over the government-controlled fence. Bullets blew through me and put me out of my misery. Envisioning my death woke me from the horrid, dark fantasy, and I jerked the car to the side of the road.

      Huffing and gasping for air, I teared up at the image of me lying lifeless in the dirt. ‘I’m sad but not that sad. I don’t think.’

      I drove back to the city, cursing myself for being dumb and weak, slapping the steering wheel to release my frustration. My body shivered, and my eyes watered continuously along the drive. I needed help. But not therapy help. I required check in a hospital and become sedated help.

      Once the car was safely returned to the airport, I hopped the hotel shuttle, and relaxed on the feather stuffed mattress. Sleeping until the alarm woke me the next morning.

      The helicopter ride to Arizona lifted off, and alas I was up in the air viewing the red and russet colored rocks of the canyon. The formation of grooves took my breath away, reminding me
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