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Perched like a dark enchantress on my sexy silk sheets, I found myself that night, legs elegantly crossed, clad in the whisper of a nightgown that clung to my every petite curve. My mind, a canvas painted with sinister fantasies, danced through a symphony of thoughts, each note a different melody of murder for my unsuspecting husband. Much like a black widow spider, I pondered my prey, icy tendrils of malice coiling around my heart.

Our master bedroom embraced me with its dim, sultry glow, casting drawn out shadows that seemed to mirror the twisted corners of my thoughts. My long, curls cascaded like murky waves around my shoulders, framing an expression that commanded attention — my money-green eyes, sharp as shards of emerald glass, held a chilling allure that could freeze a soul with a single glance.

In this illustration of calculated malevolence, I wove schemes as intricate as a spider crafting its web, a metaphorical huntress seeking to entrap her victim. The night was pregnant with possibility, a hushed anticipation that electrified the air, as I plotted a symphony of treachery to overdose on the blood-thirst hunger of my black widow’s heart.

As I chilled on top of my bed, I indulged in the drama-laden spectacle of The Housewives of Potomac, a guilty pleasure that tickled my senses almost as much as my icy intentions. The remote rested lazily in my hand, a royal mace of power over my realm of entertainment. My eyes remained fixed on the screen, absorbing every flourish of deception and elegance, much like a black widow observing her web’s intricate design.

With a pen poised in one hand and a pad resting on my lap, I meticulously chronicled the nuances of catfights and alliances, inscribing my own cryptic symbols alongside the notes. It was as if each stroke of the pen was a strand of silk, weaving together the threads of my grand scheme.

In a crystal glass cradled by my other hand, coconut wine coolers danced with ice, a concoction both refreshing and decadent, much like the fantasies that brewed in my calculating mind. The tang of cheese mingled with the crispness of crackers on a plate nearby, an orchestra of flavors that complemented the tantalizing narratives playing out on the screen.

You see, while the world drowned in the petty squabbles of reality television, I had my own drapery to craft. A drapery that would reveal my genius as a manipulator, a drapery that would trap the unsuspecting just like a black widow on the prowl. My ambition swirled with the coconut-scented air, each sip and nibble fueling the fire within me.

In this cocoon of calculated creativity, I was dead serious about my ambitions, and God help anyone who dared to disturb my carefully constructed game plan to fame. The world of housewives was my canvas, and I intended to paint it with shades of power and cunning that only a black widow could possess.

In stomped my husband Ed, his heavy steps reverberating through the air like distant thunder, t-shirt and jeans clinging to his form. It was as if my very nerves had an uncanny scent for his impending arrival — a scent that crawled along my spine like a shiver-inducing whisper. He went into his closet, a portal for his obliviousness, while my heart remained a frozen wasteland. His presence, a disruption I endlessly couldn’t stand, pricked at my consciousness like a round-the-clock itch that refused to be scratched. For truth be told, the mood for my husband, much like an eternal shadow, never found a home in my heart. Never.

Within the lavish embrace of a $800,000 brick colonial residence, a imposing home as formidable as my intentions, we held court in the esteemed Tantallon neighborhood of Fort Washington, Maryland, a domain where power and prestige converged like convergent fates. Our realm, perched on West Tantallon Drive, exuded an aura of affluence that mirrored the ice in my soul, a facade of splendor concealing secrets darker than the night. As a young married duo, we navigated the intricate corridors of our five-bedroom, five-bathroom palace, its three lavish levels a labyrinth echoing with the whispers of calculated pursuits. With over six thousand feet of living space, it was a sanctuary that should have provided ample refuge, yet even its grandeur proved futile in offering solace from Ed’s gaze, a reminder that no domain was wide enough to shield my indulgence in forbidden TV indulgences.

He said, “Hey, Carla.”

I did not take my eyes off the TV. “Hey, Ed.”

Then he started with the stupid questions, knowing I didn’t want to be bothered. “What’re you watching?”

Ed knew damn well what I was watching. That’s why I ignored his ass.

You know, there’s this one damn good reason Ed’s still married to me — cold, hard cash. Not that I’ve got any problem with that, mind you. Money’s like seasoning, adds flavor to life. See, I’ve got this little scheme, something brewing in the back alleys of my mind, a show as snazzy as a tricked-out Mercedes Benz. I call it The Housewives of Fort Washington, a real gem in my playbook. Now, Fort Washington ain’t just some quiet hamlet; it’s where African American high rollers live, and not the type to shy away from the spotlight. These dames — my bitches —  all rich and powerful, they’re my ace in the hole, good pals of mine who’ll do anything for a friend — or maybe just anything I tell ‘em to. Gotta admit, Ed might not be worth a lick of my time, but that bankroll of his? It’s the ticket to making my little masterpiece sizzle like a stolen diamond.

Ed, bless his clumsy heart, began his little fumbling dance in the closet, hunting like a blind dog after his jacket. Now, I got this sixth sense for his impending interruption, that feeling creeping up my spine like an unwanted suitor’s touch. Sure enough, he’d hit the jackpot — his jacket had vanished into thin air. And like clockwork, here comes his annoying ass, the inevitable pestering that’s as certain as death and taxes. He peeks out, all wide-eyed and innocent, like a kid with his hand in the cookie jar, asking if I’ve got the inside scoop on his vanishing act. Out of the corner of my eye, I catch him throwing shade at my TV show, disapproval oozing from him like a leaky faucet. Typical move, just like always.

“Baby, you seen my rain jacket?” And that’s when the heavens let out a roar, thunder crashing like the world was about to split open, and lightning — sharp and unforgiving — speared through the sky. I couldn’t help but imagine him, good old Ed, standing right by that window, caught in the crosshairs of that electric fury. A twisted part of me, the kind that’d give a rattlesnake nightmares, wished he’d been there, just to get popped by that divine bolt. Would’ve saved me the trouble of brewing up the wicked concoction that brewed in my mind, the murderous scheme that had me dancing on the edge. Hell, that lightning could’ve been my accomplice, sizzling him like bacon out of my life in a flash, the way I wished things worked — fast and clean. He said, “Or did I leave it in the service room?”

Every damn time, I shot Ed this look, a look that could freeze hot coffee in its tracks, but the guy just walked right through it like it was steam on a bathroom mirror. See, what Ed failed to grasp was that he was playing goalie in my grand scheme, an unwanted defender in the path of my meteoric rise to entertainment domination. My dream of being the mogul to end all moguls, a dream hot and heavy like a summer night in Louisiana. And here he was, the thorn in my side, daring to stand between me and that glittering empire. Thing is, I didn’t have the luxury of time on my side — no sir, I needed him out, like yesterday, to clear the runway for my ascent.

I never turned away from the TV. “I don’t know.”

“Probably left it in the service room.”

I shrugged, I didn’t give-a-damn about his rain jacket. “You sure you didn’t leave it over at Mackenzie’s house?”

He moved closer to the bed when I wished he went back into the closet. “No, I don’t think so. And you know if I did she’s going to get on me about it. Predicting I’m going to catch pneumonia without my rain jacket. She’s a trip. She’s — what — twenty minutes older than I am and she still bosses me around. Still overprotective.”

I raised my wine cooler, toasting to him and his twin sister. “That she is.”

Ed put his hands on his hips and stood there, watching my TV show with me. He stood there longer than I wanted, which meant more stupid questions and interruptions coming my way. I gave Ed that look again. I wanted to finish my wine cooler and throw the empty bottle at him.

Three . . . two . . . one. “Carla, why do you watch these shows?”

“Because these are my favorite shows, Ed,” I said. And I said it just as plain as I could say it, hoping that he would get the picture. Of course, he never did.

He crossed his arms, pretending to be inquisitive. “I wish you’d stop watching these shows. Those shows are not good role models for little girls.”

I tossed back that wine cooler like it was water on a scorched day, its coolness a fleeting relief against the heat brewing in my chest. Popped the top on another one, the fizz like a mocking little laugh in the middle of this mess. Gave him that look once more, a look that could curdle milk, aiming for that hint to land square between his eyes, but you know, subtlety never was his strong suit. Should’ve been as clear as a neon sign, but nah, Ed just walked on by, like a lost soul wandering a desert. Made me ponder, what if I used my house shoe, my trusty weapon, to dance a deadly tango with him? A swift waltz that ended in silence, a silence that’d be hard to argue with. Maybe then, that icy hint would finally penetrate the thick fog in his skull.

He eased over and sat down on his side of the bed. I tried my best not to pay him any attention. But he was like a bad itch you couldn’t ignore. “You know if we have a little girl — a little Carla Junior — she . . . she will not be watching these shows.”

I turned and glared at him, grabbing my pillow for the most vicious and deadliest pillow fight in history. I begged myself to stay calm but it was impossible. “Who said we were having a little Carla Junior?”

Same old tune, Ed had that dumbfounded expression painted across his face, like I was speaking Greek in a Soul Food barbecue joint. Thirty years on this Earth and still didn’t grasp the simplest things. This guy, my husband, tall like a beanstalk, eyes the shade of dark secrets and brows like caterpillars getting ready to brawl. Spent more time at the gym than a preacher in the pulpit, all so he could stand in front of that mirror, admiring his own reflection like it was worth its weight in gold. But smarts? Well, let’s just say he had a bit more grease on his biceps than in his brain. To me, not much common sense.

“Or kids period,” I said. I was not having any kids with him.

Now Ed was really puzzled and I gave him a cute smile to seal the deal. NO KIDS WITH YOU!

“Just playing,” I said. “I mean if we did have a little girl . . . when she is of age . . . what’s wrong with her watching these kinds of shows?”

Then, like a rattlesnake striking out of the blue, the scene shifted, and right there on the screen, two of those showbiz hungry ladies — the ones who fancied themselves stars — well, they started clawing at each other like alley cats scrapping over a can of tuna. Shoes went flying, high heels like missiles, and wine glasses shattered like a symphony of chaos. The air was thick with tension and the stink of desperation. But you know how the story goes, nothing a couple of big, shadow-dwelling fellas dressed in black couldn’t handle, wading in like undertakers to pull apart those brawlin’ dames, restoring order in the middle of the hurricane they’d cooked up.

Ed shook his head, so condescending. “I think your question has just been answered.”

“These shows are mega-hits, Ed. They make lots of money, millions of dollars.”

“If I ever see our daughter on a TV show acting like this, throwing shoes at people — drunk —  I’d die. I’d drop dead right here.”

I turned and finally gave him the attention that he wanted. A smile on my face that was surely a murderous one. A smile that was telling my husband that he didn’t have long to live. “I’m pretty sure you will,” I said. “Dead as a doorknob.”

Cut to the commercials, a brief respite from the theatrics. Channel 4’s news anchor, all polished charm and pearly whites, slid into the frame, a preview of the nightly news dangled like forbidden fruit. His voice, smooth as caramel but with a hint of vinegar, slid across the airwaves, like a serpent whispering secrets in the dark. “Later on News 4 at eleven,” he crooned, “a tale that’ll send a shiver down your spine — a love gone sour in Fort Washington, Maryland. Seems a married couple met their fate in their own home this mornin’. Prince George’s County Police, they got their hands full, sortin’ through the wreckage. More tales of woe and wickedness waitin’ for ya — don’t touch that dial, folks, ‘cause there’s more to this story than meets the eye.”

Ed got up from the bed. “That has home break-in robbery written all over it.”

I stared at the TV screen, with light bulbs going off in my head. “You think so?”

“I heard about it this morning. Couple in their sixties. Yeah, we need to be careful, Carla.”

And there it was, like a jigsaw puzzle finally clicking into place, my little scheme weaving itself together in the shadows. A web of deceit and desire, every strand meticulously spun, just like a spider spinning her masterpiece. My lips curved into a smile, the kind that slithers across your face when you’ve got a secret the world’s yet to uncover. The pieces of my chessboard were shifting into position, each move a step closer to my endgame, the thought of it sending a chill down my spine that warmed my wicked heart.

Ed noticed. “What’s so funny?”

I stopped smiling. “What if these killers are never caught?”

Ed frowned, baffled. “And you think that’s funny?”

I didn’t want him to get too inquisitive. “Well no, but . . . nothing, nothing. I’m sure they’ll be caught.” I pretended to be serious. “No, um . . . actually I’ve been terrified ever since I heard about it this morning myself.” I got up on my knees and faced Ed, trying to put a concerned look on my face. “Maybe we need to get a gun.”

Ed sat back down on the bed, serious. “Baby, you know I’m really not comfortable with guns in the house. Especially when we start having kids.”

“Because you know I’m here by myself a lot. Especially when you’re out being the neighborhood humanitarian.”

Ed thought about it and laughed. “The neighborhood humanitarian. I like that. Lonnie’s here with you most of the time, anyway.”

“Yeah. That’s true.”

“That brother gotta enough thug in him to scare off a bear.”

I raised my eyebrows. “That’s true.”

Ed got up to leave this time. “I won’t be long, I’m just gonna go drop something off to my sister. Then run by the office real quick. And I’m back.”

Talking to Ed, I almost forgot. I grabbed the remote and turned the channel to my favorite movie. It was time to rush him off. “My movie is about to come on, see you when you get back.”

The movie flickered to life, shadows dancing on the walls like secrets trying to break free. Ed, the picture of cluelessness as always, just stood there like a statue carved out of stubbornness, still not getting that I wanted my space. The scenes unfolded, a tale as old as time, and there he was, right by my side, watching with me like it was some kind of bonding ritual. He damn well knew about my soft spot for that lead actor, Dean Watts — smooth as whiskey and twice as dangerous. So, what does he do? Grins like a kid who found a secret stash of candy, and like a sly fox, he slides on over, planting a kiss on my shoulder like he’s trying to play innocent. But he ain’t fooling nobody, especially not me. He knew damn well that his little antics were like sandpaper against my last nerve, rubbing me the wrong way just to watch me squirm.

The flick rollin’ on that screen was all about the art of getting away with murder, a tale as old as the devil’s grin. The woman, all sugar and poison, had her claws deep in her husband’s fortune, and she didn’t mind blood on her hands as long as the dollars rolled in. Dean Watts —  that beautiful, slick son of a gun of a man — he strutted onto the scene as the kind of lover that leads you right into the viper’s den. Like a melody that lures you into a dance you can’t escape, he played the notes of betrayal with a twinkle in his eye, a silver-tongued devil tempting fate, a siren call to the riches and danger all rolled into one smooth package.

Ed said, “Can I stay home and cuddle up and watch it with you?”

“Nope. When my movie is on I want no interruptions. You know that.”

Still kissing my shoulder. “I won’t interrupt, I promise.”

Moving my shoulder away from his lips, not taking my eyes off Dean as he entered the scene. “You like to talk when I watch TV, I can’t trust you.”

Ed actually tried to get something going, kissing me when I didn’t want to be kissed, to be touched. I smiled but I was still serious. “Can I please watch my shows in peace?”

I must’ve hurt Ed’s feelings because he stopped as if I’d just turned into a wet, slimy, frog. He got up, smiling and forgiving me. “I think it’s your favorite movie because you’re in love with Dean Watts.”

Staring at Dean, I shook my head, lying to my husband for the nine-hundredth million time.

Ed was about to leave when he stopped, forgetting something. “Oh, speaking of Dean, he’s coming to town — this week I think — to hang out with Mackenzie.”

I hit pause, the screen freezing on my tantalizing web of deceit. I turned toward Ed, excitement simmering under my cool exterior, like a snake coiled and ready to strike. My fingers itched to fan myself, cool down the heat bubbling up, but that’d be like waving a flag, and Ed, bless his oblivious heart, wouldn’t miss a thing. My heart raced, each beat a drumroll to the finale of my wicked symphony. It was a blueprint painted in the shades of danger and desire — my grand plan, dark and irresistible as the night. To hell with the conventions, the norms — Dean was the bait, the prize dangling in front of me. Steal him away from my sister-in-law Mackenzie, tangle him up in my wicked web, and once he was mine, take care of the Ed’s sorry ass. One stone, two birds — clean and efficient. Then, like a maestro of malevolence, Dean’d produce my masterpiece of a TV show with his fancy production company, once we’re hitched, of course. A TV show called The Housewives of Fort Washington, a title like honey dripping from my lips, sweet and oh-so-sticky. Boom, just like that, the pieces fell into place, like a well-played poker hand sealing the fate of the table.

I climbed off the bed and faced Ed. “Oh, for real?”

“Yeah? He’s coming to town, they’re going to hang out together. He just built a house here. Right on the water. Not that far from here as a matter of fact.”

Dean and Mackenzie — those two crossed paths way back when, back in the high school days that feel like ancient history. Dean, a small-town boy from Brandywine, Maryland, doing his thing at Thomas Stone High School, while the rest of us, me, Mackenzie, and Ed, were over at Friendly, doing our own song and dance. Then Dean, that wild card of a guy, well, he packed his bags and headed for the glitzy chaos of L.A., riding the highway to stardom like it was his birthright. Hollywood lights, red carpets, cameras flashing like a summer storm — that was his life, the kind of story that makes you swear you’re dreaming while you’re wide awake.

I still can’t wrap my head around how, back in high school, Mackenzie and Dean were a thing. Like a peacock shackin’ up with a pigeon, you know? Dean, all slick and polished, a pretty boy that could’ve charmed the stars down from the sky, and there she was, Mackenzie, just a plain Jane tryin’ to blend in with the wallpaper. A mismatch if I ever saw one. When Dean could’ve plucked any girl he pleased from the garden, I was right there on the vine, ripe for the pickin’. But hey, that’s how the world twirls, I guess. “I didn’t know they still kept in touch,” I said.

“Yeah, Dean hasn’t forgotten about Mackenzie. Mackenzie said with all his fame and money he’s still a chill, down to earth brother.”

“Yeah, well, maybe we all should go out when he gets here.”

Ed thought about it. “Not a bad idea. I’ll check with Mackenzie.”

“No, I’ll check with Mackenzie, I’ll make it happen. Is he moving back home?”

“No, she said he’s still in L.A. for now. He just wants to have a house here, I’m not really sure though. But we’ll see.”

I locked my gaze on my husband’s eyes, staring right into ‘em like a cobra fixated on its prey, cold and calculating. It was a look that could chill even the hottest summer night, the kind of icy grip that’d send panic down a man’s spine if he knew what I was brewin’. In that moment, I wasn’t just his wife — oh no, I was something darker, something more dangerous. A killer, lurking in plain sight, waiting for the right moment to strike. “Yeah,” I said. “We will see.”
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Dean and I, well, we found our way to each other the moment he touched down in town from that L.A. whirlwind. Meeting up was easy — his mansion, a regal fortress of red stone bricks, stretched itself out on Riverview Road like it owned the place. Six bedrooms —  more space than I’d know what to do with — it was a place where dreams went to rest their heads. Resting right by the Potomac River, the water’s song became a constant companion, a melody weaving through our days.

As we whipped up memories in the kitchen, our laughter mingling with the sizzling of pans, we indulged in a feast of nostalgia and flavors. Out in his backyard, our own private world, we dined by the river’s edge, where boats glided like secrets whispered in the wind. Bacon Asparagus Pastry Twists melted in my mouth, each bite a delicate dance of flavors. The Creamy Tuscan Chicken, a symphony of tastes that tugged at my senses, intertwined with the warmth of Cheese Garlic Bread. And then there was the Garlic Butter Steak — a masterpiece in every sense, tender as the promises we made under the moonlit sky. The wine flowed like stories shared among old friends, Chateau Montelena dancing across my tongue, its rich notes painting colors across my thoughts as I edged into a pleasant haze. I watched Dean, a portrait of contentment, sipping his vodka with the casual ease of a man at home. With the river’s song as our backdrop, the world swirled in a gentle blur, and as the night deepened, so did the bonds that tied us together.

The eye contact Dean was giving me almost had me coming out of my white Lilly Pulitzer spring dress. He said, “So you tell me . . . what do you see in our future?”

I let that question hang in the air like a storm cloud, pondering it as the evening sun dipped below the horizon. Should I lay it all bare, strip my soul down to its core? The truth — a weight heavy as the humidity on a hot summer day — hovered on the tip of my tongue. Because what he didn’t know, what I’d never had the guts to tell him, was that this heart of mine had been dancing to the same tune since our high school days. In love, still, after all these years, my emotions a maze of longing and hopes unspoken. The thought of him, always there, a quiet hum beneath the surface of everything I did. Marriage, well, that was a dream I’d tucked away, like a treasure waiting to be found. I said, “When you say our future . . . are you talking about us?”

He stared at me with those sexy blue bedroom eyes of his. “Yes, I’m talking about us.” We stood there, both of us marking our thirtieth year on this Earth, at the crossroads of time and possibility. Dean, tall and lean like a shadow in the night, his muscles carved like secrets into his frame, his abs a testament to dedication. His hair, wavy and short, a reminder of how even the simplest things looked like a masterpiece on him. We were like two sides of a coin, he and I. Yet, while I was a drop in the ocean of faces, he’d caught the spotlight’s glare. Washboard abs and all, he’d been People magazine’s crowned jewel, the sexiest man alive. A title rarely doled out to men of color — a club that hosted legends like John Legend, Idris Elba, and Denzel Washington, each one a star burning bright in Hollywood’s sky.

I was so excited my cheeks started tingling. “Lots of happiness.”

“What else?”

I smiled. “Lots of money.”

“What else?”

I shrugged, almost laughing. “With a lot of money what else can you ask for?”

“What about not only all the money in the world, what about a big gorgeous mansion?” I nodded. “What about kids? You want kids?”

The notion of us, tangled in a lover’s embrace, our worlds colliding in a riot of sensations, had me spinning like a top. Love — thick and sweet like molasses — flooded my veins, leaving me intoxicated on its heady brew. My heart, a willing captive to the rhythm of possibility, danced in my chest like a jazz quartet on a dimly lit stage. In those moments, the future stretched out before me like an open road, winding and unpredictable. I’d catch myself wondering, daydreams drifting like clouds across my mind, what our legacy would look like — the offspring of our love, a canvas yet to be painted, a portrait of the love we’d bring into this world. “I would love to give you kids, all the kids you want.”

“Oh, I want quite a few of them.”

“You got it.”

Dean grabbed my hand and kissed it.

I watched him, making sure it wasn’t the liquor talking. “So after all these years, you waited until now to propose to me?”

The question embarrassed him, sobering him up and he tried to smile. I hated to do that to him but I had to test the waters. He said, “You know eventually we’re going to get married, right?”

“You have everything you want, all the money, the fame, all the women you could ever want. Are you sure you’re ready for marriage?”

“Eventually, I’m going to want to settle down, yes. I’m going to want a family, kids. I want it all and why shouldn’t I. Why shouldn’t you?”

I had another question that I was scared to ask. “But are you sure you want this with me? All the choices of women coming at you, all the choices you have to choose from.

Dean was uncomfortable with the questions but I needed to know. “McKenzie, we have been friends since High School. Why shouldn’t I want to be married to my best friend? Why shouldn’t I want to be married to someone I get along with every single day of the week? Who I’ve always gotten along with.”

“So with the brand new house do you plan on living here?”

Dean thought about it. “Why not both places? We will have houses everywhere. In LA, DC, anywhere we want to live.”

“But are you sure you’re ready to settle down with one woman?”

“Of Course.”

“Because I know . . . as gorgeous as you are . . . women, they come up to you every day of the week. Your pick of the litter.”

Dean held my hands, staring into my eyes, drunk and in love. “If I love you then I’m with you. Only you.”

“I believe you. You just have so many fans—”

“Listen to me. Fans are fanatics. That’s not real love. They love me and I am thankful. I appreciate them. But I want to marry a woman, not a fan.”

It warmed me with delight to hear that. “I understand.”

He stared into my eyes, seducing me. “McKenzie, I would never hurt you. We’ve been friends too long for that.”

“I know.”

“There are so many ways to show you that I love you.”

Could’ve been the wine talkin’, or maybe it was love, or hell, it could’ve been a cocktail of both swirling in my head. Whatever it was, it was a match to a powder keg, igniting a blaze we couldn’t control. In a blink, we were like two sparks colliding, erupting into a fire that consumed everything in its path. The gazebo, once a sanctuary of silence, turned into a battleground of passion, clothes shed like armor, defenses abandoned. Ripped fabric, like echoes of the storm inside us, littered the floor as we moved from the shadows to the pool’s edge, the water inviting us like a siren’s call. Waves crashed and splashed, the noise loud as thunder in a summer storm, our laughter and gasps swallowed by the night. A tempest of desire that’d wake the dead, if we’d been in a less secluded corner of the world. Dean’s mansion, our secret haven, cocooned us in its walls, muffling our reckless symphony from prying ears, sparing us from the judgment of the world beyond.

That night, it’s carved in my memory like a work of art etched on the canvas of my life — arguably the finest stroke in my existence. Happiness, pure and unadulterated, wrapped its arms around me like a long-lost lover, a sensation so rare I’d bet my last dime on its elusiveness. There I was, tangled up in the arms of the man who’d owned my heart since the days of youth, a love that raged like a wildfire, untamed and fierce. That night, oh, it was like a rocket ride straight into the stars, a journey that I knew would define the chapters of my life yet to be written. 

And as the vision unfurled before me, I saw it all — the final curtain call, when my days wind down and I take my final breaths, a scene where Dean’s face would be the last thing I’d see, our legacy nestled around us like a warm embrace. The laughter of our kids, the energy of our grandkids — all of it an orchestra of memories, a swan song played on strings of love and time. I thought I had it all figured out, clear as a road stretching out ahead, paved with golden dreams. 

Or so I believed.
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I shut off the riding lawn mower, its growl fading into the stillness of the day, a brief reprieve from the rumble that had filled my ears. My hand came up to wipe the sweat from my forehead, a bead of effort made visible under the glaring sun. The rhythm of the task had me lost, and I didn’t hear him approach, didn’t catch the footsteps that stole up behind me. “I gotta give it to you, Lonnie,” Ed said, his voice cutting through the quiet like a knife. “You’re like a surgeon out here, cutting my lawn with the precision of a skilled hand. Neat as my haircut, I gotta admit.” 

I swung myself off the mower, boots hitting the ground with a soft thud, meeting his gaze head-on. “Thanks, Ed. You know I ain’t one to half-ass anything. I’ll always do right by you.” 

The yard was my domain every other Saturday, a dance of blades and greenery. That day, the sun had taken the sky hostage, breezes only offering temporary relief from its grip. My body sagged, drained from hours of work, ears ringing like a distant echo of the lawnmower’s roar. But the air, oh, it sang with the scent of freshly cut grass, a fragrance that mingled with my exhaustion, beckoning me to reach for an ice-cold beer, a reward for a job well done.

“Actually I’m glad you’re still here, family.” That’s what Ed called me most of the time. “I wanted to give you your money before I left.” He gave me the usual. A hundred dollars a month for cutting his grass. Plus a fifty dollar tip. He laid the money in my hand and said, “Keep up the good work, fam.”

“You know I will, Ed. Thank you.” Seemed like Ed had a knack for being generous in his own twisted way, slipping me that fifty-dollar bill every month like a secret handshake between conspirators. His whispers were always the same, warning me to keep it under wraps from Carla, acting like she had a leash on his wallet. Now, I ain’t one for moral debates, but it sure struck me funny how a wife could think she could lasso a man’s finances, especially when he’s running his own show. I mean, ain’t that the rub? The man’s got his own kingdom to tend to, his own battles to fight, and here she is, trying to steer his ship like she’s the captain. But then again, I wasn’t exactly clean as a whistle, seeing as I was more than her cousin. A tangled web, yeah, that’s what it was, and Ed was the puppet master, pulling the strings however he damn well pleased.

“Oh, your cousin is finally up if you want to go and say ‘hey’ to her.”

I smiled. “Okay, Ed.”

“I gotta head to my office to take care of some things with my sister. Then I got some things I gotta do for my youth basketball team.”

“Okay, well, have a good one. See you at church tomorrow.”

Ed smiled, patted me on the back, and walked off. “See you later cousin, see you at church.”

I watched him get into his black Range Rover and drive off. As I always did.

After I wrapped up with the John Deere riding lawnmower, I stashed all the tools back in the shed out back. Felt good to tidy up, put things where they belonged — a neatness I could never quite find in my own life. With the sweat still clinging to my skin, I made a beeline for the house, thirsty like a man wandering the desert. My fingers wrapped around the cool neck of a Heineken, that first swig hitting my throat like a cool breeze on a hot summer day. Damn, that beer slid down smoother than a snake in silk sheets, a taste so fine it could’ve come right out of a beer commercial.

I caught the sound of Carla’s meaty footsteps, steady and certain as a metronome, as she moved through her bedroom. Funny how just that — the echo of her presence wandering around that house —  could stir up an arousal storm inside me. It was like an electric current crackling through the air, sparking something deep in me, a sensation that you can’t quite put your finger on, but damn if it doesn’t set your skin on fire.

With that cold beer a lifeline in my grip, I moved silent as a shadow up them stairs, work boots or no work boots. The door to the master bedroom swung wide, and I stepped into the threshold. There she was, Carla, perched by that bay window, staring out like she owned the whole damn neighborhood, all wrapped up in nothing but a robe that was hanging on her like a whisper in the wind.

Every time Carla swayed into my line of sight, my heart would start poundin’ like a drummer gone wild, lust prickling under my skin like a fever I couldn’t shake. She was a firecracker, no doubt —  a pocket-sized whirlwind with eyes the color of storm clouds, brows sharp as daggers, and that light caramel skin that could make a man forget his own name. I swear, that birthmark on her shoulder, a little blot that looked like a heart-shaped tattoo, it was like a signature left by the devil himself. You know, I couldn’t escape her, not for a single moment of the day — sunup to sundown, she was there in my mind, crawlin’ around like a snake in my thoughts. It’s like I’d gone mad, lost myself in her pull, until I came to a bone-deep certainty: I’d take a life just to keep her in my corner, no questions asked.

Movin’ with the kind of quiet only a cat knows, I set my beer down on the dresser like it was a fragile piece of glass. And there she was, Carla, a picture framed by the bay window, a moment in time waiting to be seized. I slinked up behind her, every muscle in my body tense, trying to hold my breath like it was a wild animal that’d bolt at the first sign of danger.

Her fingers, like a caress from silk, slid through that long cascade of hair of hers, a touch that’d make a man forget his own mother’s name. The way she worked her fingers, slow and deliberate, it was like a spell cast on me, pullin’ on strings I thought I could control. But hell, control ain’t worth a dime when the beast inside starts stirrin’, a wild thing pushin’ against the confines of decency and desire, clawin’ at my restraint like a cat scratchin’ a damn itch. Them grass-stained jeans might as well have been paper thin, ‘cause in that moment, the monster was ready to break free, unleashin’ chaos with every heartbeat.

She said, “Did he say how long he was going to be?”

“He said he had to take care of some business at his office.”

Still staring out the window, she nodded, licking her lips. “So you know what that means.”

And the monster in my pants was ready to go. “We got some time.”

I closed in from behind, arms circling her waist like a vice, my face nuzzling into the crook of her neck like a damn bloodhound on a hunt. It was like I was Dracula himself, craving the taste of something forbidden, somethin’ that would damn me to hell but I couldn’t stop myself from takin’.

She reached back and grabbed the back of my neck. When the monster in my pants poked her she turned to face me. “We need the start using a condom. Cousin.”

I looked at her. “Why?”

She looked at me back, like she just watched my brains slide right out of my ears. “Do you really need to ask me that?”

I was about to catch an attitude. I liked her raw. “Hell yeah. Feels much better without it.”

“Wrong answer, dummy. I’m not doing anything with Ed right now. Haven’t in weeks. And weeks before that, probably longer. Do we really need a baby right now?”

My erection became bigger and stronger at the thought. “You know I want to have kids with you. You know that.”

She stared at me as if I had stolen all the patience from her. “Wrong answer. . . dummy. Not right now. As soon as his body turns cold and he’s in the ground . . . we will work on that.”

“Can you please tell me what’s the holdup?”

“I have a plan already in effect. Came up with it last night.”

I squinted my eyes and bit my bottom lip. “That’s what I’m talking about.”

“I have to make sure that this plan is the perfect murder. And going to jail for murder is not part of my future plans.”

“You know I’m gonna make sure he’s taken care of, you know that.”

“Oh, I know. Baby, you know I know. I’ve known you since high school when you went to Suitland.”

“So we ain’t got nothing to be scared of.”

“Yeah, but we still can’t be sloppy about it.”

I sure as hell didn’t aim to get caught up in some twisted plot to orchestrate the perfect murder; all I wanted was for this whole mess to be behind us, a chapter closed and sealed shut. But what really kept me up at night was Carla, playin’ her part like a goddamn actress in a thriller. See, if she was gonna be the wife who offs her husband and then bats her eyelashes for the jury, she’d need to squeeze out enough crocodile tears to fill a river. Problem was, Carla struck me as the kind who wouldn’t shed a tear at a funeral, not even her own mama’s.

I said, “Are you gonna be thinking about it while we’re in church tomorrow?”

“What, murdering my husband? Of course. That’s when I get my best thinking done. In my father’s church.”

I let out a loud giggle that echoed the room. “Even while your father’s preaching?”

Carla wrapped her arms around my neck. “My father has been telling me since I was little that I would never be saved. And I’ll be damned if he wasn’t right.”

We tongued each other for a moment.

I stopped and looked at her, giggling again. “You must really hate Ed to be thinking about killing him while you’re in church.”

“I can’t live the life I wanna live being married to him. I can’t. I am not a humanitarian giving away my fucking money. I have better things to do with our money than to be starting some fucking youth basketball team.”

“I feel you, I feel you.” I grabbed her ass and squeezed it and I couldn’t help poking her in the stomach again. “So how long do you think we can go on calling each other cousins before his family finds out the truth? I’m not trying to get jumped by Ed’s whole family at some fuckin’ cookout this summer because they found out we’re really not cousins.”

We won’t be going to any cookouts this summer, not with my in-laws anyway. We’ll be long gone by then. I will be too busy spending money for some cookout, I will be too busy working on my show.”

I scooped her up in my arms, lips meeting hers in a hungry kiss as I carried her over to the damn bed, the stage for our secret little show. Her robe slipped away, revealin’ her body, all soft and bare, and I was ready to dive right in, caught between the urgency of desire and the tickin’ clock. Every time we fucked, it felt like a race against time, like Ed himself was about to walk through that door, catchin’ us in the act like two thieves in the night. There were nights when we raised the roof with our heat, the sound of us mixin’ with the beat of the rain on the windows. Then there were those times I’d find myself helpin’ her change the damn sheets, soaked through with evidence of our little escapades. Damn, the whole thing was twisted, a sensation of bein’ tangled up in another man’s life, another man’s bed, with the threat of a bullet bouncin’ around in the back of my mind. It was a feelin’ I hated, no two ways about it.

As I was crawling on top of her, she took her cotton soft hand and pressed it against my chest, stopping me. She kissed me softly on the lips and said, “Before you stick that in me . . . you need to hit the shower first.”

There were times I felt really fucked up to be smiling in Ed’s face, knowing all the while that I was going to be peeling his shit back soon. Carla dangled the promise of riches like a shiny lure, and when it comes to protectin’ what’s yours, a fella’s gotta walk a crooked path if that’s what it takes. I mean, ain’t no denyin’, when it’s your woman in the mix, you start seein’ red and all the rules go out the damn window. Besides, this whole fake cousin charade was wearin’ thin, like a cheap coat unraveling at the seams. I was sick of the whole damn act, tired of dancin’ around lies like they were the truth. What I really wanted? Well, that was a whole new title, a different role in her twisted play — her husband, the one who’d help her burn through that sweet insurance money, no questions asked.
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There stood my old man, a pint-sized preacher with a swagger that could fill a room twice his size, perched behind that polished podium like a conductor about to lead a symphony. His gaze swept over the congregation, those loyal sheep hangin’ on his every word, like he held the key to their salvation. “You all need to understand, Hell is an afterlife, not someplace you’re going away for the weekend. Can I get an Amen?”

Inside midst the congregation, a chorus of “amens” rang out like a chorus of obedient birds, their voices mingling with the echo of my father’s preaching like a well-rehearsed orchestra. Laughter danced through the pews too, light and carefree, like a breeze rustlin’ the leaves on a hot summer day.

The megachurch my old man ran was jam-packed like a sardine can on a hot Sunday mornin’. Two thousand faithful souls, all squeezed into their seats, sweatin’ through their Sunday best like they were in a damn sauna. Every one of ‘em, fixated on my father, their eyes locked onto him like he was the North Star guidin’ their way. The air was thick, heavy with the scent of cheap perfume and overpowering cologne, swirling together to make my stomach twist in knots. Ed and I had skipped breakfast, my belly growlin’ loud enough to raise the dead, but I was too caught up in my old man’s smooth talk to worry about that. His voice, like a slow blues melody, it filled the massive space, pullin’ his flock in like the Pied Piper himself. And let me tell you, the way those church ladies fanned themselves, it was like a swarm of butterflies fluttering through the church.

My old man’s church, a decade and a half old, stood its ground out in the middle of nowhere, right on North Keys Road in Brandywine, Maryland. It’s like it set up camp in the quietest corner of the whole county, nestled between Prince George’s and Charles Counties, like a refuge for souls lookin’ to find some kind of solace. My gig there? Crunching numbers as the church’s accountant since I got outta Bowie State, keepin’ the books tidy and the coins lined up in their neat little rows. And if that wasn’t enough, my folks had an eight-bedroom mansion sittin’ on Candy Hill Road, just a few miles away from the chapel of salvation, also tucked away in the middle of nowhere. The irony, right? See, I’d thought about goin’ to my parents for the cash I needed to get my reality show off the ground. But there’s the catch, you see. My dad, he’s got that itch to spread the Good Word — God, Jesus, salvation, the whole damn song and dance. If I asked for the money, you can bet your ass he’d wanna spin that shit show into some preachin’ pulpit, all about saving souls from the fiery pits of Hell.

Dad glanced back at the first lady of the church, my mom, and she gave him a proud smile and a nod. “It is not a place where you vacay for a week, Hell is a place . . . where your evil soul . . . will suffer . . . over . . . and over . . . and over again. For the rest of the eternity that you could ever imagine.”

My old man, he had that preacher act down pat, no denying it. But I never cared much for his whole bag of tricks, the way he’d twist and turn his sermons, makin’ folks squirm in their pews, hopin’ that fear’d push ‘em closer to believing in God. It’s like he was wielding fear like a weapon, tryin’ to scare the soul right into their bones. But me? Nah, that kind of act never cut it with me. ‘Cause let me tell you, I wasn’t about to be spooked by his fiery words or his hellfire tales.

“Some of you are already complaining,” dad said. Then he did what he always did, mimic churchgoers for laughter. Most of the time he was mimicking a lot of the older women in the church who complained all the time. “Pastor is the air conditioning on, wintertime is over.”

The laughter was strong and loud. Even Ed was sitting up there, laughing like a damn fool, leaning into me. As usual, I didn’t see anything funny.

He continued with the mimicking, still with the serious look on his face. Dad never laughed at his own jokes. “Pastor, you all got any more fans?”

More laughter, stronger and louder this time. “Well imagine how hot Hell is. Trust me. You all are going to be asking for a little bit more than a fan dealing with all that heat. Y’all can buy all the air conditioners at Home Depot and that still won’t be enough air to cool down Hell.”

All two-thousand church members applauded. Except for me.

“Hell is so hot y’all won’t be able to sit down anywhere,” he said, “it’ll be too hot to sit. Snakes and spiders slithering and crawling all over you. How many of y’all scared of snakes and spiders?”

Everybody’s hand went up. Except for mine. And my dad noticed, to his disappointment, and I didn’t give-a-damn. I had gotten tired of the same old stupid jokes about people suffering in Hell. But they laughed every time, so, in a way, I couldn’t blame him for the same old jokes.

Dad pointed to himself. “I know I do! I know God tells us to love all things and living creatures but I don’t know if I can trust a snake. You got everything in Hell getting after you, snakes, spiders . . . dogs chasing you.”

More laughter. One man behind me laughed so hard I thought he busted his guts right out of his ass.

Dad raised his voice into his mic. “Can you imagine running from dogs for an eternity.” The loud laughter had turned the church into a comedy show. Dad got louder. “Can you imagine big, vicious dogs chasing you forever, can you imagine that? And some of you have a hard time running already, right now as we speak.”

The more that laughter echoed through the pews, the more my blood started to simmer, the annoyance curling my lip like a venomous smile. Laughs were bouncin’ off the walls like ricocheting bullets, some folks laughing like they were mourning the dead, tears and all. Shit, even my own mother was caught up in it, tears streaming down her face like she was watching some kind of heavenly comedy show, perched on her fancy throne as the church’s first lady.

“You have some people who think Hell is folklore. That they can do any and everything they want. Whoremongering, stealing, cheating . . . murdering. Because they want to do what they want to do.” Then my dad’s eyes dotted over to me, and he held his look. “You all keep thinking Hell is folklore. Imagine the look on your face when you get there and realize . . . that it is as real as the spiteful nose on your face.”

While my father received yet another applause, he glared over at me as if God gave him permission to send me to Hell himself. The only reason I didn’t roll my eyes at him is that I didn’t want to hear that shit later, that kids who roll their eyes at their parents go to Hell for it. That’s all I heard all my life growing up with my dad being a pastor. You go to Hell when you spit at people, Carla. You go to Hell when you lick your tongue out at your mother, Carla. You go to Hell when you rip the heads off your best friend’s favorite doll, Carla. I got tired of my father —  Pastor Lyman — guilting me all the time about going to Hell!

My old man’s eyes flickered my way, those brows of his like knives carving into my soul. He aimed those eyebrows straight at me, tryin’ to send shivers down my spine, like I was supposed to quiver in my Sunday best. But nah, ain’t no sweat dripped down my brow. Ice water’s what coursed through my veins, colder than a winter’s night. I’d always been the preacher’s wild child, ain’t no hidin’ that truth. Lost my innocence at fifteen, didn’t blink an eye. If there’s an afterlife waitin’ for me, it’s gonna be one draped in luxury, paved with gold. Snakes and spiders? Shit, they’d be my companions, my pets, slitherin’ and crawlin’ to my tune.

Ain’t nobody on my radar except for yours truly. Carla’s the star of this show, no doubt about it. I’m not lettin’ nobody hold the reins of my destiny. I’m the driver of this wicked ride, no one else. My path’s laid out clear as day, and I’ll pay whatever cost to claim my throne.

Then something caught my attention. I squinted my eyes to focus. Oh my God!

Mackenzie and Dean Watts.

What? Together in church?

There they were, all gathered ‘round like one big, happy family. Ed and Mackenzie’s parents putting on a show, playing nice. Now, my father-in-law, he was a real charmer, a pocketful of sugar. But that mother-in-law of mine? Lord, she’s a whole other story. That woman’s got a venomous tongue that could rival a rattlesnake’s. I was surprised she didn’t have a coven of her own, cooking up spells in her spare time.

Mackenzie, my so-called best friend, had the audacity to get under my skin that Sunday at church. Like she had a personal invitation to my future husband’s lap, snugglin’ up with Dean like she owned the place. All those younger girls in the pews, stretching and cracking their necks to catch a glimpse of Dean Watts, the silver screen heartthrob. Just lookin’ for a little slice of fame to go with their Sunday sermon.

Just before my dad ended the service, I told Ed that I’d meet him outside, that I had to go to the bathroom. So I got up and went to the back of the church. I stood back there, my eyes on Mackenzie and Dean the whole time.

When the church finally let out, I put my sunglasses on and followed them.

Mackenzie always parked her pearl white CL550 Benz coupe near the entrance of the church. They didn’t know I was following them.

Mackenzie and my supposed future man had themselves a cozy chat by her car, unaware of me sneakin’ up like a shadow in the dusk. I hovered there, ear hustlin’ and eavesdropping, indulging my nosiness like it was a fine wine.

Dean stared down into Mackenzie’s eyes like he was so in love, and it nearly killed me. “Baby, If I was shooting a movie in Alaska I would want you there with me.” Mackenzie looked up at Dean with the same love in her eyes.

“Another thing I wanted to talk to you about. I want you to have your own key to the house.” It was as if Dean had proposed to Mackenzie, I thought she was going to start crying. He said, “So you can let yourself in and out when I’m out of town. Just come over and hang out and relax anytime you want.”

Mackenzie spread that smile of hers like butter on hot cornbread, all over the damn parking lot. It was blinding, like the sun we were standing under. She might not be a drop-dead beauty, but cute? Oh, you bet your sweet tea she was cute as a button, with her Tinker Bell vibe, those chestnut eyes twirling their magic, and a complexion like warm honey on a summer day. She said, “Thank you, baby, that is so nice of you.”

“You might as well start getting used to the place.”

Now it was time to make my move before they started setting up house together. I walked up, clearing my throat, my hand out to Dean. “Hi, Dean, good to see you again. It was nice of you to attend my dad’s church today.”

Dean shook my hand, looking at me as if he’d never seen me a day of his life. He tried to smile. “I’m . . . I’m sorry, have we met?”

I started to take my shoe off and beat him to death with it. “I’m Carla, Mackenzie’s best friend, I met you a long time ago when we all were in high school.”

He still didn’t remember me. He wiped the sweat from his forehead with his fingers, turning to Mackenzie for answers. “You don’t remember Carla?” she asked him. Dean looked at me and shook his head. “She’s been my best friend since junior high school.”

Dean gave me a beautiful smile of an apology that made me blush. “Well, it’s nice to —” His phone rang and he looked to see who was calling him. “I’m sorry, ladies, I have to take this call. Nice to meet you, um . . .”

I glared at him with no smile. “Carla.”

“Carla, right. Okay.” Then he walked away with nothing else to say to me. “Hello. Bob, how’re you doing this morning L.A. time?”

I couldn’t take my eyes off of Dean. “So, what’re you and Dean about to do? I was thinking about getting together later. Are you hungry?”

Mackenzie nodded, smiling. “I’m starving as a matter of fact.”

“Ed said he has some business to take care of with that youth basketball team of his. But I can meet you and Dean at a spot where we can eat.”

“Well, I don’t know —”

“The three of us can hang out.”

Mackenzie looked back at Dean, watching him talk on the phone. “Dean won’t be able to come with us.”

Why the hell is she keeping me away from him? “Oh, for real?” I wanted to sound so disappointed, so Mackenzie would feel like she was fucking up my day. “I was hoping that the three of us could hang out for a minute, grab something to eat. Maybe get some crabs.”

“A limousine is picking him up later to take him to the airport. He’s gotta get back to L.A.”

I had to control the disappointed expression on my face, or she would have figured it out that I was going to take her man. “Okay. So . . . when’s the next time he’s in town?”

“He’s got to meet with a producer in L.A. next week. So he’ll probably be back home in another
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