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CHAPTER ONE
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Thelma

She paced back and forth in the large parking lot, under the unforgiving hot August sun, trying not to keep staring at the blatant disrespect displayed for the entire church to see. She wasn’t in plain view for anyone to actually notice her fury, unless they walked down the aisle of the parking lot where she stood. 

Thelma stood watching her husband talking to the one woman that most of the church deemed the church slut. Lori was laughing as if Jeffrey was doing standup comedy. Very annoying and over the top. She kept leaning into him, placing her hand on his chest while she cackled on. Oh, and Jeffrey was just loving it. Soaking in all of the attention, while his boys, Kent and Dale, stood next to him staring her down and elbowing each other, with their wide, schoolboy grins.

Did he...did this fool just put his hand on her lower back?

Jeffrey went on gesturing with his left hand, telling some story, while his right hand rested just in the curve of Lori’s lower back.

“That’s it! Damn this!” Thelma said aloud.

As fate would have it, a couple from the church walked in her view.

“Praise the Lord, Sister Drake,” said the woman. She was Sister Francine who was leader over the couple’s ministry.

Embarrassed that her outburst had been heard, she fashioned a quick smile, wave, and bolted for the driver’s door. She tossed her purse on the passenger seat and started the SUV. Pulling out of the spot, she almost hit the car behind her who decided to pull out at the same time. 

Thelma mouthed some apologies, not caring if they could see it or not. She whipped out of the spot to pull around to the front of the church where Jeffrey and his crew stood. His hand was no longer on Lori’s back, but she was still giggling and touching him. She honked twice and everyone looked her way, including the other church folks who were having private conversations amongst themselves. Jeffrey smiled and threw up the hold on finger.

“He’s got to be kidding!” Thelma said, rolling down the passenger’s window. “Can you please come on. I’m ready to go!” 

“Hey girl,” Lori said smiling and waving as if they were best buds. 

Thelma mustered a fake smile and just threw up her hand for a quick wave. 

“Jeffrey,” Thelma sternly spoke and gave a look that showed she meant Now!

She thought she faintly heard Shawn, a member who walked into the conversation the group was having as she was pulling up, tell Jeffrey that he was in trouble. 

Who cares? He better bring his ass on now! Forgive me Lord!

Jeffrey dapped his boys and gave Lori a quick hug and started walking towards their vehicle. He opened the passenger door and turned to his boys.

“Give me about two hours and drop by.”

“All right, bruh. Check you later!” Kent yelled back. 

Jeffrey gave Thelma her purse, which looked as though it was flung on the seat...because it was, got in and buckled up. His smile turned to a frown, and he looked at her. She turned away but, felt him staring and she chose to keep looking forward, while she gathered her defense for what she knew would be an impeding argument. 

“Wanna tell me what that was all about,” he asked as he adjusted his seatbelt. 

She pulled out of the parking lot and up to the traffic light at the end of the church grounds. It was red.

“No, do you wanna tell me what all of that back there was about?” 

“What are you even talking about? All of what?”

“You know damn well what I’m talking about.”

“Hey, you are on church grounds with that mouth.”

“Just like you were on church grounds with all of that flirting!” Thelma retorted.

“What? Why you...”

“Don’t even try to deny it. There is no way in hell you had to be all up in her face, and the killer was when you put your hand on her lower back! Dude, really?”

“You are trippin’. Ain’t nobody flirting with that woman. Why do you always have something to say about her? I talk to Mother Smith in the church. Hug on her. Kiss her on the cheek...”

Green light.

Thelma shot him a look and pulled off into traffic. 

“You know damn well that ain’t the same!” Thelma exclaimed. Feeling even more insulted.

“Whoa that mouth today!” Jeffrey barked back.

“I am sick and tired of every time I turn around, you are up in some chick face, or they in yours. And your Mickey Mouse club on the sideline loving it all. Just disrespectful!” 

“Hey, you need to chill out. I don’t be in nobody’s face. You are just paranoid!” Jeffrey defended, trying to keep his voice level.

“Nah, you just love attention! There is no way in hell that your hand should be on any woman’s lower back! What if I stood talking to some dude with my hand on his...”

“Hey! Cut it out. You are making this out to be more than what it is! Is it that time of the month?” Jeffrey asked, digging in with another insult.

“Are you kidding me right now?” She exclaimed.

“Look it’s very annoying to even be having this conversation. I don’t know what it looked like to you, but it wasn’t what you thought.” 

“You are disrespectful,” she said sharply.

“And you’re paranoid,” he shot back, just as upset.

“Nah, I’m not stupid,” she said, exhaling. “I’ll tell you what, if being all up in her face is what makes your day, you can just bounce and go be with her!”

“Wait a minute, you are outta control! I don’t want that girl!” he said with his voice escalated.

“You know they call her the church slut. Why would you even want to be seen with your hands anywhere near her? I’m not paranoid, nor am I crazy!” 

Jeffrey said nothing else. He turned on the radio and blasted it to drown her out. 

Tears started to fill her eyes. Thelma was over it. Last week, it was the checkout girl at the grocery store. 

Who tips the freaking cashier?

“There you go with that. Please don’t start crying,” Jeffrey said, annoyed and staring at her. 

As if on cue, the tears rolled down her cheeks. Dropping nonstop as if someone cut open her tear ducts and commanded them to just RUN! 

“I’m just tired,” her voice cracked.

“Yeah, me too.”

She looked at him, a slur of demeaning words wanting to fly, but she settled on silence. She needed to be home. Quick. Locked in the bathroom, alone. 

*** 
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Thelma sat in her vanity chair in the bathroom of her bedroom, alone. Staring at herself in the mirror shaking her head as she recalled the mental chaos of the after church event. 

He must really think I’m stupid. 

Picking up her brush that laid neatly next to her make up tray, she smoothed her hair into a sleek lower ponytail fastened with a scrunchie from the vanity drawer. Her stomach growled and she realized the entire day had passed, and she hadn’t eaten. The rest of their ride home was spent in silence, except for the loud radio that Jeffrey usually used when he didn’t want to talk. They hadn’t discussed dinner. She was too upset to even think about it at that time. 

Jeffrey was in his man cave with Kent and Dale. He hadn’t even bothered to mention dinner. 

She heard a car pull up and went to the window in the bathroom. It overlooked the front yard. 

“Dominos,” she said watching the driver emerge from his car with a pizza carrying bag in hand.

She left the window and sat back down and grabbed a makeup remover towelette to clean her face. She quickly wiped her makeup and lipstick off.

“Where is the love? Definitely fading from here.”

She stood up, tossed the towelette in the wastebasket, and left into her room. Jeffrey was coming in at the same time. 

“I know you mad and all, but I ordered pizza if you want some.” 

“I’m not hungry,” she lied.

“All right. That’s on you.” He turned to leave.

“Jeff...” 

He turned and looked at her. 

“Do you even love me still?”

He rolled his eyes and walked out closing the door, and that stung. What’s so hard about that question? Well, Jeffrey...I guess not!

She went to her closet and pulled out something to change in. A skirt and crop top sufficed. She released her hair from its constraint and brushed it neatly into place.

She decided that she would take herself out to eat and get away from that house for a few hours. He wouldn’t notice nor care. 
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CHAPTER TWO
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Sitting in the dimly lit restaurant, Thelma sipped her sweet, iced tea. She carefully sat it down so that she wouldn’t disturb the one slice of lemon dangling on the edge of the glass. She was slightly chilled, so she grabbed her jacket next to her and slid it on. 

She kept recollecting the afternoon. Finding it angering her all over again. Grabbing her phone from her small purse, she scrolled to her best friend, Nicole’s, number but decided to not get her involved. There would be a leave his ass speech for two hours. Not wanting to hear all of that, she tossed it back into her purse. 

Thelma just couldn’t understand how or where their relationship turned. The affection stopped. Getting an I love you was like pulling teeth. Jeff used to adore her.

Am I not appealing to him? Other men smiled and stared all the time, so what was his problem?

His video games got more action than she did. 

At 30 years of age, the thought of her man still playing video games as a priority of life, repulsed her. He had friends that had the same interest, but they were at least men focused on other things besides video games. 

Not that he couldn’t make her feel good; it just didn’t feel right that they only snuggled when it was time to make love. And on his terms.

Before she had retreated to the bathroom, when they had gotten home, she wanted to at least cool the atmosphere down. She had tried to talk to him again and tell him how he hurt her and how embarrassing it is to see not just her, but other people watch him gurgling over this chick. 

“I’m not feeding into your drama. I did nothing wrong,” he said.

“Really Jeff?” Familiar hurt bubbling through her veins like hot lava.

He looked down at her with reluctance and planted a kiss on her lips quickly and shifted his body to exit.  

“Look, can you make that dip thing you make? The fellas will be here in a half hour,” he asked dismissingly and then off to the den to set up playtime for his boys. 

Grown men and their video game tournaments.

That half hour passed, and he got the picture. It was not happening. Probably the reason pizza was ordered.

She shook the thoughts from her mind and focused on forcing back tears. Public tears wouldn’t be a good look. She reached for the dessert menu, while she waited for her food to arrive. She had ordered her favorite, Salmon with garlic mashed potatoes and steamed broccoli. A rich dessert to finish her evening off was definitely in the cards. Good food always made her feel better. 

It wasn’t long before her waitress, Brianna, who was a tall slim girl with long, pink, coffin nails, and dark long lash extensions, came to the table and sat her food in front of her.

“Is there anything else I can get for you?” she asked politely.

“No this is fine. Looks good. Thank you.” 

The waitress smiled quickly and seemed to be in a hurry to disappear before Thelma could change her mind. 

She was enjoying the dim and pleasant lighting in the restaurant. It gave her the calmness her nerves sought. It had all the elements of a romantic setting. Couples were snuggled up sparsely throughout. One table of friends sat toasting something she couldn’t hear. The ambiance was great, yet it was missing the man she dedicated her life to. 

There was no mistaking that Thelma had needed her spirit lifted, but she was in no way prepared for the next event of the evening.

The seemingly most handsome man established on the earth walked into the restaurant. Tall, smooth, and clean. She was able to see him clearly as he stood under the brightest light at the hostess podium, slightly pacing. He wore a pale pink shirt and sported confidence like a well fitted glove. Not every man could wear a shirt that color and still scream masculinity the way this stranger did. She couldn’t actually smell him from where she sat, but he had to smell good, looking that amazing!

Designed by the gods, she thought. And alone. Who let him out?

The blushing hostess tried to seat him. Not sure of what she was saying to him, but Thelma caught his smile as he glanced over the restaurant, and then at her. Thelma pursed her lips and blew a low whistle of air through her mouth to relieve the flustered pressure that had built up in her from watching him. 

He opted for sitting at the bar by Thelma’s booth. 

Did he notice her excitement?

She wondered if he was expecting a guest or two, but by the time her waitress came to refill her tea, no one showed to greet his pleasant face and warm smile. 

He placed an order, she noticed. A waitress was passing by, and he whispered something to her, and she beamed with a smile.

Hmf. A flirt.

Thelma looked away to focus her attention to her food. She stabbed slowly at her broccoli and took small bites of the vegetable perched on her fork. 

“Mr. Brillion, at the bar, wants to know whatcha drinking tonight,” said a sweet and calm voice, surprising Thelma.

Thelma quickly looked up, startled, and her eyes met blue smiling eyes. A brunette-haired waitress, who was not hers, stood before her with pen and pad in hand.

“Huh?” Thelma was confused. 

“Mr. Brillion, over there,” she pointed at the stunning man at the bar, “wants to know what you are drinking tonight.” 

Thelma looked over to see his smiling face waving slightly at her with a quick wink. She was a little embarrassed. She hadn’t been out alone in a while. This being the first night out in ages since she and Jeff had been married was weird in itself. Now with the possibility of a very good-looking man flirting with her made her a little nervous. Yet excited.

“Tell him thanks, but no thanks. I don’t drink.” 

“Yes ma’am,” she said strolling off to deliver the dry message.

Thelma refused to look up and meet his eyes as the waitress talked to him. She popped the broccoli in her mouth and savored it. 

The next steps she heard at her table, as she sliced into her salmon with her fork, were a bit heavier. She looked up and her breath was caught in her throat. 

She swallowed hard. 

“May I?”  he politely asked, holding his hand out referencing the space across from her.

She hesitated before responding, but figured what harm could be done. He didn’t look like a maniac killer. She resolved that it might even be inciting.

“Sure,” she replied flatly.

He slid in the seat across from her.

“So, you don’t drink?” he asked.

“No sir, I don’t,” Thelma replied resting her fork on the plate trying to sound short and professional. Not even sure why that tone came out.

He glanced at her tea, unaffected by her abrupt tone. “Looks like you dabble in some form of wet delights. It didn’t have to be an alcoholic beverage. You looked thirsty and I wanted to make sure your thirst was quenched.”

His voice was as deep as he was tall. Captivating even and yes, he smelled so good. A warm sensation ran through her.

Out of the loop, but far from stupid, Thelma didn’t want to feed into what he said. Nor the way he meant it.

“Well, considering I have a full glass of sweet, iced tea, I think this will be enough to last me until I leave.”  

He let out a slight laugh. “What’s your name sweetheart?”

She cleared her throat in hopes to remove the natural rasp in her voice. “Thelma. And yours?” 

“Stanley, but you can call me Stan.”  

“Well hello Mr. Stan Brillion.”

“How did you know?” he asked with an amused smile.

“The waitress called you Mr. Brillion.” 

“Ah...Hm...” he started, pausing as if soaking in something mentally savory.

“What?”

“The way you say my name sounds like heaven to my ears.”

“Oh, I doubt that, but thanks,” Thelma said unamused at the tired overused remark.

“So, what is a beautiful married woman like you doing sitting here all alone?”

He turned slightly and waved the waitress over. She wasted no time rushing to him. Who could blame her? Where is Brianna, though?

“I’ll have another glass please,” he said slightly raising his glass to show it was about empty.

“Yes sir,” she said, and, in a flash, she was gone.  

“She isn’t my waitress,” Thelma said softly.

“It’s fine. She’s mine.”

Thelma glanced around and spotted Brianna talking to Stan’s waitress. They both looked in her direction and smiled. Thelma gave it no thought and looked back at Stanley. 

“Well, how do you know that I’m married?” 

She hardly ever wore her wedding ring. For what? Jeff didn’t make her feel married. His lack of love and affection caused her ring rebellion. Not that it even bothered him. He long stopped protesting the issue. 

“I know women,” he admitted smugly. “Your body language says you’re either married or have been involved for over five years.”

Oh, how specific. She was amused.

“Really? Tell me more.”

“Yep,” he said with confidence not wavering. “You are in a booth, slid all the way to the wall, which shows you are used to having someone sit right next to you. You seem to be guarding yourself from outsiders, and you eat in one spot.”

She laughed.

“How long,” he asked.

“Huh?”

“How long have you been married?”  

The waitress came over and sat his drink in front of him and took the other glass. He sipped the dark liquor. Thelma watched his lips sip in the drink, and his tongue darted slowly out to carefully, or teasingly, retrieve whatever droplet that was left behind. 

Clearing her throat she said, “Eight years.”

“Not happy?” He leaned in closer to relax his elbows on the table with his drink between his arms.

“Why do you say that?” she asked with obvious curiosity.

“Because you have big, beautiful eyes, if you don’t mind me saying...yet, my dear, they
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