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Dedication

For Daddy, in sweet memory of all the mystery novels we swapped and read together.
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Prologue

“So, tell me, Mrs. Roberts,” Officer Sands said, “exactly what happened to you here tonight?” The officer spoke slowly and clearly, having learned that the victim was nearly deaf and wore a cochlear implant. EMT workers had just treated her badly battered and bloody feet and legs, and wrapped her shivering, wet body in a dark, heavy towel. She cradled a bruised elbow in an ice pack on her lap. Her damp curly hair clung to her cheeks as she rocked back and forth on the living room couch.

The EMT workers packed up their medical gear and let themselves out the front door of the townhouse. The white stucco contemporary end unit sat on a hillside overlooking one of several manmade lakes in the planned community of Columbia, Maryland. Wilde Lake was not the deepest of the lakes, ranging from eight to thirteen feet, but its deceptively beautiful shimmering waters were dangerous enough to end a life. And had nearly ended hers. The assault had started in the upstairs primary bedroom and ended with her struggling to stay afloat in the pitch-black depths of the lake. Crime scene investigators were still gathering evidence from blood spattered on the floors and furniture tossed about. Others were down at the water’s edge, searching in the dark with flashlights.

Alexis lifted her eyes and gazed sharply at the officer, a petite round-faced woman with short blond hair and piercing dark eyes who appeared to be about the same age she was, late thirties. Alexis’s hearing was a lot better since she’d upped her hearing aid to a cochlear implant several months earlier, but she still depended a little on her lipreading skills. “Have you contacted my husband?” Alexis explained that she had texted him herself numerous times with no luck.

“We’re working on that,” Officer Sands said.

Alexis nodded and tightened her grip on the ice pack. She mentioned that she dreaded the prospect of reliving the painful events of the past few hours.

“Just take your time,” the officer said soothingly.

Alexis took a deep breath. “Well, I was asleep upstairs. My husband . . . Marcus had to work late again. So, it was just me, and I heard this thumping. I mean, I couldn’t really hear anything, since I take my implant off at night. But Marcus is tall and solid, and I can feel his footsteps when he walks across the room.

“I thought he had come in but didn’t want to disturb me. Or maybe he was still upset ’cause we argued a bit before he left for work. I wanted to talk so I sat up, called his name. When he didn’t respond, I thought it was odd. I was about to turn on the lamp and that’s . . . that’s when I saw him.”

She paused and squeezed her eyes tight. Her hands trembled even now, more than an hour after the vicious attack. “Sorry. This is hard.”

“You’re doing fine,” the officer said as she glanced up from her notepad. “Just describe what you saw.”

Alexis bit her bottom lip. “It . . . it was this figure, a strange man, standing on the other side of the room. Over by the dresser in front of my jewelry boxes. It looked like he was wearing all black with something, something dark, draped over his head. I thought he was stealing my jewelry. But now he knew I was awake since I had called out. I had to get out of there. I wanted to grab my cochlear implant. I always store it in a case before I go to bed. But there wasn’t enough time.

“I jumped up and ran to the door.” She pulled the towel more snugly around her shoulders. “And . . . and that’s . . .” She paused, her voice cracking. “That’s when he grabbed me.”

She said it in almost a whisper. The officer leaned forward. “Grabbed you where?”

“From . . . from behind. He wrapped his arms around me. It felt like he was choking the life out of me. I could hardly breathe. He yanked me up, clear up off the floor. Started dragging me back toward the bed.” She paused and rocked jerkily back and forth.

“At first, I was too freaked out to fight. But it came to me that he was going to do something horrible to me. I knew. I kicked as hard as I could, but he just would not let me go; he kept dragging me.

“Then I remembered using my metal nail file while waiting for Marcus to come home. I had left it on the nightstand and managed to grab it. He had long sleeves, but I kept stabbing as hard as I could. When he loosened his grip, I reached up and jabbed the pointed end at his face. I couldn’t believe it when he finally let me go.

“I ran out and down the stairs. I was scared to death; I had no idea where he was or if he was following me since I can’t hear much without my implant. Not even my own screams. But I kept screaming and running. When I got down toward the bottom of the stairs, I noticed that all three locks on the front door were still locked. That startled the crap out of me; I had assumed he came in that way. It would take time to undo all of them, and I didn’t want to stop. For all I knew, he was right behind me. So, I ran down the back hallway into the sitting room.”

Alexis paused to catch her breath, her heart pounding. The officer sat and waited, patiently tapping her pen on the notepad. Alexis was tempted to say that it was too much, too difficult to go on. But she knew she had to get through it if she wanted them to get him.

“The door in that room leads to the patio and straight down to a walkway by the lake,” she continued as the officer nodded with encouragement. “I almost never go out there by myself at night. It’s too close to the water. I was very athletic as a child—baseball, basketball, track—but I never learned to swim all that well. I worry that I’ll walk too far and fall in. But I recently started swimming lessons; my husband insisted after we got married and I moved in. And so, I decided to take a chance. I didn’t think I had much of a choice.

“Before I could reach the door, I felt something really sharp cut my feet. The big pane had been completely smashed. Broken glass was all over the floor in front of the door. That was where he broke in. I reached down to brush the glass off my foot. It was all wet and sticky with blood. I gasped. I wasn’t sure how loudly and thought maybe he heard me. So, I decided to hide.

“As soon as I turned around, I slipped and almost fell because of all the blood. I ran and ducked behind the couch, tried to figure out where he was. Maybe he was gone. I just didn’t know. I worried that he would sneak up from behind any second and I wouldn’t even know he was coming. I’ve never been so freaking scared in my life, except the time I nearly drowned in the Chesapeake Bay.”

Her mind raced back to memories of her six-year-old self, how frightened she had felt thrashing wildly about and gasping for air as murky water filled her lungs. A sunny day at the beach had suddenly morphed into a terrible nightmare. Her father, a police officer in the Prince George’s County Police Department, had finally reached her side and pulled her from the bay.

“I kept hoping that Marcus would come home, you know, but I knew I couldn’t count on that. I was completely on my own. Alone. I finally worked up the nerve to peek around the edge of the couch just as the door opened. I saw his boots turn in my direction and I almost screamed. I crouched down and hugged the floor, trying to feel the vibration of his feet.

“When it felt like his steps were getting close, I stood and tried to run. Out of nowhere, he dove and snatched my feet. I tripped and smashed my elbow on the floor. Hard. I couldn’t believe the pain. It was excruciating; felt like it had cracked open. I honestly thought it was broken. I screamed and screamed. I remember thinking it was hopeless. I was tempted to give up. But I couldn’t.

“He groped at my thighs, and I could feel his fingernails digging into my flesh. I flipped onto my back and kicked like hell at that mask on his face. He had trouble holding on to my legs, probably because they were all bloody. Finally, he let go. I jumped up and grabbed the floor lamp and flung it down behind me to block his path.

“The glass tore up my feet, but I didn’t care at this point. I reached the door and, thank God, it opened right up. My feet were throbbing, the pain was so bad; I was limping but got down the stairs and out to the yard.

“All the houses on our block were pitch-black. I was about to go bang on one of the doors when I saw something move over by the house. I ran and hid behind the bushes down near the lake and just prayed that I wouldn’t make a wrong move and fall in.

“And then, before I knew what was happening, he grabbed me from behind. Yanked me clear off the ground. I kicked and screamed. Next thing I knew, I was falling . . . in midair. Then I hit the water. Everything went black. I barely had time to catch my breath. I was flailing all around like crazy, trying to get back to the top. But I just kept spinning and spinning. I really needed a breath of air, but I couldn’t tell which way was up. It felt like I was going sideways. Or further down. And the harder I fought, the deeper I sank.”

She paused to rest her voice.

“I remembered my father telling me that the one thing not to do was fight. So, I closed my eyes and tried to relax. When my head popped up, I could finally breathe again. It was dark, but I could see flashing lights up near the front of the house. I swam until I reached a post on the walkway and yelled until one of your officers leaned over the side and pulled me out.”

Alexis leaned back, attempting to relax. Only then did she realize she had been sitting stiffly on the edge of her seat the entire time. Officer Sands glanced up from her notes and nodded; she stood as another officer approached and whispered something in her ear, then looked down at Alexis.

“Mrs. Roberts,” Officer Sands said, “we reached Mr. Roberts. He’s on his way.”

Alexis nodded appreciatively, a shiver crawling up her spine. It was so darn cold, she thought as she pulled the towels tightly around her nightgown.
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The background noise was deafening. A cacophony of music, speech, and laughter that merged into a blaring roar and drowned out the lone voice of Alexis’s friend and co-worker speaking from only inches away.

“There’s . . . guy behind . . . keeps staring or . . .”

She leaned in as Michelle spoke with one arm wrapped around her waist, the other twisting the ends of her giant auburn Afro. Alexis struggled to hear as they stood in the middle of the banquet hall at Oakland Manor in Maryland, just south of Baltimore. It had the slick, glittery look of banquet halls everywhere. With fluted columns, lush wallpaper, crystal chandeliers, and tables adorned with colorful gold and teal tablecloths.

Alexis prided herself on her lipreading skills, honed over decades as she gradually lost more and more hearing. Combined with a hearing aid, lipreading was her lifeline and played a huge part in helping her navigate day-to-day life. But that and hearing aids were not miracle workers, as some people seemed to think. They helped in quiet settings with one or two other people. In noisy environments like this, they were not much help at all. Which was why these big, boisterous events made her uneasy, why she avoided them for the most part.

This fundraiser was one of the few for which she regularly made an exception. It was an annual silent auction organized by AASNC, or Arts and Athletics for Special Needs Children, a nonprofit organization in downtown Columbia where both she and Michelle worked—Alexis as a program administrator, Michelle as a department manager. Alexis had attended every year since she had started working there four years earlier. Michelle had been coming even longer.

Alexis never bid on any of the fancy items up for auction; she couldn’t afford to. She left that up to the room full of bigwig doctors, lawyers, and businesspeople mingling amid the gleaming decor in their designer suits and little black dresses. They’d happily hand over thousands of dollars for goodies like ski trips to Colorado and expensive bottles of wine. Or lunch at a fancy DC or Baltimore restaurant with a famous local celebrity. Items that often sold for far more than they were worth. Although she couldn’t afford to contribute personally, the cause was near and dear to her heart. So, the event was worth a few hours of frustration.

A small group of people standing behind Michelle burst into loud, raucous laughter. Alexis frowned with annoyance and leaned in closer as Michelle spoke. She shook her head and pointed to her ears. “I can’t hear you with all the noise.”

Michelle placed her wineglass on a table already filled with used napkins and half-empty dessert plates. Her tall, slender frame was dressed in a black women’s tuxedo and four-inch heels. Several big, bold silver cocktail rings flashed prominently on her fingers as she signed and spoke. Although hearing, Michelle moonlighted several times a month as a sign language interpreter. Her signing skills were fast and fluid. Alexis had taken a couple of sign language classes at Howard Community College in Columbia, Maryland, when her hearing had really begun to decline. She was passable but no way near as proficient as Michelle, and she struggled to keep up. She shook her head now and signed the words “Repeat slow.”

“This guy behind you,” Michelle repeated, signing and speaking slowly at the same time. “He’s been staring at you like crazy all night.” Michelle’s eyes wandered somewhere in the distance over Alexis’s right shoulder. She shoved her hands into the pockets of her tuxedo jacket and fixed Alexis with a teasing smile.

This time, Alexis got it. She started to turn and check things out for herself. She was curious, as she and Michelle knew most of the people at the affair. They either worked for AASNC or did business with the organization and attended every year. This man was obviously unfamiliar to Michelle.

Before she could turn enough to get a good look, Michelle grabbed her arm. “Girl, don’t you dare,” her friend said, her eyes growing wide. She stared intently at Alexis. “He’ll know we’re talking about him.”

Alexis shifted her stance and resisted the urge to turn, even though she was dying to check the guy out. “Then you’re going to have to tell me what he looks like after getting me all curious. How old does he look?”

“Mmm. Probably mid-forties. Tall, nice physique. Kind of dashing. Or debonair.”

“Dashing? Debonair?” Alexis said, struggling to hold back a fit of giggles at her forty-five-year-old friend’s choice of words. “Now you’re starting to sound your age.”

“You’re not all that far behind, you know.”

“Excuse me? I’m like eight whole years behind.”

Michelle rolled her eyes upward. “Anyway. He’s got this . . .” Michelle paused. “Well, damn. Never mind. I think you’re about to find out. Told you that you were going to start something wearing that tight dress.” She smiled stiffly and pointedly stared at her rings.

The gesture was clearly a signal of some kind, but exactly what it meant Alexis had no idea. “It’s not that tight. What am I about to find out?” And then she got it as the man approached and stopped beside them. He smiled and looked directly at her, a twinkle in his soulful brown eyes. He wore a sharp navy-blue suit with an elegant silk tie; his thin mustache and goatee were trimmed just so.

“Hello, ladies,” he said. “I’m Marcus. And you are?” He signed a little as he spoke and then extended a hand toward Alexis. She took note as she shook it, pleasantly surprised that he was able to sign. Although there were a few deaf people at the event, most were hearing. And almost no one was signing. Marcus’s signing abilities seemed to be about as good as her own. Passable. But he got an A+ in her book for trying.

“Hey. I’m Alexis,” she said, shifting in her heels to a more erect posture.

“Alexis,” he repeated. “I like it,” he added, gazing at her intently. It made her feel awkward but also brought on a tinge of excitement.

“Thank you.” He was obviously a charmer. She’d have to watch this one.

“What brings you . . .” Marcus paused as Michelle stuck her well-manicured hand between the two of them.

“Hello,” she said pointedly. “I’m Michelle.”

He glanced at Michelle. Then he smiled, and they shook hands.

“Sorry, didn’t mean to interrupt,” Michelle said. “You were saying, Marcus?”

“I was about to ask what brings you . . . the two of you here?”

“We work for AASNC,” Michelle said.

He nodded. “I see. I attended last year. Don’t remember either of you. I definitely would have noticed.” He looked at Alexis.

“I got here really late last year.” For a moment she thought back to the nasty argument she’d had with her boyfriend that night a year ago but quickly pushed that aside.

“And I left early to meet a client for dinner,” he said. “That explains it.”

A client, Alexis thought, tempted to ask what kind. But she held back. She had just met the man and didn’t want to come off as nosy.

Not so Michelle. “Client?” Michelle pressed. “You must be a lawyer. You look like a lawyer.”

Alexis suppressed a smile. That was just like her girlfriend. Blunt and to the point. Sometimes Alexis loved it; other times, it could be downright embarrassing. This time, she felt a little of both.

Marcus merely laughed and nodded. “You got me. Our firm represents one of the annual presenters. Hence, the invitation.”

They both nodded. So, he was an attorney, Alexis thought. She didn’t meet many Black lawyers who also signed. In fact, she had never met a single one, ever. She was impressed.

“Are either of you deaf?” he asked. “I ask because I see you signing, but you both also speak.”

“I’m hearing,” Michelle said.

“Hearing impaired,” Alexis said. Although technically considered deaf, she had some hearing and preferred that label. When she labeled herself deaf, people often started shouting, unintentionally distorting their voices. That made it even harder to understand them. Or they used awkward, distracting hand gestures. She knew they meant well and always tried to be patient, but it could get frustrating. “Hearing impaired” seemed the best way to avoid some of that. “You’re obviously hearing,” she said. “Where’d you learn to sign?”

“My mother,” he said, turning to face Alexis. “She was deaf.”

“Really?” He was becoming more interesting by the minute. “Born deaf?”

He nodded. “She passed away last year. I haven’t used sign much lately. I’m afraid my skills are getting rusty.”

“They’re good enough,” Alexis said. “I’m sorry to hear about your mother.”

“Yes, sorry to hear that,” Michelle said. “Look, I think I’ll go check out the auction items again and grab another drink. Nice to meet you, Marcus.”

He nodded. “Same here.”

Michelle stepped behind Marcus and gave Alexis an enthusiastic two thumbs up. Alexis averted her eyes and had to strain to keep from breaking into a big grin. She was sure she’d hear more from Michelle once they caught up later in the evening.

“Were you born deaf?” Marcus asked, still signing as he spoke.

She shook her head. “I was born with a mild hearing loss inherited on my mother’s side of the family that got progressively worse over time.”

“I thought as much; your speech is good.”

“Excuse me?” she asked.

“Sorry,” he signed when he seemed to realize he hadn’t signed his last comment. He repeated himself using voice and signs.

“Let’s step out to the patio,” he added. “It’ll be quieter out there.”

“Good idea,” she said.

“What are you drinking?”

“Just rum and Coke.” She smiled. “But I’m not sure I need another one.”

“I’ll drive you home if you’re worried about that.”

Unh-unh, she thought. She wasn’t about to hop into a car with a man she had just met, no matter how tempting. “I’m riding with Michelle, but thanks.” She shrugged. “Yeah, why not? Another rum and Coke sounds nice.”

“I’ll grab the drinks and meet you out on the patio.”

Alexis opened the glass door and stepped outside to a balmy late-spring evening. In all the years she had attended this event, she’d never been out here on the patio. She looked across the expansive grounds and took in the scent of colorful lavender flowers dotting the lawn. It felt like the perfect evening for a little romance, something sorely missing in her life of late.

She had no trouble meeting men. She’d always been trim and fit, dipping in and out of just about every sport available in school, at least until she discovered boys. These days, she kept herself in good shape with regular jogs around Lake Kittamaqundi near her apartment in Columbia. And hiking and biking with Paul—the athletic boyfriend who wasn’t here with her tonight because they’d recently had yet another big disagreement. The same one who hadn’t been here with her last year because they’d just broken up after she discovered he was cheating on her. With his supposed ex-girlfriend.

Somehow, some way, she and Paul had gotten past all that early ugliness—after the requisite breakups, I’m sorrys, and nasty yelling spats—and moved on to have a good relationship. For nearly a year now, Paul had gone out of his way to be open and honest, giving her all his logins—cell phone, email, laptop. He had endeared himself to her, and she’d finally let up and begun to fall in love with him. They had become a good fit.

And then he’d brought up marriage, and all her old fears and doubts about him resurfaced. Did she want to marry a man who had once lied and cheated on her? Could she ever really trust him?

They were extremely compatible, had actually started out as good friends before moving on to become lovers. They were the same age, their birthdays two days apart. Paul was a workout fanatic, and he had the physique to prove it—lean and muscular. He didn’t sign much. If anything, his signing skills were weaker than Marcus’s, and she often teased him about them. But he had a deep voice and sexy lips she never tired of staring at. Or kissing. She had always found him easier to understand than most and extremely easy to lip-read.

Yet there was another major issue between them besides the cheating. As a high school teacher and girls’ basketball coach, Paul was especially good with children. He often talked about wanting someday to have a bunch of his own. She wasn’t sure she ever wanted to be a mom since her deafness was hereditary. She had real qualms about bringing a Black child who might possibly be deaf and female into a harsh world filled with racism, sexism, and bias against people with disabilities.

Even the police department in Prince George’s County, Maryland, where she’d grown up—the majority of its residents Black—had a dark history of racism and excessive use of force. Michelle often spoke about the mixed bag of emotions she’d had when her twenty-year-old son turned seventeen and got his driver’s license. She’d been filled with pride at this milestone in his life but was also consumed with worry that he would be pulled over by the police. That she would get the phone call that so many Black moms feared. Now that her son was older and wiser about the risk of “driving while Black,” Michelle’s anxiety had subsided somewhat. But not by much.

Alexis had mentioned this to Paul during one of their conversations about having children. “What if our son—or a daughter, for that matter—were also deaf and had trouble understanding some racist or badly trained cop?” she’d asked. “Imagine the confusion and misunderstandings that could lead to.” She’d shuddered at the thought.

Paul had nodded. “I get it,” he said. “That could make it a lot riskier. But we’ll figure it out.”

They had long, deep discussions trying to bridge their differences, but if she was honest about it, they never had. Now that he was talking marriage and kids, she realized her gut was having a hell of a time really getting past the cheating. She wanted to. She could envision a good life with Paul.

So, she had suggested they cool it for a few weeks. Think things over. He wasn’t at all happy with that idea. Claimed he didn’t need time to think things over.

“I don’t get the point. We’ve been together for more than a year. We do everything together. I’m ready to take the next step.”

They had just left a small gathering with friends and were sitting in his ten-year-old Lexus SUV outside her apartment when he brought up the topic of marriage again. She shook her head in frustration. “I need more time. I’m not ready. I . . .”

“Fine, Alexis. Take more time. But I won’t wait around forever.”

She didn’t like his tone or his words. Paul was impatient when he really wanted something. But she wasn’t going to be pushed on a matter that would be life-altering. “I’m not asking you to wait forever.”

“How long then?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe a few weeks.”

He tapped his fingers on the leather-wrapped steering wheel. He sighed. “Okay. Take whatever time you need.”

“I appreciate that, Paul.”

He smiled, squeezed her hand. “And I’m not going anywhere any time soon. You know that.”

They kissed goodnight—not the hot, wet kisses they usually shared. This one was brief, cool. Dry. She opened her door and went up to her apartment. Alone.

She had spent the next few evenings going over and over their time together as a couple—the good, the bad, the ugly. She would come home from work and grab a bite to eat, then climb into bed and rack her brain trying to figure it all out. She hated cheating. She didn’t want to lose Paul, but she also didn’t want to risk being hurt again.

Days later, she decided she needed a break from torturing herself—to take her mind off it all for a while and come back to it later. She pulled out her laptop and finally started writing the mystery novel she’d been carrying around in her thoughts for months about a deaf, Black woman who was an amateur sleuth, obsessed with forensics. She went about solving crimes in the picturesque coastal town where she lived, a fictional place similar to Oak Bluffs, Massachusetts. Then she found herself personally caught up in a murderous case.

She’d placed a couple of articles on living with hearing loss in magazines, but getting a book published had been a dream since childhood, when her father had held the family captive at the dinner table with tales of his adventures as a police officer. Even as she got older and realized that he hadn’t shared the worst of his experiences—the deadly weapons, bloody crime scenes, and lives lost—she could easily recall the constant fear she’d held for him in her gut. But there was also a sense of admiration and curiosity about his work. She got a huge thrill from the whole cat-and-mouse, back-and-forth game involved in finding and capturing bad guys—and gals—until finally they were nabbed in the end.

She hadn’t told a soul she was thinking of writing a novel, fearing that talking about it would jinx her chances. Or that she was beginning to have mixed feelings about her nine to five. She loved helping children, but all the back-office politics and infighting about budget constraints and who should get increasingly limited funds were starting to get to her. Michelle enjoyed getting in the thick of all that, but not her. She just wanted to help the children. And write.

She could easily remember the minute she had first sat down at the little desk in the corner of her bedroom. She’d felt liberated. The words tumbled onto the page. Through online research and books about writing, she had learned that she needed several chapters and an outline to try and land an agent. She’d been spending nearly all her free time working on it, digging into every bit of information she could find on crime scene investigations.

Just then, Marcus walked up from behind, bearing two drinks. She jumped a mile, clutched her chest. “Oh. I didn’t hear you.” She had been so deep in thought that she forgot to keep an eye on the patio doors as she normally would have just to avoid this kind of thing.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “Didn’t mean to startle you.”

“No problem,” she said, smiling as her heart settled down. He looked so darn handsome standing there in the twilight, his sparkling eyes smiling down at her. She got the feeling he was the epitome of cool. Unlike Paul, who was quite intense at times. Marcus was refreshing.

He handed her a glass and lifted his. “Here’s to meeting new, fascinating people.”

“I like the sound of that,” she said as she raised her glass.

“Your hair is beautiful.” The comment caught her completely off-guard. He gently swept a lock of her jet-black hair off her shoulder. “It actually feels like I’ve known you longer than only an hour or so.” She blinked. She was thankful to have a head full of long, curly hair. Made it easy to hide her hearing aid. But normally, a man putting his hands on her so soon—on her hair or elsewhere—was irritating. She was mildly surprised that she didn’t mind Marcus touching her at all, or even his over-the-top come-on line.

She smiled. “Really?”

He nodded. “You’re one of the most lovely, poised women I’ve ever met. And you know what’s most charming?”

She arched her eyebrows, curious to hear more.

“You’re unaware of just how beautiful you are.”

She smiled shyly. Here she was getting flushed and feeling like a schoolgirl. She was torn between wanting him to keep the compliments coming and feeling painfully self-conscious.

With his one free hand, he deftly removed his cell phone from the inside pocket of his suit. “Let me get your number, so I can contact you.”

Whoa, she thought. Getting a bit bold, are we? Then she looked up into his soulful eyes and the numbers tumbled from her lips.

He leaned in closer, dropped his phone back into his pocket. “I’ll text you later tonight.”

She smiled. “I’m looking forward . . .” Alexis paused as an insanely gorgeous brunette with dark almond-shaped eyes and a smooth sandy-colored complexion stepped out onto the patio. She was elegantly clad in a slinky red dress and six-inch heels that she walked in with ease. She carried herself like a model. Alexis had never seen the woman before, but something about her facial expression made her uneasy.

The woman stepped straight up to Marcus, and Alexis couldn’t help but notice that he stiffened. She braced herself for what was to come.

“Aren’t you going to introduce me to your new friend?” the woman said. Her voice dripped with sarcasm as she slipped her arm into his.

“Yes, of course.” Marcus seemed to have recovered and was composed once again. “Claudia, this is Alexis.”

Claudia nodded, not so warmly. Alexis returned the not-so-warm gesture, then took a generous gulp of her cocktail.

Claudia moved closer to Marcus and whispered into his ear, something Alexis could not hear. Given the look on Claudia’s face, she expected pouting lips and rolling of the eyes next. It didn’t happen, but that was the kind of vibe coming off the woman. She noticed something new flash across Marcus’s eyes. Annoyance? Impatience? Embarrassment? It had come and disappeared so quickly that Alexis couldn’t be sure. Perhaps she had even imagined it. This whole episode was so bizarre.

Marcus reached out and touched Alexis’s hand gently. “It was nice meeting you, Alexis.”

She instinctively pulled her hand back as she nodded. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Claudia tug at his arm, and they sauntered off.

Alexis downed her drink. “Crap,” she muttered under her breath. These men were going to drive her nuts.
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“So, tell me,” Michelle said. “Did Mr. Debonair ever call?”

It was the following Monday afternoon, and Alexis and Michelle were making their way to lunch at Sushi Sono, a popular spot on the waterfront of Lake Kittamaqundi in downtown Columbia. It was a short stroll from the offices of AASNC, located in a mid-rise office building near the mall. The vibrant community of Columbia was situated about midway between Baltimore and Washington, DC, and had opened to much fanfare in 1967. It was now the second most populous community in Maryland, after Baltimore.

The city of 100,000 made up for its modest size with a dazzling array of activities and amenities. There was extensive shopping, wide-ranging dining styles, wooded pathways, biking trails, and theaters. Live music, arts and wine festivals, kayaking, and canoeing were plentiful. And each summer, the Merriweather Post Pavilion held the Capital Jazz Fest, featuring major musical talent from India Arie to Smokey Robinson and Kenny “Babyface” Edmonds.

Summer was beginning to settle in, with noontime temperatures reaching the mid-eighties. In a few short weeks, the blazing sun and mushy humidity would make the short stroll from office to restaurant a lot less pleasant. Alexis and Michelle hadn’t had much of an opportunity to talk during the workday. Michelle had been in meetings all morning, and Alexis was deep into a new sports project that she was developing for deaf children with one of her co-workers. She was looking forward to relaxing and chatting with her friend over shiitake mushroom soup and a couple of sushi rolls.

Alexis shook her head. “No, and I can’t say I’m surprised, given the way the whole thing ended. It was just . . . weird.”

She might not be surprised, but she had to admit to herself that she was also so damn disappointed. She had thought about Marcus all weekend long—couldn’t shake him, as much as she wanted to. With other men, even Paul, it had taken much more time for her to feel anywhere near this smitten. Everything about Marcus felt different. He had impressed her in ways no man ever had before.

Still, she had no business falling for a man who might already be involved. Not to mention that she wasn’t exactly single. Michelle had been the one who’d introduced her to Paul. The two had been close friends since college. Alexis wasn’t sure Michelle would understand or approve, so she was reluctant to admit to her feelings.

Michelle had been happily married for two decades to a man named Franklin until he died of cancer about three years earlier. White and fifteen years older than Michelle, Franklin was a well-established businessman; he left Michelle a pile of cash and real estate investments, enough for her to live off comfortably for the rest of her life, provided she spent it cautiously. Which Michelle said she fully intended to do. She planned to work for about five more years and then retire at the relatively young age of fifty and travel the world.

“You’re talking about the woman he was with?” Michelle asked.

“Claudia.”

“Well, I agree with your decision,” Michelle said.

Alexis frowned. “What decision?”

“On Saturday after they left, you said you wouldn’t go out with Marcus even if he asked.”

“Oh, that.” As soon as Marcus and Claudia had left the patio, Alexis went back inside the banquet hall and scanned the crowd for Michelle. It didn’t take long to spot her big reddish Afro halfway across the room. After making her way over, she pried Michelle away from the wealthy-looking older woman she was chatting with.

“You won’t believe what just happened,” Alexis had said, still reeling from the unexpected encounter on the patio.

“What?” Michelle asked, her ring-clad fingers planted firmly on her hips in an obvious display of annoyance at being dragged away mid-conversation. “This better be good, girl. I was trying to convince Freda Douglas to donate more to . . .”

“Marcus was here with a woman.”

“You mean like a date or a girlfriend? You met her?”

Alexis nodded. “Yes, and yes.”

“Okay. So, what’s the big deal? He has every right.”

“He asked me for my number. He really came on to me, laid it on thick. I don’t know. It feels almost like he was cheating on her. Or trying to. With me.”

Michelle nodded, beginning to understand. “She might even be his wife.”

“Exactly. But it doesn’t matter,” Alexis said. “I wouldn’t go out with him even if he asked. I’m not interested in a man who would do that to his date. Wife or not.”

“I hear you, but you know, just to play devil’s advocate—maybe it was his sister or a cousin or something.”

Alexis scoffed and gave Michelle a “no-way” look. “I seriously doubt that. Not the way she was clinging to him. She called him ‘honey.’”

“Got it. Then at least you found out what he’s really like before getting all emotionally involved and it’s too late.”

Alexis sighed, thinking about that conversation as they turned onto Wincopin Circle and walked up the stairs to the restaurant. Although she didn’t say it, she realized it was kind of already too late. Despite initially feeling that she wanted absolutely nothing to do with the man, she had barely left the house all day Sunday, hoping for a text from him. She found herself checking her cell phone every thirty minutes when she should have been focusing on her novel. She kept remembering Marcus’s playful smile and brown eyes as they chatted on the patio. And the way he’d looked at her when he brushed her hair aside.

By early evening, she was telling herself that she was being ridiculous, childish even. She threw on her running clothes and a pair of Nikes and jogged around the trail at Lake Kittamaqundi near her apartment building, doing an extra two miles to relieve her stress. She did stretches at one of the benches dotting the lake and tried to clear her head.

She realized that although Marcus had certainly seemed like a prize catch—minus the other woman—her feelings weren’t only about him. They were also about Paul and all the others before him. About the disappointment piled up over years of one failed relationship after another, some falling apart even before getting off the ground. She was thirty-seven years old and getting damn tired of playing these games. Sometimes she thought she should swear off men altogether. It was exhausting.

She’d made her way back to her apartment and whipped up a tuna sandwich and her favorite homemade tomato soup from a recipe she’d gotten from her mom. She tinkered with a chapter, then finally gave up and binge-watched a few episodes of a mystery series on Netflix until she dozed off. That morning when she woke up, she checked her laptop while dressing for work and realized she had written a whopping four paragraphs of her novel. What a waste the weekend had turned out to be.

Her silence as she and Michelle walked toward the restaurant seemed to catch her friend’s attention. “It’s already too late for you, isn’t it?” Michelle asked as she held the door to the restaurant open.

Alexis firmly shook her head “no.” Then she caught herself and quickly changed to a reluctant nod. She was confused and hurt. She needed to talk to someone. “Is it that obvious?”

Michelle nodded. “Yeah, it is.”

“I go back and forth,” Alexis said after they were seated at an outdoor table, menus in hand. “One minute, I really want to hear from him. The next, I feel like I need to run a dozen miles if he calls. But it’s not just about him. It’s all the disappointments over the years. Marcus is just the latest, really. It’s getting depressing.”

“Tell me about it, girl. You’re not the only one still searching. And I’m forty-five.”

“At least you were married once. And I thought you said you were never getting married again?”

Michelle shrugged. “That doesn’t mean I don’t want a steady companion. Widows get lonely, too. God, I hate to even call myself that. It’s been three years since Franklin died. I’m beginning to miss having a man around.”

Alexis nodded with understanding. She couldn’t imagine going that long without steady companionship. “I get it.”

“What is it you see in this guy Marcus anyway? He’s clearly gotten under your skin,” Michelle said after they had placed their orders of soup, sushi, and sashimi.

“You didn’t think he was good-looking?” Alexis asked, surprised that Michelle even had to raise such a question.

“I’ll admit that. But you’re gorgeous. You have good-looking guys wanting to meet you all the time. I
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