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One – Claire
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“DID YOU JUST hit me??”

He looked at me like I was crazy, holding a hand to his cheek that I’m sure was already turning red. One could only hope. 

I couldn’t remember the last time I was so livid.

“What did you expect, after what you just told me? You’re lucky all you got was a slap!”

“Claire, I can’t believe you did that! Your parents didn’t raise you that way! And I know they didn’t!”

“You’ve got a lot of damn nerve, Montrel! You just dumped me on my birthday and you’re trying to lecture me on being ladylike??”

“Sweetheart, come on...” He held his hands out to me, actually trying to look pitiful. “You know I love you. But this relationship...it’s just gotten to be too much for me. I need a breather.”

“A breather??”

“Yeah, just a little break. We can pick things back up in a few months or so after I-”

“After you what? Bang some more women? ‘Cause I’m sure that’s what this is about!”

“It’s not that. Okay, not just that. Fine, since you want me to say it, I’ll just say it...” He took a deep breath as he paced in front of me, looking like he was deep in thought. Though I bet he’d been planning this for days already. “I’ve been feeling very stifled. You want more out of this than I do, at least right now.”

I gaped at him, not believing what I was hearing. “Are you kidding me with this? When we got back together this time you said that you were ready to go all in. You swore to me that you were ready to settle down and weren’t going to punk out like you did last time. And now, barely two months in, you’re dumping me again??”

“I’m sorry about the timing. I guess I could have waited until tomorrow. But when I saw you come out in that negligee...”

“It confirmed that you didn’t want to be with me anymore. Nice.” I folded my thin arms over my chest, trying to cover my cleavage in the pink silk nightie I had just slipped into. I wished I had a robe. “That’s very nice to know.”

“That’s not what I was saying.”

“Might as well be.”

Tears were running down my face, and I hated it. Hated that I was crying in front of him like that. If I had been able to wait until he left, at least I could have maintained a little bit of dignity. But that was shot to hell now.

He just stood there and sighed, as if he was tired of me. “Claire....”

“Just go, Montrel,” I snapped, swiping at my tears and stuffing my hands under my armpits. My eyes were on the floor. “Just...get out.”

“We can still be friends, right?”

I wanted to slap him again. With an iron skillet. 

“No, we cannot be friends, you insensitive, callous asshole! I don’t want anything else to do with you!”

“Now Claire, you know you don’t mean that...”

“I do so mean it!”

“You don’t. You always say that and then once you come down off your tantrum-”

“Tantrum??” I stomped my foot and looked around for something to throw. “Get out!!”

“Fine,” Montrel conceded with another sigh, holding his hands up. “I’ll call you in a few days, after you’ve had a chance to cool down.”

“Don’t bother!”

“Okay.” He actually looked amused, as if this whole thing was a damn joke to him. “Happy birthday, Claire.”

He walked out. 

I stood there, incredulous, staring at the door as if I was waiting on him to come back in and tell me it was a really bad (and really cruel) prank. But that didn’t happen. Montrel had done this to me again, and this time, on my thirtieth birthday. 

This had happened before, as much as I hated to admit it. We’d done this break-up-to-make-up routine a few times. We initially got together almost two years before after a chance meeting at the grocery store. After hitting it off immediately, we dove head-first into dating and things moved rather quickly. We even declared our feelings after our second date, and I thought I had found the one. 

But it didn’t take long for the new-relationship love fog to clear for him, and he started getting restless and broke up with me. But I took him back. 

Then he dumped me again a few months later...then I took him back.

And then after about six or seven months...well, you get the picture.

I admit, there was something about Montrel that I just couldn’t let go of. Part of me kept holding on to the belief that one of these times he came back to me, it would stick. 

After it was clear he wasn’t coming back, I plopped onto the couch in my wasted new nightie, still crying. I couldn’t believe this was how my thirtieth birthday turned out. 

When my phone chimed, I dove for it, hoping it was Montrel. What can I say? I was in love with the asshole. Maybe he had realized how wrong he’d done me and changed his mind. I would have been willing to forget the whole episode with a heartfelt apology. And a foot rub.

But nope, it was my best friend Chichi, probably wanting to get an update on how my birthday was going. She never did have a lot of patience. What if Montrel and I had been having a great evening? Yet here she was, blowing my phone up.

I ignored it. She would be able to tell something wasn’t right and it was a little too embarrassing to admit that I’d just been dumped on my birthday. Especially since I had declined her offer to throw me a party so I could spend the evening with Montrel. I wanted a romantic evening with my man more than I wanted to make the rounds in a room full of people. Now I wish I had taken her up on her offer. Boy, she was never gonna let me hear the end of this. 

And there was no way I would’ve been able to tell her that I already wanted Montrel back. She’d certainly cuss me out.

Two – Claire 

––––––––
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THE DAY AFTER MY MAJOR fail of a birthday, I headed to my parents’. Not because I wanted to; I’d much rather have spent the day curled up on my couch eating peanut butter toast and lattes and getting the most out of my Disney+ subscription.

But they wanted me to pick up my gift that I was too busy running around getting ready for my date with Montrel to get the day before. 

And no, Montrel still hadn’t called.

I tried to put it out of my mind and secure a neutral expression on my face. I didn’t want my parents to know about my being dumped any more than I wanted Chichi to know. They were never big fans of Montrel’s, even though, unlike Chichi, they generally kept their opinions of him to themselves. 

“Y’all are repainting in here?” I marveled once Mama let me in. It seemed like every time I went by there, they had changed something else.

“Yeah. We’ve been talking about changing the color for a while now.”

“Why?”

“Why not?” Mama shrugged. She pushed up her glasses and tucked her bobbed hair behind her ear. “Now that your brother is gone, we can finally experiment the way we want around here.”

“Uh-huh.” Ever since my little brother Benny went off to college, my parents had been doing a lot of experimenting. Taking trips, making exotic recipes together, redecorating the house that had been the same as long as I could remember it. My usually mousy parents were taking full advantage of their empty nest. 

And I had done a pretty good job of putting that time I heard them getting it in through the laundry room door out of my mind. 

“Your gift is in here,” Mama informed, strolling to the living room. She retrieved a box from the coffee table and held it out to me. “Hope you like it.”

“Thanks, Mama.” I already knew it was another pair of pajamas. She got me pajamas every year, for my birthday and Christmas. I could open my own outlet. “I appreciate it.”

“You’re welcome. So, how did your birthday evening with Montrel turn out?”

Ugh, I’d been hoping she wouldn’t ask about that. “It was all right.”

“Just all right?”

“I mean...nothing really to tell. It’s not like he proposed or anything.” I chuckled nervously.

Mama was looking at me suspiciously, as if she knew there was more to it than I was saying. And she probably did. I wasn’t exactly known for my poker face. 

“Well, I know how smitten you are with Montrel, dear. But there is someone your father and I would like for you to meet.”

I immediately shook my head. “No thanks.”

“Why are you being so dismissive?”

“I’m not being dismissive; I’m just not interested in meeting anyone else.”

“I wish you’d reconsider. His name is Warner Branson and he’s a very nice young man. And, in my unbiased opinion, very easy on the eyes. If nothing else, you two could become friends.”

“I’m sure he doesn’t want to be friends with me.”

“Why would you say something like that?”

There was no need in getting into my reasons for that statement. My parents probably already thought I was pitiful enough for continuing to deal with Montrel after everything he’d done. I had no desire to give them more ammo with my skinny girl self-esteem issues. 

“Just a feeling,” I finally answered. 

“Well, you’re wrong. Warner isn’t like a lot of men out here. And he thought you were adorable when I showed him your picture.”

I gaped. “You showed him my picture??”

“It’s not like it was a secret picture, Claire. I got it off of your Instagram page thing.”

The highs and lows of social media. “Well, that’s nice and everything, but I’d rather not waste anybody’s time when I’m hung up on someone else.”

“If you say so,” Mama shrugged. “He said he was going to follow you or send you a friend request, or whatever you all do on there. I hope you at least respond if he reaches out to you. Like I said, he’s a nice young man; don’t be rude to him.”

“I wouldn’t do that. As long as he doesn’t try to overstep any boundaries, we’re good.”

“Right.”

Since Daddy wasn’t there, I left a few minutes later. I was thankful to get out of there without having to admit that Montrel had dumped me again. Even though my mother probably would’ve just focused on comforting me rather than bashing Montrel, I still didn’t want her to know about it since I had every intention of getting Montrel back. 

I’m really not pathetic. My wanting Montrel was something that I knew didn’t make much sense to anyone else, but it made sense to me. For whatever reason, I had it in my head that he was the one I was supposed to end up with and if I just stayed diligent and patient, he would realize that, too. 

I’d told myself I wasn’t going to call him. It hadn’t even been a full twenty-four hours since he gave me the boot; he hadn’t even had time to miss me yet. 

But I was already missing him, and I managed to talk myself into calling. Figured it couldn’t hurt. 

Plus, my curling iron was at his place. I needed that.

As soon as I got home, I parked it on the couch and took several deep breaths, trying to work out what I was going to say. Should I act like this was a random causal call and not mention what happened last night, or jump right into how much what he did hurt and insist we talk about it? Should I give an ultimatum? Invite him over to talk? Ask that he bring me my curling iron?

Too impatient to make a decision, I decided to just wing it. My leg bounced furiously as I dialed and listened to the repeated rings. It occurred to me that he might not even answer. I quickly tried to decide what I’d say on his voicemail when I finally heard his voice.

“Now really isn’t a good time, Claire.”

That stumped me a little bit. “Why? Are you at the nursing home?”

“No.” Just then, I heard a moan in the background. A woman’s moan. It was clear as day and probably done on purpose. “I’m not there but I am busy.”

“You mean getting busy,” I retorted accusingly. 

“Claire...” He sighed. “What do you want?”

I felt like an idiot. Here I was willing to forget what he did and try again, and he was already banging somebody else. I hadn’t felt this ridiculous since yesterday. My mind questioned for the hundredth time why I would possibly want this man back.

“You know what? Never mind, Montrel. Just...forget I called.” I hung up, face red and feeling stupid, wishing I could erase the last two minutes. 

Three – Montrel
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“WHO WAS THAT?” 

I glanced over at Venus after I hung up the phone. Her microbraids were falling all around her face, making her look sexy as hell. “Just my ex.”

“Mmm.” She snuggled closer, licking my chest and throwing her leg over mine. “She want you back or something?”

“Probably.”

“Well, she can have you after I’m done with you.” Venus climbed on top of me, kissing me hard and grinding on my dick. We had just finished sexing when Claire called, and she was already ready to go again. She never could seem to get enough, which was one of the things I loved about her. 

I rolled her onto her back and got inside of her, not bothering to get a condom. Venus and I had been getting down off-and-on for so long that we didn’t bother with them anymore. She was my go-to; my five-foot-nine walking stress relief. I kept this girl on speed dial. 

“Harder,” she instructed, wrapping those legs around my waist. “I want it harder, Montrel...I know that’s not all you got...you can fuck me better than that.”

I frowned and began pounding into her like my hips had a motor. She knew I didn’t like it when she said stuff like that. Just tell me how much you like what I’m doing; don’t try to challenge me. This wasn’t a pickup game. Not that I played basketball.

Really, sex was the only time I didn’t mind getting sweaty. I preferred to stay crisp and clean most of the time.

Once I showed her just how hard I could give it to her, I rolled off of her and ran a hand down my face. I didn’t want to say anything about how tired I was. Venus had already dropped hints in the past about how I needed to work out more. Thankfully I had my mother’s good genes that kept my physique intact without much effort. 

Speaking of my mother, I remembered I still needed to pick up the flowers to give her when I visited her later, after I met up with my boy Forrest.

“You know I have an Etsy shop, right?” Venus asked as she rolled to her side and lit up a joint. I eyed the jaguar tattoo that covered her entire left hip and thigh. Some days I thought that tattoo was ridiculously sexy; other days I just thought it was ridiculous. How was that going to look when she was ninety? 

“No, I didn’t know that.”

“It’s true. I make my own soaps and body butters.”

“That’s...that’s nice.”

“You want some samples? I have a few extras that I decided not to put on the site.”

“No, thanks. I have rather sensitive skin so I’m very careful about what I use on my body.”

“You definitely need my stuff, then. It’s all natural.”

“That’s all right.”

“Well, damn. Just gonna shut me down like that, huh?” Venus sucked her teeth before taking another drag from her joint. She held it out to me but I shook my head; she knew better. I was already holding my tongue about her not waiting until I left to start smoking that mess. “I thought we were better than that, Montrel.”

“It’s nothing for you to take personally. I’m sure you’re going to do very well in your business. I’d just rather not have any homemade body products.”

“Too good for that, huh? I get it.” She eyed me as she took another drag and blew smoke through her slightly darkened lips. I was gonna have to take a shower before I went to my mother’s. 

“That’s not what I said.”

“But that’s what you meant. Since you’re so concerned about personal hygiene, maybe you oughta start manscaping that jungle down there. I’m always picking hair out of my teeth for days after you come over here.”

My face tightened. It was officially time to go.

“Thanks for the advice,” I mumbled, grabbing my clothes from the chair in her room. “I’d better get going.”

“I didn’t hurt your feelings, did I?” Venus sat up on her elbow, looking at me as I headed towards her bathroom. That looked like a smirk on her face. “It was just a suggestion.”

“Yeah, I know. You’re certainly entitled to your opinion. I have some things I need to do, is all.” I stepped over her clothes that she had tossed onto the floor when she was getting naked for me. Like it would have been too much more trouble for her to put them on the chair with mine. 

“If you say so.” She plopped onto her back.

I quickly got dressed, wishing I could wash up but noting that she had nothing but her bootleg homemade soap in her bathroom. And I didn’t have my toiletry kit with me. It would just have to wait until I got home. 

Not interested in engaging in any more conversation with Venus after that, I just stuck my head in her bedroom when I was finished getting dressed to let her know I was leaving. I got in my car, slamming the door to my BMW M8 Coupe a little too hard. Venus really had a lot of nerve commenting on my grooming. For her information, I trimmed down there regularly. Any more and I’d be bald.

And anyway, as long as we’d been fooling around, she knew good and well I didn’t allow anything to be amiss on my body. I spent good money on self-maintenance. Venus was just trying to tick me off because I didn’t want any of her raggedy soap.

After shooting over to my place to take a quick shower, I headed to Forrest’s. Forrest had been my boy for years, since college. I knew he was going to ask me about Claire – that is if his wife Giselle hadn’t already filled him in, since she and Claire were friends - and then he was going to bite my head off about breaking up with her. 

I wasn’t wrong. He wasted no time getting on my case.

“You mean to tell me that you actually dumped that woman on her birthday?”

“Man...don’t start, all right?”

“Don’t tell me you don’t see how fucked up that is.”

“I did her a favor.”

“What?”

“We don’t want the same things right now. No need in wasting her time.”

“And you couldn’t find a better time to tell her that than on her birthday? When you’re the one who asked her out?”

“I acknowledge that it wasn’t gracious timing...”

“Why do you keep doing her like that? Claire is a good woman.”

“So is Giselle but you’re halfway out the door on her.”

He frowned. Guess he didn’t like it when the tables got turned on him. 

“That’s different, man,” he retorted, practically growling at me. “Giselle is my wife and we’re going through a rough time right now.”

“A rough time? You’re mad at her because she can’t get pregnant.”

“I’m not mad at her; I’m just mad. We’ve been trying for months. It’s frustrating trying to do something that’s supposed to be natural and that fuckin’ teenagers can do without even trying to.”

“Well, it’s not her fault.”

“Did I say it was her fault?”

“You act like it. Especially since you went and got your sperm tested, without her, and found out there’s nothing wrong with you.”

“Shut up, man.”

“Why wouldn’t you tell her about that, Forrest? Does she know that you don’t blame her? Or that you’re not going to leave her if she can’t give you a child? Or that the main reason you married her in the first place is because she’s mixed and could make pretty-haired babies?”

“Man, I was kidding when I said that. You can’t tell when I’m joking after all these years?”

“You sounded pretty serious to me.”

“Whatever. You’re just trying to change the subject off of how wrong you did Claire.”

“Claire will be all right,” I said dismissively. “When I’m ready to settle down, I’ll take her back. You didn’t have patients today?” He was a successful pediatrician and absolutely loved kids, which was part of the reason for his angst that he and his wife hadn’t been able to conceive yet.

“You know good and well it’s Sunday. Quit trying to change the subject. You think Claire is just gonna be sitting around waiting on you, huh?” Forrest shook his head, going back to his couch and grabbing the laptop from his coffee table. The white t-shirt he was wearing looked stark against his dark skin. Ever since Giselle told him he looked sexy in those, he wore them damn near all the time. “Are you really that arrogant?”

“It has nothing to do with arrogance. It’s just facts. Claire wants the world from me right now and I’m just not ready for that.”

“So why don’t you just leave her alone, then? Let her find somebody who’s ready for what she wants.”

“It’s not like I don’t love her. She’s going to make a great wife one day. When we’re together and things start getting deep, it’s like a vice grip tightening around my neck. That has to be a sign, right?”

“Yeah, sure. And when you get her wedding invitation to another man, I hope you remember all this.”

“I could say the same about you and Giselle. Though instead of a wedding invitation, it’ll be divorce papers.”

Forrest looked at me with those droopy eyes of his shooting daggers. “You got jokes, huh? You don’t know a damn thing about what it’s like to be married to somebody, man. It takes a commitment and diligence you can’t even imagine. Your mama got you thinking you’re the king of the world and nothing can touch you.”

“Why are you bringing my mother into this?”

“Because she spoiled you after your dad died. Got you thinking you can do no wrong. So naturally, you think you’re totally justified in jerking Claire around like a bad dance partner. I’m telling you, man, you’re gonna regret it.”

I waved him off. So my mother did a little extra doting on me after my dad died; that’s to be expected. I was ten years old. It didn’t mean I was spoiled. Forrest didn’t know what he was talking about. 

When I was ready for forever, I’d go back to Claire. In the meantime, she was perfectly free to do as she pleased. Though I had a feeling she wouldn’t.

Four – Claire
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“OKAY, SO WHAT HAPPENED with you and Montrel?”

I suddenly became intensely focused on my latte. “What makes you think something happened with Montrel?”

“Bitch, don’t try to play me. You and I both know you try to get all scarce when y’all are going through some drama. What, y’all broke up again?”

“No!” At Chichi’s knowing arched brow, I sighed. “Yeah.”

“What bullshit excuse did he give you this time?”

“Said he was feeling stifled. Said I wanted more out of the relationship than he did. Or something like that.”

As if I didn’t remember exactly what Montrel said. I’d replayed it in my head more times than I cared to admit.

“And when did this happen?”

I hesitated. I really didn’t want to talk about this but Chichi dragging the details out of me was inevitable. “On my birthday.”

“Damn! So the bastard dumped you on your birthday this time, huh? Let me guess, it was right after sex?”

How did she always manage to ask the very questions that would make these conversations more embarrassing than they already were? “No...we, um, we hadn’t gotten to that yet.”

“What, you busted out a new negligee or something and then he dropped the hammer?”

“What are you, psychic? Or did you put some cameras in my house when I wasn’t looking?”

“I read a lot. So please tell me that him dumping you on your birthday without even bothering to get any first is enough to make you leave him alone for good this time?”

“I don’t know what I’m gonna do, Chichi. I’m still kinda stinging from all that.”

“I bet. That had to be pretty humiliating. Just don’t make it worse by calling him.”

I wished my skin was darker because I felt my face automatically flush. And I so, so wished I was better at lying. 

She recognized the guilty look on my face and plunked down her coffee cup so hard I actually jumped. “You called him??”

“I had to!”

“Why did you have to?”

“He...has my curling iron.”

Sucking her teeth, Chichi crossed her arms over her ample bosom. “You can do better than that.”

“I really can’t.”

“You tried to get him to take you back after that? Do you not have any pride about yourself?”

Frowning, I set my own cup on the table. “I resent that, Chichi. You make it sound like I’m some pitiful, desperate-”

“What would you call it? I love you, girl, but you seem to lose all your good sense when it comes to Montrel. He just dogs you over and over and you go crawling back for more every time. It makes no sense at all. I could see if the man was fine but you can’t even blame that.”

“Hey! Montrel is very handsome!”

“He’s all right. A little scrawny for my tastes. But even if he was the second coming of Method Man, he still ain’t worth all this.”

“Chichi, I love him, okay? I don’t know how else to explain it.”

“That’s it?”

I sighed. It wasn’t like I was unaware of how foolish I sounded. And Chichi wasn’t wrong when she said I lost my good sense when it came to Montrel. He just had a hold on me that I couldn’t explain or make myself try to break free of. Part of me felt like when it was all said and done, he’d appreciate the fact that I wouldn’t give up on him and us. 

Seeing my anguish, Chichi thankfully decided to back off. She got up from her kitchen table to head over to the pantry, her long purple braids bound in a ponytail hanging down her back. 

“I thought I had some Fig Newtons in here,” she muttered, hands on her hips. “Those damn kids of mine eat up everything.”

“It’s okay; I don’t want any Fig Newtons.”

“Hell, I did!” She slammed the pantry door shut. “This is exactly why I hide my snacks. Take my advice and do not have triplets, I’m telling you.”

“I don’t think that’s much of a possibility right now, anyway.”

“I didn’t think it was for me, either. Triplets don’t run in my family. But now me and Gerard have three knuckleheaded boys with one pop.”

“Well, at least you have a good man to help you with everything. Gerard isn’t going anywhere.”

I sounded more somber than I meant to, and Chichi noticed. She came back to sit at the table, looking at me intently. I prepared myself for some gentle admonishment.

“I wish you thought as much of yourself as you do of that man,” she finally said. “He keeps doing this stuff ‘cause you let him. Love or not, you deserve better.” 

Maybe I did. But I couldn’t help wanting what I wanted.

She eyed me, noting my silence. “What did he say when you called him?”

There went my face flushing again. “It wasn’t a long conversation.”

“Why? He was busy or something?”

“You could say that.” I sipped my lukewarm latte, avoiding her eyes.

Chichi cursed under her breath. “He was with another woman, wasn’t he?”

I didn’t want to admit it out loud, but I was humiliated enough as it was, so might as well. “Yes.”

“Claire. Why in the world would you want to be with a man who would get with another woman not even a day after dumping you? On your birthday? What is he gonna do next; bring a date to your parents’ house? To your job? I wouldn’t put it past him.”

“He wouldn’t do that.”

“Why wouldn’t he? You’ve already established he can pretty much do whatever he wants and you’ll take him back, regardless. He has no respect for you, girl. Why do you like being disrespected?”

Something about that question jarred me. Amazingly, I never considered Montrel’s treatment of me as disrespectful; I’d managed to frame it as him just running from his feelings for me. And I’d made myself believe that he would inevitably realize that and stop running, so I just had to be patient.

But Chichi’s question struck a nerve. My mind automatically replayed everything Montrel had taken me through, and I felt myself getting angry. 

I really was an idiot for wanting that bastard.

After I got home later, I flopped across my bed, staring up at the ceiling. My mind was all over the place. Part of me was still reeling from Chichi’s question; part of me wished I could somehow expunge all memories of Montrel from my mind, and still part of me (a tiny part) wondered what he was doing and who he was with right then. 

I reached for my phone and perused my messages. Of course, none from Montrel. I don’t know why I expected anything different.

This was stupid. I was stupid. 

A new notification popped up, letting me know I had a new follower on Instagram. I wasn’t huge on social media but I liked to peruse every now and then, doing more looking than posting. My page wasn’t anything all that fascinating so it always surprised me when someone found me interesting enough to follow.

When I saw the name Warner Branson, I frowned slightly, trying to remember where I’d heard that name. Then I remembered Mama telling me she showed some guy my picture and that he was going to follow me on there. I might not have been trying to hear it at the time but I was intrigued now. 

I went to his profile and my brow arched in surprise. Okay, so the brother was cute. Low-cut black wavy hair. Thick eyebrows. Skin so smooth it was unfair. Body looked nice, from what I could tell. 

“Not bad, Mama,” I muttered.

I started to follow him back but stopped myself. What if he took that as an invitation? I still didn’t know if I wanted to actually meet this man. I had never been one that was able to jump from one man to another. My head was still jacked up over Montrel and I knew that; there wasn’t anything this Warner guy could do for me.

Dropping the phone, I buried my face in my hands before rolling onto my back. I had no idea how I’d gotten to be such a mess. All I wanted was a relationship that didn’t make me want to pull my hair out. Where I wasn’t always wondering when the other shoe was going to drop. And with someone who would make love to my little petite body as much as I wanted him to.

That last thought had my hand inching down to my woman parts. I hadn’t had sex in weeks, and I was feeling the withdrawal. Without even trying to, I thought back to the last time Montrel and I were together. I can’t say he was the best I’d ever had, but he was serviceable. 

So yeah, I pleasured myself while fantasizing about Montrel. Whispering his name and everything. And it felt awesome. But afterwards, when I opened my eyes and realized what I had just done, I immediately felt foolish. I couldn’t even masturbate without including him. 

“Ugh!” I screamed, hitting my fists against the bed. How was I going to make myself snap out of this trance Montrel seemed to have me in?

Retrieving my phone again, I went ahead and followed Warner back on Instagram. And before I could come up with an excuse not to, I sent him a message. Just something simple thanking him for the follow and saying he had gotten high praise from Mama. It wasn’t too long before I saw he was typing a response, and I actually looked forward to what he was about to say.

Five – Montrel

––––––––
[image: ]


“WHERE DO YOU WANT THESE, Mother?”

“Just put them on the end table, darling. This was such a nice surprise. You know how much I love carnations.”

“Only the best for you.” 

I moved the crystal vase of pink carnations to the polished end table as my mother, Annie, watched with an approving smile. I always liked bringing her little gifts, just as she always taught me I should. 

“I’m so glad that you came by to see me today,” Mother commented as she took a seat on her ecru linen couch, motioning for me to do the same. Chopin played through the hidden speakers in the walls; classical music was on practically twenty-four-seven in her house. Not exactly my preference but I’d learned to tune it out. “I wasn’t sure you would.”

“Why do you say that?”

“I thought maybe you would be entertaining that...girlfriend of yours. Cathy.”

“Mother,” I shook my head. “You know her name is Claire.”

“Hmph.”

“But it doesn’t matter anyway because she and I broke up.”

“Oh, again?”

“Yes, again. I just realized that I wasn’t quite ready to be with her right now.”

“It sounds like you’re considering going back to her at some point.”

“Well, sure. Eventually. When I’m ready.”

“I see. Well, this is good news.”

“Why, because you never liked her?”

“I never said I disliked her. I just think you can do better. You’re far too handsome and have too much going for yourself to be with someone so common.”

I frowned slightly at that comment. “She’s not common, Mother.”

“She’s certainly not on your level. I mean, she’s not unpleasant to look at but I wouldn’t call her beautiful. She has that regular job that probably won’t go anywhere. And she clearly has low self-esteem.”

“What in the world makes you think she has low self-esteem?”

“She’s a grown woman wearing colored contacts. If she had more confidence about herself-”

“She does not wear contacts. Her eyes are really green.”

“Hmph. Well, don’t get me started on her eating disorder.”

My frown deepening, I turned to Mother fully. “What are you talking about?”

“Please. Anybody that thin must have something going on with them. I’d be surprised if she was over a hundred pounds soaking wet. It’s just not healthy.”

I didn’t get upset with my mother very often, but I tended to get agitated when she started downtalking Claire. It had been that way ever since the first time I brought Claire over to meet her. Mother took one look at her and decided she wasn’t good enough for me, and she never missed a chance to remind me of that.

“With all due respect, Mother, that’s ridiculous.”

She arched a brow. “Excuse me?”

“Claire does not have an eating disorder and never has. She can eat like a linebacker when she wants to. She’s just naturally thin and doesn’t gain any weight. And she’s not that thin; you make it sound like she’s skin and bones.”

“And she doesn’t go purge herself after-”

“Mother.” I looked at her pointedly. “Please.”

“Fine.” She held up her hands. “I still maintain that it’s a good thing you two are no longer together. I know several other women that would be way better suited for you.”

“I’m sure.” I stood before she could run down the list. “I’m going to go get something to drink. Would you like anything?”

She gave me a knowing look before waving a delicate hand. “No, thank you.”

I wasted no time leaving the room. I’d only been at Mother’s house for a half hour and already
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