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      Vlad Romanov had tired of Tati.  She was not only another boring, fake model filled with silicon at every point of injection, but she was another reminder of his tendency to make horrible decisions with women. On his quest for “the one”, Vlad found himself surrounded by the perpetual stream of plastic women in Los Angeles whose only obsessions included Botox and Birkins — nothing else. Sure, she was sexy enough but was that really enough?

      

      The biggest issue with Tati, besides her empty blue eyes and her desperation for material objects was the fact that the second they’d slept together she had become clingier than a piece of gum beneath a table. She didn’t get the idea that Vlad had no time for her. No. Fucking. Time. Vlad was one of the highest paid divorce lawyers on the West Coast and although he loved passing time with these wannabe models, strippers and shallow rich chicks, he reviled interruptions, especially while he worked.

      

      “What the hell is it Tati?”

      

      “I love you Vlad…” She purred in her heavy Russian accent. (Vlad wasn’t entirely sure she wasn’t faking it. She claimed to be from Moscow but he knew without a doubt, her parents had immigrated in the late 80s.)

      

      Vlad rolled his eyes. They’d slept together once. And Tati wasn’t naive. She might have been twenty years old but she had been around the block. She’d starred in around fifty blue movies before “retiring” and attempting to become a professional girlfriend. Sugar babies were as common as bus drivers in the city.

      

      “Listen… Tati… I can’t handle this right now. I’m working on a case…”

      

      Tati hit back, “You’re always working Vlad. Always working. Why don’t I stop by your office and I wrap my lips around your cock. We’ll see how busy you are.”

      

      Vlad cringed. There was no way in hell he was going to let Tati know where he worked.

      

      “Listen… Tati, I’ve got to go. Why don’t you go find some other way to occupy your time. I promise I’ll see you later.”

      

      “You are a terrible boyfriend Vlad. Perhaps I should call another man to occupy me this afternoon.”

      

      Vlad ignored her obvious attempt to make him jealous. “Perhaps you should. And I’m not your boyfriend.”

      

      “What are you afraid of Vlad? You hate commitment.”

      

      Vlad scoffed. He’d known Tati a grand total of eight days. Afraid of commitment or afraid of crazy Russian chicks?

      

      “I don’t have time for this.”

      

      “Fine! You’re a fucking scumbag Vlad! I spread my legs for you and what do you do… you shit all over me.”

      

      Click!

      

      Tati hung up. Vlad smirked. She was so dramatic. He knew she’d be crawling back for more later anyway. He really didn’t have time for her. Vlad’s latest celebrity lawsuit and his work had always taken priority over bimbos. The deeper and deeper Vlad got into his work, the less he had time for women.

      

      Of course, all the women his age wanted nothing more than to tie him down and start milking him for money and babies. Vlad was still looking for fun. Crazy as she might have been, Tati was fun.

      

      Vlad’s receptionist paged his office.

      

      “Mr. Romanov? I have your two o’clock.”

      

      “Send her up.”

      

      Vlad downed the glass of vodka he’d kept sitting on his desk. His latest clientele wouldn’t appreciate how much he drank on the job. He adjusted his lapels and sat up straight, pulling out a gold pen and a sheet of thick card paper to take notes on. He’d been up all night, working on his latest case and the dark bags under his eyes betrayed his exhaustion.

      

      Vlad’s piercing eyes were brilliant greenish color that glowed like emeralds. The green picked up the deep chestnut brown color of his hair, giving his eyes an occasional champagne color. Vlad sat up in his office chair and straightened his orange and black Princeton tie. Breathe.

      

      His receptionist had hinted that this client wanted to remain anonymous before they met. She had “security concerns”, which wasn’t uncommon for his clients. Vlad wondered who it would be… Some celebrity bodyguard hoping Vlad would get them a big cash payout from alleged mistreatment? A woman with a botched boob job?

      

      A knock on his door interrupted Vlad from his fantasizing.

      

      “Come in!”

      

      He coughed and sat up straight, prepared for anything.

      

      When the door opened, Vlad’s jaw might have dropped if he hadn’t had so much practice maintaining his composure under all manner of surprising encounters.

      

      “Good afternoon, miss,” He greeted her. Of course, most people on the West Coast knew who she was but people who were famous preferred the pretense that they could maintain anonymity. Instantly, Vlad noticed how much more beautiful she was in person…

      

      Quetta Blackburn noticed the same things about him. Quetta wondered if she’d come to the right place at all. The man sitting across the desk from her looked more like a professional athlete and bodybuilder than a high-powered lawyer who had been personally responsible for bankrupting a number of high profile men. His office stank of vodka and cigars, but other than the smell, was perfectly clean and tidy, almost acetic in its appearance.

      

      “Good afternoon Mr. Romanov.”

      

      “Good afternoon, madam.”

      

      Quetta stuck out her hand to shake his. Vlad maintained eye contact with her, his gaze piercing into hers as he assessed every detail about her, gripping her hand in a firm, powerful handshake. Her diamond tennis bracelet jingled as she shook his hand and her manicured fingers dug into his thick meaty palm. She released his grasp quickly and smoothed her tight dress, sitting with her legs crossed before invited.

      

      “So… What are we speaking about today Miss…”

      

      “You know who I am…” She said, “But don’t call me Mrs. Blackburn. Call me Quetta.”

      

      “My husband and I are getting a divorce. I forced him to file the papers and I need a lawyer who can help me get what I’m worth,” Quetta said flatly.

      

      Quetta’s cool impressed Vlad. Most divorcées were withering messes, unsure of what they wanted and more interested in salvaging what politeness they could from their spouses. He could tell Quetta wasn’t that kind of woman. Her dark, copper colored skin glowed with the effortless beauty of a woman who lived without stress. Vlad picked up on her intense gaze.

      

      He was the best, everyone agreed he was the best. But Quetta was still skeptical when she saw him. Vlad still looked more like a pretty boy than a renowned lawyer.

      

      “What do you have in mind?” Vlad asked.

      

      She didn’t pause for a moment before speaking her mind.

      

      “I want at least half… More than half if I can get away with it. It’s just… I’ve been through a lot with him and I’m afraid of what my husband will try to do.”

      

      Vlad looked Quetta up and down. She didn’t look like your usual basketball wife gold digger, but she had some of the trimmings of one. Every part of her was perfectly manicured from her straight black weave, her body hugging dress and her manicured fingernails. Every inch of her that could dripped in jewelry. Her Prada bag on the table was the final touch in a made-for-TV outfit.

      

      Vlad was certain she didn’t leave the house without consulting a stylist. Still, despite her manicured state, she was dressed properly. There wasn’t a hint of cleavage and her skirt fell far below her knees. Quetta Blackburn seemed just as wholesome as her TV image.

      

      “May I ask the reason for the divorce, Mrs. Blackburn? Before taking on new clients, I need to know that I can win.”

      

      “This conversation will be confidential, right?”

      

      Now, Vlad was curious. He leaned forward, itching to have another drink as he listened to a story that promised to be intriguing.

      

      “My husband…” she sighed.

      

      “My husband hasn’t been faithful,” she confessed.

      

      Quetta pursed her lips after the confession. Her calm exterior was only slightly ruffled, but Vlad was good enough at reading people to see that she had been. She twirled her fingers around and fiddled with the clasp of her bracelet.

      

      Vlad raised his eyebrow. Even he wasn’t resistant to such a delightful piece of gossip. Kareem Blackburn was a famous NBA player whose entire image as a celebrity was constructed around his Christian faith and his love for his Christian wife that he’d been with since college. Vlad couldn’t believe that the pure and wholesome family man could actually be a philanderer. A part of him wondered if Quetta was telling the truth.

      

      “Listen… Mrs. Blackburn. I’m not sure what you’re looking for,” Vlad replied with a smile.

      

      Quetta’s expression changed. She could tell that he wasn’t taking her seriously. She stopped fiddling with her bracelet and she grabbed her purse off his desk. Her eyes narrowed and she spoke to Vlad in a stronger voice than she’d ever managed to muster up.

      

      “Listen Mr. Romanov. I’m a serious client asking you to negotiate a multi million dollar divorce. I don’t know what impression you have of me but I can pay your fee and I want your services. I’ve heard about you… a lot about you… And I know that you’re the only man who will be able to get me what I want. Everyone knows that you’re a sicko in the courtroom and you’ll do what it takes to win. I want that… I need that. So are you really going to say no to money on the table?”

      

      She opened her purse and took out a checkbook. She wrote, in dazzling neat script and ripped the check, sliding it across the table. Vlad’s eyes popped open at the amount, which far exceeded his usual exorbitant retainer.

      

      For someone who played the meek, innocent wife during TV interviews, it was clear that Quetta was no innocent. She was ready to play hardball. The check was all he needed to see.

      

      “Listen Mrs. Blackburn, my tactics as a lawyer have been described as wily… devious and by some men, illegal.”

      

      “I don’t care. All I want is to walk away from this divorce with exactly what I’m worth.”

      

      “And exactly how much do you think you’re worth Mrs. Blackburn?”

      

      “At least $200 million.”

      

      “Alright. Tell me more about what’s happening with you and your husband.”

      

      Quetta sat down and began to tell Vlad about everything that was happening with her husband. It was a shame how quickly everything seemed to deconstruct. She had grown accustomed to the idea of a forever with Kareem but everything had turned sour fast. Getting drafted in the league had seemed like a dream come true at the time. Now Quetta was wondering if her relationship had been ruined the moment Kareem signed his contract. Everything had changed. The moment he’d gone from her man to a media darling, her life was completely different.

      

      “Kareem and I met in high school. I was part of the Christian Students Association and back then I’d taken a vow of chastity which included not dating any boys until I turned eighteen. Kareem honored my promise to wait and I supported his dream to play basketball. We started dating our first year of college. I still kept my promise, no matter what people thought. And he remained committed to me. I still remember after practice every day, we would hole up in my dorm room with our Bibles and talk about the word of the Lord…”

      

      Vlad was trying to focus on Quetta’s story but reading the Bible together was not how he thought this was going to start. But Quetta was making a good point: when had it all gone wrong? How could a perfect couple that was so committed to each other fall apart so fast? Was the allure of money, cheap sex and power so great that it could break a bond made between two devout soulmates?

      

      Quetta was continuing, “When Kareem signed his contract I was so happy… We had just been married and I’d just entered into a perfect relationship with my perfect man. I’d done everything exactly the way God had asked of me. Kareem was reaping the blessings of his faith too. I felt like nothing could go wrong. But it was only about a year or so before things began to change.”

      

      Now this was the good stuff… Vlad thought to himself.

      

      “He started lying to me. I didn’t know he was lying to me but I could tell. Our relationship with each other and with God was starting to falter. I hated it… I hated playing the perfect couple for the cameras and at all the ball games while knowing he was lying to me. It hurt so much to have to be that person who was being dishonest. But I didn’t dare let up the image. After a while, I started doing my research. If I’d found out it was just one time…” Quetta started tearing up.

      

      Vlad waited, stoic for her to continue. A part of him felt for her but another part of him wondered what on earth she expected with a man who played in the NBA.

      

      “If it was just one time I could have forgiven him. God would have wanted me to forgive him. But that wasn’t it. It was more than one time, with more than one person and after I tried to forgive him, he lied and did the same thing all over again. God wants me to forgive, but he doesn’t want me to ruin my life for a man who don’t love me no more. Kareem might think he still loves me, but he don’t. And when he realizes that he don’t, I’m gonna suffer. Are you capable of helping me Mr. Romanov?”

      

      Vlad nodded.

      

      “I’ll help you Mrs. Blackburn. But… Please, call me Vlad.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALL WRONG

          

        

      

    

    
      Quetta’s heart raced as she drove home. The meeting with the lawyer had gone well enough. She didn’t trust Vlad completely. Something about his piercing eyes and the gold chain he wore around his neck, with the basketball hoop attached drove her wild. She’d read about him and researched extensively before arriving at his office, but she couldn’t help but feel surprise at what she had seen.

      

      Vlad had played basketball himself, many years ago in Russia, which was why he worked primarily with athletes, celebrities and wealthy businessmen.

      

      The meeting had gone well enough bu that still meant putting the final nail in the coffin of her marriage. She’d fought for this marriage — too hard according to some, especially according to her best friend, Asia, who had suggested that she leave Kareem long ago.

      

      She pulled her Audi up to the house and looked at the mansion that represented the life they had built together as well as the life that they would build together. Quetta sighed. The house was her mausoleum. When the cameras weren’t rolling, she had to confront the harsh truth that she wasn’t happy here and she couldn’t be happy with a philandering husband.

      

      Some women might have been able to look the other way, but Quetta couldn’t. She’d never been that sort of woman.

      

      Quetta pulled the car into the garage and sat there just for a moment. It was quiet. It was always quiet in this big house. She understood that Kareem was busy and on the road often, but she still never got used to the long periods of pure silence. Sometimes, Quetta became convinced that the silence was driving her mad. If she didn’t have someone to talk to, she swore she would burst. Of course, she never did burst and eventually silence stopped being so much of a prison. When Kareem started to become poisoned by his material gains, the silence had transformed into somewhat of a refuge.

      

      Quetta called for the staff, but the housekeeper Lucia wasn’t home, and neither was the chef. He wouldn’t be arriving until later in the afternoon, so Quetta could find a few moments of peace to plan how she’d say goodbye.

      

      She walked into her house and her chest tightened. Quetta remembered the first day they’d come home together…

      

      Kareem was beaming from ear to ear as he handed her a set of keys. He picked her up spinning her around promising her, “This is our place Quetta… You, me and God are going to live here forever.”

      

      Everything in the house was shiny and had a new, metallic smell to it. Quetta had never been anywhere so pristine and this house had been quite the shift from the modest two-bedroom home she grew up in. Kareem had promised to make her dreams come true and he had. Quetta had hustled with him, iced his muscles and wrapped his knees throughout college. She’d gone to every single game with signs and friends to cheer him along. She had been more than his cheerleader, she’d been his partner. They’d finally made something happen. Kareem had just signed a contract and bought her dream house in their home city where he played.

      

      Quetta ran her hands along the counters and turned to Kareem…

      

      “I love you babe.”

      

      “I love you too,” He had said with a smile. Kareem’s smile was one of the most endearing things about him.

      

      “I have a good feeling about this…”

      

      “You do?”

      

      “Yes. We’re doing the right thing here. By God’s grace, I know we’ll be together forever.”

      

      “As long as you don’t cheat on me or anything,” Kareem had teased.

      

      Quetta smiled at him, “Kareem! Stop! You know I’d never do that.”

      

      “I know. ‘Cause you real.”

      

      “Yes, I’m real.” Quetta said.

      

      She reached her arms around Kareem’s neck and gave him a long, deep kiss. They were finally husband and wife and they were finally going to start their career together…

      

      Quetta ran her hands along the counters, remembering that first day. She knew that crying wouldn’t help matters. Back then, Kareem had promised her that nothing would tear them apart. She remembered when he signed his first sneaker deal and she remembered when women first started flocking around, desperate to tempt the Holy Kareem. Quetta remembered how terrified she was. She would stay up all night when Kareem was on the road, reading her Bible and trying to find her faith. She believed that he would protect her husband from temptation and harm.

      

      Quetta had given herself up to him. But this? What kind of test was this? Quetta wasn’t sure if she would make it out with God’s grace. Kareem had reassured her constantly that their faith bound them together in a Holy bond that no woman could break through, but he’d lied. Was their faith not strong enough or was it something else.

      

      As Quetta sat down with a bowl of ice cream, she heard Kareem entering the garage. Great, he’d probably chide her for breaking her personal trainer’s diet rules. Screw the diet. Trying to be perfect had never gotten her anywhere. Still, Quetta thrust the half empty bowl into the dishwasher.

      

      Practice was over and that meant her silent refuge would be interrupted by an aura of anxiety and awkwardness. They knew that this would be over soon, yet they lived in the same house and slept in the same bed. It was almost as if they couldn’t give up on these familiar little rituals despite the fact that their marriage was tattered beyond repair.

      

      “Good evening Quetta.”

      

      “Hey.”
      

      “What you been up to all day.”

      

      “You know… Shopping… Talking to Asia…”

      

      Kareem raised his eyebrow. “Uh huh?”

      

      Looking up at him, Quetta hated herself for still being so attracted to him. He was bad for her in every sense of the word. He had lied and cheated and promised her a life he would never be able to give her. Quetta was sick of everything, including her memories. They spoke to a world that she would never have again.

      

      Kareem pressed, “So you haven’t seen a lawyer?”

      

      Quetta rolled her eyes. When asked directly, she couldn’t bring herself to lie.

      

      “Fine. I’ve seen a lawyer Kareem. Is that what you want to hear?”
      

      “No… You know I don’t want you to leave Quetta.”

      

      “You’re the one who filed for a divorce, Kareem.”

      

      “Because you made me Quetta. What the hell? I can’t do nothing to prove to you I’m your one and only?”

      

      Quetta scoffed. “Kareem… I’m not your one and only and you know that. You’ve cheated on me at least five times. And that’s just what I know about. How many times do we have to argue about that?”

      

      Kareem shrugged.

      

      “That’s the best you can do?” Quetta asked, folding her arms.

      

      Kareem said, “Look Quetta… This just comes with the job. There’s tons and tons of women passing up the pussy. What am I supposed to do?”

      

      “STAY FAITHFUL,” Quetta snapped.

      

      She hated raising her voice for any reason, but recently, Kareem was driving her up the wall and testing her in ways she’d never been tested before.

      

      Kareem smirked and then recomposed his face.

      

      “Listen Quetta… I’m trying my best to stay faithful. The Lord is just testing us both. ‘Til death do us part.”

      

      “Oh shut up Kareem. Don’t take me for a fool. I know you… I know you’re worried about your public image as this great big light skinned baller who happens to be the perfect Christian husband. That’s all you care about. I care about this relationship but I don’t even know what you care about anymore.”

      

      “I care about you,” He said.

      

      “Save it,” Quetta snapped.

      

      She couldn’t take it when Kareem said just the right words to wriggle back into her life. Kareem moved in closer to Quetta…

      

      “You don’t believe me Mrs. Blackburn? Let me show you,” Kareem said. He moved closer to Quetta and kissed her on the cheek.

      

      Quetta muttered, “This isn’t going to work Kareem…”

      

      “Are you sure?”

      

      He kissed her again on the lips. Even if she wanted to resist, Quetta could never resist Kareem. Ever since the first time their lips had touched, she’d known that Kareem had an uncontrollable power over her. His body and hers were connected on a spiritual level.

      

      “Kareem! Stop!” Quetta said.

      

      Kareem stood back.

      

      “What more do you have to say Quetta…”

      

      “I want you to tell me that you understand why I’m doing this. I can’t have you thinking I’m in the wrong here,” Quetta said.

      

      Kareem lowered his head. “Of
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