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Disclaimer

This is a work of fiction. The names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the writer's imagination and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to persons, living or dead, actual events, organizations, or locales is entirely coincidental.
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Maura and Her Two Husbands









Now concerning the things whereof ye wrote unto me:

[It is] good for a man not to touch a woman.

Nevertheless, [to avoid] fornication, let every man have his own wife,

and let every woman have her own husband.



1st Corinthians 7:1-2

​Part One

The Beginning of Easy
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Chapter 1 — Discovery
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MAURA FIT HER KEY TO the lock, then paused. A thin line of light slipped between the door and the jamb. She glanced at Sidney’s pudding colored BMW parked beside her Audi.

“I’ve told that man a million times to lock this door,” she muttered, pushing it open.

Sidney’s briefcase sat where he always dumped it—at the bottom of the stairs. For an “everything has a place” man, he’d chosen the one spot most likely to break a neck in their three-thousand-square-foot condo. She’d nearly fallen down the first week they moved in. Eventually, she learned to avoid that side of the stairs.

She tossed her briefcase on the couch, started to call out, then thought better of it. If he was home, he was probably playing WarZone—or whatever silly game—too zoned in to answer. She headed to the kitchen for water, ignoring a half-full glass already on the counter. As the refrigerator splattered into her cup, she thought she heard a moan. She listened, head cocked. The Kenmore hissed, gurgled, and dropped a cube into the bin. She exhaled and kept filling.

“This is what he gets for buying a fridge without me,” she thought. “Not even a year old and already dying.” She cracked the door, peeked at the ice maker, then shut it. “Sidney’s problem.”

She sipped and scanned the mail: bills, alumni letters, Sidney’s antique catalogs. Another sound—closer to a cry. She looked at the quiet refrigerator, then the iPod clock radio. Its green light was off. She glanced up. Their bedroom sat across from the spare room above.

Maura stood at the foot of the stairs, listening. Four long gasps now. Groans. She checked her watch—four p.m. Sidney usually went in early to study BGX’s overnight refinery reports, set up analyses for his boss’s meeting with the CEO, then spent the day on capacity charts and surfing the net. Eight hours and he was out—unless he hit the gym. Not a corporate wonk like her. She stayed late. One of the herd of CPAs at ENCO Oil, always trying to stand out.

Should she have told him she was coming home early? Why? She didn’t owe her husband ETAs. Early should be a pleasant surprise.

She stared up the hall toward their bedroom. Maybe Sidney was taking care of his own business. She’d caught him once—peeking through the cracked bathroom door in the dead of night—his seed spitting into the toilet. She’d been grateful he handled that nonsense himself and didn’t bother her.

She climbed halfway when an unfamiliar voice stopped her. She glanced over her shoulder, as if an intruder might be behind her. No one. Then a sudden crescendo, like someone cranked the TV upstairs. “Bitch!” A slap on flesh. More sighs and moans rolled down the stairs to where Maura stood by a framed picture of butterflies. The voice was boomier than Sidney’s. guttural, like it had come off a street corner in Houston’s Fifth Ward, where she’d grown up after her mother died. The tenor-note sigh—that was Sidney. Her Harlem-born mama’s boy husband of three years.

Maybe she was imagining things. She reached the landing by the Montage of Bees Buzzing Through Sunflowers—Sidney’s favorite. Splashes of yellow and black exploded across the canvas. She flinched as if the painted bees were real. An African fertility sculpture—jutting breasts, moon face—stood on a pedestal beside it.

Sidney cooed, off and on. The hall lay dark on one side. A sliver of light cut the opposite wall. The bedroom door stood half-open—another loose end from her neat-freak husband. In the first two years, she’d gone around slamming all the doors while he lectured her about dishes in the sink.

Maybe he was in the office watching porn. She knew he watched; she knew from the quick, guilty laptop closures when she walked in—the flash of a leg, a mouth on a cock. She never bothered to dig up his browser history. Porn was a man thing, she figured. ENCO had fired guys for porn on their workstations. She started to head downstairs and let him enjoy himself—then remembered the glass on the counter. Sidney never left anything out. Dishes went either straight into the cupboard or into the dishwasher. She took a few more steps toward the bedroom.

Dust hung in the hall sun like a faint haze. The moans sang in her ears. Her breathing slowed. Oddly, she didn’t feel the need to burst in. Other women might have grabbed the fertility statue and kicked the door in, but not Maura. She’d never felt urgency about Sidney. In their courting year and three years married, they’d been meant-to-be—lifelong pals. No meltdowns of passion. She’d never pictured another woman in the mix. He didn’t look at women when they were out. But he did watch porn. And the sounds were not solo.

She eased the door, slipped her head and shoulders in like a cat peering through.

First thing she saw: Sidney’s feet in the air like he was high flying on a playground swing—clean, pink soles. Her gaze slid past ankle and tan calf to his knee, knobby like a red potato. Then the mirror over the dresser snagged her eyes. She couldn’t look directly at the ass pinned between her husband’s knees. It felt rude to stare at the dark gash between those black buttocks—like it’s rude to stare at a one-eyed stranger. In the glass, the yellow bedspread rippled under their bodies. She hated that cover—yellow was Sidney’s favorite color. She watched the scene in the mirror, safer at a distance.

“Bitch. Motherfucker. Yeah, baby.” The man chanted as he pumped. Sidney whimpered beneath him. On the floor: khakis, a dark-blue polo, thick-soled black work shoes. Red-striped boxers hung from the footboard. Sidney’s suit lay across the wingback, his tie splashed over the coat like a red exclamation. One Oxford on its side beneath the chair. His dark socks and white boxers in a heap by the bed. The mess shocked Maura almost as much as the sex. Sidney was never this careless with her.

“Yeah, nigga, fuck this ass.”

The voice was Sidney’s. Maura flinched. The man drove deeper. His walnut-sized balls smacked Sidney with each thrust, his cock splitting her husband in half. Sidney’s own dick vanished from the mirror. Had it ever mattered? She couldn’t conjure its shape or size.

The nakedness repulsed her, but she couldn’t stop looking. Her grandmother had been old-school church, teaching her and her sister to keep their eyes from naked pictures, to do the necessary things to intimate parts quickly and without lingering. All of that flew away. She watched the man’s ass flare and wink—Cyclops-eye—then his cock slipped out, slick and curved, before plunging back in. Sidney clutched the man’s back and pulled him closer.

At first, she thought the man’s back was scarred. Then she made out wings—an entire span of angel wings inked from shoulders to hipbones. But her mind wasn’t on angels. The devil had wings too, in her grandmother’s Bible, and they brought darkness. She felt that darkness hover. Heat flushed her face; the backs of her knees tingled. She gripped the doorframe to steady herself. Chinese lettering twined around the man’s forearms like razor wire. His hair split into two thick braids ending at the nape. Maura balled her fists to anchor herself, keep from rushing in to run fingers through those black furrows.

When they shifted and Sidney climbed on top, Maura ducked back and eased the door shut. Grunts and coos echoed in the hall. Sun blazed through the skylight. Sweat gathered on her lip. She wished she’d taken off her jacket—or her panties. Her panties? She blanked out the thought.

The bed squeaked again as soon as she touched the knob. Unnerved, she tiptoed downstairs and stood in the living room under the ceiling fan like a guest waiting for an invitation to sit. Her mind mirrored the abstract painting over the unused fireplace—yellow and black, harsh strokes zigzagging. The title: Miasma. Anger, disgust, betrayal—every expected thing rose. She turned the fan higher, then realized the heat was inside her. Taking off the jacket didn’t help. The breeze only teased her thin blouse, brushed her breasts. She folded her arms across her belly, held herself against the thoughts teasing her. She felt as dirty as what she’d seen. And yet she fought the urge to strip and run upstairs. A headache bloomed.

Footsteps. Sidney and the man clattered down. Maura panicked like a trespasser about to be caught. Nowhere to hide. She sat on the sofa, hoping the leather would swallow her whole. They passed the archway without seeing her.

The man’s khakis rode low on his hips. He snapped Sidney’s ass with his belt before threading it through his pants. His blue work polo clung to a lean torso; thick-soled shoes flapped untied. Sidney’s jeans sagged at his waist; his white T-shirt barely skimmed his boxers. He wore his favorite sandals.

The front door opened and slammed. A second later, Sidney stood in the archway, staring like she was the intruder. His mouth opened and closed like a fish. One look at her face told him words were useless. He’d been caught. The man reappeared over Sidney’s shoulder; he and Maura locked eyes. He bolted. Sidney stared at a potted fern as if it might tell him what to do.

“Your friend is waiting outside,” Maura said softly.

“Maura, I—”

She shook her head. He turned and stalked out. The BMW idled, then squealed down the street.

Maura went to the base of the stairs and looked toward the bedroom. She wondered where she would sleep that night.
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Chapter 2 – First Meeting
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SIDNEY FIRST LAID EYES on Easy when a posse of junior accountants got sent to the mailroom with carts of BGX’s Annual Reports. Oversight was “assigned” to the CFO, which meant it landed on the lowest rung—the new hires.

“So, who’s in charge of these reports?” Easy asked, staring at Sidney.

“They’re expensed to the CFO,” one of the white juniors said.

“I know that. I mean, who’s in charge?” Easy’s eyes locked on Sidney.

Sidney smiled and looked away. His heart kicked and sweat dampened his underarms. He touched the counter to steady himself. Easy slid the requisition forms toward him. When Sidney reached, their hands brushed. His co-worker snatched the papers and started filling them out. Sidney blushed. Easy snorted, grabbed his crotch, and went back to sorting mail.

Not to feel punked, Sidney yanked the requisition back, signed his name and extension, then stood at the elevator with Easy’s stare burning between his shoulder blades. He didn’t turn around.

Six months later, he was promoted and had little to do with the mailroom. Still, he couldn’t forget those brown eyes that seemed to search him. They disturbed his sleep; he woke hot and sticky, rolling away from Maura and willing the image to fade.

A college advisor had once told him, “A young man’s mind is a cesspool.” Marriage and children would set him right, the man promised. For a while, Maura did—warm to curl against at night, soft as a teddy bear. His mother was happy he’d found a woman. He thought he’d buried the college nights of drunken dares with his roommate—the touching, the “prove it” whispers, the cock-sucking contests never mentioned again.

But Lucifer doesn’t stab; he scratches. Boredom is a dull penknife that scrapes until you stand up, looking for something. Maura’s novelty wore out. Work dulled. The computers did most of his analysis. He wasn’t chasing the CPA like Maura; he didn’t feel that compulsion.

His eyes lingered on men at bus stops and in malls. He joined the BGX gym, invented excuses to “run to the mailroom,” but the man with the braids and brown eyes was always out. In dreams, he was groped and hauled naked through crowds. He woke, stared at Maura’s sleeping back, and on the toilet relieved the burn with a Men’s Fitness and his right hand. Still, he was troubled.

WarZone gave him cover—late nights that looked like gaming while he swapped porn in chat. The Brothers, a Black channel, favored threesomes—interracial, bi. He ranked up, assigned recon, dodged friendly fire, minimized the carnage, and watched men. The itch only worsened, and he loathed the idea of crawling back into bookstores and tearooms.

*****
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THE TWELFTH FLOOR OF BGX Tower was the company’s graveyard—abandoned chairs, chalky drywall sheets, dead cubicles, plaques from people long retired or recently fired. Boxes of yellowing papers waited for someone to decide whether they belonged in a vault or trash. Dust settled. No cameras, no keycards. Press “12” and arrive unannounced.

No urinal dividers. No stall latches. Toilets jutted from the wall like porcelain jaws. A quiet restroom is where a man hides his vulnerability—or lets it breathe. The twelfth-floor restroom was a release valve, and the loyal kept its secret. Men would rise as if a voice called them, mention an errand, and return half an hour later, eyes low, like they’d committed a crime.

Sidney had just left the CFO’s weekly bull session on the fortieth floor. He was nearly dancing with the urge. He didn’t feel “valued” enough for the marbled executive head where the seats heated your ass, and lemongrass kissed the air. He tried to hold it to the fourth-floor toilets near his cubicle, but his bladder said no. He pressed “12.”

The doors opened, and he rushed in, unzipping as he cleared the threshold. His piss was long and loud. He focused on his stream until a shadow slid up beside him. Blue shirt. Then brown eyes.

“Damn, man,” Easy said. “You piss like a horse.”

Sidney finished, silent, his meat still hanging free. Furtive glance. Easy shook, waiting.

“You’re built like one,” Sidney said, eyes forward.

Easy smirked. “Yeah. I bet you’d like to ride it one day.”

“Yeah,” Sidney breathed, and reached over to stroke him. A moment later, he was on his knees.
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Chapter 3 – Troubled
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A WEEK PASSED, AND Maura still wasn’t sure what to call what she’d seen between Sidney and the stranger. “Was it adultery?” she wondered. If it had been a woman, the answer would’ve been simple.

She glanced around as if someone might answer. The office hummed with ENCO’s business, oblivious to her puzzle. She tried to focus, but the numbers on her spreadsheet bled into a blue blur. She’d already made one mistake—plugged the wrong figures into a formula—caught by a co-worker, not her boss, thank God.

Images of Sidney’s feet flashed across her screen in the middle of a cell edit. At lunch with colleagues, she’d freeze mid-sentence, blinded by the stranger’s body between her husband’s legs. In the cubicle glass, the whole scene replayed against the sky. In the microwave’s Plexiglas door, Sidney’s potato-shaped knees seemed to rotate on the turntable.

“Earth to Moonbase, Maura,” her supervisor chided.

She wondered why she’d never thought about Sidney that way before—never once looked up and saw him striding naked through a daydream. No idle musings about his penis, no salacious details like the young women in the office traded. Sidney’s penis seemed of little consequence. If she thought of anything, she thought of worms.
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“You two together spell success,” her college mentor whispered, nodding toward a tall, thin, tan, Black male nearly blending with his white peers at the CPAs of the Future Conference. Maura looked, shrugged. He was the only young Black man there, and his skin tone matched hers. She imagined him in a BMW, and that was all—until her mentor nudged. Maura went over.

Sidney smiled through his braces and held out his hand. “Sidney Turner, Rice University.”

Maura slid her fingers into his long ones, aware of her mentor’s eyes on the back of her neck. “Oh—Maura Green, Houston Baptist.”

They scanned the room, avoiding each other’s gaze.

“You come here often?” he asked, watching dark suits and white faces swim by. When she didn’t answer, he cleared his throat. It took her a second to catch the joke, then she burst out laughing.

Like most of their peers, they smoked a little weed and snorted a little coke—weekends, spring break. Their biggest fights were about television. The fix was simple: two TVs in each apartment, headphones. They’d nuzzle on his couch—Sidney immersed in Scandal, Maura glued to CNN Business. She didn’t mind that he didn’t paw all over her the way her girlfriends’ boyfriends did. Once, before marriage, she tried sleeping in her bra and panties at his place. He barely noticed; she felt ridiculous and asked for a pair of his gym shorts.

They married a year after landing oil-industry jobs. Vegas—Maura’s idea. Their wedding night was the first time they saw each other naked. She sensed he allowed the intimacy because it was required. She’d hoped Vegas would loosen him up—the see-through bathroom, the wedding suite. Her aunt had given her crushed, dried roses to rub on her belly. Maybe they’d conjure back the carnal things she’d buried as a teen. Instead, Sidney complained the shower had no privacy, and the flowers itched. He grabbed the terry robe and fled to a restroom in the hall. Maura sighed.

On the third night, she cracked open the sealed bottle of cognac, took a big swig, and handed it to Sidney along with a bag of weed. Sidney frowned. A gift from one of my bridesmaids, Maura shrugged.

The cognac and weed knocked a few bricks out of the wall. In a frenzy and suddenly drunk, he begged her to cut all her hair off and fuck him. She giggled and tied it in a ponytail instead. He went for her nipples and her ass instead of her lips. She endured the rough tongue, the teeth on her cheeks, until he squeezed and bit like she was a man. He begged her to do the same to him. She sucked his cock; he wanted it rough, gagging, spitting. When she begged him to hold her, to make love, he fumbled and went soft. Another hit from the bottle drove him wild again. He attacked her clitoris, sucked and licked until it hurt, and she had to push him away. He flipped her onto her belly, slid between her cheeks, and humped until he shot on her back. The next night was the same. On the fifth, she sensed something off and shoved him away. Later, they kissed, and when he did manage to fuck her, he was quick, like she was a chore.

Back in Houston, Maura shoved the Victoria’s Secret negligee into a drawer with the Vegas memories. They fell into a routine as if they’d been married for years, not weeks. She assumed she loved him. She liked someone filling space—opening jars, hauling groceries. Two accountants in oil and gas. He liked her spaghetti and called her honey. Friday nights, they did their quick sex thing before his WarZone marathon. Enough, husband, she thought.

So how dare this stranger take up space in her head, shove aside numbers and equations, make her want to run her fingers through his braids? How dare he unlock a door she thought was sealed for good? How could that be? Maura knew she was in love—and stewed in the anger and indignation any decent woman should feel.

*****
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EASY AND SIDNEY SAT in the parking lot of Manor Arms, where Easy lived with his sister. Sidney drummed the steering wheel and stared out the window, waiting for Easy to climb out. They were barely shadows behind the tinted glass.

“So, Sid—what you gonna do, man?” Easy set a hand on his knee.

Sidney pushed it away and watched a heavyset woman push a stroller piled with kids. He envied the simplicity of her life—push, pull, survive, no secrets leaking at the seams.

“We can’t do it at my place anymore,” he said.

“I know some more empty rooms at the job,” Easy said.

“At the job? Are you kidding me?” Sidney glared.

“We did it there a few times after we met.”

“I don’t want to do it at work. I’m in enough fucking trouble as it is at home. Imagine us getting caught at BGX.”

“We can get a motel.”

“I can’t walk in and get a motel room with a dude.”

“You don’t have to get the room with me, nigga. Drop me a block away. Get the room and text me the number. I come up. When we done, I leave first and wait around the corner.”

“Maybe. I don’t know,” Sidney sighed.

“We gotta do something,” Easy said. “My nuts about to bust open. I wish my sister’s lazy ass worked. We could sneak out here on lunch.”

“I wish I was more than a fuck to you.”

“Aw, don’t be actin’ like a bitch, nigga. You know I like you.” His voice softened on “like you.” “And you know I like hoes. You got you a fine-ass hoe, too.” Easy lit a blunt, took a hit, and handed it to Sidney.

“Leave my wife out of this.”

“But she in it, nigga. She in it deep, or she’d have packed your shit by now. You talk to her yet?”

“I’ve tried. Couple days, all she did was scream and throw up her hands. Now she avoids me like I stink.”

“But she ain’t left the house?”

“She sleeps on the couch. All her clothes are in the living room.”

“She say anything about me and you?”

“Not a word.”

Easy grabbed his crotch and chuckled.

“What the fuck is so funny, man?”

“She doing some deep thinking. She thinking how she gonna screw your ass some kind of way—like how to take all your shit. How come you ain’t tucked tail and left?”

“She hasn’t asked me to.”

“If you left, we’d have a place to fuck.”

“I’m not leaving my house.”

“Suit yourself. But that pretty lady doing some deep thinking.” He slid down in the seat, playing with his crotch. “I know a dead-end street two blocks over.”

“Yeah?” Sidney asked.

“Yeah, nigga. Let’s go.”

Sidney took a hit from the blunt and started the car. He shouldn’t have felt relief. But he did—deep as hunger.
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​Chapter 4 – Maura’s Lust
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TWO WEEKS

Maura got home late from ENCO. The company was mid-overhaul, and they needed “every man on deck,” as the CEO put it. Congress had passed new legislation giving oil companies more tax breaks, and the accounting programs had to be rebuilt to take full advantage. Her grind earned her a promotion to Lead Accountant—and more responsibility.

By the time she parked beside Sidney’s BMW under the carport, it was ten. She was grateful for the excuse to stay away from home. She stood a moment in the dark, listening to his mouse clicks upstairs—missiles flying into Planet Zorax. The clicking stopped as he sensed her. Fearing he’d come down and try to talk, Maura slipped behind her clothes rack, stripped, slid under the covers, and pretended to sleep. Sidney crept down, peered in, whispered her name. She didn’t answer.

They lived like two shadows.

The night she caught him, Maura had packed to move in with Great-Aunt Trulla. But by the time she lugged the suitcases down, exhaustion drowned her. She stayed on the couch. The next day she lay on the leather, weighing options. A sensible woman would leave, she told herself.

“A woman might take an ass-whipping, but she won’t leave till her love’s been bruised,” Aunt Trulla had said.

Had her love been bruised? Did she love Sidney? Did she hate him? Leaving meant she had to feel one or the other. She felt nothing. So what was bruised? Ego was men’s territory, she thought, remembering her male co-workers’ face-saving antics. Could neutrality let her stay? Her mother and aunts had left men and regretted it—if they lived to regret. A few nights ago, she’d driven Sidney off with a hard kick to the shin when he tried to force a talk. She didn’t fear him. She just had to pretend he didn’t exist—had never existed.
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One Month

A hard day at the office left her drained. One of her equations had thrown the balance sheet off. Her supervisor said she looked “disheveled and unfocused.” Weeks of camping in the living room had stripped the crisp ENCO polish. Avoiding Sidney meant avoiding the upstairs laundry. Life by design had become impractical. Still, she wasn’t in the mood to talk to him.

Climbing from her car, she resented having to use the front door. If only she could carve out a niche in the huge condo—wall off the living room from the rest. Sixteen by sixteen, big enough for a tiny bath and kitchenette. A brick wall to block access from inside. Better: glass. Let Sidney see how well she lived without him. Let him watch her entertain her own Black man with braids and muscles, like TV.

At night, she dreamed of him. The front door clicked. Feet padded on the carpet. Invisible hands pinned her to the couch when she tried to rise. Fingers tugged her nipples, brushed her inner thighs. As she struggled, a car door slammed—Sidney’s—and she woke to his engine purring away. She didn’t know why she cried, only that her nipples tingled as she rubbed her breasts with salty tears.

“Child, you ain’t going nowhere from that house. A spirit’s got a hold of you,” Aunt Trulla’s voice sang in her head.

Maura hated that voice.

Morning: Sidney’s alarm. Water ran for exactly six minutes. Thirty minutes later, he rushed to the kitchen—past her coffee cups and soiled plasticware. He said nothing, loaded the dishwasher, and grabbed his ready-made oatmeal. Before he left, he paused at the archway blocked by her clothes rack. She’d tacked a sheet behind it to block his view, but she knew he was staring toward the couch. He mumbled, coughed, and went out.

As soon as his car turned at the end of the cul-de-sac, she got up. In the tiny half bath off the living room, she brushed her teeth and washed her face. She kicked herself for talking him out of the bigger condo with a downstairs bedroom and full bath. Now she lived like a homeless person, pulling clean underwear and shoes from plastic bags. She packed a suit and heels into a duffel and headed to work. At ENCO she showered while others exercised, dressed while they cooled down. Something was always off—damp hair, twisted pantyhose, a missed button so the jacket sat crooked. The sloppiness earned her a verbal caution for being “disheveled.”

And more than her clothes lay in disarray.
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“Girl, I threw his ass out with his rags right behind him. I don’t put up with no shit from no man.”

Maura listened as Flora, the department admin, told how she’d tossed her husband.

“And that bitch had the nerve to pick him up right in front of my door.”

“Girl, you did right,” another woman said. “Should’ve busted her window with a rock.”

“Hell no. I wanted her to haul his sorry ass away.”

Maura slipped by, avoiding the cluster around Flora’s desk. Heads nodded, stories piled on top of stories. Maura had a story to top them all. She imagined telling it, imagined the stares and repudiations:

“I came home and caught another man fucking my husband in our bed.”

“Your husband? Another man? In your bed? Girl, what did you do?”

“I stood there and watched.”

“You watched?”

“Yes.”

“Well, you must’ve had water boiling on the stove or were loading your gun. In her bed! Lord, have mercy! Another man!”

“No. I watched my husband enjoy himself. I was like Lot’s wife—pillar of salt. I ducked away so they wouldn’t see me. I stood in the hall. Then I went downstairs and sat on the couch while they finished.”

“You stood in the hall? You sat on the couch?”

“Yes.”

“Well, I know you moved out or threw his ass out. Which?”

“I’m still in the house. I sleep on the couch. I live like a tramp out of garbage bags. In my own house.”

“Lord, have mercy. Get away from us. You crazy!”

She imagined them scattering as if she were contagious. Maybe the telling would invite rebuke, force sense into her. But sense to do what—leave or throw Sidney out? A divided house suited her fine, for now. Aunt Trulla said she was doing what her heart told her. Still, she knew she couldn’t live like a vagabond forever, couldn’t pretend Sidney was a stranger next door.

And there was another side to her story.

“That was one fine-ass man fucking my husband. Beautiful Black skin, polished granite. Muscles. The most perfect ass.”

“Damn, you were all into the nigga fucking your man.”

“I imagined caressing his braids while he fucked me.”

“Fucked you? You imagined him fucking you?”

“Yes.”

“Maura, you’re sick.”

She pictured them bolting. And yet she was comfortable cocooned in the living room, in a house where men crept up the stairs at night. She knew Sidney snuck his lover into their bedroom.

Good sense said leave. She lay in the dark and tried to picture where she’d go. Each road ended with her alone on an island, unloved and manless.

“And let Sidney have all those braids to himself?” she asked.

As she stroked her belly, she realized she had no name for the man with the braids. “The Braids,” she whispered, picturing the shiny locks spilling over his shoulders. She needed a name to moan in the small hours, a name for the man in her fantasies.

“The Braids,” she murmured again. Yes. Her secret. She sighed and drifted off to sleep.
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​Chapter 5 – The Spy 
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THE AIR CONDITIONERS at ENCO crashed, forcing everyone out early. It was late evening—about the time Sidney got off—but still too early for a workhorse like Maura. She planned to grab Chinese, head home, and keep working.

Then she spotted Sidney’s BMW turning onto Main a block ahead. He’d never notice her car; he had a bad habit of not checking his rearview. As she eased closer, she saw a silhouette in his passenger seat. She dug her driving glasses out of the glove box and slid them on.

The Braids.

Maura gripped the wheel and kept three cars back, determined not to lose them. Sidney left downtown and took Highway Two Eighty-eight toward the south side.

Her heart lurched when he hit Loop 610 and exited Martin Luther King Boulevard. She hadn’t been over here since graduating from Vanguard High—the math-and-science school. As she crossed the feeder toward campus, she averted her gaze, afraid she might see the ghost of her sister walking the curb.

Sidney sped past a ragtag strip of fast-food joints, resale shops, and convenience stores. To steady herself and blot out Myesha, Maura recited the World War Two names stamped on cross streets—Mountbatten, Eisenhower, Pershing, Doolittle, Van Fleet, Ridgway. By the time he turned off the main drag, her memory had settled. He cut down a narrow street that hugged a sprawling apartment complex. Razor wire coiled along the top of the gate. For a second, she thought it was a prison—until she saw the sign: Manor Arms, and the young women with babies riding their hips.

The BMW swung left and slid between two cars outside the gate. Maura drifted past, hunting a place to tuck in. A block away, a dead-end street. Her tires crunched glass as she nosed behind weeds and angled the car. Goldenrods screened her hood. Her driving glasses were right for evening and night driving, bringing Sidney and his passenger close and clear.

Sidney’s hand rested on the seat inches from the man’s neck. She imagined his fingers grazing his lover’s braids. The Braids shifted, arm sliding down Sidney’s arm. They faced each other as if deep in conversation. Now and then, they looked out the window, gathered a thought from a passing car or a child skipping by, then turned back and started again. A woman with a baby clinging to her leg stepped out and shouted toward them. The Braids got out. Sidney peeled off. The man followed the woman inside, her fuss trailing him, head cocked toward the spot where the BMW had idled.

Maura kept her hand on the wheel. Apartment lights clicked on as the sky moved from azure to purple. Shadows crossed the curtains. Hands cut the air—arguing? Maybe The Braids’ house was divided, too. She pictured him on a sunken couch in a room littered with beer cans and toys. But what did he dream? On the day she’d caught him with Sidney, he’d flicked his eyes to her for a second, then bolted. Nothing in that look suggested he’d truly seen her. The thought that he hadn’t lingered on her stung. She threw the car in gear and drove home. The realization landed with an ache she didn’t want to name.
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“Lots of women watch a whore’s apartment—well, in your case, a punk’s apartment.”

“I go there almost every evening. Even when Sidney’s home, I park and stare at his door.”

“Even when your husband ain’t in there?”

“Yes.”

“Maybe you wanna kick that punk’s ass. Or tell his wife. Get the bitch’s number or write her. Don’t be a fool and knock—some ghetto bitch will kick your ass.”

“I spend night after night watching and dreaming.”

“Dreaming of what?”

“I’d rather not say.”

“Well, maybe you a crazy bitch, Maura.”

“Yeah. Maybe I am.”
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​Chapter 6 – The Braids
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TWO MONTHS

Maura ignored Sidney’s messages as much as possible. Even if he called while they were both home, she’d look at the screen and send him to voicemail like he was a telemarketer.

Can we talk... we can’t live like this... I’m sorry... I’m sorry... Please, baby...

She deleted the pleading and sent his words floating into the dust. She knew better, but she liked to imagine those messages drifting in space with nowhere to land.

Sometimes she read them sitting in her car behind a dumpster near Manor Arms. The Braids rarely wandered far. Sidney dropped him off, and a few minutes later, he’d reappear in a tank top and basketball shorts hanging off his ass. Usually, a child or two trailed him to the corner while he drank from a tall can in a paper sack. He’d join friends perched on cars, smoking and sipping, the kids playing nearby.

Maura wondered if the kids were his. Hard to tell. All the children in the project seemed to have sprung from different men at the same time and been tossed together like a bowl of mixed nuts—same noses, same lips, same domed heads. Her grandmother would’ve called them “bastard children.” The little girl who followed The Braids to the store—Maura thought she belonged to him. But one evening, another man scooped the child up, Winnie-the-Pooh backpack and all, and whisked her away.

She watched Sidney’s man with the “project women” and envied the roll of their hips when they passed him. If only they knew, Maura thought. She remembered a video from Uganda—men beating a gay man and setting him on fire. She shivered at the thought of these “villagers” turning into a mob. She pictured The Braids’ hair blazing—red, orange, a pillar of black smoke. He needed punishment, she thought. Too wild. Luring men and women into his trap. He lured her Sidney. Yes, her Sidney. And he’d trapped her, too, with those bewitching braids and that masculinity.

He ought to be killed.

A dropped photo of him and Sidney in bed would do the trick. She imagined the project men beating them both to death. And in the next breath, she wept at her treacherous thoughts.
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Days Later...

Her phone vibrated. Constant texts from her boss and colleagues at ENCO annoyed her, so she put it on snooze. She didn’t want the screen’s light to catch anyone’s eye. When she left after dark, she waited until she’d rolled to the corner before turning on her headlights. Sometimes cops cruised past, floodlights raking the lot, missing her car but hitting the men full in the face. Sometimes they stopped, cuffed one, hauled him off—leaving The Braids and his buddies cursing and spitting.

Her thoughts could be harsh. What a life. Is this what Sidney wants? This trash? She’d drive off, disgusted, vowing not to return. She didn
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