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T

he smell of stale beer and sizzling grease filled the air in Dragon’s Sports Bar. It mingled with the blaring noise of a ball game on the overhead TV. 

Richard Cadbury sat at his usual spot at the far end of the bar, his fingers wrapped tightly around a half-empty glass of whiskey. His gaze roamed lazily over the room, seeking something—or someone—to distract him from the gnawing emptiness he refused to acknowledge.  

It was a slow night. A few regulars were scattered across the cracked vinyl booths, laughing too loudly or nursing their own burdens in solitude. He’d been here countless times and tonight seemed no different. That was until she walked in.  

The creak of the door pulled his attention, and Richard straightened in his seat, his eyes narrowing. The woman standing in the doorway was unfamiliar, which was unusual in a town like Kenosha, where strangers rarely lingered. She didn’t belong here, that much was clear. Her presence was electric, her every move deliberate yet effortless.  

Christina Ferguson adjusted the strap of her leather bag, letting the warmth of the bar envelop her. The place was exactly as she remembered—dim, noisy, and unpolished—but she hadn’t come for the ambiance. It was the tacos that had been on her mind all day, the kind she used to sneak bites of as a teenager when she could scrape together enough change.  

Her quiet confidence caught everyone’s attention, though she hardly seemed to notice. Christina had long learned how to command a room without demanding it, a skill honed during years in lecture halls and hospitals. She scanned the room for an open seat, her sharp eyes sweeping past Richard without pause, as if he were just another shadow in the dingy bar.  
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But Richard noticed her.
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He set his glass down and leaned back, a slow smirk tugging at his lips. She didn’t fit the mold of the women who typically stumbled in here, and that intrigued him. Her pressed jeans and fitted sweater contrasted sharply with the faded T-shirts and denim jackets of the regulars. And that face—intelligent and striking, with an air of sophistication he hadn’t seen in years.  

The bartender slid a menu across the counter when she reached the bar. Christina flashed him a polite smile and pointed to the tacos on the list. “Three of those, please,” she said, her voice calm and melodic. “And a soda.”  

“A soda?” the bartender asked, raising a brow.  

Christina chuckled. 

“Some things never change,” she replied, glancing around. “But I’m just here for the tacos tonight.”  

Her words caught Richard’s attention again. There was something in her tone—light yet resolute, as if she could handle herself against the current of any room. He watched her out of the corner of his eye, trying to piece together why she seemed familiar.  

Then it hit him. She looked like one of the Fergusons, but polished, like a diamond that had somehow emerged from the mud of the Brookville Trailer Park. The memory of her face from years ago crept into his mind, younger and softer, but unmistakable.  Christina Ferguson.  

Richard’s smirk widened. 

“Well, I’ll be damned,” he muttered under his breath.  

Christina’s gaze drifted momentarily in his direction, not quite meeting his eyes before dismissing him entirely. It was a glance that said she’d had enough experience with men like him to know when they weren’t worth her time.  

But he wasn’t deterred. If anything, her indifference made him more determined. Richard tipped back his glass, the whiskey burning down his throat as his brother David leaned closer.  

“You’re wasting your time,” David muttered, nodding toward Christina. “Look at her shoes, man. They probably cost more than your Impala—and that bucket’s got two different-colored doors.”  

Richard scowled, shaking the ice in his empty glass. 

“Shut up, David.”  

But his brother’s words lingered. Richard took another drink, then another, trying to summon courage—or drown his doubts. Finally, he pushed back his chair, ignoring David’s snicker, and strode toward Christina.  

She didn’t look up as he approached, her attention fixed on her soda and the tacos she had barely touched.  

“Why don’t you have a seat,” she said coldly, “as if you were invited?”  

Richard hesitated but forced a grin. 

“You looked like you could use some company.”

Christina’s brow arched. 

“And how do you know I wasn’t waiting for someone?”  

He leaned against the bar, feigning confidence.

“You were...waiting for me to come into your life.”  

The corner of her mouth twitched in surprise. That was the last thing she expected from Richard Cadbury—a line that could almost pass as charming.  

“What did you expect?” he asked, emboldened by her reaction. “Christina.”  

Her eyes narrowed. 

“Oh, you know my name?”  

“Of course,” he said, leaning closer. “Christina Ferguson. The girl who graduated as valedictorian and moved to the big city. Hasn’t been heard from in, what, twelve years? You probably don’t even remember me.”  

“I remember you, Richard ‘Reckless’ Cadbury,” she said, her tone sharp.  

His grin widened. 

“Wow, I’m amazed you remember me. I’m truly flattered. Did you have a secret crush on me, Christina?”  

She snorted. 

“I remember you had a foul mouth, a foul odor, and you were expelled from Kenosha High after punching a teacher in the mouth in tenth grade. After that, anytime something bad happened in this town, if your name wasn’t directly involved, your last name sure was.”  

Richard shifted uncomfortably but forced a chuckle. 

“Well, I’ve changed since then.”  

“Really?” she asked, her voice laced with skepticism. “No more chasing, robbing, and beating up weaker Black kids?”  

He winced but didn’t flinch. 

“The only change I see,” she continued, “is that you’re cleaner, smell better—though that drugstore cologne is a little overpowering.”  

“Oh, so you like it?” he teased.  

“I didn’t say that.” 

Christina laughed despite herself, and Richard couldn’t help but smile.  

“You always had a cute laugh,” he said softly.  

Before Christina could respond, the bar door opened with a loud creak. A woman stumbled in, her heels too high and her dress too tight. The red hair gave her away before Christina could take in the rest of her disheveled appearance.  

“Shawna?” Christina gasped.  

Her old best friend, Shawna “Red” Sullivan, rushed over, throwing her arms around Christina in a suffocating hug. The strong stench of stale perfume and the faint odor of too many men clung to her, but Christina said nothing.  

“Oh my God, where have you been?” Shawna exclaimed, her black eye glaring under the neon lights.  

The women quickly fell into an animated conversation, years of separation melting away. Christina excused herself from Richard’s company without hesitation, leaving him standing awkwardly by the bar. The two women found a vacant booth and continued their conversation.  

“Told you,” David muttered when Richard returned. “She’s not in your class. Let her catch up with her girlfriend.”  

Richard ignored him, his attention fixed on the scene unfolding across the room.  The door slammed open again, and in walked Calvin “Silk” Harris, Shawna’s pimp. His gold chains glinted in the light as he scanned the bar, his face darkening when he spotted Shawna.  

“There you are, bitch” he growled, yanking her up by the arm. “What the hell are you doing here?”  

“Calvin, I was just—” 

He slapped her across the face, cutting her off.

“Don’t ‘Calvin’ me, bitch. Get your boney ass  back to work.”  

Christina stood abruptly, her voice steady and sharp. 

“We were having a conversation. You need to leave before I call the police.”  

Calvin sneered, sizing her up. Her polished appearance and confident tone gave him pause, but only briefly. 

“Mind your business, lady, or I will knock you the fuck out. Then I’ll have yo ass working the streets to make up for what Shawna owes me.”  

“Apologize,” a low voice growled from behind.  

Calvin turned to find Richard’s 6 foot 5 inch, 275 pound frame standing there, fists clenched and eyes blazing.  

“Who the fuck is she to you, Ricky?” Calvin asked.  

“She’s my future wife,” Richard said evenly. “And if you want to keep your gold teeth, you’ve got two seconds to apologize.”  

Calvin snorted, “Man, I ain’t scared of you or your bitch-ass brother—”  

Before the third second rolled around, Richard’s fist connected with Calvin’s jaw. The pimp hit the floor, and two of his gold teeth clattered across the tiles.  The bar erupted in cheers, but Christina’s focus was on Richard. She walked over, her expression unreadable.  

“Maybe you have changed,” she said quietly. “Never thought you’d be the Sir Lancelot type.”  

“Well, you’re definitely my Guinevere,” he replied, grinning.  

“Can you even spell Guinevere, Richard?” 

The bartender, who was listening, laughed.

“No, but that’s what Siri is for,” he retorted, stepping over Calvin and picking up her luggage. “Can I take you home?” 

“Thank you, no. I’ll catch a cab.”  

“They don’t run this late,” he said, his tone softening.  

After a moment’s hesitation, Christina nodded. Amidst the catcalls and whistles from the bar, the two walked out together, leaving behind a stunned Shawna and a still-reeling Calvin.  
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When Richard pulled his beat-up Chevy Impala with mismatched doors into the circular driveway of the 108th Street Hilton, the valet gave the car a once-over with a look of pure disdain. 

Relief flickered on his face when Richard told him, “Relax, buddy, I ain’t staying.”

But the mood shifted the moment Richard and Christina stepped through the revolving doors.

Standing at the entrance, towering at 6’6” and weighing a solid 300 pounds, was Sam Brown, a former college football player and now a security officer at the Hilton. Sam was infamous in Kenosha not only for his size but also for being the only man to ever beat Richard in a straight-up fight. His arms crossed over his chest as his sharp eyes landed on Richard.

“Your redneck ass is not staying here,” Sam said, his deep voice echoing through the pristine lobby. “Get the fuck out of here!”

Richard smirked. 

“Relax, Sambo,” he replied, his tone dripping with mockery. “I’m just dropping the lady off.”

The words barely left his mouth before Sam’s fists clenched, and he took a menacing step forward. Christina placed her hand on Sam’s massive chest. Sam stopped mid-stride, his broad chest heaving, though his eyes were fixed on Richard like a predator sizing up its prey. 

“Richard!” Christina snapped, spinning to face him. “Do not use that language around me, ever!”

Richard hesitated, the confidence slipping from his face for a brief moment.

“Alright, alright,” he muttered, staring at Christina’s hand on Sam’s chest.

“Don’t apologize to me,” she said firmly. “Apologize to Sam.”

Richard’s face darkened, and he scowled. 

“I ain’t apologizing to no—”

“Richard!” Christina cut him off with a sharp glare that could have frozen fire.

Sam, still poised for a fight, said, “It’s fine, Ms. He’s just poor white trash.”

Christina’s eyes widened, and she turned to him.

“Sammy, I used to be poor white trailer park trash.”

Sam’s scowl dissolved, his eyes widening in recognition. 

“Christina? Christina Ferguson?”

“Yes, Sam,” she replied, her tone softening.

Sam let out a deep laugh, his tension melting away. 

“Well, I’ll be damned. You look... different.”

“And you look like you’ve put on a few pounds since high school,” Christina quipped.

Sam roared with laughter, pulling her into a warm hug. Richard, now feeling completely out of place, turned toward the door.

“Where do you think you’re going?” Christina called out. “You still need to apologize.”

Richard stopped in his tracks, gritted his teeth, and turned back. 

“Sorry,” he muttered, glaring at Sam. “For the... Sambo remark.”

Christina crossed her arms. 

“Sam, your turn.”

Sam raised an eyebrow and said, “For what?”

“For calling him white trash.”

Sam rolled his eyes and muttered in a whiny tone, “He started it.”

Christina sighed, exasperated. 

“Ugh, can’t you two play in the same sandbox for five minutes?”

Sam grinned and said, “Sure, as long as it’s deep enough for me to bury him in.”

The unexpected joke caught even Richard off guard, and he let out a short laugh. Christina threw up her hands in mock disbelief. 

“Oh my God, Sam! When did you develop a sense of humor?”

Sam shrugged. 

“Around the same time I found out I wasn’t going to the NFL.”

“Oh, I do recall that terrible injury you incurred during the Linen Bowl.”

Sam laughed out loud at her mistake.

“It was the Cotton Bowl, Christina,” Sam chuckled. “You follow football?”

“No, the young man I was dating in New York was into it.”

“Oh, I see.”

Christina shook her head with a smile. 

“Sam, would it be alright if Richard took my bags up?”

Sam’s demeanor shifted instantly to professional. 

“I’d do just about anything for you, Christina—except lose my job. Richard’s banned from this hotel.”

Christina’s eyebrows shot up. 

“Banned?”

Sam nodded. 

“Your bags will be brought up, don’t worry.”

As Richard reached the revolving doors, Christina called out, “What, no goodbye?”

He stopped, his face lighting up as he turned back and extended a hand. She shook it, and to his shock, she asked, “Are you busy tomorrow? I need a ride to pick up a rental car.”

His grin widened. 

“I’ll be here bright and early. Can I get your number?”

Christina handed him a small card from her purse. 

“Don’t make me regret this.”

As she walked past Sam, he leaned in and whispered, “I thought you had better taste than that, Christina.”

She rolled her eyes and retorted, “This from the guy who dated Paula Keller—who, if I remember correctly, stole your gold chain before dropping out of school.”

Sam’s face flushed. 

“Oh, you remember that?”

“Of course,” she replied with a mischievous grin. “You were the biggest guy in high school, and there you were, crying like a baby on my shoulder.”

Sam groaned. 

“You set me up with her!”

“You asked me to!” Christina shot back. “And I warned you not to fall asleep around her.”

Sam chuckled as they reached the elevator. 

“I’ll let this one slide, but you better be careful with that guy. Richard Cadbury isn’t exactly Prince Charming.”

As the elevator doors opened, Christina turned back to Sam. 

“Why is he banned, anyway?”

Sam smirked. 

“Ask him his version first. Next time I see you, I’ll tell you mine.”

The doors slid shut, leaving Christina laughing to herself as she prepared for what was sure to be an eventful day with Richard.
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R

ichard arrived an hour earlier than the agreed-upon time, an unusual show of enthusiasm for someone known for his reckless tardiness. But this wasn’t a normal morning for him. He’d gone all out—showered, trimmed his unruly beard to a respectable length, and splashed on one of David’s expensive colognes. Of course, David was experiencing a blackout drunk when Richard asked to borrow his prized black BMW with tinted windows. 

Anyone else would have taken a moment to rethink taking the car but Richard had an out. He chuckled to himself, knowing the same lie that had worked before would work again. He’d just simply tell  him he must have been too drunk to remember that he threw him the keys.

As Christina stepped out into the driveway of the Hilton, suitcases in tow, Richard pulled up and rolled down the tinted window. 

“Your chariot has arrived, m’lady,” he called out with exaggerated flair.

Christina raised an eyebrow but smiled as he quickly hopped out to open the door for her. She slid into the plush leather seat, clearly surprised. 

“Nice car. When did you trade in the Impala for this?”

“Since today,” Richard replied with a cheeky grin, closing the door, and walking around to the driver’s seat.

As he started the engine, he asked, “So, did you have breakfast yet?”

“Just coffee and toast,” she replied, glancing at the time on her phone. “But I could eat. What about you?”

“I’m starving,” Richard admitted.

Christina smiled. 

“Perfect. Take me to the Waffle House.”

The request landed like a punch to Richard’s gut. He tightened his grip on the steering wheel, his knuckles whitening. The Waffle House on 27th Street was infamous for its diverse clientele, and he knew exactly what kind of reception his presence would get. His reputation with the Black community in Kenosha was anything but cordial.

“Uh, Waffle House?” he repeated, trying to keep his voice even.

“Yes, the Waffle House,” she said with a touch of impatience. “Pancakes, bacon, hash browns. What’s not to love?”

Richard forced out a smile 

“Alright. Waffle House it is.”

The drive there was quiet, but Christina was perceptive. 

“You seem tense. Don’t like waffles?”

“Oh, I like waffles,” Richard replied quickly. “Just... not a morning person.”

When they arrived, Richard’s discomfort grew. The lot was packed, and through the windows, he could see families, groups of friends, and workers from the night shift—all sharing meals and conversation. As they walked in, Richard felt the weight of several eyes on him.

“Chrissy Ferguson? Is that you?”

The voice came from a petite waitress with curly hair and a radiant smile. Christina turned and instantly beamed.

“Shanice!” Christina said, pulling the woman into a warm hug.

“It’s been years!” Shanice exclaimed, stepping back to get a good look at her. “Girl, look at you. Doctor, huh? You’re really out there doing it!”

Christina laughed. 

“You
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